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Chapter 1 
 

The Three Principles of Success 
 

I remember picking up a friend once for lunch.  He needed to finish something he 

was writing, so he asked me to wait in the employee lounge.  While I was there, I noticed 

a posted sign that read: 

The Management regrets that it has come to its attention that workers 
dying on the job are failing to fall down. This practice must stop, as it 
becomes impossible to distinguish between death and the natural 
movement of the staff. Any employee found dead in an upright position 
will be dropped from the payroll. 

 
I laughed hysterically when I first read the sign, but then started to feel sad later that day 

after reflecting on its content.  Why?  Because the majority of the workforce I 

encountered in my professional life were “work zombies.”  These are the people who are 

so miserable at their jobs, it really would be difficult often to distinguish them from the 

dead.  They sleepwalk through their daily tasks without giving or receiving much joy 

from what they do for a living.  You can often identify work zombies by their speech, 

because they are frequently heard referring to Wednesdays as “Hump Day” and, at the 

end of the week are usually heard uttering the words “Thank God it’s Friday!”       

 The fact that we have work zombies, or that you yourself might be one, shouldn’t 

be a surprise.  One researcher estimates that fifty to eighty percent of working Americans 

are in a job that does not match their abilities, and is therefore unfulfilling.  These 

statistics may explain why the average worker will change careers two or three times 

before retirement.  Notice I didn’t say that they will change jobs, but that they will 

change careers, i.e., they will move on to something totally different from what they have 
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done before.  Henry David Thorough aptly described most workers today when he said, 

“The mass of men lead lives of quiet desperation.”  Can you think of anything sadder?   

 Most people live their respective lives as though they are unaware of the principle 

that is central to our existence on this earth – we are designed to live with purpose.  The 

Bible confirms this truth when it says “For we are God’s workmanship, created in Christ 

Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do.”i  The sad truth is 

that most people do not live with a sense of purpose, but are instead living in survival 

mode.  A person living in survival mode reluctantly gets up every day without a sense of 

direction.  Making choices is difficult for this person because she has no defined mission 

in her mind as a basis for making decisions.  Her day is dictated by her circumstances 

because she has no real sense of where she wants to travel.  A person living in survival 

mode experiences no real success in her life because she has failed to embrace, either 

through ignorance or inaction, the truth that she has been designed with a purpose.  As a 

result, she does not know her purpose and, therefore, has no real sense of direction in her 

life.   

 I confidently assert this teaching because, like many people, I too was a work 

zombie.  I lived, for a period of time in my own life, getting up every day because I 

needed a paycheck.  I experienced no joy in my work and wondered whether attending all 

of those fancy schools was really worth the time and money that were invested in my 

education.  My days were full of constant depression, aimlessness, and anger.  It wasn’t 

until I started to learn about God’s purpose for my life and the truths of His Word that I 

started to experience real success in my life.   
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 What is real success?  The world would have you think that the accumulation of 

wealth and prestige is real success.  I am sure you have seen the bumper sticker that says, 

“He who dies with the most toys wins!”  The Bible says that worldly possessions and 

wealth are fleeting, and I actually have a great example that confirms this teaching.  It 

involves a meeting held in 1923 at Chicago’s Edgewater Beach Hotel.   

 Eight men, who at the time possessed and controlled more wealth than the entire 

United States, decided to have this Chicago meeting to decide how they might be able to 

leverage their collective wealth and power.  Among the attendees at this meeting was the 

president of the world’s largest steel company, the president of a large gas company, the 

world’s greatest wheat speculator, the president of the New York Stock Exchange, a 

member of the U.S. president’s Cabinet, the greatest (up to that time) Wall Street 

investor, the head of the world’s largest monopoly, and the president of the Bank of 

International Settlement.  These men attended the meeting hoping to develop a plan that 

would increase their wealth immeasurably.   

 Twenty-five years after the Chicago meeting, however, all of these men were in 

total and complete ruin.  Charles Schwab, the president of the world’s largest steel 

company, lived on borrowed money for five years before he died bankrupt.  Howard 

Hopson, president of North America’s largest gas company, went insane.  Arthur Cutton, 

the world’s greatest wheat speculator, died insolvent and exiled from the United States.  

Richard Whitny, president of the New York Stock Exchange, was incarcerated in Sing 

Sing Penitentiary.  Albert Fall, a Cabinet member under President Warren Harding, was 

pardoned from prison so that he could die at home.  The last three of these men – Jesse 

Livermore, Wall Street’s greatest investor during his lifetime, Ivar Krueger, head of the 
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firm of Krueger & Toll (at that time, the world’s largest monopoly), and Leon Fraser, 

president of the Bank of International Settlement – all committed suicide.  These men 

made the mistake of thinking that they could rely on their wealth as a source of 

contentment and fulfillment.  Their eventual destinies show that power, wealth, and 

prestige can be empty and lead to a life of brokenness.         

