Women + The Church

There is a great deal of evidence of women’s participation in
the early church and the role they played in early
Christianity.

The Kingdom | Now, But Not
Yet

(Not a reader? Take a listen instead i)

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
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 1is
faithful, true, just, and all glorious (Psalm 136:3, 1 Timothy
1:17).
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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 1in 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 1is
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 1is 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
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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 9:0).

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
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 0ld 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
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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 1s given; and
the government shall be upon his shoulder, and his name shall
be called Wonderful Counsellor, Mighty God, Everlasting
Father, Prince of Peace. 0Of the increase of his government
and of peace there will be no end, on the throne of David and
over his kingdom, to establish it and to uphold it with
justice and with righteousness from this time forth and
forevermore. The zeal of the LORD of hosts will do this.” |
Isaiah 9:6-7, ESV

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,
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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.
Then the angels, in holy haste.
Lift their anthem, your Saviour lays,
in a manger, in humble form.
Your King 1is born.

Prince of Heaven | Hillsong Worship
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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 1s recorded. The formula
“kingdom of God” or the “kingdom of heaven” occurs 104 times
in the Gospels. This message 1is 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,
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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, 1is 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

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
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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
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 1includes the necessity of
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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

1. A kingdom is a people governed by a king. In truth,
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 0ld Testament is
dedicated to the telling of this story. You can read
more about this in the article ‘Jesus, King Of The
World.

2. The king must rule over the kingdom. In biblical
language, this is always firstly redemptive, and then
secondly through wise governing As Scot McKnight,
historian of early Christianity, theologian, and author
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comments, “kingdom redemption’ 1s 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 1if it 1s liberating and good and for
the common good.”

. There has to be people for there to be a kingdom. In the
Old Testament (O0T), 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, this
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 1life, 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,
at various phases, in literal places like the Garden of
Eden or the land of Israel. But right now, ‘the land’ 1is
wherever the church (the community of kingdom people)
takes up physical space. Wherever kingdom people reside,
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 1s as epic as 1t 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
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
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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 1is
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

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
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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

The Holy Spirit | This Same
Power

“If the Spirit of Him who raised Jesus from the dead dwells
in you, He who raised Christ Jesus from the dead will also
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give life to your mortal bodies through His Spirit who dwells
in you” | Romans 8:11, ESV

“.This is my [Paul’s] prayer. That God, the God of our Lord
Jesus Christ and the all-glorious Father, will give you
spiritual wisdom and the insight to know more of Him: that
you may receive that inner illumination of the Spirit which
will make you realise how great is the hope to which He 1is
calling you—the magnificence and splendour of the inheritance
promised to Christians—and how tremendous is the power
available to us who believe in God. That power is the same
divine power which was demonstrated in Christ when He raised
him from the dead and gave him the place of supreme honour in
Heaven—a place that is infinitely superior to any conceivable
command, authority, power or control, and which carries with
it a name far beyond any name that could ever be used in this
world or the world to come.” | Ephesians 1:18-21, JB Phillips

The Spirit has been intricately linked with humanity’s story,
from the very beginning. It was God’'s Spirit that brought the
world into being (Genesis 1:2). It was God’s Spirit that
empowered men and women in both the 0ld and New Testament
times to prophesy, decipher dreams, possess extraordinary
talent and knowledge, and undertake great feats of courage and
action (Genesis 40:8, 41:38, Exodus 31:1-6, Judges 3:10,
Judges 6:34, Luke 2:25-26, Luke 2:36-38). It was God’s Spirit
that sparked conception in Mary’s womb, bringing about the
birth of Jesus Christ (Luke 1:30-37). Jesus’ veracity as God's
Son and the revelation that he was sent ‘to take away the sin
of the world’ were both affirmed by the Spirit (John 1:29-34).
And it was the Spirit of God that raised Jesus from the dead
(Mark 16:9, Romans 8:11).

This same Spirit, the Apostle Paul assures us, dwells in all
those who have surrendered to Jesus as their King and Saviour,
empowering and transforming their 1lives too (Romans 8:11,
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Ephesians 1:18-21).

Our story, when we choose to become Christian believers, echos
the incredible story of creation and the work of the Holy
Spirit in the very beginning. The story of creation is our
first glimpse into a story that is retold throughout the
Bible; that of bringing life and light out of darkness,
through the action of God’s Spirit, and often connected with
the medium of water.

The Creation O0f The World

“In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. Now
the earth was formless and empty, darkness was over the
surface of the deep, and the Spirit of God was hovering over
the waters.” | Genesis 1:1-2, NIV

The heavens and the earth lay empty. We’'re not told how they
came to be this way. We’'re only given a description of
complete nothing-ness — a wasteland of darkness. The Hebrew
words used in these verses convey the idea of desolation
(to-ha), an undistinguishable ruin (wa-bo-hud). Yet, where we
would see hopelessness, God sees possibility. Out of chaos,
disorder, and darkness, He brings order, light, and life.

It's into this dark chaos that the Spirit of God breaths.
Hovering over the waters like a bird brooding over her young
ones, the Spirit of God moves over the face of the deep,
poised to begin His creative work.

The Hebrew word for ‘spirit’ (we-rd-ah) can refer to a number
of different things. We may tend to think of it as simply
breath or wind and sometimes it does mean that. But it’'s also
used to convey more. Energy, vitality, strength, breath (as
in, animating power), mind, or even life can all be meant by
the word woa-ru-ah. The Biblical authors also used this word to
describe God’'s personal Presence. Just as wind or breath is
invisible, so God’s Spirit is invisible; just as wind has



power, God’s Spirit is powerful; just as we’'re kept alive by
breath, all things are sustained by God’s Spirit (Micah
3:8-10, Ecclesiastes 11:5, Acts 2:1-5, Job 34:14-16).

The use of the word hovering or brooding in Genesis (also
translated as ‘fluttering lovingly’) gives us a clue as to the
more complex nature of God’s Spirit. God’s Spirit is not just
energy, like some kind of electrical current, but is His
divine personal Presence, the sum of all His will, His
consciousness, His emotion, His character, and His power. His
Spirit is of Him and is Him. He is everywhere by His Spirit.
As the Psalmist poetically exclaims, there is nowhere we can
go where God’s Spirit is not. This 1is a concept not easily
understood by our human minds.

“Where can I flee from your Spirit? Or where will I run from
your presence? If I rise to heaven, there you are! If I lay
down with the dead, there you are! If I take wings with the
dawn and settle down on the western horizon, your hand will
guide me there too, while your right hand keeps a firm grip
on me. If I say, “darkness will surely conceal me, and the
light around me will become night,” even darkness isn’t dark
to you, darkness and light are the same to you.” | Psalm 139:
7-12, ISV

God personally inhabits the creative work that takes place in
Genesis. It is His Spirit that empowers life, 1light,
knowledge, beauty, creativity, joy, goodness, fruitfulness,
and blessings (Genesis 1:31). It was His Spirit that brought
life and order out of chaos and darkness. Everything seen and
unseen is called into being by His Spirit and continues to
exist by being connected to His Spirit (Job 34:14-16).

“By the word of the LORD were the heavens made; their starry
host by the breath of His mouth.” | Psalm 33:6, NIV



‘Whereby The World That Then Was Being
Overflowed With Water Perished’

This good world that God breathed into life did not remain
that way for long. Genesis 6 paints a grim picture of a world
that had fallen once more into chaos, disarray, and spiritual
darkness.

Some 1600 years after creation, the world had become so evil
that God regretted He had ever made humans (Genesis 6:6). In
fact, it broke His heart. His Spirit, everything that is good
and right, was sustaining a creation that was ‘rotten to the
core’ (Genesis 6:5) and which was actively striving against
God’s Spirit (Genesis 6:3). The Hebrew meaning behind Genesis
6:5 is that it was not only the imagination of humans that had
been corrupted but their purposes and desires too. They had
brought darkness and ruin into the world to the point where
God’s Spirit, which sustained all things, including humanity,
would no longer choose to sustain such evil.

Genesis 6-8 provides the narrative of the catastrophe that
came upon humanity. The ‘world that then was’ was completely
erased by water and all in whom the ‘spirit of life’ resided
perished (Genesis 7:22).

