The Church | A Woman Of
Valour

(Not a reader? Take a listen instead u)

This article is dedicated to the memory of William Tyndale (c
1490-1536), an active and passionate Christian writer and
translator, whose historical influence on the translation of
the Bible into English cannot be overstated. Tyndale was
convinced that the Bible alone should determine the practices
and doctrines of the church and that every believer should be
able to read the Bible in his own language “The church of
Christ is the multitude of all those who believe in Christ for
the remission of sins, and who are thankful for that mercy and
who love the law of God purely, and who hate the sin in this
world and long for the life to come.” — William Tyndale

In my recent article, ‘The People Of The Kingdom‘, I noted
that the church is the tangible evidence of the kingdom of
God. Church people are 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” (Ecclesiastes 3:11) (Matter Of The Heart). By
looking more closely at how the Bible describes the church, we
will also see what the advancement of this kingdom of God
looks like, in reality, demonstrated in the lives of those men
and women who gather together as the church.

What Does ‘Church’ Mean?

Our English language Bibles were translated from manuscripts
written primarily in two languages; Hebrew (in the O0ld
Testament) and Greek (in the New Testament). The translative
history of the Bible is a fascinating journey, from an
academic and historical perspective, and is well worth
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exploring. You can read more about the translation process
here.

In the New Testament, the word translated into English as
church is not actually a translation or even a transliteration
of the original Greek word. The translators of the first
English language Bibles generally elected to use the English
word church (which had emerged first as the word kirk and
finally evolved through the centuries into the word church),
as an English equivalent of the original Greek word. The first
usage of this word ‘church’ in English was as a building in
which religious meetings were held, but eventually it came to
be used for the people in the building too. By the time
translators began translating the Greek manuscripts into
English, it had been in accepted use in English for a long
time. In all truthfulness, however, it wasn’t an accurate
translation of ekklesia, which is the original Greek word.

The original Greek word used in the New Testament — ekklesia —
is a compound of “ek” (out of) and “klesis” (calling), a
derivation of “kaleo” (call). A literal meaning would be “a
calling out” or “the called out.” An ekklesia was originally a
select civil body, summoned or convoked for a particular
purpose and the word, in and of itself, didn’t have any
religious meaning attached. In Acts, the word ekklesia is used
of a riotous mob (Acts 19:32 and 41) and also used to refer to
a lawful gathering in Acts 19:39.

Ekklesia should perhaps be more accurately translated in
English as assembly or congregation. However, the King James
Version, the ‘authorised’ (and most commonly read) translation
for many years, renders it church some 76 times, churches 36
times, and assembly three times. Most other translations
follow the KJV’'s example. Essentially, the translators chose
to replace ekklesia for another Greek word (kuriakon which, by
this time, had already made its way into English as ‘church’).

Despite this, it would be true to say that the word church is
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now an extremely established and recognisable word in our
modern English, and it has been used for centuries as the
English equivalent of ekklesia, however erroneous the original
translative methods were.

But What Does Church Really Mean?

Today, most people would understand the word church to mean
one or all of three things:

1. A place of worship (the original meaning of the word
kuriakon (‘belonging to the Lord")

2. A particular denomination or religious group within
Christianity (when attached to a name, for example, an
Anglican Church)

3. A body of Christian believers (the church)

The primary goal, when trying to understand the use of the
word ekklesia (in the context of the Bible’s original meaning)
is not necessarily to reinstate a truthfully accurate
translation of the original word (although that would, of
course, be a more proper process of translation) but to
correctly understand the meaning of the original word. We know
that words change meaning over time and also that it’s not the
word itself that is important, but how we understand and use
that word. Do we talk about and describe the church in the
same way, today, that the first-century authors did? (For the
sake of continuity, we will discuss the biblical meaning of
ekklesia in this article using the established English
equivalent church).

The Bible never speaks of the church in the sense of a
building or organisation. Neither does it speak of the church
in the sense of a particular denomination. The biblical
definition of church is actually about the people — those who
place their faith in Jesus Christ for salvation (John 3:16; 1
Corinthians 12:13). These people are the global community of
believers who gather together in ‘local expressions of



church’. The Apostle Paul describes this community like the
human body, a living thing — made up of real people (1
Corinthians 12:12). The New Testament authors don’t describe
many churches but one, simply expressing that ‘where two or
three are gathered in my [Jesus’] name, there am I among
them. ' (Matthew 18:20).

In the early years of the church, these gatherings were known,
for example, as the church that met at Corinth (1 Corinthians
1:2), or the church at Ephesus (Ephesians 1:12), communities
acknowledged to be the one body of the Lord ‘scattered abroad’
(Acts 8:1-4, 1 Peter 1:1). The church is about people — the
people are the church, the ekklesia — called out, connected in
relationship by Jesus Christ and assembled together for a
purpose.

There’s a very real sense that many Christians are returning
to this original meaning behind the word used by the New
Testament writers; that is, to view and speak of the church as
an organic identity, made up of ‘people who are called and
gathered together as a community in Jesus’.

A ‘Called Out’ Community

In the first few chapters of Acts, we read of the birth of the
church in a rush of wind and fire; a pivotal moment in history
where people begin responding to the call of the gospel and
the announcement of Jesus as the risen king and saviour.
Peter’s sermon in Acts 2:14-36 ‘cut many of the listeners to
the heart’ and his life-changing teaching regarding Jesus
caused many to receive his words with gladness, believing that
Jesus was both the risen Lord and Christ (Acts 2:36). This
belief and repentance of their sin was demonstrated by them
being baptised — 3000 people in one day!

Acts 2:42-47 describes how these individuals began gathering
themselves together as a community ‘called out to follow and
serve King Jesus’. We begin to get a sense of the reason for
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the use of the word ekklesia by the apostolic writers to
describe the formation and purpose of this one body of
believers.

Throughout Acts, there are examples of the believers meeting
together as a community and the purpose of these gatherings
can generally be summarised by five key elements:

To honour God and His Son — ‘worship’

To grow community — ‘fellowship’

To develop personally — ‘discipleship’

To provide service to others — ‘ministry’
To share the Good News — ‘evangelism’

Being ‘called out’ is a common theme in the New Testament:

e Jesus came to call sinners (Matthew 9:13, Mark 2:17, Romans
8:30).

* By God’s grace and mercy, He calls people from among Jews
and Gentiles to be His people (Romans 9:24-26).

e The believers in Corinth were called into fellowship with
Jesus Christ (1 Corinthians 1:9).

God calls believers to peace (1 Corinthians 7:15).

The calling is by the grace of Christ (Galatians 1:6).

The believers in Galatia were called to freedom (Galatians
5:13).

Paul implored the saints at Ephesus to walk in a manner
worthy of their calling (Ephesians 4:1, 1 Thessalonians 2:12).
e The believers at Colossae were called in one body
(Colossians 3:15).

* God calls believers into His own kingdom and glory (1
Thessalonians 2:12).

* God calls believers to conduct their lives in holiness (1
Thessalonians 4:7, 2 Timothy 1:9, 1 Peter 1:15).

* God called the believers in Thessalonica by the gospel (2
Thessalonians 2:14).

e God calls believers out of darkness and into His marvellous
light (1 Peter 2:9).


https://carrielloydshaw.com/personal/the-white-flag-of-grace/
https://carrielloydshaw.com/personal/shod-with-the-gospel-of-peace/
https://carrielloydshaw.com/the-gospel/no-other-gospel/

These passages all cite the original greek word kaleo (‘to
call’ or ‘called’) and have to do with a believer'’s
relationship with God and their connection to His eternal
purpose. We can also see the connection here with the use of
the Greek word ekklesia to describe the collective community
of ‘called out’ people — believers that assemble together.

Metaphors For The Church

Other metaphors are used throughout the Bible to describe the
community of believers, one of which is that believers form a
spiritual ‘house’ — 1living stones to offer up spiritual
sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ (1 Peter
2:5).

Another metaphor is the human body, a living thing — made up
of real people (1 Corinthians 12:12). Paul devotes a whole
chapter in the book of Corinthians to the principles and
purpose of ‘church’ and how each ‘member’ of the body is to be
valued for the diversity and contribution they bring to ‘the
body’ .

This metaphor of a body is further expanded as yet another
metaphor, that of a particular kind of body, the body of a
bride; the fiancée and intended wife of ‘the lamb’ (John 3:29,
Revelation 3:12). We are given to understand from Ephesians 5
that the relationship between Jesus and the church wasn’t
modelled on the first marriage but, in fact, it was the other
way around. God had the church in mind from the very beginning
and our understanding of marriage is therefore modelled on the
relationship that would exist between Jesus and his bride.
Therefore, if we want to understand how the church, as the
bride, relates to Jesus, we are to look to marriage and the
examples given in both the record of creation in Genesis and
Paul’s writings in the New Testament. Marriage 1is our human
way of experiencing and understanding how we, together as one
body, relate to Jesus as his church.



“A wife should put her husband first, as she does the Lord. A
husband is the head of his wife, as Christ is the head and
the Savior of the church, which is his own body. Wives should
always put their husbands first, as the church puts Christ
first. A husband should love his wife as much as Christ loved
the church and gave his life for it. He made the church holy
by the power of his word, and he made it pure by washing it
with water. Christ did this, so he would have a glorious and
holy church, without faults or spots or wrinkles or any other
flaws. In the same way, a husband should love his wife as
much as he loves himself. A husband who loves his wife shows
he loves himself. None of us hate our own bodies. We provide
for them and take good care of them, just as Christ does for
the church, because we are each part of his body. As the
Scriptures say, “A man leaves his father and mother to get
married, and he becomes like one person with his wife.” This
1s a great mystery, but I understand it to mean Christ and
his church.” | Ephesians 5: 22-32, CEV

The Birth Of The Church

We are to think of the church — this community of believers —
as a woman, a woman whose very life and existence were framed
by the death and resurrection of a man. Through this man’s
death and sacrifice, she is created and at his resurrection,
she becomes a living creature. We see the obvious echo in the
story in Genesis of the creation of Eve from Adam’s side:

“The Lord God said, “It is not good for the man to be alone.
I will make a companion for him who corresponds to him.” The
Lord God formed out of the ground every living animal of the
field and every bird of the air. He brought them to the man
to see what he would name them, and whatever the man called
each living creature, that was its name. So the man named all
the animals, the birds of the air, and the living creatures
of the field, but for Adam no companion who corresponded to
him was found. So the Lord God caused the man to fall into a



deep sleep, and while he was asleep, he took part of the
man’s side and closed up the place with flesh. Then the Lord
God made a woman from the part he had taken out of the man,
and he brought her to the man. Then the man said, “This one,
at last, is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh; this one
will be called ‘woman,’ for she was taken out of man.”|
Genesis 2:20-23, NET

What an eloquent phrase: ‘bone of my bones and flesh of my
flesh’! Adam looks at this new creation and exclaims “this 1is
my very own self, from my very own body”. She is man’s
counterpart, not merely in feeling and sense — his flesh — but
in his solid qualities. We also have another significant
phrase — ‘taken out of’ — echoing ‘the call’ that goes out in
Acts 2. Here in Acts, we read of people being ‘taken out of
the dominion of darkness and transferred into the kingdom of
light and life’; visible proof of the power of the Gospel to
bring about a new creation. Without the death and resurrection
of Jesus, there would be no church, no new creation, no bride.
The insistence of the critical reality of the resurrection of
Jesus being connected to the fulfillment of the gospel promise
was the firm teaching of the first century Apostles and this
remains the solid framework of the existence of the church
today.

“Remember Jesus Christ, raised from the dead, descended from
David. This is my gospel.” | 2 Timothy 2:8, NIV

The woman in Genesis is the man’s possession, not in the sense
of ownership, but rather in the sense of belonging. She 1is
from him and of him, they belong together and are as one body.
Paul comments on this being ‘profound’ and that ultimately, he
is referring to the church’s relationship with Jesus
(Ephesians 5:32).



A Woman Of Valour

The word used of Eve at her creation is the Hebrew word ezer,
which is translated as ‘helper’ in English. However, our
understanding of helper falls far short of the original sense
of the word, which is used elsewhere in the Bible to describe
God as a helper to His people or of a king to his subjects.
The primary idea of the word lies in ‘girding’, ‘surrounding,
hence defending‘, to ‘protect or aid'. The counterpart,
therefore, to the man is “a woman of valour, whose worth is
incalculable” (Proverbs 31:10).

