Majors And Minors | The
Danger Of Extremism

(Not a reader? Take a listen instead u)

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

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

Grace gives us what we don’t deserve and cannot earn. This 1is
why it’s so frequently contrasted against the Law of Moses
(the Torah), which still resulted in condemning every man or
woman, no matter their sincerity or good deeds. Righteousness
could never come by law-keeping, simply because it was
impossible for it to be kept perfectly in its entirety.

Straining Out Gnats, Swallowing Camels*

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

The precise details of religious life were the Pharisees’
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passion and the conflicts they engaged in were usually over
minor 1issues such as fasting (Mark 2:18), sabbath keeping
(Mark 2:24), eating with ‘unclean’ people (Mark 9:11), or
attitudes towards civic duties, like paying taxes (Matthew

9:11) - all performance-driven markers of supposed
spirituality. They made uncompromising stands on matters of no
particular spiritual importance, while issues of greatest
significance were minimised or neglected.

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

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

“He has told you, 0 human, what is good; and what does the
Lord require of you, but to do justice, and to love kindness,
and to walk humbly with your God?” | Micah 6:8, ESV

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

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

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

The Danger Of Extremes

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

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

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



hypocrisy is exposed as an elaborate ruse to avoid grace.” |
Philip Yancey

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

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

However, the most disturbing aspect of all this is the
noticeable polarisation of people into two opposing groups;
them and us. And the church is not unaffected in this.

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

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

Our focus in this global crisis seems to have shifted away
from our most basic and guiding principle: that 1is, to
incarnate Christ in a darkened and impoverished world, and,
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instead, Christians are showing themselves to be intolerant,
judgmental, and divisive to those who think differently to
themselves.

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

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

Majoring In The Majors: The Gospel +
Kingdom Of God

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

Jesus is the only way to find right standing with God. The
name of Jesus is the only means by which humanity can be
saved. Jesus’ performance, not our own, 1is what secures this
extraordinary gift of grace. And in Jesus, God is saving,
rescuing, atoning, justifying, ruling, and reconciling people
for the glory of His name, all in pursuit of His purpose.

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

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

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

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

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

What Does This Look Like In A Pandemic?

The ability to exercise critical thinking is an important
reality for every person, but, in the end, opinions must be
formed by each person for themselves and never coerced or
compelled upon us by others.

Christians may therefore see a situation in very different
ways but this doesn’t make them any more or less Christian
than each other. It’s important to understand that unity as
Christians 1s based on our commonality in Jesus, not our
uniformity of thought or opinion about non-essential topics.

Whether I think covid-19 was created in a lab, whether I think
covid-19 is no worse than seasonal flu, or whether I think
covid-19 is some kind of elaborate ruse enabling Bill Gates to
digitally track the world’s population through microchip-



carrying vaccines, doesn’t make me any less Christian
(although, arguably, at least one of those opinions infers I'm
probably less adept in critical thinking than I should be).

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

= Keep your conduct honourable (1 Peter 2:11-12)
= Respect and submit to authority (1 Peter 2:13)
 Love earnestly and do good (1 Peter 1:22)

What I think this looks like right now, in practical terms, is
this; that Christians will be people of peace, kindness, and
compassion. That we’ll look for opportunities to do good and
love others well. That we’ll give no cause for the name of
Jesus to be brought into disrepute and no opportunity for the
kingdom mission of God to be thwarted.

That we’ll have soft hearts and open minds, willing to listen
and understand, rather than judge and disparage. That we’ll
realise that this time of trouble, at its core, 1is no
different to any other crisis or trouble that Christians have
faced and that, in all things, Jesus is over everything.

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

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

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

In The Shadow Of The Empire

(Not a reader? Take a listen instead i)

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

Initially planted in the soil of Jerusalem, the gospel message
soon spread rapidly beyond Israel; throughout Judea, Samaria,
and the rest of the Mediterranean world. In as little as just
over 10 years after Jesus’ resurrection, Christianity had
already reached as far as Rome itself. As Jesus had promised,
his disciples were to be his witnesses, even to the ends of
the earth (Acts 1:8, Acts 2:41-47).
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The area of Asia Minor was a huge melting pot of ethnicities
and also one of the first areas to flourish with converts to
the new religion of Christianity. It was also part of the
expansive Roman Empire, at the height of its glory, and was
therefore subject to Roman law and Roman customs.

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

As citizens of heaven, did the laws of Rome no longer apply to
them?

And, as people of the kingdom, how were they to live out the
values of the kingdom in the society around them? Were they
justified in using force to make the kingdoms of this world
the kingdom of the Lord and Christ?

