
Before + After

Truth #1: ‘before’
“In  the  beginning,  the  earth  was  formless  and  empty,  and
darkness covered the deep waters.“

In  the  beginning,  there  was  nothing.  A  vast,  endless
emptiness.  Deep,  restless  waters,  devoid  of  life,  and
overshadowed by a darkness as complete and as final as death
itself.

It is over this dim, watery world that the Spirit of God
hovered,  waiting,  moving;  poised  to  begin  the  work  of
creation. And it is into this dark world that God said. “let
there be light”.

This  is,  of  course,  how  Genesis  begins  its  narrative
concerning the creation of the natural world (Genesis 1:1-2).
But it’s also an apt description of the spiritual reality into
which we are all born. 

Whether we know it or not, whether we are aware or not, each
one of us is part of a creation that was made for a purpose –
to walk with and be in relationship with God. Humans were made
to be with God, to reflect His character, to glorify him and
steward His good creation. And for a time, we did walk in
close companionship with God, delighting in His presence. 

But that relationship was severed by disobedience and our
spiritual connection was lost. 

We were cast out of Eden, banished from proximity to the tree
of life, into a land whose ground was cursed and whose wages
were death. We were exiled to live under the rule of another,
one to whom we had given over our allegience – the prince of
this  world.  His  is  a  dominion  of  darkness,  a  realm
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characterised  by  sin,  evil,  and  separation  from  God.  

Every single human is born into this dominion. As one author
puts it, it is our misfortune not our crime. It is not our
fault, it is simply our reality. And God has been working hard
since that first day of exile to save us, to bring us back, to
rescue us from the emptiness into which we’re now all born. 

This is the first truth we must come to terms with. We are
born into a dying world, a temporal, fallen world that will
one day pass away along with everything that’s in it, ruler
and subject alike. We are helpless and hopeless, separated
from our true purpose and disconnected from a life-giving
relationship with God.  

This is our ‘before’.

Truth #2: ‘After’
God, who is rich in loving kindness, mercy, generosity and,
above all, love, did not leave us to our fate. Hovering over
the spiritual darkness of our world, He spoke words of life:
‘let there be light’ (John 1: 1-14).

Into the darkness, failure, chaos, and ruin of humanity, light
shone, a good and healing light which the darkness of this
dominion can never extinguish. This is the true light that
shines ever more, even unto the perfect day, when all things
will be made new (Proverbs 4:18, Revelation 21:5). 

That light is Jesus, full of unfailing love and faithfulness,
and to all who believe him and accept him, he gives the right
to become children of God – to be born again.

He has come into this dark world to rescue us, to draw us to
the Father, to bring us home. He invites every person to
follow Him as His disciple, living according to His teachings
and sharing His love with others. This invitation is a call to
transformation and purpose, and an imperative to acknowledge
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that he is Lord and Christ, surrendering to his rule (John
10:27, Romans 10:9-10). When we accept his invitation, this is
our moment of rescue, an existential exchange of his life for
ours, a purchase of our freedom by his blood. 

This is our ‘after’, a second great truth: We are bought with
a price, and our lives will never be the same again.

Born Again: Come As You Are, Don’t Stay
As You Are
In John 3:3 and 5, Jesus said, “Very truly I tell you, no one
can see the kingdom of God unless they are born again of water
and Spirit.”

To be born again, then, is part of the great rescue God enacts
on our behalf. But what does it mean, in real terms, to be
born again? What does our life look like ‘after’?

Paul  the  Apostle  says  that  we  will  live  ‘as  children  of
light’, throwing off our old sinful nature and former way of
life  and,  instead,  let  the  Spirit  renew  our  thoughts  and
attitudes (Ephesians 5:22-24). Like a fine garment purchased
specifically for us, we are to put on our new nature, created
to be like God, truly holy and righteous.

The letter to the Ephesians (Chapter 4) then continues on,
listing out more ‘befores’ and ‘afters’—a laying down of old
ways and a putting on of new habits and choices.

Stop telling lies; instead, be truth-tellers. If you’re a
thief, quit stealing; use your hands for good, honest work.
Watch  what  you  say;  use  your  word  for  life,  not  death.
Exchange your bitterness, anger, and harsh words for kindness,
forgiveness, and a posture of tenderheartedness.

Don’t allow sexual immorality, impurity or greed to be present
in your life. Be holy. Don’t take part in obscene stories or
coarse jokes. Have speech seasoned with love and grace. Don’t
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have  anything  to  do  with  the  worthless  deeds  of  evil  or
darkness, instead, expose them.  For once you were full of
darkness but now you have light from the Lord. (Ephesians 4:
3-14)

“Come as you are”, Jesus said. “Come all you who are weary and
heavy burdened. Come and lay those burdens down”.

Come as you are…but don’t stay as you are. “Take my yoke upon
you, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is
easy to bear, and the burden I give you is light.” (Matthew
11:28-29)

The call to Christian life – the ‘after’ – is a call to
holiness. But that holiness is a work of God’s grace as the
Holy Spirit empowers the believer to live a life pleasing to
God. New Testament holiness is a joyous privilege, not a heavy
burden and duty, and it is a burden which Christ carries
alongside us. New Testament holiness is a mark of real life,
the one that Jesus rose again to give us. It’s Jesus living in
and through us.” | Lance Ralston

To be born again means that everything in our life changes,
although not necessarily all at once. Becoming a Christian (a
Christ-follower) marks the beginning of a lifelong process of
transformation, called sanctification, through which believers
grow to reflect the character of Christ. It is the start of a
journey, not the end.

But is a journey that takes place in the glorious light of the
kingdom of God, which will, one day, fill all of heaven and
earth. We no longer belong to the world which is passing away,
the old dominion of darkness, but instead now belong to God,
in restored relationship, as we were always intended.

“There is no judgment against anyone who believes in him. But
anyone who does not believe in him has already been judged
for not believing in God’s one and only Son. And the judgment
is based on this fact: God’s light came into the world, but



people loved the darkness more than the light, for their
actions were evil. All who do evil hate the light and refuse
to go near it for fear their sins will be exposed. But those
who do what is right come to the light so others can see that
they are doing what God wants.” | John 3:18-21

The Dark Heart Of Christmas
Christmas is a unique time of year.

Traditionally,  it’s  seen  as  a  season  of  joy,  hope,
celebration, and family—a chance for many to unwind and find
rest as the year draws to a close.

Yet, for others, the story is different. Christmas can be a
lonely  and  isolating  season,  marked  by  fractured
relationships, the pain of missing loved ones, or financial
pressures that overshadow the festivities. It can feel less
like a time of rest and more like a whirlwind of exhaustion
and unmet expectations.

For many, Christmas is a complex mix of emotions—hopeful yet
heavy,  joyful  yet  sorrowful,  warm  and  welcoming  but  also
marked by loneliness and discouragement. It’s a time that
holds  both  the  brightest  lights  and  the  deepest  shadows,
depending on where one stands.

It seems to me that all these emotions are deeply rooted in
the  true  Christmas  story—a  story  far  removed  from  the
sanitised,  child-friendly  version  we  often  share.  Yes,
Christmas is a time of hope and celebration as we mark the
birth  of  Jesus  Christ.  But  it’s  also  a  season  for
introspection and solemnity as we reflect on why Jesus came
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and the profound purpose of His arrival. 

Christians  are  often  accused  of  being  overly  focused  on
sin—and it’s true that we sometimes tend to emphasise sin more
than  the  grace  that  forgives  those  sins.  But  sin,  and
humanity’s separation from God, are central to the Christmas
story.

Without  sin,  there  would  be  no  need  for  redemption  or
reconciliation with God. Without sin, there would have been no
need for Jesus Christ to come “to save his people” (Matthew
1:21). Without sin, Jesus would not have had to die. At the
heart  of  the  Christmas  narrative  lies  a  profound
hopelessness—a darkness that calls us to pause and reflect.

Jesus | The Hope Of The World
Before there was a baby in a manger, there was a crisis in a
garden—a catastrophic severing of humanity’s relationship with
God. It was a moment that cast a long shadow of darkness over
the  world  and  which  set  the  scene  for  the  arrival,  many
centuries later, of a Saviour. Jesus came as the light that
would pierce the darkness, bringing hope and redemption to a
world in desperate need of reconciliation with God.

