
Judging // Discerning
It seems to me that it has become increasingly difficult to
speak into many issues or situations that the church faces
today; not because the Bible is silent, not because the church
doesn’t have or hasn’t held a historical position on a matter,
and not because we, as Christians, don’t know what we ought to
be doing. Rather, we are feeling pressed into silence, in many
instances, simply on the basis of one little verse found at
the  beginning  of  Matthew  7;  “Judge  not,  that  you  be  not
judged“.

This verse, plucked from Matthew’s gospel, thrown around ad
voluntatem by Christians and non-Christians alike, and often
applied wildly out of context, is causing widespread paralysis
for many Christians and indeed the church, preventing us from
being able to affirm and proclaim the reality that Christian
life calls us to.

Afraid  of  being  labeled  ‘judgy,  ‘divisive’,  or  ‘self-
righteous’, we’re clamming up about things we really should be
vocal about, choosing silence over sincerity. We’re focused on
preaching love and acceptance (both good things, by the way),
but we’re failing to qualify how and what that looks like in a
Christian context.

Not only does there seem to be a growing degree of confusion
about the difference between ‘judging’, particularly in the
context of Matthew 7, and ‘discerning’ for the individual
Christian, there also seems to be some confusion about the
church’s responsibility and role in all this.

Perhaps  embarrassed  by  our  failures  and  our  unchristian
treatment of both believers and unbelievers in the past, we’re
now collectively overcompensating by saying nothing at all,
reducing the church’s critical witness of the name of Jesus,
in many instances, to a ‘cloud with no rain’.
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Many times, the church actually looks no different on the
inside to the way people are living on the outside, as if
coming to Christ changed nothing at all.

The Christian Ideal
Christians are called to a life of holiness, of renewal and
transformation; becoming part of the new creation found in
Christ. Christians are those who have accepted the call out of
the dominion of darkness, with all its pointless chaos and
unfruitful  works  of  darkness,  into  kingdom  life;  and  the
acknowledgment that living God’s way, according to His plan
and purposes for humanity, is good for us and glorifying to
Him.

“You can’t read the New Testament without seeing the call to
holiness in the Christian life. But that holiness is a work
of God’s grace as the Holy Spirit empowers the believer to
live a life pleasing to God. New Testament holiness is a
joyous privilege not a heavy burden and duty. New Testament
holiness enhances life, it never diminishes it.” | Lance
Ralston

God’s way is the benchmark for Christian living, the way we
should aspire to, the truth we ought to affirm. It’s referred
to often in scripture as walking in the light, walking with
God, or walking in the way and I talk more about this in my
article ‘Walking With God‘.

The caveat to this is, of course, that we are not there yet.
The  Christian  life  is  a  journey,  not  an  instant
transformation. We have been saved, we are being saved, and we
will be saved. Sanctification, the ‘being saved’ part, means
we are all a constant work in progress, being renewed and
conformed daily into the image of Christ.

What this means, in real terms, is that we will still mess up,
sometimes in big ways. These lapses in our Christian walk are
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stumbles off the path leading us home, deviations from the
good way that God has intended for us to live.

While these failures can often be hard to move past, it’s
important to recognise that they don’t need to define us, at
least not in a negative way.

We are not that terrible decision we made five years ago, five
months ago, or five days ago. We are more than simply the sum
of  our  mistakes.  I  talk  more  about  this  in  my  article
‘Yesterday,  Today,  Tomorrow‘.

The joy of Christian life is that sin no longer has the same
hold over us as before. We belong to Jesus and his blood
cleanses us from all sin. In him, we can find forgiveness and
find it many times over.

In his letter to the Ephesians, Paul the Apostle wants us to
comprehend the reality that we are no longer in this battle on
our own. He says, “May you have the power to understand, as
all God’s people should, how wide, how long, how high, and how
deep his love is. May you experience the love of Christ,
though it is too great to understand fully.” (Ephesians 3:18,
NLT).  God  is  with  us  in  this  fight,  empowering  us  daily
through His Spirit and washing us clean in the blood of the
lamb.

What may seem impossible to us is made possible by the love of
Christ.

Objective Truth
It feels difficult to write this article without coming off as
intolerant, self-righteous, or bigoted. Any time one states a
definite opinion on a matter as if that position is the right
one,  one  risks  sounding  dogmatic  and  judgmental  and  I
acknowledge  it  may  be  no  different  in  this  case.

I think our post-modern society has further exaggerated this
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reality. Our 21st-century culture posits the idea that truth
is not absolute and universal (as was once accepted), but
rather that our truth is truth, even though that truth may be
merely  subjective  and  based  on  or  influenced  by  our  own
personal feelings, tastes, or opinions.

Conversely, our neighbour’s truth, based on or influenced by
their personal feelings, tastes, or opinions is also just as
true, irrespective of the reality that our two truths may be
diametrically opposed to one another.

It’s often no longer acceptable to hold to and defend certain
views  as  anything  more  than  being  subjectively  true,
particularly  in  religious  or  moral  matters.

The Bible cuts through this subjective narrative and states
that truth is objective, rooted in the person and character of
God Himself. Whatever we hold to be true to the Christian
faith has its roots in God (or should, at least), who has been
revealed to us in His Word, and which is sufficient to inform
our Christian way of life and ethics.

“Every scripture, inspired of God, is profitable to teach, to
reprove, to correct, to instruct in justice.” (2 Timothy 3:16,
DR). This is what is meant by sola scriptura – that the Bible
is the sole infallible source of authority for Christian faith
and practice.

As Christians, we believe that biblical truth is not our truth
and therefore merely subjective, it is God’s truth. We hold to
the reality that God’s truth was demonstrated in Jesus for all
humanity  to  see;  and  we  acknowledge  his  supremacy  and
authority over our lives. In doing so we affirm that living
God’s way is right and true and good.

The question is, what do we do, individually and collectively,
when Christian life doesn’t look as it should, where there is
disregard or apathy toward living God’s way, or where it seems
that sin is being trivialised, tolerated, or overlooked?



What does the gospel of Matthew mean when it says ‘judge not’?
Is an individual’s responsibility different from that of the
collective body, the church? Is it being too judgey to talk
about sin?

And how does the church protect the name of Jesus, displaying
the glory of God to the nations, in practice?

Judging Or Discerning?

Discerning
I  want  to  make  the  distinction  between  discerning  and
proclaiming what God’s way is, and judging someone’s eternal
reality.

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. As
individuals and collectively, as the church, it is our mandate
to preach God’s good news to the world and to live as if we
believe it to be true.

Paul the Apostle puts it this way: “Live no longer as the
Gentiles  do…for  they  wander  far  from  the  life  God  gives
because they have closed their minds and hardened their hearts
against  Him.  They  have  no  sense  of  shame.  They  live  for
lustful  pleasures  and  eagerly  practice  every  kind  of
impurity…Put on your new nature, created to be like God-truly
righteous and holy.” (Ephesians 4:17-24, NLT)

He goes on to give several examples of what ‘being like God
looks like‘: no longer lying, no longer using foul language,
no longer stealing, no longer engaging in sexual immorality,
or being selfish or greedy (amongst other things). He states,
‘with the Lord’s authority’ (v17), that those things are not
of God, are not life-giving, and ought not to be pursued by a



person professing to be a Christian.

Discerning God’s way of living (‘carefully determining what
pleases the Lord‘ (Ephesians 5:10)), which is intended to be
lifegiving  and  good  for  humanity,  is  a  vitally  important
element of our Christian discipleship, and, collectively, as a
witness to the watching world.

Moral truth exists, vested in the person and character of God
Himself, and Christians ought to be preaching and pursuing it
with all their hearts, both individually and collectively. To
do otherwise is to reject the authority and supremacy of God
over our lives.

Judging
Yet, we don’t get it right a lot of the time. Sin no longer
has the same hold over us as before, but we still give it
plenty of opportunities to gain a foothold in our life.

And  too  often,  we,  as  individuals,  look  sideways  at  our
Christian  family  and  privately  (or  publicly)  make  bold
pronouncements about their eternal salvation based on past
failures or current struggles. We judge them harshly and with
finality in the secret recesses of our hearts, by standards
that we would buckle under ourselves.

We say to ourselves, ‘they may have found forgiveness with God
(though  we  highly  doubt  it)  but  they  will  never  find
forgiveness  with  us  or  in  our  church,  no  matter  their
repentant  heart  or  confession  of  failure’.

Matthew  warns  us  about  taking  such  a  harsh  position  of
judgment against our Christian brothers and sisters, for with
the same inflexible judgment we exact we risk being judged
ourselves. If we truly believe and accept the grace God has
shown to us, this same grace needed to be demonstrated by a
life oriented towards forgiveness to others. I talk more about
the implementation of grace in my article ‘The White Flag Of
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Grace‘  and  the  necessity  of  forgiveness  in  my  article
‘Forgiveness  Is  A  Tough  Gig‘.

We need to hold in careful tension the critical reality of the
eternal consequences of not living God’s way, of choosing a
way that is not life-giving, resolutely naming sin and the
need for repentance, alongside the reality that Christians
still mess up and that forgiveness is always possible with God
and should be practiced between individuals and within the
church.

(In saying that, there are often consequences that flow from
our  actions  which  may  negatively  impact  our  life  moving
forward,  particularly  in  relation  to  our  ministry  or
relationships  in  the  church.  These  consequences  are  often
complex, requiring wise pastoral care and support to work
through.)

We are not to judge one another’s eternal salvation based on
past or present struggles but neither are we to overlook our
calling to holiness and the orienting of our lives toward God.

What Is The Church’s Responsibility?
The Apostle Paul dealt with some real doozy situations in his
letters. Take, for example, the situation in the church in
Corinth; a case of sexual immorality not even heard of among
‘pagans’ (1 Corinthians 5:1-2). A believer in the church was
boldly and proudly ‘living in sin’ with his stepmother, or, as
some translations have it, his father’s wife.

Paul is horrified at such a situation and tells the church
that, collectively, they ought to be in mourning in sorrow and
shame. Such things ought not to be even named among the people
of God, let alone practiced (Ephesians 5:3).

The letter to the Corinthians is a very confronting letter, in
many respects. Paul leaves no room for doubt as to what he
thinks about the situation and what the church must do. He
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(shockingly) tells them that they must remove the man from
their fellowship. “You must call a meeting of the church. I
will be present with you in spirit, and so will the power of

our Lord Jesus.  Then you must throw this man out and hand him
over to Satan so that his sinful nature will be destroyed and
he himself will be saved on the day the Lord returns.”

He continues, “In my other letter, I told you not to have
anything to do with immoral people. But I wasn’t talking about
the people of this world. You would have to leave this world
to get away from everyone who is immoral or greedy or who
cheats or worships idols. I was talking about your own people
who are immoral or greedy or worship idols or curse others or
get drunk or cheat. Don’t even eat with them! Why should I
judge  outsiders?  Aren’t  we  supposed  to  judge  only  church
members? God judges everyone else. The Scriptures say, “Chase
away any of your own people who are evil.” (1 Corinthians
5:4-9)

It’s very clear, the church is not to sit in judgment of the
world, that’s God’s prerogative. But we are to collectively
judge the conduct and witness of the church to which we belong
(essentially, the whole body is responsible for judging the
whole body) and leave no space for evil to grow, unchecked.
For those Christians who are unrepentant and proudly indulging
in sin, the church isn’t even to eat with such people (1
Corinthians 5:11).

(It’s important to note here that one church is not at liberty
to sit in judgment of another. A local church has oversight
over its own members, not over another church. The authority
to  remove  a  lampstand  of  Jesus  or  determine  whether  a
lampstand  should  be  removed  from  its  place  of  influence
belongs to the King alone (Revelation 2:5). No person or group
should dare presume such authority over Jesus’ church and its
local expressions.)

Yet  the  church  can  sometimes  be  too  hasty  in  pronouncing



judgment.  Paul  clearly  differentiates  in  other  places  in
scripture between those Christians who are indulging in sin (1
Corinthians  5:9)  and  those  who  find  themselves  caught  in
transgression (Galatians 6:1). His pastoral advice regarding
the response to each is different, despite both being issues
of ‘sin’. An important element of church discipline is to
sensitively  and  accurately  establish  the  nature  of  a
situation, before deciding how the church ought to proceed.

Restoring
First and foremost, we are ambassadors of the great ministry
of reconciliation; of pointing to the work of Christ, and our
great need for forgiveness and reconciliation to God.

We  are  part  of  God’s  great  mission  of  restoration  and
redemption and this reality should be at the forefront of any
response to sin in the church.