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

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

A Letter From Peter, An Apostle Of Jesus
Christ

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

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

Keep Your Conduct Honourable

Firstly, Peter urges them, keep your conduct honourable. They
are holy people, called out of darkness into God’s marvellous
light. Walking in the light means walking humbly alongside
God, doing justly and loving kindness. Deceit, malice,
hypocrisy, slander, drunkenness, sensual living; these are all
fruitless deeds of darkness (Ephesians 5:11) and Peter
encourages the church to choose differently, to live exemplary
lives in their neighborhoods so that their actions will refute
pagan prejudices (1 Peter 2:11-12).

They had been born again, by the living and imperishable Word
of God, new creations guarded through faith for a salvation
that would one day be revealed to all. Demonstrating lives
that paralleled what they preached would witness to the truly
supernatural power of the gospel and its ability to effect
transformation.

Respect And Submit To Authority

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

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

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


https://carrielloydshaw.com/the-kingdom-now-but-not-yet/
https://carrielloydshaw.com/walking-with-god/
https://carrielloydshaw.com/walking-with-god/
https://carrielloydshaw.com/regeneration-the-holy-spirit/

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

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

Love Earnestly And Do Good

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

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

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



In The World But Not Of It

“The Christian ideal 1is not freedom from work, but strength
to do it; not freedom from temptation, but power to overcome
it; not freedom from suffering, but joy in an abiding sense
of the Father’s love; not absence from the world, but grace
to make the world better for our presence; not holy lives
driven from the world, and living apart from it, but holy
lives spent in the world and leavening it.” — Ellicott’s
Commentary For English Readers.

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

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

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

Our commission is to live and work, to love and forgive, to



mourn, trust, despair and hope alongside and together with our
unbelieving neighbours and friends, all the while telling of
the faithfulness of a good God and the hope found in the
gospel message.

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

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

As Christians, we’'re now citizens of a spiritual city whose
builder and maker is God, people of a heavenly kingdom, living
out the values and ideals of that kingdom in this earthly
life.

Yet we're also still literal citizens of the countries we live
in. We still retain all the privileges that citizenship
affords, together with the responsibilities it holds. Because
we have given our primary allegiance to Jesus and, for the
Lord’'s sake, we’'re to continue to submit to the laws and
ordinances of the countries in which we live.

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

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

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

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

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

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

God’'s values have the final word in our actions and this may
mean, at some point, our choices or actions put us in conflict
with the culture around us or the laws of the country in which
we live. We submit, until, for conscience sake, we can no
longer submit (Acts 5:29, Exodus 1:7).
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The Covid-19 Pandemic

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

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

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

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

Verified medical information shared in responsible ways 1is
helpful; unfactual, fear-inducing conspiracy theories are not.
By all means, discuss the situation with those around you but
choose to do so in responsible ways, with a view to banishing
exaggerated fear.

Neither is it appropriate for Christians to participate in
acts of disrespect or civil disobedience of those 1in
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authority, whilst current regulations don’t directly
contradict God’s directives. We ought to instead continue to
pray for wisdom and guidance in our own personal choices as
well as for those in the difficult situation of accessing
risks and making decisions on behalf of our nation.

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

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

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

Convictions + Conduct

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

“We don’t believe something by merely saying we believe 1it,
or even when we believe that we believe 1it. We believe
something when we act as if it were true.” | Dallas Willard

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

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

We ought to show responsibility in following the direction of
the government and officials, acknowledging measured concern
for the situation we all find ourselves in and abiding by
recommendations for the good of everyone (1 Peter 2:13). Now,
more than ever, 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).

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Pictured: Sculpture of Tiberius Claudius Caesar Augustus



Germanicus, Emperor of Rome 24 January AD41l — 13 October AD54

Why Belonging To A Local
Church Isn’t Optional

The last six months have been an unsettling and disruptive
time for millions of people around the globe. The impact of
COVID-19 on our ordinary routines and daily habits has been,
in many cases, bewildering. The ways in which we would usually
connect have had to adapt to these new and strange times — and
it seems we’'re not out of the woods just yet. Our lives may
not return to normal any time soon, if, in fact, at all.

COVID-19 Discloses A New Reality

COVID-19 has also brought to light just how busy and frantic
normal actually was and, for many people, the slower pace and
limited ability to travel too far afield has come as a welcome
relief. This has been an unexpected opportunity to slow down
and ‘smell the roses’, enjoy time with family, working or
learning at home and passing lazy afternoons with nowhere
particular to be; apart from in the garden or buying
essentials at the supermarket!

For others, however, the sense of isolation and abandonment
has been acute. Loneliness, anxiety and depression have been
constant companions, with no assurance of when things might
return to normal. Being able to still connect, albeit in the
online space (hello Zoom!), has been critical for many people
to support their mental health and maintain a sense of
community and belonging.

For many Christians, however, the inability to ‘go to church’
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(ie to gather physically together in a building) has uncovered
a new reality; one that has perhaps laid hidden and
undisturbed beneath the surface of our busy, ordered, normal
lives.

