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Odds are good that you have given some thought to the coming year. Most Americans 
do; more than 50% of the adult population make New Year’s resolutions. Generally, our 
resolutions follow a common list: lose weight or get healthier in some aspect, save 
money and pay off debt, go further in one’s career, and work on having more successful 
relationships. In other words, we hope to improve ourselves and our circumstances. And 
yet, statistics say 88% of us fail at our resolutions every single year. So why do we keep 
on making them? I took a glance back at my list from 2019 and could cross off only a 
couple resolutions—but once again, I plan on tweaking the same list and am (at least 
right now) confident I will do better in 2020.  
On the one hand, it’s a discouraging thought that we are so intent on improving 
ourselves yet typically make little progress from year to year. Experts say we fail 
because our resolutions aren’t specific enough, or are too idealistic, or we make too 
many. But I wonder if the real reason we make such spectacular resolutions year after 
year—and then fail spectacularly at achieving them, year after year—is because we 
focus on the external details, rather than on our character, which lies beneath and is 
harder to change. So we make goals around the real goals: “I want to lose weight,” is 
really, underneath it, “I want to have self-mastery and self-denial so that I’m not a 
prisoner to food. I want to feel free from making poor choices.” Or, “I want to pay off 
debt and save money,” when the real issues is, “I want to focus on my top priorities and 
stop spending impulsively on things that don’t matter.”  
This coming year, before you plan your resolutions, ask yourself the more important 
question: Who do I want to become? Deepening our character is hard work; making 
choices that stifle our short-term gratification is hard. We know what we want to achieve, 
but we soon run out of steam (by February or March, usually). The New Year’s Day 
excitement of a clean slate wears off, and we feel like we’re slogging once again, until 
we finally give up. And then on the next New Year’s Eve, we can’t remember what we 
resolved to begin with. But if we start with just a goal or two that matters to us at a gut-
level, we will have significantly better odds of making progress.  
Ask yourself a second question before you type up that list. Ask yourself: What do I 
want said about me at my funeral? That one question stops me up short every time. 
Nobody will care when I die if I weigh 5 pounds less, if I am an active player on social 
media, or if my house décor is Instagram-worthy. What will matter is if I spent time with 
the ones I love; if I remembered that words have power and used mine for good; if I 
made sure that my relationship with God and then with my family took top priority not 
just in my heart, but also in my actions and time. Those are the things I want said about 
me after I’m gone.  

Long ago, God asked the Israelites this question: "What injustice did your fathers 
find in Me, that they went far from Me and walked after emptiness and became 
empty?” (Jeremiah 2:5, italics mine) God’s people had forgotten to make their 
relationship with Him foremost, choosing instead to focus on empty, worthless things.  



And after awhile, they became empty themselves. It’s the rare person who writes these 
resolutions: I want to spend all my free time staring at my phone, wasting all my money, 
and being grumpy. (Being less grumpy is one of the top 10 most common resolutions!) 
Yet at the end of each year, if we’re not intentional and continually ask ourselves the 
hard questions, that’s what we end up with. When we seek empty things, we come up 
empty ourselves.  
For 2020, as I write my resolutions (ignoring the 88% failure rate and choosing to stay 
optimistic), I’m going to keep this verse in front of me. I don’t want to focus my time and 
energy on things that don’t matter. I don’t want to walk after empty things (mindless time 
on my cellphone and laptop comes to mind immediately) and become empty. I’m going 
to keep my funeral in mind, choosing resolutions that help me become the kind of 
person I want to be. I want 2020 to be a year where I grow in grace, kindness, 
faithfulness, joy, and love. It won’t be easy, but I think if I remember I have my funeral 
ahead of me, I just might find that when 2021 comes around, I will not only remember 
what my New Year’s resolutions were, but I’ll have made progress in all the ways that 
matter.  
We’re in this together. Let’s follow God with all our hearts in 2020. Let’s be people who 
use our words for good, and who use our time, talents, and money to be God’s light to 
others. These are goals that will never come up empty.  