The church has a responsibility to make sure that we are
accurately  representing  Jesus  to  the  world;  preaching  the
necessary  call  to  holiness  of  the  Christian  life  whilst
acknowledging we are not yet made perfect and we still mess
up.

We  ought  to  seek  first,  on  every  occasion  and  at  every
opportunity, to restore a person who has wandered away from
truth. We pray for them and with them, we remind them of the
realities of the gospel, of the forgiveness found in Jesus,
and of the healing warmth of God’s light.

We love them, we accept their struggle with sin as something
common to us all, and yet we encourage them not to shrink back
from Christ in shame but rather to turn to him anew in humble
confession and repentance.

One of the most powerful and eternally significant things a
church can do is to rescue one who has fallen into sin. “My
dear brothers and sisters, if someone among you wanders away



from the truth and is brought back, you can be sure that
whoever brings the sinner back from wandering will save that
person from death and bring about the forgiveness of many
sins.” (James 5:19-20)

Discipleship within the local church means that each member
acknowledges  they  are  part  of  the  body,  a  body  that
collectively has the authority to declare who belongs to Jesus
and the responsibility of teaching, caring for, correcting,
loving, and disciplining its members.

The church, therefore, affirms a person’s profession of faith
in  Jesus  and  gives  oversight  to  that  individual’s
discipleship, and, in turn, the individual submits his or her
discipleship  to  the  care  and  oversight  of  the  church  and
commits  themselves  in  service  to  the  building  up  of  the
church. It’s a symbiotic-esque relationship referred to by
Paul in 1 Corinthians 12 as ‘one another-ing‘.

Protecting
Unfortunately,  as  the  case  in  the  church  at  Corinth
demonstrates,  there  will  be  some  who  are  completely
unrepentant, who ‘make a practice of sinning‘ (1 John 5:18),
and who reject the pursuit of holiness that Christians are
called to. These people “are ungodly men and women, saying
that God’s marvellous grace allows us to live immoral lives.
The condemnation of such people was recorded long ago, for
they deny our only Master and Lord, Jesus Christ.” (Jude 1:4)

An  individual  Christian  is  not  responsible  for  overseeing
another Christian’s membership in the body of Christ, but the
church, made up of all its members is. It’s how the church
protects the name of Jesus.

“Church discipline, then, is fundamentally about love. The
Lord disciplines those he loves (Hebrews 12:6). The same is
true for his church. Love in the Bible is holy. It makes
demands. It yields obedience. It doesn’t delight in evil but



rejoices  in  the  truth.”  (1  Corinthians  13:6)  |  Jonathan
Leeman

“But what happens when we live God’s way? He brings gifts
into our lives, much the same way that fruit appears in an
orchard – things like affection for others, exuberance about
life,  serenity.  We  develop  a  willingness  to  stick  with
things, a sense of compassion in the heart, and a conviction
that a basic holiness permeates things and people. We find
ourselves involved in loyal commitments, not needing to force
our way in life, able to marshal and direct our energies
wisely. Legalism is helpless in bringing this about; it only
gets in the way. Among those who belong to Christ, everything
connected with getting our own way and mindlessly responding
to what everyone else calls necessities is killed off for
good – crucified. Since this is the kind of life we have
chosen, the life of the Spirit, let us make sure that we do
not just hold it as an idea in our heads or a sentiment in
our hearts, but work out its implications in every detail of
our lives.” | Galatians 5:22-25 MSG

 

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.
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And  not,  as  in,  which  kind  of  church;  mega  church,  home
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.

 

Ruth:  The  Inconsequential
Outsider

The Weft And Warp Of Scripture
The word of God is like a vast tapestry, its main theme
interwoven with many sub-plots and side stories that run like
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golden threads through an intricate design. Each of these
threads complements the complete telling of God’s story and
narrates again and again to us the way in which God views our
world and us, the people who inhabit it.

The story of Ruth, a seemingly inconsequential outsider, is
one of these golden threads. At face value, it appears to be a
brief narrative concerning an unimportant family, living in a
small and insignificant rural village*. It hardly seems a
grand stage on which the compelling drama of God’s purpose is
to be acted out.

The story is placed within the time period known as “The
Judges” (thought to be around 1220 – 1050 B.C.), when heroes
like Samson the Mighty and Ehud the Brave lived- impressive
and inspiring characters, who took centre stage in the dramas
that unfolded around them.

The  story  of  Ruth  seems,  at  first  glance,  a  strange  and
somewhat ordinary inclusion in the rather extraordinary cast
that surrounds it. And yet, when we consider each part of this
remarkable  story,  we  understand  that  we  are  being  told
something very important about God and about ourselves. We
learn that God sees into our hearts (1 Samuel 16:7). He is
more interested in what we can become, than in who we are
right now, and that our very ordinariness is what God sees and
works with to bring us to an extraordinary place.

In fact, God often does some of His best work with the most
unlikely people, as the story of Ruth proves.

Who Was Ruth?
Ruth was, by definition, an outsider. She was not an Israelite
but a native of the country of Moab, a mountainous tract of
land now in modern Jordan. She had married an Israelite man
who was living in Moab with his family; his parents and his
brother. The family had relocated due to a famine that had
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occurred in their homeland and in chapter 1 of the story, Ruth
and her husband had been married for 10 years before he, and
his brother, both fell ill and died.

It seems tragedy had already befallen the family previously,
with the death of Elimelech, Ruth’s father-in-law, very soon
after the family’s relocation. The death of the sons now left
Ruth, her sister-in-law, Orpah, and Naomi, her mother-in-law,
as widows, in probably very bleak circumstances.

Ruth was, of all people, an unlikely heroine. Not only was she
a woman, in a time when women were of minor importance, but
she was also now a widow. Finally, she was poor and foreign
and would have been considered an outsider to any true-born
Israelite.

Ruth’s Story
Ruth may have been poor in position but she was rich in love
and faith. When Naomi, her mother-in-law, made the decision to
return to her homeland of Israel, Ruth did not hesitate to
follow her. She left all that was familiar, everything that
she  was  culturally  connected  to,  and,  much  like  faithful
Abraham before her, she “went out, not knowing where she was
going…” (Hebrews 11:8).

She heard the call of God and she followed, with an implicit
faith and unswerving devotion. She trusted the journey and
embraced the destination, even though she hadn’t yet seen it.
This is the definition of faith (Hebrews 11:1-3). Faith is
what distinguishes her character and faith is what motivated
her choices, which become more and more evident to us as we
discover her story.

The story is short in its telling and it’s well worth pausing
here and reading it quickly for yourself.

Like every great story, it contains all the important elements
of interest; drama, grief, desolation, decision, redemption,
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and resolution. As a stand-alone story, it would be successful
in its own right. Yet it is the conclusion to the story that
makes us really sit up and take notice. This is where we
realise that nothing is an afterthought to God, nobody is
actually inconsequential and His plan is purposeful and far-
reaching.

He has a definitive purpose and plan and every single person
can play their part. There is a place for all of us in God’s
story, if we choose it.

Ruth made the choice and decision to follow Naomi, to become
part of God’s plan. Yet even she couldn’t have realised the
extent to which God would involve her. The epilogue of the
story contains an unbelievable twist, a beautiful thread that
we almost have to read twice to believe.

Ruth’s Defining Legacy
Ruth found a home, belonging, and happiness in Israel and went
on to marry Boaz, a wealthy and respected landowner. She was
accepted completely into the family of Abraham, father of the
Israelite people.

She also became the mother to a little boy called Obed (Ruth
4:16). Obed was the father of Jesse and Jesse, in time, became
the father of David, one of the greatest kings in Israel’s
history. David would become famous, not only for his skill
with the harp and his compassionate love for and protection of
his sheep as a shepherd boy but also for his courage and
bravery in fighting against the enemy Goliath, his stirring
example  as  a  brilliant  military  leader  and  king,  and  his
complete trust and faith in God.

Most breathtaking of all, King David became an ancestor of
Jesus Christ, God’s own Son! This makes Ruth an incredibly
significant and vital part of God’s plan of salvation for the
world.
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God’s methods often confound and confuse us. He doesn’t always
choose who we would expect or work in the way we would like.
He sees all, from the beginning to the end (Isaiah 46:10),
while we can only see a small portion of now. His purpose is
perfectly orchestrated and remarkably interwoven in ways that
amaze us.

In the story of Ruth, an inconsequential outsider, we see that
God gets involved in the lives of all kinds of men and women,
bringing about His purpose. We can take confidence and have
faith that He can and will work in our lives, in the same way,
and that we too can become part of  His story, if we choose
it.

* Here’s another plot twist for those of you who love a good
story! Wondering about that “small and insignificant rural
village”, found at the beginning of this tale? That village is
none other than the little town of Bethlehem, where, many
years from Ruth’s time, a small baby would be born, in humble
circumstances, and would be laid, sleeping, in a manger; Jesus
– the hope of the world!

This article was first published on 19 March 2018

Beyond The Pale
(Not a reader? Take a listen instead ⇓)

“By the 14th century, the Norman invasion of Ireland was
struggling. Too many Normans had “gone native”, assimilated
into Irish life. The remaining settlers had retreated to just
four eastern counties: Louth, Meath, Dublin, and Kildare.
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These four “obedient shires” were the only part of Ireland
still under the control of the English crown. The king’s
perimeter was marked with wooden fence posts pounded into the
Irish turf. These were called “pales,” from the Latin palus,
meaning “stake.”

Over  the  following  centuries,  the  English  settlement
fortified its boundaries by turning the fenceline into an
impressive  barrier:  a  ten-foot-deep  ditch  surrounded  by
eight-foot banks on each side and ringed by a thorny hedge.
These ramparts were never meant to be an impregnable wall,
but they did provide a daunting obstacle to raiders stealing
across the borders for English cattle. Within the Pale ditch,
settlers lived under the protection of the crown. But once
you passed “the Pale,” you were outside the authority and
safety of English law, and subject to all the savageries
of rural Ireland. “Beyond the pale” then became a colloquial
phrase meaning “outside the limits of acceptable behaviour or
judgment.” | C N Traveler

I  recently  wrote  about  my  separation  from  the  religious
community I grew up in and the overwhelming response to my
article was both encouraging and thought-provoking.

Many people wrote to me, both publicly and privately, to let
me know that the article had deeply resonated with them. They
expressed that they, too, have had many questions over the
years, wrestling with inconsistencies while attempting to find
their place in a system they secretly suspected they didn’t
fit.

Not  many  people  feel  free  to  speak  publicly  of  their
reservations  or  doubts  and  I  understand  this  fear  and
hesitancy. They want to avoid similar censure and they know
the penalty for dissenting is potentially severe; loss of
relationship, rejection, and ostracisation.

Many also wrote expressing their distress at my experience
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(regardless of whether it had been theirs or not) and offering
their blessing on my continued journey. I deeply appreciated
their warmth, kindness, and understanding.

Others expressed dismay that I was no longer part of the
community; how would I receive nurture and support? With whom
would I now fellowship? Couldn’t I have just stayed to change
the culture? Beneath their words there seemed the suggestion
of a more serious question; wasn’t this just the beginning of
a descent into loss of faith and the inevitable and eventual
drift from God?

Others were less complimentary with their feedback. My article
was deemed to be slanderous and inaccurate, and I, the author,
simply a narcissistic, bitter ex-member, obsessed, while I was
“in”, about my ‘rights’ being impinged upon or ‘the (annoying)
call of true discipleship interfering with my personal life’.

Now  that  I  was  “out”,  I  was  simply  an  aggressive  and
confrontational  vandal,  looking  to  break  something  with
whatever stones I could throw.

My ‘questions’ were excuses, and, they implied, I ought to be
cancelled.

While I thought a lot about the people for whom this article
resonated, and I deeply appreciated that they had shared their
thoughts with me, I thought more about the other two kinds of
responses.

Firstly, I wondered about those who had simply dismissed me
and what I had to say. I pondered the mentality that refused
to acknowledge any part of my experience as valid, believable,
or worthy of discussion.

I  wondered  at  the  psychology  that  would  paint  me  as  the
intolerant troublemaker rather than the wounded truth-teller.

And  I  wondered  at  such  blind  certainty  of  their  supposed



privileged position and their categorical dismissal that God
could legitimately be found anywhere outside their own walls.
Their confirmation bias was on full display by the way in
which they chose to interpret and respond to my narrative.

I thought, secondly, about those who now considered me beyond
the pale, out beyond the protection and comfort of the only
community that was able to provide such things. Blessings and
opportunities galore had been mine for the taking, had I only
just remained within the palisade walls. No such blessings or
opportunities (or if there were some to be found, they would
be few and far between), awaited me outside those walls.