“And every living thing on the face of the earth was
destroyed — man and livestock, crawling creatures and birds
of the air; they were blotted out from the earth, and only
Noah remained, and those with him in the ark.” | Genesis
7:23, BSB

“.that by the word of God the heavens were of old, and the
earth standing out of the water and in the water: Whereby the
world that then was, being overflowed with water, perished.”
| 2 Peter 3:5-6, AKJV

Only Noah, who had ‘walked with God’ and his family were saved
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(Genesis 9:6). The phrase ‘walked with God’ recalls, perhaps,
the original unity of the relationship between humanity and
God, where God had ‘walked in the cool of Eden’s garden’
alongside humans (Genesis 3:8). This unity was disrupted when
Adam and Eve, grasping at equality with God, acted in
opposition to God’'s will, resulting in them being banished
from the garden and God’s Presence. ‘Walking with God’ 1is
often used throughout the Bible as an expression of returning
to a unified relationship with God. It’s what we were created
for and what God has always intended for all of humanity.

“For we are His creation, created in Christ Jesus for good
works, which God prepared ahead of time so that we should
walk in them.” | Ephesians 2:10, NIV

Born Again Of Water And Spirit

It is over this vast emptiness of water that we once again see
a bird hovering, signaling God’'s Presence (Genesis 8:8-17).
‘The world that then was’ had been born again of water and
spirit, washed clean and ready for hope and the regeneration
of life.

“Then he [Noah] sent out a dove to see if the water had
receded from the surface of the ground. But the dove could
find nowhere to perch because there was water over all the
surface of the earth; so it returned to Noah in the ark. He
reached out his hand and took the dove and brought it back to
himself in the ark. He waited seven more days and again sent
out the dove from the ark. When the dove returned to him 1in
the evening, there in its beak was a freshly plucked olive
leaf! Then Noah knew that the water had receded from the
earth. He waited seven more days and sent the dove out again,
but this time it did not return to him.” | Genesis 8: 8-12,
NIV

Centuries pass. The Spirit of God moves powerfully through the



ebb and flow of the history of humanity. His intention for His
creation will not be thwarted and He will walk with humanity
again in a whole and restored relationship. The way He will
accomplish this is, of course, through His Son, Jesus.

Jesus | The New Creation

God steps personally into our drama by sending His Son. The
Word, the expression of God, the sum of all His will, His
consciousness, His emotion, His character, and His power was
poured out and made human (John 1:14).

John, the author of the fourth gospel account in the New
Testament, deliberately parallels the Genesis account when
beginning his record of this pivotal moment in human history;
the arrival of Jesus, the Son of God. He tells us that ‘in the
beginning was the Word (logos), and the Word was with God, and
the Word was God’ (John 1:1). The use of the word logos here
is deeply connected to who God is, to the very nature and
essence of God, containing within itself the ability to
intelligently and lovingly create and sustain life.

Interestingly, perhaps because of the lofty and soaring
theology contained in his writings, the apostle John 1is often
symbolised by an eagle, reminding us once again of a bird,
brooding over dark waters, poised and waiting to create.

That ‘Word’, and all that is contained by the expression,
became a human and ‘dwelt among us’. He was ‘God-With-Us' -
and anyone who saw him saw all the radiance of God’s glory;
the exact representation of His being (Hebrews 1:3, John
14:10-11). In him, was life and the light of men (John 1:4).
He is the Light that shines in the darkest places of the human
heart, bringing peace to the chaos and order and beauty again.
That human, of course, was Jesus.

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

Jesus was human like us. And yet, there was something
different about him too. He was a man, but not merely a man.
In him, ‘the entire fullness (completeness) of God dwelt in
bodily form’ (Colossians 2:9). Jesus was a new kind of

creation, a new kind of human and he came to show us how we
can be a new kind of human too.

“The first man was named Adam, and the Scriptures tell us
that he was a living person. But Jesus, who may be called the
last Adam, 1is a life-giving Spirit.” | 1 Corinthians 15:45,
NIV

Jesus came preaching the good news of salvation, of
reconciliation with God, of being able to walk with God in
complete harmony again. Jesus enters the tablet of human
history like a blazing fire, burning away all that is false
and bringing to light that which is true (Malachi 3:2-3).

There is a new reality, he affirms, one where God rules
completely in the hearts of humanity and this reality, he
proclaims, is right now! The kingdom of God had arrived and
this new kind of living would ignite like fire in people’s
hearts (Matthew 3:11, Mark 1:15)

It is early in his ministry that Jesus demonstrates how this
new kind of living begins. He comes to Jordan, where John the
Baptist was preaching the baptism of repentance. John’s
baptism was first intended to bring people to an
acknowledgment and repentance of sin.

But John also tells the crowds that a little water would mean
nothing if they weren’t prepared to change their lives.
Baptism needed to ignite the kingdom life within a believer,
renewing men and women from the inside out. They needed to be
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‘born again’, of water and of spirit.

Jesus showed exactly what this looked like. Although He didn’t
need baptism for the forgiveness of sin — he never committed
any, he still participated in the baptism of repentance, to
‘“fulfill all righteousness (Matthew 3:15). He demonstrated
clearly what would be required of all humanity (the act of
belief and baptism) to be able to participate in this new
kingdom life.

Upon rising from the water, the Spirit of God came to rest
upon Jesus in the form of a dove, and a voice from heaven
proclaiming ‘this is my beloved Son, in whom I am well
pleased.’ (Matthew 3:16). This was a public demonstration of
not just the validity of Jesus as God’s son but also how all
believers who participate in this new creative work would
experience rebirth by God’s Spirit.

Not long after his baptism, Jesus confirms the significance
and importance of being ‘born again of water and spirit’. He
speaks with Nicodemus, a prominent Pharisee and leader of the
Jews. Nicodemus believed Jesus to truly be a teacher who had
come from God and Jesus takes the opportunity to reaffirm that
being reborn of water and spirit is an essential part of
becoming a new creation, and ‘entering the kingdom of God’
(John 3:5).

The baptism of Jesus is another beautiful echo of the story
first told to us in Genesis, where God’s Spirit hovered like a
bird over the waters, before beginning His incredible creative
work. It also recalls the story of the washing and
regeneration of the world in Noah’s day and the new life that
was signaled by the flight of a dove above the waters.

New Life By The Spirit

The truth is, what really needs washing clean is the human
heart. The innermost part of humanity, where God wants to be
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completely at one with us, was separated from God by Adam and
Eve’s choices. The human heart lies in darkness and chaos and
only God’s Spirit can bring life and light to this disordered
place (Jeremiah 17:9, Mark 7:21-22).

As it was 1in the beginning, the chaos and darkness that is in
our lives can be washed clean and reordered. Regeneration, to
be born anew, is the termination of people of the old creation
with all their deeds and the germination of them in the new
creation with the divine life. We take all of the darkness,
failure, chaos, and ruin of our life and surrender it to God,
who erases it in the water of 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. That light is Jesus and he brings
the knowledge of God into our hearts.

“For God, who said, “Let light shine out of darkness,” has
shone in our hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the
glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ. But we have this
treasure in jars of clay, to show that the surpassing power
belongs to God and not to us.” | 2 Corinthians 4:6-7, ESV

New life is ignited in us and the new human is reborn. Yet
this new life does not come without the promise of help
(Ephesians 1:13-14). Jesus tells his disciples that God will
send them a comforter to teach and guide them in this new
kingdom life. They will be empowered and sustained by nothing
less than the Spirit of God — the Holy Spirit; the same power
that raised Jesus from the dead!

“If you love me, you will keep my commandments. And I will
ask the Father, and He will give you another Helper to be
with you forever — the Spirit of truth. The world cannot
receive Him, because it neither sees Him nor knows Him. But
you do know Him, for He abides with you and will be in you.
But the Helper, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in



my name, He will teach you all things and bring to your
remembrance all that I have said to you.” | John 14:15-16,
26, ESV

“Peter replied, “Repent and be baptised, every one of you, 1in
the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins,
and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. This
promise belongs to you and your children and to all who are
far off — to all whom the Lord our God will call to Himself.
With many other words he testified, and he urged them, “Be
saved from this corrupt generation.” Those who embraced his
message were baptised, and about three thousand were added to
the believers that day” | Acts 2:38-41, BSB

“He redeemed us in order that the blessing promised to
Abraham would come to the Gentiles in Christ Jesus, so that
by faith we might receive the promise of the Spirit.” |
Galatians 3:14, BSB

When Jesus commissioned his disciples to take the good news to
the world, making disciples of all nations, he gave them the
following instruction:

“Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptising
them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy
Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded
you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the
age.” | Matthew 28:19-20, NIV

Holy Spirit | This Same Power

The mechanism by which we are renewed, as Christians, is no
different from that in the past. It is God’s Spirit, which has
been with God and is God since the beginning, and by which
everything seen and unseen was created.



