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IN THE BEGINNING

But He was wounded for our transgressions,

He was bruised for our iniquities;

The chastisement for our peace was upon Him,

And by His stripes we are healed.

Isaiah 53:5

READING: ISAIAH 53

A holy God created a perfect man, placed him in the perfect envi-
ronment, and provided him with intimate relationship and endless 
resources. Then that man disrupted it all in one foolish act of dis-
obedience that brought suffering and death to all of mankind.

However, God, still desiring to have an intimate relationship with 
man, initiates a plan for restoration. Since God is just, sin must 
receive its promised wage. He cannot look the other way or “let it 
go,” for this would destroy the balance of the universe, and God 
would cease to be God. No, sin must ultimately lead to death. Yet, 
God has also provided that the death of the sinless shall as cer-
tainly lead to life.
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I was nobody special—a black girl raised in a two-bedroom row 
house in a poor neighborhood in southwest Philly. My parents didn’t 
graduate from college or even finish high school. And no one rich or 
famous knew my name. Still, God decided to save me from the slow 
death that was my life. He reordered my steps. He rewrote my story. 
I don’t have a dramatic tale. I wasn’t strong or brave enough to get 
into much trouble. I was just a child born with a terminal illness 
called sin in a nation corrupted by the same.

The good news is that Jesus offers us not only a substitutionary 
death but also a substitutionary life. My sin was cancelled out by his 
perfection. His torturous death produced vibrant life in me. Born in 
sin, I began dying from inception. Now born again, I am becoming 
more and more alive. As they bound him, God loosed me. As they 
nailed him, God freed me. As he was broken, I was made whole.

Carrying this amazingly good news within us, we are charged by 
Christ to move throughout our small part of the world to share it. 
Despite our sin and transgressions, we have been made right with 
the God of justice. All accounts have been reconciled. The wayward 
child can return home.

The chastisement for our peace was upon Him,
And by His stripes we are healed.

ISAIAH 53:5

But just as surely as our word and ministry is one of reconciliation, 
our work is a work of justice. Attempting to live this righteous life in 
an unrighteous society or system is like trying to walk a straight line 
across a slanted floor on the warped deck of a small ship in a storm. 
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Christ suffered and sacrificed, not just to save us from sin but to also 
deliver us to the peace of God. This peace, shalom in Hebrew, was 
purchased with his stripes. It’s more than the absence of conflict 
with the Father; it is also the inclusion of the wholeness, com-
pleteness, soundness, health, safety, and prosperity that Jesus bled 
and died to give us. Sharing the good news then includes fixing the 
slanted floor, working to right the ship, and at times raising our 
voices to speak to the storm.

This justice work is the effort to realign behaviors and treatments, 
and procedures and policies, to that which is right or fair. The plumb 
line of fairness is the one that was set at the beginning by a Holy God 
in his perfect world, one in which each living soul had intimate rela-
tionship and sufficient resource. Every degree of deviation from that 
line is an effort by some to reestablish the status quo and tip the 
scales toward injustice.

The Spirit of God, from the beginning to now, groans within these 
newly born hearts for the peace of justice. In response we must lift 
our voices and raise our hands. Quench not the Spirit.

Taken from Bread for the Resistance by Donna Marie Barber.  
Copyright © 2019 by Donna Marie Barber. Published by InterVarsity Press, Downers Grove, IL. www.ivpress.com 
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T H E  R I G H T  M OT I VAT I O N S

The trashcan was full of CDs, and I was convinced it was for 

the best.

It was a small act, really, but one that was significant to this 

music-loving gal. Within a year or so after I became a Christian, 

I had thrown all of my CDs in the trash. I would have a fresh 

start and begin a new collection—one filled only with 

Christian music. After all, I was motivated by my love for and 

devotion to God. Having made my decision, I made sure 

others knew about my brave act of obedience so I would re-

ceive their approval.

The specifics of the trashed collection are forgotten now, I 

just knew that it felt more holy to throw them all away than to 

keep them. But was that action really motivated by a love for 

Jesus? No. I was more concerned about looking Christian than 

I was about being motivated by the gospel.

A music clean-out could certainly be a wise and God- 

honoring decision, but the motivation for such an action is 

vitally important. A friend once told me about a man who gave 

up baseball and then became legalistically transfixed on the 

idea that baseball was wrong—even to the point of becoming 

angry when someone invited him to a game. I guess we all have 
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our things we do—things we believe will make God pleased 

with us.

Let’s step back and recognize that the right motivations are 

essential for living consistently—that is, with our actions in 

step with our beliefs. When actions flow out of a heart that’s 

motivated by the right reasons, we experience joy, freedom, 

gratitude, and peace. This is possible only if our motivations 

are rooted in Christ. It’s also hard but incredibly freeing.

I had been motivated to look Christian, so throwing away all 

that music felt like the right decision to make, like what a good 

Christian ought to do. But my motivation didn’t come out of a 

desire to guard against the temptation to indulge in the world; 

that music wasn’t leading me to think sinful thoughts. So in-

stead of joy, freedom, gratitude, and peace, I found guilt and 

dissatisfaction because of a desire to please others. I lacked the 

peace of knowing I was secure and loved in Christ.

JE SUS ’  OBEDIENCE AND OUR S

Any time we discuss running our race with endurance, it’s good 

to make sure we’re thinking rightly about our obedience and 

Jesus’ obedience on our behalf. Jesus endured for the joy set 

before him (Heb 12:2)! His endurance was focused on joy.

Thankfully we have a Savior who relates to our suffering. 
Jesus is aware of and acquainted with the grief of humanity. 

He is acquainted with my grief and yours. The God-man en-

dured trials and temptation but remained without sin 

(Heb 4:15). He was abandoned by his friends. He was a man of 

sorrows. He endured to the bitter end because he too was in a 

race. He was on a mission: the redemption of the world! The 
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joy set before him was that he would be seated at the right 

hand of the Father. Death was defeated! So Jesus knows what 

it’s like to endure; he understands what you experienced yes-

terday, what you will experience today, and what you will 

 experience tomorrow.

On his way to the cross, Jesus sat and prayed to his Father, 

asking that if it was God’s will, the cup of wrath would be taken 

away. Yet Jesus willingly drank that cup, and he hung on the 

cross. And in his final moments on the cross, he cried out, “My 

God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (Mk 15:34).

His pain and suffering was for a purpose: the redemption of 

the world. He endured great pain—pain I can only imagine, 

pain and wrath on my behalf.1 But he knew the end. And his 

endurance through pain and mocking—a death fit for a 

criminal, not a savior—was all because he was fulfilling a plan 

formed before the foundation of the world. And now we know 

that “we have such a high priest, one who is seated at the right 

hand of the throne of the Majesty in heaven” (Heb 8:1).

HAVING R IGHT MOT IVAT ION S

As Christians, you and I want God’s truth to inform how we 

think and how we live. We pray for the alignment of what is 

true, what we believe, what we think, and how we act. As we 

seek to live this out, we fight an important battle for the right 

motivations, and we resist wrong motivations. It’s easy for 

our motivations to shift, so it’s essential to root ourselves in 

the truth of the gospel continually: Christ sought you and me 

out while we were still sinners, and he humbled himself to 

take the punishment we deserve in order to give us new life 
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to the glory of God. Jesus defeated death and promises to 

finish the work he began in us. This truth is the foundation of 

right motivations.

Your heart motivations matter because our God isn’t fooled 

by outward appearance and actions. Running with the wrong 

motivations also leaves us depleted and wanting to give up 

this race. He desires our obedience both externally and 

 internally—in action and in thought. This is why Jesus warned 

the Pharisees that to look beautiful on the outside meant 

nothing if inside they were full of death, uncleanliness, and 

impurity (Mt 23:27). There’s freedom, joy, and praise to our 

God in living with the right motivations. As we look into our 

motivations, you and I need to recognize that we live a difficult 

tension as Christians: we are saved by grace and are compelled 

to put off the old self and walk in a way worthy of our calling.

What I was struggling with regarding CDs has a name: 

 legalism. At its most basic, legalism is trying to save one’s self. 

It’s trying to do right things without believing that God jus-

tifies us by faith alone. It’s trying to obey without God’s help, 

without his power, and without his grace. Although legalism 

can look like trusting in God because of good works, it’s ac-

tually a form of unbelief because we aren’t resting in faith in 

the finished work of Jesus.

When we’re motivated to work hard for God in order to earn 

his favor, we aren’t operating with faith or trust. Instead we’re 

trying to add to the finished work of Jesus on the cross. We’re 

living as though his work isn’t enough so we must strive to 

make him happy—as though our acceptance by God depends 

on our efforts.
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Because we’re justified through faith alone as a gift from 

God, you and I are freed from attempting to earn God’s love 

and favor. Our salvation isn’t—and never will be—a result of 

our works (Eph 2:8). There’s nothing we could ever do to earn 

God’s saving favor. No amount of sacrifice could earn us any-

thing more. If you are in Christ, you have his favor—forever!

My temptation into legalism was motivated by selfish am-

bition. I was taking my works and showing them off to God. 

Look, God! I threw out all my CDs for you. This thought seems 

ridiculous now that it’s written out. That’s why Ephesians 2:9 

is so important; salvation is “not a result of works, so that no 

one may boast.” We don’t finish the race and then boast in 

ourselves. That’s what makes salvation a gift: it’s free and 

unearned by us. So salvation isn’t ultimately about you and 

me but about God. God does the work, and he receives the 

glory. A legalist wants to do the work, earn the favor, and get 

the glory.

It’s probably apparent already that this isn’t a good moti-

vation because it’s skewed and tainted by sin. Instead of pur-

suing good things out of the joy and knowledge of the firm 

standing and identity I have in Christ, my motivation was 

marked by insecurity, by selfishness, by mistrust, guilt, and 

doubt. We want to watch that our running toward Jesus isn’t 

more about us and less about him.

I got this good advice from a pastor: “If you’re struggling 

with legalism, don’t fight it by quitting your Bible-reading 

time.” In other words, if we aren’t living out of the right moti-

vations, there can be a temptation to jettison good things 

(such as Bible reading, acts of love, or evangelism) because we 
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think they are part of the problem. Examining our motivations 

is a good thing; we need to be mindful about what’s behind our 

actions. But in this process it’s easy for confusion to set in.

In the midst of this confusion, look what has been revealed 

to us through God’s Word:

 ■ God has given us all we need for godliness (2 Pet 1:3).

 ■ There is no condemnation for those in Christ Jesus 

(Rom 8:1).

 ■ Our obedience to God comes out of our love for him 

(Jn 14:15).

If we struggle with legalism, somewhere in our pursuit of 

godliness we forget that only by God’s grace can we live for him. 

God is the one who has granted us “all things that pertain to 

life and godliness” (2 Pet 1:3). In turn, his love motivates us. It 

is the fuel we need.

SO, WHAT ’S N O T  LEG ALI SM?

This is where confusion can set in. My desire to be careful about 

the music I listened to was a good thing. But when we equate 

the pursuit of godliness to legalism, we trade one significant 

problem for another. This mistake eventually leads to pro-

jecting judgment on others and even living licentiously. But as 

we saw earlier, we want to put off the sin, which clings so 

closely to us.

Pursuing godliness and practicing legalism are not the same. 

Though the actions may look similar, the motivation behind 

them is markedly different. Legalism comes out of self- 

centered motivations and a desire to earn God’s favor, not 
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obedience to God and radical love for others. The motivation 

you and I have as we live out our faith and pursue godliness 

comes through what has already been fully accomplished by 

Jesus and his free gift of saving grace.

This news is freeing. You and I can pursue Jesus, love Jesus, 

and learn about God as acts of faith-filled obedience. When we 

wake up in the morning and bow before God, it’s an act of ex-

pressing our need for him. When we open our Bibles to hear 

his voice, we can do it not to procure his acceptance but to walk 

in fellowship with him.2

Unfortunately when we forget that any godliness and any 

sanctification we experience comes from our Father, we can 

become puffed up and begin to project our standards on others. 

Especially toxic is making moral standards out of priorities not 

described in Scripture. When we do this, we easily begin to 

judge and pressure people to conform to a lifestyle God never 

commanded. We forget about the good principles in the Bible 

that are foundational to our faith; instead we make our human 

practices the law.