One of my favourite chapters in the Bible is the opening of
the Gospel of John. John begins his account of Jesus Christ’s
origins with words that echo the first chapter of Genesis. He
reflects on the darkness present in the beginning—a world
without  form  and  void—and  reveals  how  light  entered  that
darkness. That light, John tells us, is Jesus, through whom
God’s unfailing love and faithfulness has come to humanity. It
is through him alone that God has been fully revealed to us.

“Comfort, comfort my people,” the prophet Isaiah would write,
“Speak tenderly to Jerusalem. Tell her that her sad days are
gone and her sins are pardoned. Yes, the LORD has punished her
twice  over  for  all  her  sins.”  Listen!  It’s  the  voice  of
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someone shouting, “Clear the way through the wilderness for
the LORD! Make a straight highway through the wasteland for
our God! Fill in the valleys, and level the mountains and
hills. Straighten the curves, and smooth out the rough places.
Then the glory of the LORD will be revealed, and all people
will see it together. The LORD has spoken!” | Isaiah 40:1-3

It’s Definitely Good News
“Keep it positive,” my daughter urged when I mentioned I was
writing  about  the  deeper,  darker  side  of  Christmas.  “Not
everything has to be a negative.” And I do understand her
point. Christmas, with its twinkling lights, joyful songs, and
festive  feasts,  is  a  season  meant  for  happiness  and
celebration.

Do  we  really  want  to  turn  our  thoughts  to  more  solemn,
existential realities? Do children really need to understand
why Jesus came into the world? Some might say it feels like
‘raining on the parade’ or being a bit of a party pooper
during such a joyful season.

But I think the answer should be yes. 

Reflecting on the deeper meaning of Christmas doesn’t take
away from the celebration—it adds depth and significance. The
joy and festivities are wonderful, but they become even more
meaningful when we understand the “why” behind them: Jesus
came into the world because of God’s immense love, to bring
light  into  darkness  and  offer  hope  and  reconciliation.
Christmas is definitely good news, but its true significance
shines brightest when we understand just how broken things
were before it.

For  children,  this  truth  doesn’t  need  to  feel  heavy  or
complex. Instead, it can be shared as a simple, hope-filled
message—that Jesus is the ultimate gift, given to bring peace,
love, and joy to the world. Far from lessening the joy of the



season,  this  understanding  can  make  Christmas  even  more
special.

God-With-Us
Christmas celebrates the gift of grace found in Jesus, a gift
that  came  at  a  great  cost.  While  the  festivities—lights,
songs, and feasts—bring joy, they are merely the wrappings
around this profound truth: Jesus Christ is the ultimate gift,
the hope of the world, fulfilling God’s mission to redeem
humanity.

John tells us that the light that was in the beginning, the
Word Himself, would step in the very creation He had made in
order to save and redeem it. In his human body, the war
against sin and death would be waged and won.

His name would be Emmanuel, that is, God-With-Us, and he would
save us from our sins.

“What gift of grace is Jesus, my Redeemer,
There is no more for Heaven now to give,

He is my joy, my righteousness, and freedom,
My steadfast love, my deep and boundless peace” | City Alight

As we celebrate Christmas, we can embrace both the joy and the
meaning of the season. The twinkling lights, festive songs,
and shared meals remind us of the happiness this time of year
brings. But it’s also an opportunity to reflect on the deeper
story—the arrival of Jesus, the true light of the world, who
stepped into our darkness to bring grace, redemption, and
reconciliation.

At  its  heart,  the  Christmas  story  contains  both  joy  and
sorrow, loss and restoration, light and darkness. Christmas is
about this extraordinary gift—freely given—and a hope that
continues to shine brightly today.



Loving The Church

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

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

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

Sometimes the church is hard to love.

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

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

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

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

But here’s the rub.

We are the church.

All of us, together, collectively, communally.

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

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

‘An individual Christian does not a church make.’

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

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

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



community.

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

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

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

3 Reasons To Love The Church:

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

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

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

By loving one another as he has loved us, all the world will
know that we are his disciples. The world will see your love



for each other and know, without even having to ask, that you
are followers of the king.

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

First, we were loved, now we love.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



The church is the heart of God’s kingdom mission, spilling
over  into  the  world  and  showing  that  a  different  way  is
possible: life that gives life, in abundance.

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

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

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

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

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

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



does for the church.”

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

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

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

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

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

She is us.

We are the church.

This article was first published 16 November 2022



Heaven + Earth: The End Of
The Story
Inarguably,  it’s  the  end  of  any  story  that’s  the  most
important  part.

While the beginning of a tale gives context and setting, and
the middle gives the story its shape and drama, it’s the
ending  that  provides  meaning  and  gives  resolution  to  the
narrative. It’s the ending that makes sense of everything,
that allows all the intersecting threads of drama, intrigue,
risk,  loss,  joy,  and  homecoming  to  find  their  place  and
purpose within the story and, particularly, in its overarching
conclusion.

Humanity’s story; an ongoing tale of love and war, victory and
defeat, joy and tragedy, has not yet reached its conclusion,
but, surprisingly, its ending has already been written.

While scientists and philosophers have had much to offer to
the conversation about our origins and humanity’s remarkable
traverse  through  history,  with  all  of  our  astonishing
achievements, they have little to offer on the subject of
where we might all be going or how our story finishes. When it
comes to science, we are left largely in the dark about the
questions that matter the most.

What are we here for?

What is the purpose of life?

Where will we end up?

Life’s Most Profound Questions
It’s to the Bible alone that we can turn for answers to life’s
most profound questions. It has much to say about not just how
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we supposedly got here and why, but also how humanity’s story
will reach its epic conclusion.

The Bible is the living, Spirit-breathed Word of God, the
written revelation of what God has been doing in the past,
what He is still doing right now, and what he has intended for
the future of humanity.

The Word of God is like a vast tapestry, its main theme
interwoven with many sub-plots and side stories that run like
golden threads through an intricate design. Each of these
threads complements the complete telling of God’s story and
confirm again and again to us the way in which God views the
world, the people who inhabit it, and how important each one
of us are to Him.

Far from being just black text on white pages; 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’,
recording the Eternal’s story for all to read.

What  we  also  learn  about  God’s  story  is  that  the  master
storyteller hasn’t been absent or detached from His story, but
fully present and, in fact, His full, enveloping presence, His
close and intimate dwelling with humanity was actually the
point of the story all along. What began in a garden, where
God once walked with us, will find its epic conclusion in a
‘new creation’, in a restored and regenerated earth where God
at last dwells with His people.

The end of our story will actually be our new beginning. The
conclusion of our story doesn’t end with us going to be with
God; but with God coming to earth, returning, at last, to be
with us.

God’s story has a conclusion, an ending, a moment when all the
loose strings are neatly tied up and we’ll sit back, with a
sigh of satisfaction at a tale well told and an ending more
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glorious than we could ever have imagined.

The Purpose Of God
Much of scripture is given to expressing the heart of the
Creator and what His hopes and dreams were for this place we
call Earth, along with us, its inhabitants, as His intended
image-bearers.

“Then God said, “Let us make humans in our image, according
to our likeness. They will rule the fish of the sea, the
birds of the sky, the livestock, the whole earth, and the
creatures that crawl on the earth.” | Genesis 1:26, CSB “Yet
as surely as I live and as surely as the whole earth is
filled with the glory of the LORD.” | Number 14:28, ESV “And
the glory of the LORD will be revealed, and all humanity
together will see it. For the mouth of the LORD has spoken.”
| Isaiah 40:5, ESV “On that day the LORD will become King
over all the earth – the LORD alone and His name alone.” |
Zechariah  14:9,  ESV  “And  blessed  be  His  glorious  name
forever: and let the whole earth be filled with His glory;
Amen, and Amen.” | Psalm 72:19, ESV

It was always the purpose of the Eternal to fill this good
earth with His glorious presence, as deep and as expansive ‘as
the waters cover the sea’. Despite human failure and many,
many detours in this story, God has declared that His purpose
will not be thwarted. He will accomplish what He intended for
His creation, even to His own personal cost, as it turns out.

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

The Kingdom Of God
This glorious and absolute rule and reign of the wise and
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faithful king is what the New Testament terms the ‘kingdom of
God’.

The gospel is the good news that in Jesus, who is both saviour
and  king,  God  is  saving,  rescuing,  atoning,  justifying,
ruling, and reconciling people for the glory of His name and
in pursuit of His purpose.

