
Woman Must Keep Silent?

The Troubling Texts
There is a great deal of evidence of women’s participation in
the  early  church  and  the  role  they  played  in  early
Christianity.  Certainly,  scripture  and  history  itself  show
that women actively participated in the life of the early
church  in  all  areas,  including  leading,  teaching,
disciplining,  praying,  and  prophesying.

Yet it’s claimed that women must keep silent in church, with
three New Testament texts put forward as proof. But is this
what the Bible teaches?

The verses in question are found in 1 Corinthians 14:34-36, 1
Timothy 2:11-12, and 1 Corinthians 11:1-16.

These verses are sticking points for many people, and form the
basis for the framework adopted by the church I grew up, as
well as many other churches today. The practical outworking of
this framework stretches to accommodate what is known as ‘soft
complementarianism’ (meaning women are generally involved in
many aspects of ministry, although the role of the senior
minister or pastor, and often eldership, is reserved for men),
through  to  a  more  traditional  understanding  of
complementarianism, in which women are restricted from most
areas deemed authoritative, leadership, or teaching, as was
the church I grew up in.

As I elaborate on further in my article ‘Women + The Church‘,
my understanding and position have shifted dramatically. I
have had the opportunity to read the texts for myself, from
multiple translations, and with a wealth of scholarly critique
and commentary available alongside. My previous approach to
scripture  –  essentially  proof-texting  or  cherry-picking
verses, is now quite different. Context is king – and whole
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letters are included in my consideration of interpretation and
application, not just a verse or sentence on either side.
Additionally, I have the clear framework of Genesis at my
disposal – God’s original intention for humanity:

The book of Genesis is a means to a theological end; its
purpose is to illustrate God’s relationship to creation and
His intention of dwelling with us. “The whole purpose of
Genesis 1 is to set the ideal human community  – a place in
which the image of God, or the imitation of God, is actually
going to be realised.  That, of course, gets distorted in
Genesis 3 when humans disobey God. But the first chapter
outlines the ideal.” (Professor C. John Collins) (emphasis
mine).  

With all this in mind, here are my thoughts on the ‘troubling
texts’. My conclusions are summarised for brevity and I’ve
arrived at these conclusions from the many different resources
I’ve personally read, listened to, and watched. I certainly
don’t  expect  my  reader  to  consider  them,  alone,  to  be
conclusive arguments for an egalitarian position. I would urge
anyone interested or unsure about this topic to make a point
of studying both the passages and reading or listening to the
resources  and  commentaries  (both  for  and  against)  for
themselves.  

1 Timothy 2:11-12 – Firstly, the context of the letter to
Timothy is important. Paul is writing to his young associate
Timothy, who was helping train new believers and carrying
Paul’s letters back and forward between Paul and the newly
planted churches. Paul writes to encourage and guide in the
development of healthy leadership within the church – not ego-
driven or self-centered but governed by mutual submission to
Christ (Ephesians 5:22). The best kind of leadership is always
the kind modeled by Jesus, who came as a servant to minister
in truth and humility and who is the life-force of the church
(John 15:5). Badly formed and misguided leadership can cause



great damage (and this is why 1 Timothy is still such a
relevant passage for us today).

But  before  Paul  begins  to  even  discuss  leadership,  he
encourages men to first focus on intimately praying with God
and the women likewise (worship). A humble relationship with
God (Micah 6:8) must precede any kind of leadership. Paul then
addresses the men, commenting that he wants them to ensure
they are free from anger and controversy in every place of
worship, and the women, stating they are not to be obsessed
with the latest fashions or beauty routines but focused on
true beauty: God’s message of salvation in Jesus.

However, the significant issue that Paul bookends his letter
with is that of false teaching. He had already urged Timothy
to stay in Ephesus (where he was when this letter was written)
and stop those whose teaching is contrary to the truth. (1
Timothy 3:3). He now writes again to instruct the believers to
be filled with love, have a clear conscience, and genuine
faith. Some, however, had missed the whole point and were
speaking confidently as teachers, even though they didn’t know
what they were talking about (1 Timothy 1:5-7).

Paul  urges  Timothy  to  command  the  false  teachers  to  stop
teaching false doctrines. These ‘teachers’ were devoted to
myths and endless genealogies, abusing the law, and forbidding
marriage and certain foods. For a church to be healthy and
flourish, it needed to be grounded in truth and empowered by
genuine faith, its leaders devoted to sound teaching and holy
worship, things that the church at Ephesus was in danger of
losing sight of.

The subject of false teaching and how to combat it in a church
context is a recurring theme throughout the letter and it
seems clear that this is the overarching context of Paul’s
comments.

Approaching the first ‘troubling text’, then, “Women should



learn quietly and submissively. I am not permitting women to
teach  men  or  have  authority  over  them;  Let  them  listen
quietly” (1 Timothy 2: 11-12), there are several ways in which
this passage can be interpreted. In light of the context,
culture, and the framework of Genesis, the one that I believe
makes the most sense is this:

This  passage  is  not  a  prohibition  on  women  speaking  or
teaching, universally or for all time, but a time-limited
injunction to deal with a specific and local issue. Paul’s
comments are instructions for how the believers in Ephesus,
both men and women, are to generally conduct themselves in
church affairs, and for women, particularly, how they ought to
behave in matters of learning and teaching.

False teaching was an issue, that’s clear, and it seems that
women, who had long been barred from the traditional all-male
sphere of learning Torah and rabbinic study, were behind the
eight-ball, so to speak. By-passing the appropriate framework
for adequate instruction would result in godless ideas and old
wives tales, and the church at Ephesus needed to pay greater
attention and give specific focus to sound teaching, for both
genders but particularly in relation to the women, who had no
experience in this area.

Women were to learn in quietness and obedience, just like
everyone else. This is the posture advocated for students of
rabbis – catch the connection to the story of Mary I commented
on  earlier  –  and  Paul,  rather  than  silencing  women,  is
actually  advocating  equality  and  liberation  for  women  in
Jesus, far surpassing what they may have experienced in their
culture. But it must be done properly, and not at the expense
of the equality of men or at the cost of false or shallow
teaching. Women must first learn, then they can teach, with
the  same  attributes  of  faith,  truthfulness,  and  love  in
leadership to be shown by both men and women (1 Corinthians
13:4-8).



The original word translated as authority in English is the
Greek  word  authenteō,  used  only  once  in  all  of  the  New
Testament, and is not the usual word used in Greek to mean
authority, as we would understand it.

Over the course of its history this verb and its associated
noun have had a wide semantic range, including some bizarre
meanings,  such  as  committing  suicide,  murdering  one‘s
parents, and being sexually aggressive. Some studies have
been marred by a selective and improper use of the evidence.
The issue is compounded by the fact that this word is found
only  once  in  the  New  Testament,  and  is  not  common  in
immediately proximate Greek literature. | CBM Resources

It’s important to ask why Paul uses this rare word when he
could have used other more common words to convey authority,
if that’s what he meant. A single word can’t be severed from
its  context,  so  the  entire  letter  and  surrounding  text
particularly need to be taken into account when trying to
understand  and  interpret  Paul’s  use  of  this  word  and  his
overall meaning.

I believe what he was getting at was this: concerning their
learning  and  teaching,  women  aren’t  to  take  over,  act  in
domineering  ways,  or  tell  everyone  else  what  to  do  (just
because they are now ‘free in Christ’). Neither are they to
use  their  gender  as  a  weapon,  either  sexually  or
authoritatively, claiming superiority over men or absorbing
the cultural myth (that Eve was formed first and was therefore
more important).

Paul concludes this section by reminding the believers of the
dangers of false teaching and poor leadership, which results
in deception and transgression. He recounts the Genesis story
of humanity’s fall, giving the example of Eve who was deceived
by the serpent’s false teaching (and sinned first), with Adam
right behind her (who, although not being deceived, sinned
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anyway).  Yet,  although  Adam  was  made  first  (and  could  be
considered by the men as ‘more important’), it was through Eve
that salvation came about.

This passage isn’t about prohibiting all women, for all time,
from leadership or teaching, but about matters of faithful
church leadership and careful church teaching, specifically
for the church at Ephesus, but still applicable to us today.

Links:  https://bit.ly/2wMnDXk,  https://bit.ly/3dGijp9
https://bit.ly/39z4Ufm
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mdTtrONvrCo
https://shorturl.at/eikC2

1  Corinthians  14:34-36  –  These  two  verses  are  a  somewhat
jarring and odd inclusion in a long dialogue from Paul about
spiritual gifts, which begins in chapter 12. In fact, they are
at direct odds with the force of Paul’s argument and, quite
frankly, do not seem to fit the context through these previous
chapters in which Paul is discussing the ‘body of believers’ –
those who gather together in Jesus’ name – and what that looks
like in real terms. He uses phrases like “To each person has
been given the ability to manifest the Spirit for the common
good” (1 Corinthians 12:7), “As it is, there are many parts,
but one body” (1 Corinthians 12:20), “Now you are the body of
Christ, and each of you is a member of it” (1 Corinthians
12:27) and “Some of us are Jews, some are Gentiles, some are
slaves, and some are free. But we have all been baptised into
one body by one Spirit, and we all share the same Spirit” (1
Corinthians 12:13).

The context of the first epistle to the Corinthians is one of
a church in disarray and Paul tackles all manner of issues
that  had  arisen  in  this  church  –  irresponsibility,
promiscuity, immorality, quarrelling, and disunity. In short,
the Corinthians had forgotten that they were God’s church –
the body of Jesus, set apart for a spirit-led life – and that
the  knowledge  of  their  salvation  in  Jesus  was  meant  to
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transform them, in love, to a life in common ‘with Jesus’.
When  we  get  to  Chapter  14,  Paul  is  still  discussing  the
importance of acting for ‘the greater good’ of the church, in
relation to spiritual gifts.  There are three explanations
around verses 34-36, which are as follows:

These  verses  are  considered  to  be  a  reader-added1.
marginal gloss. They were added at some point in the
translation  process,  probably  very  early  on,  as  a
notation  in  the  margin  by  a  scribe.  Subsequent
translations  either  added  them  in  position  between
verses  33  and  36  or  place  them  at  the  end  of  the
chapter, after verse 40. The fact that they ‘float’ in
several translations, in terms of positioning, does lend
weight  to  this  idea,  along  with  the  presence  of  a
distigme (two dots) in the margin, the general symbol
marking the location of any kind of textual variant. You
can read more about this here: https://bit.ly/3arPNp2.
You will notice that if you skip over these verses (as
if they never existed in the original letter), the flow
of the chapter remains intact and Paul’s conclusion to
his  dialogue  makes  perfect  sense.  Commentators  have
noted that ‘this ‘gloss view’ explains all the external
and internal data, preserves the chiastic structure and
integrity of Paul’s argument, and avoids conflict with
Paul’s other teachings.
If these verses are original, then it is an entirely2.
reasonable conclusion that they were written to address
a  specific  issue  in,  admittedly,  a  very  messed  up
church. Given we know that women did pray and prophesy
from  other  passages  in  the  Bible  (Luke  2:36,  Acts
21:7-9, 1 Corinthians 11:5-11), the seeming prohibition
on  the  women  in  these  verses  must  be  specific  and
contextual, rather than general and unlimited in time,
much like the injunction in 1 Timothy 2. 
1 Corinthians is largely Paul’s response to a large3.
number of topics that the church had written to him
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about,  seeking  clarity  and  instructive  advice  (1
Corinthians 7:1 “Now for the matters you wrote about:“).
From Chapter 7 onwards, he speaks to a number of topics
the Corinth church had asked him about, at times quoting
their  statements  or  comments  verbatim.  We  certainly
don’t take those comments themselves to instructive or
inspired, merely Paul’s reiteration of certain questions
asked (followed by his replies or comments in relation
to  those  questions).  We  see  this  pattern  at  the
beginning  of  Chapter  7  (‘concerning  sexual
relations/married  life),  Chapter  8  (‘concerning  food
offered to idols’), Chapter 11 (‘concerning worship and
the  Lord’s  supper’),  and  Chapter  12  (‘concerning
spiritual gifts’). 1 Corinthians 14 is a continuation of
Paul’s thoughts in relation to spiritual gifts, and the
passage is question (1 Corinthians 14:34-36) can quite
easily  be  read  as  ‘the  matters  you  wrote  about‘
(forbidding women to exercise their spiritual gift of
prophecy  or  tongues).  His  comments,  including  a
refutation  to  this  question/statement  are  in  verses
36-40, which makes it clear that they (“my brothers and
sisters“) “should be eager to prophesy, and are not to
forbid speaking in tongues. But everything should be
done in a fitting and orderly way.“

Any one of these explanations would be acceptable to me. The
one that doesn’t make sense is that women are being prohibited
from  ‘speaking  in  church’,  universally  and  in  perpetuity.
Here’s why:

– Paul’s comments are intended for both men and women. Some
English translations may inadvertently obscure this by their
use  of  the  word  ‘brethren’  or  ‘brothers’  but  the  correct
understanding  of  the  original  Greek  (ἀδελφοί  (adelphoi  –
meaning brothers or siblings) is that Paul is addressing men
and women both – the believers as a whole, who are the family
of Christ.