It’s human nature to distort God’s glorious truths. While we 

may know what Scripture teaches about living as those who 

have been saved by grace through faith, we can forget. When 

we forget, our motivation becomes twisted. And that becomes 

a hindrance to godly living.

Admittedly it’s tough to understand and balance the fact 

that our faith is through grace alone by faith alone and we are 

called to pursue good works to the glory of our Father. Living 

this out consistently and biblically is no small challenge. The 

grace that’s unmerited favor with God is the same grace that 
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teaches us to renounce (literally “disown”) the ungodly ways of 

the world (Titus 2:11-12). Grace teaches us to discern and to 

separate ourselves from cultural sin but never to use ourselves 

as the standard.3

WATCH YOUR MOT IVE S

Our motivation to fight against sin can never be to elevate our-

selves. We aren’t made to be worshiped and glorified, and 

gospel-centered motivation seeks to see our Father alone 

praised and glorified. So you and I must disown sin, starting 

with the sin in ourselves and then with the sins we see in 

culture, without becoming self-righteous in the process. This is 

a great tension of the Christian life; we are required to evaluate, 

examine, and ask the Lord to refine our motivations.

The world tells us to follow the motivations of our hearts—in 

other words, to do whatever we want. In contrast, Scripture 

gives us boundaries that aren’t meant to stifle us but instead to 

help us to walk in the freedom of Christ. Legalism tells us that 

our motivation should be borne out of a desire to earn God’s 

favor, while grace tells us we are free and can’t earn the favor 

that has already been earned for us. Grace keeps us from 

holding unhealthy standards for ourselves and for others. It 

frees us from guilt, judgment, oppression, and the relentless 

daily grind of trying to fix ourselves. Endurance that lasts can 

come only out of motivation marked by grace, faith, love, and 

God’s glory. Accompanied by the right motivations, living by 

grace sounds a lot like freedom, doesn’t it?

Motivation that comes out of the grace you and I have re-

ceived is life-giving. There is rest and peace and freedom in 
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knowing that we’re fully saved from our sin and that our Father 

in heaven couldn’t love us any deeper.

This doesn’t mean we can or should exploit the incredible 

grace we’ve been given. (See Romans 6.) The opposite is true: 

so moved and impacted by the free gift of grace, we’re trans-

formed and motivated to depths of love, worship, and devotion 

to Christ.

The author of the book of Hebrews wrote, “Let us hold fast 

the confession of our hope without wavering, for he who 

promised is faithful” (Heb 10:23). Have you ever had faith in 

something or someone that let you down? Whether it was a 

chair that didn’t hold steady or a relationship that failed, we’ve 

all experienced times when we’ve put our trust or faith in 

something yet we were disappointed, hurt, or betrayed. And, 

as much as we may hate to admit it, we aren’t just victims in 

this; we’ve let others down too.

But this is not your God. He has never let anyone down. He 

has never betrayed one of his promises. He has never been 

sorta trustworthy or pretty decent in follow-through for those 

who put their faith in him.

Our motivation comes out of our faith in a God who will 

never fail us. All others in our life might but not the Lord. To 

fail us would go against his very character. So to be motivated 

by faith is to be motivated by the very character and trust-

worthiness of God. There is no foundation as sure as him.

COMPELLED BY LOVE

Paul wrote to the church in Corinth about who they were in 

Christ, telling them to be motivated by love: “For Christ’s love 
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compels” (2 Cor 5:14 NIV). Think about what it means to be 

compelled. It isn’t a drudgery or a dragging of feet. It isn’t to 

be slightly encouraged or fairly interested in seeing the effect 

that something may have on your life.

No, to be compelled by the love of Christ is to be caught up 

and swept away. Envision a mountain river full to the brim 

with ice-cold rapids. Torrents of water race through the rocks, 

navigating turns, plunging ahead. Even if you just wade into 

this river, that’s enough to catch you up and sweep you away. 

This is the effect of the love of Christ rightly understood.

To the heart that has been softened by the Holy Spirit, the 

love of Christ compels. It motivates. You and I are swept away 

by the extent of Christ’s sacrifice, his pursuit of us, and by the 

new life he provides to those who are found in him.

Our world is full of messages telling us to live for our own 

glory, to seek to be noticed, to make a name for ourselves. As 

a society, we’re caught up in the stories of individuals who 

achieve fame and prominence—whether they’ve worked hard 

to attain it or merely stumbled into it. The myriad of reality TV 

shows have a singular goal: make the winner famous by 

pushing her into the spotlight. If we aren’t careful, the promise 

of instant fame draws our hearts. But our lives aren’t meant to 

be lived for fame. You and I aren’t made to glorify ourselves so 

that others will lift us up. We were made for the glory of God 

and God alone. How we live should be motivated by his glory, 

not our own.

We can refine our motivation by reflecting on who we are 

trying to glorify. Pursuing our own glory puts us on a path with 

no destination. There is no arrival point. And we’re left 
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unfulfilled and despairing. When we live for the glory of God, 

we find true joy and satisfaction in life. Our focus naturally 

shifts away from ourselves and to God. We can fight pride, 

jealousy, and comparison when our focus is not on our own 

glory but on God’s.

Even in writing this, I realize that my motivations need to 

be refocused. It’s easy to doubt that grace could cover all my 

sin. It’s easy to feel that I could make God love me just a bit 

more if I did (or didn’t do) certain things. It’s easy to lose 

faith and begin to doubt God’s character. It’s easy to be com-

pelled by the wrong things—even the pursuit of my own 

glory and prominence.

But instead we can:

Be motivated by the free gift that Jesus has given for you.

Be motivated by who God is.

Be motivated by what Jesus has done on your behalf.

Be motivated by the joy to be found in pointing praise, 

worship, and fame to the only one who deserves it.

Be motivated by Jesus, “the founder and perfecter of our 

faith, who for the joy that was set before him endured the cross, 

despising the shame, and is seated at the right hand of the 

throne of God” (Heb 12:2).

Be motivated by the fact that God has called you and that 

you have a prize waiting for you.

Taken from Sacred Endurance by Trillia J. Newbell.  
Copyright © 2019 by Trillia J. Newbell. Published by InterVarsity Press, Downers Grove, IL. www.ivpress.com 
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TWO

COMFORT IN 
TIMES OF FEAR
Matthew 14:22-36

E arthquakes, famine, disease, illness, war, crime, financial crisis,
broken relationships, fear of failure—these and many other 

events fuel our anxiety and fear. We have all faced times of fear, and we 
all handle fear in different ways. We each have different needs so we 
seek whatever comfort is most appealing to us.

In some ways, fear attacks us at the core of who we are because 
something personal is in jeopardy. We live in a society where evil 
abounds and we wonder who will become a victim. Fear could easily 
dominate our thinking. We wonder if God will protect and come 
through for us when we are afraid. In this passage, we discover that the 
disciples wondered the same thing.

Group Discussion. What types of fear are people experiencing in the 
world today? What are ways you have seen people handle their fears?

Personal Reflection. When have you experienced fear that was almost 
debilitating? Who or what was helpful to bring you out of the depths 
of fear?

The disciples were attempting to cross the Sea of Galilee as Jesus had 
instructed them. As they traveled, their boat was tossed back and forth 
by the waves. Then, to their horror, they saw a ghostly type figure 
walking on the water. They were undone. Read Matthew 14:22-3.
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1. Why do you think Jesus sent the disciples ahead of him to cross
to the other side?

2. Describe what the disciples experienced during their time apart
from Jesus (Matthew 11:24).

3. Why were the disciples afraid (Matthew 11:25-26)?

4. What’s the significance of Peter’s encounter with Jesus (Matthew
11:28-31)?
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5. Although you haven’t walked on water, in what ways have you
encountered Jesus the way Peter did?

6. What happened to the wind when Jesus got into the boat? How
did the disciples respond (Matthew 11:32-33)?

7. What does it mean that Jesus is the Son of God?

8. What doubts are you facing that you need to bring to Jesus?
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9. When have you experienced Jesus calming your fear?

10. How can this passage help prepare you for other possible times
of fear and anxiety?

Pause and thank God for his care of you when you feel afraid and anxious.

NOW OR LATER

Read Matthew 14:1-21. Reflect on the two major events that Jesus en-
countered leading up to walking on the water. Verses 13 and 23 tell us 
that Jesus required some time alone. This week, allow yourself some 
time for solitude.

Taken from Anxiety (a LifeGuide Bible Study) by Skip McDonald.  
Copyright © 2020 by Skip McDonald. Published by InterVarsity Press, Downers Grove, IL. www.ivpress.com 
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COMMUNITY

“Like Costly Anointing Oil
Flowing Down Head & Beard”

How wonderful, how beautiful,

when brothers and sisters get along!

It’s like costly anointing oil

flowing down head and beard,

Flowing down Aaron’s beard,

flowing down the collar of his priestly robes.

It’s like the dew on Mount Hermon

flowing down the slopes of Zion.

Yes, that’s where GOD commands the blessing,

ordains eternal life.

P S A L M  1 3 3

All actual life is encounter.

M A R T I N  B U B E R



hether we like it or not, the moment we confess
Jesus Christ as our Lord and Savior, that is, from
the time we become a Christian, we are at the same

time a member of the Christian church—even if we do not per-
mit our name to be placed on a church roll, even if we refuse to
identify ourselves with a particular congregation and share
responsibilities with them, even if we absent ourselves from the
worship of a congregation. Our membership in the church is a
corollary of our faith in Christ. We can no more be a Christian
and have nothing to do with the church than we can be a person
and not be in a family. Membership in the church is a basic spir-
itual fact for those who confess Christ as Lord. It is not an
option for those Christians who happen by nature to be more
gregarious than others. It is part of the fabric of redemption.

There are Christians, of course, who never put their names
down on a membership list; there are Christians who refuse to
respond to the call to worship each Sunday; there are Christians
who say, “I love God but I hate the church.” But they are mem-
bers all the same, whether they like it or not, whether they ac-
knowledge it or not. For God never makes private, secret
salvation deals with people. His relationships with us are per-
sonal, true; intimate, yes; but private, no. We are a family in
Christ. When we become Christians, we are among brothers and
sisters in faith. No Christian is an only child.

But of course, the fact that we are a family of faith does not
mean we are one big happy family. The people we encounter as

W
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brothers and sisters in faith are not always nice people. They do
not stop being sinners the moment they begin believing in
Christ. They don’t suddenly metamorphose into brilliant con-
versationalists, exciting companions and glowing inspirations.
Some of them are cranky, some of them dull and others (if the
truth must be spoken) a drag. But at the same time our Lord
tells us that they are brothers and sisters in faith. If God is my
Father, then this is my family.

So the question is not “Am I going to be a part of a commu-
nity of faith?” but “How am I going to live in this community of
faith?” God’s children do different things. Some run away from
it and pretend that the family doesn’t exist. Some move out and
get an apartment on their own from which they return to make
occasional visits, nearly always showing up for the parties and
bringing a gift to show that they really do hold the others in
fond regard. And some would never dream of leaving but cause
others to dream it for them, for they are always criticizing what
is served at the meals, quarreling with the way the housekeeping
is done and complaining that the others in the family are either
ignoring or taking advantage of them. And some determine to
find out what God has in mind by placing them in this commu-
nity called a church, learn how to function in it harmoniously
and joyously, and develop the maturity that is able to share and
exchange God’s grace with those who might otherwise be
viewed as nuisances.

Not Like Paying Taxes
Psalm 133 presents what we are after: “How wonderful, how
beautiful, when brothers and sisters get along!” The psalm puts
into song what is said and demonstrated throughout Scripture
and church: community is essential. Scripture knows nothing of
the solitary Christian. People of faith are always members of a
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community. Creation itself was not complete until there was
community, Adam needing Eve before humanity was whole.
God never works with individuals in isolation, but always with
people in community.

This is the biblical datum, and that with which we must be-
gin. Jesus worked with twelve disciples and lived with them in
community. The church was formed when one hundred twenty
people were “all together” in one place (Acts 2:1 and again
5:12). When some early Christians were dropping out of the
community and pursuing private interests, a pastor wrote to
them urging them to nurture their precious gift of community,
“not avoiding worshiping together as some do but spurring
each other on, especially as we see the big Day approaching”
(Heb 10:25). The Bible knows nothing of a religion defined by
what a person does inwardly in the privacy of thought or feeling,
or apart from others on lonely retreat. When Jesus was asked
what the great commandment was, he said, “Love the Lord
your God with all your passion and prayer and intelligence,” and
then immediately, before anyone could go off and make a pri-
vate religion out of it (“I come to the garden alone”), riveted it
to another: “There is a second to set alongside it: ‘Love others
as well as you love yourself ’ ” (Mt 22:34-40).

