
Do you have a bottom up or top down approach to life?      
 

Do you have a bottom up or top down approach to life? Basically, there are two 
ways to approach life. The first one, the bottom up approach, is to start with your life 
and your experience, and then project all that on to God. The result is that when things 
are good, you feel like God’s a good God, that He’s close, loves you and cares about 
you. But when things are hard, you start to wonder, “Does God care?” Or, maybe even, 
“Is there really a God?” You may start to gravitate toward agnosticism or atheism. 
Maybe God is far away and not interested in my life – Deism. Or, maybe He’s really 
some impersonal force and not a person. I’m all on my own. Maybe God is good and 
evil, the Yin and Yang of Eastern religion. Or, maybe God is some aberration of 
Christian theology like process theology or open theism. You believe God is good, but 
He’s powerless and impotent. He wants to help. He wants to do good, but He’s just not 
powerful and strong enough. 
  The end result is that if you start with the bottom up approach, you begin with your 
feelings, experiences, sin, sadness and suffering, and you project all that toward God. 
So when you need Him most, you’ll run from Him not to Him. You get angry with Him. 
You’ll have questions about Him, not trust Him or worship Him. And you’re going to be 
in a difficult place. Some of you are there today. You’re certain that your future is 
uncertain. What’s going to happen next? How’s this all going to work out? Life has 
gotten very complicated. Maybe because of sin you’ve committed, maybe sin that’s 
been committed against you, maybe circumstances that are before you. 
  But the other way to live life is the top down approach. It’s to believe that God is who 
He says He is. That the Bible is true and reveals to us the character, nature and what 
we call the attributes of God. Believing that and then interpreting all of our life in light of 
what God says and who God says He is. If that’s the case then, as we go to Scripture, 
we realize God is good and that He made the world good. We’ve corrupted it through 
sin. The sin, suffering and sadness that’s experienced is not because of God. It’s 
because of sin, Satan and his demons, and sinners all working together in a war against 
God. And God is good, altogether always and only good. He has a plan that He’s 
working out and unfolding through history to be a Redeemer, Liberator, Deliverer and a 
Savior. The result is that if we start with the top down approach, when we’re suffering or 
sinning, or when we’re anxious or frustrated – we know to trust in God and run to God. 
  Most people that you know, even many “Christians,” approach life with a bottom up 
approach to life. Maybe that’s you? Others though, and I really hope you’re one of them, 
live life with the top down approach. It’s a choice. You respond to God in faith. You trust 
Him. You trust His Word. You trust His character and His promises, particularly during 
the most difficult of circumstances of life. 
  A wonderful example of someone who lived life with a top down approach is a young 
teen girl named, Mary. This teen’s top down approach challenges us and rebukes. I 
know that it rebukes me. Turn to Luke 1:39-56 (p. 856).  
  Remember that the angel, Gabriel, visited Mary, a 12 or 13 year old, and gave her 
some astounding news. Though she’s a virgin, she’s going to conceive and give birth to 
God’s Son, Jesus. Mary is also told by Gabriel that her relative, an elderly barren 
woman named Elizabeth, who’s never had children and is beyond childbearing years, 
has also been blessed of God. God has opened her womb and she’ll give birth to John 
the Baptist. Hearing this, Mary is so excited she packs up her things and walks the 



roughly 100-mile hike through the wilderness of the Judean hillside to the home of 
Elizabeth and her husband, Zechariah. 
  Hindsight is 20/20. 2,000 years later this is a great story. It all looks great but if you 
have bottom up approach to life, Mary didn’t get good news. 
  Are you a worrier? Is worrying your spiritual gift? Maybe you worry so much that when 
you don’t have something to worry about, you’re worried because you don’t have 
anything to worry about? 
  Mary has a lot she could worry about. Would Joseph still want to marry her? After all, 
she’s a virgin, but would he believe that? Would he divorce her? Would he have her 
shamed, even executed for adultery? Would he abandon her to raise this child alone, as 
a single Mom? What about her reputation? She was called a whore? She told them, “I 
love God, it’s a miracle, God made me pregnant.” They all laughed and made fun of her. 
They came to Jesus during his adult life and said, “At least we know who our father is.” 
What they were saying is, “Your mother’s a tramp.” 
  Not to mention the concern for pregnancy. Just being pregnant is a cause for worry. 
It’s a small town without great medical care, plus she’s poor. It’s dangerous. Lots of 
women died in childbirth. Lots of children died in infancy. In addition to concerns about 
her own health and well being, there’s the pressure of being the mother of God. Who 
wants that kind of stress? She’s a first-time mom. What a way to start. “Here’s God, do 
a good job.” 
  Mary has a lot she could be worrying about. Yet, rather than worrying, Mary 
worships. Why? Mary trusts God and believes His Word. Because she makes that 
choice, she has a top down approach to life. She believes God is good and she can 
trust Him. It makes all the difference in the world. As we examine the life of Mary, 
hopefully, it challenges us to be like her, to  have a top down approach to life. If you’re 
taking notes… 
  
