Beneath The Skin

(Not a reader? Take a listen instead u)

What’s beneath the skin of our collective Christian identity?

Has Christianity lost touch with its original radical and
beating heart? Are we so enamored with the power and prestige
of this present world that we have forgotten our own history?

Are we, the church, so entertained by the lights and sounds,
by the choreographed music, by the dimly 1it stages and
almond-milk-lattes-after-service that we’ve forgotten the
ancient truths our early Christian brethren lived and died
for?

Have we become mere spectators to our own Christian faith?

The Birth Of ‘The Jesus Movement'’

The modern western church lives a comfortable existence. She
wants for nothing.

With both resources and freedom in worship and expression of
faith, the church looks remarkably different today than she
did in her fraught, early days. Birthed during the reign of
Tiberius Caesar Augustus (14 AD — 37 AD), “the Jesus movement”
initially attracted little attention from the Romans; assumed
to be merely an offshoot of Judaism. Yet it soon became clear
that this movement was more than a Judaistic sidenote, that it
could not be contained nor extinguished and that it threatened
the authority of Caesar himself.

Christians everywhere preached the news of Jesus, not just as
the long-awaited Jewish Messiah, but as Lord, Saviour, and
King; over and above Caesar. Unlike the Jewish community, who
lived and worshipped largely by themselves, Christians were
active evangelists, eager to share the good news about Jesus
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with all who would listen.

The first century was a spiritual explosion; fueled by the
reality of the resurrection of Jesus and the presence of the
Holy Spirit.

The preaching of the gospel found its most fruitful response
amongst Gentiles — pagans — who would have formerly given
allegiance to Caesar and embraced a belief in many deities.
Now, these new converts rejected their pagan gods and
confessed belief in one God — the God of Israel, giving their
allegiance to Jesus, His appointed Saviour and designated
King. They were convinced by the witnesses who spoke boldly of
Jesus’ resurrection, particularly the compelling evidence of
men like Paul the Apostle, also later called ‘the apostle to
the Gentiles’, who had seen the risen Christ for himself.

People responded, literally, in their thousands, and Rome
realised it had a real problem on its hands.

“By the end of the second century, the new faith was on its
way to becoming the most forceful and compelling movement
within the empire.” (Bruce L Shelley)

By simply living in accordance with the teachings of Jesus,
giving him their allegiance, they had effectively rejected
Caesar, a pagan ruler, and broken from the tradition of
emperor worship.

This worship of the emperor, which, by AD249 had been made
universal and compulsory for every nation in the Roman Empire,
was primarily a test of political loyalty. Those who would not
swear allegiance to Caesar and acknowledge him and each
successor to the title with the words “Lord of the Earth,
Invincible Power, Glory, Honour, Blessed, Great, Worthy Art
Thou To Inherit The Kingdom.” were branded revolutionaries and
traitors of the empire.



The Spread O0f Faith And Conviction

Had the Christians been willing to simply formally verbalise
that ‘Caesar is Lord’, they could have continued worshipping
Jesus as much as they wanted..but the Christians would not
compromise.

What was beneath the skin?

There are several reasons that the Christian faith experienced
such a remarkable spread, despite persecution.

Firstly, the witnesses to the resurrection were clearly
possessed by a burning, unshakeable conviction as to the
reality of who Jesus was and what had been accomplished in his
death and resurrection. They knew that this good news had the
power to transform the lives of men and women, that finally
humanity had been redeemed, and that they themselves were the
recipients of immeasurable grace. They simply could not keep
the news to themselves and their unswerving belief, despite
every obstacle (including the threat of death or actual death)
could not deter them.

Secondly, the practical outworking of the Christian faith,
demonstrated in acts of love, was astonishing and quite
unheard of in Roman times. It was their most defining feature,
remarked upon by the pagans with grudging admiration.

It found its expression in 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 for
those made in the image of God.

“Atheism (ie the Christian faith) has been specially advanced
through the loving service rendered to strangers and through
their care for the burial of the dead. It is a scandal that



there is not a single Jew who is a beggar and that the
godless Galileans’ care not only for their own poor but for
ours as well,; while those who belong to us look in vain for
the help that we should render them” | Emperor Julian,
(332-63)

As Jesus had promised, by demonstrating this kind of love,
sacrificial and all-encompassing, all people knew that these
believers were part of ‘the Jesus movement’. Just as they had
been loved, they now displayed that same kind of love for each
other and others, proving without a doubt that they were
disciples of the Christ.

The Price Of Prestige

The early church flourished as a separate identity from the
empire for a brief few centuries, with the struggle between
Christian worship and Caesar worship defining the first 300
years of church history. Many martyrs went to their deaths,
refusing to recant their faith in Jesus and give allegiance to
Caesar.

Yet the church was to face a far more insidious threat in the
centuries that followed; more dangerous than persecution,
poverty or martyrdom. Power and prestige came to the church in
the form of open favour from Rome’s pagan Emperor,
Constantine.

