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Rooted in Scripture - Pointing to Jesus

CHRISTIAN LIVING

Rowboat, Sailboat, or Steamboat?
Three Approaches to the Christian Life

The Short Answer

The Christian life is neither self-powered striving nor spiritual passivity. Believers
cannot create spiritual life, but they are called to obey, persevere, and respond while
depending completely on God’s grace and the Holy Spirit.

John 15:1-5 · Galatians 5:16-25 · 1 Corinthians 15:10 · Philippians 2:12-13 · Colossians
1:28-29

Opening Memory Anchor

God supplies the power; believers actively trust, obey, and depend on Him.
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1. Why Use Three Boats?
Three boats illustrate common ways people approach Christian growth. A rowboat depends on
human effort. A steamboat assumes that spiritual life should run by itself. A sailboat moves
only as wind fills its sails, yet the sailor actively raises the sail and steers.

Every illustration has limits. The point is not to find a perfect metaphor, but to distinguish
self-reliance, passivity, and active dependence on God.

Read in context: John 15; Galatians 5; Philippians 2; Colossians 1; Titus 2
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2. The Rowboat: Self-Powered Striving
Rowboat Christianity says, “If I work hard enough, I can make myself holy.” Prayer and
Scripture can become tools for proving oneself rather than gifts of grace. This approach may
produce pride when it seems to work and despair when it does not.

The Bible does call for effort, but not independent effort. Paul says, “I worked harder than any
of them, though it was not I, but the grace of God that is with me” (1 Corinthians 15:10).

Read in context: John 15; Galatians 5; Philippians 2; Colossians 1; Titus 2
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3. The Steamboat: Spiritual Passivity
Steamboat Christianity says, “If God wants me to change, He will do it without my
participation.” It can sound humble, but it can excuse delay, neglect, or refusal to obey what
Scripture already makes clear.

God truly changes His people, but He ordinarily works through means: His Word, prayer,
fellowship, repentance, wise counsel, service, and daily choices of obedience.

Read in context: John 15; Galatians 5; Philippians 2; Colossians 1; Titus 2
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4. The Sailboat: Active Dependence
The sailboat approach holds two biblical truths together: God works in His people, and
believers are called to work out what God is working in them (Philippians 2:12-13). Grace is not
opposed to effort; it is opposed to earning.

A sailor cannot manufacture the wind. Yet the sailor does not lie down in the boat. In the same
way, Christians depend on the Spirit while actively responding to God’s Word.

Read in context: John 15; Galatians 5; Philippians 2; Colossians 1; Titus 2
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5. Abide in Christ
Jesus says that branches bear fruit by remaining in the vine. The branch does not create its
own life; it receives life from Christ. Apart from Him, no lasting spiritual fruit is possible.

Abiding is not vague. It includes trusting Christ, listening to His Word, praying, obeying what
He has made clear, and returning to Him in repentance.

Read in context: John 15; Galatians 5; Philippians 2; Colossians 1; Titus 2
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6. Walk by the Spirit
Galatians 5 contrasts the works of the flesh with the fruit of the Spirit. The Spirit produces love,
joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.

Walking by the Spirit does not mean waiting for a feeling before obeying. It means yielding
daily to God, rejecting known sin, setting the mind on what is true, and depending on the
Spirit’s strength.

Read in context: John 15; Galatians 5; Philippians 2; Colossians 1; Titus 2
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Want to Go Deeper? Effort and Earning
Earning says, “God accepts me because I perform.” The Gospel says God accepts believers
because of Christ. Effort says, “Because Christ has saved me, I will respond to His grace.”

This distinction guards against both legalism and laziness. Good works do not purchase
salvation, but grace trains believers to live in a way that honors God (Titus 2:11-14).

Read in context: John 15; Galatians 5; Philippians 2; Colossians 1; Titus 2
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8. Use the Means God Gives
Prayer, Scripture, worship, fellowship, service, rest, fasting, and wise accountability are not
switches that force God to act. They are ordinary ways God meets and shapes His people.

Ask honestly: Am I rowing as though everything depends on me? Am I drifting as though
obedience does not matter? Or am I raising the sail - actively trusting the God who supplies
what I lack?

Read in context: John 15; Galatians 5; Philippians 2; Colossians 1; Titus 2
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9. A Prayer and Practice
Father, keep me from self-powered striving and from passive delay. Help me depend on Your
grace, abide in Christ, walk by the Spirit, and take the next faithful step You place before me.
Amen.

This week, choose one practice: read John 15 each day, pray before a difficult task, confess a
known sin, ask a mature believer for prayer, or serve someone quietly.

Read in context: John 15; Galatians 5; Philippians 2; Colossians 1; Titus 2