We have this extraordinary woman of valour fleshed out in more
detail in Proverbs 31:10-31; a famous passage celebrating ‘the
virtuous woman (or wife)’. We would perhaps understand
virtuous to mean ‘having or showing high moral standards‘, but
the original Hebrew words eshet and chayil used in these
verses don’t convey virtue or virtuousness in the same way we
would understand ‘virtuous’ today. The Hebrew word eshet is
the construct form of isha (woman) and chayil connotes bravery
(Psalm 76:5); capability (Proverbs 12:4); triumph (Psalm
118:16); or strength (Psalm 84:7). In the 17th century (when
the first English Bibles were translated) virtuous still
suggested the French ‘virtu’, which at the time meant ‘manly’
or ‘brave.’ A better translation of the Hebrew words eshet
chayil is ‘woman of valour’ (as translated by the Tanakh
Jewish Bible (1917). This virtuous woman is the same woman who
is also, in the King James translation, ‘clothed in strength
and honour’ (Proverbs 31: 25).

If marriage is modelled on the church and her relationship to
Jesus, then it’s not such a stretch to recognise the ideal
woman in Proverbs as a detailed portrait of what the well-
functioning, organic body of the church looks like.

“She obtains wool and flax, and she is pleased to work with
her hands. She is like the merchant ships; she brings her
food from afar. She also gets up while it is still night, and



provides food for her household and a portion to her female
servants. She considers a field and buys it; from her own
income, she plants a vineyard. She begins her work
vigorously, and she strengthens her arms. She knows that her
merchandise is good, and her lamp does not go out in the
night. Her hands take hold of the distaff, and her hands
grasp the spindle. She extends her hand to the poor and
reaches out her hand to the needy. She is not afraid of the
snow for her household, for all of her household are clothed
with scarlet. She makes for herself coverlets; her clothing
is fine linen and purple. She makes linen garments and sells
them, and supplies the merchants with sashes. She is clothed
with strength and honour, and she can laugh at the time to
come. She opens her mouth with wisdom, and loving instruction
1s on her tongue. She watches over the ways of her household,
and does not eat the bread of idleness. Her children rise up
and call her blessed, her husband also praises her..”
| Proverbs 31: 13-22, 23-28

What a remarkable description of the capable, industrious,
joyful reality of the organic church; a living, breathing
woman of valour, of which every believer is a member and
valued part.

The Bride And The Lamb | The Story’s
Resolution

Yes, Christians are stones making up a house (1 Peter 2:5).

Yes, Christians are branches connected to a vine (John
15:1-7).

Yes, Christians are subjects and citizens of a kingdom
(Ephesians 2:19).

Yes, Christians are children of a heavenly Father (1 John
3:1).



Christians are all these things. But these are still metaphors
for the individual. It’s only when we consider marriage, as a
metaphor of the church and the king being brought together, as
one, that we understand that the Christian life isn’t intended
to be experienced as individuals but as a collective
community. The church — the woman of valour — is created from
the body of Jesus, who was crucified, buried and raised the
third day, just as the first woman was taken from the first
man. Together, Jesus Christ and the church are one body. She,
the church, is the bride of Jesus and He, Jesus, 1is the
spotless lamb who was slain from the foundation of the world
(Ephesians 1:22-23, Ephesians 4:4, 2 Corinthians 11:2, Acts
20:28, Colossians 1:24, Revelation 13:8).

The first two chapters of Genesis are where we first discover
God’s eternal purpose for humanity. The last two chapters of
Revelation tell us of the glorious resolution of God’s story.
And Paul’s words in Ephesians assert the “supremacy and
centrality of Jesus Christ in all this, together with his
counterpart, the church, which should dominate our
understanding of everything physical and spiritual.” — Frank
Viola

“Christ did not die just to save us from sins, but to bring
us together in community. After coming to Christ, our next
step is to be involved in community. A church that does not
experience community 1is a parody, a sham. Simply put, the
purpose of the church is to stand for God’s eternal purpose.
In short, wherever the church gathers together, its guiding
and functioning principle is simply to incarnate Christ.” —
Frank Viola, Reimaging Church

“Let us rejoice and be glad and give Him the glory. For the
marriage of the Lamb has come, and his bride has made herself
ready.” | Revelation 19:7, BSB

“The heart of her husband has confidence in her, and he has



no lack of gain. She brings him good and not evil all the
days of her life.” | Proverbs 31:11-12, ESV

Author’s Comment: A Further Brief Note Regarding The
Translation Of ‘Church’

The English language was first spoken as a Germanic dialect,
known as 0ld English or Anglo-Saxon, beginning in northern
England some years after the Anglo-Saxon conquest (circa 449
AD). The earliest written 0ld English, however, did not appear
until approximately 800 AD. Probably sometime around 500 AD,
the people in northern England started referring to a building
erected for worship as a cirice, later, chirche, and finally,
a church.

By the time William Tyndale translated the New Testament from
Greek to English (known as the “Tyndale Translation”, 1525
AD), the word church had been in use for centuries. Throughout
these centuries, the state church had maintained its power
over the people through bloody crusades against resistance
groups for the sake of “doctrinal purity.” It was claimed that
the Apostle Peter had started the church (based on Matthew
16:18); and therefore the church should be lead by a clergy
and not placed in the hands of any “congregation or assembly.”
Not only that, prior to the fourteenth century, a complete
Bible in the English language, for the common people, didn’t
exist. Even for modestly educated clergy, the Bible was mostly
inaccessible - available only in the Latin language and in
large folio copies of two or three volumes. These Bibles were
ridiculously expensive, limited in number and difficult to
access. For the most part, the clergy had to rely on the small
portions of scripture that were included in prayer books.

In his translation of Matthew 16:18, Tyndale rightly
translates the Greek word ekklesia as congregation, as opposed
to the word church, signalling a return to a correct
understanding of the organic reality of the church. Tyndale’s
accurate translation of this one word threatened the power and



control of the entire state church system. Knowing Tyndale’s
translation was soon to become public, to be read by the
common people in their own language, presented a real threat
to the power of the religious institution of the day. Tyndale
was told to amend his translation. Despite being threatened by
the religious leaders of his day, William Tyndale would not
revoke his translation of the word congregation. Ultimately,
he was betrayed, sentenced to death, and burned at the stake
in 1536.

In 1604, King James of England and Scotland commissioned a new
translation in response to perceived problems or flaws with
earlier translations which did not “conform to the
ecclesiology and reflect the episcopal structure of the Church
of England and its beliefs about an ordained clergy"“.
Instructions were given to the translators that the new
version would conform to the ecclesiology of the Church of
England (which, by now, had broken with and was directly in
opposition to the Roman Catholic Church). As such, certain
Greek and Hebrew words were to be translated in a manner that
reflected the traditional usage of the church, now long-
entrenched and in common use. Ecclesiastical words such as
church were to be retained and not to be translated as
congregation.

The King James Authorised Version was published in 1611 and
quickly grew in popularity. It still remains a significant and
popular English translation today. Unfortunately, however, the
inaccurate use of the word church to replace the original
ekklesia became firmly embedded in most translations with many
readers unaware of the problematic nature of its translative
history.

Can we unravel and reverse nearly 500 years of linguistic and
cultural understanding that now surrounds the word church? Can
we edit and reprint millions upon millions of editions of the
Bible in English, which, in truthfulness, used a word that was
an inaccurate representation of the original? Should we
withdraw every copy of errant English Bibles from circulation,
simply because it contains the word ‘church’? Is it possible
to determine what was genuine translative prerogative or



suspect ecclesiastical bias, then or now? The answer 1is
clearly ‘no’ to all these questions.

A better solution, perhaps, and one worthy of investing our
energy and resources to, is to rediscover the original meaning
that the New Testament writers had in mind - the organic
reality of a community of believers - and to speak, think and
believe this of the church today, recognising that wherever
the church gathers together, its guiding and functioning
principle is simply to incarnate Christ.

People Of The Kingdom

Deciding to become a Christian has its origins in believing
the things about Jesus, certainly, in an intellectual sense;
who he 1is and what he came for — but there’s more to it than
that. We are also choosing to surrender to his guidance and
leadership in our life as a willing subject of God's
designated king.

Jesus has been given all authority in heaven and earth, he
becomes the first claimant on our affections, the motivating
force in our decisions and the final judge of our soul
(Matthew 28:18-20, Isaiah 9:6, Luke 1:33, Acts 10:36, 1
Corinthians 15:27, Colossians 1:27, Romans 8:10, Ephesians
3:16, Acts 10:42, John 5:22. 2 Timothy 4:8, James 1:21, 1
Peter 2:25).

Becoming a Christian is, therefore, primarily a matter of the
heart; a reorienting of our life and decisions in line with
our allegiance to the king.

The People O0f The Kingdom

An intrinsic part of our identity as Christians 1is to
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recognise that we have given our allegiance to the king and
that we have been transferred into his kingdom (Colossians
1:13). This kingdom’s advancement, day by day in the lives of
those who surrender to King Jesus, 1is demonstrated in a
kingdom community that we call ‘the church’. The church is the
tangible evidence of the reality of the kingdom of God. Church
people are 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 1into
eternity” (Ecclesiastes 3:11) (Matter Of The Heart)

Yet, for many Christians, the ‘kingdom of God’ is something
that takes place solely in the future. Jesus’ words “the
kingdom is near” (Luke 17:20-21) are understood to mean, 1in
reality, “the kingdom is coming at some later time, that time
being hundreds or even thousands of years away”. The idea of
‘the kingdom’ is as a future hope for faithful Christians,
only realised at the return of Jesus, and not as a present
reality. Entrance to this ‘kingdom’ (in the future) is by
believing in Jesus now, receiving the forgiveness of sins in
baptism, and then living a morally faithful life; and this is
commonly described and preached as ‘the gospel of good news’
(in its entirety). In other words, “I am a sinner. I need
saving. I believe Jesus came to save me. In Jesus, I am
forgiven (I hope! — one can never be too sure) and I hope to
be in ‘the kingdom’, at some point in the future (again, all
going well)."

Yet the kingdom of God — the sovereignty and rule of God — has
always existed and will always exist (Psalm 47:7, 1 Chronicles
29:11, Exodus 15:18, Psalm 103:19). ‘The kingdom’ existed in
the past, it exists now and it will exist in the future. OQOur
hope, as Christians, 1is not just some distant, far-off
expectation but a reality that exists right now as we choose
to yield to Jesus’ rule and live ‘kingdom lives’ under his
dominion. Believing in Jesus and being baptised doesn’t just
grant us forgiveness of sins; through God’s grace, we also



receive an entirely new identity; our small, individual
stories becoming part of the much bigger story that is being
told. We become kingdom people right now! (Matthew 13:38,
Philippians 3:20-21, Ephesians 2:19).

Five Things That Make A Kingdom

Kingdom = King + Rule + Realm + Law + Land. Here are some
thoughts about the idea of ‘kingdom’ in the Bible:

1. A kingdom is a people governed by a KING. The king is God;
He has always been king, ruling firstly through theocracy,
then by monarchy and now through christocracy. The kingdom of
God, therefore, has gone through many phases, one of which was
the phase exhibited during the time of Israel’s monarchy. A
reasonable chunk of the 0ld Testament is dedicated to the
telling of this story. You can read more about this in the
article ‘Jesus, King Of The World‘.

2. The king must RULE over the kingdom. In biblical language,
this is always firstly redemptive, and then secondly by
governing.

3. There has to be PEOPLE for there to be a kingdom. In the
0ld Testament (0T), this was the nation/kingdom of Israel. But
Israel, like a tree, has deep roots and grafted-in branches,
seen in the New Testament (NT) to be the church (which does
not replace Israel but expands it) (Romans 11:1-28).

4. A kingdom must have a governing LAW. In OT times, this was
achieved through the Torah, also known as the Law of Moses.
When Jesus (God’s perfect king) arrived, he didn’t destroy
this law but fulfilled it completely, and by his life, death
and resurrection, a greater law came into being — the Law of
Cruciformity; loving as Jesus loved. Jesus stated that the
entire law of the new covenant, the law which governs people
of the kingdom, 1is summarised in these words “Love the Lord
your God with all your heart, soul, and mind. Love others as
much as you love yourself.” (Matthew 22:37-40, CEB)

5. A kingdom must have a LAND. Land is big in the OT and
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moving into the NT, we see the ‘tree of the kingdom’ expanding
to (eventually) encompass the whole world (Matthew 13:31-32,
Mark 4:3-32). In the past, this has been, at various phases,
in literal places like the Garden of Eden or the land of
Israel. But right now, ‘the land’ is wherever ‘the church’
(the community of kingdom people) takes up physical space.
Wherever kingdom people reside, God, in Jesus, rules. One day,
this kingdom will fill all the earth and God’s rule and glory
will be seen in all things — as He intended from the beginning
(Numbers 14:21, Habakkuk 2:14, Matthew 6:10, Revelation 21: 1,
4)

This reality — that church people are kingdom people — is one
of the most exciting and empowering aspects of a Christian’s
existence in this life — we are living for the king! So why
don’'t we talk much about kingdom living or being kingdom
people? And why don’t we speak more often of the church as the
kingdom community?