What many people think of as ‘the gospel’ – being ‘saved’ – is
actually only just one aspect of a much larger story, the full
gospel (‘good news’) story of God’s will and purpose for the
earth and how humanity is part of that.

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

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

Heaven + Earth
God didn’t just create humanity with purpose, He also created
the earth with purpose. He cares deeply about what happens to
this place we call home and all that He intended it to be.

A  critical  and  essential  reality  of  the  kingdom  of  God
includes  its  physicality.  ‘The  kingdom’  is  not  just  an
individual,  spiritual,  Christian  experience  but  a  literal
reality that will be fully expressed and outworked on the
earth.

Interestingly, intrinsic in the idea of ‘kingdom’ are the
following five things: King + Rule + Realm + Law + Land. You
can read more about these different aspects in the articles.
‘The People Of The Kingdom’ and ‘The Kingdom | Now, But Not
Yet‘. However, the particular focus in this article is the
reality of ‘land’ or physicality. This reality, when compared
against  many  different  passages  in  the  Bible  informs  our
understanding  of  what,  or  more  specifically,  where,  this
physical reality is intended to be.

Contrary to what many people may think, going to heaven is not
a Christian’s final ending or God’s promise. Resurrection and
life  –  heaven’s  own  eternal  life  –  on  a  regenerated  and
restored earth, is the hope for every person of the kingdom.

Earth is the place where God’s will is to be done (where His
kingdom will be fully revealed) in the same way as it is in
heaven (Matthew 6:10), earth is the intended inheritance of
those who have been faithful, (Psalm 37:11, Matthew 5:5),
earth is the place where peace and safety will finally reign
supreme (Isaiah 2:4, Ezekiel 34:25) and where righteousness
will take up residence (2 Peter 3:13), and earth is where all
creation will finally be set free from its bondage and brought
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into the glorious freedom that God always intended for it
(Romans 8:21).

Earth is the place where the curse of Eden will finally and
completely  be  overthrown  and  God  will  return  and  take  up
residence amongst His people. Our long exile will be over.

“And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying: “Behold,
the dwelling place of God is with man, and He will dwell with
them. They will be His people, and God Himself will be with
them as their God.” Revelation 21:3, BSB

“As N.T Wright and other New Testament scholars have shown,
it’s important to understand that kingdom terminology refers
not to some faraway paradise filled with disembodied souls,
but rather to the will and reign of God, unleashed into the
world through the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus.”
(Rachel Held Evans). N T Wright puts it this way: “Jesus’
resurrection is the beginning of God’s new project not to
snatch people away from earth to heaven but to colonize earth
with the life of heaven. That, after all, is what the Lord’s
Prayer is about.”

The life of heaven – the “life and light of mankind” came to
earth in the person of Jesus, shining brightly and giving hope
in a damaged and disordered world. In Jesus, we can see the
intention of God all along for His creation. In Jesus, all the
fullness of God’s glory was displayed in human form and we can
see the kind of life God has intended for us.

What God began in the resurrection of Jesus is what He intends
to do for all of creation; to regenerate, to restore, and to
fully dwell with His creation in all His glory.

The  earth,  renewed  with  heaven’s  own  life,  is  the  epic
conclusion to the story, and the final pages close with this
promise: “The angel showed me a river that was crystal clear,
and its waters gave life. The river came from the throne where



God and the Lamb were seated. Then it flowed down the middle
of the city’s main street. On each side of the river are trees
that grow a different kind of fruit each month of the year.
The fruit gives life, and the leaves are used as medicine to
heal the nations.

God’s curse will no longer be on the people of that city. He
and the Lamb will be seated there on their thrones, and its
people will worship God and will see Him face to face. God’s
name will be written on the foreheads of the people. Never
again will night appear, and no one who lives there will ever
need a lamp or the sun. The Lord God will be their light, and
they will rule forever.” (Revelation 22:1-5, CEV)

“One day the veil will be lifted; earth and heaven will be
one; Jesus will be personally present, and every knee will
bow at his name; creation will be renewed; the dead will be
raised; and God’s new world will at last be in place, full of
new prospects and possibilities.” | N T Wright

What happens after the end? Well, the short answer is we don’t
know. We’re told so much in the Bible about God’s purpose, His
original intention for creation, and the lengths to which He
has gone to get that story back on track. (Although, side-
note, was it really ever truly off-track….?). We’re also told
how this particular story will conclude.

But what comes after? As it is written, “No eye has seen, nor
ear  heard,  nor  the  heart  of  man  imagined,  what  God  has
prepared for those who love him” (1 Corinthians 2:9). The
great Christian author, C S Lewis, puts it this way: “All
their life in this world and all their adventures had only
been the cover and the title page: now at last they were
beginning Chapter One of the Great Story which no one on earth
has read: which goes on for ever: in which every chapter is
better than the one before.” (The Last Battle)



This article was first published August 2021

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

The Kingdom | Now, But Not
Yet
(Not a reader? Take a listen instead ⇓)

The sovereignty and rule of God has always existed and will
always  exist  (Psalm  47:7,  1  Chronicles  29:11,  Exodus
15:18,  Psalm  103:19).

He is Almighty God, maker of the earth, sovereign over all,
the King of Kings and Lord of Lords. He alone claims the title
of the One and Only God and that there is none like Him in all
the earth. The Psalmist declares the wonder and worthiness of
this Eternal God, who is clothed in light,  who stretches out
the heavens like a tent, and who walks on the waves of the sea
(Psalm 104:2, Job 9:8). All of creation bows in obeisance to
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His majesty, for all things owe their existence to Him (Psalm
104:30, Psalm 6:4, Psalm 96:11, Luke 19:40).

He is the God of promise, at whose Word the universe came into
being  and  whose  Word  will  never  return  to  Him  void,  not
accomplishing the purpose for which it was sent (Genesis 1:3,
Isaiah 55:11). His loving devotion endures forever. He is
faithful, true, just, and all glorious (Psalm 136:3, 1 Timothy
1:17).

His sovereignty is over and above all other kingdoms and His
rule absolute (Isaiah 37:16, 1 Timothy 6:15). All the earth is
His and everything that is therein (Psalm 24:1). This glorious
and absolute rule and reign of the only wise and faithful King
is what the New Testament terms the ‘kingdom of God’.

In The Beginning
This is the reality of the story in the beginning. Affirming
God’s sovereignty gives shape and purpose to the role for
which humanity was created, that is, to rule wisely and well
on behalf of earth’s Sovereign.

“Then God said, “Let us make humans in our image, according
to our likeness. They will rule the fish of the sea, the
birds of the sky, the livestock, the whole earth, and the
creatures that crawl on the earth.” | Genesis 1:26, CSB

“Yet as surely as I live and as surely as the whole earth is
filled with the glory of the LORD.” | Numbers 14:21, ESV

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 (Genesis 1:26). However, instead
of partnering with God, they choose to undertake this rule on
their own terms, enacting their own will instead of the will
of the Eternal One.



As a result, they experienced disruption in their relationship
with the King, and the consequence of their disobedience was
catastrophic. The evil of sin entered God’s good world, and
would eventually spread like a dark, cancerous mass across the
surface of the earth, setting in motion the destructive cycle
the world has been subject to ever since.

Another kingdom was willed into existence, the kingdom of this
world; earthly, transient, and dispensing death instead of
life. It’s ruled over by the spirit of corruption; where envy,
murder, anger, and strife find footing and flourish. It’s a
dominion of darkness, from which there is no escape.

Every human is born into this kingdom, enslaved to the ruler
of this world. We’re born physically alive but spiritually
dead. Without our spiritual connection to the King of all the
earth, we’re nothing more than ‘dead men walking’, living in
darkness and far from the eternal life God intended for us.

Theocracy, Monarchy, Liberation +
Redemption
For centuries, God’s story of liberation and redemption – part
of His ‘Kingdom Mission’ – has been enacted in the history of
the world. He wants to save and rescue His creation from this
dominion of darkness, in which labour is futile and the only
outcome is death.

God  is  for  us;  He  loves  us  and  wants  to  reconcile  and
transform us so that we can live the life of purpose for which
He created us.