Formerly outlawed and persecuted, the Christian church now
experienced a sudden reversal in fortune. But Constantine,
represented as the ideal Christian ruler and ushering in a new
age of salvation for the church, still retained much of his
pagan origins.

What was beneath the skin?

The advantages for the church were real enough but there was
a price to pay. Constantine ruled Christian bishops as he did



his civil servants and demanded unconditional obedience to
official pronouncements, even when they interfered with
purely church matters. There were also masses that now
streamed into the officially favoured church. Prior to
Constantine’s conversion, the church consisted of convinced
believers. Now many came who were politically ambitious,
religiously disinterested and still half-rooted in paganism.
This threatened to produce not only shallowness and
permeation by pagan superstitions but also the secularisation
and misuse of religion for political purposes.” | Bruce L
Shelley

Did the church ever recover from this melding of state and
faith, this union of empire and religion? Did she ever break
loose from the seductive grasp of the pagan Caesar, no longer
enemy, but sponsor and friend, and return to her first love?

Did she find again the burning conviction that Jesus alone was
Lord and King over all the earth and her allegiance was to
him?

At times, perhaps.

But, equally, at times, she has colluded with the powers of
this world, exchanging her birthright for what amounted to a
mess of pottage.

She has had, in many stages of her historical past, a
reputation of being alive but beneath the skin, she was dying.
“Wake up”, her Lord and King has implored “and strengthen what
remains and is about to die, for I have not found your works
complete in the sight of my God."“

Faithful individuals remained; arguably, the heart and soul of
the church herself, but often enough, the official church
sacrificed such individuals in order to appease the empire, in
order to maintain control, to the detriment of humanity’s
salvation.



What lay beneath the skin?

The Church Of OQur Times

What of the church today?
What lies beneath her skin?

Behind the powerful vocals from a vast and blue-lit stage,
beneath the skinny jeans with tastefully ripped knees, between
the cleverly worded messages from the pulpit, is there still a
radical and beating heart?

After asking Jesus into their hearts, do Christians still ask
Jesus into their lives? The church may profess to still love
Jesus but would she die for him?

Still. In every time and in every place, there has always been
a movement, a people; the invisible church. A generation that
does not lose hope in the church it sees but instead
endeavours to become the church it dreams of.

As in times past, the message of good news continues to be
enacted in the lives of ordinary people and in circumstances
that are familiar and relatable to us all; stories of mothers
and fathers, children and parents, wealthy people, and those
in poverty, in bustling market places and domestic households.
This collective community of faith — the church — will look
different throughout time and throughout culture, yet the
ancient truths remain embedded within the lives of those
faithful to the message of good news.

The skin is just the outward appearance. How the church has
looked, from the outside, has changed many times during the
centuries. Her skin is unimportant.

But what lies beneath the skin is vitally important. Is there
more to the church today than simply a hip social media
account or a buzzing Sunday service? Is there an emphasis on



substance over reputation? Is she still to be found among the
simple, the humble, those deemed by this world to be foolish
and irrelevant?

Or does the church sit alongside the culture of celebrity and,
in an age of consumer-driven interests, is she more engrossed
in giving people what they want rather than what they need.

The early believers weren’t just Sunday Christians, whose most
active participation in their Christian faith was simply
attending a weekly service. They didn’t just turn up for one
hour in the week; they shared their entire lives with each
other, week in and week out.

They didn’t go to church, they were church.

They ate and worshipped together, they divided their resources
and distributed to whoever had need. They “ate their food with
gladness and simplicity of heart, praising God and having
favour with all the people”. They evangelised and discipled,
their conviction deeply rooted in and flowing from this
focused centre; that “one man died for everyone.” They knew
that what this meant for humanity was dramatic and life-
changing; effectively turning the world upside down.

Believers were added to their fellowship through baptism,
“buried with Jesus into death“, and bound together in unity
through communion, Jesus’ “death and resurrection”. They
became people of the kingdom, joined together in the
fellowship of the King, the risen Christ, whose kingdom 1is
over and above all other powers in this world.

Beneath The Skin

It’'s imperative for the church as she now progresses into the
21st century that she reclaims this identity and the authority
that is deeply rooted in and connected to Jesus, her risen
king. It’'s vital that Jesus is truly first in her affections
and that his will and sovereign rule supersedes all. It's



crucial that she rediscovers the transforming power that gave
her life and empowers her still.

Beneath her skin, there must be a depth to her character, a
sense of resourcefulness and humility, sacrifice and love. She
must resolve to authentically and completely represent Jesus
to the world, not just the parts of him that are palatable.
She won’'t be satisfied to merely speak of Jesus but be
compelled to lead humanity to him, to not just sing of Jesus
but to baptise and disciple in his name. Strength and dignity
are the garments she chooses to clothe herself with, and
wisdom and kindness the teachings that spring from her lips.

Her form is unimportant: she knows that outward beauty can be
deceitful and that it is the heart of her, the burning
devotion and the fearless and uncompromising intention to live
according to the teachings of Jesus, that will cause praise to
rise up to God in Heaven.