Christians make this explicit in their act of worship each week
by gathering as a community: other people are unavoidably
present. As we come to declare our love for God, we must face
the unlovely and lovely fellow sinners whom God loves and com-
mands us to love. This must not be treated as something to put
up with, one of the inconvenient necessities of faith in the way
that paying taxes is an inconvenient consequence of living in a se-
cure and free nation. It is not only necessary; it is desirable that
our faith have a social dimension, a human relationship: “How
wonderful, how beautiful, when brothers and sisters get along!”
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For centuries this psalm was sung on the road as throngs of
people made the ascent to Jerusalem for festival worship. Our
imaginations readily reconstruct those scenes. How great to
have everyone sharing a common purpose, traveling a common
path, striving toward a common goal, that path and purpose and
goal being God. How much better than making the long trip
alone: “How good, how delightful it is for all to live together
like brothers” (JB).

Two Ways to Avoid Community
But if living in community is necessary and desirable, it is also
enormously difficult.1 There is a clue to the nature of the diffi-
culty in the phrase “when brothers and sisters get along.”

Most Christians have some firsthand experience of what it
means to live with brothers and sisters. Brothers fight. And sis-
ters fight. The first story in the Bible about brothers living to-
gether is the story of Cain and Abel. And it is a murder story.
Significantly, their fight was a religious fight, a quarrel over
which of them God loved best. The story of Joseph and his
brothers follows a few pages later, in which Joseph, envied by
the rest, is sold into Egypt as a slave. Miriam and Aaron quar-
reled with their brother Moses. David and his brothers fare no
better and add to the evidence of discord. Even Jesus and his
brothers are evidence of disharmony rather than peace. The one
picture we have of them shows the brothers misunderstanding
Jesus and trying to drag him away from his messianic work be-
cause they are convinced that he is crazy.

Those who have acquired their knowledge of human relation-
ships by reading psychology books instead of the Bible find the
case histories on this subject under the chapter entitled “Sibling
Rivalry.” But most of what is there is only a footnote to what
Scripture says: children fight a lot; each brother is quick to take
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offense if he doesn’t get his own way; each sister wants a major
share of the parents’ attention.

Children are ordinarily so full of their own needs and wants
that they look at a brother or sister not as an ally but as a com-
petitor. If there is only one pork chop on the plate and three of
us who want it, I will look at my brother and sister not as de-
lightful dinner companions but as difficult rivals. Much of the
literature of the world (novels, plays, poetry) documents this:
living together like brothers and sisters means, in actual practice,
endless squabbles, murderous quarrels and angry arguments.
And so if we are going to sing “How wonderful, how beautiful,
when brothers and sisters get along,” we will not do it by being
left to ourselves, following our natural bent. If we do, we will
only get into a big fight, and the only wonderful thing about it
will be the pleasure the spectators get in watching us bloody
each other’s noses.

Living together in a way that evokes the glad song of Psalm
133 is one of the great and arduous tasks before Christ’s people.
Nothing requires more attention and energy. It is easier to do
almost anything else. It is far easier to deal with people as prob-
lems to be solved than to have anything to do with them in
community. If a person can be isolated from the family (from
husband, from wife, from parents, from children, from neigh-
bors) and then be professionally counseled, advised and guided
without the complications of all of those relationships, things
are very much simpler. But if such practices are engaged in sys-
tematically, they become an avoidance of community. Christians
are a community of people who are visibly together at worship
but who remain in relationship through the week in witness and
service. “In the beginning is the relation.”2

Another common way to avoid community is to turn the
church into an institution. In this way people are treated not on
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the basis of personal relationships but in terms of impersonal
functions. Goals are set that will catch the imagination of the
largest numbers of people; structures are developed that will ac-
complish the goal through planning and organization. Organi-
zational planning and institutional goals become the criteria by
which the community is defined and evaluated. In the process
the church becomes less and less a community, that is, people
who pay attention to each other, “brothers and sisters,” and
more and more a collectivism of “contributing units.”

Every community of Christians is imperiled when either of
these routes are pursued: the route of defining others as prob-
lems to be solved, the way one might repair an automobile; the
route of lumping persons together in terms of economic ability
or institutional effectiveness, the way one might run a bank.
Somewhere between there is community—a place where each
person is taken seriously, learns to trust others, depend on oth-
ers, be compassionate with others, rejoice with others. “How
wonderful, how beautiful, when brothers and sisters get along!”

Each Other’s Priest
There are two poetic images in Psalm 133 that are rich with
insights in the work of encouraging and shaping a good and
delightful life together in Christ. The first image describes com-
munity as “costly anointing oil flowing down head and beard, /
Flowing down Aaron’s beard, flowing down the collar of his
priestly robes.”

The picture comes from Exodus 29, where instructions are
given for the ordination of Aaron and other priests. After sacri-
fices were prepared, Aaron was to be dressed in the priestly vest-
ments. Then this direction is given: “You shall take the
anointing oil, and pour it on his head and anoint him. . . . Thus
you shall ordain Aaron and his sons” (Ex 29:7, 9 RSV).
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Oil, throughout Scripture, is a sign of God’s presence, a sym-
bol of the Spirit of God. Oil glistens, picks up the warmth of
sunlight, softens the skin, perfumes the person. (Gerard Manley
Hopkins, extolling God’s grandeur in creation, uses a similar
image in his line “It gathers to a greatness, like the ooze of oil
crushed.”)3 There is a quality of warmth and ease in God’s com-
munity which contrasts with the icy coldness and hard surfaces
of people who jostle each other in mobs and crowds.

But more particularly here the oil is an anointing oil, marking
the person as a priest. Living together means seeing the oil flow
over the head, down the face, through the beard, onto the
shoulders of the other—and when I see that I know that my
brother, my sister, is my priest. When we see the other as God’s
anointed, our relationships are profoundly affected.

No one has realized this more perceptively in our time than Die-
trich Bonhoeffer. He wrote, “Not what a man is in himself as a
Christian, his spirituality and piety, constitutes the basis of our
community. What determines our brotherhood is what that man
is by reason of Christ. Our community with one another consists
solely in what Christ has done to both of us.”4 And what Christ
has done is anoint us with his Spirit. We are set apart for service to
one another. We mediate to one another the mysteries of God.
We represent to one another the address of God. We are priests
who speak God’s Word and share Christ’s sacrifice.

The Christian needs another Christian who speaks God’s Word
to him. He needs him again and again when he becomes uncer-
tain and discouraged, for by himself he cannot help himself with-
out belying the truth. He needs his brother man as a bearer and
proclaimer of the divine word of salvation. He needs his brother
solely because of Jesus Christ. The Christ in his own heart is
weaker than the Christ in the word of his brother; his own heart
is uncertain, his brother’s is sure.5
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In the second image, the community is “like the dew on
Mount Hermon flowing down the slopes of Zion.” Hermon,
the highest mountain in that part of the world, rises to a height
of over nine thousand feet in the Lebanon range, north of Is-
rael. Anyone who has slept overnight in high alpine regions
knows how heavy the dew is at such altitudes. When you wake
in the morning, you are drenched. This heavy dew, which was
characteristic of each new dawn on the high slopes of Hermon,
is extended by the imagination to the hills of Zion—a copious
dew, fresh and nurturing in the drier, barren Judean country.
The alpine dew communicates a sense of morning freshness, a
feeling of fertility, a clean anticipation of growth.

Important in any community of faith is an ever-renewed ex-
pectation in what God is doing with our brothers and sisters in
the faith. We refuse to label the others as one thing or another.
We refuse to predict our brother’s behavior, our sister’s growth.
Each person in the community is unique; each is specially loved
and particularly led by the Spirit of God. How can I presume to
make conclusions about anyone? How can I pretend to know
your worth or your place? Margaret Mead, who made learned
and passionate protests against the ways modern culture flattens
out and demoralizes people, wrote, “No recorded cultural sys-
tem has ever had enough different expectations to match all the
children who were born within it.”6

A community of faith flourishes when we view each other with
this expectancy, wondering what God will do today in this one, in
that one. When we are in a community with those Christ loves and
redeems, we are constantly finding out new things about them.
They are new persons each morning, endless in their possibilities.
We explore the fascinating depths of their friendship, share the se-
crets of their quest. It is impossible to be bored in such a commu-
nity, impossible to feel alienated among such people.
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The oil flowing down Aaron’s beard communicates warm,
priestly relationship. The dew descending down Hermon’s
slopes communicates fresh and expectant newness. Oil and dew.
The two things that make life together delightful.

Rousing Good Fellowship
The last line of the psalm concludes that the good and delightful
life together is where “GOD commands the blessing, ordains
eternal life.”

Christians are always attempting and never quite succeed at
getting a picture of the life everlasting. When we try to imagine
it, we only banalize it. And then, having scrawled an uninterest-
ing and amateurish sketch using the paint pots of an impover-
ished faith, we announce that we are not so sure we want to
spend eternity in a place like that. Maybe we would prefer the
rousing good fellowship of hell. Psalm 133 throws out just a
hint of heaven (a hint that is expanded into a grand vision in
Revelation 4—5), turning that on its head: the rousing good fel-
lowship is in heaven.

Where relationships are warm and expectancies fresh, we are al-
ready beginning to enjoy the life together that will be completed
in our life everlasting. Which means that heaven is like nothing
quite so much as a good party. Assemble in your imagination all
the friends you enjoy being with most, the companions who
evoke the deepest joy, your most stimulating relationships, the
most delightful of shared experiences, the people with whom you
feel completely alive—that is a hint at heaven, “for there GOD

commands the blessing, ordains eternal life.”

April 9, 1945
One of the best, maybe the best, book written in the twentieth
century on the meaning of living together as a family of faith is
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Life Together by Dietrich Bonhoeffer. The book begins with the
words of the psalm: “Behold, how good and how pleasant it is
for brethren to live together in unity!” (NKJV). The text was
with Bonhoeffer all his life. His first publication, a doctoral dis-
sertation at age twenty-one, was titled “The Communion of the
Saints.” His book The Cost of Discipleship has been a handbook
to a vast company of Christians on pilgrimage. During the Nazi
years he led a fugitive community of seminarians, living with
them in a daily quest to discover for themselves the meaning of
being a family of faith in Christ and training them in the pastoral
ministries that would lead others into that fellowship of a com-
mon life. It was during this period that he wrote Life Together.

During the last years of the Third Reich he was imprisoned by
Adolf Hitler. But even then prison walls did not separate him
from his brothers and sisters in Christ. He prayed for them and
wrote letters to them, deepening the experience of community
in Christ. And then he was killed. Even as his life had been an
exploration of the first line of Psalm 133, his death was an expo-
sition of the last line: “GOD commands the blessing, ordains
eternal life.”

The time was April 9th, 1945. The prison doctor at Flossenburg
wrote this report: “On the morning of the day, some time
between five and six o’clock the prisoners . . . were led out of
their cells and the verdicts read to them. Through the half-open
door of a room in one of the huts I saw Pastor Bonhoeffer, still in
his prison clothes, kneeling in fervent prayer to the Lord his God.
The devotion and evident conviction of being heard that I saw in
the prayer of this intensely captivating man, moved me to the
depths.” So the morning came. Now the prisoners were ordered
to strip. They were led down a little flight of steps under the trees
to the secluded place of execution. There was a pause. . . . Naked
under the scaffold in the sweet spring woods, Bonhoeffer knelt
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for the last time to pray. Five minutes later, his life was ended.
. . . Three weeks later Hitler committed suicide. In another
month the Third Reich had fallen. All Germany was in chaos and
communications were impossible. No one knew what had hap-
pened to Bonhoeffer. His family waited in anguished uncertainty
in Berlin. The report of his death was first received in Geneva and
then telegraphed to England. On July 27th his aged parents, as
was their custom, turned on their radio to listen to the broadcast
from London. A memorial service was in progress. The trium-
phant measures of Vaughan Williams’ “For All the Saints” rolled
out loud and solemn from many hundred voices. Then a single
German was speaking in English, “We are gathered here in the
presence of God to make thankful remembrance of the life and
work of his servant Dietrich Bonhoeffer, who gave his life in faith
and obedience to His holy word.”7

In such a way one man showed in his life and death, even as
we can in the communities we live in and lead, the rich and con-
tinuing truths of Psalm 133: “How wonderful, how beautiful,
when brothers and sisters get along. . . . That’s where GOD

commands the blessing, ordains eternal life.”