Having surrendered our own self-will, we are instructed to
ask, as little children would from a parent, for the gift of
God’'s Spirit to come and ‘make His home with us’ (Luke 11:13,
John 14:23). In our new kingdom life, we are directed by God’s
Spirit in the face of evil and doubt and are strengthened by
the teachings of His written Word, the Bible (John 14:16-17, 2
Timothy 3:16-17).

We are filled with faith and hope, because of the love of God
which has been shed in our hearts by His Spirit (Romans 5:5).
We rejoice in the Lord, and in the strength of His might,
acknowledging that even in this renewing and regeneration, the
work is not ours but His (Philippians 2:13, Ephesians 2:10, 2
Corinthians 4:6-7). We are comforted, despite our Saviour’s
absence (John 14:18-25), walking in the path of light by God’s
Spirit (Romans 8:14, 1 John 1:7).

Our bodies become temples of the living God (1 Corinthians
6:19-20), where His Spirit is pleased to dwell (Romans 8:9)
and we wait, with patience in this life, for the final
redemption of our mortal bodies by that same Spirit at Jesus’
return (Romans 8:11, 1 Corinthians 15:53, Romans 2:7, 2
Corinthians 5:4).

“None of us has anything which he did not receive. To begin
with, God gives to all life and breath, and in Him we live and
move and have our being. Then, fallen creatures as we now are,
God gives the blessing of His Son to open out the way of life;
and He gives His Word to tell of His purpose which culminates
in that Son. To follow that, He promises all needful help from
above to answer the needs of His servants and strengthen them
on the way of pilgrimage to the Kingdom of His glory. The
apostle [Paul] bids disciples offer their bodies a living
sacrifice to God that, by His power and blessing, they may be
both strengthened to do them and as the essential road to
their own salvation, that they may be “transformed by the
renewing of their mind, that they may prove what is the good,
and acceptable, and perfect will of God”, who through Christ



their Lord, “is able to do exceeding abundantly above all that
we ask or think, according to the power that works in us."” |
Alfred Norris, The Holy Spirit and the Believer Today

This article was first published 28 October 2019

Regeneration + The Holy
Spirit
“Though outwardly we are wasting away, inwardly we are being
renewed day by day.” | 2 Corinthians 4:16, NIV

There can be a tendency to reduce the work of the gospel to
simply to a culture of ‘making us nice’. That is to say, that
being a Christian equates to a program of basic self-
improvement. Yet there are plenty of nice people who aren’t
Christians; people who do good things for others without
having Jesus in their life. And while Jesus does, of course,
make a difference in the lives of believers, it’s more than
just ‘making us nice’.

New Not Nice

Jesus didn’'t come to improve us — he came to save us!

We were made to walk with God and dwell in His presence. God,
who is the source of all life, made humans in His image and in
His likeness, with the potential and capability to be like
Him, to reflect His glory throughout the earth.

But the effects of sin entering the world were dramatic and
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far-reaching. Humanity died that day — not physically or
immediately, but spiritually. Our union with God was severed
and we became separated from God’s presence. And just as we
have inherited physical life from our parents, we also inherit
spiritual death. Every human who is born comes into the world
physically alive but spiritually dead. Without our spiritual
connection with God, we are nothing more than ‘dead men
walking’, living in darkness and far from the eternal life God
intended for us.

And no amount of ‘nice’ can fix this.

“With the Lord’s authority I say this: Live no longer as the
Gentiles do, for they are hopelessly confused. Their minds
are full of darkness; they wander far from the life God gives
because they have closed their minds and hardened their
hearts against him. They have no sense of shame. They live
for lustful pleasure and eagerly practice every kind of
Impurity. But that isn’t what you learned about Christ. Since
you have heard about Jesus and have learned the truth that
comes from him, throw off your old sinful nature and your
former way of life, which is corrupted by lust and deception.
Instead, let the Spirit renew your thoughts and attitudes.
Put on your new nature, created to be like God-truly
righteous and holy.” | Ephesians 4:17-24, ESV

The Christian life doesn’t start with reformation. You cannot
reform a dead heart. The Christian life starts with a radical
regeneration. From spiritual death comes a resurrected life, a
new nature, through the work of the Holy Spirit.

A truly gospel-shaped life is one that begins in death.
Baptism, the Bible tells us, is a symbol of the death that
Jesus experienced. And by his death, he destroyed the power of
sin and death; those things which keep us separated from God
and the life He has purposed for us. Through Jesus, it becomes
possible for us to be reconciled again to God’s good life and
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His life-giving spirituality. We’'re told, if we die with Jesus
(in baptism), we will also live with him, participants in his
resurrection life. That life starts right now, the very moment
a believer rises from the waters of baptism.

“That’s what baptism into the life of Jesus means. When we
are lowered into the water, it i1is like the burial of Jesus;
when we are raised up out of the water, it is like the
resurrection of Jesus. Each of us is raised into a light-
filled world by our Father so that we can see where we’re
going 1in our new grace-sovereign country. Could it be any
clearer? Our old way of life was nailed to the cross with
Christ, a decisive end to that sin-miserable life—no longer
at sin’s every beck and call! What we believe is this: If we
get included in Christ’s sin-conquering death, we also get
included in his life-saving resurrection. We know that when
Jesus was raised from the dead it was a signal of the end of
death-as-the-end. Never again will death have the last word.”
| Romans 6:3-10, MSG

If we get included in Christ’s sin-conquering death, we also
get included in his life-giving resurrection! Not just as some
future hope or aspirational thought but as a reality, right
now! Qur dead spirituality is reborn, renewed, and regenerated
in Jesus. It’'s into the darkness of spiritual death that God
has shone His glorious light of life, the knowledge of the
glory of Himself expressed in Jesus.

This is why Paul can so confidently say in his letters to the
churches at Colosse and Corinth:

“For you died, and your life 1is now hidden with Christ 1in
God. When Christ, who is your life, appears, then you also
will appear with him in glory..” | Colossians 3:4, ESV

“For God, who commanded the light to shine out of darkness,
hath shined in our hearts, to give the light of the knowledge


https://carrielloydshaw.com/jesus/resurrection-of-jesus/

of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ.” | 2
Corinthians 4:6, KJV

Saved Not Sincere

When we accept the truth of our situation and choose to do
something about it, the Bible doesn’t tell us to ‘believe and
be sincere’. The Bible tells us to believe and be saved.
That’s not to say that sincerity isn’t important. Of course it
is. But the emphasis — the first word about the action that
takes place — is about the activity of God. It’'s God who is
saving us and it’'’s God who is renewing us. It’s 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.

God graciously gives salvation to those who repent and
believe. It is His action in our lives that makes the
difference. He transfers us from the dominion of darkness into
the kingdom of His son, He adopts us as His children and the
Spirit himself bears witness to this new identity.

The work of saving is entirely God’s and this is why we can
confidently preach ‘that we are saved by grace through faith
alone and not by our works'. Grace is what saves, faith is the
instrument through which it is effected.

This is vitally important because when we believe our faith is
what saves us*, we begin to measure our faith (and others’) by
the intensity of it (or the lack thereof). We being to think
of faith as a single act, rather than a life of orientation.

“Faith isn’t an emotion God evaluates by its intensity. Faith
is trust and it’s only as good as the object of its trust. So
the question isn’t, “do you truly believe?” but “who do you
believe in?” We must point continually to God in Christ, who
1s good and generous and amazingly gracious. We trust Him and
His grace for our salvation, not the strength of our
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emotions.” | Michael Lawrence

Faith trusts that this work isn’t ours — it’s God’s and He's
doing it for His glory. He saves not because of who we are but
because of who He is. Why? Because He loves us.

