
Solitude leads you to a quiet room filled with gems of wisdom. You will 
learn to soar with less, not more. To go farther, not just fast. To choose 
the better and not just the good. To talk less and do more first.

Rev Dr David Wong, an exemplary theologian-pastor-writer, has 
weaved together stories of people in the Bible to show us the need for 
solitude for soul-searching and wise living. Each devotion ends with a 
prayer to bring the lesson home. I love it.

For the past two decades, my journey as a woman entrepreneur has 
been a lonely one. I have often stood alone in a male-dominated 
business world. Yet in solitude I have found God giving me clarity 
and bearing. To my fellow women out there, this book is timely and 
destined to be a game changer.

Teresa Chen-Lim
Founder & Group Managing Director, The Language Studio, Malaysia

What a timely book to speak to the greatest fear of our times: loneliness. 
This fear is exacerbated by the current pandemic, compounded in 
some countries by an aging population. Many of us dread being alone 
but the Bible has much to say about the need to be alone as well as the 
dangers of being alone.

Rev Dr David Wong painstakingly examines the lives of biblical 
characters to show us the need for solitude in following Christ. We 
came into the world alone and will leave the world alone. As the 
author puts it, “Yet, could this be what our Creator God had meant 
it to be? To enter into His presence one at a time, and meet Him one 
on one?” This book will help us appreciate why being alone and safely 
alone is God’s way for our spiritual growth.

Dr Clive Lim
Adjunct Professor, Marketplace Theology, Regent College, Vancouver
Author, Chinese Entrepreneurship in Singapore: History, Faith & Culture



Henri Nouwen once said, “Solitude is the place of purification 
and transformation, the place of the great struggle and the great 
encounter.” Echoing this truth, Rev Dr David Wong points us to the 
purifying and transforming nature of solitude.

In his down-to-earth style, in 44 devotions and four sermons, David 
calls for solitude in our crowded, busy and noisy world. At the same 
time, he cautions against the dangers of being alone. He brings key 
biblical truths to life and applies them to everyday life. Together with 
his earlier works on Waiting and Silence, this book Solitude completes 
a trilogy of necessary disciplines for disciples of Jesus and leaders in 
Christian ministry.

Watson Rajaratnam
Regional Director, SIM East Asia

In a style that is classically Rev Dr David Wong’s, this book is personal, 
hitting at the guts; and witty, hard to put down. Not only does it 
impart knowledge, it calls for transformation. I love his presentation 
of solitude as a tension between ‘alone’ and ‘yet not alone’ playing out 
in different forms: hard, necessary, unnecessary, dangerous and safe.

We need wisdom to discern the differences among these forms, and 
find the necessary and safe solitude with God through Christ. This 
book shows us how. A must read if you want to be alone and yet not 
alone.

Rev Peter Lin
President, Baptist Theological Seminary
Pastor Emeritus, Queenstown Baptist Church



This provocative book explores the theme of being alone. A timely 
topic! We are so accustomed to intense activity and feasting that 
disruption by the current pandemic is taking a toll; with mandated 
safe distancing, lockdowns of all sorts, dining restrictions, and even 
solitary quarantine for some.

Rev Dr David Wong shares his succinct survey of various biblical 
characters many of whom entered, acted and exited the biblical 
narratives alone. Being alone was hard, at times necessary, at times 
not good, and even dangerous. This book will certainly help us find 
a safe place in solitude when we find ourselves alone by choice or 
circumstance!

Kirk Tan
Chairman, Men’s Ministry Network
Pastor & District Mentor, Men-in-Covenant, Covenant Evangelical Free Church

One of the greatest challenges facing our society today is the epidemic 
of insecurity among people. I am convinced that a key antidote to this 
is learning to live with the paradox of being committed to a community 
while at the same time treasuring the value of solitude.

While upholding the value of community, Rev Dr David Wong 
eloquently argues for the indispensability of solitude. There is much 
life-vitalising wisdom here.