Taken from A Long Obedience in the Same Direction by Eugene H. Peterson.  
Second edition copyright © 2000 by Eugene H. Peterson. Published by InterVarsity Press, Downers Grove, IL. www.ivpress.com 
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The Postmodern Path to Faith

I can remember that afternoon as if it were yesterday. I (Doug) was

standing out in the middle of the green grass of the quad on campus,

singing as loudly as I could. Twenty of my Christian friends and I were

holding guitars and singing to “witness” to the students who lounged

nearby on the sunny patches of grass in the middle of the Cal Berkeley

campus. We wanted to show our fellow students our authentic joy and

love for Jesus. What better way to witness than with bold worship?

And man, did we grow that day! It was a profound faith experience

for all of us who were willing to be “fools for Christ.” We stood pub-

licly and shamelessly for the gospel. Our faith was tested and affirmed.

But as for those who were trying to catch some rays on the lawn—

well, no one was curious about issues of faith after our public specta-

cle. Instead of being attractive or intriguing witnesses for Christ, we

were just one more random thing in their day, it seemed.

Our bold worship had grown our faith, but it made for weak evan-

gelism. Our fatal flaw? We came up with our evangelistic strategy while

we were alone in a room together with a bunch of Christians. Not once

in our brainstorming and planning did we ask where our non-Christian

fellow students were coming from. Not once did we try to find out

what they might need to take a step toward Jesus. We were mostly

coming up with something we wanted to do, not something that would
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be actually helpful to those unsuspecting sunbathers in the quad. I’ll

never forget that afternoon.

Over the past twenty years, we have had many such awkward mo-

ments as we slowly learned, helter-skelter, to walk the path of faith

with our skeptical and cynical friends. Since that worship-on-the-grass

event, God has granted us the humbling privilege of walking the jour-

ney of faith with more than two thousand people who were once lost

but now are followers of Jesus.

Seeing all these conversions is exhilarating and humbling, because

we clearly remember all the inglorious (and even embarrassing) mo-

ments that were part of the learning journey. But seeing all these folks

coming to faith in Jesus has done something else to us as well: it has

taught us about conversion.

Somewhere along the line we started asking the questions we never

asked before going on the quad that afternoon: What is it like for those

who are lost to take steps toward Jesus? And how can we truly be help-

ful to them on that journey?

There are two foundational truths about conversion that all these

new believers have taught us over the years, two foundational truths

about what it’s like to become a Christian in this postmodern age.

IT’S MYSTERIOUS

The first lesson they have taught us about the path to faith is that it is,

in the end, mysterious.

Again and again we found ourselves marveling at transformations

that we never would have anticipated and shaking our heads in frustra-

tion at those who seemed near to faith but never got there. The gospel

seeds that had been planted in some grew in spite of the weakness of our
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efforts. Other seeds that we tended with great care never took root.

Ultimately, the postmodern path to faith is a mystery. It reminds us

of the truth of Jesus’ parable in Mark 4:26-27: “This is what the king-

dom of God is like. A man scatters seed on the ground. Night and day,

whether he sleeps or gets up, the seed sprouts and grows, though he

does not know how.”

As kingdom farmers in postmodern soil, we must welcome this

mysterious nature of that path to faith. In fact, there is something spir-

itually liberating when we admit and declare what is beyond us and

where we are powerless. We cannot create life. It is impossible for us

to predict why some of our friends will choose Jesus and why others

just won’t. We don’t know how to change hearts. We don’t know

which seed will take root and which will bounce off the hardened

ground.

This lesson has freed us from the modern temptation to view con-

version as mostly a psychological phenomenon, an inner event that can

be controlled and manipulated and triggered if we preach the gospel

just right, sing the worship songs loud enough and dim the lights at just

the right time. If conversion were psychological and controllable by

humans, we’d be under a lot of pressure to get it done!

Our friends have reminded us that conversion is much more soul-

deep and mysterious than all that. The path to faith is mysterious. To

admit that is liberation. The monkey is off our back, and onto God’s

back, where it belongs. The Scriptures teach us that God is ultimately

in control of salvation. No one, Jesus reminded his followers, can

come all the way down the path to Jesus unless God calls them (John

6:44, 65).

When we plan outreach events, when we pray for our neighbors,
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when we consider whether to honestly answer the friend who asks

about why we serve the poor, let us learn from the farmer in the par-

able. Let us look the seed in the eye and say, “You are a mystery to me.

I am about to throw you out there, but I still don’t know how you re-

ally work.”

This is the first thing we have to learn from our new brothers and

sisters about the postmodern path to faith in Jesus. And it is an impor-

tant lesson to learn. It’s important to hold on to this truth, because it

is so tempting to grasp for control. Instead of living in this freeing bib-

lical truth, we are often tempted to try to predict and reduce and con-

trol the mystery.

In order to keep embracing the truth of the mystery of conversion,

we need to beware of declarations of certainty: This is how to program

evangelism . . . This is how to share the gospel . . . This is how to reach

seekers today . . . The postmodern new believers we’ve walked along-

side would warn us against such declarations.

Heeding this lesson, we choose to humbly embrace the mystery of

conversion like the farmer in the parable.

IT’S ORGANIC

The second lesson this group of new believers has shown us is that the

postmodern path to faith is organic.

As we sat and listened to their stories we were struck immediately

by the mystery but also by the similar seasons of growth that each of

them went through.

Five distinct seasons, in fact. These were what we came to call “the

five thresholds.” While this second lesson surprised us, we have found

it to be an equally important lesson to learn.
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Remember how Jesus’ parable ends? “ All by itself the soil produces

grain—first the stalk, then the head, then the full kernel in the head.

As soon as the grain is ripe, he puts the sickle to it, because the harvest

has come” (Mark 4:28-29). Heeding this lesson, we are able to recog-

nize the different stages of growth (seed, stalk, head, full grain, ripe)

and seek to love our non-Christian friends wisely and sensitively, ad-

justing to where they are in their growth.

The farmer in the parable can see the different stages of growth and

act accordingly. Seeing this organic nature of heading to Jesus has freed

us from the temptation to see conversion as primarily binary.

If our most sophisticated understanding of the path to faith says that

our neighbor is either a Christian (“on”) or not a Christian (“off ”), then

we tend to have just as unsophisticated a response to them. If they

aren’t a Christian, well, it’s time to pull out our evangelism shotgun to

try to force the switch to the “on” position. That’s what it means to “do

evangelism,” after all. (Which tends to explain why we so rarely en-

gage in evangelism.)

But just as no farmer would spend all her time scattering seeds, or

all his time swinging a sickle, we see such one-trick evangelism as fool-

ish spiritual farming. There are five distinct seasons of growth that

we’ve noticed again and again. Realizing this organic way that people

make their way down the path to faith frees us to respond to our

friends’ particular needs at the time.

While one-trick evangelists always seemed to annoy our friends,

they’ve also told us that they never would have traveled all the way to

Jesus if someone hadn’t come along and helped them with the different

parts of the journey they were on.

But if the path to faith really is organic, if there really are five distinct
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thresholds along the way to faith in Jesus, then is it really mysterious?

Is conversion mysterious or organic?

IT’S BOTH

In the end, the path to Jesus is both mysterious and organic. Back to

Jesus’ whole parable:

This is what the kingdom of God is like. A man scatters seed on

the ground. Night and day, whether he sleeps or gets up, the seed

sprouts and grows, though he does not know how. All by itself

the soil produces grain—first the stalk, then the head, then the

full kernel in the head. As soon as the grain is ripe, he puts the

sickle to it, because the harvest has come. (Mark 4:26-29)

This image Jesus paints is full of tension, isn’t it? At the same time

it underlines the mysterious uncontrollable nature of conversion (the

farmer sleeps and yet the seed grows in ways he can’t understand) and

the need for work (scattering seeds, harvesting with the sickle).

While it affirms the hidden nature of change (it happens at night

when no one is looking), it also shows the natural, organic process that

change follows (first seed, then stalk, then head, then the crop is

ready).

While the growth of the plant is mysterious, it still follows nature.

It is organic, and that means that for the seed to become a ripe plant,

it will grow in a certain way.

This was the lesson our friends were teaching us. Each individual

path to faith was a unique mystery. And their collective paths to faith

had surprising similarities. These tremendous people who once were

so jaded about Christianity and who are now dedicated believers have
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told us, in surprising unison, that the path to faith these days is both

mysterious and organic. So their stories place us in a tension.

How do we stand in awe of the mysterious growth while at the same

time helping them to the next natural threshold along the path? Well,

living in that tension is what the five thresholds is all about.

THE FIVE THRESHOLDS OF POSTMODERN 
CONVERSION

So what are these similar landscapes along the path to faith, these so-

called thresholds of postmodern conversion? Of course these look dif-

ferent in different people, they are paced differently, they are always

experienced in the very real-life colors and contexts of each person.

(Enough qualifiers yet?) But there are five significant shifts that tend to

go on in postmodern folks as they come to faith.

First, our friends moved from distrust to trust. Somewhere along the

line, they learned to trust a Christian. Mark was guarded and aloof. He

did not trust us Christians. This kept him far away from exploring Jesus

with us. It was impossible for him to shed that distrust. But then some-

thing wonderful and mysterious happened, and Mark crossed this

threshold.

Second, they moved from complacent to curious. The fact that our

friends actually came to trust a Christian didn’t necessarily mean that

they were at all curious about Jesus. Matthew, for example, had started

trusting a Christian but was pretty uninterested in Jesus. Matthew was

successful and had everything going for him and had no reason at all to

be curious about Jesus. But then something wonderful and mysterious

happened, and Matthew crossed this threshold.

Third, our friends moved from being closed to change to being open to
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change in their life. Interestingly, this always seemed to be the hardest

threshold to cross—not for all of them but for most of them. Abner, for

example, had started trusting some Christians and was even asking

questions about Jesus. He was very curious. But he had no interest at all

in examining his personal life. That was off limits. But then something

wonderful and mysterious happened, and Abner crossed this threshold.

The fourth threshold is the move from meandering to seeking. Even

when our friends became curious about Jesus and open to change in

their life, it didn’t necessarily follow that they began actively, purpose-

fully seeking God. It was more natural for them to meander. Steve, for

example, was very intrigued after some Christian students (whom he

met sleeping in cardboard boxes at an event to raise awareness and dol-

lars for the homeless) talked with him about Jesus. Steve accepted in-

vitations to Bible studies, worship and even to a mission trip to Mex-

ico. But he wasn’t necessarily wanting to come to conclusions, to really

seek answers. But then something wonderful and mysterious hap-

pened, and Steve crossed this threshold.

Finally, each of our friends had one more threshold to cross. They

needed to cross the threshold of the kingdom itself. They needed to repent

and believe and give their life to Jesus. Many people who journey well

along the path to faith, learning to trust a Christian, becoming curious

about Jesus, becoming open to personal change, even seeking after an-

swers, never become Christians. Sarah might have been one of those

folks. She was interested in Jesus, loved her new Christian friend and

even went to conferences and Bible studies. But she was a scientist and

couldn’t imagine becoming a person of faith—not without physical

proof. But then something wonderful and mysterious happened, and

Sarah crossed the threshold into the kingdom itself.
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WHAT DO YOU DO WITH THESE THRESHOLDS?

These foundational lessons about conversion have been freeing for us

to learn. Understanding the mysterious nature of the path has freed us

from activism and ushered us into a humble place of wonder and

prayer. And understanding the organic nature of the path has freed us

from the frustrations of one-trick evangelism and empowered us to get

involved in the specific unfolding mysteries of our friends.

We can now look at someone and ask, “Where on the path are they?”

Once we figure out more or less where they are, we can more easily

empathize with their situation. We can fully appreciate the wonder and

importance of where they are.

A few years ago, my (Doug’s) son Mark Lee entered the first grade and

ran up against a powerful threshold: reading. Though he was fluent with

the alphabet, he could not put words together. He would look at the first

letter of a word and then just throw out a wild guess. He was frustrated.

