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Book review: Rescuing Ambition  
(Part I of book review) 
 
Have you wondered about whether your dreams and ambitions are your own selfish desires or if it is 
God leading you?  I’ve been reading a book recently entitled “Rescuing Ambition” by Dave Harvey and 
I’ve found the book tremendously helpful in thinking through this question.  I haven’t finished the book 
yet but I must say so far the book has not disappointed.   
 
The book examines the question, “how can my ambitions be used for God’s glory?”  What Harvey 
means by ambition is the pursuit of goals and dreams and he distinguishes between two kinds of 
ambition, selfish ambition and godly ambition.   

Harvey describes selfish ambition like this, “Scripture actually speaks of a form of ambition that spoils 
its goodness by removing God as the goal.  The Bible calls it ‘selfish ambition.’”1  In other words, selfish 
ambition has at its heart the exaltation of self.  It motivates and moves a person to work hard with the 
goal of the exaltation of a person.  It is this exaltation of self that actually ends up shrinking our souls.  
Harvey quotes John Chrysostom, a preacher in the early church, “Men who are in love with applause 
have their spirits starved not only when they are blamed offhand, but even when they fail to be 
constantly praised.”2  In other words, selfish ambition has at its heart the desire for acceptance and 
approval from people.  All of us have this subtle desire within us.  Our responses reflect how our 
ambitions have become about our reputations and our own glory.  No clearer is this seen than when we 
seek recognition for our labor or become defensive over our failures.   

The solution to this problem goes deeper than mere behavior modification.  Harvey recognizes that the 
problem is not just about what we do.  The problem is also about who we are.  The reason we have 
selfish ambition, is because we have become glory stealers.  Instead of living for God’s glory, we live for 
our own glory.  At the heart of our desire for glory is the desire for acceptance and significance.  We 
seek people’s approval.   This leads us to do one of two things.  It leads us to desire to be distinguished 
from the crowd- to be special.  That is why some of us work so hard- so that people will recognize my 
gifts or my talents.  We desire that people will recognize that I am somebody special.  The second thing 
it can lead to is laziness.  If we recognize that we cannot gain approval because the standards are too 
high, then we lower the standards so that we can be accepted.   

What I like about Harvey is that while he honestly and gently exposes our sin, he does not leave us 
there.  Harvey reminds the reader of the gospel and the saving power of Jesus Christ.  The gospel does 
something amazing.  The gospel turns things around and says, “You’re accepted.  Not because of what 
you’ve done, but because of the cross.  You’re accepted because your guilt and your sin were paid for.  
You’re accepted in spite of the fact that you were a glory seeker.”  This results in a life of godly 
confidence.  We no longer operate out of a desire to be accepted; rather we live out of the understanding 
that we are already accepted.  No longer do we need to seek the approval of man, but rather God 
approves us. 

How does this lead us to godly ambition?  You see, Christ did not just save us from sin and 
condemnation; he saved us for something as well.  He saved us to be exalters of Christ.  The gospel 
keeps us from becoming complacent and lazy.  When we are equipped with the knowledge that we are 
accepted and that God is in control over all things actually leads us to greater ambition.  It leads people 
to be willing to live lives of faith and trust in what God can and will do.  If we know that God is truly in 
control and that He loves us, we can trust that God will use all things for His glory.   

How does this play out for the Christian?  This plays out for the Christian when we live lives that follow 
Jesus.  This leads to two things- ambitions faith, and ambitious humility.  Faith means believing in the 
promises of God.  We exalt God when we trust in his promises.  It is not a faith that places our desires 
with God’s name on it, but rather trusting in God in the midst of the good days and the bad days.  
Second, it leads to ambitious humility in that we find true life and true joy not in living for our own 
glory but imitating Christ’s humility.  He is the example that we follow.   

(Part II next week) 
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