The greatest hope for the church in our time and place is that
we will see a passionate and stirring revival. That
Christians, no matter their denomination or creed, will be
emboldened to return to the foot of the cross and give their
lives anew to the resurrected king. That collectively, we, the
church, the ‘woman of valour’ for whom he died, will shine
brightly in a darkened and impoverished world through our most
basic and guiding principle: that is, to incarnate Christ.

That beneath our collective skin 1s a radical and beating
heart still.

“So come, move, let justice roll on like a river; let worship
turn into revival. Lord, lead us back to you.” | insp. Amos
5:24



Christianity + Missional
Living
(Not a reader? Take a listen instead i)

“You're here to be light, bringing out the God-colours in the
world. God 1is not a secret to be kept. We’re going public
with this, as public as a city on a hill. If I make you
light-bearers, you don’t think I'm going to hide you under a
bucket, do you? I’m putting you on a light stand. Now that
I’ve put you there on a hilltop, on a light stand-shine! Keep
open house; be generous with your lives. By opening up to
others, you’ll prompt people to open up with God, this
generous Father in heaven.” Matthew 5:14-15 | MSG

The Eternal Light Of Life

Light illuminates, not just dispelling darkness, but making
visible that which is unseen. Jesus came into the world as the
light and life of humanity, making visible the way to the
Father (John 14:6), shining the glory and light of God and
showing us the path home.

He was the way, the truth, and the life — that eternal life
that was with the Father in the beginning and revealed to us
in the Word-Made-Flesh (1 John 1:2, John 14:6). Whoever
follows him is enveloped in his radiance and has no fear of
stumbling or becoming lost in darkness (John 8:12).

While Jesus remained in the world, he was the light of the
world. At his return to his Father, his light remained still,
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shining brightly in those who had seen and believed the gospel
of the glory of Christ (2 Corinthians 4:4).

They are his ambassadors; the good news about the glorious,
life-giving king placed in them like treasure put in jars of
clay. They know their source of empowerment is from God, not
themselves, and can boldly proclaim: “We have seen his glory,
the glory of the one and only Son, who came from the Father,
full of grace and truth.” (John 1:14)

They have seen God and He’s not a secret to be kept.

Christians + Missional Living

As Christians, Jesus’ earthly mission, to reveal the eternal
life and light of God to the world, now becomes ours. We are
tasked with the great commandment: “love God, love your
neighbour” and the great commission: “preach the gospel”.

We are not just followers of Jesus, but are led by him out of
the darkness into the light, to be witnesses for him. We are
collectively commissioned people of his kingdom, reconciled to
God and entrusted with this 1liberating message of
reconciliation — the message of light and life — for all
people (Colossians 1:18-20).

The phrase being on mission or going on mission has commonly
been used to refer to those who travel overseas, often to
poorer countries, to preach and teach the gospel. They are
sent into these areas by their ‘home churches’ to promote
their faith or provide services such as education, literacy,
social justice, health care, and economic development, as an
outworked ministry of their faith. Primarily seen as
evangelism, mission work is rarely described as something that
is undertaken locally, rather, something a Christian would
participate in or be involved with overseas.

Missional living, missional churches, or missional communities
are also phrases that have become popular in recent times. You



may have heard them used in podcasts, online sermons or
discussed by various authors. You may have assumed these
phrases are referring to a special kind of Christian living or
community; one that operates differently to ‘regular’ or
‘“traditional’ Christian life or church.

However, the reality is that, as Christians, we are all on
mission, right here, in our quiet, suburban neighbourhoods and
in our bustling city streets.

The word “mission” is derived from the Latin missionem (nom.
missio), meaning “act of sending” or mittere, meaning “to
send”. The word mission (Latin: missio), as a translation of
the Greek apostolé, “a sending,” appears once in the English
New Testament (Galatians 2:8). An apostle (apostolos) is one
commissioned and sent for a purpose and we find the word
apostle mentioned over 80 times in the New Testament.

The theme of mission, or sending, particularly in relation to
God’s mission, can be found all throughout scripture. His
active involvement in humanity’s story and His promise of
reconciliation and redemption was finally realised in the
greatest mission of all, the sending of His son, Jesus the
apostle (Hebrews 3:1)

“Just as You commissioned and sent me into the world, I also
have commissioned and sent them (believers) into the world. I
do not pray for these alone [it is not for their sake only
that I make this request], but also for [all] those who [will
ever] believe and trust in me through their message, that
they all may be one; just as You, Father, are in me and I 1in
You, that they also may be one in us, so that the world may
believe [without any doubt] that You sent me.” | John 17:18,
20-21, Amplified Bible

Just as Jesus was sent into the world, to witness to the
eternal life and light of God, so each Christian has been
commissioned and sent as an ambassador for Christ. They have



been authorised, by virtue of his saving work, to represent
his kingdom and to carry the great treasure of the good
message in their fragile, imperfect lives of clay.