Would he ever learn to read? It seemed impossible. For my part, I

couldn’t remember what it’s like not to be able to read. Words instantly

have meaning, and understanding seems to come naturally. Yet it would

have been ridiculous for me to say, “What’s the problem? Just read!”

We see learning to read as crossing over a threshold. On Mark Lee’s

side, the threshold seems intimidating and insurmountable. He almost

can’t imagine life on the other side. For us the threshold seems easy to

cross, almost insignificant.

The spiritual thresholds that our non-Christian friends go through

today are just like this. From where they stand, that next threshold

seems insurmountable, no matter how obvious or easy it appears to us.

They are in the land of the lost, which colors how each successive

threshold appears to them.
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Lostness, of course, looks different depending upon your perspec-

tive and personality. It is like getting lost while driving. Take our friend

Jenny, for example. When she drives and gets lost, she is often so

caught up in the scenery or the conversation that for a long time she

doesn’t even realize she is lost. She just keeps going farther and farther

from her intended destination.

Then there are those like me (Doug). I know when I am lost, but

I’m pretty sure I can figure it out by intuition. I admit I am lost, but

I expect I’ll find my way any minute now, as soon as I turn the next

corner.

Finally, there are those smart people who know they are lost and

know they need to get some directions. They stop and ask for help.

It’s important to remember these different ways lostness can feel.

“Lost” may be an accurate description of non-Christian friends from

our perspective, but it may not feel like lostness to them. We can’t

know what each threshold feels like for the person going through it.

But we can ask, and listen. This is what we did. We asked our friends

to describe each threshold to us from their perspective. And here we

try to use their words to talk about each part of the journey.

And the great news is the better we listen, the better we can serve

those on the journey. If someone hasn’t even crossed the first thresh-

old, for example, we can stop handing them copies of More Than a Car-

penter and realize they are at a place where considering the claims of

Jesus isn’t the issue; just trusting a Christian is the issue. And handing

them that book (even if it’s done out of love) might actually push them

even further from crossing that first threshold.

Knowing where someone is on this postmodern path of faith can

help us empathize with them. It can soothe our frustration as we real-
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ize how insurmountable that next step may appear to them. And it al-

lows us to ask another wonderful question: “How can I enter into the

mystery of this stage of their growth?”

If a friend hasn’t even begun trusting a Christian, we can stop

hounding them to go to church with us and try to figure out how to

build trust with them. If our neighbor has been past the first four

thresholds for years and is an active seeker, we can stop trying to

build trust and try to figure out how to help them cross the final

threshold.

Of course, these thresholds are not magical or prescriptive. The re-

ality is not everyone will cross a threshold, not everyone will become

a Christian. Even if we become aware that someone hasn’t even

crossed the first threshold, that doesn’t mean they will end up trusting

us or any Christian—no matter how much we try to be trustworthy.

Some people will never receive the seed. Jesus was very clear about

this (for example, in Mark 4:14-19).

What these thresholds are is helpful. The more we heed the lessons

of those who have walked this postmodern path to faith, the more free-

dom and joy we experience, and the better we are able to love our

other postmodern friends.

In the next five chapters of this book we will look more carefully at

each successive threshold. We will highlight their characteristics by

telling the stories of some of our friends and will then consider what

we have learned about stepping into the mystery of crossing each spe-

cific threshold with our friends. After walking through each of the five

thresholds we will unpack the journey of new believers, followed by a

few concluding thoughts on how to use the five thresholds.

If anything helpful comes of this, credit is due to our wonderful new
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brothers and sisters for their honesty and vulnerability and faith. Any-

thing confusing or muddy likely comes from the two of us. We pray we

might be faithful storytellers of those who once were lost but now are

found.
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Down Low with Jesus

Jesus has so diligently searched for the lowest place that 

it would be very difficult for anyone to tear it from him.

fAther ChArleS de fouCAuld

None of us knows what we don’t know unless our eyes are 

opened. My first revelation was the cafeteria lunch ticket. 

It was on display for all to see when I handed it to the lunch 

lady. No way to be discrete. Its bright color marked me as eli-

gible for a free lunch.

Sometimes sheer embarrassment over being known as poor 

kept me from eating lunch. My free lunch ticket: a stigma. Of 

course, if I were really hungry and knew I’d return home to an 

empty refrigerator when I stepped off of the school bus, I swal-

lowed my pride and presented the lunch ticket.

More indications.

Upon returning from Puerto Rico in fifth grade, someone 

derogatorily asked, “Are you black?” Until then, I didn’t know 

I looked different from others. Now, as a bleached out biracial 
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Puerto Rican, I am blanquita. Then, I was darker. As a child and 

teenager, I didn’t know I had an accent until my best friend’s 

mother told me I did. Now, I am told I have no accent.

However, it was as an employee at a Christian college that I 

became acutely aware of the economic, cultural, and racial 

disparity in my environments. It was at the Christian college 

that I learned how underprivileged I was.

After Brenda Salter-McNeil, a thought leader in the area of 

racial reconciliation, led a large room full of people in an activity 

dubbed the “Race Race,” everything made sense. The starting 

line was masking tape laid down across the middle of an all-

purpose classroom. Dr. Salter-McNeil asked a series of ques-

tions like: Did you go to summer camps? Did your parents 

attend college? Did you qualify for free and reduced lunches? 

Are you a woman? and Are you an ethnic minority? Our answers 

determined whether we took steps forward or backward.

At the end of fifty questions, I was at the back of the room 

with one of my best friends, an African American woman. 

Almost dead last. Way behind the starting line, not to mention 

the finish line.

When everyone turned to see who was last, I stood there 

humiliated. This time my answers to the questions, not my 

lunch ticket, exposed me as a have not. Until then I had no 

idea how underprivileged I was. I thought I was doing well. 

However, even though my ethnicity, gender, and economic 

status of my family of origin were not under my control, they 

affected everything. I can’t escape the facts of my life even 

with lunch money and a refrigerator full of groceries. I was 

born into last place or nearly last place. Even with the privi-

leges I have now, I’ll never be able to catch up with those who 
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started ahead of me. That day, I discovered that even with my 

education and ability to think, fundamentally, I was still on 

society’s and the American church’s bottom of the pecking 

order. I was a bottom dweller.

JESUS’ POVERTYJESUS’ POVERTY

I suppose it is my background that causes me to be completely 

obsessed with Jesus’ choice to live his birth, life, death, and 

resurrection underprivileged, at the bottom of society’s 

pecking order. The apostle Paul speaks of this mystery in his 

second letter to the Corinthians, “You know the grace of our 

Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sake 

he became poor, so that you through his poverty might 

become rich” (8:9). What person, let alone God, in their right 

mind does this?

In loving obedience Jesus chose to leave his home in par-

adise, where he was cherished, known, and adored. He traded 

absolute shalom-filled power in exchange for slavery, becoming 

a nobody in the eyes of those he created. From paradise he 

willingly journeyed down, down, down into the dark but warm 

cave of his mother’s womb. Jesus, divine and human both, na-

scent as a helpless babe. On his journey downward, he shed the 

privileges of divinity and became completely dependent on a 

human being. The first time our God opened his eyes, he gazed 

into the face of his mother. Had Mary not been able to feed him 

from her own body, Jesus would have perished.

Holy vulnerability.

Our God, the King of the universe and all worlds and possible 

worlds unimaginably beyond, chose to emerge as a pauper to 

two penniless parents on the outposts of society. When Jesus 
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was circumcised, Mama Mary couldn’t even afford to offer a 

little lamb as a burnt offering, as the Mosaic law required her 

to do in the temple on the family’s behalf. Instead, she was only 

able to offer two turtle doves—the offering of the poor.

Not too long after Jesus’ birth in a cave in Bethlehem— 

because there was not even room for God to be born—and 

after he was presented at the temple and circumcised in Jeru-

salem, he became a refugee in Egypt along with his parents. 

The Jewish superpower of the region, King Herod, was trying 

to kill him. Because even as a destitute baby, Jesus’ presence 

was a threat to the most powerful in the world. And so our God 

knows what it is like to hastily leave everything, the comforts 

of life, to flee for his life into the arms of unfamiliarity and un-

certainty and hostility. Either he remembered the refugee 

journey because of his divinity, or the oft-told stories Mary and 

Joseph shared with him over the years were forever tattooed 

on his heart. God identifies with refugees because he was one.

There is little security in being a refugee. The status and 

humanity of refugees, including refugee children, depends en-

tirely on the goodwill and patience of the governments and 

peoples in the areas they flee to. It is easy to unsee them. Easy 

to divest ourselves of any responsibility for them. Easy to pro-

foundly harm them.

After Joseph, Mary, and Jesus spent time on heightened 

alert as refugees in Egypt, they returned to their homeland. 

They could only return because the threat of execution and 

violence had temporarily passed. They settled in Nazareth. 

There Jesus grew up in obscurity, faithfully loving the Father 

and his neighbors as himself. It is in obscurity and lowliness 

among the Roman oppressors that Jesus grew in wisdom and 
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stature. Carlo Carretto describes Nazareth as “the lowest 

place: the place of the poor, the unknown, of those who didn’t 

count, of the mass of workers, of men subjected to work’s grim 

demands just for a scrap of bread.” 

Like millions before and after him, Jesus, along with his 

parents, understood what it was like to toil for a scrap of daily 

bread. On days when he wasn’t sure about where a meal was 

coming from when his cupboard was empty, I imagine that he 

might go to the outskirts of his town and pray, all alone—as he 

did when he was older. In communion with his Father and in 

his humanity, he learned to see.

He saw how our heavenly Father abundantly provided for 

the birds of the air and lavishly dressed the wildflowers 

growing in the fields about him. If our heavenly Father pro-

vided for the crows and sparrows, Jesus was convinced that 

God the Father would provide for him and any person who 

asked for something to eat and something to wear for pro-

tection against the elements, which could very well be brutal. 

Like the Israelites, day in day out Jesus had to learn to trust 

God the Father for manna in his earthly wilderness. Later on, 

Jesus would put two and two together and turn around and 

tell his disciples that he is the “bread of life” and that they must 

daily feed on him for existence.

Jesus, our God in the flesh and creation’s royalty, lived at the 

bottom of society’s barrel and grew up on the wrong side of 

the tracks. He who was independent of any mortal not only 

willingly chose to depend on his mother and father but also on 

the graciousness of other human beings. During his earthly 

ministry, he relied on the financial and practical support of 

women and others to sustain his ministry. When he was thirsty, 
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he sat down and asked the woman at the well, whom the 

Eastern Orthodox and Eastern Catholics tell us is named Photini, 

for a drink. Saint Photini, a Samaritan woman, someone on the 

lowest rungs of her society, refreshed Jesus by giving him a 

drink of water. Jesus didn’t discriminate in his dependence.

And he relied on others in his death.

Had it not been for Nicodemus and the generosity of Joseph 

of Arimathea, Jesus wouldn’t even have had a proper burial. If 

the Romans had anything to do with his burial, Jesus’ body 

would’ve remained on the cross decaying—a feast for crows. It 

is likely he would’ve been buried far outside the city in the area 

designated for executed criminals—a burial place of dishonor. 

Charles de Foucauld rightly observed, “Jesus has so diligently 

searched for the lowest place that it would be very difficult for 

anyone to tear it from him.”

Yes, Jesus worked by the sweat of his brow for a few scraps 

of bread amid Roman occupation and oppression. Some days 

he knew hunger. But he also knew the poverty of relationships, 

a poverty that many of us know well. At one point early on, his 

own family thought he was sick in the head, out of his mind, 

because he was going around acting like the Messiah. Jesus, too, 

experienced familial dysfunction. And he knows what it is like to 

be harmed, to be stabbed in the back by those who are sup-

posed to be his friends. In the upper room it was Judas. In the 

Garden of Gethsemane it was the rest of the disciples. During 

his trial it was Peter. Today we are the ones who betray him.

At the end of his life, in his final hours, his closest friends, the 

ones he had continually laid his life down for and would give up 

his life for, were profoundly unreliable and betrayed him. What 

poverty, what loneliness and pain he must’ve experienced! 
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Jesus lived unwelcomed and uninvited and misunderstood. Mis-

treated, despised, and degraded. John tells us, “He came to that 

which was his own, but his own did not receive him” (John 1:11). 

How crushing and exhausting to not be received by those who 

are supposed to be your people.