“For the creation eagerly waits with anticipation for God’s
children to be revealed. For the creation was subjected to
futility — not willingly, but because of him who subjected
it — in the hope that the creation itself will also be set
free from the bondage to decay into the glorious freedom of
God’s children.” Romans 8:19-21, Christian Standard Bible



This liberation and redemption was brought into sharp relief
firstly  by  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).

Abraham’s twelves sons and their descendants, those who came
to be known as the nation of Israel, were further witnesses to
God’s promises; the people through whom all the world would
come to learn of the One and Only Sovereign over all. God
ruled His people at this time through theocracy, a system of
law and priesthood, and the intention was that the surrounding
nations would look upon His chosen people, blessed and ruled
over by God, and turn to worship Him also (Isaiah 41:20,
43:10).

The  nation  of  Israel  struggled  with  their  unique  and
privileged identity. They would worship and serve God for a
season  and  then,  when  things  were  going  well,  they  would
become complacent and selfish, turning aside to worship gods
made of wood and stone, like the nations around them. They
abandoned their covenant with their King, over and over again,
but He did not abandon them (Judges 17:6, Jeremiah 9:6).

Reestablishing His sovereignty over their lives, He reiterates
His promises of liberation and freedom, through His just and
righteous rulership, to the famous shepherd-boy-turned-king,
David of Bethlehem. He makes David king to rule over His
people, and promises that, through him and his family, He
intends for all nations to find blessing and peace. Ruling by
way of monarchy, the nation of Israel was to be once again a
blessing to all the world and witnesses of the Creator and
King of all the earth (2 Samuel 7:8-12).

The tides of human history rose and fell. Israel’s fortunes
ebbed and flowed with these tides, experiencing periods of
glorious peace and stability, as under King Solomon, David’s
son, but, also, periods of terrible wickedness and decline. In
the final days of the monarchy, Israel demonstrated a complete
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deterioration in both faith and witness until, finally, they
were  enslaved  and  forcibly  removed  from  their  land  under
Babylonian conquest and occupation (Psalm 78:10-11, Jeremiah
32:30, 2 Kings 17:18-20).

The final book of the Old Testament, Malachi, offers a glimpse
into the hearts of those who had been specially chosen by God
as His witnesses. 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 had
spread  unfaithfulness,  cancer-like,  throughout  the  nation
(Malachi 1-4, Ezekiel 21:27).

God reigned still but His people had long since rejected Him.
The glory of His presence departed from them and would not
return again for over 400 years (Ezekiel 10:15-19).

I Am
It is into this vast length of silence that the King finally
speaks, announcing His impending arrival into the story of not
just Israel, but the entire world (John 1:19-23,28 cp Isaiah
40:3-10). His rule and sovereignty and indeed, His purpose – 
that all the earth be filled with His glory – was now to be
fulfilled through christocracy; a system of rulership in the
name of His Son, the Christ, the Messiah.

“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 is given; and
the government shall be upon his shoulder, and his name shall
be  called  Wonderful  Counsellor,  Mighty  God,  Everlasting
Father, Prince of Peace. Of 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.” |
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Isaiah 9:6-7, ESV

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. The Word of God had been sent out and it would not
return to Him void. God’s kingdom, advancing for centuries,
was now being planted right in the heart of hostile territory,
ground that, in the past had not only been dangerous to the
King’s messengers but, in many cases, fatal (Matthew 21:27).

The Word became human, like us. Anyone who saw him saw all the
radiance of God’s glory; the exact representation of His being
and the imprint of His nature (Hebrews 1:3, John 14:10-11).
The  glory  of  the  King  had  returned  to  take  up  residence
amongst His people.

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

In Jesus Christ, it would become possible for all families of
the earth, of any nationality, to find liberation, redemption
and experience the righteous rulership of the King of Kings.

The gospel was the announcement of good news that Jesus, God’s
only Son, is both Lord and King of the kingdom and that, in
him, God is saving, rescuing, atoning, justifying, ruling, and
reconciling people for the glory of His name, all in pursuit
of His purpose. The work that God had been at for a long time
now culminated in a tiny, obscure town in the middle of the
demoralised and Roman-occupied nation of Israel.

Earth in shadow, restlessly hold.
Labour’s waiting, in silent hope.

For the promise, it longs to know, what heaven holds.
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Then the angels, in holy haste.
Lift their anthem, your Saviour lays,

in a manger, in humble form.
Your King is born.

Prince of Heaven | Hillsong Worship

Repent, For The Kingdom Of Heaven Is Hand
When Jesus arrived on the scene, he went and resided in the
land of Naphtali, the ‘way beyond the sea’, so that the words
spoken so long ago by Isaiah the prophet might be fulfilled:
“the people dwelling in darkness have seen a great light, and
for those dwelling in the region and shadow of death, on them
a light has dawned” (Matthew 4:15-16, ESV). The implications
are clearly profound, with deeply spiritual overtones. The
light and life of humanity had finally arrived and the hope of
liberation and redemption would be realised.

Then, he began preaching, saying “Repent, for the kingdom of
heaven is at hand. Repent of your willfulness, your self-
governing, your persistence in finding identity in false gods
who cannot save and who do not, in reality, rule or even
exist. Repent and turn to the One who rules heaven and earth,
the maker and creator of all things, the King of Kings and
Lord of Lords.”

“To grasp the significance of the message of the kingdom in
the ministry of Jesus, we can also resort to statistical
analysis. The term basileia (kingdom) occurs 162 times in the
New Testament and 121 of those are in the Synoptic Gospels
where  the  preaching  of  Jesus  is  recorded.  The  formula
“kingdom of God” or the “kingdom of heaven” occurs 104 times
in  the  Gospels.  This  message  is  not  only  the  inaugural
message of Jesus and the focus of His great Sermon on the
Mount, it is his final message. “After he had suffered, he
also  presented  himself  alive  to  them  by  many  convincing
proofs, appearing during forty days and speaking about the



kingdom of God” (Acts 1:3). | SBC Life

Jesus demonstrated the power and reality of the Kingdom of
Heaven, through the miraculous – evidence that he was Lord of
all; healing sickness, forgiving sins, multiplying bread and
fishes,  walking  on  water…raising  the  dead  (Matthew  15:30,
Matthew 14:13-33, Luke 8:49-56).

He qualified what the Kingdom of Heaven looked like; a kingdom
defined by mercy and love, failure and forgiveness, exile and
homecoming.  The  citizens  of  this  kingdom,  he  said,  were
otherworldly; children of light and salt, whose transformed
lives of goodness and steadfast confidence would witness to
the glory and power of this kingdom (Matthew 5:2-11, 13-14,
Luke 15:11-32).

He stated plainly the way to this kingdom; by believing in him
and being born again of water and of spirit, further expanded
on throughout his ministry as referring to the representative
death in baptism and regeneration of new life by the Spirit
(John 3:5, 16, John 8:24).

He taught that the kingdom was not in some far-off place, out
of sight, but here, right now, in their midst (Luke 17:21).

“The kingdom, Jesus taught, is right here – present yet
hidden, immanent yet transcendent. It is at hand – among us
and beyond us, now but not yet. The kingdom of heaven, he
said, belongs to the poor, the meek, the peacemakers, the
merciful,  and  those  who  hunger  and  thirst  for  God.  It
advances not through power and might, but through missions of
mercy, kindness, and humility. In this kingdom, many who are
last will be first and many who are first will be last. The
rich don’t usually get it, Jesus said, but children always
do. This is a kingdom whose savior arrives not on a warhorse,
but a donkey, not through triumph and conquest, but through
death and resurrection. This kingdom is the only kingdom that
will last.” | Rachel Held Evans, 1981-2019
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Other places in scripture, particularly the writings of Paul
the Apostle, affirm that the revelation of God’s original plan
of creation, the redeeming, recreating, and re-ordering of all
things, together with the reconciliation of creation to its
Creator, all find their true and most meaningful significance
in Jesus Christ [the King], the Word-Made-Flesh (Ephesians
1:3-10; Colossians 1:15-20; Hebrews 1:1-3; Romans 16:25-26; 1
Corinthians 8:6).

The  invisible  God,  the  King  of  all  the  earth,  was  now
revealing  Himself  visibly  through  His  Word-Made-Flesh,  in
whose hands the world and all that is therein, has been placed
and who is Lord of all (John 3:35; Acts 2:36, Ephesians 1:10;
Colossians 1:20).