No one survives out there, they seemed to be whispering to one
another. She’ll die, for sure.

Well, I didn’t die.

It hasn’t been an easy journey, I’ll not pretend otherwise,
but  outside  those  walls  is  not  the  wilderness  you  might
imagine  it  to  be.  I’d  been  told  that  there  was  nothing
worthwhile out there, but I discovered those are simply the
words of fearful men, hemmed in by their own definitions and
not living free in the Spirit of Christ.

God is out there. He is everywhere, and the more you listen
for Him, the clearer He speaks. He is with us always, even
when it feels like we’re wandering through a wilderness, even
if we’re walking through the valley of the shadow of death.

Beyond the pale, I found men and women, fellow Christians, who
deeply love Jesus and are committed to following him. I found
people who are not afraid of difference but are compelled by
the love of Christ to listen, to reason together, and sharpen
iron one with another. To my astonishment, I discovered that
they knew the names of the faithful; Abraham, David, Deborah,
Isaiah, Mary of Magdala, Paul, and many more.

I discovered my place in the history of the church and learned



the names of people from long, long ago – Clement of Rome,
Ignatius of Antioch, Iraneus, Polycarp, Junia, Prisca, and
Quintilla, brothers and sisters in the great family of God.

I became reacquainted with Scripture in new ways, seeing the
Bible as a book to marvel at and pore over, the spirit-
breathed and living words of Heaven’s Creator, active and able
to deeply transform our hearts and lives, shaping us for His
purpose. I learned to loosen my grip on needing to know and
understand everything  right now, and learned instead to say,
“God, show me more of You.”

My  way  of  thinking  about  the  Christian  life  shifted
dramatically. It became very simple (note that I use the word
simple, not easy): Confess Jesus is Lord and Saviour (believe
the story of Jesus as told us in the gospel) and then take up
your cross and follow him, bearing the fruit of a life of
repentance. All else is just noise.

I discovered the messy but vital reality of the local church;
filled with sinning and flawed humans who are being renewed
daily by the grace of God, asking their questions and voicing
their doubts along the way.

I learned what it felt like to be pastored to and personally
prayed over, concepts that, bizarrely for a Christian, felt
foreign and strange to me.

I  discovered  some  churches  that  weren’t  for  me  and  found
others  that  were.  The  Christian  world  is  nothing  if  not
perfectly imperfect and there’s a lot of diversity out there.
It’s not for me to judge the legitimacy of their place as one
of  the  Lord’s  lampstands  (Revelation  2:5),  but  it  is  my
responsibility to use discernment when choosing a church home
(1 John 4:1-5).

I found myself asking: what am I responsible to bring and what
am I responsible to nurture? In this sea of Christianity, how
do I best serve and represent Jesus in the place where I now



find myself?

Let me now answer some of the questions that have been put to
me. It may be that these are questions on your mind too.

Who Do I Fellowship With?
Well, other Christians of course. A Christian is someone who
has “confessed that Jesus is Lord and believes in their heart
that God raised him from the dead.” (Romans 10:9). They’ve
demonstrated their belief by repenting of their former way of
life and by being baptised into the saving name of the Father,
Son and Holy Spirit (Matthew 28:19). They’ve been transferred
out of the dominion of darkness and into the kingdom of the
Son of God’s love, a kingdom of life and light.

The first letter of John puts it this way:

“What was from the beginning, what we have heard, what we
have seen with our eyes, what we have observed and have
touched with our hands, concerning the word of life —  that
life was revealed, and we have seen it and we testify and
declare to you the eternal life that was with the Father and
was revealed to us —  what we have seen and heard we also
declare to you, so that you may also have fellowship with us;
and indeed our fellowship is with the Father and with His
Son, Jesus Christ. We are writing these things so that our
joy may be complete.

This is the message we have heard from him and declare to
you: God is light, and there is absolutely no darkness in
Him. If we say, “We have fellowship with Him,” and yet we
walk in darkness, we are lying and are not practicing the
truth. If we walk in the light as He Himself is in the light,
we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus
His Son cleanses us from all sin.” | 1 John 1:1-7, CSB

If we abide in Jesus, then we are in common union – community
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– with all those who are also abiding in him, both in our
present  time  and  throughout  the  ages,  a  great  cloud  of
faithful  witnesses  of  the  risen  King,  the  people  of  the
kingdom (1 John 2:28, John 15:1-27, Hebrews 12:1-2). We are
connected to one another by the precious blood of the lamb and
nothing can separate us from the love of God, apart from us
choosing to leave the light and walk again in darkness (Romans
8:31-39).

The ordinance of communion – taking bread and wine together –
 is an important part of our Christian life, as members of
Jesus’ body and God’s family. It is a key element of Jesus’
covenant with each one of us individually and collectively as
his church, the price of which was his own blood.

Written  about  300  years  after  the  birth  of  Christ,  the
Apostles’ Creed summarises the foundational Christian beliefs
taught  by  the  early  church  and  is  a  bold  declaration  of
Christian faith in Jesus Christ. It particularly affirms the
teachings  regarding  Jesus,  that  of  his  virgin  birth,  his
crucifixion, his death, and his subsequent resurrection; core
elements of the gospel of good news.

It is a primary statement of faith shared by Christians around
the world, uniting them in common with the work achieved in
and through Jesus. No Christian worth their salt denies this
creed.

The  church,  the  universal  church,  exists  outside
denominational walls and extends beyond historical boundaries.
There is only one body of Jesus Christ, and holding to this
spiritual reality means holding to the reality that fellowship
with the body happens when we abide in the body.

Why  Couldn’t  I  Stay  And  Change  The
Culture?
Cultures don’t happen overnight. Made up of an interconnecting
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set of goals, roles, processes, values, practices, attitudes,
and assumptions, the culture of an organisation is practically
its DNA.

Changing  a  culture  takes  committed  leadership,  and  often
requires years of concerted and consistent effort, including
intensive  work  to  communicate  and  reinforce  new  ways  of
thinking, desired values, and changed behaviours. In fact, in
the case of organisational transformation (such as church), it
can take a minimum of seven to 10 years to change the culture.

But we humans are very resistant to change in general and
attempting  to  change  the  culture  of  an  organisation  is
particularly difficult as it’s deeply embedded in the system.
When people believe that their culture is superior to other
cultures, they tend to resist any influence other cultures may
bring (you can read more about this here).

I came to realise that I didn’t have 15 years, or 10 years or
even seven years up my sleeve. My children had reached their
formative and impressionable years and there were many aspects
of this culture that I didn’t want them to absorb or be
absorbed into. I also realised that while I had been hopeful
of the possibility of a shift in culture, I had not fully
understood how deeply embedded it was in the heart of a system
so strongly resistant to change.

This was a culture that has existed for years and years,
unchanged and unchallenged. It did not want to change and it
saw no need for change. I began to understand it would take
many years of sustained and concentrated effort by many more
persons than myself, to see any kind of tangible difference.

I felt I had more hope of reaching the moon than I did of
changing this culture by staying.
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Have I Lost My Faith?
I said that this journey hasn’t been easy. And it hasn’t.

When a person experiences loss of community, they also have to
contend with what can feel like loss of identity. While we
would all agree in theory that our identity rests, or should
rest, in Jesus, in practice we are also deeply shaped by our
place within community, in knowing and being known by the
people who surround us.

Beyond the pale is initially daunting and lonely. Everyone you
ever knew is on the other side of that fence.

I was reminded during this time of the story of Hagar, who had
been driven into the wilderness by the harsh treatment of her
mistress Sarah (Genesis 16:6-13).

Miserable, lonely, and afraid, the Lord found Hagar beside a
spring in the wilderness and spoke words of comfort and hope
to her. She names God in that place as ‘El Roi’, meaning, “You
are the God who sees me.”

I have repeated this to myself many times in the past few
years when doubt and discomfort has crept in. Not doubt in
God, but doubt that He still had His hand over my life, that
He was the God who looks after me, that I was still seen and
known.

Having faith is firstly a posture of the heart, an orientation
of trust in or towards something or someone. My faith was
placed in Jesus at 16 years old and my trust in God remains
firm. I remain confident that the Spirit will lead me in all
truth and that the important things God wishes me to know, He
will make known.

I trust Him, even when I am confused about His plans for me,
even when I don’t understand the lessons He’s teaching me,
even when I can’t see what the future holds.
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I trust Him even when I’m wracked with anxiety and overwhelmed
by uncertainty. I trust Him even when life is challenging and
change is necessary. I trust Him because I believe that the
same Spirit that rose Jesus from the dead lives in me. If God
is for me, who can be against me?

This journey has challenged me in ways I never imagined and
I’ve wondered many, many times, how did I get here? But I
know, for sure, He is still the God who sees me and takes care
of me.

I have not lost my faith.

Where Would I Find Nurture And Support?
The wilderness is an unforgiving landscape, where all reliance
on self is brutally highlighted for what it is, inadequate,
insufficient, a lie. To my dismay, I initially found myself
echoing  the  murmurs  of  the  children  of  Israel  in  the
wilderness. I wondered, had God brought me out here to die?

This was the first lesson I had to learn: Jesus never promised
this Christian life would be easy.

The second was this: God always provides.

It was not the wilderness I imagined it to be. God sent people
into my life during this time: good, loving, solid, Jesus-
loving people, who prayed with me, ate with me, opened their
homes and shared their lives with me.

They personally testified to God’s goodness in both good times
and bad. They encouraged me to persevere in faith, nurture
forgiveness, run after grace, and ground myself in God’s love.
“Love  bears  all  things“,  they  reminded  me,  “believes  all
things, hopes all things, endures all things.“

Like  the  children  of  Israel  who  had  wandered  in  the
wilderness,  God  had  ensured  I  was  still  provided  for.



“There’s honey in the rock
Water in the stone
Manna on the ground
No matter where I go

I don’t need to worry now that I know
Everything I need You’ve got”

Honey In The Rock | Brooke Ligertwood

Where To From Here?
I am a Christian for the rest of my days. I believe in Jesus
Christ, descended from David, risen from the dead. This is my
gospel.

But as to the next step? I don’t know what God has in store
for my future.

I hope to be a part of a flourishing and vibrant church. I
hope to serve and witness alongside people whom I get to love
and know deeply, and by whom I feel seen and loved in return.

I hope to be a worthy example of faith for my children and a
trusted companion and woman of valour to my husband.

I hope that God uses me in many small, indiscernible ways to
help grow His kingdom here on earth. If He has larger, more
visible plans in mind, I hope I have the courage to step into
His calling for me.

I hope to avoid pain and difficulty and loss, but I know these
will inevitably come my way, so I hope to be brave and true
when they do.

And in all these things, I recognise that I will be flawed,
always flawed, but I continue to give thanks for the grace of
God and the blood of Jesus, which cleanses us from all sin.

Most of all, I hope to hear the words of the king on that
final day: “Well done, good and faithful servant. You have



been faithful over a little; I will set you over much. Enter
into the joy of your Lord.”

Yesterday, Today, Tomorrow
(Not a reader? Take a listen instead ⇓)

 

I don’t know about you but sometimes I feel bad for not
knowing then what I know now.

Bad, as in, I wish I’d known better, I wish I had known more,
I  wish  I  had  known  sooner  or  responded  better  or  chosen
differently.

But here’s the thing. We only wish this because of what we
know now. Which is to say, in all the time that’s passed from
then until now, we’ve learned something, we’ve grown, we’ve
become  more  equipped,  less  reactive,  we  can  make  better
choices only because of what we’ve experienced in the past,
both good and bad.

This is the value of life experience, it’s what we often call
the beauty of hindsight; those lessons from life that can be
seen today only because they’ve been learned from what has
been experienced in the past. In order to gain the wisdom
needed for our tomorrow, we had to learn from experiences,
both positive and negative, in our yesterday.

If I’m Honest…
There are things in my life that I look back on and still
blush over. There are things said and unsaid in my past that
still  cause  me  regret  when  I  recall  them  today.  There’s
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definitely a sense, at times, that if only I could go back and
do that thing over, things would be different.

But  do  you  know  what?  Things  probably  wouldn’t  be  any
different. Because that was then and this is now. I’m not the
same person I was yesterday or the day before that. Life is
changing me.

I may face a similar situation in the future and have learned
enough from the past in order to do things differently. I
perhaps wouldn’t make the same choices or mistakes today as I
did then, but only because those choices in the past taught me
differently and made me different.

But I can’t change the past, no matter how much I wish I
could.  I  can’t  take  today’s  insights  into  yesterday’s
mistakes, I can only use today’s insights to grow tomorrow’s
wisdom.