They have been commisioned by Jesus himself, who declared “Go
therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptising them 1in
the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit,
teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you; and
lo, I am with you always, to the close of the age” (Matthew
28:19-20; compare Mark 16:15, Luke 24:47, John 20:21-22, and
Acts 1:8).

Jesus lives in and through them and God has placed each one of
them like a city on a hill, to bring light to the whole world.
They are to glow — with their open houses and generous lives —
like homecoming beacons, drawing all humanity to the light
that comes from Him, that in this, ‘His name is glorified’.

The reality is that every. single. Christian. is a missionary
and every. single. church. is missional. It’s the very nature
of our Christianity and an intrinsic part of our identity as
people of the kingdom.

I am a missionary. You are a missionary. We are all
missionaries. And we don’t need to be anywhere else apart from
where we are right now to run on mission.

Like Salt, Like Light..

‘Living on mission’, ‘living missionally’ or ‘missional
living’ is simply the way in which we choose to order and
arrange our ordinary, everyday lives; springing from a life
framed by grace and pointed in pursuit of King Jesus. It means
that we live out his life, his words, his actions and his love
towards others; attempting to show his love by our actions
and his truth by our lives.

Jesus first declared to his disciples, “follow me and I will
make you fishers of men” Missional 1living, therefore, flows



from ‘following Jesus’ and representing him in the world,
shining in it like light and flavouring it like salt.

The people around us that we interact with, in a thousand
ordinary ways, all experience the same joys and difficulties
that we do, turning, as we are, on the wheel of life. They
have the same questions that we do, the same challenges that
we face, and, most importantly of all, are formed in the same
image that we are, the image of God Himself.

Living missionally means showing genuine interest in other
people, simply because they are human, just like us. It means
being curious about them, their children, their 1lives, and
their passions.

Like Jesus, we celebrate with them in all their joys and
grieve with them in all their losses.

“On the third day there was a wedding at Cana in Galilee, and
the mother of Jesus was there. Jesus also was invited to the
wedding with his disciples.” | John 2:1-12, ESV

“When Jesus saw her weeping, and the Jews who had come with
her also weeping, he was deeply moved in his spirit and
greatly troubled. And he said, “Where have you laid
him?” They said to him, “Lord, come and see.” Jesus wept.” |
John 11:33-35

We are called to share the good message — that the gospel 1is
able to speak to the heart of every human need - and, as
missionaries (in our own backyards!), we look for
opportunities to share this hope. In every relationship we
encounter, we are acting as ‘ones sent’ for Jesus.

It means loving people well, being generous with our time and
our resources, and open with our lives, that in doing so,
we'll prompt them to ‘open up with God, this generous Father
in heaven.’ Qur 1lives — 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.

So throw open all your doors! Be generous with your lives!
Live bright and unafraid: remembering that the light shines
in the darkness and the darkness will not overcome it.

Missional Churches

All believers are ambassadors for Jesus’ name and the reality
of the church includes not individuals simply gathered
together in a building, but a collective kingdom and
priesthood of people, worshipping and witnessing together to
the astounding truth of the gospel narrative and the risen
king.

What happens, then, when Christians, ‘living on mission’,
regularly gather together? Each individual Christian 1is
personally on mission — this is a key aspect of their
Christian identity, but the truly exciting thing is that now,
collectively, these people become a ‘church on mission’. The
being and the doing of missional living doesn’t change, it
just multiplies!

Like the miracle of the loaves and fishes, Jesus’ presence
permeates their gatherings and multiplies the fruit of their
labour. ‘Like yeast through dough, or like stars appearing one
by one as the night sky darkens’, these local expressions of
the church of Christ can cross all earthly boundaries,
prevailing against even death itself. The world has never
known anything like them. (Jonathan Leeman)

“I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not
prevail against it. I will give you the keys of the kingdom
of heaven. Whatever you bind on earth will be bound 1in
heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed 1in
heaven.”.. | Jesus, Matthew 16: 18-19, BSB



“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 is 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, 1its guiding
and functioning principle is simply to incarnate Christ.” —
Frank Viola, Reimaging Church

Missional Christianity Intentional

Christianity

Whether a church is a ‘mega-church’ or a ‘home-church’, has
five members or 500, is only made up of over 50’'s or is an
eclectic mix of ages, it should always, by definition, be
‘missional’. That is: intentionally living as a collective
community representing the king and his mission.

A Christians’ individual life is no different. The great
commission to preach the gospel and take the good news of
Jesus to all the world was given to all believers. We see this
commission of witness declared firstly in Matthew 28:18-20 and
shown to be affirmed throughout the letters of the Apostles to
the church.

Missional living, therefore, isn’t a special kind of Christian
identity. It’s the only way of viewing our Christian identity
and, by extension, our corporate church identity. Missional
Christianity is being intentional in our Christianity, open to
the work of the Spirit in our own lives and the lives of those
around us, active in our communities, and purposeful in our
involvement in the mission of God, the great ministry of
reconciliation.