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

When  people  give  allegiance  to  Jesus  the  King,  they  are
transferred  out  of  the  dominion  of  darkness  and  into  the
kingdom of light, the Kingdom of God that has always existed
and will always exist (Colossians 1:13). To be born again is
to  be  regenerated;  the  termination  of  people  of  the  old
creation, people enslaved to the ruler of this world, and the
germination of them in the new creation with the divine life
(Ephesians 4:17-24).

All of the darkness, the failure, the chaos, and ruin of our
life is surrendered to the King, who erases it in the water of
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baptism (Matthew 3:15, Matthew 10:28, Acts 22:16, 1 Peter
3:21, Colossians 2:12, Mark 16:16, Matthew 28:19-20, Ephesians
4:4-6). Light enters the darkness. New life is ignited in us
and the new human is reborn.

“The  gospel  of  the  kingdom  includes  the  necessity  of
salvation since the very message begins with the call for
repentance, but it goes beyond the call to salvation and
includes the demand for kingdom-focused living. It insists
that we are saved for a purpose.” – SBC Life

These collective ‘citizens of the Kingdom of Heaven’ are the
community  of  believers  that  the  New  Testament  calls  the
church, whose guiding and functioning principle is simply to
incarnate Christ, the King. They are his witnesses, empowered
and commissioned by him to represent him and the sovereign
reign and rule of God to all the world (Acts 8:12-16,36-38,
Luke 24:47).

“You will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and
Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” | Acts 1:8. NIV

“Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing
them in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the
Holy Spirit.” Matthew 28:19, NIV

‘Kingdom’: King + Rule + Realm + Law +
Land 

A kingdom is a people governed by a king. In truth,1.
there is only one kingdom that reigns over all, whose
king is God. He has always been king, ruling firstly
through  theocracy,  then  by  monarchy  and  now  through
christocracy. The kingdom of God has gone through many
phases and a reasonable chunk of the Old Testament is
dedicated to the telling of this story. You can read



more  about  this  in  the  article  ‘Jesus,  King  Of  The
World.
The  king  must  rule  over  the  kingdom.  In  biblical2.
language, this is always firstly redemptive, and then
secondly  through  wise  governing  As  Scot  McKnight,
historian of early Christianity, theologian, and author
comments,  “kingdom  redemption’  is  the  work  of  God,
through Jesus, and by virtue of his sin-solving cross
and new-life creating resurrection, unleashed to those
who  are  needy  because  of  their  sins.  Any  kind  of
“redemptive” activity that does not deal with sin, that
does not find strength in the cross, that does not see
the primary agent as Jesus, and that does not see it all
as God’s new creation life unleashed is not kingdom
redemption, even if it is liberating and good and for
the common good.”
There has to be people for there to be a kingdom. In the3.
Old  Testament  (OT),  this  was  the  nation/kingdom  of
Israel. But Israel, like a tree, has deep roots and
grafted-in branches, seen in the New Testament (NT) to
be the church (Romans 11:1-28).
A kingdom must have a governing law. In OT times, this4.
was achieved through the Torah, also known as the Law of
Moses. When Jesus arrived, scripture takes care to tell
us that he didn’t destroy this law but fulfilled it
completely.  By  his  life,  death  and  resurrection,  a
greater law came into being – the Law of Cruciformity;
loving as Jesus loved. Jesus stated that the entire law
of the new covenant, the law which governs people of the
kingdom, is summarised in these words “Love the Lord
your  God  with  all  your  heart,  soul,  and  mind.  Love
others as much as you love yourself” (Matthew 22:37-40).
A kingdom must have a land. In the past, this has been,5.
at various phases, in literal places like the Garden of
Eden or the land of Israel. But right now, ‘the land’ is
wherever the church (the community of kingdom people)
takes up physical space. Wherever kingdom people reside,
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God,  in  Jesus,  rules.  One  day,  this  ‘tree  of  the
kingdom’ will fill all the earth and God’s rule and
glory will be seen in all things – as He intended from
the  beginning  (Numbers  14:21,  Habakkuk  2:14,  Matthew
6:10,  Revelation  21:  1,  4,  Matthew  13:31-32,  Mark
4:3-32).

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

 

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

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

“And he shall set up a banner for the nations, and shall
assemble the outcasts of Israel, and gather together the
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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

Jesus left his fledgling church, those first disciples who
represented the expansive and diverse family that God would
build through him, with a promise: that He would one day
return, to take them to himself, to restore and renew all the
earth, to overthrow all the different manifestations of the
kingdom of this world, and to fully establish the Kingdom of
God, filling the earth with His glory. Those who confess him
as Lord, Saviour and Christ [King] will be saved, including
those from the nation of Israel (John 14:3, Acts 1:10-11,
Romans  10:9,  Titus  2:13,  Revelation  1:7,  Romans  11:14,
Ephesians 1:10, Revelation 5:13).

When he returns, to bring salvation to those who eagerly wait
for him (Hebrews 9:28), Israel, the people who had been God’s
witnesses, and indeed all the peoples of the earth, will hear
the final entreaty of the King of Kings: “Turn to me and be
saved, all you ends of the earth; for I am God, and there is
no other.“

“By  myself  I  have  sworn,  my  mouth  has  uttered  in  all
integrity a word that will not be revoked: Before me every
knee will bow; by me every tongue will swear. They will say
of me, ‘In the LORD alone are deliverance and strength.’ ”All
who have raged against Him will come to Him and be put to
shame.  But  all  the  descendants  of  Israel  will  find
deliverance in the LORD and will make their boast in Him.” |
Isaiah 45:22-25, NIV
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One day, all the earth will be filled with the glory and
sovereignty of the King of Kings and the Lord of Lords and God
will once again dwell with His people. “The kingdom of the
world will become the Kingdom of our Lord and of His Christ,
and He will reign forever and ever” (Revelation 11:15).

What God began in the resurrection of Jesus is what He intends
to do for all of creation; to regenerate, to restore, and to
fully dwell with His creation in all His glorious sovereignty.

“One day the veil will be lifted; earth and heaven will be
one; Jesus will be personally present, and every knee will
bow at his name; creation will be renewed; the dead will be
raised; and God’s new world will at last be in place, full of
new prospects and possibilities.” | N T Wright

“In the days of those kings, the God of the heavens will set
up a kingdom that will never be destroyed, and this kingdom
will not be left to another people. It will crush all these
kingdoms and bring them to an end, but will itself endure
forever.” | Daniel 2:44, Christian Standard Bible

The kingdom is described in the Bible in several 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 its people in the article ‘The People Of
The Kingdom‘. You may also enjoy this podcast, produced by The
Bible Project: Jesus and the Kingdom of God.

This article was first published 12 July 2021
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Religion // Cruciformity
There is no standard scholarly agreement on what exactly is
meant by the word religion, so defining religion (from the
Latin religiō) can be a bit tricky. In fact, prior to the 16th
and 17th centuries, the concept of religion, as a distinct set
of beliefs or doctrines, didn’t really exist.

Today, we would probably summarise religion as a unifying
social-cultural system of beliefs and practices relating to
sacred, supernatural, or spiritual elements. We may tend to
also think of religion, particularly in a Christian context,
as somewhat creedal, that is, as a set of ideas, formulas,
regulations, or practices that are defined in some formal way,
such  as  through  statements,  creeds,  confessions,  and
denominational  distinctives.

The word religion, from the Latin religiō, meaning ‘to bind’,
is a word which in the ancient and medieval world was used to
refer to individual virtue of worship; respect for what was
sacred,  and  a  reverence  for  the  divine.  It  described  an
attitude  of  being  rather  than  a  creedal  position  and  it
related to the individual rather than the collective.

The act of binding to – of religio – is an act of faithfulness
to something or someone, to which one is bound as if by a
pledge or duty. It’s similar to when someone makes an oath of
allegiance to their country, effectively binding themselves to
that country and pledging to respect, uphold and obey its
laws. 

In fact, companions to the word religio would be words like
duty, fealty, allegiance, or obedience. Used with its original
meaning  in  mind,  it’s  a  worthy  addition  to  a  list  of
descriptors we might use for the relationship that is formed
when someone surrenders authority over their life to Jesus.