Dr Ajith Fernando
Teaching Director, Youth for Christ, Sri Lanka
Author, Discipling in a Multicultural World 
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Trawling through some 600 quotations on solitude, I picked 
up a few worth keeping.

“Without great solitude, no serious work is possible.” — 
Pablo Picasso

“The best thinking has been done in solitude. The worst 
has been done in turmoil.” — Thomas A. Edison

“I think it’s very healthy to spend time alone. You need 
to know how to be alone and not be defined by another 
person.” — Oscar Wilde

“Solitude shows us what should be; society shows us what 
we are.” — Robert Cecil

“Cultivate solitude and quiet and a few sincere friends, 
rather than mob merriment, noise and thousands of 
nodding acquaintances.” — William Powell

Opening Words
Of SOlitude and lOnelineSS 
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“I live in that solitude which is painful in youth, but 
delicious in the years of maturity.” — Albert Einstein

“One can be instructed in society; one is inspired only in 
solitude.” — Johann Wolfgang von Goethe

You probably recognise the names of these creative geniuses 
and statesmen. Is solitude therefore always good? 

Not if it means loneliness. 

In 2017 the British government issued the result of a year-
long study into the prevalence and effects of loneliness in the 
UK. The following year, it appointed the world’s first Minister 
of Loneliness. The then Prime Minister Theresa May called 
loneliness “one of the greatest health challenges of our time”.1

Japan followed in 2021 with a minister to combat the country’s 
crisis of loneliness, accentuated and exacerbated by the global 
COVID-19 pandemic. Prime Minister Yoshide Suga expressed 
his concern at the rise in suicide rates for the first time in 11 
years, linked probably to the social isolation brought about by 
the pandemic.2

Obviously, solitude and loneliness are not the same thing. 
Being alone does not mean being lonely. One can be alone 

1 “PM Launches Government’s first loneliness strategy,” GOV.UK, 
October 15, 2018, https://www.gov.uk/government/news/pm-launches-
governments-first-loneliness-strategy.
2 Shogo Kodama, “Japan appoints ‘minister of loneliness’ to help people 
home alone,” NIKKEI Asia, Febuary 13, 2021, https://asia.nikkei.com/
Spotlight/Coronavirus/Japan-appoints-minister-of-loneliness-to-help-
people-home-alone.
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without feeling lonely. One can be lonely, even in a crowd. 
We may seek solitude, but we shun loneliness. We may enjoy 
solitude but we endure loneliness. 

Even so, it is hard to be alone. But sometimes, it is necessary. 
At other times, unnecessary—even dangerous. So when is it safe 
to be alone? A question enough to warrant a book! I started 
working on “solitude” as a theme to complete the trilogy which 
started with Waiting as “a necessary pause in time”, then Silence 
as “a necessary pause in noise”. Could Solitude be “a necessary 
pause in company”?

Maybe not. One of the first statements in the Bible, coming 
from the Creator God, is, “It is not good that the man should 
be alone….” (Genesis 2:18). Yet, across the vast stage of biblical 
history, we witness characters making their entrance alone, 
playing their parts mostly alone, and then making their exit 
alone. 

Noah stood apart from his generation. Jeremiah walked alone 
among his peers. Moses died alone on the mountain. Mary 
pondered alone the mysteries of God. John wrote alone in 
exile. 

Some choose to be alone. Some did not choose to be so. 
Whether by choice or circumstance, it is hard to be alone. 
Joseph sat alone in prison on a false charge. Paul stood alone 
at his trial. Jacob fled alone from his brother Esau. Job asked 
to be left alone. 

Sometimes it is necessary to be alone. Jesus took time away 
from ministry to pray alone. He took the disciples away from 
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the crowds for “time out” on their own. Nehemiah kept to 
himself what God had laid upon his heart to do. Abraham 
broke away from the company of the servants to meet his test 
alone. 