We carry, every day in our bodies, the death of Christ so that
the life of Jesus may also be revealed (2 Corinthians 4:7-10).
Through us, others can also be empowered and equipped to


https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Matt%2028.18-20

receive and live out the gospel message, demonstrating God'’s
mission in all aspects of our lives, both personally and as
church communities.

This 1s the essence of what it means to live a missional
Christian life.

“And they continued steadfastly in the apostles’ doctrine and
fellowship, in the breaking of bread, and in prayers. Then
fear came upon every soul, and many wonders and signs were
done through the apostles. Now all who believed were
together, and had all things in common, and sold their
possessions and goods, and divided them among all, as anyone
had need. So continuing daily with one accord in the temple,
and breaking bread from house to house, they ate their food
with gladness and simplicity of heart, praising God and
having favour with all the people. And the Lord added to the
church daily those who were being saved.” | Acts 2:42-47, ESV

The Story’s Not Over Yet..

“Walking, stumbling, on these shadow feet; toward home, a
land that I’ve never seen. I am changing: less and less
asleep, made of different stuff than when I began and I have
sensed it all along, fast approaching is the day.” | Brooke
Fraser

These lyrics are from a song by Brooke Fraser, which I think
really speak to our hearts as Christians. When I listen to
this song, I feel as if I catch a glimpse of the real world
beyond the veil, the world that exists beyond these
shadowlands. For a brief moment, it seems as if I catch sight


https://carrielloydshaw.com/the-storys-not-over-yet/

of the home that I know to be an unseen reality, that one day
I'll see, in all its fullness, for myself.

God’s Story

I want to share a few thoughts about God’s Story, the story we
see laid out in poetry, prose, prophecy and parable in the
book we call the Bible.

We might be inclined to describe the Bible as merely ‘the
story of the drama of human history’ — but, in truth, it’s not
history yet. History, defined as “something that happened or
ended a long time ago and is not important now, or a person
who is not important now, although they were in the past“,
does not accurately describe the reality that is the Word of
God.

The Story of God, of which the Bible contains many important
aspects, won’'t become history until the arrival of “the new
heavens and the new earth, the passing away of the first earth
and the moment a loud voice proclaims “behold, the dwelling
place of our God is with humanity and God is all in all”
(Revelation 21: 1-3, ESV)

It would also be too simplistic to state that the Bible 1is
merely a catalogue of continuous human drama. The Bible isn’t
just a collection of stories about characters and events that
happened in the past, nor merely information about cultures or
civilisations that have now ceased to exist. Neither is it
simply a compilation of recommended principles by which to
live an honest and upright life (although it does contain
these things and other helpful advice besides!).

The Bible’s overarching story can’t be relegated to simply
ancient history or human drama alone.

“For the Word of God is alive and active. Sharper than any
double-edged sword, it penetrates even to dividing soul and
spirit, joints and marrow; it judges the thoughts and



attitudes of the heart.” | Hebrews 4:12, NIV

“All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching,
rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that
the servant of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good
work.” | 2 Timothy 3:16-17, NIV

The Bible is the living, Spirit-breathed Word of God, the
written revelation of what God has been doing in the past and
what He is still doing right now. It’s a record of how and
when God communicated His intent and purpose with humanity in
the past and how He has communicated to us today.

Far from being just black text on white pages alone; this book
unveils the purpose, intentionality and creative action of the
Eternal One; breathed out, captured by way of quill and scroll
by the faithful scribes who heard ‘the voice of God’, and
recorded the Story of God for all to read. The words on these
pages capture the historical reality of God’s powerful,
creative activities throughout the history of humanity.

When Jesus was sent into the world, the story of what the
Creator was doing was demonstrated literally, in Jesus
himself, who was the Word-Made-Flesh. Jesus showed to humanity
all the fullness and glory of God and His purpose, embodied in
flesh and bone and tabernacling amongst us.

Powerful. Authoritative. Prince of Peace. Emmanuel (God With
Us).

“On many past occasions and in many different ways, God spoke
to our fathers through the prophets. But in these last days
He has spoken to us by His Son, whom He appointed heir of all
things, and through whom He made the universe... His Word,
made flesh and who dwelt among us” | Hebrews 1:1, John 1:1,
ESV


https://carrielloydshaw.com/personal/word-of-god/
https://carrielloydshaw.com/jesus/only-a-suitable-redeemer-will-do/
https://carrielloydshaw.com/jesus/only-a-suitable-redeemer-will-do/

By communicating through vision, in person, through prophets
and finally, through His Son, we are challenged to move from
simply thinking of the Bible as a book of facts or information
and to instead see it as a visual recounting of what God has
and is still communicating with us — the Story of God’s rule
and reign and the redemption of humanity demonstrated in His
Son’s life and death and resurrection.

This Story of God, of which the Bible contains many important
details, is still being written, all around us every day. The
Bible is simply the paper record of a living transformative
event, of the real and ongoing story. It provides the relevant
information for us to know and understand this centuries-long
event, as participants in that story and as recipients of the
invitation to the Kingdom of Heaven. It contains the details
we're supposed to be paying attention to so we can not just
understand the story being told but choose which kind of
character we’ll be in that story.