Religion  is  actually  a  necessary  undertaking  of  every
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Christian who wishes to give their life and allegiance to
Jesus as king and who chooses to surrender to his guidance and
leadership in their life. This binding to Jesus – religio –
and the reality that he becomes everything in a person’s life
– is what it means to become a child of God, joined to the
mission of God to the world and submitting to His will, in
Christ, for our lives. It is an act of individual virtue of
worship, not simply an acceptance of a creedal statement or
list of practices.

“So, then, you are no longer foreigners and strangers, but
fellow  citizens  with  the  saints,  and  members  of  God’s
household,  built  on  the  foundation  of  the  apostles  and
prophets, with Christ Jesus himself as the cornerstone.” |
Ephesians 2:19-20 CSB

For  many  of  us,  however,  this  isn’t  our  experience  of
religion.

What we may have experienced or grown up with and what we
would  describe  as  religion  is  probably;  adherence  to  a
distinct set of beliefs, doctrines, or practices (some of
which find their roots in scripture, some which don’t).

Perhaps our family’s beliefs eventually became our own; their
set of doctrines were absorbed as ours, and we found ourselves
one day ‘a Christian, attending church’, without giving too
much  thought  to  the  process  by  which  we  got  there.  We
accepted, without question, someone else’s religion, as we
might accept an old, hand-me-down sweater, thinking to make it
our own.

Religious is perhaps what many of us became; that is, we
converted to Christianity by adopting a set of beliefs and
practices  related  to  the  historical  figure  of  Jesus.  Our
religiosity as Christians might have been further defined by
our identification with one particular denomination’s creeds
and practices over another.



Yet both these actions are not describing the true nature of
religion.  The  differences  may  be  subtle,  almost
indistinguishable from one another; however the reality is
that what we may have ended up giving our allegiance to was a
system, rather than to Jesus.

While  being  a  Christian  is  certainly  communal,  and  while
Christians tend to believe mostly all the same fundamental
creeds, and while the creeds and practices of Christianity can
be taught and preached and are, in many ways, intrinsically
invaluable to religion, true religion is the individual and
deeply  personal  matter  of  an  individual’s  binding  to  the
person of Christ.

Religion, in the true sense of the word, cannot be passed
down.

‘Part  of  the  genius  of  genuine  Christianity  is  that  each
generation has to think it through afresh. Precisely because
God wants every single Christian to grow up in understanding
as well as trust, the Christian faith has never been something
that one generation can sort out in such a way as to leave
their successors with no work to do.’ (N T Wright)

“Don’t  think  of  worship  in  terms  of  attending  a  church
service, singing praise and worship songs or honouring the
name of Jesus. The meaning of worship touches much larger
questions. Namely, worship is all about who has the authority
over our lives. Who will have our submission? Who will be
given first place? Who will win our love, allegiance and
devotion? True worship is absolute committal, surrender and
submission to God.” | Frank Viola, Insurgence

Counterfeit Religion
Paul the Apostle wrote his letter to the Galatians addressing
an idea that had taken root at that time that right standing
with God depended on what Jesus did plus additional ‘spiritual



acts’ that are undertaken, that we are made “right with God by
what we do“.

However, this is performance-based Christianity – in fact,
probably a rather apt description of our modern understanding
of religion. Paul reiterates to the Galatians that anything
which adds to our standing in the eyes of God, apart from the
performance of Jesus on the cross, is legalistic teaching and
counterfeit Christianity.

“Foolish Galatians, who has cunningly deceived you, before
whose eyes Jesus Christ was openly set forth as crucified?
Are you so foolish? Having begun in the Spirit, are you now
completed in the flesh? He therefore who supplies the Spirit
to you, and works miracles among you, does He do it by the
works of the law, or by hearing of faith?” | Galatians 3:1-5,
New Heart English Bible

Patterns of thought, actions, or behaviours, which are deemed
‘godly’ ‘spiritual’ or ‘biblical’ can often become the outward
markers of people who are perceived to be religious but may,
in reality, mask a heart far from allegiance to Christ.

Anything apart from ‘binding to the cross of Jesus’ results in
toxic  faith  –  religion  that  has  gone  wrong,  leading  to
dependence on others’ approval and not God’s. Anything that
adds to our standing in the eyes of God, apart from the
performance of Jesus on the cross, is legalistic teaching and
binds us to human systems of belief or worship, and not to
God.

Yielding our allegiance to a set of beliefs, as the primary
driving force, will result in Christians who may have a form
of  godliness  but  who  deny  the  miraculous  power  of
transformation  implicit  in  such  a  life;  a  Christian  life
marked by the cruciform love of Jesus (John 13:5).

It is, quite simply, putting the cart before the horse.



As Christian Evangelist Gordon Fee comments, “If you had asked
Paul to define what a Christian is, he would not have said, ‘A
Christian is a person who believes X and Y doctrines about
Christ,’ but ‘A Christian is a person who walks in the Spirit,
who knows Christ.‘” (Gordon Fee, 1934-2022)

There is a subtle yet crucial difference and the long-term
effects of mistaking one for the other can be disastrous.

Christian  life  will  become  joyless,  suffocating,  without
meaning, and without power. This kind of Christian morphs into
‘clouds without water, carried along by the wind, inflated but
empty;  fruitless  trees  in  autumn,  whose  branches  are
disappointingly empty at harvest time.’ They become rooted in
performance,  rules,  patterns  of  behaviour,  and  intractable
systems  of  belief  that  leave  very  little  room  for  any
theological growth or deeper understanding. The lifeblood of
faith – the crucified and resurrected Christ – seems almost an
afterthought when laid alongside the many parameters they will
use to define their religion.

Critically, a true and meaningful relationship with God will
never be sustained on this basis.

“When  faith  is  completely  replaced  by  creed,  worship  by
discipline,  love  by  habit;  when  the  crisis  of  today  is
ignored because of the splendor of the past; when faith
becomes  an  heirloom  rather  than  a  living  fountain;  when
religion speaks only in the name of authority rather than
with  the  voice  of  compassion  –  its  message  becomes
meaningless.”  –  Abraham  Heschel

This is why Paul makes what initially seems to be a brief and
insignificant  statement  regarding  the  gospel  (but  is,  in
actual fact, one of the most powerful statements he makes),
“Remember Jesus Christ, raised from the dead, a descendant of
David; such is my gospel.” (2 Timothy 2:8, ISV).



The starting point – the impetus behind the act of binding to
(religio) for the Christian life is faith by grace alone in
the  crucified  Christ.  The  animating  and  life-transforming
force in a Christian’s walk with God is the resurrection life
of the living Christ; a cruciform life.

This, and this alone, is what any Christian must first and
foremost be bound to.

“When I came to you, brothers and sisters, announcing the
mystery of God to you, I did not come with brilliance of
speech or wisdom. I decided to know nothing among you except
Jesus Christ and him crucified.” | 1 Corinthians 2:1-3, CSB

Journey To Cruciformity
Choosing  Jesus,  truly  choosing  him  above  all  else,  means
rethinking everything you thought you knew about your faith
and what – or who – your life is bound to. It means learning
that your identity must rest on the rock of Christ, not in
others’ opinions of you or in the set of beliefs to which they
subscribe, even if those beliefs are ones which you would
agree with. It means making decisions others can and will
criticise and judge you for. It means being much less certain
in your own abilities and more certain in the reality of God’s
grace in your life.

It means wrestling and arguing with God, with fervent prayer
and pleading, to finally arriving at the understanding that
God will provide everything that you need. It means, perhaps,
starting again at the place where Jesus needs to truly become
the Lord of your life; that he has your complete allegiance
and your life is bound to his.

You may discover that what you have been searching for, all
this time, to feel whole and secure, will only be found in the
one who loved like no other, laying down his life for his
friends (John 15:13).
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“To this I hold, my hope is only Jesus, for my life is wholly
bound (religio) to his. Oh, how strange and divine, I can
sing: all is mine. Yet not I, but through Christ in me.” |
City Alight

Jesus taught his disciples that following him meant that one
had to be willing to “pick up their cross daily” (Luke 9:23;
14:27). Cruciformity is, in essence, conformity to the cross;
a life that is shaped by the narrative of the cross.

Cruciformity was the beating heart of God’s mission to the
world demonstrated in full measure by the ministry of Jesus,
who came “not to be served but to serve, and to give his life
as  a  ransom  for  many.”  (Matthew  20:28;  Mark  10:45;  John
13:1-17). The cruciform life, therefore, is one that is a
living exegesis of the story of Jesus, beginning firstly in
identification with his death and then flowing outwards in a
living embodiment of his resurrection.