Soteriology: “Small-Story” Gospel

Well, here’s what I think the reason might be. For many
Christians, the gospel of “the good news of the kingdom of
God” (which, incidentally, is what Jesus came preaching!) has
unfortunately been reduced to simply a system of personal
salvation and sin management. It has become a gospel of
soteriology alone; a doctrine of salvation which has somehow
become disconnected from the larger big-story gospel of
ecclesiology; theology about the nature and structure of the
church.

The truth is; when we are saved by Jesus, God also brings us
into family and puts us in community! The gospel is not just
about our own personal salvation but includes 1larger
theological implications of ecclesiology — that Christian
people, gathered together, are church people, who are kingdom
people!



“The movement that has long called itself “Evangelical” is 1in
fact better labelled “Soterian.” That is, we have thought we
were talking about “the gospel” when 1in fact we were
concentrating on “salvation.” | Scot McKnight

If we have a small-story gospel understanding, our trajectory
as a Christian may go something like this: we (individually)
repent, we (individually) are then baptised..and then life gets
kind of weird for a lot of Christians. We’re saved — but what
now?

At this point, Christians can become obsessed with getting
other unbelievers ‘over the line’ (saved!) but still aren’t
really sure what to do with them after that. Our Christian
lives seem mostly about sin management (ourselves or for
others) and we can tend to also be a little self-absorbed in
this. All we know of ‘gospel’ is that we’re sinners who need
saving. Others are sinners who need saving. ‘Christian living’
(gospel living) is only about being, firstly, saved from sin
and then executing a moral life thereafter.

Christianity can take a sudden and exhausting turn into the
territory of works-based living, eventually leading to church
burnout and, for many Christians, the question of whether
church-going is even relevant anymore.

Don’t get me wrong. Sin is absolutely a problem for us, as is
mortality. It is the thing that separates us from a whole
relationship with God and absolutely needs addressing in our
individual lives as well as in the collective human experience
(Isaiah 59:2, Isaiah 53:6, Acts 3:19, Galatians 5:19-21,
Romans 5: 12-21, Hebrews 7:25).

But the problem with thinking the gospel 1is only about
personal salvation or forgiveness of sins is that we fail to
recognise we are being invited into something much bigger than
just a solution for our own individual stories. When we
receive the good news of the gospel, our little stories are
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actually becoming intertwined and woven into God’s larger
kingdom story. We are supposed to begin experiencing life,
personally and collectively, as people of the kingdom,
connected to something that extends far into eternity. The
fascinating reality of the gospel is that “we are invited into
a story that is bigger than our culture, bigger even than our
own imaginations, and yet we get to experience it and tell
that story to others with the particularity of our own moment
and place in time” (Rachel Held Evans).

“The good news 1s as epic as it gets, with universal
theological implications, and yet the Bible tells it from the
perspective of fishermen and farmers, pregnant ladies and
squirmy kids. This story about the nature of God and God’s
relationship to humanity smells like mud and manger hay and
tastes like salt and wine..It is the biggest story and the
smallest story all at once — the great quest for the One Ring
and the quiet friendship of Frodo and Sam.” | Rachel Held
Evans

When we become a Christian, we become a kingdom person, living
in a fellowship with other kingdom people. Church isn’t just
something we go to, it’s the tangible evidence of the reality
of the kingdom. Church isn’t just an event we attend, it’s a
fellowship we belong to. It’s the Fellowship of the King! (1
John 1:3, Acts 2:42, 1 Corinthians 1:9)

A New Day In An Old Story

While our individual salvation is absolutely bound up in what
we have come to describe as the gospel, the good news that was
preached in the first century had its roots in a much older,
much larger story, that of the long-promised king and saviour
of the world. The power of Jesus’ sacrifice and the wonder of
his resurrection form the foundation of a Christian’s faith
and hope but it is the fact that Jesus is the Christ (“the
anointed one”), that is at the heart of the gospel (2 Timothy
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2:8). Our forgiveness and redemption sits inside this much
larger gospel message — that of the rule and dominion of the
king. Recognising the gospel as “the good news of the kingdom
of God” (which, in the gospel of Matthew is also called the
kingdom of heaven) helps correct our gospel theology and
realign it to the larger story that’s being told. You are part
of a much bigger story than your personal salvation alone!

Author Scot McKnight argues that Western Christians conceive
‘the kingdom’ too individualistically.

In both the 0ld and New Testaments, God’s kingdom is defined
in terms of God’s people. This reality means that one may not
put the kingdom and the church in antithesis. 0On the
contrary, “you can’t be kingdom people without being church
people”. McKnight, in fact, claims that “there is no kingdom
now outside the church” and that “there is no kingdom mission
that is not church mission” (The King Jesus Gospel pages 79,
87, 96). Kingdom living consists, then, of the church being
the church — “liv[ing]” together “as a fellowship under King
Jesus” (p.99). | Scot McKnight

“When Jesus came preaching the kingdom of God, he was
preaching much more than personal salvation for the
individual. He was preaching “a new day in an old story — the
story of God the King — and God as king in King Jesus. The one
gospel is about Jesus the lord, the king the messiah and the
saviour. This is the story that alone makes sense of Jesus’
choice of the word kingdom to explain the mission of God to
the world.” (Scot McKnight)

“Truly I say to you, among those born of women there has not
arisen anyone greater than John the Baptist! Yet the one who
is least in the kingdom of heaven is greater than he. From
the days of John the Baptist until now the kingdom of heaven
suffers violence, and violent men take it by force.” |
Matthew 11:11, NASB



“From then on Jesus began to preach, “Repent, for the kingdom
of heaven has come near!” | Matthew 4:17, NIV

“The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near,
Repent and believe in the good news! | Mark 1:15, NIV

“Now having been questioned by the Pharisees as to when the
kingdom of God was coming, He answered them and said, “The
kingdom of God is not coming with signs to be observed; nor
will they say, ‘Look, here it is!’ or, ‘There it 1is!’ For
behold, the kingdom of God is in your midst.” | Luke
17:20-21, NASB

The Significance Of “The Kingdom”

“To grasp the significance of the message of the kingdom in
the ministry of Jesus, we can also resort to a statistical
analysis. The term basileia (kingdom) occurs 162 times in the
New Testament and 121 of those are in the Synoptic Gospels
where the preaching of Jesus is recorded. The formula “kingdom
of God” or the “kingdom of heaven” occurs 104 times in the
Gospels. This message is not only the inaugural message of
Jesus and the focus of His great Sermon on the Mount, it 1is
his final message. “After he had suffered, he also presented
himself alive to them by many convincing proofs, appearing
during forty days and speaking about the kingdom of God” (Acts
1:3). The gospel of the kingdom includes the necessity of
salvation since the very message begins with the call for
repentance, but it goes beyond the call to salvation and
includes the demand for kingdom-focused living. It insists
that we are saved for a purpose.” — SBC Life

‘Kingdom redemption’ is the work of God, through Jesus, and
by virtue of his sin-solving cross and new-life creating
resurrection, unleashed to those who are needy because of
their sins. Any kind of “redemptive” activity that does not



deal with sin, that does not find strength in the cross, that
does not see the primary agent as Jesus, and that does not
see 1t all as God’s new creation life unleashed is not
kingdom redemption, even if it 1is liberating and good and for
the common good. | Scot McKnight

The kingdom of God is more than social justice or personal
salvation. ‘The kingdom’ is the promise of God from the
beginning to fill the earth with Himself and to rule justly in
the hearts and lives of all humanity. It includes the promise
of total reconciliation with humanity; only made possible in
Jesus (Ephesians 1:11-12, 1 Timothy 1:16-17, 2 Timothy 4:18, 1
Peter 4:11, Romans 11:36, Revelation 1:16).

And if we want to know how Jesus understands the collective
Christian life — ‘church life’ — the place to begin is with
what he called the kingdom of God. When we think of the church
— the one body of Christ, the community of believers, we need
to understand how this connects in tangible, relatable ways to
the ‘kingdom of God’ and how we see this illustrated in the
people of the kingdom today. A true and full telling of the
gospel must include the reality of the church, not as
individuals gathered together in a building but as a kingdom
of people — priests, rulers and images bearers on behalf of
the King — King Jesus.

“For He rescued us from the domain of darkness, and
transferred us to the kingdom of His beloved Son” |
Colossians 1:13, ESV

Author’s Note: This article should in no way be taken to imply
that ‘the kingdom of God’ is merely spiritual. Jesus’ context
was, clearly, the nation of Israel and historical implications
are at work for these people who had been chosen to be God’s



witnesses. The idea of ‘the kingdom of God’ was certainly
consistent with the Jewish hope of a saviour and the arrival
of the one who would be the ‘consolation of Israel’. The
prophet Isaiah speaks poetically about the one who would bring
peace, justice and righteousness again to Israel. This
national hero would be from David’s royal line and Isaiah
predicted that his kingdom would have no end.

Jesus was born to be king, destined to inherit the ancient
throne of David, his royal ancestor, and to rule wisely and
well, not just over Israel but over the whole world. Not only
was he the descendant of David and therefore the legitimate
heir to the throne of Israel, he was also the Son of God and
therefore the promised saviour of the world. The confluence of
these two important aspects is no coincidence and we can only
be astonished at how God chose to bring all these things
together to achieve His purpose.

God has in no way forgotten his promises to individuals or to
groups of people and implicit in that are literal promises to
the people of Israel that still await fulfilment (Isaiah
52:7-9, Luke 2:25, Acts 26:6).

“And he shall set up a banner for the nations, and shall
assemble the outcasts of Israel, and gather together the
dispersed of Judah from the four corners of the earth.” Isaiah
11:12, NASB

“But you, Bethlehem Ephrathah, though you are small among the
clans of Judah, out of you will come for me one who will be
ruler over Israel, whose origins are from of old, from ancient
times.” — Micah 5:2, NIV

“Has not the Scripture said that the Christ comes from the
descendants of David, and from Bethlehem, the village where
David was?” — John 4:42, NIV

There are many layers to God’s great story, which finally
converge in Jesus. “Jesus is all of Israel’s major leaders and
more, he’s a new Moses and especially a new David and a new
Solomon and a new servant and a new son of man and whole new
redemptive order. His name — Yeshua — means ‘he will save his



people from their sins’ (Matthew 1:21). The story is that in
Jesus God now rules and God’s kind of ruling is saving,
rescuing, atoning, justifying, and reconciling.” (Scot
McKnight)

Shod With The Gospel Of Peace

“Blessed are the peacemakers for they will inherit the
earth.” | Matthew 5:9 (ESV)

The Spiritual Warrior

In Ephesians 6, the Apostle Paul gives a striking description
of a person known as the spiritual warrior, a follower of
Jesus who has been powerfully equipped for warfare by the
armour of God Himself. The elements or pieces of armour which
make up ‘the whole armour’ are of God — it is His strength
which believers are armed with and protected by (Ephesians
6:10-17, cp Isaiah 59:17). Paul confirms in Ephesians that we
are to view the battle that we are all fighting, as believers,
as a spiritual one, and that what we do in this warfare has
eternal significance.

There are six pieces of armour that make up this warrior’s
protective battle gear:

— The Belt of Truth

— The Breastplate of Righteousness
— Shoes of the Gospel of Peace

— Shield of Faith

— Helmet of Salvation

— Sword of the Spirit.
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In this article, I’'d like to focus on the third item, the
shoes of the ‘gospel of peace’. To be ‘shod with peace’ may
initially seem like a strange inclusion in the armour of
someone who 1s prepared for battle. What would peace and
warfare have to do with each other? Surely these two terms are
mutually exclusive? But first, I want to start by sharing a
couple of passages from Paul’s letter to the church at Rome:

“Do not repay anyone evil for evil. Carefully consider what
i1s right in the eyes of everybody. If it is possible on your
part, live at peace with everyone.” | Romans 12:17-18 (ESV)

“For the kingdom of God 1is not a matter of eating and
drinking but of righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy
Spirit. Whoever thus serves Christ is acceptable to God and
approved by men. So then let us pursue what makes for peace
and for mutual upbuilding.” | Romans 14:17-19 (ESV)

Living And Working For Peace

In his letters, Paul encourages the believers in Rome to ‘live
at peace with everyone, if it 1is possible on your part”
(Romans 12:8). He encourages them to “pursue what leads to
peace” (Romans 14:9) and confirms that the “kingdom of God 1is
not meat and drink but righteousness and peace”.

Jesus gave his famous discourse on the mount during his
earthly ministry, also known as the Beatitudes (Matthew 5),
where he too affirmed that those that ‘work for peace’ will be
the children of God (Matthew 5:9). As members of his one body,
it’s his peace that is to rule our hearts (Colossians 3:15).