– The context is a call to orderly worship and, in particular,
the appropriate use of spiritual gifts, such as prophesying,
speaking in tongues, interpretation, and special revelation.
We know that these gifts were given to both men and women
(Acts 1:14, 2:4, 17-18, Acts 21:9-10), and in fact, only a few
chapters  earlier  Paul  had  instructed  the  church  on  the
culturally correct way this gift was to be exercised (either
by a man or a woman) (1 Corinthians 11:4,5). It would seem
rather odd that only a few chapters later, he would reverse
this entirely and silence women, especially those who had been
gifted with prophecy, tongues, or interpretation.

– These gifts were given for the edification of the church ie
they were intended to be heard aloud by all, and not for
personal or private edification.

– The context of the immediate text in question is ‘if they
have questions, they should ask their husbands at home‘. Some
differentiation seems to be being made here, that the women in
question are possibly ‘wives with questions‘, not just the
women in the congregation in general. Again, the context is
orderly  and  edifying  worship  for  all,  and  wives  who  have
questions are instructed to ask those at home, rather than
during congregational worship where it would be distracting
and disorderly. (The Greek word for woman and wife (as for man
and husband) is the same, so several differing interpretations
could be drawn from this alone.)

– Paul concludes his thoughts by encouraging everyone to be
eager to prophesy and not to forbid speaking in tongues. His
caveat  (and  the  actual  context  of  the  chapter)  is  that
everything should be done in a fitting and orderly way.

Links: https://bit.ly/3arPNp2 and https://bit.ly/2wD2G15

1 Corinthians 11:1-16This is by far the largest section of
verses  and  can  initially  appear  somewhat  confusing  and
challenging to interpret. In fact, these verses are regarded
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by commentators as ‘one of the most obscure passages in the
Pauline letters’.

Again, we must remember the context of this epistle – that is,
it was written to a church in disarray with a multitude of
issues that Paul was speaking into. The particular issue he is
addressing here, in these verses, distinctly relates to the
cultural context of Corinth. Particularly, Paul is referencing
the issues of homosexuality, gender fluidity, and immorality
rampant in that culture, and which influences we know the
Corinthian church were floundering under.

The particular passage that seems to indicate hierarchy is
this:  “But  I  want  you  to  realise  that  the  head
(κεφαλὴ (kephalē) of every man is Christ, and the head of the
woman is man, and the head of Christ is God.” (1 Corinthians
11:3-4).  However,  there  are  fourteen  primary  reasons  to
interpret  head  as  referring  to  “source”  rather  than
“authority”  in  this  passage  (see  links  below),  and  this
alternate  translation  changes  the  meaning  of  the  passage
entirely. (Incidentally, this same word is used by Paul in
Ephesians 5 – the ‘husbands and wives’ chapter, where, once
again, source rather than head seems to be a much better
translation of the original word and better fits the overall
context of the passage. I write more specifically about this
passage in my article ‘Husbands and Wives‘.

I believe 1 Corinthians 11 is not describing a system of
hierarchy, as is sometimes supposed, but rather is speaking to
the fact that men and women within the church should present
themselves in ways that honour the uniqueness of their own
created gender, particularly in the light of their gospel
witness, as well as honouring the source of each gender. 

These  verses  (particularly  4-5)  are,  again,  a  striking
affirmation  of  women’s  equal  standing  with  men  in  church
leadership in that Paul simply assumes that “every woman,”
like “every man,” could prophesy and pray in public.

https://carrielloydshaw.com/husbands-and-wives/


To briefly summarise, Paul is addressing the importance of
believers exercising their freedom in Christ carefully, so as
to  not  bring  disrepute  to  their  witness  of  the  gospel.
Christians need to be mindful and culturally aware not to
display themselves in ways that malign the gospel or damage
its credibility. Their ‘oneness in Christ’ does not mean that
markers of gender are no longer relevant or valued. As Ronald
W Pierce comments, “General decency or even one’s cultural
preferences  should  never  distract  from  the  message  being
preached.” 

The relationship between men and women in the church is an
important one and the overall principles of respect, mutual
submission, and love shown by all are continually argued for
in all Paul’s writings.  However, one of the most important
principles that is being emphasised in this passage is the
importance of the way a Christian behaves (here, particularly
in relation to their gender signaling), so as to be a credible
witness for the gospel, a theme also picked up by Peter in his
first letter to the early church (1 Peter 1-5). You can read
more about these ideas and the context of Peter’s first letter
here

The message [of 1 Corinthians 11] is, “Don’t use your freedom
in Christ as an excuse to dress immodestly. In demeanour and
word keep it clean!” Furthermore, men and women should show
respect to each other, honouring the opposite sex as their
source.  As  Paul  stresses  in  the  climax  of  this  passage,
believers must affirm the equal rights and privileges of women
and men in the Lord. Women, as well as men, may lead in public
Christian worship. Since in the Lord woman and man are not
separate, women who are gifted and called by God ought to be
welcomed into ministry just as men are.” – Philip B Payne,
Ph.D New Testament Studies

Links: https://bit.ly/2QVZa8I and https://bit.ly/3auVuCP
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Conclusion
I  believe  these  ‘troubling  texts’  have  often  been
mistranslated,  have  long  been  misinterpreted,  and  largely
misunderstood, leading to a faulty understanding of God’s will
for Christian women and their place in the church. They have
been used to build a flimsy framework that does not stand up
to close analysis and which runs contrary to Scripture itself,
the  historical  and  biblical  evidence  of  women’s  full
involvement in church ministry, and the greater scope of the
gospel story.

I believe that when they are read and understood correctly, as
Paul intended them to be, they affirm women’s active and fully
participatory  role  in  the  church  alongside  their  male
counterparts and provide a robust and inspiring framework for
the church today, as they did in Paul’s day, recognising that
wherever  the  church  gathers  together,  it’s  most  basic
principle  is  to  incarnate  Christ.

I haven’t adopted this position simply because I wanted to,
because I’m a raging feminist, or because I have no regard for
what scripture really teaches. I’ve arrived at my position –
egalitarian – because I genuinely and wholeheartedly believe
this is what scripture consistently and cohesively teaches
about women and the church.

This might be your position also, or it might not. Either way,
I’d love to hear from you. Don’t hesitate to get in touch via
the contact form or drop a comment below.

This article was first published 17 October 2023. You can read
the entire articles relating to “Women + The Church here‘
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Loving The Church

“You can develop a healthy, robust community that lives right
with God and enjoy its results only if you do the hard work
of getting along with each other, treating each other with
dignity and honour.” | James 3:18, MSG

Loving the church can be hard.. Frankly, at times, she can
seem like a big, fat disappointment.

Infighting. Divisions. The failure of leaders and the apathy
of congregants. The assimilation to culture. A preoccupation
with prestige and power. Intolerance. Liberality.

Sometimes the church is hard to love.

“It is clear that the church regularly breaks our hearts,
disappoints,  and  even  damages  us.  Both  history  and  our
current  headlines  reveal  a  church  that  can  be  a  deeply
flawed, sinful, and unhealthy institution, marred by acts of
injustice, corruption, abuse, misogyny, and oppression. The
contemporary [American] church is wrecked with bickering and
division, celebrity worship and unaccountable leaders, false
and shallow teaching, and a Christian industrial complex
formed around greed and vanity.” | Tish Harrison, A Church
Called Tov

Negative experiences often lead people to ‘give up on church’.
They decide they will ‘follow Jesus’ but reject the church.
Their solution: to walk an individual and untroubled path, to
become a solitary lighthouse bravely resisting the wild seas
alone.

And I get it. I do.

https://carrielloydshaw.com/loving-the-church/


It’s an unsettling reality that many people who’ve left the
church and moved away from Christian community have suffered
real disappointment and hurt at the hands of the church. For
many,  their  view  of  the  church  has  been  (justifiably)
tarnished  by  their  negative  experiences  within  it.

People  can  be  very  wounded  by  the  church,  unfortunately,
because it’s made up of imperfect people who often mess up.

But here’s the rub.

We are the church.

All of us, together, collectively, communally.

There’s  not  ourselves  and  then,  over  there,  the  church.
There’s not me, in my own personal little faith bubble, and
then, over there, the raging, incompetent screw-up of a church
that I, personally, have no connection to (and neither do I
want to).

There aren’t some Christians who just love doing church and
other Christians who, well, it’s just really not their thing.

‘An individual Christian does not a church make.’

We are the church
Christianity  is,  by  definition,  collective,  and  communal.
There is no church, without all of us.

Too often we separate out Jesus and ‘the church’ in our minds
as if they’re two different identities. We say we love Jesus
but we’re less enthusiastic about his people.

But the church is Jesus’ body. Loving Jesus means loving the
church too. It’s part of him and he’s part of it. He died for
the  church,  for  his  people,  and  it’s  in  his  death  and
resurrection that we are brought together in community.



Jesus said that he would build his church, purchased with his
own blood, and of which he is the chief cornerstone (Matthew
16:18, Acts 2:28, Ephesians 2:20). His language is organic,
inclusive, and corporate. He is in the house-building business
and we are each his individual stones, selected and fitted
together, according to his good pleasure (1 Peter 2:5).

We  therefore  can’t  say  we  love  Jesus  but  we  hate  his
people/body…  it’s  simply  incongruous.

Loving the church isn’t an optional extra to our life of
faith. It’s an intrinsic part of it, with all its joy, pain,
and disappointment. She is us and we are her.

3 Reasons To Love The Church:

1. Because Jesus Asked Us To (And Because He Loves
Her)
Jesus brings real people, diverse and divided in life, into
common  union  together,  into  relationship,  into  the  messy,
untidy  reality  that  is  the  church,  not  because  they  are
worthy, but because Jesus died for them and that is enough.

It’s  around  the  Passover  table,  over  the  first  Christian
communion, and right before Jesus was betrayed, sentenced to
death, and then crucified, that he gives his disciples a new
commandment to live by once he is gone.