“Now may the God of peace, who through the blood of the
eternal covenant brought back from the dead our Lord Jesus,
that great Shepherd of the sheep, equip you with every good
thing to do His will. And may He accomplish in us what 1is
pleasing in His sight through Jesus Christ, to whom be glory
forever and ever. Amen.” | Hebrews 13:20-21, NIV

“For it is God who works in you to will and to act on behalf
of His good pleasure.” | Phillipians 2:13, NIV

“And after you have suffered for a little while, the God of
all grace, who has called you to His eternal glory in Christ,
will Himself restore you, secure you, strengthen you, and
establish you. To Him be the power forever and ever. Amen.” |
1 Peter 5:10 BSB

Disciples Not Decisions

Our resurrected life is not dominated by decisions that come
and go but by faithfully following Jesus. Every Christian’s
life starts at a certain point, with a decision, but that one
decision alone 1is not enough to make us a disciple.
Resurrection life continues as a life marked by discipleship.
Every day, the mission is the same: a commitment to follow
Jesus, regardless of the cost.

Having faith does not mean ‘being spiritual’ or ‘belonging to
a faith community’' or ‘seeking spiritual direction’. Of
course, it may involve those things but having faith 1is
wholehearted trust that God will keep His promises, and this
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trust is constantly affirmed and demonstrated by a transformed
life.

It's examining ourselves, not just on Sunday, but every day,
to see if we are ‘in the faith’.

It’s waiting on Jesus.

We must be committed to not just making ‘a faithful decision’
on any given day, but to being disciples — life-long followers
of Jesus who take up their cross, enduring hardship, because
our trust is in Jesus’ sacrifice and God'’'s promise to us in
this.

But we are not alone in our resurrected life.

“If the Spirit of Him who raised Jesus from the dead dwells
in you, He who raised Christ Jesus from the dead will also
give life to your mortal bodies through His Spirit who dwells
in you.” | Romans 8:11, ESV

“.This 1is my [Paul’s] prayer. That God, the God of our Lord
Jesus Christ and the all-glorious Father, will give you
spiritual wisdom and the insight to know more of Him: that
you may receive that inner illumination of the Spirit which
will make you realise how great is the hope to which He 1is
calling you—the magnificence and splendour of the inheritance
promised to Christians—and how tremendous 1is the power
available to us who believe in God. That power is the same
divine power which was demonstrated in Christ when He raised
him from the dead and gave him the place of supreme honour 1in
Heaven—a place that is infinitely superior to any conceivable
command, authority, power or control, and which carries with
it a name far beyond any name that could ever be used in this
world or the world to come.” | Ephesians 1:18-21, JB Phillips

God’s own Spirit bears witness with our spirit that we are His
children. Our existence is now framed by Christ’s life — who



is, himself, a life-giving Spirit.

“The first man was named Adam, and the Scriptures tell us
that he was a living person. But Jesus, who may be called the
last Adam, 1is a life-giving spirit.” | 1 Corinthians 15:45,
NIV

This resurrected life comes with the promise of help
(Ephesians 1:13-14) from the Spirit of God Himself. Jesus
tells his disciples that God will send them a comforter,
counsellor, advocate or helper (mapdkAntog (paraklétos) to
teach and guide them. The spark of new life that has been 1lit
in their hearts will grow and be sustained by nothing less
than the Spirit of God — the Holy Spirit; the same power that
raised Jesus from the dead!

“If you love me, you will keep my commandments. And I will
ask the Father, and He will give you another Helper to be
with you forever — the Spirit of truth. The world cannot
receive Him, because it neither sees Him nor knows Him. But
you do know Him, for He abides with you and will be in you.
But the Helper, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in
my name, He will teach you all things and bring to your
remembrance all that I have said to you.” | John 14:15-16,
26, ESV

“Peter replied, “Repent and be baptised, every one of you, 1in
the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins,
and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. This
promise belongs to you and your children and to all who are
far off — to all whom the Lord our God will call to Himself.
With many other words he testified, and he urged them, “Be
saved from this corrupt generation.” Those who embraced his
message were baptised, and about three thousand were added to
the believers that day.” | Acts 2:38-41, BSB



“He redeemed us in order that the blessing promised to
Abraham would come to the Gentiles in Christ Jesus, so that
by faith we might receive the promise of the Spirit.” |
Galatians 3:14, BSB

Led By The Spirit

Christianity is a relationship, not a ritual or a religious
code of ethics. It’s living in communion with the Father and
His Son and being constantly led by the Holy Spirit in our
discipleship. It’'s living in freedom from the power that sin
and death formerly had over us.

This freedom is one of the most precious realities of our
regenerated life.

In no way does this deny the continuous struggle believers
still have with sin, but we can have trust and confidence that
we have been transferred out of sin’s dominion and into the
kingdom of Jesus; that we are a child of God and that, day by
day, we are being renewed and transformed into the likeness of
His Son.

Not only this, the blood of Jesus is able to cleanse us from
all sin. If we confess, He is faithful and just to forgive.

“For He has rescued us from the dominion of darkness and
brought us into the kingdom of the Son He loves.” |
Colossians 1:13, NIV

“You, however, are not in the flesh but in the Spirit, 1if in
fact the Spirit of God dwells in you. Anyone who does not
have the Spirit of Christ does not belong to him. But if
Christ is in you, although the body is dead because of sin,
the Spirit is life because of righteousness. If the Spirit of
him who raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you, He who
raised Christ Jesus from the dead will also give life to your
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mortal bodies through His Spirit who dwells 1in you.”
Romans 8:9-11, NIV

“Don’t you know that you yourselves are God’s temple and that
God’s Spirit dwells in your midst?” | 1 Corinthians 3:16 —
NIV

We are empowered to live a fully reconciled ‘kingdom life’,
both with God and to each other, brought together as family
and community through the precious blood of our saviour.
Together, believers become the church of Christ — his body;
fellow citizens with the family and household of God, and a
dwelling place for God by the Spirit. Our greatest hope and
expectation is that Christ, who is our life, will one day
appear and change our corruptible bodies to incorruptible
bodies and we will be forever with our Lord (Romans 8:11, 1
Corinthians 15:53, Romans 2:7, 2 Corinthians 5:4).

God always intended to dwell with His people and, through
Jesus, this became possible. The Holy Spirit works powerfully
in us to change our hearts. Christians are now connected, in a
deeply spiritual way, to the source of eternal life for which
we were always purposed. Our faith, hope, and love grow more
each day in similarity to the One who empowers our life and we
begin to look more and more like Him.

The power and truth of the gospel are displayed when people
begin to live differently, empowered by God’s Spirit. We
become a community that can only be explained by a gospel that
truly converts and changes lives.

For those of us who may have been out of step with the Spirit,
now is the time to open our hearts and our lives to the
transforming and regenerating work of the Spirit. Ask, as a
child would from a parent, for the gift of the Spirit to come
and create in you a new heart.
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Now is the season to discover how to walk alongside the
Spirit, not expecting God to do all the work, nor trying to do
it all ourselves. Being led by the Spirit is following Jesus
in faithful discipleship, in partnership with God in His great
kingdom mission, fully empowered by His Eternal Spirit.

“If you then, though you are evil, know how to give good
gifts to your children, how much more will your Father 1in
heaven give the Holy Spirit to those who ask Him!” | Luke
11:13, NIV

“May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace as you
trust in him, so that you may overflow with hope by the power
of the Holy Spirit.” | Romans 15:13, NIV

“And hope does not put us to shame, because God’s love has
been poured out into our hearts through the Holy Spirit, who
has been given to us.” | Romans 5:5 — NIV

*If faith doesn’t save, then why does James make such a big
deal about faith and works? When he wrote his letter, James
was actually concerned with counterfeit Christianity of
another kind - the unauthenticity of a 1life that is
‘Christian’ in name only. James is talking about those who
make a ‘one-time decision’ to ‘be a Christian’ and yet nothing
really changes in their lives. He is tackling a different, yet
no less dangerous distortion of the gospel of grace, the idea
that believers can ‘continue in sin that grace may abound’.
That is to say, that nothing about the way the believer
behaves or lives after being saved needs to change, that
verbally expressing our faith in Jesus is enough, and that we
don’t need to ‘do better’ because God’s grace covers all our
shortcomings anyway. James is talking about a half-gospel, one
that possibly makes us ‘feel better about ourselves’ but
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doesn’t convert our hearts or demonstrate true discipleship by
a transformed life.

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

You can read more about the Faith | Works Conundrum here or
Discipleship here.

This article was first published 2 March 2020

An Easter Tale

(Not a reader? Take a listen instead i)

Let me tell you a tale.
It starts in a garden, long, long ago.