1. When you believe God is good, you’re excited to see Him work. What excites 
you? What do you get ecstatic about? Okay, what do most teenagers you know get 
excited about? Do they even get excited? Tell me what excites you and I can probably 
tell you what your value system is. “In those days Mary arose and went with haste into 
the hill country, to a town in Judah.”   
  As soon as Gabriel is on his return flight, Mary is out the door. She’s excited about 
what God is doing in her life and she’s excited to see what God is doing in her older 
cousin, Elizabeth’s life. Though Mary is young, poor and illiterate, she understands deep 
theological realities. 
  There’s just something really cool about a teen excited about the things of God. 
They’re often used by God to light up other Christians, even a church. Older believers 
must never make the blunder of downplaying the spiritual eagerness of youth. Children, 
teens, young adults need to be taken seriously. Once they’ve entered adulthood and 
are out of high school, they’re no longer children and deserve our respect, and to be 
treated as adults. 
  Teens need to be challenged spiritually. The church must invest deeply in the spiritual 
nurture of our young treasures. But a church can’t do that, if they’re not present – either 
in mind or body. Parenting a teen is taxing, but abdication of direction, particularly 
spiritual direction, is never the solution. 



  Mary is a wonderful example of a top down approach. Ponder for a moment her faith. 
Faith is much more than intellectual belief. Faith is belief plus trust. First, Mary 
intellectually believed what Gabriel said. She believed that virgin conception was 
possible and would happen. There’s no doubt or wavering here. She goes “with 
haste.” Second, she trusted, in spite of looming obstacles, her whole life to God’s 
promise. Third, this trust produced a passivity, a negation of all activity, in which 
she submitted to God – “let it be to me according to your word” (1:38). Yet, then fourth, 
out of that passivity springs energized activity as she immediately responds to God’s 
Word – “and went with haste.” True faith always has activity. It works. It results in a life 
of service, devotion and discipleship. 
  When someone says, “I have faith,” but there’s no activity like we find in Mary’s life, it’s 
often an indication of faith that’s stillborn and dead. If you believe, your life will show it. 
That’s saving faith. Mary had saving faith and hastily moved to see where God was 
working. When you believe God is good, you’re excited to see Him work. 

  

2. When you believe God is good, you want to be with those on His team. Do you 
have Christian friends? I’m not talking about Christians where you know their name and 
that’s about it. I’m talking about true Christian friends, kindred spirits. Do you have even 
one of those? Real Christian friends encourage us to act like Christ, Christian. They’re 
not just Christian in name. 
  How far would you go to be with a Christian friend? How much trouble would you go to 
be in community? “In those days Mary arose and went with haste into the hill country, to 
a town in Judah, and she entered the house of Zechariah and greeted Elizabeth” (vss. 
39-40). While Elizabeth hasn’t announced publicly that she’s pregnant, Gabriel lets 
Mary in on a little secret. Hearing this, Mary says, “Well, I’ve got to go see Elizabeth. I 
love her. We’re close. We’re relatives. I’m pregnant. She’s pregnant. We need to share 
in one another’s joy.” 
  So Mary makes this long trek (map). Let me show you what it looked like. Because 
when you read the Bible, you could think, “Oh, maybe she went down the street, around 
the corner. Maybe she drove.” So what did she do? This teenage girl walked, 
somewhere between 80 to 100 miles. While the specific town isn’t stated, the region is. 
Mary walks about a hundred miles by herself in perhaps 100-degree heat, in danger. 
  Here’s my guilty pastoral question. What sacrifices are you making to be in 
community? What are you willing to invest to be with Christian friends? 
  We read this and realize that Mary really wanted to be in community. It’s a 100 mile 
walk. Some of you’ve been coming for months or years. You’re not 
connected. Why? It’s not important to you. You may convince yourself that you’re too 
busy. This was a four day trip. It was tough. 
  Well, you say, “Scott, you’re asking a lot. It’d be very hard. I’d have to find my car keys. 
I’d need to walk all the way to my car and then I’d need to open the door. I mean, the 
door itself is large. I’d have to open the door and sit down in a very comfortable seat, 
perhaps even with a seat warmer. I’d have to put my keys in the ignition and drive a 
whole 10 minutes, maybe 20. I’d have to park and then I’d have to walk maybe fifty feet. 
I could pull a hamstring. So I prayed about it and I felt like it was too much to ask.” Mary 