“…love one another: just as I have loved you, you also are to
love one another. By this, all people will know that you are
my disciples if you have love for one another.” | John
13:34-35, ESV

By loving one another as he has loved us, all the world will
know that we are his disciples. The world will see your love
for each other and know, without even having to ask, that you
are followers of the king.



Love isn’t always easy, but it is the more excellent way. And
it’s the way that Jesus has asked us to take.

First, we were loved, now we love.

Sure, we will have to work at it at times (and 1 Corinthians
13 is full of pastoral advice on how to go about this) but,
quite simply, loving each other – loving the church – is what
Jesus has asked us to do.

He loves her and he wants us to love her too.

2. Because The Church Is The Hope Of The World
(Despite Her Flaws)
Around that communion table, Jesus could see the seeds of the
church – his church – that was soon to be born. His small band
of followers represented the expansive and diverse family that
God would build through him, for the glory of His name and in
pursuit of His purpose.

“You are my ambassadors”, Jesus had told them, “and behold, I
am with you, even until the end of time.” (Matthew 28:20).

From the dark soil of an empty tomb, the seeds of Jesus’
church sprang forth, bringing new life and hope.

The church – full of saved sinners – is the place that tells
of God’s goodness and faithfulness, and His enduring love for
humanity.

The church is the place that speaks hope, shining the light of
the gospel into a dark world.

The church is the place where broken and damaged people find
healing and redemption, basking in the warmth of God’s radical
grace.

The church is the heart of God’s kingdom mission, spilling
over  into  the  world  and  showing  that  a  different  way  is



possible: life that gives life, in abundance.

We love the church because, despite her flaws, she is the hope
of the world, the place where people finally come home.

3. Because We Were Made For God’s Community
We were made for community and we grow and are nurtured in
community. (Yes, we are wounded in community but it’s also in
community  that  we  heal.  “Healing  might  not  come  from  the
community where the wounding took place, but community is
needed for healing nonetheless.” | Rich Villodas)

It was in the very beginning that God said, ‘let us make
humanity in our image and after our likeness.” To be with God
and to be like God, together: this is what we were made for
and the purpose of human existence. This is why we all feel
that deep longing to belong, why we continually search for
meaning in the mundane. God has placed eternity in our hearts
(Ecclesiastes 3:11).

We aren’t really ‘Christian’ in its fullest sense unless we’re
doing life together within the God-community we were created
for.  Otherwise,  we’re  just  like  a  random  toe  or  finger,
disconnected  from  a  body  and  essentially  useless  (1
Corinthians 12:12-27) (in this analogy, that is; please don’t
read that to be saying ‘you are useless’!).

The Apostle Paul has this to say about the body of Christ: “A
body is made up of many parts, and each of them has its own
use. That’s how it is with us. There are many of us, but we
each are part of the body of Christ, as well as part of one
another.” (Romans 12:4-5, CEV)

Each one of us, brought together, makes up the body and, as
Ephesians 5:29 comments, “None of us hate our own bodies. We
provide for them and take good care of them, just as Christ
does for the church.”



This is what we were made for! Relationship with God and
relationship  with  His  people.  Church  people  are  kingdom
people, living in a fellowship under King Jesus, with lives
that are “connected to things before the creation of the world
and extending far into eternity.” (Ecclesiastes 3:11)

We love the church because she is the community of God.

Finally…
Sometimes the church can feel hard to love. Sometimes we rub
up against people who don’t exactly show Jesus as we think he
ought to be seen. Sometimes we are those people.

But  for  those  who  have  been  disillusioned  by  the  church,
please know that she is full of people who really are the real
deal; people who love Jesus, love his people, and are working
every  day  in  his  kingdom  mission  with  sincerity  and
authenticity.  I  know,  because  I’ve  met  them!

So, don’t give up hope in the church, in finding your place in
it, and in loving her, despite her flaws.

She is us.

We are the church.

This article was first published 16 November 2022

Women + The Church
There is a great deal of evidence of women’s participation in
the  early  church  and  the  role  they  played  in  early
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Christianity.

Lessons  From  The  Seven
Churches
Right from the beginning the church was flawed, as  Jesus
always knew she would be, and she has been flawed ever since;
a living, breathing contradiction.

Without  The  Applause:
Examining  Celebrity  Culture
In The Church
(Not a reader? Take a listen instead ⇓)

I recently wrote an article which I called ‘Beneath The Skin‘;
a critique of sorts of modern Christianity and the Western
church.

The  article  focused  primarily  on  the  collective  Christian
identity; The Church, not on any one particular denomination
or  way  of  ‘doing  church’  but,  rather,  on  the  church’s
influence and presence, as a whole, in the world today. I
endeavored to identify both the good and the bad, historically
and now, but, in particular, I was looking for an answer to a
specific question: what was beneath the skin of the modern,
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Western church?

Was there still a heart beating for Jesus, a life still given
in allegiance to the king?

Was the church still the ‘woman of valour‘ for whom Jesus
died, shining brightly in a darkened and impoverished world
through her most basic and guiding principle: that is, to
incarnate Christ?

Or had she exchanged her birthright for a mess of pottage,
trading persecution for privilege, and skeptical dismissal for
a platform of popularity?

In this article, I want to dig a little deeper, to take a
closer look at one of the issues I think played a part in
asking this question. I want to examine the phenomenon of
celebrity culture within the modern Western church and, in
particular, the influence this culture has had on the average,
ordinary Christian.

Social Reach
With the rise of social media and the massive reach of online
platforms, there’s no doubt that the ability of the Christian
faith to be expressed and shared has increased exponentially.
The ability to virtually connect, through live streaming or
recorded services, was demonstrated to be invaluable in more
recent times when many churches worldwide were forced to close
their physical doors during the COVID-19 crisis. For many
people, this was the only way they were able to still ‘go to
church’ and connect with their faith community through long
periods of isolation and disconnection.

Many faith communities now count in their membership those who
may only attend church virtually (for a variety of reasons)
and the reach of these various faith communities, in terms of
missions  and  evangelism,  goes  well  beyond  their  actual
geographic borders.



It seems hard to believe, but the means that makes this even
possible – the internet – is only just over 30 years old.
Although an electronic information network of sorts already
existed prior to the early 80s, it was almost entirely text-
based and difficult to use and barely resembled the online
network that we recognise today.

“Almost everything which you needed to know in your daily life
was written down somewhere,” Berners-Lee [creator of the World
Wide Web], told NPR’s Fresh Air in 1996. “And at the time, in
the 1980s, it was almost certainly written down on a computer
somewhere. It was very frustrating that people’s effort in
typing it in was not being used when, in fact, if it could
only be tied together and made accessible, everything would be
so much easier for everybody.“

In April 1993, everything changed forever. The World Wide Web
was  launched  into  the  public  domain,  becoming  the  first
royalty-free,  easy-to-use  means  of  browsing  the  emerging
information network that developed into the Internet as we
know it today. It’s estimated that there are now 5.19 billion
internet users (of a total world population of 8.1 billion
people (as at August 2023). The total number of internet users
around the world has grown by 105 million during the past 12
months alone.

In the three decades since the web went public, the way in
which we communicate, how information is shared, and how we
connect has changed completely. The internet has expanded the
reach of many valuable causes and community endeavours, but it
has also increased the level of propaganda and disinformation,
as well as challenging our standards of privacy and security.

For Christianity, this level of connectivity is somewhat of a
double-edged sword. On the one hand, it offers the opportunity
for preaching, mission activities, and the expression of faith
to be shared on a global scale in a time-effective manner.
But,  particularly  for  the  individual,  it  also  offers  the



alluring possibility of a global stage, with the ability to
curate a popular (but often artificial) public persona, within
the reach of millions through a simple tap of the keyboard.
Anyone  can  become  someone,  with  something  to  say  and  an
audience to hear it.

Obscurity, mediocrity, and martyrdom have been replaced by an
unnatural emphasis on personas, platforms, and profits. The
era of  ‘Celebrity Christianity’ is well and truly upon us.

A Toxic Culture Of Self
Don’t get me wrong. I love the internet and social media as
much as the next person. I believe huge value can be added to
the church; to our various ministries, and to the lives of
regular, ordinary Christians through collaborating together in
this  form  of  information  exchange.  Social  media  and  the
internet are phenomenal tools for sharing the gospel, enabling
churches to be more discoverable in their local area, and for
sharing resources with a wider audience than only in-person
services would allow. This kind of exposure may make a church
or  an  individual  Christian  well-known,  however,  but  not
necessarily result in celebrity status.

Celebrity, unlike fame, is another animal altogether. While
celebrity can’t exist without fame – broad public recognition,
it goes beyond mere recognition alone, devolving into intense
public interest, attention, and, frequently, adulation. This
cult of personality, particularly when related to individuals,
often focuses entirely on what is perceived or promoted, not
necessarily what is real, with the idolising of an individual
creating  a  level  of  adoration  beyond  what  is  natural  or
healthy.

Celebrity  Christianity  turns  an  individual  into  a  brand,
encourages the promotion of self, necessitates the ongoing
careful curation of a popular public image, irrespective of
whether it is authentic, and runs the risk of reducing the



gospel to merely a vehicle for global Christian consumerism.

Within  Celebrity  Christianity,  ministries,  churches,  and
people’s  faith  are  often  orientated  around  a  central,
charismatic figure who wields immense social influence and
power, but whose platform is devoid of personal proximity or
systems of accountability.

Writer and editor Katelyn Beaty, in her book Celebrities for
Jesus, makes the distinction between fame, a morally neutral
state  of  being  known  by  more  people  than  you  know,
and celebrity, with its focus on self-promotion and brand-
building. “The right kind of fame,” she writes, “arises from a
life well lived, not a brand well cultivated.”

We’re all, of course, aware of the rise and fall of many well-
known celebrity pastors and preachers, who got about in their
fancy cars, wearing trendy outfits, with their slick media
team  and  an  entourage  of  understudies.  Celebrated  and
acclaimed  while  they  were  in  public  favour,  they  quickly
became the focus of criticism and derision, by Christians and
the secular world alike, when their true private lives became
known and their moral failures and abuses were exposed.

Yet they are not alone in their blame. To some degree, we are
all complicit in allowing this toxic celebrity culture to
grow,  unchecked,  within  the  Church.  We  gave  them  their
platform, we encouraged their rise to Christian stardom, and
we promoted their kind of Christianity as somehow superior and
more praiseworthy. And, by their kind of Christianity I mean,
with  our  platform-centric  churches  and  our  consumer-driven
services, we have not-so-subtly sent the message that anything
worth saying must be said from a stage and that the ordinary
faithfulness of regular Christians is, well, a little boring
and not particularly noteworthy.

At its core, celebrity Christianity is about pseudo-love or
the feeling of love that we get from Christian celebrities and



which  they,  in  turn,  get  from  us.  This  degree  of  people
worship is a disturbing tell, betraying the reality that we
are, in many ways, a deeply narcissistic society, obsessed
with and in love with self, more attracted to personality than
character, more inspired by charisma than moral courage.

We  have  turned  people  into  gods,  worshipping  the  created
rather than the Creator, looking to humans to satisfy us,
rather than turning to the One in whom we live and move and
have our very being.

We all “feed celebrity by turning to famous people to meet our
own social and emotional needs,” Katelyn Beaty comments.

Things We’ve Lost Under The Glare Of The
Stage Lights
With  our  eyes  blinded  by  the  bright  lights  of  celebrity,
perhaps we’ve forgotten some of the foundational truths of the
Christian life; spiritual disciplines that faithful Christians
have endeavoured to live out for centuries.