And yet in the midst of his volitional poverty during his life 

and death on earth, we see he learned humility—to completely 

depend on God and also on others. He had to. After all he suf-

fered because of what he gave up to become fully human 

(while being fully God), he continues to wash the feet of his 

friends and enemies alike. Jesus, the God of the universe, rich 

as he is in every conceivable and inconceivable manner, washes 

my feet. And your feet. Even now, no place is too low for Jesus 

to stoop in order to serve others.

Behold the humility of God.

HESEDHESED

At our current church, our senior pastor, Russ, told us that the 

Jewish concept of tikkun olam means “world repair.” Jewish 

theology teaches us repair of the world flows from God’s 

hesed or “loyal lovingkindness.” When we see and experience 

God’s hesed in and about us, it is impossible to remain the 

same. Hesed, God’s loyal lovingkindness, changes everything 

it comes into contact with. It changes us. And it leads us to 

repentance. Little by little, God’s kindness transforms us from 

people whose natural inclination it is to creatively hate God 

and our neighbors to those who embody kindness. As hesed 

works itself out in and through us, the world repairs. Even in 

our poverty, that which brings us low and humbles us, hesed 

turns us into repairers of the world. It was true in Jesus’ life and 
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is true in ours. With God, we become healers and repairers of 

the broken even as we ourselves are being healed and repaired. 

God uses us to make all things new.

On my bad days, when I’m all twisted inside, I feel like hesed 

is really the only thing I have going for me. However, on these 

bad days, none of my poverty that fosters camaraderie with 

Jesus, and whatever lowliness has come of it, feels like a gift or 

hesed. I feel accursed like God loves those who have a relative 

life of ease much more than he loves me.

If kindness were the currency in this world, I’d be rich. But it 

isn’t. So, I am not. These thoughts reverberated through my 

mind as I fled to my hotel room at a conference far from home. 

It all started with a look. One I am quite familiar with—a look full 

of ambition. I’ve seen it more times than I care to remember. It’s 

the look of eyes scanning the crowd. Evaluating eyes. Up and 

down and all around eyes ricocheting in every direction in an 

effort to determine whether or not I am worthy. They’re the eyes 

of a soul trying to figure out where I land in life’s pecking order.

Soon enough, the body moves in the eyes’ direction and 

toward the chosen one. It’s not me but the one they’ve iden-

tified as having the most social or economic capital. I see them 

sidle up to the person, fawning and courting favor in their 

hunger for glory—in a hunger to fit in. I know the hunger. It’s 

the hunger for glory and acceptance every one of us has.

I stood there weeping in my insides, awash in the little tears 

that pooled inside my soul. I blink hard trying not to let my 

tears escape. If my tears crest, like flood waters over the river-

 bank, I’ll be swept away. My eyes dart to and fro. I need an 

escape route. I fear a well-meaning person catching me teary-

eyed and asking, “What’s wrong?”
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I snake through the crowd. I am at the hors d’oeuvres table. 

It’s close to the exit. I grab a napkin there. Blow my nose. Tears 

leak. I dab my eyes. If anyone happens to be paying attention 

I hope they mistake my nose-blowing and eye-dabbing for al-

lergies. I’ve absolutely got to make a fast getaway.

Now, I’m out the door, race-walking to the restroom. I pick 

up the pace. I can feel a new stream of tears, the water table 

of my soul, rising to the surface. I dive inside and find the 

nearest stall.

I lean against the door, stifling my sobs so I can break down 

in silence. I wonder if maybe this person’s estimation of me is 

right. Maybe I really am and ever will be just a nobody. A Have-

Not. My life, inconsequential. I start berating myself for all I am 

not. Instead of sophisticated, I am simple—so I’ve been told. 

Instead of sassy and sarcastic, kind. Instead of social and eco-

nomic capital and networks in the “right” Christian circles, all 

sorts of poverty are mine by way of birth. Any riches I might 

have don’t count here, only in the kingdom come. Even here 

in this environment, a place where it’s supposed to be a level 

playing field because we are Christians, I am still a pauper. Low 

on the pecking order. What good is hesed here?

I should call Shawn. The experience is poisoning me. I need 

to talk through this. Perhaps it has to do with culture and class. 

I can function in the middle class register, but maybe being 

formed in poverty, I never quite make it. I don’t have the nec-

essary sophistication or je ne sais quoi. “You can’t escape your 

class,” I’ve heard. Maybe I should stay in my place.

I grab my phone. But then I remember he’s in class. Soon he 

will wrap up, dismiss his students, and head off to pick up our 
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daughters after school. “Hi, this is Shawn, I can’t take your call 

right now. But leave your name, a message, and a phone 

number, and I’ll call you back as soon as I can.” I hang up.

Once again, Shawn is juggling his heavy workload and the 

girls’ schedules so I can be away for several days. He sacrifices 

so I can flourish. He willingly impoverishes himself of his 

agenda and free time for my welfare and the welfare of our 

daughters. Shawn is full of God’s hesed expressing itself in 

self-sacrifice. For months, I’ve been nattering about all things 

related to the conference, dreaming about this day. We were 

both full of great expectations. If I unload on him, it’ll break his 

heart. I’ll have to manage alone.

I emerge from the stall now that I’ve finally stopped quaking. 

I am fairly certain I can hike back to my hotel room without 

falling apart in public. I make a run for it. Once inside, I hurl my 

book bag onto the floor and fling myself onto the bed. I lie 

there, face buried in the pillow, sobbing. 

RE-MEMBRANCERE-MEMBRANCE

On my bed of tears, in my sadness and anxiety over never 

being quite enough, that feeling of never being among the 

chosen ones of this world began to quell. I grew still. I became 

“like a weaned child who no longer cries for its mother’s milk.  

. . . [L]ike a weaned child is my soul within me” (Psalm 131:2 NLT).

Silence re-membered me by shouting truth.

I listened quietly.

Amid my tear-filled silence I vowed to myself that I would 

never do the same thing to another that for the thousandth 

time had been done to me. I wouldn’t. However, in the silent 

stillness of the hotel room, reality materialized. I’d be fooling 
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myself, engaging in self-deception, if I were to pretend that 

such behavior is below me. I, too, have done it before. I have.

Indeed, what I find quite disgusting and deplorable is that I 

too am tempted to use the same criteria used to judge me, to 

base the value of another person’s life on the amount of money, 

influence, and power one possesses—on the person’s vitality and 

contribution to society or to me. Worldly success. Utilitarianism.

We frequently show favoritism, preferring to hobnob with 

the rich and the affluent who have influence. We even sell our 

souls for political office and power. We instrumentalize one 

another, moving toward those who we believe can do some-

thing for us and away from those we believe have nothing to 

offer. How striking then it is when Jesus confronts us with the 

way of things, the way of the kingdom that is: “When you give 

a banquet, invite the poor, the crippled, the lame, the blind, 

and you will be blessed. Although they cannot repay you, you 

will be repaid at the resurrection of the righteous” (Luke 14:13-

14). We say we value what Jesus values, but our lives and 

Christian subculture frequently preach a different message.

Jesus deemed the money-power-influence rubric we use to 

judge others, and our presumptions resulting from it, satanic. 

Indeed, the devil knows money, power, and influence are power-

  ful lures that can easily become idols and lead to the cor-

ruption of our souls. Satan succumbed to these temptations 

himself. He is expert at using what he knows. Anytime we use 

the lenses of money, power, and social status to define an-

other’s value or our own, or to filter people out of our lives, we 

engage in godless devil’s play. We dehumanize and do vio-

lence to others and traffic in the culture of death. The coun-

terfeit trinity’s deadly rubric has no place in the kingdom.
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And yet the Christianized versions of devil’s play do offer 

us glory. However, it’s a twisted and diabolical glory. Short-

lived and dangerous to our souls 

and that of others. Under the 

counterfeit trinity’s spell, we el-

evate that which the world values 

instead of what God values. We 

dare not look to the counterfeit 

trinity for life and sustenance for manna. Its nourishment is no 

nourishment at all. It is malnourishment. Poison. Certain death.

My sustenance can never come from people’s high or low 

opinions of me, from what I have or don’t have, or from my 

social status. “I am the bread of life. Whoever comes to me will 

never go hungry, and whoever believes in me will never be 

thirsty,” Jesus reminded me (John 6:35). That night, the words 

of 1 John 2:15-17 also functioned as an antidote to the coun-

terfeit trinity’s poison:

Don’t love the world’s ways. Don’t love the world’s goods. 

Love of the world squeezes out love for the Father. Prac-

tically everything that goes on in the world—wanting your 

own way, wanting everything for yourself, wanting to 

appear important—has nothing to do with the Father. It 

just isolates you from him. The world and all its wanting, 

wanting, wanting is on the way out—but whoever does 

what God wants is set for eternity. (The Message)

And so there in the hotel room, I committed again to living 

as Jesus lived and to his priorities for my life. I must live humbly 

and walk humbly with God. Accept the life given to me, his will 

The counterfeit The counterfeit 
trinity’s deadly trinity’s deadly 

rubric has no place rubric has no place 
in the kingdom.in the kingdom.
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for me instead of my own will for me, feed on him, and open 

myself to God’s grace in my life. If I am to be like Jesus, a saint, 

I am going to have to walk away from what this world calls 

status and make the downward descent into kingdom status. 

You are too. It’s the steep drop up.

A NEW WAY OF LIVINGA NEW WAY OF LIVING

Growing up and even into my adulthood, I despaired over the 

hand I was dealt. I often begged God to explain why the cards 

were stacked against me as a Hispanic-Latina woman born 

into a poor family that was plagued by the effects of mental 

illness. I used to despair a lot, but not as much anymore. Yes, 

there are instances like the hotel room. But I don’t remain in 

self-pity for long stretches of time. On these occasions I am 

reminded that the gospel is especially good news for the poor, 

people on the lowest rungs of society, people like me and my 

family of origin. God gives grace to the humble. Though I am 

haunted by the effects of generational poverty, though I may 

have been born on the lowest rung in America, in many ways 

I am rich.

“Blessed are the poor in spirit: for theirs is the kingdom of 

heaven,” Jesus tells us in Matthew 5:3 (KJV). People like me 

and my kind may be deemed poor and stupid and not worthy 

of a second glance. Animals to be caged. Not worthy to be 

anybody’s teacher. But if your poverty and my poverty and 

deprivation (whatever form poverty takes in our lives) produce 

in us poverty of spirit, if our humiliations produce in us humility 

and dependence on God, then we shall be exalted now—in our 

lives with God—and in the life to come.
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Rich.

These are the ones I look on with favor: 

those who are humble and contrite in spirit, 

and who tremble at my word. (Isaiah 66:2)

When I remember what is true, instead of obsessing about 

nontruth or the hierarchies and idols associated with money, 

power, and fame, I can rejoice.

I am bidding farewell to worldly status. Along with Mary and 

Jesus, I am throwing my lot in with others who by the world’s 

standards are disinherited and found at the bottom of all the 

hierarchies. Because I’ve found that God turns our hierarchies 

and our worldly values on their heads. It is only in our poverty 

and our intentional renunciation of worldly status seeking—in 

emptying ourselves of those ambitions—that we are ever open 

to being filled to the brim with grace. We cannot become full 

of God’s life when we are chasing status, recognition, and 

honor from the world or the Christian culture—that only leads 

us to outer darkness. Like Jesus, we are to seek the lowest 

place and figure out exactly what that means for our particular 

lives. So, with Mary I marvel and sing:

My soul magnifies the Lord,

and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior,

for he has looked on the humble estate of his servant.

For behold, from now on all generations will call  

me blessed;

for he who is mighty has done great things for me,

and holy is his name.

And his mercy is for those who fear him

from generation to generation.
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He has shown strength with his arm;

he has scattered the proud in the thoughts of  

their hearts;

he has brought down the mighty from their thrones

and exalted those of humble estate;

he has filled the hungry with good things,

and the rich he has sent away empty.  

(Luke 1:46-53 ESV)

If we humble ourselves by seeking the lowest place, we will be 

exalted. God will fill those of us who are hungry and empty and 

poor with good things as we look to him to feed us and fill us.