walked a hundred miles in 100-degree heat! Pregnant teenage girl with no escort goes 
a hundred miles to be with another believer. 
  Spurgeon said, “Some Christians try to go to heaven alone, in solitude. But believers 
are not compared to bears or lions or other animals that wander alone. Those who 
belong to Christ are sheep in this respect, that they love to get together. Sheep go in 
flocks, and so do God’s people.” Do you love to get together with God’s people? If not, 
why not? 
  Their fellowship isn’t just family fellowship. This isn't just cousins or pregnant women 
getting together. Mary and Elizabeth have deep communion in God's providence and 
deep communion in the gospel. Luke emphasizes that both of these women believed 
the Word of God. Mary and Elizabeth had a communion in the gospel and in God's 
purposes. That communion in the gospel spanned all other differences that existed 
between them. 
  What would it be like to be pregnant at the same time that your great-grandmother was 
pregnant? While Elizabeth was a cousin and wasn't a great-grandmother, she’s old 
enough to be Mary's great-grandmother. Grace spans and unites these generations. 
  There's no generation gap between Mary and Elizabeth. That's how the gospel always 
works. It unites the generations. Young people, please don't fail to take advantage of 
the enormous blessing of spending time and fellowship with older saints who aren't like 
you and who come from a different era. They’ll bless you and you’ll bless them. Older 
saints, please take the time, invest in the next generation. In Elizabeth, Mary had 
someone that she could talk to, be transparent with. Do you have that? 
  The Bible teaches community is important. Do you believe that? Most women do, most 
men don’t. Men, your wife isn’t enough. You need godly men in your life. The very first 
recorded sentence God ever uttered about the man whom God created was, “It is not 
good for the man to be alone" (Genesis 2:18). Men, it’s imperative we know and 
develop godly friendships. Our wives and children need us to encourage and model this 
too for their spiritual health. Thirty years ago, David W. Smith, wrote The Friendless 
American Male. It's a title that’s only grown more accurate. Men, especially us hard-
working, married-with-children types, usually lack close biblical friendships. Step away 
from your man cave. You can grow and you must. At the very least join a SML class. 
First, we must seek the face of God. Then, we must seek godly friends.When you 
believe God is good, you want to be with those on His team. 

  

3. When you believe God is good, every human life is precious. Obviously, Luke 
didn’t record and God didn’t give this to us so we could preach sermons that are pro-life. 
While it’s here, it’s not the main point. 
  Verse 41 has important ethical insights for our day. “And when Elizabeth heard the 
greeting of Mary, the baby leaped in her womb.”  John the Baptist is the only child to 
sing the Halleujah Chorus from the womb. Elizabeth’s womb is his first pulpit. “Not yet 
born, already John prophesies,” wrote Maximus of Turin, “and while still in the enclosure 
of his mother’s womb, confesses the coming of Christ with movements of joy.” 
  Do you have friends who have different worldviews? We need those. Recently, I was 
talking with a friend and she expressed that while she’s personally against abortion, she 