And God, as we know, is in the peacemaking business.

So it seems contradictory that Jesus, given the title of
‘Prince of Peace’ long before his birth (Isaiah 9:6), should
say these words:
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“Do not suppose that I have come to bring peace to the earth.
I did not come to bring peace, but a sword. “ ‘a man against
his father, a daughter against her mother, a daughter-in-law
against her mother-in-law — a man’s enemies will be the
members of his own household.” | Jesus, Matthew 10: 34 (NIV)

Luke’s gospel repeats the refrain:

“Do you think that I have come to bring peace to the earth?
No, I tell you, but division. For from now on in one house
there will be five divided, three against two and two against
three.” | Jesus, Luke 12:51 (ESV)

Initially, the commission to be peacemakers, to live at peace
with everyone, together with Paul’s statement that the kingdom
of God is righteousness and peace, seems to be at odds with
Jesus’ own words and even with Paul’s later language of
warfare found in Ephesians. So I think it’s helpful to
consider the definition of what ‘peace’ is before we can
understand how we are to ‘work for peace’ or be ‘peacemakers’.

Peacekeeping Is Not Peacemaking

We can often speak about ‘keeping the peace’ and believe that
this is the same as peacemaking. Yet peace — true peace — 1s
defined as ‘a state or period in which there is no war or a
war has ended.’

Choosing not to act in violent ways towards another party whom
one may be ‘at war with’ doesn’t equate to peace. Just because
we don’'t acknowledge the reality of hostilities doesn’t mean
they don’t exist. For example, distrust, hostility and enmity
still continued during the Cold War, even though a shot was
never fired. Tension was still felt and expressed by both
parties and mutual distrust and enmity were still very real.
And it was still known as a “war”, despite there not being any
actual physical warfare. Some might like to think that ‘peace’



was achieved, or at least a more acceptable sense of peace
than physical war, but this was simply pseudo-peace, a type of
peacekeeping but certainly not peacemaking.

God didn’t settle for peacekeeping! In sending Jesus, He
entered directly into the hostilities between Himself and
humanity and brought about the cessation of war. True peace
only comes when true reconciliation is achieved - that is, the
ending of hostilities and the restoration of relationship.

This is why the gospel is styled the gospel of peace — not
because it makes Christians nice, agreeable or compliant
people. The gospel of peace doesn’t make us nice — it makes us
new! It restores our relationship with God and gives us a new
identity as children of God. We are no longer enemies but
friends with our Creator. This truth, this realignment of
identity, this cessation of hostilities, becomes one of the
first weapons in the arsenal of our spiritual battle.

“But now in Christ Jesus, you who once were far off have been
brought near in the blood of Christ. For he is our peace, who
has made us both one and has broken down the dividing wall of
hostility..and might reconcile us both to God in one body
through the cross, thereby bringing the hostility to an end.
And he came and preached peace to you who were far off
[Gentiles!] and peace to those who were near [Jews!]; for
through him we have access in one Spirit to the Father.” |
Ephesians 2:13-18

We are ready to set forth, preaching that same peace to the
world and I believe this is why it is styled as ‘shoes’ or ‘to
be shod’ with the gospel of peace. Our first move of ‘forward
motion’ after becoming Christians is framed by the gospel of
peace and reconciliation that we have received. We stand in
and on this truth. This is the peace that Jesus spoke of
leaving his disciples with, where, as it'’s recorded in John's
gospel, he says, “Peace I leave with you; my peace I give you.
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I do not give to you as the world gives. Do not let your
hearts be troubled and do not be afraid.” (John 14:27) It is
the supreme and unwavering peace of knowing that we are
friends with God.

The Sword Of Division

So what exactly did Jesus mean when he said he didn’t come to
bring peace but a sword? Well, I think this 1is an
acknowledgement that our human life is indelibly tied to the
spiritual war that was set in motion in the beginning.

God made humans in His image, to be in close, harmonious
relationship with Him, as His family, and to be His perfect
image-bearers on this earth. But the first humans, Adam and
Eve, sinned and in doing so, caused damage and disruption to
the relationship between God and humanity. They were no longer
able to be God’s perfect image-bearers, as He had purposed for
them, and were consequently subject to mortality, becoming
slaves to sin. Since then, humans have been engaged in a
lifelong battle against the ‘ruler of the dominion of darkness
— sin’. We and every other human have been fighting the enemy
within ourselves and others — sin — since that time (Romans
5-7).

This uncomfortable truth — that sin rules in this world and
that we must reject sin if we are to follow Jesus — will bring
disturbance in our natural relationships. The gospel of peace
asks those who receive it to choose to behave in counter-
cultural ways and this will often set believers against the
‘powers that be’. Believers have been transferred out of this
dominion of sin and darkness and now serve, with thankfulness,
King Jesus. The Word of God, incarnated in the perfect king
and image-bearer, Jesus — 1is “sharper than any sword, piercing
even to dividing soul and spirit, joints and marrow.” It
discerns the thoughts and intentions at the deepest level of
each one of us, seeking to transform and renew our hearts if
we allow it (Colossians 1: 13: Hebrew 4:2, Romans 12:2).
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Sometimes, despite our best efforts to be peacemakers, the
attainment of peace in our families or wider relationships is
not attained. This 1is the sword that Jesus spoke of, the
division that would come between those who choose to follow
King Jesus and those who persist in serving the ruler of this
world. Yet it’s important to remember in all of this that it
is a spiritual battle. We are not at war with people but with
sin.

“We are not fighting against humans. We are fighting against
forces and authorities and against rulers of darkness and
powers in the spiritual world.” | Ephesians 6:12 (CEV)

How Do We Make Peace?

We must behave in the same way as God, who was so concerned
for peace that He sent His Son “to guide our feet into the
path of peace” (Luke 1:79, Isaiah 2:4). If our Father 1is a
peacemaker, then we will be too!

“First, pray for those who you may be at odds with or who
persecute you (Matthew 5:44). Pray by acknowledging God’s
sovereign rule and pray that your enemy might acknowledge that
too.

Then, in Matthew 5:47, Jesus gives the other specific example
of peacemaking — love — in this text: “If you salute [greet]
only your brethren, what more are you doing than others?” In
other words, 1f there 1s a rupture in one of your
relationships, or if there is someone who opposes you, don’t
nurse that grudge. Don’t feed the animosity by ignoring and
avoiding that person. That is the natural thing to do — just
cross the street so that you don’t have to greet them. But
that is not the impulse of the Spirit of a peacemaking God,
who sacrificed His Son to reconcile us to Himself and to each
other.

Peacemaking tries to build bridges to people — it does not
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want the animosity to remain. It wants reconciliation. It
wants harmony. And so it tries to show what may be the only
courtesy the enemy will tolerate, namely, a greeting. The
peacemaker looks the enemy right in the eye and says, “Good
morning, John.” And he says it with a longing for peace in his
heart, not with a phony gloss of politeness to cover his
anger.” — Desiring God

A peacemaker — a child of the gospel — is someone who longs
for peace and works for peace but who also acknowledges that
some barriers may simply not be able to be overcome.
Allegiance to the king is always of primary importance. Jesus’
blessing pronounced upon those who would be ‘persecuted for
the sake of righteousness’ demonstrates that the goal of peace
is clearly subordinated to the goal of righteousness. James
later supports this in his letter to believers, where he says,
“The wisdom from above is first pure, then peaceable.” (James
3:17)

Finally, in conclusion, I believe it’s an important detail
that being ‘shod with the gospel of peace’ is listed directly
after putting on ‘the breastplate of righteousness’, the piece
of armour which protects the vital organs, particularly the
heart. Before we set out anywhere to ‘negotiate
reconciliation’ (either personal or as ambassadors of the
Prince of Peace), we need to examine our hearts, testing our
motives and ensuring our heart is safely guarded against
personal deception or impure motives.

“Above all else, guard your heart, for everything you do
flows from it.” | Proverbs 4:23 (NIV)

The Christian life isn’t always easy and the next step isn’t
always clear. Sometimes we need courage to take that step and
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sometimes we just need to stand still and watch God go to work
for us.

A Christian Response To The
Global Crisis

How we, as Christians, respond in times of crisis 1is not just
vitally important for our own faith and for our witness of the
gospel, it’s important for the wellbeing of those around us,
who may be struggling with doubts and fears in what is a very
distressing and anxious time.

A Measured And Faithful Response

I want to speak plainly to a disturbing trend currently being
observed amongst some, in response to the current pandemic
facing the globe. It’'’s a response that could almost be
described as ‘tone deaf’; that many seem to be unaware and
unobservant to the fear and anxiety of the people around them
and, unwittingly or not, are adding to that fear and
uncertainty with ill-thought through posts or shares online.
Or, even worse, they’'re well aware of the fear and are
choosing to actively capitalise on it to promote apocalyptic
predictions or outcomes. Whilst we shouldn’t be ambivalent
about what’s going on around the globe, we also need to be
measured in our response and very careful not to be
contributing to or escalating the level of panic that people
may be experiencing.

When people are struggling with an uncertain future, have
recently lost employment or are concerned for the wellbeing of
their loved ones, Christians have both a responsibilty and a
privilege to point the world’s attention to the One who 1is
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still in control of all. Not only that, we can choose to
positively redirect the conversation, using our confidence in
the God of all the earth to comfort people’s hearts and settle
their fears.

For Christians, times of trouble, in this particular case, the
far-reaching effects of Covid-19, are, firstly, an opportunity
to test and prove our own conviction; that there is One God
and Father who rules over all things (Psalm 103:19, Daniel
2:21, Ephesians 4:6). We have confidence that the Father has
an ongoing rescue plan for humanity and that He has given
authority over to His Holy Son, Jesus Christ, who holds all
things in his hand (John 3:35, Matthew 11:27). It can be
difficult in times of crisis to remain convicted of this, but
we must continue to have confidence in God’s promises and in
the power and authority vested in the name of Jesus. We
acknowledge that, as Christians, we are not immune to these
troubles and our prayer is not that we would be removed from
this but that we would be protected from evil (John 17:15). It
is our Christian ideals, infact, that enable us to see purpose
in our suffering and recognise the joy which can overcome all
troubles, even the love of an everlasting Father.

“The Christian ideal is not freedom from work, but strength
to do it; not freedom from temptation, but power to overcome
i1t; not freedom from suffering, but joy in an abiding sense
of the Father’s love; not absence from the world, but grace
to make the world better for our presence; not holy lives
driven from the world, and living apart from it, but holy
lives spent in the world and leavening it.” — Ellicott’s
Commentary For English Readers.

Secondly, such crises are an opportunity to witness to the
reality of a transformative gospel being outworked in our
lives. We are to show good to all, as and where we are able
(Galatians 6:10). We are to be thankful for those in authority
and especially at a time like this, those in healthcare, who



risk their own lives to treat and save others (1 Timothy 2:2).
We need to remember to pray for them and assist where we can.
We ought to show responsibility in following the direction of
the government and officials, acknowledging measured concern
for the situation we all find ourselves in and abiding by
recommendations for the good of everyone (1 Peter 2:13). Now,
more than ever, 1s the time to show consideration and
restraint and to lead the world by example. It is not the time
(or ever!) for Christians to display greed or selfishness but
to consider those who are our neighbour and to love them, as
ourselves (Romans 13:8-10). And, particularly, it is vitally
important to consider those who are weak and vulnerable
amongst our communities, who have always found a special place
in God’'s heart (James 1:27; Psalm 68:5).

Trust in God’s sovereignty 1s not to be made dependent on
human expectation of a particular timetable or outcome. For
the present, it is enough that God’s rule is expressed in and
through His Spirit. | James D G Dunn

He Is A Good, Good Father

It is our commission, as Christians, to remind the world of a
good, good God, who is actively seeking to overthrow the
effects of sin in the world and restore humanity to full
relationship with Himself. He is the One who rescues the poor
who cries for help and the fatherless, who have none to assist
them (Job 29:12). He sees the grief and anxiety of the
afflicted and upholds the cause of the poor and the oppressed
(Psalm 82:3). We need to reaffirm and speak this truth to each
other and to the world! Christians are intended to be the
light of the world, bringing hope to those who have none,
especially in times of crisis and trouble.

“You are the light of the world. A city on a hill cannot be
hidden.” — Matthew 5:14, BSB



As Christians, we are emboldened to stand together now 1in
faithful response, banishing exaggerated fear and pleading the
cause of those who are afflicted and defenceless in this
crisis. We need to pray, to worship and to continue to connect
in all the ways that are possible to us right now. Most of
all, we need to continue to point the people of the world to
Jesus, who told his much loved followers: “Let not your
hearts be troubled, neither let them be afraid. Trust in God
and trust in me also” (John 14:1).