 

Taken from The Way Up Is Down by Marlena Graves.  
Copyright © 2020 by Marlena Graves. Published by InterVarsity Press, Downers Grove, IL. www.ivpress.com

https://ivpress.com/the-way-up-is-down


1

Centrality of the Word

Let ’s be honest with ourselves: the Bible is a strange book. It
talks about ancient societies with customs we find odd, mentions people 
with names like Salathiel and Eliud, and uses words that are far from 
contemporary vocabulary, such as “uncircumcised” and “covetousness.” 
Yet it is God’s Word and central to the Christian faith, so we know we 
can’t completely abandon it to the realm of university Religious Studies 
departments. We sense our need for this book, but reading it can be 
challenging.

One way to deal with this tension is to focus on individual verses 
such as “For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son” (John 
3:16) or “We know all things work together for good for those who love 
God” (Romans 8:28) but leave the rest of the Bible for pastors and 
scholars. Those verses are wonderful and true, but they are really just 
terse summary statements. Do you want to know what it means that 
“all things work together for good”? Then you need to know the rest of 
the story, even though that may mean plunging into foreign waters.

Another way we deal with the strangeness of the Bible is to make 
“Bible study” synonymous with “Learn what an expert has to say about 
the Bible.” We feel inadequate and unqualified to understand the Bible 
ourselves, so we turn to scholars and seminary graduates. We sign up 
for adult Sunday school classes where a pastor or elder will teach 
through a book of the Bible (perhaps asking a few questions along the 
way to encourage group participation). We read commentaries and 
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listen to famous preachers expound on the Word. We purchase study 
Bibles with copious notes to explain what we are reading.

I thank God for pastors, teachers, authors and scholars who have 
invested their lives in studying the Scriptures and in communicating 
what they’ve learned. Their gifts are invaluable. But most of us tend to 
pay more attention to the words of experts than to the words of the 
Bible itself. We desire to learn from the Bible and believe it alone is 
authoritative for Christian faith and practice, but in practice we turn to 
the experts and let the Scripture be sidelined. 

The purpose of this handbook is to train God’s people to study the 
Bible for themselves rather than relying on “professional Christians” to 
explain it. The method I use is called manuscript Bible study and uses an 
inductive approach. Studying the Bible directly is like watching a one-
person show, where the text of the Bible is the primary actor and all 
focus is kept on it. Input from other sources is like minor characters 
coming on stage briefly to play bit parts. If our attention becomes di-
verted by these other actors, we must refocus our selves on the star of 
the show. Inductive Bible study is an effective method of keeping the 
text of the Bible in the spotlight.

Keeping the words of the Bible front and center is easier said than 
done. As a young Christian, I was eager to read the Bible. When my 
youth pastor suggested a study Bible that was popular in our denomi-
nation, I read along, reading first a verse of the Bible and then the ex-
planatory notes below. On some pages there was more space given to 
the study notes than the biblical text itself. I could tell by the formatting 
which sections were explanatory notes and which were the Bible itself, 
but in practice I ascribed the same weight to both.

It wasn’t until a few years later, when I began to interact with Chris-
tians from different churches, that I realized that my study Bible pro-
moted a particular theology—some of which I would later come to 
view as incorrect. But at the time I had no way of knowing. If I read it 
in my study Bible, I assumed it was true.

That very night the believers sent Paul and Silas off to Beroea; and 
when they arrived, they went to the Jewish synagogue. These Jews were 
more receptive than those in Thessalonica, for they welcomed the 
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message very eagerly and examined the scriptures every day to see 
whether these things were so. (Acts 17:10-11)

The book of Acts provides a valuable model of people who worked 
hard to keep the Bible front and center, and to not get sidelined by the 
opinions of experts. The Jews of Beroea are described by Luke in Acts 
as unique in their response to Paul’s preaching. The Beroeans didn’t 
just listen to the preaching of Paul and Silas; they compared Paul’s 
words to the Word of God. 

No doubt Paul’s message of Jesus crucified and resurrected was dif-
ferent from how they had become used to thinking about the Messiah. 
But rather than focusing on the teaching of their rabbis or being per-
suaded simply by Paul’s charisma, the Beroeans examined the Scrip-
tures directly to discern what was true. They did this not just once, but 
for several days. The Beroeans did the hard work of examining the 
Scriptures themselves, attributing authority to the text, not to authori-
tative teachers. They kept the text front and center.

aBDication

Too often, we leave the work of understanding complex things to 
others. We do this in many areas of our lives. Voters make decisions on 
who to vote for based on endorsements from people they respect rather 
than by learning for themselves a candidate’s position on key issues. 
Likewise, many students would rather read the CliffsNotes summa-
rizing an assigned novel than the novel itself. By taking this shortcut, 
they rely on someone else’s interpretation and undercut the process of 
developing critical thinking skills. 

At one level, taking advice or input from experts is a good use of our 
time. We can’t all be specialists in medicine, nutrition and auto repair. 
A specialized society enables us to benefit from the investment of those 
with different interests and abilities than our own. However, Christian 
faith and spiritual formation are too important to leave the work of un-
derstanding the Bible to experts. Sermons and books by skilled teachers 
and thinkers are valuable, but they can’t replace the life-giving words of 
the Bible itself. To become mature and vibrant followers of Jesus, we 
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must engage with the Bible directly. We must learn to keep the Scripture 
itself in the center of our study. Then, once we’ve studied a passage in-
ductively, reading a commentary by a reliable author can highlight ele-
ments we may have missed, provide additional insights and raise new 
questions that cause us to engage further with the biblical text.1 

I have three convictions that I believe affect our ability to rightly 
understand the Bible, use biblical scholarship appropriately and keep us 
in a posture of humility and submission to God’s Word. 

1. Facts before theories. 
2. Author determines meaning. 
3. Understanding requires application.

conviction #1: Facts Before Theories

The sixteenth-century scientist Galileo Galilei found himself in a pre-
dicament. He loved and worshiped God, but his telescope and his in-
quiring mind landed him in a heap of trouble with the Catholic Church. 
By paying careful attention to the movement of the stars, Galileo came 
to believe that the earth moves around the sun, rather than the other 
way around. From his perspective, the evidence was undeniable, yet it 
contradicted the longstanding assumption of geocentrism that the 
church at the time thought was inherent to a biblical worldview.2 
Galileo was tried for heresy, forced to recant and placed under house 
arrest for the rest of his life.

On one level, I am sympathetic toward those church leaders. They 
took their responsibility to protect the church from false teaching seri-
ously. Until Galileo expressed an alternate theory, the preconception of 
geocentrism was widely assumed to be truth. 

We can gain a valuable lesson from the church’s experience on the 
eve of the Scientific Revolution: assumptions and theories aren’t the 
same as truth. Theories, whether they are the laws of nature or theo-
logical statements, are attempts to summarize truth, but they are not 
the truth themselves. Truth lies in reality itself, not in the theories used 
to describe that reality. Theories and beliefs must be the servants of 
truth, not the other way around. 
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There are two complementary processes we use to learn and explore. 
One is to move from the general to the particular: to use what we know 
to be true to help us further investigate and better understand specific 
situations. The other approach moves from the particular to the 
general—to notice details and then develop a generalization that makes 
sense of that information. The scientific world calls the first approach 
deduction and the second induction. These approaches are used every 
day by children, farmers, friends, artists, business people, scholars and 
doctors. Deduction and induction are what humans do, whether we are 
conscious of it or not.

Photography as an art was developed (no pun intended!) using de-
duction. Once it was discovered that light-sensitive chemicals could 
capture images onto metal or glass plates by focusing light through a 
lens, inventors were able to experiment using general principles of 
photography (focus, exposure, etc.). Armed with a general knowledge 
of capturing images using light and chemicals, they varied the chem-
icals, camera designs and techniques for developing film. Eastman 
Kodak began to sell f lexible photographic film to replace the standard 
thin glass plates. Eventually photographers learned how to capture the 
image in color, and to adjust settings, aperture and film speed to 
achieve different effects. By applying the general principles of “drawing 
with light” (the literal meaning of the word photography) to the proc-
ess of exploration, hundreds of new insights—both scientific and 
artistic—were made. Soon photography joined painting and sculpting 
as a recognized art form. 

Induction, by contrast, starts with details and builds out to a general 
theory or synthesis. The inductive process analyzes a set of facts in re-
lationship to one another and develops an understanding that holds the 
particulars together in a coherent whole. Inductive study can be seen in 
toddlers as they explore their world. Early on, for example, a toddler 
notices that if she drops her spoon off the highchair, it falls to the 
ground, and an adult leans over to retrieve it. The same thing happens 
not just to spoons but crackers, cups, balls and toys: regardless of which 
item is dropped, an adult responds by moving to pick it up. Long before 
she can even pronounce the word gravity, she has developed awareness 
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of a general truth, a law of nature: objects fall. But she has also iden-
tified another “law of nature”: adults compulsively pick up dropped 
things. Her experiences with particular utensils, toys and pieces of food 
have been effectively synthesized into a general conclusion. In combi-
nation, these two laws of nature provide no end of entertainment for 
the toddler. 

Deduction enables us to anticipate what will happen in a new situ-
ation or interpret a new experience, based on what is already known. 
Induction enables us to test our current understandings and to learn 
more. Scientists use the two in tandem to extend our knowledge of the 
universe. Both deductive and inductive thinking can be used when 
studying the Bible as well. I find, however, that most Christians don’t 
approach the Bible inductively unless they are intentional about doing 
so. Our default seems to be a deductive approach. 

I consider it a spiritual discipline to intentionally put facts before 
theories. There are many places in our lives were what we already 
“know” can lead us to miss what is really happening. This causes no 
end of trouble in arenas such as crosscultural relations, scientific ex-
perimentation and criminal investigation. But it is particularly im-
portant to put facts before theories when it comes to studying the 
Bible, since inductive study helps us to read the Bible with an openness 
to be changed. It trains us to resist our tendency to make a general 
conclusion before all the facts have been accounted for. Without such 
openness, the Bible becomes the servant of our preconceived ideas. 
The famous detective Sherlock Holmes would describe this as twisting 
facts to suit theories.3 

“induction is the influence of the new on the old; 

deduction is the influence of the old on the new.”

herMan h. horne,  

The Psychological Principles of Education
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Humility and teachability require that we let the Scripture speak for 
itself, even if that means laying aside our current views. 

When used in connection with Bible study, the term “inductive” simply 
means that procedure of Bible study which approaches a book of the 
Bible with no general conclusions, but rather, begins by observing the 
particulars of a book, and, after observing these adequately, comes to 
some general conclusions of their meaning.4 

As one Ethiopian Christian leader testified after studying the 
Gospel of Mark inductively using the manuscript method, “I can no 
longer make Scripture say what I want it to say but must let it speak 
what it is meant to speak to us. This style of study forces us to listen to 
the Word itself. It’s been life challenging and life changing. I will never 
be the same after studying the Gospel in this way!”5

Inductive Bible study follows three primary phases: observation, in-
terpretation and application. This means that the question “What?” 
comes before the questions “So what?” and “Now what?” (I will address 
these phases in significant detail in part two of this handbook.) Such a 
commitment to putting facts before theories through studying the 
Scripture inductively is invaluable in keeping our focus on the text and 
submitting ourselves to its authority. The second conviction—that the 
author determines the meaning—goes hand-in-hand with the first.

conviction #2: Author Determines Meaning

Most Christians are eager to hear from God through the Bible, but they 
are highly subjective when interacting with it. How many times have 
you been in a Bible study when someone said, “What this means to me 
. . .”? Living in a relativistic and pluralistic society, we have become used 
to the idea of “personal meaning.” Existentialist philosophy and post-
modern literary theory have asserted that truth is an arbitrary construct 
and that meaning is created by individuals or communities. 

Many of us who follow Jesus carry this perspective into our faith in 
subtle (or not so subtle) ways. Our personal experience reigns supreme, 
and our interaction with the Bible is deeply subjective. Perhaps without 
realizing it, we function as if we determine the meaning of the Scriptures.
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We don’t. The author of each of the books of the Bible determines 
the meaning. In chapter six I explain the reason and implications of this 
conviction—including the relationship between God as the ultimate 
author of the Bible and the human authors he worked through. Though 
the Bible contains transcendent truth, it was not dropped from the sky. 
Behind every book of the Bible is a human author inspired by God, 
writing from within a specific situation to a specific audience. Biblical 
authors used language, historical examples and literary conventions of 
their culture to influence their audience toward faith and obedience. 
They had a purpose and objective when they sat down to write. 