At other times, it is not necessary. Moses did not have to do 
everything alone. Neither did Elijah have to be everywhere 
alone. Esther, though the burden fell on her alone, could call 
on her people to bear it with her. Does the traveller need to 
journey alone, or the leader go solo, working in a silo? 

What dangers face those who choose to go alone? David fell 
when walking alone on the rooftop of his palace while his 
men were fighting in the battlefield. Samson needed no one 
on account of his incredible brute strength which proved to be 
his fatal weakness. 

When is it safe to be alone? Ask the woman accused of adultery 
standing alone before Jesus. Ask Peter who looked into Jesus’ 
eyes after he denied knowing Him. Ask Saul struck blind by a 
vision of Jesus who appeared for him and for him alone. Ask 
the disciples who heard Jesus give His word of promise before 
He left them, “I am with you always, till the end of time.” 

As I will share in one of the devotions, preaching to an empty 
sanctuary during the COVID-19 pandemic, I felt literally 
alone. Yet on that Ascension Sunday, I sensed the presence of 
the Spirit promised by Jesus occupying every seat of every pew. 
When I was most alone, I was not alone. 

So it has been with this writing project. While I retreated 
many times to solitude to write, I appreciated those who gave 
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me the time and space. In particular, I thank my wife Jenny 
who knew when I needed a glass of water or a mug of coffee, or 
a break for some nonya kueh. 

I thank also Darrell Tan and Jonathan Teo who gave invaluable 
help with proofreading and more. Again, Karen Quek returned 
to work on the cover design, and Priscilla Jamir of Graceworks 
to manage the whole project. I could not have done it alone. 
Finally, I am grateful to Teresa Lim, Peter Lin, Watson 
Rajaratnam, Clive Lim, Kirk Tan and Ajith Fernando for 
reading the book draft and commending the book to readers. 

The 44 devotions are meant to be read a day at a time. For 
those with appetite for more, I have included four longer pieces 
from my earlier work, The Left Hand of God and Other Surprises 
(2008) which is now out of print. 

I dedicate this book to all who struggle with isolation and 
alienation, especially during the current global pandemic, 
likely to become endemic much like the affliction of loneliness. 
Yet on the flipside may we find solitude, that necessary pause 
from human company to discover the presence of the divine. 

May we then enjoy communion with the Triune God—Father, 
Son and Holy Spirit—who promises never to leave us, ever. 



HARD TO BE 
ALONE 



Noah, despite decades of preaching to his generation, enters the 
Ark alone, taking only his family with him.

Hagar, a slave in the hands of her master and her mistress, leaves 
home twice, once running away alone and another time sent away 
with her son. 

Jacob, in transition, running away, alone at night, encounters 
God one on one.

Joshua, standing alone before the formidable the city of Jericho, 
wants to know if the Lord is fighting on his side.

The Psalmist, alone, unable to sleep, like a lone owl in the night, 
sighs a mournful lament. 

Job, feeling alienated and misunderstood in his suffering, cries, 
“Leave me alone!”

Ezekiel, standing in the gap as if the only one left, falling on his 
face, intercedes for his people against divine wrath upon their 
city. 

Daniel, spending a night with the lions while the king tosses 
sleepless in his bed, meets the dawn alive.

Mary, alone in her thoughts and emotions, ponders the strange 
and mysterious events happening to her, in her and around her.

Paul, recounting his life full of hardships, glories in his weakness.

Paul, on trial, abandoned by friends, not one around to defend 
him, forgives them all. 
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alone and apart

So the lOrd said, “I will blot out man whom I have created 
from the face of the land....” But Noah found favour 

in the eyes of the Lord.

GeneSiS 6:7–8

Of all who lived in his generation, Noah stood apart and alone, 
probably the loneliest man who ever lived. The people around 
him “were eating and drinking and marrying and being given 
in marriage, until the day when Noah entered the ark, and 
the flood came and destroyed them all.” (Luke 17:27) After 
years of building the ark and years of warning the people of 

a flood, none believed Noah except his 
own family of seven other individuals.