The call to ordinary faithfulness
Fame doesn’t necessarily come at the expense of faithfulness.
Jesus, of course, was and still is one of the most famous men
on the planet and yet would also be the supreme example of
trust and confidence in God. But, by and large, the Christian
life is not about notoriety but about quiet humility; taking
up  our  cross  daily,  dying  to  self,  and  following  Jesus
wherever he leads.

This kind of faith rarely looks glamorous and is unlikely to
make the daily news. More often than not, it goes largely
unnoticed by all but One.

Maybe it’s simply holding down two jobs in order to provide
for  your  family  and  meet  your  financial  responsibilities.
Perhaps it’s committing to authenticity and honesty in your



relationships;  business,  friendship,  community,  church,
romantic, and parental, choosing to make God at the heart and
centre of your interactions. Maybe it’s continuing to trust
God, even through challenging and difficult circumstances like
job loss, ill health, or relationship troubles. Maybe it’s
volunteering in service in your local church in steady and
joyful commitment. Maybe it’s doing the right thing, even (or
perhaps especially) when no one is looking. At all times it
is, as Eugene Peterson puts it, a long obedience in the same
direction;  committed  discipleship  through  worship,  service,
joy, work, happiness, humility, community, and blessing.

This is the kind of ordinary faithfulness that is, in fact,
extraordinary; a Jesus-saturated culture that takes root and
thrives in the lives of ordinary people, and which replicates
in the lives of all those who come into contact with them.

The relevance of the local church
This long obedience in the same direction – discipleship – is
outworked primarily as part of a local church. As Jonathan
Leeman puts it, ‘the local church enables the world to look
upon the canvas of God’s people and see an authentic painting
of Christ’s love and holiness. The local church lays down a
pathway with guardrails and resting stations for the long
journey of the Christian life.”

Yet so many Christians only think of church as something they
go  to  rather  than  something  they  identify  as.  They  may
describe themselves as Christian in a general sense, but feel
no real connection to or fail to see the relevance of the
local church and their participation in it.

Paul the Apostle speaks at length about the connection between
the individual and the church. He comments in the book of
Corinthians that “God has carefully placed each part of the
body right where he wanted it”. This body of believers is
governed or directed in all its functions by the head, who is



Jesus. Through Christ’s work on the cross, Christians have
been made his body, his family, his temple, his people, his
flock, his joy and crown. But they only become these things
collectively,  never  individually.  The  moment  an  individual
becomes a Christian is the moment they stop being merely an
individual Christian.

As  author  Rachel  Held  Evans  comments,  “Christianity  isn’t
meant to simply be believed; it’s meant to be lived, shared,
eaten, spoken, and enacted in the presence of other people.
Try as I may, I can’t be a Christian on my own. I need a
community. I need the church.”

The relevance and significance of being part of a Christian
community can not be overstated, yet global connection has, in
many ways, increased local disconnection to the heart and soul
of Christian life.

More  important  than  which  online  pastors  we  follow,  what
podcasts we listen to, or what Christian books we buy, is the
essential reality that every Christian needs to belong to a
gospel-centred  local  church  (if  this  is  geographically
possible, of course).

It’s only by being part of the local church that we can
participate  in  and  contribute  to  the  collective  Christian
activities that have marked the church as unique throughout
the  centuries;  those  of   ‘worship’,  ‘fellowship’,
‘discipleship’,  ministry’,  and  ‘evangelism’.

The priesthood of every believer
Under the old covenant made with the people of Israel, only
one priest from a particular priestly family or class could
enter into the Holy Place, approach the glory of God, and
mediate between God and humanity as a representative of all
the people.

All that changed because of Jesus. Through his reconciling



work, the new covenant was instituted, where both Jew and
Gentile could become part of God’s family, where all people
could draw near and find forgiveness and restoration of their
relationship with God. The mediating work has been done, once,
and  for  all  time  by  the  greatest  of  all  priests,  Jesus
himself. Because believers become part of Jesus’ body, part of
the living temple of God, each one of us becomes an ambassador
of  this  great  ministry  of  reconciliation,  people  of  the
kingdom,  collectively,  a  ‘holy  nation’,  in  essence,  a
priesthood of every believer (Exodus 19:6, 1 Peter 2:9)

The church is not some kind of class system or hierarchy,
where  only  some  minister  and  others  merely  watch  on  as
spectators, but a collective organic reality, a kingdom of
priests, in which every person witnesses and ministers, loves
and serves alongside one another, as God has gifted them, for
the good of the whole and the glory of His name.

There is more for each one of us to step into, and not merely
as passive participants, but as active ambassadors in God’s
great story of reconciliation, members of the priesthood of
every believer. Don’t let celebrity culture tell you that you
need a platform or notoriety or global influence in order to
minister. You don’t. You already know more than you need to
know in order to do what you need to do. Simply make a start
and get active in your church.

The sufficiency of Jesus
What we proclaim is not ourselves, but Jesus Christ as Lord
and saviour. For God, who said, ““Let light shine out of
darkness,” has shone in our hearts to give the light of the
knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ.”

When we allow this truth to shine out of us, authentically and
unvarnished, we discover, perhaps to our surprise, that Jesus
is more than sufficient. His life-giving work on the cross,
his selfless example of a life well lived, and his declaration



of the sovereignty of God is more than powerful enough to
transform the hardest of hearts. He doesn’t need the lights,
the cameras, the noise, the fancy clothes, the clever remarks,
witty arguments, or public protestations of fervour.

He doesn’t need any of it to impact a person’s heart, to call
them to himself, to transform and redeem them.

But the knowledge of this grace, of life-giving light, has
been entrusted to us as a treasure shining out of rough jars
of clay. It’s our responsibility and our privilege to let this
light – his light – shine brightly, to point the world to him,
and to believe in his sufficiency and power to save.

Anything we do, if it has any power at all, is only because it
flows from a life saturated in God, Who is love itself, and
empowered by His life-giving spirit,

Celebrity culture tells us we need to be more. Scripture tells
us that God’s power is made perfect in our weakness and that
in that weakness, the sufficiency of Jesus is still more than
enough.

What The Church Is (And What
She Isn’t)
I really love talking about church.

Not, as in, my church or your church.

Not, as in, what flavour of church, in a denominational sort
of way.

And  not,  as  in,  which  kind  of  church;  mega  church,  home
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church, missional church, or cell-group church (and, oh boy, I
wish whoever had come up with that last descriptor had really
given it a bit more thought…).

I love talking about church, as in, The Church. The bride of
the lamb, the woman of valour formed from the saviour’s side,
the universal, time-transcending, death-defying reality, made
up of many individual and diverse parts but united together as
one organic, institutional identity.

There is nothing quite like her in all the world.

She is more powerful than the world’s greatest empires, having
outlasted and outlived them all. While earthly rulers have
come and gone, long departed into dust, she remains still.

She is more transformational than alchemy, the almost-magical
science of transmutation; changing one substance or organism
into something else entirely. For it’s within her very body
that weak and decaying humans, desperately indentured to sin,
are rescued, released, and restored to become children of God
who will themselves transcend even death itself.

She is not of this world, for there is no rational, natural
explanation for her existence. She is the tangible and visible
evidence of an untouchable and invisible God who is Sovereign
over all, the King of Kings and Lord of Lords. It is His
Spirit that gave her birth, His Spirit that sustains her, His
Spirit that saves, seals, and sanctifies her.

She is both a witness and an invitation, a light piercing
through the darkness of this cosmos showing who God is, what
He’s done, and what He’s doing still. She is God’s hands and
feet, His eyes and His heart, His sacrificial love, and His
call to radical repentance and salvation to those around her.
She is the community of His people, the kingdom now-but-not-
yet, an unfulfilled but certain promise of everything that is
yet to come.



She is magnificent and yet flawed, a constant work-in-progress
as she is shaped into the complete image of the Christ, the
one who was God-With-Us. She will be, at the end of days, the
light that the nations of the world will walk in, the place
where  the  kings  of  the  earth  will  bring  their  splendour;
adorned with the glory of God and shimmering like the rarest,
most precious jewel ever seen.

This is who she is: a gospel-shaped, gospel-saturated, and
gospel-sending living and breathing organic reality.

She Isn’t Perfect
What the church isn’t is a community made up of people who
have everything sorted and who are no longer troubled by sin,
disease, death, or disaster. In reality, Jesus brings real
people, deeply flawed and very different from one another in
life  together,  into  relationship,  into  the  messy,  untidy
reality that is the church, not because they are worthy, but
because Jesus died for them and that is enough.

It’s Jesus who is building his church and he builds it through
imperfect  people  who  are  being  made  perfect  in  his
righteousness  and  through  his  strength.  Regular,  average
humans like you and I are made more than conquerors, because
of Jesus.

We still struggle with the impact of sin in our world, and in
our  own  lives.  We  are  acutely  aware  of  God’s  original
intention for His creation and how far from that this world
really is. We long, with all of creation, to see humanity
released from the grip of disease and death, to see creation
restored, to see the peoples of the world living in peace and
harmony with one another.

And yet, despite the flaws in ourselves and the failures all
around us, the imperfect church is the hope of the world. She
is the living reality that God has been and is still working



to make all things new.

Long ago, God intended to use the church as an example of His
incredible wealth and grace towards humanity and His intention
and plan to bring everything together under Christ, for His
own glory. She is imperfect and yet magnificent because the
living God is the source of her existence and empowerment.

Sometimes it’s hard to know how to hold these two realities in
tension; that beautiful and incredible collective that Jesus
is building, alongside the dark reality that the church has
often been a deeply flawed, sinful, and unhealthy institution.

But one thing we know for sure, she belongs to Jesus, He has
loved her and redeemed her, and will make her perfect and all
glorious at the end of time.

She Is Diverse And Yet United
The Church is made up of those who have put their faith in
Jesus Christ for salvation. The apostle Paul in his letter to
the Romans makes this clear. “If you confess with your mouth
that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised
him from the dead, you will be saved.”

This  reality  cuts  across  cultural,  economic,  gender,  and
racial divides and it caused no small stir in the early years
of the church, as it continues to do today.

Initially planted in the soil of Jerusalem, the gospel message
soon spread rapidly beyond Israel; throughout Judea, Samaria,
and the rest of the Mediterranean world. In as little as just
over  10  years  after  Jesus’  resurrection,  Christianity  had
already reached as far as Rome itself. As Jesus had promised,
his followers were to be his witnesses, even to the ends of
the earth. Yet the gospel call often demanded radical upheaval
in the lives of those who accepted it.

In a world of slaves and masters, the Church soon learned that



God’s rule of love transcended any man-made law and that in
Jesus, both slave and master were equal and were to consider
one another as family.

Culturally disparate groups like Jews and Gentiles learned
they were not so different after all, that the same God was
the source of life for them both, and that both were intended
to share equally in the riches inherited as God’s children.
They, too, were to think of each other as family, children of
the same father, equally loved and precious.

Men  and  women,  long  considered  to  exist  within  a  tiered
hierarchal structure learned that, in fact, they were two
equal halves of an incredible whole, created and intended to
work alongside each other in the mission and purpose of God.
The long and complex history of patriarchy was subverted by
Jesus’  redemptive  message  and  restorative  ministry,
particularly  good  news  for  many  women.

All those united with Christ are also united in and by Christ,
putting  on  this  radical  new  identity  like  a  new  set  of
clothes.  Their  differences  –  and  there  were  many  –  were
brought under the authority of Christ. Each person found equal
and common ground in Jesus, and in the reality that they all
shared  in  one  Spirit,  God’s  guarantee  of  their  future
inheritance.