The promise — that God will dwell with humanity again — is the
great thread of the Bible and it’s the real story that'’s being
written every day, all around us in a thousand different ways.

God’s kingdom in the preaching of Jesus refers not to
postmortem destiny, not to our escape from this world into
another one, but God’s sovereign rule coming ‘on earth as it
i1s 1in heaven.’ . . . Heaven, 1in the Bible, 1is not a future
destiny but the other, hidden dimension of ordinary life —
God’s dimension, 1if you like. God made heaven and earth; at
the last, He will remake both and join them together forever.
The end times are not the end of the world — they are the
beginning of the real world — in biblical understanding.” | N
T Wright

The Story Begins..

The Bible opens with an account about the beginning of all
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things:

“In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth. The
earth was without form and void, and darkness was over the
face of the deep. And the Spirit of God was hovering over the
face of the waters. Then God said, “Let us make human beings
in our image, after our likeness. And let them have dominion
over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the heavens
and over the livestock and over all the earth and over every
creeping thing that creeps on the earth. So God created
humans in His own image, 1in the image of God He created them;
male and female He created them. And God blessed them. And
God said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply and fill the
earth and subdue it, and have dominion over the fish of the
sea and over the birds of the heavens and over every living
thing that moves on the earth.” | Genesis 1:1-2, 26, NIV

We can tend to read this account as if it’s a completed
narrative. As if the statement ‘Let us create humanity in our
image’ was a single event that occurred in the past, one which
we perhaps give little real thought to today. Yet, if we view
it from a different perspective, stretching our minds a little
higher, a little farther, we realise that God is still
creating humans in His image. This is not history, this is the
present reality we are living in and surrounded by.

God is doing magic, right under our noses, every single day!

God’s Spirit is still hovering and continues to move in new
and astonishing ways. His Word — His 1living Word, which
brought all of the natural world into being, is continuing its
creative work through redemption and regeneration in Jesus
Christ, the Word-Made-Flesh. Light is still entering darkness,
new life is being ignited and men and women are being reborn
in God’'s 1image, to become His representatives and perfect
image-bearers on this earth.

The Bible is, therefore, the only book in the world which
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contains snippets and segments of a real-life story that
hasn’t finished being told. We know what the ending will be,
but we’'re still in it, right now, living and breathing it,
every moment of our lives.

The stories we read about in the Bible then take on new
significance. They’'re supposed to engage all our senses and
connect us in very real ways to the people and situations we
read about, to help us understand our place in the story that
is not just theirs, but ours too. And we know that every
story, every moment, has been recorded with intentionality, to
enable the reader to participate, but we also know there’s
plenty more, left untold, that time and space couldn’t allow
for:

“What else can I say? There isn’t enough time to tell about
Gideon, Barak, Samson, Jephthah, David, Samuel, and the
prophets.” Hebrews 11:32, CEV

“And there are also many other things that Jesus did, which,
1f they were written one by one, I suppose not even the world
itself could contain the books that would be written.” | John
21:25, HCSB

The Bible Is Our Own Personal Origin
Story

Everyone’s probably familiar with the idea of origin stories.
An origin story is an account or back-story revealing how a
character or group of people become a protagonist or
antagonist in the main story. It adds complexity to a
narrative, often giving reasons for the characters’ intentions
and choices.

The Bible is therefore our own personal origin story. It tells
us where we’ve come from and where we’re going and invites us
personally into the main story. The primary character in this
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story is the King of the Earth, God, revealed in Jesus and the
antagonist, the Prince of this World — Sin. There are two
kingdoms in this story — one of darkness and one of the Son of
God, a Kingdom of Light. We don’t get a choice about which
kingdom we start out in but we certainly get to decide which
kingdom we finish up 1in

When we read the Bible, we’re not just reading about a story,
we’'re actually in this story and it’s unfolding all around us.
This 1s a story of creative magic, impossible realities,
futility, despair and death, rescue and redemption, 1light,
salt, allegiance and exaltation. Most of all, it’s a story of
hope.

It'’s the story of the creation of the real world, not this
shadow world that we live in now. It’'s the story of how God'’s
Will will be done on earth, as in heaven and how God will once
again walk with us in paradise. It is the story of the
Creator’s divine life flowing into ours if we allow it.

This narrative gives shape and purpose to our human experience
and hope for our future.

“If we think that this life is all there is to life, then
there 1is no interpretation of our problems, our pain, not
even of our privileges. But everything changes when we open
up to the possibility that God’s story is really our story
too.” | Max Lucado

“Your life flows into mine, pure as a garden spring. A well
of living water springs up from within you, like a mountain
brook flowing into my heart! Then may your awakening breath
blow upon my life until I am fully yours. Breathe upon me
with your Spirit wind. Stir up the sweet spice of your life
within me. Spare nothing as you make me your fruitful garden.
Hold nothing back until I release your fragrance. Come walk
with me as you once walked in your paradise garden. Come
taste the fruits of your life in me. I have come to you, for
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you are my paradise garden! Come walk with me until I am
fully yours. Come taste the fruits of your life in me.” |
[0Song of Songs[] [14:15-16,[] OTPTO

Not If, But How?