Cruciformity does not mean ‘being spiritual’ or ‘belonging to
a  faith  community‘  or  ‘seeking  spiritual  direction’.  Of
course, it may involve those things but the cruciform life is
grounded in the wholehearted trust that God will keep His
promises, demonstrated in the crucified Jesus, and this trust
is constantly affirmed and expressed by a transformed life.

A truly cruciform, gospel-shaped life starts with the activity
of God. It is God who is saving us and it is God who is
renewing us. It is God who accepts our belief in the sacrifice
of Jesus and sends His Spirit into our lives to regenerate us
as new creatures in His Son.

A cruciform life is one that is pointed in pursuit of Jesus
and utterly and completely bound to him.

“A person who lives by the indwelling life of Christ through
the Holy Spirit is a person who is under Law. But it is not
the Law of Moses. Nor is it a Law that some preacher created

https://carrielloydshaw.com/personal/holy-spirit/


from his own personal standards. No, the Law I’m referring to
is ‘the Law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus (Romans
8:3). This Law is like the law of gravity; it’s a constant
force or power. You and I have an indwelling Lord. The Law of
God has been written on our hearts because Jesus Christ lives
within us by his Spirit. This is the promise of the new
covenant. Spiritual people (religious people)(italics, ours)
are those who live by the Lord’s life that indwells them.
They know by instinct what the will of God is (1 John 2:27).
Where the Spirit leads them, they yield to it (for the most
part) – no matter what the cost. And life and peace are the
results (Romans 8:6). The external Law, then, is no longer an
outward thing full of dead letters and cold commands. It has
been transferred into the indwelling life of Christ. To live
by  Christ  is  our  highest  calling  as  people  of  the
insurgence.”  |  Frank  Viola,  Insurgence

“Christ carried the burden of our sins. He was nailed to the
cross, so we would stop sinning and start living right. By
his cuts and bruises, you are healed. You had wandered away
like sheep. Now you have returned to the one who is your
shepherd and protector.” | 1 Peter 2:24-25, CSB

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

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

However, a robust and living theology will spring from knowing



and experiencing who God is and what He has done for us, in
Jesus, and is not simply giving agreement to a statement or
creed of ‘theological beliefs’.

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

Jesus was the exact representation of God and the very imprint
of His nature (Hebrews 1:3, John 14:10-11), the Word-made-
flesh  who  took  up  residence  amongst  us  (John  1:1-14).  By
knowing him, we can know God (Colossians 1:15, Hebrews 1:3, 2
Peter 1:3).

To know God is to know Jesus, whom He sent (John 17:3) and,
therefore,  the  true  starting  point  of  our  theology  as
Christians is looking to Jesus and, fundamentally, to Jesus
crucified. Our theology begins with cruciformity; a life first
and foremost surrendered to the crucified Christ in faith.

Theology, true theology – thinking about God – will be seen
and  witnessed  in  cruciformity  (Galatians  5:22-23);  a  life
pointed in pursuit of Jesus and utterly and completely bound
to him.

This article was first published 10 February 2021

Dual Citizens
(Not a reader? Take a listen instead ⇓)

“But our citizenship is in heaven, and from it, we await a
Saviour, the Lord Jesus Christ, who will transform our lowly
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body to be like his glorious body, by the power that enables
him even to subject all things to himself.” | Philippians
3:20-21, ESV

“Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s and to God the
things that are God’s.” | Mark 12:17, ESV

I was born and raised in New Zealand, the land of the long
white cloud and a ratio of nearly six sheep for every one
person. I often remember as a child watching the sun in summer
sink below the horizon late at night, and, in winter, layering
up as warmly as possible through the short, dark, freezing
days of relentless rain and oftentimes snow.

My husband and I moved from New Zealand in 2008, the year our
youngest  child  was  born,  and  we  settled  in  the  beautiful
Northern Rivers region on the east coast of Australia. We have
lived here now for nearly 14 years (this month, in fact) and,
even though New Zealand will always be ‘home’, Australia now
feels like home too.

So, it felt more than overdue that I and our three children
became Australian citizens and, during this past year, we did
just that, an event that, frankly, I didn’t expect to feel
quite so much emotion over.

As  I  took  my  pledge  and  officially  became  an  Australian
citizen, I realised there is nothing quite like the feeling of
belonging, of becoming a part of the whole, of finally being a
bona fide member of a community. Being able to properly call
myself an Australian was a feeling of joy and welcome I hadn’t
quite expected.

I’ve  never  really  given  the  concept  of  citizenship  much
thought in the past. As a New Zealander, my citizenship was
something I was born with; all its rights and responsibilities
intrinsically  held  simply  by  virtue  of  my  birth  in  that



country.

Yet  applying  for  citizenship  in  another  country  was  a
different matter altogether. This was a choice, a conscious
intention on my part to assimilate with the country and its
people.  I  would  be  required  to  understand  the  nature  and
values of the country to which I wished to belong.

I  would  be  asked  to  commit  to  contributing  to  and
participating in the community. Together with the privileges
and advantages that would come with my new status, there were
also rights and responsibilities I would pledge to uphold.

This experience and the process of applying for and being
accepted as a citizen of Australia turned my thoughts towards
citizenship of a more serious and spiritual kind; that of our
status, as Christians, as citizens of the kingdom of God.

Adam’s Country
We’re  all,  by  birth,  citizens  of  an  altogether  different
country, Adam’s country, born deep in the darkness of the
kingdom of men. Adam’s country is one in which we are both
spiritually dead and physically aging; bound by mortality on a
one-way, downhill journey from cradle to grave.

Death is not just the enemy of life itself but also thwarts
the purpose for which humanity was created. Even the smartest,
wealthiest, or most influential men and women soon pass from
the world’s stage, their personalities and achievements more
often than not fading from memory.

In  Adam’s  country,  humans  invariably  live  for  their  own
purposes and intents, rather than the higher calling for which
God  created  us.   As  the  world  rapidly  moves  towards  an
increasingly secularised society, much of what we now see
around us is just a shallow and warped reflection of the heart
of our Creator, the One in whose image we were originally
made.



Adam’s country is one that is corrupted by greed, injustice,
and selfishness. Inequity is rife; and more often than not,
the rich simply get richer and the poor get poorer. It’s
estimated that in 2022, around 689 million people live in
extreme poverty (on less than $1.90 a day). One of the most
striking examples of the unequal distribution of resources on
the planet is the existence of chronic hunger in many parts of
the world.

Our  stewardship  of  the  earth  and  its  resources  has  been
negligent at best and grossly egocentric at worst. The land
has long been mismanaged and polluted, with toxic chemicals
sprayed on crops and then making their way into the rivers and
lakes.

Extensive  farming  and  deforestation  have  destroyed  the
habitats  of  many  species  of  wildlife  causing  a  shocking
decline in their numbers or even extinction. It’s estimated
that we’ve single-handedly managed to send over 900 species
extinct  since  1500,  with  over  40,084  species  (across  all
taxonomic groups) thought to be threatened with extinction
(estimated in 2021).

This is the country that, as humans, we’re all born into,
participants in the global species we call Homo Sapiens, the
kingdom of men. This is the reality of what it means to be
human.

(Yet  even  in  this  kingdom  of  men,  God  is  still  working,
setting  up  whomsoever  He  will,  and  one  day,  we  know  the
kingdoms of this world will become the kingdom of our Lord and
Messiah (Revelation 11:15).

Heaven’s Country
When we become Christians, we don’t stop being human, but
we’re well on our way to becoming a new kind of human. Made
spiritually alive in Christ, God sends His Spirit into our



hearts as both a seal and promise of His commitment to renew
and transform us. We continue to live in the world but we’re
no longer of it in quite the same way, belonging now to
Heaven’s country.

Heaven’s country is one that is full of love, justice, and
glory.  It’s  one  of  abundance,  flourishing,  and  life
everlasting. The One who rules over it is perfect, all-wise,
and completely righteous, and He intends to restore and renew
this world and its inhabitants, filling it with His glory and
majesty.

When Heaven’s country finally comes to earth, there will be no
more tears, neither crying, suffering, or pain, for God will
have made all things new. This is where our citizenship is now
held and this is where our Saviour will appear from, carrying,
as it were, our citizenship card with him.