And what a garden it was — literally, a paradise on earth. A
place of grandeur and beauty, filled with trees of every
description and with leaves in every shade of green, soaring
upwards toward a sky so blue it hurts the eyes.

The sound of a great river can be heard flowing through this
garden paradise, a source of life and refreshing for all the
living things that call it home. In the still shade of the
trees, quiet pools of deep emerald green can be found,
surrounded by rocks and ferns. If you listen carefully, you
can hear the sound of animals scuttering through the brush,
and, overheard, birds sing joyfully in the trees, lifting a
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chorus of praise to the One who created them.
A perfect garden; beautiful, unspoiled, glorious.

If the tale had ended here, it would be a short one, perhaps,
but satisfying nonetheless.

But this is not the end of the story.

Come a little closer, deeper into the heart of the garden and
you will see two trees, shimmering softly in the golden
sunlight. Laden with ripe, juicy fruit, they’'re the most
beautiful trees you’'ve ever seen. You watch as a woman,
standing underneath the long, slender boughs, reaches out her
hand and plucks a piece of fruit from one. She passes it to
the man standing beside her. Reaching out again, she takes
another and, as they both bite into the fruit, you see
movement in the branches as the sinuous form of a serpent
winds itself up and away into the leaves of the tree.

Juice trickles down their chins and drips onto their bare
feet. You long to join them, sharing in the delicious fruit
and in a moment that seems bathed in the golden light of
pleasure and contentment.

Yet, you suddenly sense a change in the air. You can see that
the two humans can feel it too. Their expressions change and
the sudden heaviness you feel is reflected in the set of their
shoulders. Emotions chase across their faces. Discovery,
understanding, disappointment, shame...

You hear a voice. A question. Even watching from a distance,
you feel the need to hide, to shrink, and turn your face away
in discomfort.

“What have you done?“
You listen closely as the conversation unfolds.

A punishment; life ending in death.



A promise; death ending in life.

The conversation concludes with words spoken with great love
but also great sadness “By the sweat of your brow you will eat
your food until you return to the ground, since from it you
were taken; for dust you are and to dust you will return.

And now, you must leave.”

A sharp metallic scent fills the air, new and unexpected in
this place. You turn your gaze and see that a lamb has been
slaughtered, its blood soaking into the ground. A mournful cry
passes through your body, rising up towards heaven, and, with
a deep heaviness, you realise that all of creation is echoing
your cry, a keening filled with pain and loss.

Something terrible has happened in this garden. A darkness 1is
falling in Eden. A great evil has entered paradise and Death
close on its heels.

The two humans move eastward, clothed in the skin of the lamb,
and then pass beyond the borders of the garden, out into
wildlands they’ve never seen before. A flaming sword is placed
at the entrance to the garden, turning every which way so that
it appears to form a fiery cross. Shimmering creatures stand
on either side of the sword, guarding the way back to what
lies at the heart of the garden; the abundant and eternal life
of God.

This is a tragedy too great to bear, a terrible price to pay,
and yet you cannot look away. What did the voice mean, life
springing from death? Is all lost? Surely there is still hope?

Centuries pass. The darkness only grows deeper and heavier.

The whole world lies under the power of the evil one and the
heart of humanity has become hardened and sick. A long
silence, nearly 400 years, has passed since anyone has heard
even the voice of God. Hope seems lost.



But this is not the end of the story.

Under a star-sprinkled sky in a small middle-eastern town,
shepherds are out in the fields watching over their flocks.
It’s census time and the town is filled to overflowing with
travellers from all over the nation. The fields are the
quietest place to be right now, and the shepherds are
welcoming the reprieve from the thronging crowds.

Suddenly a great light appears all around them, illuminating
the fields for miles in every direction. A voice speaks aloud.
“Good news of great joy for all people! Your saviour is born!"“

Salvation! Hope! The shepherds know what these words mean. The
words of the promise have been passed down, in hallowed
whispers, through every generation since the beginning of time
itself. One day, the saviour will come. One day, the way back
to the garden will be opened again. One day we will go home.

The life and light of humanity was appearing, at long last.
Light was piercing the thick gloom, shining in the darkness
and now they knew the truth and a promise realised, that the
darkness will not overcome.

But when? And how?

The ruler of this world has a foothold in every corner and
many are enslaved to his bidding. The child must be kept safe,
hidden in plain sight in a small, non-descript town, thought
to be of little worth, until the time is right. Not even his
own family would know the truth of who he is. Not yet.

Seasons come and go. The moon waxes and wanes. Time passes.

The child is now a man, fully grown, and full of grace and
truth. One day soon he will wage war against the kingdoms of
this world; one by one they will fall at his feet and he will
stand victorious, the triumphant conqueror and saviour of
humanity.



And, even now, you think that the moment must surely have
arrived. You find yourself standing in another garden, known
as “the oil press”, due, most likely, to the presence of the
young olive trees growing in abundance all around. The ground
is rocky under your feet and the moon bright overhead.

A small band of men lie asleep and, as you come closer, you
see that the man is a little way off from the sleeping men,
kneeling down with his hands clasped in prayer.

You can sense the great weight and desperate solitude that
lies upon him; sorrow is clearly etched across his features
and, as you watch, great drops of sweat fall from his brow,
soaking into the ground like blood.

The sound of footfalls and the murmur of voices can suddenly
be heard floating on the still night air. A crowd of men draws
close, some who look to be perhaps priests of the city, others
of more humble occupation, all carrying swords and clubs. The
man and his friends, now roused from sleep, stand waiting.

The leader of the crowd steps forward and kisses the man’s
cheek in greeting and, all at once, the rest of the crowd
moves forward, as one, to seize the man, a signal having
clearly been given.

Chaos erupts, a sword swings wildly and a man screams,
clutching at the bleeding side of his head where moments
before his ear had been. Then, suddenly, his ear miraculously
reappears, reattached and healed, and the crowd falls away
astonished and afraid. You can hear the man sternly
reprimanding the one in whose hand the sword is found.

“Put your sword away, for all who take the sword will die by
the sword.”

You are confused and suddenly afraid. This is not how you
expected this to go. You want to run away and, turning your
gaze, you see that the small band of followers that had come



with the man have done just that.

He is left alone, surrounded by a crowd who are at once afraid
of him but also enraged by him. Their hate for him 1is
palpable, and envy and violence are thick in the air.

They step forward again in sudden decision; the man 1is seized,
unresisting, his hands are bound, and, as he is led away to be
tried, you want to weep. All those years of obscurity and
safety, all the hope of the world resting in this man, and
even he was no match for the dark evil in the world.

You hope for a miracle but you have seen what men can do.

The sun finally rises, illuminating a terrible sight. The man
is struggling up a hill, the weight of a timber crossbeam
pressing down on his bruised shoulders and back. He has been
viciously beaten and his back is covered in deep welts, A
rough circle of small, gnarly branches, fashioned to resemble
a crown, has been jammed upon his head. The sharp barbs of the
thorns cut deeply into his flesh, blood dripping down his neck
and onto the wood of the crossbeam across his shoulders.

At the summit, the man is unceremoniously stripped naked,
his arms are forced apart, bound to either side of the timber
crossbeam, and heavy, iron nails are hammered through his
wrists and into the timber.

The crossbeam is raised high above the gathering crowd, the
man sucking in shuddering breaths with each jostle, and
attached to a large, upright post already fixed in place. The
post, stained with darkened streaks, tells the terrible
history of this place, and, as the man’s ankles are hammered
to the upright, fresh blood flows, joining the old.

You want to turn away, you cannot bear to look any longer on
the horror and humiliation, but you cannot. It seems as if the
whole world’s gaze must surely be turned towards this sight,
forced to give witness to the deprivation and evil endured by



this man.

You can taste misery and guilt, like sawdust in your mouth and
feel a terrible clawing in the pit of your stomach.

At about 3 o’clock in the afternoon, the man dies. The crowd,
who came at first for sport, are now deeply shaken by what
they have seen, and return to their homes full of sorrow and
contrition. A Roman centurion standing nearby raises his
voice, surely in protest of what has taken place. “This”, he
exclaims, “was an innocent man.” You, too, lift your voice in
agreement but it is lost on the wind.

Yes. A perfect human, good and true, and all the hope of the
world rested in him. An innocent man but also now a dead man.

There is nothing more that can be done.

The man’s body is taken down from the cross, wrapped in a
linen shroud and placed in a newly cut tomb; he is the first
to rest in this place. A stone is rolled across the entrance
and the long-hoped-for saviour of the world is left alone, 1in
the still darkness of the grave.