If you are feeling anxious or fearful about the current
Situation, I want to encourage you to lay your burdens at
Jesus’ feet and to share that anxiousness with him. If you
want prayers for you or with you, please don’t hesitate to get
in touch.

We have hope, as Christians, that God is actively working to
restore all things to Himself and that one day soon, the earth
will be filled with His glory and all tears will be wiped away
(Habakkuk 2:14, Revelation 21:4). It's our responsibility and
privilege to share this hope with the world and comfort their
hearts in times of trouble.

“But for you who obey me, my saving power will rise on you
like the sun and bring healing like the sun’s rays. You will
be as free and happy as calves let out of a stall.” — Malachi
4:2, GNT

Let’'s pray for our communities, our country, and for the
world, that God will bring healing, peace, and restoration to
our lives, if it 1is His will and that this incredibly strange
situation might provide opportunity to impact hearts for good,
for His glory and His kingdom.

Finally, “Have courage, and be kind..” | Cinderella



The Parallels In Communion

“The cup of blessing that we bless, is it not a participation
in the blood of Christ? The bread that we break, is it not a
participation in the body of Christ? Because there 1s one
bread, we who are many are one body, for we all partake of
the one bread.” | 1 Corinthians 10: 16-17, ESV

We Who Are Many Are One

Paul the Apostle’s words, here in Corinthians, reference the
deep and powerful truth which is embedded in the Christian
ordinance of communion. The truth that, in taking the cup and
sharing the bread, we are fully participating in Jesus’ death
and resurrection. Jesus 1is the common element that binds
believers together and his sacrifice is what makes the new
resurrection life possible for every person who believes in
his saving name.

This participation together in drinking wine and breaking
bread is a compelling witness to the ‘common union’ believers
share in the blood and body of Christ, the sharing in his sin-
conquering death and his life-giving resurrection. There 1is
nothing more powerful or significant for a church community
than remembering the very thing which gave the church its
birth and which binds each member together as part of ‘the
whole’.

For this reason, sharing communion 1is not just about
remembering the death of Jesus, including the anguish,
surrender, and sacrifice but also about celebrating his
resurrection; the vanquishing of sin and the victory over
death, won for every person who associates with his name. The
new creation was born from his sacrifice and confirmed by his
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resurrected life, of which we are now all a part, bound
together by the life-giving spirit of Jesus himself.

Sharing communion together as believers 1is primarily a time
for celebration, for thanksgiving and praise, for “by his
blood and in his name, in his freedom we are free!”

In celebrating this ordinance together, believers are not just
connected to Jesus but to each other. It’s significant that
Jesus associates the institution of communion — which speaks
of his sacrifice and death, motivated by love — with the
importance of his followers showing his love by loving one
another.

During the meal (Matthew 26:17-30, Mark 14:12-26, Luke
22:7-39, and John 13:1-17:26), Jesus takes the bread and
shares it with his disciples, telling them that it is symbolic
of his body, soon to be broken for them in death. He shares
the cup of wine, telling them it is a symbol of his blood,
poured out for the forgiveness of their sins.

He gently tells his disciples that he will only be with them a
little longer, referencing, of course, his impending betrayal
and crucifixion. He then gives them a ‘new commandment’, to
live by once he is gone:

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

Jesus first instituted the ordinance of communion, by which
his followers would remember him, during his last meal on
earth with his closest disciples, but this meal had its roots
in a much deeper, incredibly powerful story of deliverance and
freedom.



A Story Of Deliverance

The institution of communion had its origins in an ancient
Jewish festive meal known as ‘Passover. Celebrated annually,
it commemorated the deliverance of the nation of Israel from
bondage in Egypt.

The early chapters of the book of Exodus tell of the origins
and background of the Passover (Exodus 1-12). Forcibly
enslaved upon the accession of a new Pharaoh to the Egyptian
throne, the people of Israel were subjected to cruelty, forced
labour, and intolerable work and living conditions. In an
effort to cull their numbers, Pharoah had issued a directive
of neonaticide for any male baby born. As soon as the baby was
delivered, he was to be killed by the attending midwives. It
was a terrible time for the people of Israel - cruelly
mistreated and living in hopelessness, with no means to save
themselves.

With heavy burdens bitterly borne, they desperately lifted
their voices heavenward. God heard their cries for rescue and
remembers his promises to their patriarchs Abraham, Isaac, and
Jacob, long ago (Exodus 2:24).

“And now, behold, the cry of the people of Israel has come to
me, and I have also seen the oppression with which the
Egyptians oppress them. I know their sufferings, and I have
come down to deliver them out of the hand of the Egyptians
and to bring them up out of that land to a good and broad
land, a land flowing with milk and honey..” — Exodus 3:7-9

God stepped into their misery and suffering and promises to
deliver them out of the affliction of Egypt. Through a series
of plagues, demonstrating His almighty power, and the final
dramatic death of Egypt’s own firstborn, God exercises His
powerful arm of redemption and leads his people out of slavery
to freedom and their promised land.
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On the night of their 1leaving, the Israelites prepared
unleavened bread and lamb, roasted over the fire. The lamb’s
blood was brushed on the lintel and two doorposts of every
Israelite home. When the Angel of Death went throughout Egypt,
killing the firstborn, he would see the blood and ‘pass over’
that house, sparing all those who were inside.

The night of Passover marked the end of slavery and brought
deliverance and the beginning of the people of Israel’s
journey towards the promised land. Through death and
sacrifice, came new life and hope.

The types that can be seen in this event for a Christian’s new
life are clear. It’s no coincidence that Jesus uses this
commemorative Passover meal, already 1,500 years old by this
time and full of ancient symbology and meaning, to bring his
disciples’ attention to his own impending death, through which
their rescue from ‘slavery to sin’ will be achieved.

Parallels In Leaving Egypt

Paul the Apostle observes that the events of Israel’s exodus
and subsequent journey through the wilderness towards the
promised land are parallels of a Christian’s new life in Jesus
(1 Corinthians 10:1-13). He uses Egypt as a metaphor for sin
and spiritual darkness and the exodus as an example of the
freedom Christians experience in being rescued from the
dominion of darkness (Colossians 1:13).

The first parallel to note is that of slavery. Just as the
people of Israel were completely enslaved to the Egyptian
Pharaoh, we are all slaves to sin, born so at birth and only
confirmed throughout our lives by our sinful deeds (Romans
5:12, John 8:34). Yet God provided a deliverer, as He did for
Israel, and the blood of this deliverer gives salvation from
death, which we are promised no longer has any hold over us
(John 11:25. 1 Corinthians 15:55).
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The second parallel is, of course, the sacrificial lamb. It is
John the Baptist who first introduces Jesus as ‘the lamb of
God, who takes away the sin of the world’ (John 1:29). Isaiah,
a prophet in 0ld Testament writings, also prophesied of one
who would come to bear the sins of the world and that he would
be ‘led like a lamb to the slaughter’ (Isaiah 53:7). The final
book in the Bible, Revelation, confirms that Jesus was indeed
the Lamb of God ‘slain from the foundation of the world’ (1
Peter 1:19, Revelation 13:8).

The theme of a sacrificial lamb has been constant throughout
scripture (Genesis 3:21, Genesis 22:8, Numbers 9:12, Ezra
6:19, 2 Chronicles 35:11) and always intended to point forward
to Jesus, who would be the ultimate sacrifice for all those
who wanted to escape their inherent slavery to sin and death.

The third parallel is the deliverer himself. God raised up
Moses, a natural-born Israelite to lead His people from Egypt.
Adopted into Pharaoh’s court as a baby and growing up under
the very nose of the ruler of his people, Moses was not an
outsider or a stranger but a man just like the people whom he
would rescue and lead to freedom. The people of Israel were
his people and their suffering was intimately connected with
the suffering of his family.

One of the prophecies concerning Jesus was that he would be
‘called out of Egypt’. This reveals the deeper truth about
Jesus’ connection to the people he would come to save.

“And he [Joseph] rose and took the child and his mother by
night and departed to Egypt and remained there until the
death of Herod. This was to fulfill what the Lord had spoken
by the prophet [Hosea 11:1], “Out of Egypt I called my son.”
| Matthew 2:14-15, ESV

Jesus’ redemptive work on behalf of humanity was deeply
connected to his own humanity. Although he was the Son of God,
and radiant with his Father’s glory, he participated in every


https://carrielloydshaw.com/jesus/only-a-suitable-redeemer-will-do/

way in all the experiences of what it means to be human. 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,
without ever failing himself. He understood humans because he
was human.

A fourth parallel exists in connection with the Passover and
Exodus — that is, the crossing of the Red Sea. Paul the
Apostle calls this crossing being ‘baptised into Moses in the
cloud and in the sea” (1 Corinthians 10:1) and comments that
the Israelites all drank the same spiritual drink, which was
Christ.

“For I do not want you to be unaware, brothers and sisters,
that our fathers were all under the cloud, and all passed
through the sea, and all were baptised into Moses in the
cloud and in the sea, and all ate the same spiritual food,
and all drank the same spiritual drink. For they drank from
the spiritual Rock that followed them, and the Rock was
Christ.” | 1 Corinthians 10:1-4, ESV

Like the people of Israel, every person who desires to follow
Jesus and ‘drink from that spiritual rock’ must first pass
through the water of baptism, ‘under the cloud and through the
sea’. The journey only truly begins of the other side of the
ocean.

These parallels in the exodus story to our own Christian
salvation are remarkable. They demonstrate the absolute power
of God to achieve His purpose and that His plan of salvation
has been in motion from the beginning of the world. God is on
the move and God has always been on the move!

Paul reminds his readers that “all these things [that occurred
to Israel] happened to them as examples for us” (1 Corinthians
10:11). Their defeats, joys, sufferings and victories were
experienced as people who were ‘God’s witnesses’ (Isaiah



43:10) and from their stories, we can draw powerful truths
about what God has done and is still doing for us.

The fact is, God moved heaven and earth to rescue His people
Israel and He has done nothing less than this for us, through
the sending of His son, while we were still ‘in Egypt’.

“But God proves His love for us in this: while we were still
sinners, Christ died for us.” | Romans 5:8, ESV

Through something as simple as bread and wine, Christians are
reminded of God’s promise of deliverance and of their
forgiveness and freedom gifted through Jesus’ sacrifice. It is
a tangible witness to the transforming power of the Gospel in
people’s lives and the faithfulness of an eternal God.

Disciples of Jesus — Christians — have continued to celebrate
this new covenant since that time, through the participation
together of communion, the eating of bread and the drinking of
wine ‘in remembrance of Jesus’.

“All this is from God, who reconciled us to Himself through
Christ and gave us the ministry of reconciliation: that God
was reconciling the world to Himself in Christ, not counting
men’s trespasses against them. And He has committed to us the
message of reconciliation. Therefore we are ambassadors for
Christ, as though God were making His appeal through us. We
implore you on behalf of Christ: Be reconciled to God...” | 2
Corinthians 5:18-20, BSB

If the story of the Exodus has resonated with you; if you
recognise that you are ‘in Eqypt’, in slavery to sin and
subject to the power of death and you want rescue, I implore
you on behalf of Christ — be saved! (2 Corinthians 5:20) God
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had so much love for the world that He gave His one and only
Son, for everyone, and that includes you! The Gospel is Good
News for every person and I believe God is still making a
move, doing exciting things right here in the Northern Rivers!
I'd Llove to help you be reconciled to Him! (If you’re unsure
whether the Christian life is for you and just want to chat it
over, with no pressure or expectation, I'd love to hear from
you too). Follow the link to get in touch.

Keen to learn more about the book of Exodus? Head on over to
The Bible Project website (click the link) where you’ll find a
couple of great overview videos.

Keep Your Eyes On Jesus

We're called to a radical life.

This is a life in which we’'re called to follow someone we've
never seen. We'’ve heard about him but we’ve never seen him
with our own eyes. We've ‘believed the report’, the good
message about who Jesus is and why he came, and our hearts
have been convicted to follow him. And even though we haven’t
seen him, we love him.

“Though you have not seen him, you love him. Though you do
not now see him, you believe in him and rejoice with joy that
1s inexpressible and filled with glory” | 1 Peter 1:8, ESV

The Redemptive Power Of His Sacrifice

We have come to realise that, without Jesus, we are nothing
more than ‘dead men walking’.

We’'re reminded of the story of the serpent placed on the pole
during Israel’s wilderness wanderings (Numbers 21). Their
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criticism of God and His way brought a plague of poisonous
snakes throughout the camp. Moses was told to place a copper
snake on a pole for all to see and anyone who fixed their gaze
on that serpent on the pole would be healed and live.