So I ask again – what is real success?  Dr. David Anderson, Senior Pastor of 

Bridgeway Community Church in Columbia, Maryland, coined a definition that I believe 

answers this question truthfully.  He said, “Success is maximizing your God-given 

potential to accomplish your God-given purpose.”  Did you get that?  God gives you both 

your purpose and all of the tools you need to accomplish that purpose.  Hence, our goal in 

life should be to discover our individual God-given purpose and to develop the talents, 

skills, and habits necessary to accomplish that purpose.  Because the world has a different 

definition of success, I will refer to Dr. Anderson’s definition as “true success.”   

My purpose in writing this book is to show you that God provides a path, which I 

describe through a model I call the Success Continuum, to discovering and fulfilling the 

purpose He has given you.  This path of discovery first starts with understanding that 

there are three principles that are foundational to this idea of true success.  The three 

principles are:   

1. True success happens when opportunity crosses paths with 
preparation.   

2. We cannot control when opportunity happens, but we can control 
when and how preparation happens. 

3. We cannot prepare for true success unless we understand God’s 
fixed eternal laws and how they shape our life journey.   

 
These principles are based on the Apostle Paul’s teachings to the Ephesian church, when 

he said, “Be very careful, then, how you live – not as unwise but as wise, making the 
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most of every opportunity because the days are evil.  Therefore do not be foolish, but 

understand what the Lord’s will is.”ii   

 Notice that Paul teaches the Ephesian church, first, to be careful about how they 

live.  The Greek word (used in the original New Testament text) translated as “careful” is 

the word akribos, which can also be translated into the English word “diligently.”  The 

idea communicated here is one of being aware, of walking through life with open eyes.  

And what should we be looking for with those open eyes?  Opportunity.  Please 

understand – opportunity is not something that we can schedule.  There’s no office or 

store that we can call and say “I would like an opportunity.  Can I schedule it to arrive 

sometime after I graduate college?”  Go ahead and laugh, but you know it is true.  Paul 

also knew it was true, which is why he taught the importance of developing the ability to 

recognize opportunity when it comes into our lives.    

 Being successful, of course, means more than recognizing opportunity.  Paul also 

taught the Ephesian church the importance of “making the most of every opportunity.”  

We must be prepared to take advantage of those instances when opportunity comes into 

our lives.  It is also important for us to understand that Paul would never instruct us to 

make the most out of every opportunity unless we have the ability to place ourselves in 

the position to do so.  Hence, we have the ability to prepare ourselves to both recognize 

and to act upon those moments in our lives when opportunity appears.   

 And how do we prepare for opportunity?  By learning about and understanding 

the Success Continuum.  The Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary defines 

“continuum” as “a coherent whole characterized as a collection, sequence, or progression 

of values or elements varying by minute degrees.”  The idea behind the Success 
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Continuum is that the truly successful life is a progression of seven stages, common to all 

of us, which provides us with a path to developing our God-given potential, with the 

objective of accomplishing our God-given purpose.  I have developed a model that 

explains and teaches the Success Continuum and provides you with a roadmap that 

should help you discover your God-given purpose, and should provide you with guidance 

on how to develop the talents, skills, and habits necessary to accomplish that purpose.  

 The seven stages to the Success Continuum are Design, Childhood, Education, 

Relationships, Self-Awareness, Opportunity, and Achievement.  Each of these stages has 

two dimensions.  While all of these stages are important to your success journey, two of 

them are profoundly critical to attaining true success.  The first is the Design stage, 

because your individual design dictates your success journey; your individual design is 

the destination that determines your path toward fulfillment of your God-given purpose.  

The second critical stage is the Self-Awareness stage, because it is the gate you must 

walk through to discover your individual design and to discover how you must prepare to 

recognize and act upon opportunity.  If you were to use The Wizard of Oz as an 

illustration, Dorothy’s purpose was to get back to Kansas; the entrance to the Emerald 

City was her gate because, through it, she would find the one person who could provide 

her with the opportunity to return to Kansas – the Wizard of Oz.      

 As we unfold the Success Continuum model over the remaining chapters, I pray 

that the Lord will open your eyes and spirit to receive the teaching presented in these 

pages.  The model I present to you today is the result of many years of prayer, meditation, 

and study.  In the end, I believe that it explains how a Latino kid from Newark, New 



© 2007, Angel M. Cartagena, Jr. 

Jersey has managed to live a life with a cup that spills over with joy, contentment, and the 

satisfaction of knowing that he is living his God-given purpose.  

 Let us first begin by learning about the very foundation of a truly successful life.  

That foundation is our design – our God-given purpose and our God-given talents, gifts, 

and temperament.    
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i  Ephesians 2:10.  All Scripture quoted in this book, unless otherwise noted, is 
taken from the Holy Bible, New International Version® Copyright© 1973, 1978, 1984 by 
International Bible Society.      
 
ii  Ephesians 5:15-17.   
 