But this is not the end of the story.

A soft breeze is blowing as the first streaks of dawn creep
over the distant horizon. A bird sings sweetly from a branch
overhead and the grass is cool under your feet as you wander
through this peaceful place.

You are in yet another garden and, as you draw closer, you
realise you are near to the place where the man’s body had
been laid. You can hear voices, the low, intimate conversation
of a man and a woman, and, as the path rounds a corner, vyou
see them standing together beneath the trees, close but not
touching. The woman has been crying, you can see her cheeks
are wet with tears, but, strangely, her eyes are shining not
with sorrow but instead with joy.



She turns suddenly and brushes past you, breaking into a run
and is quickly lost to sight. Only the man remains.

And now you can his face clearly and you draw in a sharp
breath, hope suddenly fluttering inside your chest; it cannot
be!

For you saw this man betrayed, beaten, brutally executed,
buried...not three days past. You saw the light of the world,
condemned and put to death and yet here he stands before you,
alive.

Radiant. Restored. Resurrected.

“I am the Alpha and the Omega” he says, his voice warm with
feeling, “the beginning and the end. The one who 1is and who
was and who 1is to come. Fear not.

I am the first and the last. I died and, behold, I am alive
forever."”

He smiles and now a sob catches in your throat.

“I am the resurrection and the life. Whoever believes in me,
though they die, yet will they live. I have swallowed up death
in glorious victory and all those in me will be made alive
too, an abundant and eternal life.

Do you believe?”

You nod, scarcely daring to trust what your heart knows to be
true. The curse has been overcome, the promise has been
fulfilled. “Life to death, death to life, like seeds, like
soil, like stars.”*

“In this world, you will have trouble” the man continues “but
take heart! I have overcome the world.

It was prophesied that I, the Christ, should suffer and on the
third day rise from the dead and that repentance and



forgiveness of sins should be proclaimed in my name to all
nations, beginning in this place.

And now, dear heart, go, and tell the world the good news.

I am risen!”

Genesis 3:19, 1 John 5:19, Malachi 1:1, Luke 2:10, John 1:14,
Luke 22:44, Mark 15:25, John 20: 18, Revelation 1:17,
Revelation 22:12, John 11:25, 1 Corinthians 15:22, John 16:33,
Luke 24: 44-46, Matthew 28:19-20

*quote by author Rachel Held Evans (1981-2019)
This article was first published 14 April 2022

Ruth: The 1Inconsequential
Outsider

The Weft And Warp Of Scripture

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

The story of Ruth, a seemingly inconsequential outsider, 1is
one of these golden threads. At face value, it appears to be a
brief narrative concerning an unimportant family, living in a
small and insignificant rural village*. It hardly seems a
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grand stage on which the compelling drama of God’'s purpose 1is
to be acted out.

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

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

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

Who Was Ruth?

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

It seems tragedy had already befallen the family previously,
with the death of Elimelech, Ruth’s father-in-law, very soon
after the family’s relocation. The death of the sons now left
Ruth, her sister-in-law, Orpah, and Naomi, her mother-in-law,
as widows, in probably very bleak circumstances.
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Ruth was, of all people, an unlikely heroine. Not only was she
a woman, in a time when women were of minor importance, but
she was also now a widow. Finally, she was poor and foreign
and would have been considered an outsider to any true-born
Israelite.

Ruth’s Story

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

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

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

Like every great story, it contains all the important elements
of interest; drama, grief, desolation, decision, redemption,
and resolution. As a stand-alone story, it would be successful
in its own right. Yet it is the conclusion to the story that
makes us really sit up and take notice. This is where we
realise that nothing is an afterthought to God, nobody 1is
actually inconsequential and His plan is purposeful and far-
reaching.

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

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

Ruth’s Defining Legacy

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

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

Most breathtaking of all, King David became an ancestor of
Jesus Christ, God’s own Son! This makes Ruth an incredibly
significant and vital part of God’s plan of salvation for the
world.

God’'s methods often confound and confuse us. He doesn’t always
choose who we would expect or work in the way we would like.
He sees all, from the beginning to the end (Isaiah 46:10),
while we can only see a small portion of now. His purpose is
perfectly orchestrated and remarkably interwoven in ways that
amaze us.

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

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

This article was first published on 19 March 2018

Beyond The Pale

(Not a reader? Take a listen instead i)

“By the 14th century, the Norman invasion of Ireland was
struggling. Too many Normans had “gone native”, assimilated
into Irish life. The remaining settlers had retreated to just
four eastern counties: Louth, Meath, Dublin, and Kildare.
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
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eight-foot banks on each side and ringed by a thorny hedge.
These ramparts were never meant to be an impregnable wall,
but they did provide a daunting obstacle to raiders stealing
across the borders for English cattle. Within the Pale ditch,
settlers lived under the protection of the crown. But once
you passed “the Pale,” you were outside the authority and
safety of English law, and subject to all the savageries
of rural Ireland. “Beyond the pale” then became a colloquial
phrase meaning “outside the limits of acceptable behaviour or
judgment.” | C N Traveler

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

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

Not many people feel free to speak publicly of their
reservations or doubts and I understand this fear and
hesitancy. They want to avoid similar censure and they know
the penalty for dissenting 1is 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
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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’.

n

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

If we abide in Jesus, then we are in common union — community
— 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).
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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 wuniversal <church, exists outside
denominational walls and extends beyond historical boundaries.
There is only one body of Jesus Christ, and holding to this
spiritual reality means holding to the reality that fellowship
with the body happens when we abide in the body.

Why Couldn’t I Stay And Change The
Culture?

Cultures don’t happen overnight. Made up of an interconnecting
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
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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 1is
particularly difficult as it’s deeply embedded in the system.
When people believe that their culture is superior to other
cultures, they tend to resist any influence other cultures may
bring (you can read more about this here).

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

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

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

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
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ever knew is on the other side of that fence.

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

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

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

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

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

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.
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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 1in 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.”




Will Progressive Christianity
Destroy The Church?

(Not a reader? Take a listen instead u)

I want to talk about something that’s been on my mind for a
while. Some time ago, I watched a commentary by a ‘Christian
pastor’ that totally shocked me. In fact, I haven’t really
stopped thinking about it since.

I found it disturbing; equal parts ridiculous and horrifying,
and I really couldn’t believe it was being presented under the
guise of legitimate Christianity.

For me, it highlighted a disturbing and, frankly,
heartbreaking direction that modern Christianity, or at least
a part of it, has taken; a wild trip sideways down the
labyrinth-1like rabbit hole of progressive Christianity*. And I
believe this pervasive ideology, left unchecked, could signal
the death knell of the church as we know it.

Here’s the commentary and then I'll get to discussing it (this
video has been removed from YouTube since the writing of this
article, only the transcript is available, which is below):

“There’s a part of the gospel where Jesus uses a racial slur
[for context, the story of the syrophoenician woman in Mark 7
and specifically Mark 7:24-30]..what’s amazing about this
account is that the woman doesn’t back down, she speaks truth
to power. Her boldness and bravery to speak truth to power
actually changes Jesus’ mind. Jesus repents of his racism and
extends healing to this woman’s daughter. I love this story
because 1it’s a reminder that Jesus 1is human. He had
prejudices and bias and, when confronted with it, he was
willing to do his work..” | Brandan Robertson
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Brandan Robertson, poster boy for the progressive Christian
movement, is, by his own declaration, ‘spreading the good word
of an inclusive, modern gospel’. Progressive Christianity,
part of a larger movement called “the emerging church”, claims
that at the heart of this movement is the desire to articulate
a way of being Christian that is an alternative to the
traditional Christian faith portrayed in the public realm.

Brandan is a “noted author, pastor, activist, and public
theologian working at the intersections of spirituality,
sexuality, and social renewal” (taken directly from his
website). He currently serves as the Lead Pastor of Metanoia
Church, a “digital progressive faith community”. In July 2021,
Rolling Stone magazine included Robertson in its annual “Hot
List” of top artists, creatives, and influencers who “are
giving us reason to be excited about the future.“

Well, I, for one, am not excited in the least.

There’s a lot to unpack in his words and, to be honest, it'’s
hard to know where to start. The problem with progressive
Christianity is that it is, by nature, slippery and hard to
pin down at a glance; it comes so prettily packaged and
cleverly articulated.