The question for us all, then, is not if we want to be a part
of this story, but how.

As descendants of Adam and Eve, we’re all born into the
kingdom of darkness. Their story is our story and we're
participants in that reality, whether we’'re willing or not.
But the Master Storyteller hasn’t left the world in darkness.
He has crafted a narrative of redemption and light and offers
a way, through the sacrifice of His Son, for us to be
transferred from that dominion of darkness and into His
glorious Kingdom.

Jesus came, preaching that kingdom, urging people to choose a
better way and to give their allegiance to him. “Repent, he
said, for the kingdom of God 1is here. I have arrived,
proclaiming God’s rule and bringing His salvation to
humanity.” (Isaiah 52:10, Luke 17: 20-21, Luke 2:30)

“What I love about the Bible is that the story isn’t over.
There are still prophets 1in our midst. There are still
dragons and beasts. It might not look like 1it, but the
Resistance is winning. The light is breaking through. So
listen to the weirdos. Listen to the voices crying from the
wilderness. They are pointing us to a new King and a better
kingdom.” | Rachel Held Evans

If you still belong to the kingdom of darkness, if you haven’t
yet given your life and allegiance to the King, I repeat the
appeal of Paul to you: “Here we are, then, speaking for
Christ, as though God Himself were making His appeal through
us. We plead on Christ’s behalf: let God change you from


https://carrielloydshaw.com/the-kingdom/people-of-the-kingdom/
https://carrielloydshaw.com/the-kingdom/people-of-the-kingdom/

enemies into His friends!” (2 Corinthians 5:20)

If you have given your life to Jesus through baptism, then
Good News: So Glorious! You’'ve been transferred into the
Kingdom of Light. Don’t be a passive participant in the Story.

You are a child of God, a member of the household of faith, a
character in God’s story whose name is written in the book of
life! (Psalm 56:8, Daniel 12:1, Malachi 3:16, Philippians 4:3)

Boldly take hold of your place in the story. Be strong and
courageous and don’t fear the enemy who surrounds you. Jesus,
your King reassures you: “In the world you will have
tribulation. But take courage; I have overcome the world!” (2
Timothy 3:16-17, BSB)

“All of their life in this world and all their adventures 1in
Narnia had only been the cover and title page: Now, at last,
they were beginning Chapter One of the Great Story which no
one on earth has read: which goes on forever: in which every
chapter is better than the one before. | C S Lewis, The Last
Battle

A Christian Response To The
Global Crisis

How we, as Christians, respond in times of crisis 1s 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.
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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
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
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 1it.” — 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

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
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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
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 1in 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 in 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
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
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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 1incredible
greatness of God’s power for us who believe him. This is 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

“And if 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
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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 1is, 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!

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 1is 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 1it, 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
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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
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
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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
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,
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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
— 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
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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
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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 1line 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
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
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
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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

“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.

Is Church-Going Still
Relevant?

Despite Christianity still being Australia’s largest religion
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(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.

The average church attender’s age has increased to 53 years
and while the 70+ age group is still strongly represented, the
younger generation 1is 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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Warren

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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Church

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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The Gospel Of Good News

When we think of the gospel, we can tend to think of it in
only ‘New Testament’ terms. We might be of the impression that
the gospel was something that came about around the time of
Jesus and subsequently spread throughout the world by his
followers. While this is somewhat true, upon more extensive
reading we learn that the message of good news is much older
than we thought. Yes, it concerns Jesus but it was preached
long before his actual birth. In reality, it’s a message as
old as time itself and its inception stretches right back to
the garden of Eden. And it’s a message of good news and hope
for all people!

A Little Background On The Word “Gospel”

“Good news” 1is the English translation of the Koine Greek word
‘euangélion’ (evayyéAiov) (e el “good” + d&yyeAoc &ngelos
“messenger”). In 0ld English, it was translated as ‘godspel’
(god “good” + spel “news”). The 0ld English term was retained
as ‘gospel’ in Middle English Bible translations and has
subsequently been carried forward into Modern English
translations.

Incidentally, our modern word, evangelise or evangelist comes
from the original Greek and carries the same meaning — one
who preaches or tells good news, a ‘messenger of good’. The
writers of the gospels are sometimes known as the Four
Evangelists, for this reason.

The message of ‘good news’ 1is taught throughout the books of
Matthew, Mark, Luke and John and it’'s certainly no coincidence
that these books are collectively known as The Gospels.
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But What Is The Good News?