She’s Exclusive And Yet Inclusive
Here’s a startling reality: the church isn’t made up of good
people,  people  who  do  good  things,  people  who  think
Christianity is morally helpful, or even people who happily
affirm the historical Jesus.

The church is made up of those who have put their faith in
Jesus  for  salvation  and  who  confess  that  he  is  Lord  and
Christ. Quite simply, if you aren’t following Jesus the King
then you aren’t one of Jesus’ followers.



The church exists because of Jesus and for Jesus. Each person
who calls themselves a Christian acknowledges they have been
saved out of the dominion of darkness and transferred into the
kingdom of the Son of God’s love. They have placed their lives
under the authority of Jesus as Lord and King.

Church  people  are  therefore  kingdom  people,  living  in  a
fellowship  under  King  Jesus,  with  lives  that  “are
literally connected to things before the creation of the world
and extending far into eternity”(Matter Of The Heart). The
church is the tangible evidence of the reality of the kingdom
of God.

But  five  Christians  getting  together  for  a  BBQ,  or  two
Christian mates out catching some waves together is not a
church.  Although  they’re  all  individual  Christians,  and,
collectively,  a  group  of  Christians,  they’re  not  ‘church’
simply  by  virtue  of  their  getting  together  in  a  social
capacity.

The  church  exists  for  a  specific  purpose  and  the  church
gathers (in local expressions) for a specific purpose.

Christians regularly gather in groups, in all sorts of places,
all  around  the  world  to  affirm  and  oversee  one  another’s
membership  in  Jesus  Christ  and  His  kingdom.  They  fly  the
banner  of  Jesus,  so  to  speak,  and  affirm  those  who  are
baptised in his name, through gospel ordinances (baptism and
breaking  of  bread)  and  gospel  practices  (disciplining,
worshipping, serving, praying, and hospitality).

This is the definition of a local church, an expression of the
one,  universal  church  and,  in  this  way,  the  church  is
unapologetically exclusive by nature. The church is only made
up of Christians.

And yet she’s also inclusive in character, or at least ought
to be. The good news of Jesus Christ and his kingdom is
offered to anyone, no matter their race, gender, status, or



situation. There is no sin too great that would bar someone
from accepting God’s grace and there is no degree of goodness
that means a person isn’t in need of that same grace.

Before God, we are all in the same miserable situation, dead
in our sins, and yet, through Christ, we are all offered the
wonder of forgiveness and the hope of more to come; life and
life in abundance.

God sent His son as saviour for all the world, not just some
people. Not just the people we get along with it, the people
whose company we enjoy, or the people who make us feel good.
The undeserved gift of grace is offered to all, even our
annoying neighbour, intolerant boss, or the shady local car
mechanic.

The church hasn’t always done a great job of being welcoming
to the outsider, of making it comfortable for the skeptical
seeker  to  venture  through  the  doors,  of  listening  to  the
questions, doubts, or struggles of those wrestling with their
faith in belief or in practice. She has oftentimes laid on
people burdens too heavy to bear with little tolerance for
those of modest faith, who may need much encouragement and
discipling along the way.

She has sometimes portrayed the Christian journey as something
of a sprint to glory, rather than a long endurance in the same
direction with many failures along the way.

Yet her character should reflect the character of God; not
willing that any should perish and desiring that all would
have the opportunity to hear the message of salvation. She is
the space where people can meet with God, where they can grow
in faith, where they can fail and find forgiveness, often many
times over, and where they can learn to love one another,
despite  their  differences,  because  of  the  love  they  have
received in Jesus.

The church is exclusive by nature but should be inclusive in



character;  diligent  in  preaching  the  desperate  state  of
humanity and our need for Jesus, but abundant in grace and
kindness, ready to welcome the repentant sinner home.

I Love The Church
I love the church. I love talking about her and thinking about
her, and I love being a part of her.

I love her history, in all its grandeur and with all its
flaws, but I particularly marvel at her miraculous beginning.
From betrayal, death, and seeming hopelessness sprang life and
hope, and endless joy.

Over twenty centuries ago, in the still darkness of a garden
tomb, the Son of God took his first resurrection breath and,
at that moment, his church was born, ignited by the Spirit and
destined to last for all eternity. She is imperfect and yet
magnificent, flawed and yet more beautiful as each day passes;
the visible reality of an unfulfilled but certain promise of
everything that is yet to come.

There is nothing quite like her in all the world.

 

Will Progressive Christianity
Destroy The Church?
(Not a reader? Take a listen instead ⇓)

I want to talk about something that’s been on my mind for a
while. Some time ago, I watched a commentary by a ‘Christian
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pastor’ that totally shocked me. In fact, I haven’t really
stopped thinking about it since.

I found it disturbing; equal parts ridiculous and horrifying,
and I really couldn’t believe it was being presented under the
guise of legitimate Christianity.

For  me,  it  highlighted  a  disturbing  and,  frankly,
heartbreaking direction that modern Christianity, or at least
a  part  of  it,  has  taken;  a  wild  trip  sideways  down  the
labyrinth-like rabbit hole of progressive Christianity*. And I
believe this pervasive ideology, left unchecked, could signal
the death knell of the church as we know it.

Here’s the commentary and then I’ll get to discussing it (this
video has been removed from YouTube since the writing of this
article, only the transcript is available, which is below):

“There’s a part of the gospel where Jesus uses a racial slur
[for context, the story of the syrophoenician woman in Mark 7
and  specifically  Mark  7:24–30]…what’s  amazing  about  this
account is that the woman doesn’t back down, she speaks truth
to power. Her boldness and bravery to speak truth to power
actually changes Jesus’ mind. Jesus repents of his racism and
extends healing to this woman’s daughter. I love this story
because  it’s  a  reminder  that  Jesus  is  human.  He  had
prejudices and bias and, when confronted with it, he was
willing to do his work…” | Brandan Robertson

Brandan Robertson, poster boy for the progressive Christian
movement, is, by his own declaration, ‘spreading the good word
of  an  inclusive,  modern  gospel’.  Progressive  Christianity,
part of a larger movement called “the emerging church”, claims
that at the heart of this movement is the desire to articulate
a  way  of  being  Christian  that  is  an  alternative  to  the
traditional Christian faith portrayed in the public realm.

Brandan  is  a  “noted  author,  pastor,  activist,  and  public
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theologian  working  at  the  intersections  of  spirituality,
sexuality,  and  social  renewal”  (taken  directly  from  his
website). He currently serves as the Lead Pastor of Metanoia
Church, a “digital progressive faith community”. In July 2021,
Rolling Stone magazine included Robertson in its annual “Hot
List” of top artists, creatives, and influencers who “are
giving us reason to be excited about the future.“

Well, I, for one, am not excited in the least.

There’s a lot to unpack in his words and, to be honest, it’s
hard to know where to start. The problem with progressive
Christianity is that it is, by nature, slippery and hard to
pin  down  at  a  glance;  it  comes  so  prettily  packaged  and
cleverly articulated.

Words like inclusivity, deconstruction, equality, and truth-
seeking are marched out in quick succession and used in such a
way so as to sound noble but humble, and demonstrative of
authentic faith.

Issues such as social justice or economic disparity and the
marginalisation and discrimination of certain social or ethnic
groups are highlighted and cited as key issues for which the
progressive Christian will boldly campaign.

While these kinds of issues are certainly addressed within the
biblical  texts,  they  do  not  stand  alone  from  the  sound
theology or biblical context in which they sit.

And  this  is  one  of  the  core  issues  with  progressive
Christianity;  seemingly  meritable  values  are  affirmed  and
offered up as convincing proofs of a reshaped and reimagined
21st-century  gospel,  but,  the  reality  is,  they’ve  been
cleverly detached from the context or theological truth in
which we find them in scripture.

For example, progressive Christianity affirms the right of
women to choose what happens to their bodies**. Initially, we
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might chorus a resounding yes; surely this is speaking to the
unarguable  value  we  place  on  free  will  and  the  intrinsic
liberty of every human to choose their own destiny…until we
realise  this  is  really  another  way  of  supporting  the
legalisation of abortion, in any circumstances and for any
means.

Progressive  Christianity  offers  the  statement  that
Christianity is the truth for us. But it is not the only
truth. We share our lives with people who are Muslim, Jewish,
Hindu, Buddhist. We experience these people as loving and
caring by following their religious traditions. We believe
there are many trains [to God] and God welcomes them all*.

Again, we may begin to agree. Many religions affirm values in
which we see merit (such as love and care for others)…but this
is not what is really being said. This is really another way
of advocating the post-modern ideology that there is more than
one truth, that, in fact, there are many truths, different
from each other but all true nonetheless. Critically, this
statement asserts that Jesus is not the only way to God and
that being a good person – “loving and caring” [of others] –
will do the job just as well.

Not only that, personal experience is given primary authority
in  determining  truth.  Instead  of  the  Word  shaping  the
conclusions we draw from our experiences – sola Scriptura, our
experiences become the primary authority in determining truth,
requiring the Word of God to conform to and find agreement
with our own conclusions and experiences.

Our experiences certainly form part of a raft of resources
that provide value in decision-making or conclusion-drawing,
but only when the conclusions we draw or the decisions we make
are first and foremost shaped by the sound theology expressed
in God’s Word and in light of the truths expressed therein.
Our experiences are not to be considered reliable in and of
themselves; scripture warns us that the heart of humanity is



deceitful above all things and that our way of viewing the
world is shaped by a mind that defaults to our own self will
and not the will of God.

The conclusion expressed in the statement that because we
experience  people  as  loving  and  caring  therefore  their
expression of religion [without the need for Jesus] is still
an acceptable path to God is in direct contradiction to what
scripture  teaches.  Sola  Scriptura,  therefore,  demands  that
this  conclusion  must  be  reworked  and  submitted  under
scripture; reason, logic, tradition, and experience are valid
but subordinate to what God’s Word teaches.

Dig a little deeper and you begin to see that progressive
Christianity has an agenda, one that claims to be supported by
biblical truth but is, in reality, a radical reappraisal and,
often, rejection of traditional Christianity in favour of what
is largely a human rights agenda.

The words employed and issues raised are used in ways that are
deceiving, that relegate Jesus to simply a remarkable helper,
spiritual teacher or life guru, that advocate for the inherent
divinity  in  humanity,  and  that  change  the  meaning  of  the
gospel and its call on believers’ lives entirely.

The  primacy  of  personal  experience,  as  expressed  by
progressive Christianity, propounds the idea that our truth is
true  and  therefore  cannot  be  argued  against  but  must  be
accepted  as  valid,  irrespective  of  God’s  Word  saying
differently.

Progressive Christianity teaches that you can find God within
yourself, that sexuality and gender are fluid, that morality
is relative, and that the primary call of Christian faith is
to “love God, love our neighbour, and love ourselves”, which
is simply a clever reworking of Jesus’ words in order to
redefine ‘love of neighbour’ as including “affirmation of the
LGBTQ+ community…”



“The significance of the word ‘progressive’ in a sociological
sense  is  rather  deceptive  in  that  it  misrepresents  and
downplays the very gospel the church exists to proclaim. It
implies and claims that the traditional Christian faith has
served its purpose, it is now old-fashioned, restrictive,
irrelevant and even repressive.” | Rev E.A. Curnow

“At  its  core,  progressive  Christianity  is  a  different
religion. It gives you a different God and a different Jesus.
It’s not a Jesus who can save you.” | Alisa Childers

I  want  to  analyse  some  of  the  ideas  inferred  in  Brandan
Robertson’s  commentary,  who,  by  the  way,  states  that  he
“cannot know if Jesus was the incarnation of God with any
degree of certainty“, and who “sometimes, believes in the
divine  claims  Christians  have  projected  back  onto  the
historical  Jesus  and  sometimes  doesn’t.“

1. Jesus Was A Racist
I’m appalled even typing that sentence. However, it has been
said so it must be countered.

Racism is defined as prejudice against or antagonism towards a
person  or  people  on  the  basis  of  their  membership  of  a
particular racial or ethnic group, typically one that is a
minority or marginalised. However, throughout the Bible, God
makes no distinction between people based on their social
status (Jeremiah 22:3), their ethnicity (Acts 10: 34-35), or
their gender (Galatians 3:28).