believes a woman should have the right to choose. Some of you here today probably 
hold that position. 
  That’s only a viable position if the unborn is just a fetus. Dr. Luke, the medical doctor, 
clearly holds a different position. John the Baptist at this point is six months old. That 
would mean that he’s about nine inches long and weighed about one and half pounds. 
He looked like a perfect miniature newborn. He had fingerprints and toe prints. 
Sometimes he opened his eyes for brief periods and gazed into the darkness inside his 
mother. That’s a sobering revelation for anyone who seeks to rationalize abortion. 
Especially for Christians who know that we’re not the “human animal” but are image 
bearers of God. 
  But there’s more. Mary had already conceived. She’s three or four days pregnant. 
Jesus was a zygote. And when Jesus, a zygote entered the room, John the Baptist, a 
six-month-old fetus in Elizabeth’s womb, leapt for joy. Look at how Elizabeth addresses 
Mary, “And why is this granted to me that the mother of my Lord should come to 
me?” (vs. 43). 
  In view of all of this, let me pose the question: if Mary had gotten an abortion, what 
would she have aborted – a potential human being or the person of the eternal Son of 
God? Only one answer is possible. 
  Remember Luke wrote both Luke and Acts. In Luke 1:41, he calls this unborn child, a 
baby. Some of you may be saying, “But there’s a difference between a baby in the 
womb and a baby outside of the womb. The baby in the womb doesn’t have civil rights 
and human rights. The baby outside of the womb does.” Let’s keep reading, Luke 
2:12: “You will find a baby,” it’s the same Greek word, “wrapped in swaddling cloths and 
lying in a manger.” His name? Jesus Christ. The same Greek word for “baby” is used of 
the now born Jesus Christ. What you set up every Christmas in your nativity scene and 
John the Baptist in his mother’s womb, it’s same Greek word for “baby.” 
  Should anyone have the “right” to choose to end human life when pre-born or born is 
the same in God’s eyes? Scripture is clear that what’s in Elizabeth’s womb and what’s 
in Mary’s womb are human beings made by God, bearing the image and likeness of 
God, deserving of all of the dignity and value that we subscribe and ascribe to all other 
human life. 
  We’re not a politically motivated church, but we are a biblically motivated church. It’s a 
baby and it’s a life. Maybe you’re arguing, “It’s tissue.” My friend, so are you. This is 
important because it’s estimated that one in six women who will have an abortion claim 
to be evangelical Christians. 
  I’m saying this with grace and compassion. Some here today have had an abortion. 
God’s grace is more than sufficient. It doesn’t matter why. None of us are guiltless and 
we don’t judge you. If you’ve never come to the Cross, come today and be healed and 
forgiven. My primary concern though is for the future. We need to understand that pre-
born or born, it’s a human life, it’s an image bearer of God. It’s a precious life in the eyes 
of God. When you believe God is good, every human life is precious. 
  
4. When you believe God is good, you’re a blessing to others. Do you have some of 
those folk in your life who are just a blessing to be around? I don’t say this very often 
because I want to be careful that I don’t create the impression of “Saint Jane.” Yet, my 
wife’s like that. When I was growing up, my home was a scary place. The last place I 



wanted to be was home. To be candid, I have enough work to keep me busy so that I 
could work to 2020 BUT Jane makes me want to come home. Jane is my biggest 
cheerleader. Unlike my growing up years, our children have always loved being home. 
It’s not because of me…it’s Jane. 
  Do you have folk in your life like that? They’re just a blessing to be around. God has 
blessed me with several. Some of them are sitting here this morning. You just refresh 
my soul and the souls of those around you. 
  Elizabeth is one of those blessing people. Verses 41-45, “And Elizabeth was filled with 
the Holy Spirit, and she exclaimed with a loud cry, ‘Blessed are you among women, 
and blessed is the fruit of your womb! And why is this granted to me that the mother of 
my Lord should come to me? For behold, when the sound of your greeting came to my 
ears, the baby in my womb leaped for joy. And blessed is she who believed that there 
would be a fulfillment of what was spoken to her from the Lord’.” 
  This is the first Christmas song. Elizabeth truly lives out, “Rejoice with those who 
rejoice” (Romans 12:15). But put yourself in her sandals for a moment. She’s a senior 
citizen. She’s finally been blessed with a baby in her old age. Her curse has been 
removed but then her teenage cousin one ups her. She’s having a baby and it’s virgin 
conceived. It’s the long awaited and promised Messiah. And Elizabeth still blesses and 
encourages Mary. How? A word we rarely think about, yet is one of the greatest 
measures of godliness – humility. 
  Too often I’m guilty of the sour, bottom up approach “I deserve better than this.” 
Elizabeth is from the top down approach, “God, thank you for every blessing.” She sees 
every blessing as from God and so she in turn is a channel of His blessings for others. 
  Samuel Morris was a Liberian prince who'd converted to Christianity. He   came to 
America to study the Bible so that he could return to Liberia and teach Jesus to his 
people. When he arrived at Taylor University, he was asked by the school's president 
what room he wanted. Sammy replied, "If there is a room nobody wants, give it to me." 
Later the President commented, "I turned away, for my eyes were full of tears. I was 
asking myself whether I was willing to take what nobody else wanted." Am I? Are 
you?  No wonder Augustine wrote, “For those who would learn God’s ways, humility is 
the first thing, humility is the second, and humility is the third.” 
  The necessity of humility is a common thread in the Nativity accounts. God uses and 
blesses the humble, and they in turn are a blessing. What an encouragement Elizabeth 
was to Mary during these three months! In her prophetic words she echoes Gabriel’s 
message to Mary. Is humility a part of your life? Are you a blessing? An 
encourager? When you believe God is good, you’re a blessing to others. 
  