I read the following commentary (below) at the time I was
applying for Australian citizenship and it seemed to me an
accurate analogy of the spiritual reality that occurs for
anyone who becomes a Christian:

“In the citizenship pledge, Australian citizens pledge their
loyalty to Australia and its people. Australian citizens may
also hold the citizenship of another country or countries if
the laws of those countries allow. This is known as dual, or
multiple, citizenship. However, even if a person is also a
citizen of another country, an Australian citizen within
Australia must follow all Australian laws at all times. Some
Australian laws must also be followed by Australian citizens
even when they are overseas.” – Australian Department of
Immigration

Our spiritual reality now becomes our primary allegiance. We
have  become  dual  citizens;  still  human,  and  living  and
belonging, to some degree, to Adam’s country but now also not
just human, more specifically, now a different kind of human,
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a  citizen  of  Heaven,  with  all  the  responsibilities  and
privileges that are afforded us as children of God.

Paul  the  Apostle  describes  this  strange  state  of  dual
citizenship  in  this  way:

“For we know that if the tent that is our earthly home is
destroyed, we have a building from God, a house not made with
hands, eternal in the heavens. For in this tent we groan,
longing to put on our heavenly dwelling, if indeed by putting
it on we may not be found naked. For while we are still in
this tent, we groan, being burdened—not that we would be
unclothed, but that we would be further clothed, so that what
is mortal may be swallowed up by life. He who has prepared us
for this very thing is God, who has given us the Spirit as a
guarantee.” | 2 Corinthians 5:1-5, ESV

We’re still living in the here-and-now; we experience the
routine, mundane, messy reality of ordinary human existence,
but we’re also living in hope and expectation of the soon-to-
be; mortality swallowed up by life and our earthy existence
completely renewed and transformed, as the privilege of our
heavenly citizenship degrees. God’s Spirit, present and active
in our hearts and lives, assures us of this truth.

Render Unto Caesar
It’s often a difficult tension to navigate, the halfway space
between here and there. How, in practical terms, do we ensure
our primary allegiance as people who look for a city whose
builder and maker is God?

Yet how are we also to be salt and light, to fulfill our
Christian commission, among the communities and people with
whom we live and work? How exactly are we to be in the world
but not of it?

Jesus  addresses  the  reality  of  the  tension  of  Christian



citizenship  existing  alongside  the  commission  given  to
Christians in John 17.

“I am praying for them. I am not praying for the world but
for those whom you have given me, for they are yours. And I
am no longer in the world, but they are in the world, and I
am coming to you. Holy Father, keep them in your name, which
you have given me, that they may be one, even as we are one…I
do not ask that you take them out of the world, but that you
keep them from the evil one. They are not of the world, just
as I am not of the world. Sanctify them in the truth; your
word is truth. As you sent me into the world, so I have sent
them into the world.” | John 17:9, 11, 15-18, ESV

He doesn’t pray that Christians are removed from the world,
but rather that they are protected from the evil one. He then
seems  to  give  a  summary  of  the  relationship  that  exists
between Christianity, secular government, and society in Mark
12:17 where he comments, “Render unto Caesar the things that
are Caesar’s, and unto God the things that are God’s”.

Our responsibilities, as citizens of Adam’s country, remain,
even after we become Christians, and, as the early church had
clearly understood, Christians are to be model citizens in the
countries in which they live, showing respect to all people,
including those in authority (1 Peter 2:13).

As Christians, we recognise that “…there is no power but of
God, the powers that be are ordained of God” (Romans 13:1).
Therefore, respect authority, pay your taxes, don’t engage in
illegal behaviours, be law-abiding citizens, pray for those
who have the rule over you.

But we also need to remember that our primary citizenship is
now a heavenly one. Our allegiance has been given to Jesus,
the king, and our commission from him is to be salt and light
in the world.

https://biblia.com/bible/esv/1%20Pet%202.13


Christians need to be aware that we are not attempting to
patch and repair the kingdom of this world, Adam’s country, by
our  continued  involvement  or  participation  in  it.  Like  a
religious  system  built  on  faulty  foundations,  the  entire
structure  of  Adam’s  country  must  be  dismantled,  and  be
replaced by something far superior (Heaven’s country).

Rather, we are to point the world to a far better kingdom and
to the just and righteous king who rules over it. We are
people of the new heavens and the new earth and we long, with
all of creation, to see this finally become the reality in all
the world.

We aren’t improving the kingdom of this world, we are bringing
the  kingdom  of  God  into  its  midst,  and  we  do  this  most
effectively and faithfully together through the reality of the
local church.

“In one simple sentence: what Christians want for the nation
should first be a witnessed reality in their local church.” |
Scot Mcknight

The Radical Mission Of The Church
The radical mission of the church is this: First we are to
seek peace in our local fellowship, to end strife, and to seek
reconciliation with God and with one another. Out of this
peace-shaped, kingdom-shaped church we spill over peace into
the world (Scot McKnight).

The  church,  where  you  will  find  the  citizens  of  Heaven’s
country,  will  glow  with  the  redeeming  love  of  Jesus,
demonstrating this love both inside and outside the church
through kingdom mission.

In the world but no longer of it in quite the same way, we,
the church, must navigate with care and wisdom the duality of
our existence; rendering the appropriate dues to the Caesars
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of our world, but never to the point of collusion, knowing we
no longer serve this world’s king.

Whatever we do is now in service to God and becomes the sacred
vocation of our heavenly citizenship. “The hope for the world
is the local church, and that the heart of God’s plan is found
in creating a whole new society in a local church” (Scot
Mcknight).

Our mission is not secular but spiritual, and this guiding
principle will help us navigate the decisions and choices we
need to make on a daily basis as dual citizens.

God’s church exists not for itself but for the benefit of
those who are not yet members. . . . [and] the church which
lives for itself will be sure to die by itself.” The church
is not a religious club and it does not have a secular
mission. Instead, it is a worshipping and sending community.”
| Michael Green

By faith, he [Abraham] dwelt in the promised land as a
stranger in a foreign country. He lived in tents, as did
Isaac and Jacob, who were heirs with him of the same promise.
For  he  was  looking  forward
to the city with foundations, whose architect and builder
is God.” | Hebrews 11:10, ESV

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

Well, I didn’t die.

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

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

Beyond the pale, I found men and women, fellow Christians, who
deeply love Jesus and are committed to following him. I found
people who are not afraid of difference but are compelled by
the love of Christ to listen, to reason together, and sharpen
iron one with another. To my astonishment, I discovered that



they knew the names of the faithful; Abraham, David, Deborah,
Isaiah, Mary of Magdala, Paul, and many more.

I discovered my place in the history of the church and learned
the names of people from long, long ago – Clement of Rome,
Ignatius of Antioch, Iraneus, Polycarp, Junia, Prisca, and
Quintilla, brothers and sisters in the great family of God.

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

The first letter of John puts it this way:

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

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

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

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

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

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

The  church,  the  universal  church,  exists  outside
denominational walls and extends beyond historical boundaries.
There is only one body of Jesus Christ, and holding to this
spiritual reality means holding to the reality that fellowship
with the body happens when we abide in the body.
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Why  Couldn’t  I  Stay  And  Change  The
Culture?
Cultures don’t happen overnight. Made up of an interconnecting
set of goals, roles, processes, values, practices, attitudes,
and assumptions, the culture of an organisation is practically
its DNA.

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

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

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

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

I felt I had more hope of reaching the moon than I did of
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changing this culture by staying.

Have I Lost My Faith?
I said that this journey hasn’t been easy. And it hasn’t.

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

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

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

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

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

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

I trust Him, even when I am confused about His plans for me,
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even when I don’t understand the lessons He’s teaching me,
even when I can’t see what the future holds.

I trust Him even when I’m wracked with anxiety and overwhelmed
by uncertainty. I trust Him even when life is challenging and
change is necessary. I trust Him because I believe that the
same Spirit that rose Jesus from the dead lives in me. If God
is for me, who can be against me?

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

I have not lost my faith.

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

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

The second was this: God always provides.

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

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



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

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

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

Honey In The Rock | Brooke Ligertwood

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



Most of all, I hope to hear the words of the king on that
final day: “Well done, good and faithful servant. You have
been faithful over a little; I will set you over much. Enter
into the joy of your Lord.”