He sends rain on the just and the unjust and causes the sun to
rise on the good and the evil (Matthew 5:45). His message of
good news, first preached to Abraham, was intended to be a
blessing for all humanity (Genesis 12:3). The whole world is
separated  from  God  by  sin  and  His  salvation  through  the
sending His Son is for the whole world to receive, if they
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will (Romans 5:12, Ephesians 2:12, 2 Peter 3:9).

God is just, holy, perfect, generous, impartial, and good. If
this is who God is, then this is also who Jesus, God-With-Us,
is. Jesus was no racist.

2. Speaking Truth To Power
While the woman mentioned in this story ‘spoke truth’ and
while Jesus certainly was ‘power’, the use of this phrase is
intended to convey something else entirely. The idea behind
the phrase speak truth to power is that of an individual
courageously confronting (possibly corrupt) authority, calling
out injustices, and demanding change. It presumes that the one
speaking is the true moral authority in the matter, someone
who is willing to proclaim ‘what is right’ in the face of
criticism or consequence.

Again, if we’ve seen Jesus then we’ve seen God and any display
of power sits alongside absolute morality, justice and truth.
Jesus himself is truth (John 14:6) and the use of this phrase
here to imply he manifests injustice or untruth is plainly
ridiculous.

3. Jesus Was Willing To Do His Work
This  phrase  willing  to  do  his  (or  her)  work  is  another
favourite in progressive circles and is used to imply there is
some character deficit or lack in an individual (in this case,
Jesus), which needs adjusting or repenting of (a word which
Brandon also employs in his commentary regarding Jesus).

Jesus was certainly prepared and “willing to do his work”, but
it wasn’t the work of self-improvement or repentance.

The Lamb, without spot or blemish, sent into the world to
reconcile the world again to God, his work was to do the will
of his Father (Luke 2:49, John 5:36). Though he entered into
our human experience and is, therefore, able to understand us
in every way, right down to the alluring call of sin and the



temptation to choose self will that we experience, his life
and character were perfect. It could not have been otherwise,
else our forgiveness and reconciliation could not have been
obtained (Hebrews 9:14, Hebrews 4:15, 1 Peter 2:22).

This  is  just  a  poor  attempt  to  reinvent  Jesus  into  a
caricature that serves the cultural slogans and trends that
the progressive Christian movement wants to advance, and which
bear  no  resemblance  to  the  real  Jesus  of  the  scriptures;
perfect lord, saviour, king.

4.  Brandan  Robertson’s  Conclusion:  ‘A  Reminder
That Jesus Is Human’
It’s sad but unsurprising that this is Brandan’s take-home
point from this story. In reality, the story in Mark 7 marks a
significant  turning  point  in  Jesus’  ministry  of  kingdom-
preaching  and  repentance-calling,  where  the  mission  is
expanded to include the Gentiles; obviously super good news
for you, me, and anyone else of non-Jewish heritage!

The world that we see in the Bible and all around us still is
one where all of creation, including humanity, groans to be
set free from the bondage of sin. The good news of the gospel
is that in Jesus, who is both saviour and king, God is saving,
rescuing, atoning, justifying, ruling, and reconciling people
for the glory of His name and in pursuit of His purpose.

The story of Mark 7 is about the inclusive call of the gospel,
the invitation extended to all to come out of the dominion of
darkness, ruled over by the prince of this world, and into the
kingdom of the Son of God’s love, a kingdom of light and life.
A call to come as you are…but not stay as you are; a challenge
to surrender, to receive forgiveness and renewal, and to be
transformed into the kind of human God always intended you to
be (John 5:24, Acts 26:18, Luke 24:47, Colossians 1:13).



Will Progressive Christianity Destroy The
Church?
“Progressives are not just a group of Christians who are
changing their minds on social issues and politics…they often
deny core essential doctrines of the faith, which leads them
to preach an entirely different gospel.” | Alisa Childers

Despite  the  descriptor,  I  don’t  believe  progressive
Christianity to be Christian at all. The movement often denies
key tenets of the Christian faith; the primary authority of
the Bible as God’s inspired Word, the historical reality of
the resurrection of Jesus, the dark reality of sin and the
resultant separation it creates between God and humanity, and
the  need  for  Jesus’  atoning  sacrifice  as  a  means  of
reconciliation  with  God.

Sin itself is often redefined, simply becoming “all of our
greedy impulses that create inequity in the world” (Brandan
Robertson),  rather  the  biblical  definition  of  rebellion
against God’s law, “a word, deed, or desire in opposition to
the  eternal  law  of  God”  (Augustine  of  Hippo)  (1  John
3:4),  “evil  thoughts,  murder,  adultery,  sexual  immorality,
impurity,  and  debauchery;  idolatry  and  sorcery;  hatred,
discord, jealousy, and rage; rivalries, divisions, factions,
and envy; drunkenness, orgies, false testimony and slander and
the like.”

The truly dangerous reality is that the insidious ideology of
progressive Christianity is infiltrating and hijacking genuine
Christianity, silencing the church’s ability to speak into and
about the real-life situations for which she exists.

We  are  becoming  less  comfortable  about  naming  sin  and
preaching  the  need  for  true  biblical  repentance  and  more
concerned about being labelled as intolerant, judgmental, old-
fashioned,  or  irrelevant.  When  did  morality  become  simply



degrees of relativity and we became afraid to speak up and
say, “that is wrong”, or conversely, “this is right“?

We are becoming confused by cries of inclusivity, tolerance,
and love of the other; mistaking the inclusive call of the
gospel for the exclusive reality of the church.

We are uneasy repeating the biblical truth that “narrow is the
way and few there be that find it”, preferring instead the
idea that multiple superhighways of every description will
surely lead to God. The discovery of our true, inner self
through spiritual evolution seems a more palatable message for
the masses than the sombre alternative; the biblical narrative
of death to self and radical rebirth in Jesus.

Despite her flaws, the church still needs to be the voice, the
hands, the beating heart of Jesus in a dark and sin-enslaved
world. We need to speak with sensitivity and compassion, yes,
but we ought not to shy away from talking about the things
people may not want to hear about but desperately need to;
sin, estrangement, sacrifice, surrender, death, reorientation,
transformation. We need to speak about these things too, with
boldness and conviction.

Will progressive Christianity be the death of the church? No,
I don’t think so. I think the blood of Jesus, by which his
church was purchased, is more powerful than that.

But I do think the church is facing one of her greatest
challenges yet; not through external persecution as in times
past, but through subtle, internal perversion. There is a
desperate need for discernment and a deep commitment to the
gospel of the Bible, in doctrine and practice.

I think we need to pay attention, to have our wits about us,
wary of those who may come in sheep’s clothing, disguising
themselves  as  servants  of  righteousness.  We  need  to  be
unafraid  to  boldly  and  confidently  lay  their  claims  and
teachings  alongside  the  sound  words  of  Jesus  Christ,  the



living Word of God, for scrutiny and assessment, acceptance or
rejection.

And I think we need to courageously recommit to our commission
that, collectively, we, the church, the ‘woman of valour‘ for
whom  Jesus  died,  will  shine  brightly  in  a  darkened  and
impoverished  world  through  our  most  basic  and  guiding
principle:  that  is,  to  incarnate  Christ.

“But  test  everything;  hold  fast  what  is  good.”  |  1
Thessalonians  5:21,  BSB

*  https://www.bethelbeaverton.org/progressive-
christianity,  https://progressivechristianity.org/the-8-points
/, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Progressive_Christianity

**
https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2019/05/progressi
ve-christians-abortion-jes-kast/590293/

Majors  And  Minors  |  The
Danger Of Extremism
(Not a reader? Take a listen instead ⇓)

The appearance of Jesus on the Jewish scene was a dramatic
collision between grace and spiritual performance. Jesus came
preaching repentance and forgiveness for all people; not on
the basis of their social status, their ethnicity, or their
gender, but on the basis of God’s generosity and undeserved
grace (Mark 16:15, Luke 14:23).

“For God so loved the world that He gave His one and only
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Son, that everyone who believes in Him shall not perish but
have eternal life. For God did not send His Son into the
world to condemn the world, but to save the world through
him.” | John 3:16-17, NIV

Grace gives us what we don’t deserve and cannot earn. This is
why it’s so frequently contrasted against the Law of Moses
(the Torah), which still resulted in condemning every man or
woman, no matter their sincerity or good deeds. Righteousness
could  never  come  by  law-keeping,  simply  because  it  was
impossible for it to be kept perfectly in its entirety.

Straining Out Gnats, Swallowing Camels*
Many of the conflicts that were initiated with Jesus came from
the  Pharisees,  members  of  a  Jewish  religious  party  that
flourished  in  Palestine  from  around  515  BCE–70  CE.  The
movement was marked by both a meticulous adherence to their
interpretation  of  the  Torah  as  well  as  their  particular
eschatological (end times) views. 

The precise details of religious life were the Pharisees’
passion and the conflicts they engaged in were usually over
minor issues such as fasting (Mark 2:18), sabbath keeping
(Mark 2:24), eating with ‘unclean’ people (Mark 9:11), or
attitudes towards civic duties, like paying taxes (Matthew
9:11)  –  all  performance-driven  markers  of  supposed
spirituality. They made uncompromising stands on matters of no
particular  spiritual  importance,  while  issues  of  greatest
significance were minimised or neglected.

The Pharisees ‘majored in these minors’, presuming that this
kind of religiosity made them more spiritual and ‘right with
God’. In reality, they were actually inverting the spiritual
values that God was really interested in, like mercy, justice,
and faithfulness.

They should have known better. God had already made plain to
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His people what He required of them. He’d already told them
that He found the saccharine solemnity of their religious
assemblies nauseating and the melodious noise of their songs
infuriating.

“He has told you, O human, what is good; and what does the
Lord require of you, but to do justice, and to love kindness,
and to walk humbly with your God?” | Micah 6:8, ESV

“I hate, I despise your feasts, and I take no delight in your
solemn  assemblies.Even  though  you  offer  me  your  burnt
offerings and grain offerings, I will not accept them; and
the peace offerings of your fattened animals, I will not look
upon them.Take away from me the noise of your songs; to the
melody of your harps, I will not listen. But let justice roll
down like waters, and righteousness like an ever-flowing
stream.” | Amos 5:21-25, 

Jesus  called  the  Pharisees  out  on  their  hypocrisy  in  the
gospel of Matthew, where he says:

“Woe  to  you,  teachers  of  the  law  and  Pharisees,  you
hypocrites! You give a tenth of your spices – mint, dill and
cumin. But you have neglected the more important matters of
the law – justice, mercy and faithfulness. You should have
practiced the latter, without neglecting the former. You
blind guides! You strain out a gnat but swallow a camel.” |
Matthew 23:24, NIV

The Pharisees could recite the law by heart yet they couldn’t
have said what the heart of the law really was. They failed to
see or understand Jesus had no interest in setting up rigid
religious and social guidelines for his followers. His focus
instead was on majoring in the majors; the gospel and the
significant agendas of the kingdom of God.