Words like inclusivity, deconstruction, equality, and truth-
seeking are marched out in quick succession and used in such a
way so as to sound noble but humble, and demonstrative of
authentic faith.

Issues such as social justice or economic disparity and the
marginalisation and discrimination of certain social or ethnic
groups are highlighted and cited as key issues for which the
progressive Christian will boldly campaign.

While these kinds of issues are certainly addressed within the
biblical texts, they do not stand alone from the sound
theology or biblical context in which they sit.
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And this 1is one of the core 1issues with progressive
Christianity; seemingly meritable values are affirmed and
offered up as convincing proofs of a reshaped and reimagined
21st-century gospel, but, the reality 1is, they’ve been
cleverly detached from the context or theological truth in
which we find them in scripture.

For example, progressive Christianity affirms the right of
women to choose what happens to their bodies**., Initially, we
might chorus a resounding yes; surely this is speaking to the
unarguable value we place on free will and the intrinsic
liberty of every human to choose their own destiny..until we
realise this 1is really another way of supporting the
legalisation of abortion, in any circumstances and for any
means.

Progressive Christianity offers the statement that
Christianity is the truth for us. But it is not the only
truth. We share our lives with people who are Muslim, Jewish,
Hindu, Buddhist. We experience these people as loving and
caring by following their religious traditions. We believe
there are many trains [to God] and God welcomes them allx*.

Again, we may begin to agree. Many religions affirm values in
which we see merit (such as love and care for others)..but this
is not what is really being said. This is really another way
of advocating the post-modern ideology that there is more than
one truth, that, in fact, there are many truths, different
from each other but all true nonetheless. Critically, this
statement asserts that Jesus is not the only way to God and
that being a good person — “loving and caring” [of others] —
will do the job just as well.

Not only that, personal experience is given primary authority
in determining truth. Instead of the Word shaping the
conclusions we draw from our experiences — sola Scriptura, our
experiences become the primary authority in determining truth,
requiring the Word of God to conform to and find agreement



with our own conclusions and experiences.

Our experiences certainly form part of a raft of resources
that provide value in decision-making or conclusion-drawing,
but only when the conclusions we draw or the decisions we make
are first and foremost shaped by the sound theology expressed
in God’s Word and in light of the truths expressed therein.
Our experiences are not to be considered reliable in and of
themselves; scripture warns us that the heart of humanity is
deceitful above all things and that our way of viewing the
world is shaped by a mind that defaults to our own self will
and not the will of God.

The conclusion expressed in the statement that because we
experience people as loving and caring therefore their
expression of religion [without the need for Jesus] is still
an acceptable path to God is in direct contradiction to what
scripture teaches. Sola Scriptura, therefore, demands that
this conclusion must be reworked and submitted under
scripture; reason, logic, tradition, and experience are valid
but subordinate to what God’s Word teaches.

Dig a little deeper and you begin to see that progressive
Christianity has an agenda, one that claims to be supported by
biblical truth but is, in reality, a radical reappraisal and,
often, rejection of traditional Christianity in favour of what
is largely a human rights agenda.

The words employed and issues raised are used in ways that are
deceiving, that relegate Jesus to simply a remarkable helper,
spiritual teacher or life guru, that advocate for the inherent
divinity in humanity, and that change the meaning of the
gospel and its call on believers’ lives entirely.

The primacy of personal experience, as expressed by
progressive Christianity, propounds the idea that our truth is
true and therefore cannot be argued against but must be
accepted as valid, irrespective of God’s Word saying



differently.

Progressive Christianity teaches that you can find God within
yourself, that sexuality and gender are fluid, that morality
is relative, and that the primary call of Christian faith is
to “love God, love our neighbour, and love ourselves”, which
is simply a clever reworking of Jesus’ words in order to
redefine ‘love of neighbour’ as including “affirmation of the
LGBTQ+ community..”

“The significance of the word ‘progressive’ in a sociological
sense 1s rather deceptive 1in that it misrepresents and
downplays the very gospel the church exists to proclaim. It
implies and claims that the traditional Christian faith has
served 1its purpose, it 1is now old-fashioned, restrictive,
irrelevant and even repressive.” | Rev E.A. Curnow

“At 1its core, progressive Christianity 1is a different
religion. It gives you a different God and a different Jesus.
It’s not a Jesus who can save you.” | Alisa Childers

I want to analyse some of the ideas inferred in Brandan
Robertson’s commentary, who, by the way, states that he
“cannot know 1if Jesus was the incarnation of God with any
degree of certainty”, and who “sometimes, believes 1in the
divine claims Christians have projected back onto the
historical Jesus and sometimes doesn’t.*“

1. Jesus Was A Racist

I'm appalled even typing that sentence. However, it has been
said so it must be countered.

Racism is defined as prejudice against or antagonism towards a
person or people on the basis of their membership of a
particular racial or ethnic group, typically one that 1is a
minority or marginalised. However, throughout the Bible, God
makes no distinction between people based on their social



status (Jeremiah 22:3), their ethnicity (Acts 10: 34-35), or
their gender (Galatians 3:28).

He sends rain on the just and the unjust and causes the sun to
rise on the good and the evil (Matthew 5:45). His message of
good news, first preached to Abraham, was intended to be a
blessing for all humanity (Genesis 12:3). The whole world 1is
separated from God by sin and His salvation through the
sending His Son is for the whole world to receive, if they
will (Romans 5:12, Ephesians 2:12, 2 Peter 3:9).

God is just, holy, perfect, generous, impartial, and good. If
this is who God is, then this is also who Jesus, God-With-Us,
is. Jesus was no racist.

2. Speaking Truth To Power

While the woman mentioned in this story ‘spoke truth’ and
while Jesus certainly was ‘power’, the use of this phrase is
intended to convey something else entirely. The idea behind
the phrase speak truth to power is that of an individual
courageously confronting (possibly corrupt) authority, calling
out injustices, and demanding change. It presumes that the one
speaking is the true moral authority in the matter, someone
who is willing to proclaim ‘what is right’ in the face of
criticism or consequence.

Again, if we’ve seen Jesus then we’ve seen God and any display
of power sits alongside absolute morality, justice and truth.
Jesus himself is truth (John 14:6) and the use of this phrase
here to imply he manifests injustice or untruth is plainly
ridiculous.

3. Jesus Was Willing To Do His Work

This phrase willing to do his (or her) work 1is another
favourite in progressive circles and is used to imply there is
some character deficit or lack in an individual (in this case,
Jesus), which needs adjusting or repenting of (a word which
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Brandon also employs in his commentary regarding Jesus).

Jesus was certainly prepared and “willing to do his work"”, but
it wasn’t the work of self-improvement or repentance.

The Lamb, without spot or blemish, sent into the world to
reconcile the world again to God, his work was to do the will
of his Father (Luke 2:49, John 5:36). Though he entered into
our human experience and is, therefore, able to understand us
in every way, right down to the alluring call of sin and the
temptation to choose self will that we experience, his life
and character were perfect. It could not have been otherwise,
else our forgiveness and reconciliation could not have been
obtained (Hebrews 9:14, Hebrews 4:15, 1 Peter 2:22).

This is just a poor attempt to reinvent Jesus 1into a
caricature that serves the cultural slogans and trends that
the progressive Christian movement wants to advance, and which
bear no resemblance to the real Jesus of the scriptures;
perfect lord, saviour, king.

4. Brandan Robertson’s Conclusion: ‘A Reminder
That Jesus Is Human’

It’s sad but unsurprising that this is Brandan’s take-home
point from this story. In reality, the story in Mark 7 marks a
significant turning point in Jesus’ ministry of kingdom-
preaching and repentance-calling, where the mission 1is
expanded to include the Gentiles; obviously super good news
for you, me, and anyone else of non-Jewish heritage!

The world that we see in the Bible and all around us still 1is
one where all of creation, including humanity, groans to be
set free from the bondage of sin. The good news of the gospel
is 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.

The story of Mark 7 is about the inclusive call of the gospel,



the invitation extended to all to come out of the dominion of
darkness, ruled over by the prince of this world, and into the
kingdom of the Son of God’s love, a kingdom of light and life.
A call to come as you are..but not stay as you are; a challenge
to surrender, to receive forgiveness and renewal, and to be
transformed into the kind of human God always intended you to
be (John 5:24, Acts 26:18, Luke 24:47, Colossians 1:13).