A snake on a pole has come to represent medicinal healing
throughout the medical world today and we can, of course, see
the redemptive symbol in this story for our Christian lives.
The bronze serpent is the clearest type of the saving work of
Jesus. Jesus himself used this symbol to appeal to the people
in his day (John 3:14). Like the serpent, Jesus was to be
raised on a stake for all to see, and all those who looked to
his redemptive sacrifice would live.

We fix our gaze on Jesus, crucified, believing in the power
contained in his name, and though we are dying, yet we live!
Death no longer has the final say.

“But in fact Christ has been raised from the dead, the
firstfruits of those who have fallen asleep. For as by a man
came death, by a man has come also the resurrection of the
dead. For as in Adam all die, so also in Christ shall all be
made alive. But each 1in his own order: Christ the
firstfruits, then at his coming those who belong to Christ.”
| 1 Corinthians 15:-20-23, NIV

Believing And Becoming In Jesus

Our Christian life starts the moment we turn our eyes to Jesus
and acknowledge him as Lord of our heart and our life. But our
gaze must never leave hinm.

The Christian life is one of transformation; of more than just
believing, but of becoming, where the impossible is possible.
We are able to become more than conquerors through him who
loved us.

“What, then, shall we say in response to these things? If God
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i1s for us, who can be against us? He who did not spare His
own Son, but gave him up for us all — how will He not also,
along with him, graciously give us all things. No, in all
these things we are more than conquerors through Him who
loved us.” | Romans 8:31-32, 37, ESV

We are learning to follow where Jesus has gone already and we
are learning, day by day, to trust him as our good shepherd.

A Leap Of Faith

Living the Christian life is often stepping out into the
unknown. It’s often an exercise in surrender, trust, and
faith.

“Now faith 1is the assurance of things hoped for, the
conviction of things not seen. For by it the people of old
received their commendation. By faith we understand that the
universe was created by the word of God, so that what is seen
was not made out of things that are visible.” | Hebrews
11:1-3, ESV

We look around us and see how things presently are, in this
life, and yet we believe that there is more and that we can be
more. This belief is underpinned by the evidence of the risen
Christ. Resurrection, the most unbelievable, incredible event
to have possibly happened has happened. When Christians gather
together for communion, we celebrate and witness to this
remarkable event. The ramification for us as believers is not
a small thing: the same power that raised Jesus from the dead
now lives in us!

“I also pray that you will understand the incredible
greatness of God’s power for us who believe him. This 1is the
same mighty power that raised Christ from the dead and seated
him in the place of honor at God’s right hand in the heavenly
realms.” | Ephesians 1:19-20, NLT
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“And 1f the Spirit of Him who raised Jesus from the dead 1is
living in you, He who raised Christ Jesus from the dead will
also give life to your mortal bodies through His Spirit, who
lives in you.” | Romans 8:11, BSB

Jesus promised his followers that he would be with them, even
to the end of the world. This is his promise to us. Sometimes
he will lead us through fire and across water, through deep
valleys and up high mountains. There is no promise that the
Christian life will always be easy but he promises he will
never leave us or forsake us.

Some of you may be feeling the heat of those flames. Or
perhaps you feel like your feet are sinking and you’re going
to drown. Raise your eyes and fix them on Jesus! He goes
before us, he stands beside us, every day of this Christian
life.

Faith Is Learning From History

We learn a lot from the story of Israel and their exodus from
Egypt. When the children of Israel were delivered out of
slavery, that moment only signaled the beginning of a journey
of faith. And almost immediately, they were brought to the
edge of the ocean, with churning water ahead of them and the
enemy hard at their heels. There was no way forward and no way
back. And then, suddenly, a miracle was performed and God
parted the ocean before them — a way out — seemingly
impossible but clearly visible. They had to make a decision of
faith — to step into that path cut through the ocean and cross
through to the other side. Moses, their leader, spoke boldly
at this moment:

“Don’'t be afraid, stand firm and watch
God do His work for you.”

Some of us may be in that moment right now, afraid of what 1is



behind us and unable to see a path ahead of us. Sometimes, the
step of faith involves standing still and watching God go to
work for us. Sometimes, faith asks us to step out into the
unknown.

We have the story in Matthew 14:24-31 of Peter being called by
Jesus to step out of the boat and onto the churning water. And
we realise from reading this story that sometimes faith asks
us to step out of the boat, out of the place where it feels
comfortable and relatively safe and into the dark and churning
ocean. In those moments, too, we must not lower our gaze.
Faith will keep us afloat, fear will sink us.

We must look for Jesus and keep looking for Jesus. He is the
good shepherd, who laid his life down for the sheep, and, like
the Psalmist, we can confidently say,

“Even though I walk through the darkest valley,I will fear no
evil, for you are with me; your rod and your staff, they
comfort me.” | Psalm 23:4

Keeping Our Eyes On Jesus

How do we keep our eyes on Jesus? How do we ‘follow him’ and
keep him front and foremost in our minds, day by day?

We need to make him real! We need to learn about him, discover
what kind of leader he is, read about his character, his
personality, his emotions. We need to talk to him, tell him
our struggles and our fears. We need to ask for his courage to
be ours. We need to invest in relationship with him; deep and
personal and transformational.

We need to be reminded and convicted in our hearts that he is
not just our personal saviour and friend, but the resurrected
King, in whom all power rests and with whom all things are
possible!
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When we come together as church, we are reminded that the
church was born from the sacrifice of a man who, while we were
yet sinners, died for us. Who, for the joy that was before
him, endured the cross. And whose resurrection assures us that
the best is still yet to come.

“The word that saves 1is right here, as near as the tongue 1in
your mouth, as close as the heart in your chest. It’s the
word of faith that welcomes God to go to work and set things
right for us. This 1s the core of our preaching. Say the
welcoming word to God — “Jesus is my Master” -embracing, body
and soul, God’s work of doing in us what He did in raising
Jesus from the dead. That’s it. You’re not “doing” anything;
you’re simply calling out to God, trusting Him to do it for
you. That’s salvation. With your whole being you embrace God
setting things right, and then you say it, right out loud:
“God has set everything right between Him and me!” Scripture
reassures us, “No one who trusts God like this — heart and
soul — will ever regret it.” | Romans 10-10-13, MSG

The Christian life isn’t always easy and the next step isn’t
always clear. Sometimes we need courage to make that step and
sometimes we just need to stand still and watch God go to work
for us.

Jesus: King Of The World

The final pages of the 0ld Testament come to a close with the
prophetic words of Malachi, written around 460-430 BC. We find
the people of Israel have returned from nearly 130 years of
exile and are back in the land of their ancestors. Yet the
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nation is vastly diminished. The temple has been restored
under the leadership of Nehemiah but it is a much smaller
building than the previous, gloriously constructed temple of
King Solomon’s days. The royal 1line, although still in
existence, no longer occupies the throne. Israel is a shadow
of her former glory; a vassal state under the domination of
the Persians, the great world power of the day. Ezekiel's
prophecy against Israel — a result of their rebellion of God'’s
sovereignty and their faithlessness as His witnesses — has
been utterly effective:

“You profane and wicked prince of Israel, whose day has come,
whose time of punishment has reached its climax. This 1is what
the Sovereign Lord says: Take off the turban, remove the
crown. It will not be as it was: The lowly will be exalted
and the exalted will be brought low. A ruin! A ruin! I will
make it a ruin! The crown will not be restored until he to
whom it rightfully belongs shall come; to him I will give
it.” | Ezekiel 21: 25-27, NIV

Demoralised and disloyal, the people of Israel continued to go
about their religious obligations but they had completely lost
faith in God and doubted His love for them. They believed that
nothing good ever came from following God and forgot, as they
had many times before, His blessings and favour of them as a
people. They had no confidence He even cared about their
future.

This final book of the 0ld Testament offers a glimpse into the
hearts of those who had been specially chosen by God as His
witnesses to the nations around them. Even with the
perspective of their glorious history and events like the
Great Exodus from Egypt, they had completely given in to
apathy. They had neglected God’s promises; and spiritual
lethargy and a corrupt priesthood spread unfaithfulness,
cancer-like, throughout the nation.



Malachi’s words are the last message from God to His people
and, for 400 years after, there will be silence.

God’s Announcement — I Am Arriving!

It is to this vast length of silence that God finally speaks,
announcing His impending arrival into the story of not just
Israel, but the entire world. The work that God had been at
for a long time was about to culminate in a tiny, obscure town
in the middle of the demoralised and now Roman-occupied nation
of Israel. The glory of God was about to be revealed to all
humanity.

John the Baptist, God’s messenger, bursts onto the scene,
“preaching a baptism of life-change that leads to forgiveness
of sins” (Mark 1:4). But there was more.

“As he preached he said, “The real action comes next: The
star in this drama, to whom I'm a mere stagehand, will change
your life. I’m baptising you here in the river, turning your
old life in for a kingdom life. His baptism—a holy baptism by
the Holy Spirit—-will change you from the inside out.” | Mark
1:7-8, MSG

John was simply the messenger. The ‘star in this drama’ was
none other than God’s own son, Jesus Christ. He was coming,
not only to save people from their sins but to be God’s
perfect image-bearer and to restore God’s righteous
rulership. Jesus had been prophesied to be king of the world
(Luke 1:30-33, Matthew 21:5, John 12:13, Luke 19:38) and his
message of good news would totally change people’s lives.

God’s Kingdom And The Arrival Of The King

We were created intentionally and with purpose, to be the
image-bearers of God, the king of the earth. We were destined
to be like Him and enact His will throughout the world. The
first humans, Adam and Eve, were given the authority and
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privilege of ruling over God’s good creation, filling all the
earth with His glory and accomplishing His purpose. This 1is
where we first see the concept of God’s reign — His
sovereignty — displayed (Genesis 1:26).

However, instead of partnering with God, Adam and Eve sought
to undertake this rule on their own terms, setting in motion
the destructive cycle the world has been subject to ever
since. The story of human history is really the story of human
failure in accomplishing God’'s purpose, and God’s continual
involvement in the chaos and mess that we have created, to
save us from ourselves.

For centuries, God’s story of liberation and redemption — part
of His ‘Kingdom Mission’ — has been enacted, over and over
again in the history of the world. Firstly, with covenants
made to Abraham, through whom God promises to bless all the
world (Genesis 12:1-3, Genesis 13:14-17, Genesis 15:1-21,
Genesis 17:1-11). Then with Abraham’s descendants, those who
came to be known as the people of Israel, who were intended to
be God’s witnesses to His Kingdom Mission.

“But you are my witnesses, 0 Israel!” says the LORD. “You are
my servant. You have been chosen to know me, believe in me,
and understand that I alone am God. There is no other God —
there never has been, and there never will be. Yes I am the
LORD, and there is no other Saviour.” | Isaiah 43:10-4, NLT

Finally, God personally steps into the drama in the person of
His Son; born as a human like us, yet expressing and embodying
the entire fullness of God’s nature (Matthew 21:37, Matthew
1:22-23, Isaiah 7:14, John 1:14, John 14:9, John 12:45,
Hebrews 1:3, Colossians 2:9). The relationship between
humanity and God, broken in the Garden of Eden, was going to
be reconciled. God’s good creation, damaged by Adam and Eve’s
disobedience, was going to be restored. Not only that — God's
Kingdom Mission — that all the earth be filled with His glory
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— was finally breaking through into the kingdoms of mankind.
It had been advancing for centuries but finally, it had
arrived and the message was clear. God was still king — He has
always been king — and His reign, fractured early on in human
history (Genesis 2), was going to be properly reinstated
through His Son, Jesus.

“From the days of John the Baptist until the present, the
kingdom from heaven has been forcefully advancing, and
violent people have been attacking it.” | Matthew 11:12, ISV

“The time promised by God has come at last!” he announced.
“The Kingdom of God is near! Repent of your sins and believe
the Good News!” | Mark 1:15, NLT

God’s Upside-Down Kingdom

The idea of ‘the kingdom of God’ was consistent with the
Jewish hope of a saviour and the arrival of the one who would
be the ‘consolation of Israel’. (Isaiah 52:7-9, Luke 2:25,
Acts 26:6). The prophet Isaiah speaks poetically about the one
who would bring peace, justice, and righteousness again to
Israel. This national hero would be from David’s royal line
and Isaiah predicted that his kingdom would have no end.