Some Bible students take the view that 
neither rain nor rainbow existed till 
the flood came since the earth before 
man appeared was watered by “a mist” 

(Genesis 2:6). This would explain in part the people’s unbelief 
and Noah’s faith when he saw “events as yet unseen” (Hebrews 
11:7). But the “events” here may refer to the deluge, not 
necessarily rain. Whichever view we take, the fact remains that 
no one took Noah seriously as a “preacher of righteousness” (2 
Peter 2:5, NIV). Building a giant boat on dry land far from any 
body of water was simply ridiculous.

How long did it take for Noah to build the ark? At 500 years of 
age, he became father to his three sons, and at 600 years, the 

Noah stood apart 
and alone, probably 
the loneliest man 
who ever lived.
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flood came (Genesis 5:32; 7:6). Giving time for the children to 
grow up and marry, some 40 years could have passed before 
God’s call came for Noah and his family to build the ark 
(Genesis 6:14). If so, it would have taken Noah at least 60 years 
to complete the ark. Imagine holding on to a belief that no 
one held, talking about a catastrophe that no one could see, 
and calling for repentance when everyone was happy with the 
status quo.

Did Noah ever succumb to loneliness and doubt his calling? 
Or did solitude only strengthen his convictions? Arthur 
Schopenhauer (1788–1860), the German philosopher, once 
said, “Great men are like eagles, and build their nest on some 
lofty solitude.” From such a “lofty solitude” Noah persevered, 
and “did everything just as God commanded him” (Genesis 
6:22, NIV). Credit must be given him for holding his family 
together through it all.

We are still called today to stand apart and sometimes alone 
in a world where the teaching of Jesus’ second coming meets 
the same incredulity and indifference characteristic of Noah’s 
generation. Jesus already anticipated this. “For as were the days 
of Noah, so will be the coming of the Son of Man.” (Matthew 
24:37) Like Noah, we must be ready when it happens. 

“ ”
Lord, help me stand firm when I have to stand apart 
and alone. May solitude strengthen my conviction.



04 |  SOLIT UDE

alone oUtside

But Abram said to Sarai, “Behold, your servant is in your power; 
do to her as you please.” Then Sarai dealt harshly with her, 

and she fled from her.

GeneSiS 16:6

Before God changed their names to Abraham and Sarah, 
the couple struggled with the painful issue of childlessness. 
Though God had promised Abram an offspring (Genesis 12:7), 
after ten years without one, he asked God that his servant 
Eliezer be his heir. Later, as Sarai also became impatient, she 
asked Abram to sleep with their servant Hagar to produce an 
heir. Ishmael was born but neither he nor Eliezer was God’s 
choice or plan (Genesis 15:2–4; 17:18–19). 

Instead, Isaac, a son born to Abraham and Sarah in their 
old age, would be the one to fulfil God’s plan of blessing the 
nations. Where did that leave Hagar and Ishmael, both of 
whom were now joined to Abraham? Just as Abram and Sarai 
pursued plans outside God’s will, Hagar and Ishmael would be 
cast outside their home. On two occasions, Hagar left home, 
the first by choice and the second by force. On the first she left 
alone, on the second with Ishmael. Each time, God appeared 
to Hagar and took care of her.

Hagar comes across as one of the loneliest women in the Bible. 
She was a helpless slave, at the command of her master and at 
the mercy of her mistress. But like a cat chased into a corner, 
she fought back. When she became pregnant with Ishmael, 
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Yet God takes care 
of those who suffer 

the consequences 
of the mistakes 

and sins of others.

she looked with contempt on Sarah, and when her mistress 
mistreated her, she ran away. The angel of the Lord met her 
and told her, “Return to your mistress and submit to her.” 
(Genesis 16:9)

Hagar obeyed and went home, but not much had changed in 
the dysfunctional family. Finally, God’s promise came true and 
Isaac was born to Abraham and Sarah. 
One day, Sarah saw older brother 
Ishmael mocking toddler Isaac, and 
all the bitter memories of past rivalry 
and contempt returned to haunt her. 
This time she wanted Hagar and her 
son gone for good. And so it was, as 
we see them for the last time, walking off into the wilderness 
of Beersheba, but not alone. God again provided for them and 
left them with the promise that a great nation would arise from 
Ishmael (Genesis 21:15–18).