And perhaps I shouldn’t wish to change the past. Maybe I
should be learning to make peace with it. Maybe I should be
more thankful for yesterday’s mistakes, as strange as that
seems, because of the valuable lessons I learned, not just
about life but also about myself.

We often look back on our past, our mistakes, or our decisions
and hate ourselves for them. And while I’m not for a second
suggesting we glory in sin or our mistakes (Romans 6:2), these
things can nevertheless be seen from a different perspective –
as powerful lessons from life – and what we learn from them
can be used for good in the future. We can take the pain or
regret or shame that spills over from the past and use it to
empower us to do better today, to choose more wisely, and love
more deeply.

We do not need to be only the sum of all our mistakes or
regrets, we can be so much more than that.



Cancel Culture < Grace
I’ve been thinking a lot about cancel culture and how it’s the
antithesis of grace. The current climate seems so quick to
cancel others, on account of one mistake, one indiscretion,
one ill-formed thought spoken out loud, one ugly sentence
spoken out of the season. Yes, those things are disappointing
when they happen, and sin is still sin. We ought not to shy
away  from  calling  out  sin  and  calling  each  other  to
repentance,  reparation,  and  renewal.

But in others, and, specifically in the light of this article,
in ourselves, our mistakes only become who we are when we
embrace and celebrate them. When we show remorse, or regret,
when we apologise and repent, and commit to doing better in
the future, our mistakes become valuable building blocks to a
better version of ourselves. Grace towards ourselves or others
becomes  the  fertile  ground  for  spiritual  renovation  and
renewal. It is in our weakness that God’s power is perfected
(2 Corinthians 12:9).

We cannot condemn sin or mistakes or the things in our past
that we’re ashamed of without also offering ourselves the
much-needed balm of grace that dispenses kindness, favour,
advocacy,  and  forgiveness.  We  hold  both  in  tension;  the
disappointment of our (or life’s) failures with thankfulness
for what we learned from these experiences; the grief of sin
that  stains  alongside  the  healing  embrace  of  grace  that
cleanses.

I  can  recall  some  unthoughtful  words  I  once  spoke  about
someone, a criticism of sorts I suppose. I think about these
words often, actually, and still deeply regret speaking them.
While I can give all sorts of reasons as to why I said them
and argue that my underlying feelings were justified, I still
wish I hadn’t said them. They weren’t particularly kind or
graceful and, mostly, I can look back now and see that, in
that moment, I was a terrible witness for Christ. The way I



spoke  and  acted  was  so  detrimental  as  an  example  of
discipleship  to  others  and  was  deeply  hurtful  to  another
person.

Although I felt I was on the receiving end of critical words,
instead of taking a beat, thinking the situation through, and
responding with grace, I simply responded in kind. There were
a million different ways I could have probably responded but
the reality is, at that moment, I didn’t. Of course I wish I
could do it differently now but I can’t. I can only apologise
(and I have done so), learn from this mistake, and use it as
wisdom for tomorrow.

I learned four valuable lessons from that experience, which I
have endeavoured to implement today.

Words Matter
Words matter, even when said in the heat of the moment or when
we believe our feelings are justified. There’s a way to speak
truth but do so in love, in a way that isn’t harmful or
wounding.  Just  because  we’re  upset,  or  feel  maligned,
criticised, or challenged doesn’t mean that the way we speak
doesn’t matter.

I think we have all been taught to avoid having difficult
conversations as a way of securing some kind of false peace.
What we really should have been taught is how to have civil
conversations with those very different from us, in a way that
communicates our feelings or opinions well, without wounding
the other.

I learned that words matter. And that I needed to guard my
heart  for  it’s  out  of  the  heart  that  the  mouth  speaks
(Proverbs  4:23,  Luke  6:45).

The second thing I learned flowed from this:



I Belong To Jesus
I was painfully unaware of just how important other people’s
opinions and validation were to me. I had long considered
myself to be a bit of an island, quite secure in my own
company,  likably  sociable  when  necessary,  and  generally
unaffected by others’ criticisms. But this piece of stray
criticism, directed at me in a time of deep upheaval in my
personal life, struck like a barb in my soul. I learned at
that moment just how affected I actually was by what other
people thought of me and how little security I was actually
placing in Jesus’s opinion of me. It came as a shock and it
really rattled me.

I had to seriously rethink where I was getting my validation
from. I had to reevaluate what was guarding my heart. Was my
validation placed in Jesus, the rock of the ages, or did I
have  it  resting  on  the  unpredictable,  shifting  sands  of
popular opinion? Was I living in the freedom of Christ or
stifling under the suffocating need to please people?

I needed to get more intimate with Jesus and this was an
invaluable lesson to learn.

There Are Consequences 
Every  choice,  every  decision,  and  every  failure  has
consequences. Sometimes we or others do or say things that
have irrevocable consequences in our life. And sometimes those
consequences are painful and hard to live with. Other times,
those consequences prove to be God moments, times when our
focus was redirected or the direction of our life shifted, for
good. Sometimes, they’re both.

Sometimes  that  regretful  indiscretion  spurs  a  greater
commitment to faithfulness in our relationship. Sometimes that
reduced income refocuses us on what we really need in life.
Sometimes that failed leader redirects our gaze towards the
One  we  should  really  be  following.  Sometimes  that



disappointing verbal exchange convicts us to do better with
our words. Sometimes that closed-door signals a new beginning.

And in every choice, in every consequence, Jesus is with us in
it all. Yesterday, today, tomorrow, he is the same. He’s been
with us in our worst moments – yesterday’s regrets, he’s with
us in our current circumstances of fear, doubt, growth, and
joy – today’s insights, and he’ll be with us in our greatest
triumphs – tomorrow’s wisdom.

Don’t Beat Yourself Up About The Past
Choices have consequences and sometimes those consequences are
negative, with reverberations that echo down through our and
others’ lives. You only need to look at the life of King David
to realise that one poor decision can cause ripples of pain
and  fracture  in  individuals  and  families  for  generations.
Where we can, we ought to make reparation and we should,
rightly, regret our part in consequences that cause pain or
injury to others.

But I think we also need to draw a line in the sand. We need
to learn to forgive ourselves, to afford ourselves the same
kind  of  grace  that  God  so  willingly  offers  to  those  who
repent. We are not that terrible decision we made five years
ago, five months ago, or five days ago. We don’t have to stay
in that place or be that person.

Jesus’ sin-covering sacrifice means that we get to start each
day new, means that we are washed clean and made perfect in
his righteousness and that, although we are weak and often
stumble, God is committed to completing His good work in us
(Philippians 1:6). Jesus died for us, not because we weren’t
at fault but precisely because we were, sinners completely
unable to save ourselves. God is not surprised by our weakness
or our failure; it was part of the equation in the sending of
His Son.

“So we do not lose heart. Though our outer self is wasting



away, our inner self is being renewed day by day. For this
light momentary affliction is preparing for us an eternal
weight of glory beyond all comparison, as we look not to the
things that are seen but to the things that are unseen. For
the things that are seen are transient, but the things that
are unseen are eternal.” | 2 Corinthians 4:16, ESV

We are like clay jars in which this treasure is stored. The
real power comes from God and not from us. We often suffer,
but we are never crushed. Even when we don’t know what to do,
we never give up. In times of trouble, God is with us, and
when we are knocked down, we get up again. We face death
every day because of Jesus. Our bodies show what his death
was like, so his life can also be seen in us. This means that
death is working in us, but life is working in you.” | 2
Corinthians 4:7-8 CEB

John Writes A Letter
(Not a reader? Take a listen instead ⇓)

 

“God is love. When we take up permanent residence in a life
of love, we live in God and God lives in us. This way, love
has the run of the house, becomes at home and mature in us,
so that we’re free of worry on Judgment Day – our standing in
the world is identical with Christ’s. There is no room in
love for fear. Well-formed love banishes fear. Since fear is
crippling, a fearful life – fear of death, fear of judgment –
is one not yet fully formed in love. We, though, are going to
love – love and be loved.First we were loved, now we love. He
loved us first. If anyone boasts, “I love God,” and goes
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right on hating his brother or sister, thinking nothing of
it, he is a liar. If he won’t love the person he can see, how
can he love the God he can’t see? The command we have from
Christ is blunt: Loving God includes loving people. You’ve
got to love both.” – 1 John 4:17-21, MSG

Authentic Christianity
Loving God includes loving people. You’ve got to love both.

John’s words on this subject are blunt and straight to the
point. “You cannot be a Christian and hate other people“. It’s
incompatible and hypocritical. Not only that, it’s a blatant
subversion of everything that is intrinsically bound up in a
Christian’s salvation by God’s grace. We love God, because He
first loved us and, despite our complete unworthiness, He sent
His son to die for us. There is no greater love than a man
dying  for  his  friends,  and  there  could  be  no  greater
demonstration of what love looks like, to die, even for those
who were your enemies.

“What marvellous love the Father has extended to us! Just
look at it – we’re called children of God!” – 1 John 3:1, MSG

Of all the people on this earth, it would seem obvious that
Christians would understand the implications of this. We are
the recipients of a love so deep and vast and completely
undeserving,  it should be impossible for us to not respond to
this in our relationships with others.  We haven’t received
from God what we should have. And what we shouldn’t have
received, we have. Grace, freely given, has been demonstrated
by a love lavished on us in abundance. This recognition of
grace should empower and transform us to demonstrate the same
kind of love in all our relationships, and especially to our
Christian family.

Grace is, perhaps, the easiest concept to speak about in the



enthusiastic language of a born-again believer (John 3:1-21)
but, in reality, the hardest virtue to assimilate into our
Christian lives. Legalism, not grace, is one of the first
lessons we learn in life; that all things come with a price
and that nothing is given for free. We can tend to persist in
this mentality after our conversion, even on an unconscious
level, viewing God and each other in this light.

“The one who won’t practice righteous ways isn’t from God,
neither is the one who won’t love a brother or sister.” – 1
John 3:10, MSG

Are We Really Born Again?
There’s a serious crisis amongst Christians. It seems we can
talk a lot about love, but we’re actually woefully inadequate
at demonstrating it. Instead of showing real, authentic love,
demonstrated  in  graceful,  multi-faceted  ways,  we  see  the
opposite in many of our Christian communities. We’re often
religiously wealthy but morally bankrupt; devoid of any real
expression of a grace-led life. We say we’re born again but
are we really? Has grace really touched our hearts?

Jesus told a story to illustrate what a life untransformed by
grace looks like – that of the ungrateful servant (Matthew 18:
21-35). Despite having been forgiven a massive debt of some
several million dollars by his master, the servant proceeded
to demand repayment of a debt owed to him by a fellow servant,
of only a few dollars. When the fellow servant was unable to
immediately repay, he had him thrown into prison, ‘until he
could repay the debt’ – which would have been practically
impossible from his prison cell. The master soon heard of the
ungrateful servant’s behaviour and the conclusion of the tale
is sobering:

“Then his master summoned him and said to him, ‘You wicked
servant! I forgave you all that debt because you pleaded with
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me. And should not you have had mercy on your fellow servant,
as I had mercy on you?’ And in anger his master delivered him
to the jailers, until he should pay all his debt. So also my
heavenly Father will do to every one of you, if you do not
forgive your brother from your heart.” Matthew 18:32-35, ESV

The parable was designed to impress upon the listeners the
importance of their attitude towards each other in response to
the forgiveness they had received from God. In fact, there is
a direct connection between our professed love for God and our
love for our ‘fellow servants’. John puts it this way:

“Whoever claims to love God yet hates a brother or sister is
a liar. For whoever does not love their brother and sister,
whom they have seen, cannot love God, whom they have not
seen.” 1 John 4:20, NIV

What Does Real Love Look Like?
“Love is patient and kind; love does not envy or boast; it is
not arrogant or rude. It does not insist on its own way; it

is  not  irritable  or  resentful;  it  does  not  rejoice  at
wrongdoing,  but  rejoices  with  the  truth.  Love  bears  all
things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all
things. Love never ends.” – 1 Corinthians 13:4-8, ESV

These are all attributes of a life that is lived walking with
God; led by the Spirit. The implications of a Spirit-led life
find their way into every aspect of our lives: affection for
others,  understanding  and  compassion  for  their  failings,
forgiveness of their mistakes (and our own!), confidence in
God’s love and kindness, a commitment to cultivate close and
loving relationships built on mutual respect and sacrifice.

These are attributes of a person who has fully grasped the
weight and implications of saving grace and whose life is
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being transformed, day by day, following the example of the
One who went before – Jesus Christ. They are choosing every
day to put aside the unfruitful works of darkness and to walk
in the Spirit, producing the fruit that comes from living
God’s way (Galatians 5). The bright light of Christ makes
their way plain.