What has been exposed is the troubling reality that when habit
or routine no longer forces us to physically show up to
church, we quite often stop showing up emotionally. Our
connection to church — to the local expression of the body of
Christ — is revealed to be a shallow, top-surface connection,
driven and maintained only by habit. As soon as the
opportunity to exit has materialised, we’ve opened the door
and welcomed it with open arms. Physically, we may have been
attending church, but emotionally, we’ve been long gone.

Is Church-Going Important?

The necessity of finding other means to connect as a church
and the resultant disconnect for many Christians has
highlighted important questions: Why do Christians gather
anyway? Is ‘going to church’ even important?

Nearly 50% of Australians believe that church-going is no
longer relevant. Out of a list of 13 facilities and 10
services that people agree a community needs, including foods
and cafes, parks, libraries, local childcare and sports
facilities, relationship seminars and support or social
activities for seniors, a local church comes in at 13 and 9
respectively (only just ahead of English classes and migrant
support, in the case of the latter).

Clearly, for many people, church-going is not only personally
irrelevant, but it’s also considered practically superfluous
to a community’s needs. At a time when the ability for
gathering together in person has been greatly limited,
increased disconnect from ‘church’ has been, for many
Christians, a sobering reality.



Yet the Bible tells quite a different story. It describes the
church as an essential reality, in vibrant, organic language;
as a body, a vine, a family, a woman, a building of living
stones, a kingdom. It describes the church as a single
identity, made up of many individuals, with the ability, as a
corporate reality, to affirm and give shape to the lives of
each Christian who becomes a member. It reminds us that when
we choose the King, we are also choosing the King’'s people.

“The starting point of the Christian life 1is an unqualified
trust in the power of Jesus’ death and resurrection to save
humanity from sin, a trust that comes to individuals through
grace and by faith. Once that trust in Jesus has been born in
us by the Spirit, then our baptism signifies our willingness
to commit ourselves to God, to submit to the lordship of
Jesus, and to identify ourselves not just with the church but
as the church.” | Lucy Peppiatt

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

It’s remarkable that God has designed the human body — every
part dependent on every other part — as a working model for
understanding our lives together as a community of believers
(1 Corinthians 12:27).

How Do We Identify Ourselves Not Just
With the Church But As The Church?

Why is it important for a Christian to feel like they not only
have a local church they call ‘home’ but that they truly
belong there? How does a Christian identify not just with the
church but as the church?
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“A local church is a group of Christians who regularly gather
in Christ’s name to officially affirm and oversee one
another’s membership in Jesus Christ and his kingdom through
gospel preaching and gospel ordinances.” | Jonathan Leeman

Acts 2:42-47 describes not only how but why the first
Christians began gathering themselves together. They were a
new organic identity, citizens of the kingdom of God, ‘called
out to follow and serve King Jesus’. These new Christians
regularly gathered together to honour God and His Son, to grow
in community, to grow together spiritually, to give themselves
in service and to share and witness to the good news of the
risen King. We describe these collective Christian activities
as ‘worship’, ‘fellowship’, ‘discipleship’, ministry’ and
‘evangelism’.

The local 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 into eternity” (Ecclesiastes 3:11) (Matter
Of The Heart).

Gathering together as a local church is therefore a public
declaration, to both fellow Christians and to the world, that
an individual has submitted to the rule of King Jesus and that
their allegiance has been transferred to him. It affirms that
each person gathered is a person of the kingdom, for whom
Jesus 1is Lord. It’'’s how one Christian says to another
Christian: “What! You too? I thought I was the only one.” (C S
Lewis)

Through Christ’s work on the cross, Christians have been made
his body, his family, his temple, his people, his flock, his
joy and crown. But they only become these things collectively,
never individually. “Christianity isn’t meant to simply be
believed; it’s meant to be lived, shared, eaten, spoken, and


https://carrielloydshaw.com/what-is-church/
https://carrielloydshaw.com/the-kingdom/people-of-the-kingdom/

enacted in the presence of other people. Try as I may, I can’t
be a Christian on my own. I need a community. I need the
church.” | Rachel Held Evans

The Christian life, as it turns out, is a package deal. If you
choose the King, you must also choose his people.

Why Belonging To A Local Church Isn’'t
Optional

The biblical imperative of belonging to a local church is an
important and often neglected conversation. The idea of
committing can seem uncomfortable, even legalistic for some
people. For many Christians, the experience of church has been
one of hurt and disillusionment.

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 the church or even
God in their lives.

“Christians need relationships to grow. We don’t grow in
isolation; we develop in the context of fellowship.” | Rick
Warren

Yet despite all the imperfections that can be found within a
church or the fact that a church can (and will) mess up and
get it wrong, it’'s the way we’'re supposed to ‘do life
together’ as Christians.