Will Progressive Christianity Destroy The
Church?

“Progressives are not just a group of Christians who are
changing their minds on social issues and politics..they often
deny core essential doctrines of the faith, which leads them
to preach an entirely different gospel.” | Alisa Childers

Despite the descriptor, I don’t believe progressive
Christianity to be Christian at all. The movement often denies
key tenets of the Christian faith; the primary authority of
the Bible as God’s inspired Word, the historical reality of
the resurrection of Jesus, the dark reality of sin and the
resultant separation it creates between God and humanity, and
the need for Jesus’ atoning sacrifice as a means of
reconciliation with God.

Sin itself is often redefined, simply becoming “all of our
greedy impulses that create inequity in the world” (Brandan
Robertson), rather the biblical definition of rebellion
against God’'s law, “a word, deed, or desire in opposition to
the eternal law of God” (Augustine of Hippo) (1 John
3:4), "evil thoughts, murder, adultery, sexual immorality,
impurity, and debauchery; 1idolatry and sorcery; hatred,
discord, jealousy, and rage; rivalries, divisions, factions,
and envy; drunkenness, orgies, false testimony and slander and
the like."

The truly dangerous reality is that the insidious ideology of



progressive Christianity is infiltrating and hijacking genuine
Christianity, silencing the church’s ability to speak into and
about the real-life situations for which she exists.

We are becoming less comfortable about naming sin and
preaching the need for true biblical repentance and more
concerned about being labelled as intolerant, judgmental, old-
fashioned, or irrelevant. When did morality become simply
degrees of relativity and we became afraid to speak up and
say, “that is wrong”, or conversely, “this is right“?

We are becoming confused by cries of inclusivity, tolerance,
and love of the other; mistaking the inclusive call of the
gospel for the exclusive reality of the church.

We are uneasy repeating the biblical truth that “narrow is the
way and few there be that find it"”, preferring instead the
idea that multiple superhighways of every description will
surely lead to God. The discovery of our true, inner self
through spiritual evolution seems a more palatable message for
the masses than the sombre alternative; the biblical narrative
of death to self and radical rebirth in Jesus.

Despite her flaws, the church still needs to be the voice, the
hands, the beating heart of Jesus in a dark and sin-enslaved
world. We need to speak with sensitivity and compassion, yes,
but we ought not to shy away from talking about the things
people may not want to hear about but desperately need to;
sin, estrangement, sacrifice, surrender, death, reorientation,
transformation. We need to speak about these things too, with
boldness and conviction.

Will progressive Christianity be the death of the church? No,
I don’t think so. I think the blood of Jesus, by which his
church was purchased, is more powerful than that.

But I do think the church is facing one of her greatest
challenges yet; not through external persecution as in times
past, but through subtle, internal perversion. There 1is a



desperate need for discernment and a deep commitment to the
gospel of the Bible, in doctrine and practice.

I think we need to pay attention, to have our wits about us,
wary of those who may come in sheep’s clothing, disguising
themselves as servants of righteousness. We need to be
unafraid to boldly and confidently lay their claims and
teachings alongside the sound words of Jesus Christ, the
living Word of God, for scrutiny and assessment, acceptance or
rejection.

And I think we need to courageously recommit to our commission
that, collectively, we, the church, the ‘woman of valour’ for
whom Jesus died, will shine brightly in a darkened and
impoverished world through our most basic and guiding
principle: that is, to incarnate Christ.

“But test everything; hold fast what 1is good.” | 1
Thessalonians 5:21, BSB

* https://www.bethelbeaverton.org/progressive-

christianity, https://progressivechristianity.org/the-8-points
/, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Progressive Christianity
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https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2019/05/progressi
ve-christians-abortion-jes-kast/590293/

John Writes A Letter

(Not a reader? Take a listen instead i)

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

Authentic Christianity

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

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

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

Of all the people on this earth, it would seem obvious that
Christians would understand the implications of this. We are
the recipients of a love so deep and vast and completely
undeserving, 1t should be impossible for us to not respond to



this in our relationships with others. We haven’t received
from God what we should have. And what we shouldn’t have
received, we have. Grace, freely given, has been demonstrated
by a love lavished on us in abundance. This recognition of
grace should empower and transform us to demonstrate the same
kind of love in all our relationships, and especially to our
Christian family.

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

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

Are We Really Born Again?

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

Jesus told a story to illustrate what a life untransformed by
grace looks like — that of the ungrateful servant (Matthew 18:
21-35). Despite having been forgiven a massive debt of some
several million dollars by his master, the servant proceeded
to demand repayment of a debt owed to him by a fellow servant,
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of only a few dollars. When the fellow servant was unable to
immediately repay, he had him thrown into prison, ‘until he
could repay the debt’ — which would have been practically
impossible from his prison cell. The master soon heard of the
ungrateful servant’s behaviour and the conclusion of the tale
1s sobering:

“Then his master summoned him and said to him, ‘You wicked
servant! I forgave you all that debt because you pleaded with
me. And should not you have had mercy on your fellow servant,
as I had mercy on you?’ And in anger his master delivered him
to the jailers, until he should pay all his debt. So also my
heavenly Father will do to every one of you, 1if you do not
forgive your brother from your heart.” Matthew 18:32-35, ESV

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

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

What Does Real Love Look Like?

“Love is patient and kind; love does not envy or boast; it is
not arrogant or rude. It does not insist on its own way; it

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

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

These are attributes of a person who has fully grasped the
weight and implications of saving grace and whose life 1is
being transformed, day by day, following the example of the
One who went before — Jesus Christ. They are choosing every
day to put aside the unfruitful works of darkness and to walk
in the Spirit, producing the fruit that comes from living
God’s way (Galatians 5). The bright light of Christ makes
their way plain.

Hate Will Destroy Us

The opposite of love is hate. And let’s get real. Hate, in all
its forms, whether displayed passively or aggressively, 1is
like a poison that destroys our soul. It will ruin our life —
and not just ours. It causes havoc in our families, our
relationships, our churches and, critically, to our witness of
the Gospel. We may think that we have never been guilty of
‘hating our brother or sister’, but when we harbour bitterness
in our heart, when we gossip about them to others, when we
withhold doing good on the basis of preference, when we are
angry at them, when we don’'t treat them with dignity and
honour, ‘esteeming all better than ourselves’, we are hating
them.

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

Hate Is An Issue Of The Heart

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

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

We know that all these issues find their source 1in the
darkness of the human heart.

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

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

When we struggle with issues like gossip, slander, bitterness,
anger or envy, the problem lies inside us, deep in the
recesses of our heart. The issue 1s not with the person at
whom our hate is directed but with us. And if it were not a
problem that all Christians face, the many writers of the
epistles, especially John, wouldn’t have taken the time to



warn us of it.

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

How Can We Change The Narrative?

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

Perhaps you don’t truly believe this to be true for yourself
and this is the root cause of your fear and judgment of
others. Make it a priority to find peace and true

reconciliation with the God who is for you and not against
you. Allow the dark places of your heart to be flooded with
the light of Jesus. Ask for God to soften your heart, for Him
to remove the bitterness, envy and hate. Confess to Him how
ashamed you are of allowing that root of bitterness to grow
and ask Him to help you prune it from your life.

And, as Christian communities, we must all Tlove
enthusiastically, hating sin but 1loving the sinner,
remembering that we were all at one time enemies of God. We
must not tolerate those things that allow hate or division to

flourish but show our faith by cultivating works of the
Spirit, against which there is no law! (Galatians 5:22-24).

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

“Anyone who claims to be intimate with God, ought to live the
kind of life that Jesus lived.” | 1 John 2:6, MSG

A Powerful Witness To The Truth Of Jesus
Christ

Jesus tells his disciples in John 13:35, that by loving one
another as he has loved them, all the world will know that
they are his disciples. The world will see your love for each
other and know, without even having to ask, that you are
followers of the King. How we love, as Christians, therefore,
is either a powerful witness to the truth and reality of the
risen King and our allegiance to him; or a public denial of
our belief in the King and his ability to truly transform our
hearts. By not loving as the King loves, we demonstrate for
all to see that the ruler of this world still controls us;
that we are allowing this rule to flourish in our lives and
govern our actions towards others.

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

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



wisely for Christ.

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

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

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

This article was first published 10 February 2020


https://biblia.com/bible/niv/1%20John%204.7-21