“The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light;
those who dwelt in a land of deep darkness, on them has light
shone... for to us a child is born, to us a son 1s given; and
the government shall be upon his shoulder, and his name shall
be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting
Father, Prince of Peace. O0f the increase of his government
and of peace there will be no end, on the throne of David and
over his kingdom, to establish it and to uphold it with
justice and with righteousness from this time forth and
forevermore. The zeal of the LORD of hosts will do this.” |
Isaiah 9:6-7, ESV



“And he shall set up a banner for the nations, and shall
assemble the outcasts of Israel, and gather together the
dispersed of Judah from the four corners of the earth.” |
Isaiah 11:12, NASB

“But you, Bethlehem Ephrathah, though you are small among the
clans of Judah, out of you will come for me one who will be
ruler over Israel, whose origins are from of old, from
ancient times.” | Micah 5:2, NIV

“Has not the Scripture said that the Christ comes from the
descendants of David, and from Bethlehem, the village where
David was?” | John 4:42, NIV

“Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found favor with God.
And behold, you will conceive in your womb and bear a son,
and you shall call his name Jesus. He will be great and will
be called the Son of the Most High. And the Lord God will
give to him the throne of his father David, and he will reign
over the house of Jacob forever, and of his kingdom there
will be no end.” | Luke 1:30-33, ESV

Yet God’s kingdom was not going to arrive in the way that the
nation of Israel expected. In reality, this kingdom had very
little to do with Israel’s nationalistic hopes of liberation
from the Romans. This messianic saviour was also intended to
be the saviour of the world and the righteous king of God’s
choosing. Israel was correct to expect him to be from David'’s
royal family line but pitifully ignorant to think that he
would only be coming to overthrow the Romans and restore
Israel’s monarchy.

So while the nation of Israel expected a royalist and a
revolutionary, one who would come to conquer and overthrow by
violence and force, their saviour arrives instead in the
humblest of forms, a small baby, born to an insignificant
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family. As this child grows into a man, he teaches of a
kingdom of service and love, not of domination or force. This
kingdom is about repentance and return to the one true king of
the world. This kingdom will deliver humans from the worst
kind of domination; slavery to sin and death, and bring them
back to a whole and restored relationship with God.

This is not what the nation of Israel expected and even Jesus’
disciples, his closest companions who knew him best, were
dismayed and confused by his arrest, trial, and subsequent
death, not fully understanding his purpose and mission:

“And they stood still, looking sad. Then one of them, named
Cleopas, answered him, “Are you the only visitor to Jerusalem
who does not know the things that have happened there in
these days?” And he said to them, “What things?” And they
said to him, “Concerning Jesus of Nazareth, a man who was a
prophet mighty in deed and word before God and all the
people, and how our chief priests and rulers delivered him up
to be condemned to death, and crucified him. But we had hoped
that he was the one to redeem Israel. Yes, and besides all
this, it is now the third day since these things happened.” |
Luke 24:17-21

The Kingdom Of The King

Jesus came as the perfect example of what God is like. The
Word became a man, like us, that we might truly know and
appreciate the depth of God’s reconciling work on our behalf.
In the person and ministry of Jesus Christ and his death and
resurrection, all families of the earth, of any nationality,
are able to be blessed and experience the righteous rulership
of God.

Jesus was born to be king and He is God’s perfect king. He
upholds the requirements of God’s righteous laws and enacts
justice on behalf of his people. His power is not demonstrated
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in ruthless coercion, but in love, poured out on the cross.
His might is not revealed in political coups and military
advances, but by redeeming humanity and transforming our
hearts.

“We need to shed our unearthly and nonsocial and idealistic
and romantic and uber-spiritual visions of kingdom and get
back to what Jesus meant. By kingdom, Jesus means: God’s
Dream Society on earth, spreading out from the land of Israel
to encompass the whole world.” | Scot McKnight

As more people come to believe in Jesus and the power of his
message, surrendering to his rulership in their lives, God’s
kingdom grows and develops, until one day it will fill the
whole earth. One day, the relationship between humanity and
God will be totally restored, the earth will be completely
filled with God’s family and the last great enemy, even death
itself, will be destroyed (1 Corinthians 15:25-26).

“In the days of those kings the God of heaven will set up a
kingdom which will never be destroyed, and that kingdom will
not be left for another people; it will crush and put an end
to all these kingdoms, but it will itself endure forever.” |
Daniel 2:44, NASB

This is a kingdom that has been advancing for thousands of
years. It is the core message of the gospel, which confirms to
us God’s purpose with humanity and how God’s Kingdom Mission
can become our story too. And the king of this kingdom is none
other than Jesus Christ, born to be king of the world!

“Hail, the prince of heaven comes, angel choirs sound the
call, for this babe wrapped in a cloth is the incarnate word
of God. All the kingdom and its power, resting now in this
child, prince of heaven, Jesus: hope of the world.” | Prince
of Heaven
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“Something happens when people tell the story of Jesus and
start living like he really is the king of the world. That’s
when this gospel becomes the best news that you’ve ever
heard.” | The Bible Project

The kingdom is also described in the Bible in other ways, such
as ‘the kingdom of heaven’ (the gospel of Matthew), ‘the
everlasting kingdom of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ’ (2
Peter 1:11), ‘the kingdom of Christ and God’ (Ephesians 5:5)
and ‘the kingdom of God’ (the gospels of Mark and Luke). You
can read more about the kingdom in the article ‘The Kingdom |
Now, But Not Yet‘. You may also enjoy this podcast, produced
by The Bible Project: Jesus and the Kingdom of God.

What Is A Disciple?

The word disciple occurs frequently throughout the Bible and
‘discipleship’ is something that the Bible references often.
But what does the word disciple actually mean? And what does
it mean to be a disciple of Jesus?

What Is A Disciple?

Our English language Bibles were translated from manuscripts
written primarily in two languages; Hebrew (in the O0Old
Testament) and Greek (in the New Testament). The translative
history of the Bible is a fascinating journey, from an
academic and historical perspective, and 1is well worth
exploring. You can read more about the translation process
here.

In the original language of the New Testament, the word
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disciple is translated from a Greek word, mathétés (pabning),
from manthano, meaning “to learn”. Mathétés therefore means
(unsurprisingly) a learner, a pupil or a scholar. More
accurately though, it means to be a learner in the style of an
apprentice, that is, someone who not only accepts the views of
their teacher but is also practicising the same so as to
eventually become like their teacher (Matthew 10:24, Luke
6:40).

It's a word that would have been in common use during ancient
times and its meaning was applicable beyond a Christian or
religious setting (ie as a disciple of Plato or Socrates).
Although the word has several applications, in the widest
sense it refers to those who accept the teachings of anyone,
not only in belief but also in life and practice.

Who Is A Disciple Of Jesus?

When we come to the Bible, we see the word disciple used most
often in the context of a follower of Jesus and sometimes of
John the Baptist (Matthew 27:57, Luke 14:27, Matthew 11:1,
John 3:25). Throughout the gospels, it’s the only name used
for those who followed Jesus, and even those who had only been
baptised with the baptism of John the Baptist (and hadn’t
received the Holy Spirit) were called disciples (Acts 19:1-4).

It would be accurate to say that a disciple of Jesus was
someone who believed the teachings of Jesus, who surrendered
to his leadership, and who endeavoured to imitate his life.

When we move into the early history of the church (found in
the book called the Acts of the Apostles), we see these
disciples began to be called Christians (from the Greek word
Xplrotiavdg (Christianos), meaning “follower of Christ”) (Acts
11:26).
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The Acts Of The Apostles

The book of the Acts of the Apostles provides a unique glimpse
into the story of the early Christians, and to a time when
these disciples of Jesus took their faith and began boldly
proclaiming it to the world. In Acts, we are observing the
very birth of Christianity — the movement which recognised and
preached a resurrected Jesus as the promised saviour and king
of the world.

The Book of Acts opens with this introductory paragraph by its
author, Luke, also one of the four Gospel writers and one of
Jesus’ 12 closest disciples:

“Dear Theophilus, in the first volume of this book I wrote on
everything that Jesus began to do and teach until the day he
said goodbye to the Apostles, the ones he had chosen through
the Holy Spirit, and was taken up to heaven. After his death,
he presented himself alive to them in many different settings
over a period of forty days. In face-to-face meetings, he
talked to them about thing concerning the kingdom of God.” |
Acts 1:1-4, MSG

The book’s narrative describes the disciples as first-hand
witnesses to the resurrected Jesus; witnesses to the
astonishing truth of the Gospel message, and how they took
that Good News to the world, beginning first in Jerusalen,
then moving throughout Judea and eventually to the ends of the
earth (Acts 1:7-8).

The interactive map below shows the power of their witness to
the gospel message, demonstrating not just areas where
professing Christians are the majority of the population, nor
where Christianity has been declared the national religion,
but also the true extent of the global spread of the gospel
since the first century. It’s a powerful, visual reminder of
God’s promise to save people “from every tribe and language



and people and nation.” (Revelation 5:9)

What Was The Good News?

Peter the Apostle, when making his speech to the Jews 1in
Jerusalem after the day of Pentecost, summarised the Good News
in this way:

“Jesus the Nazarene, a man thoroughly accredited by God to
you — the miracles and wonders and signs that God did through
him are common knowledge - this Jesus, following the
deliberate and well-thought-out plan of God, was betrayed by
men who took the law into their own hands, and was handed
over to you. And you pinned him to a cross and killed him.
But God untied the death ropes and raised him up. Death was
no match for him..All Israel, then, know this: There’s no
longer room for doubt — God made him Master and Messiah, this
Jesus whom you killed on a cross. Change your life. Turn to
God and be baptised, each of you, in the name of Jesus
Christ, so your sins are forgiven. Receive the gift of the
Holy Spirit. The promise 1is targeted to you and your
children, but also to all who are far away—whomever, in fact,
our Master God invites.” | Acts 2:26-40, MSG

Peter is attesting to the validity of Jesus of Nazareth, as
God’s appointed saviour and king. He is witnessing to the
truth of the resurrected Jesus and the confirmation of his
true identity as Son of God. And he is urging his listeners to
believe this truth, to surrender their lives to Jesus and
receive God’'s promise of forgiveness of sins and the hope of
life, even after death. In short, he is urging them to become
disciples of Jesus, followers and imitators of the Christ. He
is urging them to become Christians!

The number of people who heard his message and believed his
words on that day was incredible! The book of Acts tells us
that over 3000 people were baptised. And not only that, every
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day their number grew as God added those who were saved. (Acts
2:47)

“That day about three thousand took him at his word, were
baptised and were signed up. They committed themselves to the
teaching of the apostles, the life together, the common meal,
and the prayers.” | Acts 2:41-42, MSG

The Teachings Of Jesus: The Gospel Of
Good News

Peter was, in reality, only reconfirming the teachings of
Jesus; that of the Good News of salvation for humanity and
truth of the kingdom of God; God’'s rightful rule and
sovereignty over all the earth (Matthew 16:27, Luke

21:26-27, James 2:5, 1 Corinthians 2:9, Numbers 14:21, Psalm
22:27, Habakkuk 2:14).

“Jesus went throughout Galilee, teaching in their synagogues,
proclaiming the good news of the kingdom, and healing every
disease and sickness among the people.” | Mathew 4:23, NIV

“Now after John was put in prison, Jesus came into Galilee,
preaching the gospel of the kingdom of God. “The time 1is
fulfilled,” He said, “and the kingdom of God is near. Repent
and believe in the gospel!” | Mark 1:14, BSB

“The Spirit of the Sovereign LORD is upon me, for the LORD
has anointed me to bring good news to the poor. He has sent
me to comfort the brokenhearted and to proclaim that captives
will be released and prisoners will be freed.” | Isaiah 61:1,
NLT

“Go and learn what this means: ‘I desire mercy, and not
sacrifice.’ For I came not to call the righteous, but
sinners.” | Matthew 9:13, ESV
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Now when He was asked by the Pharisees when the kingdom of
God would come, He answered them and said, “The kingdom of
God does not come with observation;nor will they say, ‘See
here!’” or ‘See there!’ For indeed, the kingdom of God 1is
within you.” | Luke 17:20-21, NKJV

How Do I Become A Disciple?

Becoming a Christian and becoming a disciple of Jesus Christ
is the same thing; we just don’t really use the word disciple
much anymore. The basis for us to become Christians remains
the same as for those in the first century, who were Jesus’
followers. So what is it that makes us a disciple of Jesus?
What is it that makes us a Christian?

We need to look no further than Peter’s words to the people at
Jerusalem (Acts 2:22-42):

We must believe that Jesus was God-sent and God-
endorsed, as the appointed saviour and king of the
world. We acknowledge that Jesus came as one of us, like
us in every way, so that he could defeat sin and death
on our behalf (1 John 4:14, Galatians 4:4, John 3:16,
Hebrews 2:14-17, Romans 5:12).

=We must believe that Jesus died for the sins of the
world and was raised to life, never to die again (1 John
2:2, John 4:42, 1 John 3:5, Acts 2:32, Acts 3:15, 1
Corinthians 6:14, Romans 8:11).