The Danger Of Extremes
Legalism takes different forms at different times and is often
hard to pin down, manifesting itself in subtle ways.

There  is  much  that  can  be  said  about  legalism  and  the
hypocrisy that arises from it. An emphasis on externals makes
it very easy to fake what is really going inside. Promoting or
insisting  on  conformity  to  these  outward  markers  of
‘spirituality’ often results in people who may look spiritual
on the outside but who are, in reality, suffering from deep
inner turmoil and sin.

“I know of only two alternatives to hypocrisy: perfection or
honesty. Since I have never met a person who loves the Lord
our God with all their heart, mind, soul, and loves their
neighbour  as  themself,  I  do  not  view  perfection  as  a
realistic alternative. Our only option, then, is honesty that
leads to repentance. As the Bible shows, God’s grace can
cover any sin, including murder, infidelity, or betrayal.
Yet, by definition, grace must be received, and hypocrisy
disguises our need to receive grace. When the masks fall,
hypocrisy is exposed as an elaborate ruse to avoid grace.” |
Philip Yancey

The focus of this article, particularly in light of the global
pandemic, is another issue that I believe arises from a spirit
of legalism. This is the issue of extremism; when we begin
majoring in the minors instead of majoring in the majors.

Right now, the world is being sharply delineated. Nearly as
quickly as the virus has spread, so too has the chatter and
the differing opinions about both the cause and the cure.
There is an ocean of information and propaganda, together with
an overabundance of access to information, some of it accurate
and some of it not.

However,  the  most  disturbing  aspect  of  all  this  is  the



noticeable polarisation of people into two opposing groups;
them and us. And the church is not unaffected in this.

We, the church, are being drawn into extremes, into focusing
on external makers (whether you believe covid is real or not,
whether you choose to vaccinate or not…). We’re using these
markers  as  some  kind  of  external  test  of  authentic
Christianity  and  displaying  the  same  misguided  zeal  for
religious purity as the Pharisees of Jesus’ day. We’re gazing
outward, looking for specks of sawdust in other people’s eyes,
instead of looking inward and paying attention to the plank in
our own eye.

The dangers of this kind of religiousness – extremism – are as
great a threat in the twenty-first century as they were in the
first. As Philip Yancey comments, “the spirit of law-keeping
stiffens into extremism. I know of no legalism that does not
seek to enlarge its domain of intolerance.“

Our focus in this global crisis seems to have shifted away
from  our  most  basic  and  guiding  principle:  that  is,  to
incarnate Christ in a darkened and impoverished world, and,
instead, Christians are showing themselves to be intolerant,
judgmental, and divisive to those who think differently to
themselves.

Not only that, we’re being distracted from majoring in the
majors; the gospel, and the significant agendas of the kingdom
of God.

I think we must be careful, particularly right now, but in any
circumstance, to ensure that the hills we’re choosing to die
on are the ones that have a cross firmly planted at their
summit.

Majoring In The Majors: The Gospel +
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Kingdom Of God
While the global pandemic is certainly is a troubling and
anxious time, I don’t believe our personal opinion about it
changes anything in relation to our right standing with God.
Certainly, there are considerations around our response to the
crisis  which  must  be  thought  about  in  relation  to  our
Christian  witness,  and  these  are  convictions  that  each
Christian must personally decide for themselves, in the light
of scripture.

Jesus is the only way to find right standing with God. The
name of Jesus is the only means by which humanity can be
saved. Jesus’ performance, not our own, is what secures this
extraordinary gift of grace. And in Jesus, God is saving,
rescuing, atoning, justifying, ruling, and reconciling people
for the glory of His name, all in pursuit of His purpose.

This is what the Bible describes as the gospel and the kingdom
of God. These are the major agendas that Jesus focused on and
these should be our focus too.

The world is changed by our example, not our opinion. Our
primary  purpose  and  responsibility  as  Christians  and,
collectively, as the church, is to point the world to Jesus.
We do this, not by imposing our opinions or judging the world,
but by being salt and light.

The significant agendas of the kingdom will be seen in lives
that are surrendered to the guidance and leadership of God’s
designated king, Jesus. Jesus has been given all authority in
heaven  and  earth,  he  becomes  the  first  claimant  on  our
affections, the motivating force in our decisions, and the
final judge of our soul.

Therefore, we will also be on guard to avoid any kind of
system that employs the use of ‘formulas’ and ‘doctrines’ to
press  good  people  of  faith  into  conformity  with  a  system
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instead of conformity to Christ. We will be on the lookout for
cultures that promote or enable power posturing, performance
preoccupation, unspoken rules, and a lack of balance.

And we will resist mindsets that seek to quantify authentic
Christianity by anything other than a confession of trust in
the saving name of Jesus Christ.

What Does This Look Like In A Pandemic?
The ability to exercise critical thinking is an important
reality for every person, but, in the end, opinions must be
formed by each person for themselves and never coerced or
compelled upon us by others.

Christians may therefore see a situation in very different
ways but this doesn’t make them any more or less Christian
than each other. It’s important to understand that unity as
Christians  is  based  on  our  commonality  in  Jesus,  not  our
uniformity of thought or opinion about non-essential topics.

Whether I think covid-19 was created in a lab, whether I think
covid-19 is no worse than seasonal flu, or whether I think
covid-19 is some kind of elaborate ruse enabling Bill Gates to
digitally  track  the  world’s  population  through  microchip-
carrying  vaccines,  doesn’t  make  me  any  less  Christian
(although, arguably, at least one of those opinions infers I’m
probably less adept in critical thinking than I should be).

How we respond or behave as Christians, however, is clearly
set out for us in scripture and, in this, we should be united.
The Apostle Peter, when encouraging the early church in their
Christian  witness  in  relation  to  the  pressures  they  were
under, had this to say:

Keep your conduct honourable (1 Peter 2:11-12)
Respect and submit to authority (1 Peter 2:13)
Love earnestly and do good (1 Peter 1:22)
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What I think this looks like right now, in practical terms, is
this; that Christians will be people of peace, kindness, and
compassion. That we’ll look for opportunities to do good and
love others well. That we’ll give no cause for the name of
Jesus to be brought into disrepute and no opportunity for the
kingdom mission of God to be thwarted.

That we’ll have soft hearts and open minds, willing to listen
and understand, rather than judge and disparage. That we’ll
realise  that  this  time  of  trouble,  at  its  core,  is  no
different to any other crisis or trouble that Christians have
faced and that, in all things, Jesus is over everything.

That we’ll choose to not let our differences divide us, but
instead, we’ll be reminded of what truly unites us.

And that we’ll be people who choose to major in the majors,
those things that the world needs most; the gospel of good
news and the significant agendas of the kingdom of God.

*The Jews had a law that forbade eating any flying insects
that  did  not  have  jointed  legs  for  hopping  (Leviticus
11:20–23), and in this, they were strictly observant. Because
water could have insects and insect larvae in it, pious Jews
were  careful  to  strain  the  water  through  a  cloth  before
drinking  it.  They  did  not  want  to  accidentally  ingest  an
unclean insect and thus violate the law. Jesus mentions this
practice  in  His  proverb  and  then  contrasts  it  with  a
hyperbolic picture of gulping down a camel. In this way, Jesus
accused them of taking great pains (straining out gnats) to
avoid offence in minor things of little importance, while
tolerating or committing great sins (swallowing camels) such
as deceit, oppression, and lust. | Got Questions
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In The Shadow Of The Empire
(Not a reader? Take a listen instead ⇓)

 

Christianity in the first century was a spiritual explosion,
fueled by the reality of the resurrection of Jesus and the
presence of the Holy Spirit. Unlike the Jewish community, who
lived and worshipped largely by themselves, Christians were
active evangelists, eager to share the good news about Jesus
with all who would listen. They preached Jesus everywhere, not
just as the long-awaited Jewish Messiah, but as Lord, Saviour,
and King; over and above Caesar.

Initially planted in the soil of Jerusalem, the gospel message
soon spread rapidly beyond Israel; throughout Judea, Samaria,
and the rest of the Mediterranean world. In as little as just
over  10  years  after  Jesus’  resurrection,  Christianity  had
already reached as far as Rome itself. As Jesus had promised,
his disciples were to be his witnesses, even to the ends of
the earth (Acts 1:8, Acts 2:41-47).

The area of Asia Minor was a huge melting pot of ethnicities
and also one of the first areas to flourish with converts to
the new religion of Christianity. It was also part of the
expansive Roman Empire, at the height of its glory, and was
therefore subject to Roman law and Roman customs.

Living in the shadow of the Empire would prove a difficult
tension  for  Christians  to  navigate.  No  longer  giving
allegiance  to  Caesar  as  ‘Lord  of  the  earth’  but  instead
confessing that this title belonged to Jesus Christ, how were
they to behave as people in the world but not of it?

As citizens of heaven, did the laws of Rome no longer apply to
them?
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And, as people of the kingdom, how were they to live out the
values of the kingdom in the society around them? Were they
justified in using force to make the kingdoms of this world
the kingdom of the Lord and Christ?

These are all important questions, not just for those in the
first-century church but for every generation of Christians
who have come after them.

How should Christians conduct themselves, living in the shadow
of the Empire?

A Letter From Peter, An Apostle Of Jesus
Christ
The importance of the way a Christian behaves so as to be a
credible witness for the gospel is a significant principle
emphasised throughout the New Testament. It’s a theme picked
up by Peter the Apostle in his first letter to the early
churches (1 Peter 1-5).

Discouraged by the persecution they were suffering because of
their faith, Peter writes to the early churches throughout
Asia Minor to encourage them and to provide wisdom and counsel
in their response to the pressures around them and in their
life of Christian witness.

Keep Your Conduct Honourable
Firstly, Peter urges them, keep your conduct honourable. They
are holy people, called out of darkness into God’s marvellous
light. Walking in the light means walking humbly alongside
God,  doing  justly  and  loving  kindness.  Deceit,  malice,
hypocrisy, slander, drunkenness, sensual living; these are all
fruitless  deeds  of  darkness  (Ephesians  5:11)  and  Peter
encourages the church to choose differently, to live exemplary
lives in their neighborhoods so that their actions will refute
pagan prejudices (1 Peter 2:11-12).
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They had been born again, by the living and imperishable Word
of God, new creations guarded through faith for a salvation
that would one day be revealed to all. Demonstrating lives
that paralleled what they preached would witness to the truly
supernatural power of the gospel and its ability to effect
transformation.

Respect And Submit To Authority
For the Lord’s sake, Christians were to show respect to all
people and, particularly, to those in authority. They were to
be model citizens, subject to every human institution (1 Peter
2:13). As Jesus the master had made clear during his earthly
ministry, render unto Caesar the things that are Caesar’s and
unto God the things that are God’s.

Their  allegiance  to  Jesus  wasn’t  an  excuse  to  engage  in
illegal behaviours, disrespect of their masters, or dishonour
of the Emperor or his delegates. Pay your taxes, submit to the
laws of the land, pray for those who have the rule over you.

They were to treat their service to the Emperor, their master
(if they were a slave), and indeed each other as service
rendered to the King himself.

The Christian life wouldn’t always bring blessing, and the
persecution  and  suffering  they  were  currently  experiencing
were proof of this reality. Yet Peter encourages them to look
to the example of Jesus himself, who demonstrated that the
kingdom of heaven advances not through power and might, but
through  missions  of  mercy,  kindness,  and  humility  and,
ultimately, through suffering.