Hate Will Destroy Us
The opposite of love is hate. And let’s get real. Hate, in all
its forms, whether displayed passively or aggressively, is
like a poison that destroys our soul. It will ruin our life –
and  not  just  ours.  It  causes  havoc  in  our  families,  our
relationships, our churches and, critically, to our witness of
the Gospel. We may think that we have never been guilty of
‘hating our brother or sister’, but when we harbour bitterness
in our heart, when we gossip about them to others, when we
withhold doing good on the basis of preference, when we are
angry at them, when we don’t treat them with dignity and
honour, ‘esteeming all better than ourselves’, we are hating
them.

So heinous is the position of hate before God that John says
that a person who hates is said to be walking in darkness and
not the light (1 John 2:9, 11). It’s entirely possible for a
person to continue professing religion but remain at enmity
with  their  Christian  brother  or  sister.  The  Bible  states
unapologetically that such a person is a liar (1 John 4:20).

They may fool everyone else but they cannot fool God.

Hate Is An Issue Of The Heart
We need to be on our guard in our Christian communities that
we are not unwittingly or, worse, complicit in allowing lives
to be ruled by hate, in all its insidious forms. While we may
be vocal on what are perceived to be more serious sins (such
as murder or immorality), we tend to overlook or excuse things
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like slander, gossip, envy, enmity, strife, jealousy, bitter
disagreements, divisions or backbiting. Do we speak against
these things and model a better way? We are all capable of
such things and we are all responsible for preventing the
spiritual disease that results from overlooking these things
in our Christian communities.

We are warned over and over in the Bible of how hatred and
bitterness  can  destroy  us.  We  are  encouraged  to  love  one
another, keep short records of wrongs, and forgive others, not
harbouring bitterness or anger in our hearts.

We  know  that  all  these  issues  find  their  source  in  the
darkness of the human heart.

“For from within the hearts of people come evil thoughts,
sexual immorality, theft, murder, adultery.” – Mark 7:21, ESV

Let all bitterness and wrath and anger and clamor and slander
be put away from you, along with all malice. – Ephesians
4:31, ESV

When we struggle with issues like gossip, slander, bitterness,
anger  or  envy,  the  problem  lies  inside  us,  deep  in  the
recesses of our heart. The issue is not with the person at
whom our hate is directed but with us.  And if it were not a
problem that all Christians face, the many writers of the
epistles, especially John, wouldn’t have taken the time to
warn us of it.

If we can’t love our Christian brother or sister, then, quite
simply, we don’t understand grace.

How Can We Change The Narrative?
The imperative first step for anyone struggling with these
issues is to spend some time considering God’s grace and work
of salvation in their life. Make it personal. Consider what it
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meant for God to give His Son for you, that you might live.
Consider  the  weight  of  your  guilt  and  inability  to  fully
satisfy God’s righteousness, and comprehend the fact that, in
Jesus, you are forgiven and set free, fully reconciled and
made right with God.

Perhaps you don’t truly believe this to be true for yourself
and this is the root cause of your fear and judgment of
others.  Make  it  a  priority  to  find  peace  and  true
reconciliation with the God who is for you and not against
you. Allow the dark places of your heart to be flooded with
the light of Jesus. Ask for God to soften your heart, for Him
to remove the bitterness, envy and hate. Confess to Him how
ashamed you are of allowing that root of bitterness to grow
and ask Him to help you prune it from your life.

And,  as  Christian  communities,  we  must  all  love
enthusiastically,  hating  sin  but  loving  the  sinner,
remembering that we were all at one time enemies of God. We
must not tolerate those things that allow hate or division to
flourish  but  show  our  faith  by  cultivating  works  of  the
Spirit, against which there is no law! (Galatians 5:22-24).

“So don’t lose a minute in building on what you’ve been
given, complementing your basic faith with good character,
spiritual  understanding,  alert  discipline,  passionate
patience, reverent wonder, warm friendliness, and generous
love, each dimension fitting into and developing the others.
With these qualities active and growing in your lives, no
grass will grow under your feet, no day will pass without its
reward as you mature in your experience of our Master Jesus.”
– 2 Peter 1:5-9, MSG

“Anyone who claims to be intimate with God, ought to live the
kind of life that Jesus lived.” | 1 John 2:6, MSG
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A Powerful Witness To The Truth Of Jesus
Christ
Jesus tells his disciples in John 13:35, that by loving one
another as he has loved them, all the world will know that
they 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. How we love, as Christians, therefore,
is either a powerful witness to the truth and reality of the
risen King and our allegiance to him; or a public denial of
our belief in the King and his ability to truly transform our
hearts. By not loving as the King loves, we demonstrate for
all to see that the ruler of this world still controls us;
that we are allowing this rule to flourish in our lives and
govern our actions towards others.

Real faith in the King is more than the words we say, the
emotions we feel, ideas we debate or a truth we believe. Real
faith is something we do; expressed in visible ways, deeply
rooted in and flowing from this focused centre; that “one man
died  for  everyone.”  Real  faith  shows  up  in  our  life  –
particularly in the way that we love the King’s people.

‘Sometimes called “the Proverbs of the New Testament”, the
book of James practically and faithfully reminds Christians
exactly how to live so as to be compelling witnesses for the
name  of  Jesus  Christ.  From  perseverance  to  true  faith  to
controlling one’s tongue, submitting to God’s will, and having
patience, this book aids readers in living authentically and
wisely for Christ.

Many have claimed that James and the Apostle Paul differed on
the  question  of  faith  versus  works,  but  in  reality,  the
spiritual fruit that James talks about simply demonstrates the
true faith of which Paul wrote.’ (taken from the introduction
to James, ESV 2000). If you claim to be a Christian, James
says, prove it by your actions.



The kind of faith that is real, saving faith is shown to be
vital, living and demonstrable in action. Depending on God and
accepting  His  gift  of  grace  –  truly  accepting  it  –  will
radically transform our lives. It will challenge everything we
do, our belief systems and possibly even misplaced prejudices
about others. It will compel us to behave justly to others,
with impartiality, even though the world around us might not
be just or impartial. It will compel us to do better and be
better, not so that we ‘earn God’s favour’ but so that our
faith can be seen as a reality, not just a matter of empty
words.

Awareness of, and responding to the love of God is at the
heart of our Christian lives. We are who we are, first and
foremost,  because  of  God  revealed  in  Christ.  Yet  if  our
‘loving union with God’ doesn’t result in a living faith,
shown by our good works to others, then, as 1 John 4:7-21 says
so eloquently, our love for God simply isn’t real. This kind
of faith is a counterfeit Christianity and nothing more than a
corpse.

This article was first published 10 February 2020

The Faith | Works ‘Conundrum’
(Not a reader? Take a listen instead ⇓)

Acceptance By Grace Through Faith Alone
The simple truth that we find acceptance with God by grace
through faith alone is the Bible’s most beautiful theme. Grace
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began long ago when God set in motion the means for humanity
to find their way back to Him, to find their way home. He
promised Adam and Eve that a redeemer would come who would
save  humanity  from  the  consequences  of  their  sin.  That
redeemer would be His very own Son, born for the specific
purpose of reconciling the world back to God (John 3:17). The
earth  waited,  enduring  times  of  difficulty  and  futility,
restless and expectant for the promised Prince of Peace to
appear.

With the arrival of Emmanual, ‘God-With-Us’, the reality of a
whole and healed relationship with God for every person was
realised. Brutal tyranny at the hands of sin and death was
finally overthrown in the person and ministry of God’s Son,
whose death on the cross struck the final blow to mortality.

“For to us a child is born, to us a son is given, and the
government will be on his shoulders. And he will be called
Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince
of Peace. Of the greatness of his government and peace there
will be no end.” – Isaiah 9:6-7, NIV

Salvation Isn’t Earned
This work of salvation, in its entirety, was set in motion and
completed by God. Humanity had no contribution in any of this.
The Bible is very clear that salvation is given freely, as a
gift, and is never attained by works.

“Therefore, since we have been justified through faith, we
have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through
whom we have gained access by faith into this grace in which
we now stand. And we boast in the hope of the glory of God.”
– Romans 5:1-2, NIV

Paul the Apostle was a champion for the need for a grace-led,
faith-full life. He had been converted from a life steeped in
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religious tradition and law, a life in which a man could
become ‘more righteous’ before God than his fellow man, simply
by achieving greater adherence to law. Yet Paul learned that
right standing with God was not to be achieved through law-
keeping – and in fact was impossible to be achieved this way –
but by personal belief in God’s promises. Paul learned of the
true gospel and He speaks of it often throughout his letters
in the New Testament – that of being ‘saved by grace through
faith alone and not by works, least any man should boast’
(Ephesians 2:8-9).

Paul is very adamant that justification – that is, “right
standing with God” – is by faith alone. What are we to make
then of the words of Paul’s contemporary, James, who writes
“As you can see, a man is justified by his deeds and not by
faith alone.” (James 2:24). It seems, at least initially, that
these two men are in contradiction with each other.

Justified By Deeds And Not By Faith Alone
In reality, James and Paul are actually in complete harmony
and a closer look at James’ letter not only gives us a better
understanding of what faith really is, but also warns us of
the sobering reality that information doesn’t always equal
transformation.

Paul wrote his letter to the Galatians addressing the growing
idea at that time that right standing with God depended on
what  Jesus  did  plus  additional  ‘spiritual  acts’  that  are
undertaken, that we are made “right with God by what we do“.
This is performance-based Christianity and Paul reaffirmed to
the Galatians that anything which adds to our standing in the
eyes of God, apart from the performance of Jesus on the cross,
is legalistic teaching and counterfeit Christianity.

James, when writing his letter and speaking of ‘what we do’ is
concerned with counterfeit Christianity of another kind – the
unauthenticity of a life that is ‘Christian’ in name only. He
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is tackling another dangerous distortion of the gospel of
grace, the idea that believers can ‘continue in sin that grace
may abound’. That the new life is the same as the old life,
the only difference being that a person has become ‘saved’.
That  is  to  say,  that  nothing  about  the  way  the  believer
behaves or lives after being saved is necessary to change,
that verbally expressing our faith in Jesus is enough and that
we don’t need to ‘do better’ because God’s grace covers all
our shortcomings anyway.

The truth, James says, is that yes, we are made right with God
by believing and professing our faith in His promises. Yet, it
cannot be real faith, the faith that counts with God, unless
its demonstrated by an active, loving response to God’s grace.
This  is,  as  Paul  agrees,  “faith  working  through  love.”
(Galatians 5:6), demonstrated in a Christian’s life by ‘what
they do’.

James starts his letter by asking an important question:

“Do you think you’ll get anywhere in this if you learn all
the right words but never do anything? Does merely talking
about  faith  indicate  that  a  person  really  has  it?  For
instance, you come upon an old friend dressed in rags and
half-starved and say, “Good morning, friend! Be clothed in
Christ! Be filled with the Holy Spirit!” and walk off without
providing so much as a coat or a cup of soup – where does
that get you? Isn’t it obvious that God-talk without God-acts
is outrageous nonsense.” – James 2:17-24 MSG

He  goes  on  to  reiterate  his  meaning  in  the  plainest  of
language, saying “Just as the body is dead without breath, so
also faith is dead without good works.” (James 2:26, CSB).

Works Are Essential Evidence Our Faith Is
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Real
The kind of faith that is real, saving faith is shown to be
vital, living and demonstrable in action.

To illustrate his full meaning, James gives two examples from
the life of Abraham, whom he describes as ‘the friend of God’
(James 2:2). The first was when God promised Abraham a great
line of descendants, even though at the time Abraham and his
wife were both old and childless. Abraham didn’t doubt God for
a  second  and  James  cites  this  faith  (Genesis  15:6)  as
“reckoned to Abraham as righteousness.” Abraham believed God
was ‘good for His word’ and this is why, James says, he was
justified.

Paul, when also commenting at length on the life of Abraham
(Romans 4), does not say “Abraham worked for God and therefore
was justified.” Neither does he say “Abraham undertook acts of
love  and,  because  of  this,  was  justified.”  or  that
“Abraham made progress in character reformation and therefore
was justified. He says, “Abraham believed God and that faith
was credited to him as righteousness.” He and James are both
referring to the same event in Abraham’s life and are both
drawing the same conclusion – that Abraham was ‘made right
with God by his faith.

However,  James  goes  on  to  reference  a  second  event  in
Abraham’s life, found in Genesis 22. Here, God is testing
Abraham, looking for the kind of works that show Abraham’s
faith to be not just words but real and living – demonstrable
in action. This is not the same kind of justification which
gave Abraham right standing with God, but rather a test of
Abraham’s original profession of belief. Was it the living
kind of faith which produces a genuine response or a dead
faith that has no effect on life at all?