5. When you believe that God is good, you’re overwhelmed with praise for 
Him, verses 46-55. This song of praise is Mary’s famous hymn. It’s known as The 
Magnificat. That’s Latin for “my soul magnifies.”It’s similar to Hannah’s song of praise in 
1 Samuel. Next to the Lord’s Prayer, few passages of Scripture are better known. It’s a 
song filled with joy and praise. 
  Yet, most Christians I know aren’t filled with joy and praise. Remember the movie from 
a few years ago,Amistad? It was based on the uprising in 1839 by newly abducted 
Mende tribesmen being brought to America to be sold as slaves. Somehow they took 



control of the slave ship, La Amistad. The film is about that and the international legal 
battle that followed their capture. 
  In one scene these Africans watch in wonder and confusion as a group of local 
Christians gather to pray for them. "It’s some sort of dance," one of the natives suggests 
as the religious folk get down on their knees. "It can’t be," his friend responds. "They 
look too miserable to be dancing." And from that point on, the abolitionist Christians who 
come to lend their support are referred to by these Africans as "The Miserable Ones." 
What a sad commentary on how the world often views Christians. Many see us as The 
Miserable Ones, those who have no sense of humor, no joy in life. 
  That’s  not Mary and it shouldn’t be us. We’re commanded over and over again to be 
joyful. Billy Sunday said, “If you have no joy, there’s a leak in your Christianity.” Let’s 
briefly look at her song. 
  a. Scripture permeates the lives of top down people. Mary’s song overflows with 
Old Testament Scripture. Almost every word is a biblical quotation. She either quotes or 
alludes to verses from Genesis, Deuteronomy, 1 and 2 Samuel, Job, Psalms, Isaiah, 
Ezekiel, Micah, Habakkuk and Zephaniah. She tried to virtually put the whole Bible into 
her song. Remember, she’s probably illiterate. How was she able to do this? Because 
God’s Word was written in her heart. 
  It’s unusual to find a Christian who’s struggling with sin or discouragement that’s 
consistently in God’s Word. Can I say something pastoral today? Some within the 
sound of my voice have a lot of misery in your hearts. Do you want to get rid of it? 
Replace it with God’s healing Word. Jesus fought off Satan’s attacks with memorized 
Scripture. You and I can do the same. 
  b. Top down people are overwhelmed with the magnificence of God. While God 
can’t be made any bigger, He can be made bigger in our lives.   True worship is 
spontaneous, not staged. It’s heartfelt, not artificial. It’s God-centered, not self-focused. 
It’s mental, not just emotional. It seeks to honor God, not manipulate Him. And that’s all 
here. 
  Mary’s humility resonates throughout her song. Proud people find it difficult to be 
thankful. They think they deserve better. They remember wrongs (real or imagined) 
done to them, and ultimately blame God. The humble know that they deserve nothing, 
recognize their spiritual bankruptcy, mourn over their sin and have a profound sense of 
gratitude toward and love for God. Mary wants to magnify God who gave her the 
privilege of being the mother to His Son, not magnify herself. The two themes which 
are the two sides of the Gospel ring forth in Mary’s song. 
  * God is to be magnified because He is merciful. Mary’s worship centers on God as 
her Savior, “my spirit rejoices in God my Savior.” This is one of Luke’s favorite titles for 
Jesus. The coming of Jesus would be the apex of redemptive history. Mary knew she 
was a sinner and undeserving of God’s mercy. That’s why she praised God, her Savior. 
We’re all in the same place. We need God’s mercy because we’re sinners. There are no 
good people, only a merciful God. 
  Dallas Willard tells of a military fighter pilot who was performing high-speed 
maneuvers. The pilot thrust the controls for a steep upward climb, only to crash into the 
ground. Somehow the pilot was unaware that his plane had been flying upside down. 
Isn’t that our world today? Going at breakneck speed, we don’t even realize that we’re 
living upside down. 