Abraham and Sarah, acting according to the flesh, against 
the divine promise, brought much distress and misery upon 
themselves and especially upon Hagar and Ishmael, not to 
mention future generations. Yet God takes care of those who 
suffer the consequences of the mistakes and sins of others.

“
”

May I not find ways around Your promise and against 
Your will. Forgive me, Lord, when my sins bring 

consequences upon others.
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alone in transition

Jacob left Beersheba and went toward Haran. And he came to a 
certain place and stayed there that night, because the sun had set. 
Taking one of the stones of the place, he put it under his head and 

lay down in that place to sleep. 

GeneSiS 28:10–11

Jacob had two encounters with God when he was on the run. 
The first happened when he was fleeing from his brother Esau 
who had vowed to kill him. The second took place 20 years 
later when he was running from his uncle Laban who had 
cheated him. Strange, we do not read of any encounter with 
the Lord when he was at the home of either his parents or his 
uncle.

Could it be that God waits for us to be “in transition” before 
He deals with us? Perhaps, at other times we are too settled 

in the familiar, or too busy with the 
routine. Jacob, leaving Beersheba 
was leaving his comfort zone of 
the familiar and the routine. Then 
journeying some distance to Haran, 
Jacob was venturing into the 

territory of the unknown and the uncertain. (The journey of 
1,000 kilometres could take 15 hours by car today.)

At such times, we are more open to divine intervention. We 
listen more attentively and see more clearly. For Jacob, each 
encounter with God also took place when he was alone and 

Could solitude and 
silence be conditions 
for such significant 
encounters with God?
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when it was night. Could solitude and silence be conditions for 
such significant encounters with God?

In this encounter at a place he later named Bethel, meaning 
“house of God”, he exclaimed, “Surely the Lord is in this 
place, and I did not know it,” adding, “How awesome is this 
place! This is none other than the house of God, and this is 
the gate of heaven.” (Genesis 28:16–17) It took Jacob a while to 
understand what had happened. He was running away from 
Esau but he could not outrun God. The Lord was there with 
him in his journey.

What God said to him was what he needed to hear: “Behold, I 
am with you and will keep you wherever you go, and will bring 
you back to this land. For I will not leave you until I have done 
what I have promised you.” (Genesis 28:15) In our transitions 
of life, when the familiar falls behind and the uncertain looms 
ahead, we need the same assurance from God.

“
”

Be with me, Lord, in the transitions of my life when I 
miss the familiar and I fear the uncertain. Thank you, 

Lord, for staying and journeying with me.
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alone and barefoot

Now when Joshua was near Jericho, he looked up and saw a man 
standing in front of him with a drawn sword in his hand. Joshua 
went up to him and asked, “Are you for us or for our enemies?” 
“Neither,” he replied, “but as commander of the army of the 

lOrd I have now come.” …And Joshua did so. 

JOShua 5:13–15, niV

Joshua had taken the people of Israel across the Jordan, a 
treacherous river. Before him stood Jericho, a formidable 
gateway city, which he must conquer in order to enter the 
promised land. Could his emotions be expressed in these 
lyrics?

River Jordan’s waters I have crossed
There is now no stopping in my track
All my bridges are burnt and there’s no way of turning back
Since I chose the path of no return.