James therefore has a different meaning in mind than Paul when
Paul concludes that people aren’t justified by works. James is
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answering  another  question  entirely:  Does  the  ongoing  and
final reckoning of our righteousness depend on works as the
necessary evidence of a true and living faith? The answer to
that question is an unequivocal yes!

If you were to ask James and Paul, “How does a person obtain
right standing with God and receive ‘the righteousness of
God‘?”, both men would answer “As a gift of grace. Trust God,
believe His promise and that faith alone will be counted as
righteousness.”

However, if you asked them, “Does our final right standing
with God depend on works of love?”, Paul will answer “No, not
if by ‘works’, you mean deeds done to show that we somehow
deserve God’s blessings” (his point in Romans 4) but James
will answer “Yes, if by ‘works’, you mean evidence of a faith
that is alive and active in a believer’s life”. Both are in
agreement with each other, based on those definitions.

Works, in the way that James defines them, prove that our
faith is real. When James says that we are not justified by
faith alone, he means that the faith which justifies or makes
us ‘right with God’ does not remain alone but bears the fruit
of  the  new,  spirit-led  life.  Any  other  kind  of  faith  is
counterfeit, in reality, dead, and completely useless.

What Does Living Faith Look Like?
“Dear friends, since God so loved us, we also ought to love
one another.” – 1 John 4:11

Living faith is really another name for discipleship; learning
to replicate the pattern and example left by Jesus in both
word and action.  Paul concludes his letter to the Galatians
by discussing this very thing, making it clear that being
called to ‘freedom in Jesus’ is not an excuse to do whatever
we want, but rather ‘freedom to serve one another in love’
(Galatians 5:14). It’s in the believing and doing that faith
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is made alive, vibrant and visible.

James agrees with Paul in this, again referencing the life of
Abraham:

“Wasn’t our ancestor Abraham “made right with God by works”
when he placed his son Isaac on the sacrificial altar? Isn’t
it obvious that faith and works are yoked partners, that
faith expresses itself in works? That the works are “works of
faith”?  The  full  meaning  of  “believe”  in  the  Scripture
sentence, “Abraham believed God and was set right with God,”
includes his action. It’s that mesh of believing and acting
that got Abraham named “God’s friend.” Is it not evident that
a person is made right with God not by a barren faith but by
faith fruitful in works?” – James 2: 21-24, MSG

Depending on God and accepting His gift of grace – truly
accepting it – will radically transform our lives. It will
challenge everything we do, our belief systems and possibly
even misplaced prejudices about others. It will compel us to
behave justly to others, with impartiality, even though the
world around us might not be just or impartial. It will compel
us to do better and be better, not so that we ‘earn God’s
favour’ but so that our faith can be seen as a reality, not
just a matter of empty words.

“But what happens when we live God’s way? He brings gifts
into our lives, much the same way that fruit appears in an
orchard—things like affection for others, exuberance about
life,  serenity.  We  develop  a  willingness  to  stick  with
things, a sense of compassion in the heart, and a conviction
that a basic holiness permeates things and people. We find
ourselves involved in loyal commitments, not needing to force
our way in life, able to marshal and direct our energies
wisely.

Since this is the kind of life we have chosen, the life of



the Spirit, let us make sure that we do not just hold it as
an idea in our heads or a sentiment in our hearts, but work
out  its  implications  in  every  detail  of  our  lives.”  –
Galatians 5:22-25, MSG

Awareness of, and responding to the love of God is at the
heart of our Christian lives. We are who we are, first and
foremost,  because  of  God  revealed  in  Christ.  Yet  if  our
‘loving union with God’ doesn’t result in a living faith,
shown by our good works to others, then, as 1 John 4:7-21 says
so eloquently, our love for God simply isn’t real. This kind
of faith is a counterfeit Christianity and nothing more than a
corpse.

This article was first published on 11 June 2019

Leaving
(Not a reader? Take a listen instead ⇓)

Leaving is never because of just one thing. Not really.

It’s the result of a thousand, inconsequential one things that
all converge in a single moment of sudden, irreconcilable
difference.

For me, the eventual leaving of the religious community I grew
up in began as a tiny question fluttering at the back of my
mind.

Back then, I’d never met a question I didn’t want to take
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apart,  examine,  rearrange  and  then  carefully  reassemble,
perfectly ordered, and satisfactorily answered.

I’m,  by  nature,  a  lover  of  straight  lines  and  exact
dimensions. I find predictable angles strangely comforting,
the  even  length  and  width  of  squares  reassuring.  Curved,
irregular edges and uneven portions, I had decided, are one of
life’s great menaces. Questions without answers were anathema.

Questions + Answers
However, this question-with-no-answer was an uncomfortable and
irregular shape, one that I could not find a corresponding
answer to in my existing theology. It was like a jigsaw piece
that had been accidentally caught up from another puzzle, and
no matter how I turned it around in my mind, I could not make
it fit into my existing framework.

I was possessed with an uncomfortable sensation that something
didn’t add up, that what I had been told no longer carried
sufficient weight or authority. It was an inconsistency I
could not overlook nor satisfactorily explain, an unexpected
bump in an otherwise smooth spiritual life.

But back then, it was just one thing. It stood alone in its
irregularity and I let it sit, like a bothersome pebble in my
shoe, not fitting, never resolved. This question wasn’t the
explosion, merely the spark; but when I cast my mind back to
all the one things that finally resulted in my departure, I
get no further back than this question.

This is a difficult article to write in many respects. I have
many friends and family still within the community that I have
left. The thoughts I share are entirely my own and are not
intended to imply any lack of conviction or sincerity in any
one of them, or indeed anyone else from within that community.
I hope I am able to write about my experiences with respectful
thoughtfulness for the many loving and good people who remain



there still.

Yet I am also aware that I cannot be alone in my uncomfortable
questioning. There must be others who have asked, if not the
same questions, ones that are very similar and who have then
sat with the same unsatisfactory answers, ones that simply
won’t fit.

What are we to make of such inconsistencies? Does faith ask us
to suspend our questions or does faith ask us to push deeper
into them, despite the challenges, despite the possibility we
may need to admit another answer is not only possible but
probable and necessary?

You may be wondering what the question was. Well, it was
hardly earth-shattering. It was a question of when and where a
woman ought to wear a head covering. Yes. I grew up in a head-
covering church.

Principles + Applications
(I would like to make a brief comment at this point; if you
are a woman – particularly one who I know personally – who
believes head coverings for women are a biblical principle
that should be applied in perpetuity and therefore choose to
cover your head, I deeply respect your conviction. I am not
seeking to change your conscience on this issue. But I can bet
you have questions, particularly if the application of this
principle in your church looks anything like it did for me…)

The religious community I grew up in wore head coverings for
church services, Bible classes, and Sunday school, but not
fellowship meals or family Bible readings. We wore them at
church  preaching  meetings,  but  not  during  community  hall
cleaning or evangelistic neighborhood visits. We would wear
them for youth activities, more specifically, the formal part
of the event but we wouldn’t wear them for the supper and
games  that  followed,  nor  at  church  picnics  or  community



outings.

We  would  wear  them  during  formal  preaching  and  Bible
exposition  but  not  during  informal  discussion  group
activities. We would wear them for church worship (although a
woman  wasn’t  able  to  ‘pray  or  prophesy’,  despite  the
scriptural prerequisite of ‘a covered head’ being satisfied),
and remove them immediately afterward.

Head  coverings  denoted  submission  we  were  told,  yet
submission, strangely, didn’t seem to be required in the home,
on trips to the beach, or when we were doing the grocery
shopping.  Little  discussion  was  given  to  the  biblical
principle of submitting one to another and what that might
possibly mean.

Finally, head coverings were required for a church meeting of
business, which was neither an act of worship nor a church
service of any kind. The question took shape in my mind and
refused to be dismissed – why?

Why did we wear head coverings anyway? What was their purpose
then or now? Are they even required now? What is submission
really? Women had clearly prayed and prophesied in public
worship then, why no longer? Or why, even with the required
head covering in place did women ‘remain silent’? Why on earth
did we wear head coverings to a business meeting?

Did we have it all completely wrong?

I’m not proposing to suggest an answer in this article to the
questions this particular subject raises (if such an answer
exists) or that the questions I’ve noted form a comprehensive
list of all the relevant points of discussion. I’m simply
highlighting the moment, for me, that scriptural principle and
practical application suddenly appeared to be inconsistently
applied and self-contradictory.

Just one question. One little spark.



Piles Upon Piles
Time passed. Over the years, the questions gathered in untidy
piles in my mind.

Why did we bemoan the state of the world yet we seemed to do
very  little  by  way  of  community  engagement  or  civic
involvement  to  fix  it?

Why did we seem to know a great deal about the end times and
prophecy  yet  precious  little  about  the  here  and  now;  the
practicalities of Christian witness; paying our taxes, saving
our marriages, stewarding our lives and finances well?

Why didn’t more of us recycle?

Why could we eat lunch with our non-believing co-workers but
not socialise with them over dinner?

Why was taking communion at church  – common union – such a
solitary and miserable affair, hemmed in on either side by
silence and woeful introspection?

Why, if we were a people saved and redeemed and made new, did
we sing such mournful hymns of lament?

Why,  if  woman  was  created  to  stand  alongside  man,  equal
partners in the great mission of God to fill the earth with
His glory, were the women I saw all around me prohibited from
contributing  in  meaningful  ways  within  the  church;  in
teaching; evangelising, praying, and leading the congregation
with wisdom and grace?

Why  did  I  see  power  posturing  and  spiritual  manipulation
manifesting  themselves  in  a  community  born  out  of  the
sacrificial heart of Jesus, who came not to be served but to
serve and to give his life as a ransom for many? Why did
nobody do anything about it?

Why, when we were meant to celebrate grace, did we seem to



reward intelligence, beginning at a young age?

Yearly  examinations  to  determine  biblical  knowledge  were
undertaken each year by Sunday School students. The questions
were often difficult and, it seemed, purposely disorientating.
The  premise  seemed  clear:  the  more  you  knew,  the  more
spiritual you were and the closer to God you got. We all
received prizes at an end-of-year award ceremony, for what
exactly I’m still not really sure, but ‘first in exam’ and
‘first in class’ always got a mention and an additional prize.

I  don’t  recall  any  mentions  for  character  development,
personal growth, kindness, or showing Jesus to others.

The  motivation  may  have  been  sincere  but  the  subliminal
messaging was flawed. We were taught to compete against each
other, not run alongside each other. We were taught that what
we knew was more important than who we were being.

It often seemed to me that the word of God was something to be
sermonised from, bored by, afraid of, or wielded, weapon-like
at others, but never the spirit-breathed and living words of
Heaven’s Creator, active and able to deeply transform our
hearts and lives, shaping us for His purpose.

Compliance  seemed  more  relevant  than  character,  uniformity
more  desirable  than  unity  and,  in  the  end,  what  I  could
explain about Jesus significantly more important than whether
I actually loved Jesus and was following him (or at least
trying to).

The Spark Ignites
All the things I’ve mentioned, the questions I’ve shared (and
the many I’ve left out) can most likely be found in many other
churches or religious communities, to a greater or lesser
degree. And no church is perfect or has it all sorted, this I
am willing to admit.



None of these things, alone, were enough to cause a leaving.

But I did resolve to do something about my questions, to seek
opportunity and space to ask them, to give voice to my doubts,
to  challenge  my  perception  of  Christian  life,  and,  if
necessary,  to  adjust  and  reorient  my  direction.

To let scripture speak to me, unfiltered, and be confident
that the Spirit would lead me in all truth. To allow my
questions and convictions to sit in tension with one another
while my Christian life continued to grow and deepen, built on
the solid rock of faith in Christ.

To believe that the important things God wished me to know, He
would make known.

I can’t say for sure whether, in the end, it was I who left or
whether I was the one who was left; perhaps it’s more accurate
to say that I was simply a strange shape that no longer fitted
into a space that could not change.

Like the question that started this journey of deconstruction,
I was now an uncomfortable and irregular part, a puzzle piece
that  no  longer  worked  with  the  whole.  The  posture  I  had
adopted and the resulting reorientation were now incompatible
with my existing religious community.

Officially,  I  was  ex-communicated,  an  ecclesiastical  term
weighted with censure and disapproval. We can no longer affirm
you as a Christian.

It  implied  I  had  not  measured  up  to  the  expectation  of
Christian living, and this judgment sits uncomfortably with
me. I have no glaring moral issue or unrepented sin that would
give  cause  for  such  action.  The  seeming  dismissal  of  the
authenticity  of  my  faith  was  painful  and  difficult  to
understand.