Jesus didn’t say that he would ‘build Christians’, but that he
would build ‘his church’, purchased with his own blood and of
which he is the chief cornerstone (Matthew 16:18, Acts 2:28,
Ephesians 2:20). His language is organic, inclusive and
corporate. His church, as an instituted organic reality, has
authority and governance that an individual Christian simply



doesn’t have

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 (1 John 1:3,
Acts 2:42, 1 Corinthians 1:9). Choosing a church home -
choosing to belong to a local church — isn’t optional but
essential for a Christian.

‘The local church enables the world to look upon the canvas
of God’s people and see an authentic painting of Christ’s
love and holiness. The local church lays down a pathway with
guardrails and resting stations for the long journey of the
Christian life.” | Jonathan Leeman

What If I Don’t Feel Connected to My
Church?

The church was born from the death and resurrection of Jesus
and He continues to be the source and lifeblood of the church.
Any life or energy a church possesses must flow from him, the
risen King. Christ’s rule — in the life of the church and in
the hearts of its members — is absolute. Jesus is Lord.

If you're struggling to feel a sense of connection or
belonging to your local church, we’d suggest there are two
possible reasons for this:

1. Jesus is Lord of your heart, but unfortunately, he’s not
the Lord of the church you’'re part of. This is a difficult
situation to be in but not without hope. Our suggestion is to
pray about this and then engage in open and genuine
conversation with the members of your church. Gently voice
your concerns and suggest ways to encourage the church to
‘return to its first love’.

One of the seven churches named in the book of Revelation, the
church at Ephesus, faced a similar situation. They are



commended by Jesus for being diligent in good works and for
their perseverance, their intolerance of heresy, and their
endurance of many hardships in his name; but they had lost
their warmth and zeal for Jesus.

“Relationship had simply become religion and passion little
more than cold orthodoxy.The first love which characterised
the Ephesians was the zeal and ardor with which they embraced
their salvation as they realised they loved Christ because he
first loved them (1 John 4:19) and that it was, in fact, his
love for them that had made them “alive together with
Christ.” So overwhelmed were they by the joy that came from
understanding their former state—dead in trespasses and
sins—and their new life in Christ, that they exhibited the
fruit of that joy (Ephesians 2:1-5). Because of God’s great
love for the Ephesians, they were “made alive in Christ” and
that new life was exhibited in the passion of gratitude.” |
Got Questions

2. Jesus is Lord of the church you attend, but not the Lord of
your heart. This is a more challenging situation and perhaps
the place to start is where your Christian life first began:
with the reality that ‘greater love has no one than this, that
someone lay down his life for his friends' (John 15:13).

Supreme love was demonstrated and made visible in Jesus’ death
on the cross and it’s in this sacrifice that we also see the
love of God, that ‘while we were yet sinners, Christ died for
us.' (Romans 5:8). Remind yourself that you are deeply loved
and comprehend the fact that, in Jesus, you are forgiven and
set free, fully reconciled and made right with God. You are
His dearly loved child and a citizen of His kingdom, saved by
grace through faith alone and not because of anything you have
done. As Christians, we belong to God and He loves us with the
love of a perfect Father (John 14:18, 1 John 3:1).

Give your heart entirely and with no hesitation to the King
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who died for you and everything else will flow from there.

If you're struggling with your identity as a Christian or want
to understand more about God’'s work of grace in your life (and
how that causes radical transformation), I would highly
recommend reading the following two books: “What’s So Amazing
About Grace” by Phillip Yancey and “Emotionally Healthy
Spirituality” by Peter Scazzero.

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

A Glorious Reality: The Church of Christ
And It’s Local Expressions

“Picture, 1if you will, a globe with all the nations of the
world mapped out on it. Now picture one little embassy of
light. It’s a gathering of Christians, gathered together 1in
the name of their King, Jesus. Then the point of light divides
itself into two, then four, then eight, and so it goes.

A new nation 1is growing, a nation set inside the nations. The
new nation leaves the boundary lines on the map where they
are, but it cannot be contained by the map’s lines.

The line makers don’t have the authority to stop these
unworldly citizens. The points of light cross all boundaries,
spreading everywhere like yeast through dough, or like stars
appearing one by one as the night sky darkens.

These are the churches of Christ and their members. The world
has never known anything like them."” | Jonathan Leeman



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
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
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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 1is not freedom from work, but strength
to do it; not freedom from temptation, but power to overcome
it; not freedom from suffering, but joy in an abiding sense
of the Father’s love; not absence from the world, but grace
to make the world better for our presence; not holy lives
driven from the world, and living apart from it, but holy
lives spent in the world and leavening it.” — Ellicott’s
Commentary For English Readers.

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 is 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 in
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 is 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