Before me lies the great unknown
What lurking dangers still remain?
Strange, all of a sudden, I feel so alone
Have I come this far in vain?1

We find him alone when a stranger confronts him with sword 
drawn. Instinctively Joshua must have reached for his own 
weapon as he called out, “Friend or foe?” The answer came 

1 David & Tony Wong, Give Me This Mountain (Singapore: Mount Carmel 
Bible-Presbyterian Church, 1983).
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back, “Neither.” The stranger was not fighting for the enemies 
nor was he coming to fight for Joshua.

During the American Civil War (1861–65), someone told 
Abraham Lincoln, “God is on our side.” He replied, “Sir, my 
concern is not whether God is on our side; my greatest concern 
is to be on God’s side.” How presumptuous of us to treat God 
as a volunteer we can recruit to fight 
for us! Perhaps, Joshua expected the 
Lord to fight on his side.

But no, the Lord was coming to 
take over command. As Joshua fell 
facedown, he received his first order: 
“Take off your sandals from your feet, for the place where you 
are standing is holy.” (Joshua 5:15) Like his predecessor Moses 
standing barefoot before the burning bush (Exodus 3:5), 
worship and surrender must come before warfare and victory.

In the battles we fight, we often assume that the Lord will side 
with us and fight for us. We do well to lay down our weapons, 
take off our pride and presumption, and make sure we are 
standing on holy ground, on God’s side.

“
”

Forgive me, Lord, for presuming that You are always on 
my side. Take over command so that I may relinquish 

my will and stand with You on Your side.

How presumptuous 
of us to treat God as 

a volunteer we can 
recruit to fight for us!
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noctUrnal and solitary

I am like a desert owl of the wilderness, like an owl of the waste 
places; I lie awake; I am like a lonely sparrow on the housetop.

PSalm 102:6–7

“Lonely people are always up in the middle of the night.” We 
have no idea who scribbled this on a wall. Perhaps someone 
lonely, unable to sleep, walking the streets at night. Unlike 
owls, we are not nocturnal creatures. We sleep at night. But 
insomnia triggered by loneliness keeps us awake. We become 
owlish, not only nocturnal but also solitary. 

The psalmist lies awake, unable to sleep, his body wracked by 
pain, his mind tormented, his heart anguished and broken. 
His health fails and leaves him. His enemies mock and shun 

him. Even God turns His face away 
from him. He suffers alone. 

Publius Vergilius Maro (70–19 BC), or 
simply Virgil, composed the epic Aeneid 
recounting Rome’s rise from the ashes 

of Troy to fulfil her destiny of world dominion—but at the 
price of much human suffering. The undercurrents of sadness, 
darkness and loneliness mirror those of the psalmist:

Thence she heard, it seemed, sounds and speech as 
of her husband calling, whenever darkling night held 
the world; and alone on the housetops with ill-boding 
song the owl would oft complain, drawing out its 

We become owlish, 
not only nocturnal 
but also solitary.
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lingering notes into a wail; and likewise many a saying 
of the seers of old terrifies her with fearful boding.1 

Psalm 102, like Virgil’s “ill-boding song”, its “lingering notes” 
dragged into a “wail”, could be sung by an individual but more 
likely by a nation. A solitary owl in the wilderness or a lonely 
sparrow on the housetop could be a picture of Israel, forsaken 
and forgotten. “For the Lord will rebuild Zion….” (Psalm 
102:16, NIV) points probably to a time of Jerusalem’s capture 
and destruction by the Babylonians, and the subsequent 
deportation of the people into exile.

But not all is lost. The tune changes: “But you, O Lord, 
are enthroned forever; you are remembered throughout all 
generations. You will arise and have pity on Zion; it is the time 
to favour her; the appointed time has come.” (Psalm 102:12–
13) The night will pass, dawn will come, melancholic birds will 
take flight and joyful songs will be heard again. 

1 Virgil, Aeneid 4.462.

“
”

Loneliness is hard, more so when I lie awake at night. 
Turn my eyes to You, Lord, enthroned and ready to 

rise at the appointed time.