This only resulted in further questions. What happened to come



and  let  us  reason  together?  Who  decides  whether  another
Christian’s life of faith is lacking?

What really is the purpose of ex-communication in scripture?
How much power, if any, should Christians wield over each
other in spiritual matters?

What makes a Christian Christian anyway? Is it what I know or
Who I trust?

Why does the church gather? How is unity in Christ really
achieved?

Where did I belong?

I did not deserve ex-communication. And yet here I am, on the
other side of something that, at one time, seemed the most
scandalous thing that could happen to any Christian.

I find that I belong nowhere and everywhere. That a leaving is
also a beginning. And that, when Jesus said you will know the
truth and the truth will set you free, he really meant it.

I have not been ex-communicated by God.

Still Asking Why
Why did I feel the need to write about this?

Well, firstly, I don’t think I am alone, in my questions or my
sense of something not quite fitting right. I am certain that
there are others out there, people I know well and people who
may be strangers, who are asking questions.

And I want to tell you, it is okay to ask those questions;
don’t be deterred in your asking. It is the glory of God to
conceal a matter; to search out a matter is the glory of
kings.

The true function of Christian theology is faith that seeks



understanding; to not just know more about God, but to know
God. We start with what we do know – and Abraham, the great
father of faith is given as the classic example – that God
exists and He is a faithful rewarder of those who seek Him.
And  then  we  keep  searching,  and  asking,  and  growing,  and
learning, and building our life on this certainty, all with
the intent to know God more.

Our questions aren’t just interesting, they’re vital to an
informed,  robust  faith  that  will  last  us  a  lifetime  of
Christian journeying.

Secondly, you may be afraid to ask your questions. I want you
to know that I understand your fear and your hesitancy; your
desire to avoid similar censure. And yet I would say to you,
in everything we have won more than a victory because of
Christ who loves us. I am sure that nothing can separate us
from God’s love—not life or death, not angels or spirits, not
the present or the future, and not powers above or powers
below. Nothing in all creation can separate us from God’s love
for us in Christ Jesus our Lord.

You are God’s beloved child and He is not afraid of your
questions. If you commit your heart in faith to Him, He will
lead you in all truth. Do not be afraid of those who kill the
body but cannot kill the soul. Rather, be afraid of the One
who can destroy both soul and body in hell.

And finally, to those who would feel the need to censure such
questioning, I would urge you to pause and reconsider. The
Christian faith is not defined by all the things we could
possibly know or articulate. None of us would dare to claim we
have all knowledge or fully understand all there is to know
about God.

The Christian life is not an academic exercise.

The Christian life is built upon the simple premise: This
Jesus, who was crucified, God has raised again to life and he



is both Lord and Christ. Those who confess this truth are
God’s children, adopted into the household of faith by God’s
grace.

The question then becomes not what do I know but who am I
being? Are our lives demonstrating the fruit of a walk guided
by  the  Spirit;  love,  joy,  peace,  patience,  kindness,
generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control? Jesus told
us by their fruit you will recognise them; that these are the
markers that will distinguish a true follower from one who is
a follower in name only.

The local church does have a corporate responsibility in the
moral matters of each Christian’s life (another day, another
blog), but the people are the church, we are all responsible
to  each  other  to  encourage,  disciple,  equip,  and,  if
necessary,  admonish  in  our  Christian  walk.

And  how  can  we  grow,  make  mistakes,  experience  grace,  or
mature in our discipleship if we cannot ask questions and, if
needed readjust, no matter how uncomfortable?

This is the messy but vital reality of the local church;
filled with sinning and flawed humans who are being renewed
daily by the grace of God, asking their questions and voicing
their doubts along the way.

Leaving is never because of just one thing. It’s the result of
a thousand, inconsequential one things that all converge in a
single  moment  of  sudden,  irreconcilable  difference.  Every
question I had ever had, every answer I had been given, and
every  answer  I  hadn’t  found  brought  me  to  the  painful
realisation that this was a religious community in which I no
longer fitted.

In the end, leaving was inevitable.



As I have written this article, I have endeavoured to share my
thoughts and experiences in an accurate and factual way, as
they relate to me personally, summarising many aspects for
brevity. For some of you reading this, my words may have
deeply resonated with you and your experience closely mirrors
my own.

Others reading this may be confused, disappointed, angry, or
offended  by  what  I’ve  shared  and  may  have  received  this
article as critical or directed personally at them or someone
they know. It is true that I have written in such a way that
gives  a  critique  of  sorts.  However,  I  would  respectfully
remind my readers that criticism is simply an evaluative or
corrective exercise that can be applied to any area of human
life, and is perhaps at its most relevant in the evaluation of
our spiritual lives. Critique, while uncomfortable, can be the
catalyst for much-needed reinvigoration, renewal, and revival.

No  part  of  this  article  is  intended  to  be  received  as
criticism of any one individual, or offensive or divisive in
nature.

Jesus, The Hope Of The World
(Not a reader? Take a listen instead ⇓)

 

“Behold, the virgin will be with child and will give birth to
a son, and they will call Him Emmanuel” (which means, “God
with us”)” | Matthew 1:23, BRB

Scripture  tells  of  a  crowded  family  home  in  a  bustling
ancestral town, set at the southern end of the Judean hills.
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Filled to the brim already, perhaps with relatives from both
near and far, there was no room in the guest quarters for the
additional arrival of a heavily pregnant Mary, accompanied by
her fiancee Joseph.

Exhausted from the arduous travel to Bethlehem, necessitated
by the tax decree from Cæsar Augustus (Luke 2:1), Mary and
Joseph  found  space  in  the  ground  floor  family  room  with
Joseph’s extended family; a comfortable, homely room filled
with hollows of straw, and where the animals also slept and
fed.

Surrounded  by  family,  and  labouring  in  a  crowded,  warm,
Israeli home like many other women before her, Mary gave birth
to her first child, a son. His name was to be ‘Jesus’ (meaning
‘Yahweh will save’) and he was born to ‘save his people from
their sins’ (Matthew 1:21).

“A thrill of hope, the weary world rejoices, for yonder
breaks a new and glorious morn…” | O Holy Night

The Necessity Of Jesus’ Humanity
It was an important and necessary reality that Jesus shared in
our humanity; a connection which he derived from his mother,
Mary.

Jesus’  redemptive  work  on  behalf  of  humanity  was  deeply
connected to his own humanity. His ability to sympathise with
us and to reconcile on our behalf springs from a complete
understanding of what it is like to be human; with all our
doubts, fears, temptations, and failures. He understood humans
because he was human.

The story of his birth impresses upon us just how similar he
was to us in every way, even to the unremarkable ordinariness
of his birth.
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Like countless babies before him, he was born surrounded by
noise and bustle, sweat, blood, and tears. Relatives would
have crowded around to proudly admire (what was assumed to be)
Joseph’s  firstborn  son.  Mary  would  have  comforted  the
newborn’s hungry cries by pressing him closely to her breast.
His  arrival  was,  on  one  hand,  a  thoroughly  human  affair,
recognisable the world over.

“There are three creation stories of the creation of humanity
in the Bible. The first is that humanity is made in the image
and likeness of God. The second is that a human is formed
from the dust of the earth and the woman is taken from man:
she is flesh of his flesh. The third is that humanity is
reborn through a saviour; who is born of a woman, and he is
flesh of her flesh…Jesus is made of her, not just in her. He
is made from her and not just through her. How else could
Jesus be connected to the line of David [King of Israel]
through Mary unless the baby was truly hers, albeit born of
the Spirit. This physical connection to Mary is the basis of
the story of salvation, the proof that our own flesh, our
souls  and  bodies,  can  be  redeemed  and  cleansed  and
resurrected.”  |  Lucy  Peppiatt

Yet, despite the seemingly unremarkable circumstances of his
birth, God was, in fact, doing something completely remarkable
and unique in and through this child. This newborn babe was
the Word-Made-Flesh, God-With-Us, and his birth was an event
that would change the course of human history forever.

The Darkness Of The Human Heart
When God originally created this world and the humans that
inhabit it, He did so with purpose and intentionality. He
wanted humanity to choose to ‘walk with Him‘, to want to be
like Him, and to partner with Him in His glorious mission to
fill the earth with His glory.
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Yet much of the Bible is a repetitive narrative of human
failure,  telling  over  and  over  again  of  the  inability  of
humans  to  live  as  the  perfect  image-bearers  that  God  had
intended.

Disobedience of God’s directive in the very beginning and the
first  act  of  sin  in  the  world  brought  about  its  awful
consequence for humanity; a sentence of death, and being sent
from God’s presence in shame and disappointment. Instead of
beauty, the first humans received a crown of ashes and instead
of joy, they experienced loss and mourning.

Not only this, the spiritual heart of humanity became darkened
and  sick,  in  desperate  need  of  healing  and  regeneration.
Humanity died that day – not physically or immediately, but
spiritually. Our union with God was severed and we became
separated from God’s presence. Seeking our own will at the
expense  of  God’s  glory,  we  were  incapable  of  living  the
glorious life He had intended for us. And, just as we have
inherited  physical  life  from  our  parents,  so  too  we  have
inherited spiritual death.

“Made for spirituality, we wallow in introspection. Made for
joy, we settle for pleasure. Made for justice, we clamour for
vengeance. Made for relationship, we insist on our own way.
Made for beauty, we are satisfied with sentiment.” | N T
Wright

Every human who is born comes into the world physically alive
but spiritually dead. Without our spiritual connection with
God, we are nothing more than ‘dead men walking’, living in
darkness and far from the eternal life God intended for us.

“And I know that nothing good lives in me, that is, in my
sinful nature. I want to do what is right, but I can’t.”
Romans 7:18, NLT



The heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately
sick; who can understand it? Jeremiah 17:9, ESV

“This is an evil in everything that is done under the sun:
There is one fate for everyone. Furthermore, the hearts of
men are full of evil and madness while they are alive, and
afterward they join the dead.” Ecclesiastes 9:3, BSB

“For the desires of the flesh are against the Spirit, and the
desires of the Spirit are against the flesh, for these are
opposed to each other, to keep you from doing the things you
want to do.” Galatian 5:17, ESV

The Necessity Of Jesus’ Divinity
But God, in His infinite love, did not leave anything to
chance in His plan of saving and redeeming humanity.

Despite human failure and many, many detours in this story,
God has declared that His purpose will not be thwarted. He
will accomplish what He intended for His creation, even to His
own personal cost, as it turns out.

“I declare the end from the beginning and ancient times from
what is still to come. I say, ‘My purpose will stand, and all
My good pleasure I will accomplish.’” | Isaiah 46:10, ESV

Jesus was born to ‘save his people from their sins’; to break
the power of death and to reconcile all of humanity back to
God. Yet no ‘ordinary human’ could possibly have achieved this
remarkable feat.

The child of both a human father and a human mother would have
resulted in the kind of human we see around us every day and
indeed within our own selves – a person who is subject to the
ravaging effects of sin and governed by a heart that is, in
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its deepest recesses, at enmity with God. This kind of human
couldn’t possibly have overcome sin or lived, without fault,
as God’s perfect image-bearer. Nor could this kind of human
have defeated the power of death by virtue of living a sinless
life, perfectly obeying God’s moral law.

Jesus was human, born of a human mother. However, prophecies
that spoke of the coming saviour made it clear that he was to
be born of a virgin, with no human father involved in his
conception (Isaiah 7:14). Instead, the Holy Spirit moved and,
in the same way that creation sprang into being at God’s
command (Genesis 1), so too it was the animating force for the
conception of God’s Son. “God said” and it was so!

“The law of Moses was unable to save us because of the
weakness of our sinful nature. So God did what the law could
not do. He sent His own Son in a body like the bodies we
sinners have. And in that body, God declared an end to sin’s
control over us by giving His Son as a sacrifice for our
sins.” | Romans 8:3, NLT

“Since the children have flesh and blood, he too shared in
their humanity so that by his death he might break the power
of him who holds the power of death–that is, the devil.” |
Hebrews 2:14, NIV

“The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We
have seen his glory, the glory of the one and only Son, who
came from the Father, full of grace and truth” | John 1:14
NIV

John, the author of the fourth gospel account in the New
Testament,  deliberately  parallels  the  Genesis  account  when
beginning his record of this pivotal and distinctly unique
moment in human history; the arrival of Jesus the Christ, the
Son of God.