= We must be convicted of our sin, acknowledging our need
for God’s forgiveness and recognising that the name of
Jesus 1is the only name under heaven by which humanity
can be saved (Ecclesiastes 7:20, 1 John 1:9-10, Romans
3:23, James 1:15 Acts 4:12, 1 Timothy 2:5).

= We must believe in the teachings of Jesus and surrender
to his guidance and leadership in our life, not only as
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an apprentice to a teacher, but as a willing subject of
God’'s designated King. Jesus has been given all
authority in heaven and earth, he has first claim on our
affections, he is the motivating force in our decisions
and the final judge of our soul (Matthew 28:18-20,
Isaiah 9:6, Luke 1:33, Acts 10:36, 1 Corinthians 15:27,
Colossians 1:27, Romans 8:10, Ephesians 3:16, Acts
10:42, John 5:22. 2 Timothy 4:8, James 1:21, 1 Peter
2:25).

= We must follow the example of Jesus and be baptised, as
directed in Mark 16:16. Baptism is God’'s arrangement for
a person to gain a clean conscience based on their faith
in the sacrifice of Jesus Christ. We choose to end one
kind of 1life and begin another and the way of
demonstrating that choice 1is to be baptised ‘for the
repentance of our sins’. The Bible compares baptism to
burial, ‘dying’ to our past course of life and beginning
a new one as a Christian, dedicated to God and saved
through Jesus (Matthew 3:15, Matthew 10:28, Acts 22:16,
1 Peter 3:21, Colossians 2:12, Mark 16:16, Matthew
28:19-20, Ephesians 4:4-6).

Written about 300 years after the birth of Christ, the
Apostles’ Creed summarises foundational Christian beliefs
taught by the early church and is a bold declaration of our
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
union with the work achieved in and through Jesus.

Not Just A Disciple Of Jesus But Family
0f God

Welcome to the family! When God puts you in Jesus, He also
puts you in community. When you believe and are baptised, you
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become a disciple of Jesus — a Christian — but not only that,
you also become a valued member of God’s family (1 Corinthians
12:27, Galatians 4:7, Romans 8:17, Galatians 3:26, 1 John
3:1-2, Ephesians 2:18-19, Ephesians 3:14-19). Becoming a
Christian means you join a great cloud of faithful witnesses
to the truth of the resurrected Christ (Hebrews 12:1), as
believers of the message of Good News and disciples of Christ
the King.

“If you declare with your mouth, “Jesus is Lord,” and believe
in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be
saved. For it is with your heart that you believe and are
justified, and it is with your mouth that you profess your
faith and are saved.” | Romans 10:10, NIV

https://vimeo.com/113801439

Is Church-Going Still
Relevant?

Despite Christianity still being Australia’s largest religion
(61.1% compared with 7.3% of all other religions combined),
the proportion of Australians identifying as Christian has
been steadily declining over the past century. Compared to
1911, when 96% of people identified as Christian, the 2001
census recorded the figure of 68% and the latest Census, taken
in 2011, recorded a drop to 61.1%.

New figures released in 2017 show that some 7 million
Australians (30.1% of the population), said they did not
identify with any religion at all, a figure that’'s up from
around 4.8 million (22.3%) in 2011’s Census.
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The average church attender’s age has increased to 53 years
and while the 70+ age group is still strongly represented, the
younger generation is increasingly underrepresented. For
example, 20-39 year olds make up about 34% of the national
population but only 21% of church attenders.

Australia has more churches (13,000) than schools (9,500) yet
church attendance has also declined. Those attending at least
once per month has dropped by more than half when compared to
statistics taken in 1972 (from 36% to the current attendance
rate of 15%). Less than one in seven of the Australians who
ticked “Christianity” on their census form regularly attend a
church.

Six Top Reasons Why People Don’'t Go To
Church

For many people (as much as 47%), church is considered to be
irrelevant to their life. The following diagram shows the top
six reasons why Aussies aren’t going to church. This 1is a
survey of both non-church goers and irregular attenders but
these reasons are perhaps also relevant for those once-regular
attendees who have dropped off.
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Is Church-Going Still Relevant In 20197

Nearly 50% of Australians believe the answer is ‘no’. It's
interesting to note in the following diagram that out of a
list of 13 facilities and services that people agree a
community needs, a local church comes in at 13 and 9
respectively (only scrapping ahead of English classes and
migrant support, in the case of the latter). Clearly, for many
people, church-going is not only personally irrelevant, it'’s
also considered practically superfluous to a community’s
needs.
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Church-going has become less relevant for Christians and non-
Christians alike. Considerations such as meaningful
engagement, purposeful worship, approachable ministry or
authentic beliefs are all issues for people questioning the
relevance of church and church attendance in their life.

Does Church-Going Make Me A Better
Person?

It depends.

Similar to the colloquial, often humorous question “how long



1s a piece of string?”, the answer is; 1t depends. It depends
on how you measure 1it.

Church-going, in and of itself, doesn’t make a someone a
better person (or Christian, for that matter). No-one would
suggest that hanging out in the local soccer club means you’ll
become a better soccer player. Or that spending time every
week in a car sales yard will make you a better driver.
Attendance at church, in itself, really means nothing at all.

And, in fact, it could be argued that if you are attending
because of the wrong motivations, then church-going could
actually be detrimental for you. Going to church, just to keep
your spouse or family happy, because you feel gquilty if you
don’t, or because you feel a sense of religious obligation,
are never meaningful reasons to attend. Religious obligation -
a ‘works-based’ mindset — is often one of the major causes of
church burnout.

But when the purpose of church and church-going are both
considered, we can measure the outcomes in a different way and
get quite a different answer.

Church Is About People

The Greek word ekklesia, which has been translated as ‘church’
in our English Bibles, is found 114 times in the New Testament
(the original word 1is actually translated assembly three
times, church 74 times, <churches 35 times, and
congregation twice). The original definition is of an assembly
of people convened at a public place, often for the purpose of
deliberating.

The root meaning of church is not that of a building, but of
people and it was used by the New Testament writers to
describe the community of believers gathering together. These
believers would meet in various places, such as homes (Romans
16:5) or the temple (Acts 2:42). It wouldn’'t be incorrect to
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express their meetings in this way; that the early believers
‘churched together’ (or assembled together).

The word church, in time, also came to be used to describe the
building in which Christian believers would meet and so
‘church’ is now understood to be either the people, the
building or both.

Yet the biblical definition of ‘church’ is actually about the
people — those who have placed their faith in Jesus Christ for
salvation (John 3:16; 1 Corinthians 12:13). These people are
the community of believers who gather together and the Apostle
Paul describes it like the human body, a living thing — made
up of real people (1 Corinthians 12:12). In fact, he devoted a
whole chapter in the book of Corinthians (in the New
Testament) to the principles and purpose of ‘church’ and how
each ‘member’ is to be valued for the diversity and
contribution they bring to ‘the body’. In essence, church 1is
about relationship.

“Church is not an event you go to. It’s a family you belong
to.” — Rick Warren

What Is The Purpose Of Church?

The purpose of church (believers getting together) can be
briefly summarised as follows:

= To honour God and His Son — ‘worship’

= To grow community — ‘fellowship’

» To develop personally — ‘discipleship’

= To provide service to others — ‘ministry’
» To share the Good News — ‘evangelism’

These purposes are all outworked in the context of
relationship — with God, His son and with each other. Church-
going is about ‘giving’ and ‘getting’. Church life is designed
to enrich our lives, ease our burdens, and provide supportive
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relationships for hard times. It develops character growth and
maturity so that we can support others, when needed. Service
within a church should be something that fills a person with
joy and deep personal fulfillment — the natural outworking of
a life based on being a certain kind of person, not doing
certain kinds of things. Church life — life with Jesus — 1is
for those who are weary and burdened — because in Jesus we
find rest.

“Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will
give you rest. Take my yoke upon you and learn from Me; for I
am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for
your souls...” — Jesus, Matthew 11:28-29

Church-going provides opportunity to undertake all the
purposes that a community of believers consider to be
important aspects of their Christian life.

So if we ask the question again — does church-going make me a
better person? — the answer is yes — depending on how you
measure 1it.

If going to church makes you feel like you have a place to
belong, gives you support and encouragement, fosters a sense
of individual growth and development ‘in Christ’, without
judgment, and provides opportunity for you to extend God’s
love to others, then yes, church-going can help you be a
‘better person’.

In this context, church-going is definitely still relevant
and, it could be argued, essential for healthy, well
functioning communities. Church — true church — helps people
grow in the ways that matter most — in their relationship with
God and Jesus and their relationship with others. This is the
Bible’s definition of true happiness and a flourishing life.

“In the biblical sense, true human flourishing [happiness]
and well-being can only be found in relationship with God and



through alignment with His coming kingdom..it 1is important to
see that this flourishing can never occur fully apart from a
proper relationship with the creator God. All of the Bible’s
vision of human flourishing both now and in the age to come
either assumes or explicitly states this fact.” — Jonathan
Pennington, PhD, A Biblical Theology Of Human Flourishing

Overcoming Negative Experiences Of Church

For many people, however, church is not the experience they
hoped or thought it would be. Rigid expectations, subtle (or
not so subtle) spiritual manipulation, a performance-driven
culture or unhealthy theology all combine to ensure the
experience of ‘church’ 1is one of failure, disconnect,
disappointment and isolation, from both community and God.
This is a sad but nonetheless true fact and the experience of
many people.

God's gift of freedom, found in His gospel of grace, is easily
perverted and often squandered by men or women placing
religious burdens and rituals on their fellow man. Jesus
condemned the religious leaders of his day for exactly this,
commenting that “they tie up heavy, burdensome loads and lay
them on men’s shoulders, but they themselves are not willing
to lift a finger to move them..” (Matthew 23:4).

God — and by extension, church — should not be an impersonal
force to be used to make people behave in certain prescribed
ways. God is a deeply real and loving Father who invites us
into a personal relationship with Him and whose love and
acceptance should be manifested by those who ‘church together’
in His name.

So, Is Church-Going Still Relevant?

“Christians need relationships to grow. We don’t grow in
isolation; we develop in the context of fellowship” — Rick
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Communities also need relationships to flourish and grow, to
provide stability and support, and to offer compassion and
encouragement. Church can play an important part in people’s
lives, both Christian or non-Christian, to facilitate these
endeavours. Not only that, with the weight of life’s pressures
and the uncertainty of life’s big questions bearing down on
people, church is often the place people will turn to ‘find
God‘.

Church is (or should be) the place where the Good News of
God’s salvation is joyfully lived and unconditionally offered
— a place of support and fellowship for those who believe and
a place of welcome and hope for those who don’t. Discovering
that God has a plan and purpose for you — if you want it — 1is
the most empowering, life-changing realisation in the world!

“God’s way 1is not a matter of mere talk; it’s an empowered
life.” -1 Corinthians 4:20

God’'s love is demonstrated to the world through a Christian’s
application of it to others (John 13:35), and this love 1in
operation becomes concrete evidence of the power of God’s
message, as given through Jesus, to transform lives. ‘Church’
(a community of believers gathering together) provides a
powerful opportunity to do that, and benefits believers and
non-believers alike.

“If it isn’t good news, it isn’t the Gospel. The Gospel 1is
about what God has done for us and what we can become 1in
Christ; 1it’s about Christ being the answer to our deepest
needs. The Good News offers lost people what they are
frantically searching for: forgiveness, freedom, security,
purpose, love, acceptance and strength. It settles our past,
assures our future, and gives meaning to today. It is the
best news in the world.” — Rick Warren, A Purpose Driven
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If your experience of church or church-going has been one of
hurt, you are not alone. Many people have experienced the
disillusionment and distress of discovering that church is not
perfect. Church is made up of humans; damaged and sinful by
their very nature. In fact, it would be surprising to not find
hurt within a church, given this fact. Not every church hurts
people, but most churches have hurt someone at some point,
simply because churches are made up of imperfect people. This
reality can leave people reluctant to re-engage, afraid of
being hurt again, wanting to protect themselves, and
questioning the place of church or even God in their lives.

However, it’s important to separate human failure from the
love and freedom that God offers. Take time to recover from
your negative experience. Let yourself heal. And then find a
church where you are able to live freely, with a light heart
in response to the freedom and forgiveness given by God.

Be mindful though; if you are looking for another church
because you don’t feel you can really be “spiritual” without
it, or you believe attending church makes God love you more,
you really need to examine what true spirituality is and
(re)acquaint yourself with what the grace of God means. If,
however, you long for warm, accepting fellowship, spiritual
encouragement and growth, and the opportunity to serve others
in love, then you’re on the right track.

While this approach should not minimise your experience or
negate your feelings of hurt or pain, it does enable you to
move past the burden of bitterness, which, in the end, will
destroy peace, joy, freedom and life itself.
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