The Gospel is described as “the good news of the Kingdom of
God and the things which concern Jesus Christ”. Jesus himself
preached about the coming kingdom of God, together with John
the Baptist. Later, men like Paul the Apostle and Peter
continued the message of good news

“Jesus came into Galilee, preaching the gospel of the kingdom
of God.” — Mark 1:14, KJV

Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand’ . . . And Jesus
went about all Galilee, teaching 1in their synagogues,
preaching the gospel of the kingdom . . .” — Matthew 4:17,

23, NIV, KJV

“But when they believed Philip as he preached the things
concerning the kingdom of God and the name of Jesus Christ,
both men and women were baptised.” — Acts 8:12, HCSB

“For two whole years Paul stayed there in his own rented
house and welcomed all who came to see him. He proclaimed the
kingdom of God and taught about the Lord Jesus Christ—with
all boldness and without hindrance!” — Acts 28:30-31, NIV

In The Beginning..

God’'s purpose, from the beginning was populate earth with
people He could call His family, who were like him in every
way. God created humans with this in mind and established the
principle of free choice. He wanted us to choose Him,
to want to be like Him. This kind of living, that reflects a
desire to honour God and manifest His character to the world
is what God calls the beginning of the kingdom of His son
(Colossians 1:13).
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Unfortunately, when given the choice, humanity chose wrong. We
acted in a way completely foreign to God’s character.
Motivated by pride and selfishness and driven by impatience,
we chose to “make ourselves like God” on our terms, not His.
This choice, the first act of sin in the world, brought about
its awful consequence — mortality, and being driven from God'’s
presence in shame and disappointment. This is the story of
Adam and Eve and their banishment from the garden of Eden.

Jesus Is The Good News

Yet God didn’t give up. His desire to be at one with us, to
complete His purpose with humanity, was so intrinsic that He
immediately put in place a plan to bridge that ravine, to heal
the breach between Himself and His creation. He did not allow
His purpose to be compromised by our choice. This
extraordinary plan was revealed in His son, Jesus.

“Now I make known to you, brethren, the gospel which I
preached to you, which also you received, in which also you
stand, by which also you are saved, if you hold fast the word
which I preached to you, unless you believed in vain. For I
delivered to you as of first importance what I also received,
that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures,
and that He was buried, and that He was raised on the third
day according to the Scriptures.” — 1 Corinthians 15:1-4, BSB

The saving acts of God, due to the work of Jesus on the cross
and Jesus’ resurrection from the dead, bring reconciliation
(“atonement”) between people and God and it is a message of
hope for the whole world (Luke 14:15-24). Through Jesus, we
have forgiveness of sins and the blessing of God'’s grace.

The Message Isn’t New

It would be easy to assume that the gospel was introduced by
Jesus during his earthly ministry. Yet, this message isn’t new
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at all — it’s much older than that and, in fact, Revelation
14:6 calls it ‘the eternal gospel’, “proclaimed to all those
who dwell on earth.”

In Galatians 3:8, we read the following: “Scripture foresaw
that God would justify the Gentiles by faith, and announced
the gospel in advance to Abraham: “All nations will be blessed
through you.” Here, Paul is referencing a time in Abraham’s
life, shortly after he left Ur, when God blessed him and told
him the purpose He had with him.

“TI will bless those who bless you, but I will put a curse on
anyone who puts a curse on you. Everyone on earth will be
blessed because of you.” — Genesis 12:3, CEV

This blessing is further clarified by the words of Peter the
Apostle in Act 3:28, where he was addressing the Jews,
Abraham’s descendants. He tells them, “You are the children of
the prophets, and of the covenant which God made with our
fathers, saying unto Abraham, And in your descendants shall
all the families of the earth be blessed. Unto you first God,
having raised up his Son Jesus, sent him to bless you, in
turning away every one of you from his iniquities.” (Act
3:25-26

Jesus Christ himself revealed that the Kingdom of God has been
prepared for us for far longer than we can imagine.

“Come, you blessed of My Father, inherit the kingdom prepared
for you from the foundation of the world.” — Matthew 25:34,
ESV

God’s plan of blessing has been in place since the beginning.
It was made known to Abraham and he was promised a descendant
who would fulfill God’s promise of blessing for the world,
first to the Jewish people and then, to all peoples of the
world. In this way, Abraham was able to look forward 1in
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faithful anticipation of the future when the saviour would be
born, to fulfill the promise of blessing made to him. Jesus
confirms this, when speaking to the Jews (who doubted he was
the one who had been promised).

“Your father Abraham rejoiced at the thought of seeing my
day; he saw it and was glad.” — John 8:56, NIV

Our Purpose Is God’s Purpose

Our purpose and the reason for our creation is to be part of
God’'s family. The good news is that through Jesus, we can be!
We can become part of God’s family and part of His kingdom
community right now, saved through the work of Jesus. Not only
that, we can look forward to a future that is full of hope and
blessing, trusting in God’s promise that has been established
from the beginning of the world.

God has great plans for you, if you choose to accept them. The
gospel message is one of hope and blessing and everyone is
invited to take part.

‘For I know the plans I have for you,” declares the Lord,
“plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you
hope and a future.” — Jeremiah 29:11, NIV