He tells us that ‘in the beginning was the Word (logos), and
the Word was with God, and the Word was God’ (John 1:1). The
use of the  Greek word logos here is frustratingly difficult
to adequately convey in English by a single word. Literally
meaning ”I say”, it’s not used for ‘a word’ in the grammatical
sense; the term lexis (λέξις, léxis) would have been used in
that instance. However, both logos and lexis derive from the
same verb légō (λέγω), meaning “(I) count, tell, say, speak”.

That ‘Word’, and all that is contained by the expression,
became  flesh  and  ‘dwelt  among  us’.  He  was  ‘God-With-Us’;
anyone who saw him saw all the radiance of God’s glory; the
exact  representation  of  His  being  and  the  imprint  of  His
nature (Hebrews 1:3, John 14:10-11).

Paul the Apostle tells us that Jesus, who was in the very
nature of God, emptied himself and took the form of a servant,
made in the likeness of humans that sin (Philippians 2:6-7).
He became the representative of us all and in his human body,
the war against sin and death would be waged and won.

A New Creation In Jesus
All of human history had been leading up to this moment, when
creation would be reconciled and redeemed back to God and to
the purpose for which it had been created. Through his human
descent, Jesus was connected to us all, right back to the
garden of Eden; and what was done by one man (Adam) to the
detriment of us all, would be reversed in another, ‘the second
Adam’,  who  was  to  be  a  life-giving  Spirit  (1  Corinthians
15:45).

Other places in scripture, particularly the writings of Paul
the Apostle, affirm that the revelation of God’s original plan
of creation, the redeeming, recreating, and re-ordering of all
things, together with the reconciliation of creation to its
Creator, all find their true and most meaningful significance
in  Jesus  Christ,  the  Word-Made-Flesh  (Ephesians  1:3-10;



Colossians  1:15-20;  Hebrews  1:1-3;  Romans  16:25-26;  1
Corinthians 8:6). The invisible God was now revealing Himself
visibly through His Word-Made-Flesh, in whose hands the world
and  all  that  is  therein,  has  been  placed.  (John  3:35;
Ephesians  1:10;  Colossians  1:20).

In Jesus Christ, we find the reasons for truth and life. In
him, we find the source of life and the light of humanity, the
light that shines in the darkest places of the human heart,
bringing peace to the chaos and creating order and beauty
again (John 1:4, 2 Corinthians 4:6).

In the unique person of Jesus, God was doing a completely new
thing; bringing about a new creation and restoring again the
hearts of humanity to a whole relationship with Him (Isaiah
43:19, 2 Corinthians 5:17).

“For God, who commanded the light to shine out of darkness,
has shined in our hearts, to give the light of the knowledge
of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ.” | 2
Corinthians 4:6, NKJV

Focusing On The Miracle
Jesus was both the son of a human mother and the son of a
divine Father; the human and the divine embodied within the
one individual. He was born specifically and uniquely, after
centuries of human failure, that, in him, the Creator might
redeem His creation. He was the  “Word-Made-Flesh” – the ‘one
and only of his kind’, a man, but not merely a man and in him,
‘the entire fullness (completeness) of God’s nature dwells
bodily’ (Colossians 2:9).

Theologians have deliberated about this seemingly impossible
reality for centuries. As early as 300 hundred years after
Jesus’ birth, a council of Christian bishops convened in the
city of Nicaea (now known as the town of İznik, in modern-day
Turkey)  to  decide  on  the  longstanding  theological  debate



regarding the nature of Jesus and his relationship to God.

Settlement of the debate was affected by the creation of the
Nicene  Creed,  a  statement  of  beliefs  now  widely  used  in
Christian liturgy. With the creation of the creed, a precedent
was established for subsequent local and regional councils of
Bishops to create statements of belief and canons of doctrinal
orthodoxy. The intention was to define unity of beliefs for
the whole of Christendom.

And yet, the arguments still rage today. Dialogue tends to
grapple with the how (and the answer to this is perhaps well
outside our paygrade), focusing on the need to fully explain
and document in what way the person of Jesus was the Word-
Made-Flesh. Quite often, the miraculous reality is lost in the
foray of dogmatic contention.

What is often also lost is an acknowledgment and rejoicing in
the  why  –  that  only  the  Word-Made-Flesh  could  truly  and
completely redeem humanity. Only God stepping personally into
the drama and chaos of humanity through the sending of His Son
could solve the dilemma of sin and death that we all share in.
And this miracle of redemption and rescue was achieved through
God’s only Son, both human and divine.

“That which was from the beginning, which we have heard,
which we have seen with our eyes, which we looked upon and
have touched with our hands, concerning the word of life —
the life was made manifest, and we have seen it, and testify
to it and proclaim to you the eternal life, which was with
the Father and was made manifest to us. (1 John 1:1–2) and
God was manifest (appeared) in the flesh.” (1 Timothy 3:16)

“Comfort, comfort my people, says your God. Speak tenderly to
Jerusalem, and cry to her that her warfare is ended, that her
iniquity is pardoned, that she has received from the LORD’s
hand  double  for  all  her  sins.  A  voice  cries:  “In  the
wilderness prepare the way of the LORD; make straight in the



desert a highway for our God. Every valley shall be lifted
up, and every mountain and hill be made low; the uneven
ground shall become level, and the rough places plain. And
the glory of the LORD shall be revealed, and all flesh shall
see it together, for the mouth of the LORD has spoken. Go on
up to a high mountain, O Zion, herald of good news; lift up
your voice with strength, O Jerusalem, herald of good news,
lift it up, fear not; say to the cities of Judah, “Behold
your God!” Behold, the Lord GOD comes with might, and His arm
rules for Him;” | Isaiah 40:1-5, 9-10, ESV

Nature + Nurture
Who  we  are  as  individuals  is  derived  from  both  genetic
predisposition  (‘nature’)  and  environmental  factors
(‘nurture’)

The reference to ‘nature’ is the idea that human behaviour can
be considered to be the result of ‘pre-wiring’; information or
characteristics  that  are  determined  by  our  genes.  These
biological  factors  influence  our  predisposition  to  certain
traits and behaviours and are determined at a gene level, over
which we have no personal ability to control.

The  reference  to  ‘nurture’  relates  to  the  idea  that  the
environment  a  person  is  exposed  to,  either  prenatally  or
during  a  person’s  life,  will  influence  and  affect  the
development and psychology of an individual, and therefore
their resulting behaviours and traits.

Studies conducted in the twentieth century on twins who had
been  separated  at  birth  concluded  that  human  behavioural
development is affected by both nature and nurture – both an
individual’s natural disposition and the environment in which
they are raised.

When we consider the impact of this in relation to Jesus, both
son of man and son of God, at once human and divine, we



understand certain passages of scripture in a new light and
are amazed at the mastery of God in relation to the remarkable
reality of His son.

Firstly, the genealogy of Jesus is important. It’s one of the
first things that the gospel of Luke makes known – that is,
the genetic origins of the one who is to be called the Christ.

He is born to a young woman descended from the family of the
great King David, a woman favoured of the Lord and deeply
devout and spiritual in her faith (Luke 1:28, 47-55). Joseph,
the man who would become his earthly adoptive father, was also
‘a  good  man’,  honourable,  faithful,  and  generous-hearted
(Matthew 1:18-19). Joseph was not willing to put Mary through
public disgrace, despite the initial assumption of scandal
that surrounded her pregnancy.

Yet Jesus is also born in Bethlehem, an insignificant village
in Judah (Micah 5:2, Matthew 2:6) to a poor family who could
only offer the most inexpensive of offerings at his birth
(Luke 2:24, Leviticus 12:8)

There was nothing in his circumstances that any human could
boast in and he certainly wasn’t born into the privilege,
wealth,  or  status  that  we  might  normally  associate  with
royalty.

Everything  about  his  arrival  was  so  counter-cultural  to
expectation  that  it’s  no  wonder  he  was  overlooked  and
discounted by even his own peers and fellow countrymen. By all
accounts,  he  was  nothing  special  –  the  son  of  a  country
carpenter – if even his actual son, as the whispers rumoured a
different story – and, in this way, he represents every single
one of us.

In  his  humanity,  he  felt  everything  that  we  feel,  our
stresses, fears, struggles, heartbreaks. He understood what it
was like to be poor, rejected, and marginalised. He understood
oppression and abuse of power. Yet he also understood the joy
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of our humanity; love, family, celebration, hope. He appeared
to  be  completely  ordinary  and  in  his  complete  human
ordinariness, he could not have represented us better (Isaiah
53:2).

Yet despite outward appearances, he was anything but ordinary.
In nature, his heart belonged to His Father (John 6:38, John
4:34)  and  his  mission  was  to  do  his  Father’s  will,
accomplishing the work that He had given him to do (John
6:38). In him, God was glorified and in him ‘mercy and truth
have met together; righteousness and peace have kissed each
other’ (Psalm 85:10-11).

“This Good News is about His Son, our Lord Jesus Christ. In
his human nature, he was a descendant of David. In his
spiritual holy nature, he was declared the Son of God. This
was shown in a powerful way when he came back to life.” |
Romans 1:3-5 (GW)

In Jesus, we see everything that God is.

Scripture could not be any clearer that the victory over sin
and death was going to be God’s, accomplished through the
sending of His Son. Sent in the likeness of all of humanity,
but in whom dwelt all the fullness of God, only the uniquely
special Son of God would be able to overcome and defeat our
greatest enemy.

There is a world of meaning in what it was to be “the Son of
God”, ‘begotten not created’, ‘spiritual, not earthly’. Jesus
was enough like us in the ways that mattered to defeat sin and
overcome death on our behalf but also enough not like us that
a victory could and would be won, and that this victory would
be God’s, not ours.

With the arrival of Jesus, the Word-Made-Flesh, God-With-Us,
we are being invited to think about all that ‘God’ is in new
and breathtaking ways. We are challenged to comprehend the



reality that all the goodness and love and compassion and
righteousness  and  truth  and  mercy  that  God  is  took  up
residence amongst us. Jesus confirmed that those who had ‘seen
him, had seen the Father’ and that ‘I and my Father are one’.
He was everything that is God, expressed in human form. God
had arrived, in the person of His Son (Isaiah 40:4, Mark 1:3).

Theology | Faith Seeking Understanding
This article is obviously referencing core biblical theology
in relation to salvation, redemption, the nature of Jesus, and
the truth of God and who He is. However, we should avoid the
temptation to merely get ‘stuck’ in a particular doctrinal
position or viewpoint on the subject. To do so is to ignore
the reality that not everything that is true can be fully
explained, and that the goal of theology is not to acquire
knowledge, for its own sake, but to gain understanding that
not only informs but transforms our faith.

The word ‘theology’ literally means ‘thinking about God‘. One
classic definition of theology was given by St Anselm. He
called it ‘faith seeking understanding‘ and for many this is
the true function of Christian theology.” | Paul Badham

Our theology – what we think about God – is important. How can
we begin to know and understand ourselves and our place in
this expansive creation if we have no sense of the One who
made us and the purpose for which we’ve been made?

However,  a  robust  and  living  theology  will  spring  from
understanding and experiencing who God is and what He has done
for  us,  in  Jesus,  not  simply  by  giving  agreement  to  a
statement  or  creed  of  ‘theological  beliefs’.

By affirming the biblical narrative, that we are saved by
grace through faith alone, we begin a journey towards a deeper
understanding of who God is, which only grows as our Christian
life progresses. Our theology is, perhaps then, best described
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as an expedition of discovery, rather than a destination at
which we arrive. We discern more and more about the heart and
mind of the Creator as our life progresses. This knowing and
experiencing – this walking with God – renews us day by day to
become more like the crucified Lord we follow.

Jesus was the exact representation of God and the very imprint
of His nature (Hebrews 1:3, John 14:10-11), the Word-Made-
Flesh who took up residence amongst us (John 1:1-14).

To know God is to know Jesus, whom He sent (John 17:3), and,
therefore,  the  true  starting  point  of  our  theology  as
Christians is looking to Jesus and, fundamentally, to God, in
Jesus, crucified. It is in this that we see the extent to
which God was prepared to go in order to rescue and redeem us
and why Jesus, and Jesus alone, truly human and truly divine,
was the hope of the world.

In  your  pursuit  of  knowledge,  don’t  lose  sight  of  this
miracle.

“The Son is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn
over all creation.” | Colossians 1: 15, ESV

“The  Son  is  the  radiance  of  God’s  glory  and  the  exact
representation of His nature, upholding all things by his
powerful word. After he had provided purification for sins,
he sat down at the right hand of the Majesty on high.” |
Hebrews 1:3, ESV

“His divine power has given us everything we need for a godly
life through our knowledge of Him who called us by His own
glory and goodness.” | 2 Peter 1:3, NIV
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