  People keep crashing and can’t seem to figure out why. After all, we’re not sure if there 
is even such a thing as right-side-up. Don’t all roads lead to the same place? As long as 
you believe in God and practice some form of religion, don’t we all get to heaven 
eventually? Can’t I love God and still live any way I want? The answer is, “No.” You 
can’t live outside of God’s will and expect God’s blessing. You’re flying upside down and 
will eventually crash. That’s why we all need God’s mercy. 
  Jesus said, “I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father 
except through me”(John 14:6). In His mercy, He’ll turn you right-side-up and enable 
you to overcome this world if you’re willing to trust Him as your Savoir and let Him have 
control of your life. 
  * God is to be magnified because He is mighty. If one doesn’t run to God for mercy, 
they must face His might and judgment. “He has shown strength with his arm; He has 
scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts; He has brought down the mighty 
from their thrones and exalted those of humble estate.”It’s the great reversal. 
  This part of Mary’s song is out of sync with our tolerant, “judge not” culture, but we 
ignore it to our peril! God will judge the proud, the powerful, and the rich. Mary 
describes these as “proud in the thoughts of their heart.” Pride is the attitude of self-
sufficiency. The proud person thinks that he doesn’t need God. 
  God judges the powerful. “He has brought down the mighty from their thrones.” Mary is 
referring to arrogant rulers who use power for their own advancement with no regard for 
the people they rule. God will be glorified in bringing judgment against such self-
centered leaders (Rom. 9:17). 
  God will be glorified when He judges the rich. “The rich he has sent away empty.” Mary 
is referring to the selfishly rich, who live lavishly with no concern for the needy (1 Tim. 
6:17-19). She’s also referring to those who think they’re spiritually rich because of their 
own righteousness. The fact is, they’re spiritually poor. If they don’t repent of their self-
righteousness, they’ll ultimately face God in judgment. 
  Friend, if you’re not living with every area of your life under the lordship of Jesus Christ 
and with a view toward the day when you will give an account, you need a reality check! 
God will be glorified – either in saving you by His mercy or ultimately, in judging you with 
His might. Please make sure that it’s the former, not the latter! There is no 
condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus (Rom. 8:1). But there is the“terrifying 
expectation of judgment” (Heb. 10:27) for those who cast off Christ’s lordship. 

  

Conclusion: So which do you have? Do you have a bottom up or top down 
approach to life? 
  A correction notice in an Oregon newspaper read, “The title of a First Christian Church 
program in last week’s paper was written as ‘Our God Resigns.’ The actual title is ‘Our 
God Reigns.’” What a difference one letter makes! Maybe that typo is more true in our 
experience than we want to admit. Many Christians live as if God resigned, not as if He 
truly reigns as the Sovereign of the universe. Many feel discouraged and depressed. 
But even when it looks like the world, even our world is falling apart, our God reigns. 
That’s what it means to have a top down approach to life. 
  Mary was facing an uncertain future. Yet, she praised God because she had a top 
down approach. She trusted God and knew who was on the Throne. Do you? When we 



do, we can sing with Mary, “My soul magnifies the Lord and my spirit rejoices in God my 
Savior.” God wants you have to have top down approach. That begins with knowing 
Jesus Christ as your personal Lord and Savior. Do you know Him? Is He your Savior? If 
He is, are you obeying and facing life with a top down approach? 
  
 