The  greatest  suffering  of  all  brought  about  the  greatest
victory for all (1 Peter 4:13-14).

Love Earnestly And Do Good
They were to love each other earnestly. This was the defining
mark of those who belonged to the King and it was how the
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world was to know they were his disciples.

Given to hospitality, they were to love with open hearts and
generous  lives.  They  were  to  live  bright  and  unafraid:
remembering that the light shines in the darkness and the
darkness will not overcome it. They were to entrust their
souls to a faithful Creator while continuing to doing good to
all and especially to those of the household of faith (1 Peter
1:22, Galatians 6:10). Love and do good to others just as
Jesus has loved you. By this, all people will know you are his
disciples.

Early  Christianity  found  particular  expression  through
philanthropy; care for the poor, widows, and orphans, for
those  brethren  who  had  been  imprisoned  or  condemned,  and
particularly  for  brethren,  who  due  to  poverty,  could  not
afford an honourable burial. The early church would often
provide services for such persons, believing care in death as
well as life was an active expression of love. The early
Christian insistence on caring for those made in the image of
God transformed the ancient world.

In The World But Not Of It
“The Christian ideal is not freedom from work, but strength
to do it; not freedom from temptation, but power to overcome
it; not freedom from suffering, but joy in an abiding sense
of the Father’s love; not absence from the world, but grace
to make the world better for our presence; not holy lives
driven from the world, and living apart from it, but holy
lives spent in the world and leavening it.” – Ellicott’s
Commentary For English Readers.

Like our early Christian brethren, we too continue to live in
the shadow of the Empire. We too must wrestle with issues of
allegiance,  to  show  submission  to  those  institutions  and
ordinances which have authority over us, yet not be conformed



to this world in the process.

We may think this requires us to limit our interaction with
the people around us or remove ourselves ‘from the world’, but
this isn’t what scripture is concerned with. It’s the ruler of
this world who is our enemy, not those who are enslaved to
him; those who, like us, have also been made in the image of
God. They, too, desperately need the presence of Jesus in
their lives, whether they know it or not and our Christian
witness in this current world is vitally important.

Jesus’ prayer for his disciples was not that God would take
them out of the world but that He would protect them from the
evil one. We must not be conformed to the image of the ruler
of this world, nor choose his way, a path that only leads back
to darkness (John 12:31, 1 John 1:5-7). Jesus prayed for the
protection of his followers, knowing we are left in this world
for a specific purpose; to witness to the power of his saving
name. “You are the salt of the earth,” he said, “you are the
light of the world“.

Our commission is to live and work, to love and forgive, to
mourn, trust, despair and hope alongside and together with our
unbelieving neighbours and friends, all the while telling of
the faithfulness of a good God and the hope found in the
gospel message.

Our  lives  –  our  everyday,  mundane,  messy,  uncomfortable,
terrifying, joyful, and thoroughly human lives will be the
greatest witness of all to the hope that lies within us.

How we conduct ourselves, as we live in the shadow of the
Empire, is still just as relevant and important today as it
was for our first-century brethren.

As Christians, we’re now citizens of a spiritual city whose
builder and maker is God, people of a heavenly kingdom, living
out the values and ideals of that kingdom in this earthly
life.
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Yet we’re also still literal citizens of the countries we live
in.  We  still  retain  all  the  privileges  that  citizenship
affords, together with the responsibilities it holds. Because
we have given our primary allegiance to Jesus and, for the
Lord’s sake, we’re to continue to submit to the laws and
ordinances of the countries in which we live.

Christians have a greater not lesser responsibility to do good
and model appropriate citizenship. We don’t get a leave pass
to  flout  the  regulations  and  laws  passed  by  those  in
authority, just because we’re ‘not of this world.’ “It is
God’s will that by doing good, you might cure the ignorance of
the fools who think you’re a danger to society. Exercise your
freedom by serving God, not by breaking the rules.” (1 Peter
2:13-17)

Yet, there must be a disclaimer at this point. We also have a
responsibility – a greater responsibility, it can be argued –
to  model  the  values  of  the  kingdom  of  heaven.  This
responsibility often highlights issues of injustice, prejudice
or  inequality  which  may  exist  both  within  the  church  and
without,  issues  to  which  God  is  adamantly  opposed  and
therefore  we  also  should  be  opposed.

The Atlantic slave trade, which operated between the 15th and
19th centuries, might never have been abolished, had it not
been  for  the  public  agitation  of  those  who  spoke  vocally
against  a  legally  sanctioned  practice  and  campaigned
tirelessly  for  its  elimination.

Two distinct laws passed in Nazi Germany provided the legal
framework  for  the  systematic  persecution  and  resulting
genocide of millions of Jews, demonstrating that sometimes
doing what is lawful isn’t the same as doing what is right.

And in our own country of Australia between 1910 and 1970, at
least  100,000  Aboriginal  children  were  forcibly  removed  –
stolen  –  from  their  parents  and  families  as  a  result  of
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various government policies, leaving a legacy of loss and
trauma that persists today. The pain inflicted on an entire
people through separation and forced assimilation was enabled
by governmental law, regardless of the reality that it was
morally repugnant to do so.

As Christians, the law cannot be our ultimate moral guide.
Slavery was lawful. The holocaust was legal. Segregation and
apartheid were legally sanctioned. Many of today’s laws are
created to protect corporations rather than people. Simply
put, the law does not dictate our ethics. God does. | Craig
Greenfield

God’s values have the final word in our actions and this may
mean, at some point, our choices or actions put us in conflict
with the culture around us or the laws of the country in which
we live. We submit, until, for conscience sake, we can no
longer submit (Acts 5:29, Exodus 1:7).

The Covid-19 Pandemic
For Christians, times of trouble are opportunities to test and
prove our own conviction; that there is One God who rules over
all things and that we remain confident that He continues to
do  so,  even  through  trouble  and  difficulty  (Psalm
103:19,  Daniel  2:21,  Ephesians  4:6).

While  the  early  Christians  faced  very  different  times  of
trouble than we do today, comparable only perhaps by how we
choose to respond, our faithful response is no less necessary
than theirs.

The ongoing crisis of Covid-19 is a troubling and anxious
time.  The  most  recent  reports  regarding  the  virus  are
particularly  concerning,  causing  fear  for  many  people,
especially  the  elderly  and  vulnerable  in  our  communities.
Whilst we shouldn’t be ambivalent about what’s going on around
the globe, we also need to be measured in our response and
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very careful not to be contributing to or escalating the level
of panic that people may be experiencing.

It’s extremely disturbing that Christians would contribute to
misinformation  regarding  both  the  virus  and  associated
treatment options, particularly in the social domain. Many, in
reality, are unlikely to be qualified to actually comment from
a medical perspective, yet this doesn’t seem to prevent them
from offering advice, suggestions, criticisms, or conjecture
on the subject.

Verified medical information shared in responsible ways is
helpful; unfactual, fear-inducing conspiracy theories are not.
By all means, discuss the situation with those around you but
choose to do so in responsible ways, with a view to banishing
exaggerated fear.

Neither is it appropriate for Christians to participate in
acts  of  disrespect  or  civil  disobedience  of  those  in
authority,  whilst  current  regulations  don’t  directly
contradict God’s directives. We ought to instead continue to
pray for wisdom and guidance in our own personal choices as
well as for those in the difficult situation of accessing
risks and making decisions on behalf of our nation.

Christians also have both a responsibility and a privilege to
point the world’s attention to the One who is still in control
of all. We can choose to positively redirect the conversation,
to comfort people’s hearts and try to settle their fears,
whilst still acknowledging the gravity of the current pandemic
and assist in supporting practical measures to combat it.

There is no authority except from God, and those that exist
have been instituted by God (Romans 13:1). We are to seek
their  welfare,  to  speak  evil  of  no  one,  to  respect  the
government and be law-abiding. If it is possible, as far as it
depends on us, we’re to live at peace with everyone. (Titus
3:1-2, Jeremiah 29:7, Romans 12:18).



We need to continue to pray, worship and connect in all the
ways that are possible to us right now. Most of all, we need
to continue to point the people of the world to Jesus, who
told  his  much-loved  followers:  “Let  not  your  hearts  be
troubled, neither let them be afraid. Trust in God and trust
in me also” (John 14:1).

Convictions + Conduct
Our convictions and conduct go hand in hand. What we say and
what we do must show itself to be in agreement.

“We don’t believe something by merely saying we believe it,
or even when we believe that we believe it. We believe
something when we act as if it were true.” | Dallas Willard

If we believe that God is King of all the earth and remains
sovereign still, then we must act in such a way that confirms
this truth to the watching world.

We are to be thankful for those in authority and especially at
a time like this, those in healthcare, who risk their own
lives to treat and save others (1 Timothy 2:2). We need to
remember to pray for them and assist where we can.

We ought to show responsibility in following the direction of
the government and officials, acknowledging measured concern
for the situation we all find ourselves in and abiding by
recommendations for the good of everyone (1 Peter 2:13). Now,
more  than  ever,  is  the  time  to  show  consideration  and
restraint and to lead the world by example. It is not the time
(or ever!) for Christians to display greed or selfishness but
to consider those who are our neighbour and to love them, as
ourselves (Romans 13:8-10).

And, particularly, it is vitally important to consider those
who are weak and vulnerable amongst our communities, who have
always found a special place in God’s heart (James 1:27; Psalm
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68:5).

We have opportunity right now, to remind the world of a good,
good God, who is actively seeking to overthrow the effects of
sin in the world and restore humanity to full relationship
with Himself.

Even here, in times that seem very dark, God is still busy
making all things new.

 

I first wrote about the Christian response to the pandemic
over a year ago, when things had really started to impact our
communities. We’ve seen a lot happen around the world in that
time and, recently, it seemed as if Australia had finally
gotten a handle on things and life might be returning to
normal.

I confess, I’ve not personally felt any real sense of fear
throughout  this  situation  until  very  recently,  when  the
various mutant strains became more contagious and seemingly
more virilent. The recent restrictions in Sydney give cause
for concern and Covid-19 now feels very much on our doorstep.
I had to intentionally take time this week to remind myself of
my faith, my conviction that God is sovereign still and that
the wind and waves still know His name. Through it all, my
eyes must remain on Him.

At the same time as this was occurring, three events impacted
me personally and I felt compelled to again write about the
situation.

One was several shares in one week on social media of what can
only be described as ‘doomsday’ commentaries; fear-inducing
and based in theory, not fact.

The second was the illegal, unmasked gathering/protest that
occurred in Sydney, which was also shared on social media
(whether to criticise or congratulate I couldn’t say for sure,
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although it did appear to me to be in support of the protest).

The third was two different statements from Christian pastors
within  a  denomination  stating  this:  that  if  you  chose  to
vaccinate,  you  weren’t  faithful,  and,  that  if  you  didn’t
choose to vaccinate, you weren’t faithful. In my opinion, this
kind of religious pressure, criticism or coercion about a very
personal choice is completely irresponsible and amounts to
spiritual abuse, especially from those in a pastoral position.

I was reminded again of the relevance and importance of the
Christian faith in our world, to provide hope, comfort, and
assistance to those who are struggling, fearful, or angry. And
I was reminded of the example left for us in God’s Word, which
seems to have an answer for every situation, of those in the
early  church  who  lived  in  the  shadow  of  the  Empire  and
navigated the same tensions with faithfulness and steadfast
hope. We can learn a lot from them.

Pictured:  Sculpture  of  Tiberius  Claudius  Caesar  Augustus
Germanicus, Emperor of Rome 24 January AD41 – 13 October AD54