In the world of literary studies, this is referred to as “authorial intent.” 
A commitment to authorial intent means we seek to understand what the 
author was trying to communicate to his original audience rather than 
what it sounds like to us. By continually asking, “How would this have 
sounded to the original audience?” we are forced to think outside of our-
selves and our own experience; without this posture, we would be blind 
to the parts of Scripture which challenge our cultural assumptions. 

Authorial intent involves taking the crosscultural and literary nature 
of the Bible seriously. Through looking closely at content, structure, 
form (genre) and cultural/historical context, we seek to discern what the 
author wanted to communicate. Pursuit of understanding the author’s 
intent takes the Bible on its own terms rather than ours.

One implication of the conviction that the author determines 
meaning is that each book of the Bible must be understood as a unique 
composition. In inductive Bible study, cross-referencing books that a 
particular book’s first audience wouldn’t have had access to doesn’t 
make sense. (The parts of the Scripture that the original audience had 
available to them is an important part of their perspective.) Everything 
that is needed to understand a particular book is in the book itself when 
heard from the perspective of the original audience. Too often, we don’t 
do the work of understanding a particular author because we use other 
parts of the Bible to interpret his work. It is a mistake to turn to a par-
allel passage in Luke or Matthew to answer a question about Mark 
rather than looking for the evidence Mark has provided to effectively 
communicate to his audience. Believing that the author determines 
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meaning involves staying within the text at hand and discerning the 
author’s purposes and intentions before comparing what has been 
written to other parts of the Bible. Together, the sixty-six books of the 
Bible—when each is understood on its own terms—tell a richly woven 
story of God’s commitment to redeem all of creation.

conviction #3: Understanding Requires Appl icat ion

The first two convictions I am proposing aren’t exclusively related to 
studying the Bible. In studying any piece of writing or work of art, one 
can approach the text with a commitment to facts before theories and 
to authorial intent. These presuppositions bear fruit whether reading 
Hamlet or watching Titanic. Likewise any person, regardless of their 
religious beliefs, can study the Bible inductively and consider its original 
context. Students in “Bible as Literature” classes will benefit from these 
approaches whether or not they believe in the God of the Bible. Athe-
istic New Testament scholars can (and do) have insight about the letters 
of Paul or the unique vision of the Gospel of John. 

But for followers of Jesus, this is not sufficient. For those of us who 
have put our faith in Jesus as Savior and Lord, understanding God’s 
Word requires application to our lives. When we come to the Bible we 
must come to it as holy Scripture—God’s address to God’s people. As his 
people our posture must fit that of subjects before a beloved king: open, 
expectant, eager to do his bidding. New Testament scholar Joel B. Green 
writes that “such dispositions and postures and gestures as acceptance, 
devotion, attention, and trust [are] more necessary than familiarity with 
ancient peoples and their cultures, more basic than learning the biblical 
languages, and more essential than good technique in interpretation.”6 

The Bible is not merely a text to be studied, analyzed and explained. 
The author of Hebrews describes it as a double-edged sword that is “able 
to judge the thoughts and intentions of the heart. And before him no 
creature is hidden, but all are naked and laid bare to the eyes of the one 
to whom we must render an account” (Hebrews 4:12-13). The Bible reads 
us even as we read it. Whether or not we allow ourselves to come under 
its scrutiny has everything to do with our heart posture. Thus com-
mitment number three is essential: understanding requires application.
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We do not truly understand something until we have lived it. It is one 
thing for a medical student to memorize the steps in a surgical procedure 
but quite another to be a surgeon. Until she has performed the surgery, 
knowing the steps does not equal understanding. Likewise, it is impos-
sible to actually understand the Bible without living it out. For example, 
when I was a student at a small liberal arts college, slanderous things 
were said about our Christian community because of our bold witness. 
We had been seeing God’s hand at work on our campus, including a 
number of public conversions and some dramatic changes in students’ 
lives as they turned from materialism and a drive to worldly success. Our 
highly secular environment viewed Jesus’ resurrection as fairy tale and 
tolerated faith only as long as it was kept private. It wasn’t until I had to 
meet with a college dean to discuss concerns about our ministry that I 
understood Jesus’ words about not being ashamed of him (Mark 8:38) or 
the promise of the help of the Holy Spirit when standing before gov-
ernors (Mark 13:9). Living out parts of the Bible gave me understanding 
of those texts that I hadn’t gained from merely studying them.

Have you ever noticed that people who have played a sport in high 
school tend to be faithful followers of that sport later in life? That is 
because understanding that comes from doing creates a sense of con-
nection. Their experience as athletes enables them to see more than 
others who haven’t played the sport before; even as spectators they have 
an insider’s perspective. I am a runner. In high school I ran on the cross 
country team in the fall and middle distance during the track season. (I 
even tried hurdles but soon learned I’d better keep my feet on the 
ground.) To this day, I love watching world-class athletes run. I could 
never match their speed and endurance, but I feel a connection to them 
because I know what it is like to compete as a runner. I can easily imagine 
what they are feeling at the two-thirds point in the race. I know the joy 
of crossing the finish line having run with everything I had. 

My enjoyment of watching others run is greater because of my own 
experience with running. When we put biblical understanding into 
action, it deepens our passion to know more of the story of God’s inter-
actions with his people and enables us to see things that we could not 
have seen without those experiences. 
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It is in applying the text to our lives, obeying it in concrete ways and 
submitting ourselves to the process of being transformed at its di-
rection, that we come to understand the Scriptures. A true Christian 
understanding is an integrated understanding, not primarily a con-
ceptual one. A passionate commitment to listening to God’s Word and 
living it out is essential if we truly understand what the Bible is and its 
purpose in our world. As Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote, 

In our meditation we ponder the chosen text on the strength of the 
promise that it has something utterly personal to say to us for this day 
and for our Christian life, that it is not only God’s word for the Church, 
but also God’s word for us individually. We expose ourselves to the 
specific word until it addresses us personally. And when we do this, we 
are doing no more than the simplest, untutored Christian does every 
day; we read God’s word as God’s word for us.7

The application of Scripture to our lives isn’t optional. We can’t 
claim to have studied the Bible inductively if we haven’t wrestled with 
its implications for our world and our lives in particular. Our under-
standing is at best incomplete and at worst distorted if we haven’t re-
sponded to the text and been shaped by it. Chapter eleven explains how 
to discern God’s invitation to apply the Word to our lives.

Discovery 

These three convictions (facts before theories, author determines 
meaning and understanding requires application), along with the de-
termination to not abdicate our understanding of the Bible to experts, 
put us in position for one of the great joys of life: the joy of discovery.

I recently stayed in an urban residential neighborhood during a 
business trip. While I was out walking, an unusual building caught my 
eye. Tucked away on a side alleyway, its clean, modern design stood in 
contrast to the bungalows and Victorian-style homes on the street. As 
I ventured down the alley to get a better look, something else caught 
my eye: a bright blue arrow pointing further down the alley. Propelled 
by my curiosity, I followed the arrow and found myself at a cultural 
center called the Meso American Institute. Just when I was about to 
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turn around and head back to the main street, I noticed something else 
that I hadn’t expected to find in the city: a pathway lined by trees, 
which seemed to be an opening to a small park accessible only by foot. 
By this point, I was having such a good time exploring that I couldn’t 
resist going further to discover what I might find.

At the bottom of the park, hidden to those who stayed on the paved 
alley, was a beautiful wooden bridge over a babbling creek. I was de-
lighted! The park was cool, quiet and secluded. It’s the kind of place I 
would enjoy escaping to with a picnic blanket and a good book. 

What had begun for me as a walk through an urban neighborhood—
with all its pavement, tiny yards, garbage cans and street lights—had 
become a joyful discovery of a beautiful natural retreat hidden away from 
sight. I could have been told by my hosts that there was a lovely park 
nearby, but it was so much more fun to discover it myself. In fact, the 
process of discovering this tranquil park on my own was as much a part 
of the joy as the beauty of the wooden bridge and the sound of the creek.

Studies show that we retain more when we figure something out for 
ourselves. Learning that involves proactivity, genuine curiosity and hard 
work engages us at a deeper level. Rather than an “in one ear and out the 
other” experience, participatory and learner-driven study (as opposed to 
teacher-driven study) stays with us long after the study session is over. 
Discovering the riches of the Scripture for ourselves deepens our moti-
vation to learn and increases our level of comprehension.

Inductive Bible study is a process of discovery, an adventure. This 

“the Bible is in fact more than a fixed library; 

it is a world we have to enter for ourselves, an 

adventure to which we are summoned: that of 

a people seized with a passion for god.”

Fr. Étienne Charpentier,  

How to Read the Old Testament
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adventure can be experienced whenever an individual sits down with 
the text and makes space in their heart and mind to engage it deeply. 
But it is also an adventure that communities of believers can (and 
should) embark on together. The group as a whole looks closely at the 
text, asking questions of it and working together to determine its 
meaning. When there is disagreement, the text—not the teacher—is 
the arbitrator. Inductive Bible study teachers function as facilitators in 
the discovery process, not as lecturers, and they are not given the final 
word. All comments and conclusions must be supported by the data in 
the text, without reference to explanations in study Bibles or by pastors. 
The group keeps the Scripture front and center and enjoys the ad-
venture of discovery together. Chapter five will more fully address the 
communal nature of inductive Bible study.

The following description of a student’s experience of a manuscript 
study of Mark’s Gospel highlights the power and the joy of an inductive 
approach toward the Scripture:

I would read through the passage on my own and I would find the 
passage mildly interesting. But as we entered group discussion, my peers 
around the table would verbalize their questions and the text, and I 
would find myself more intrigued and engaged. I would be forced to 
look again at the passage, more carefully this time. Suddenly I would 
see something new for myself. I found great joy in the process of dis-
covery and also in being able to ask questions of the group. . . . The word 
became a mirror and I saw a new picture of myself. I was wrapped in 
thorns and choking. No one else had judged me or told me how I needed 
to change. Rather, I saw myself in those bad soils, and the images were 
haunting. Prior to this, I was accustomed to other people telling me that 
I needed to change, and I had become adept at pushing aside such com-
ments from others. This time I saw it for myself and I could not push it 
out of my head. I had arrived at my own conclusions about Jesus for the 
first time in my life . . . and surrendered my life to Jesus.8

I write this handbook in the hope that many of God’s people will 
have their own story to tell by studying the Bible inductively. The Bible 
might be a strange book, but once we have learned how to explore it 
there is no end to the joy we can have discovering its riches.
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reflection exercise
Convict ions

On a scale of 1-5 (1 being lowest and 5 highest), rate your level of con-
viction about each of the three premises of inductive study described in 
this chapter. If you desire to see any of those levels of conviction in-
crease, how will you pursue that?

Conviction #1: Facts Before Theories

Conviction #2: Author Determines Meaning

Conviction #3: Understanding Requires Application 

reflection exercise
Convict ions
reflection exercisereflection exercisereflection exercise
Convict ions

On a scale of 1-5 (1 being lowest and 5 highest), rate your level of con-

reflection exercise
Convict ions
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Guidelines for  
Hearing from God

He brought me to the banqueting house,  

and his banner over me was love. . . .  

Eat, O friends; drink, yea, drink abundantly, O beloved.

Song of Solomon 2:4; 5:1 kjv

Those possessed of genuine love have God’s life in them  

and are well acquainted with him. Those who are not  

have no knowledge of him, for God is love. 

1 John 4:7-8, paraphrase

◆  ♦  ◆

You may have seen the film The Stepford Wives.1 It is the story of 

a couple, probably in their early or mid-thirties, who move into 

the upper-middle-class community of Stepford, where the men are 

mostly workers in high-tech industries and businesses, and the 

women stay at home .

The woman in the couple soon notices that most of the other 

Stepford wives uniformly exhibit very strange behavior patterns . 

They are continually ecstatic about cleaning their houses and 

baking . When they get together they mainly trade recipes, make 
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crafts, or coo over their clean floors and their latest triumphs in 

making their husbands’ lives more comfortable . They never 

fight, nor are they unpleasant to anyone—especially not to their 

husbands—and they have no opinions or interests that reach be-

yond their family, home and club .

Just a few remain on the feisty, individualistic side . But they 

each suddenly change to become just like the rest .

When this happens to the best friend of our most recent Stepford 

wife—who is already very suspicious about what is going on—she 

becomes desperate as her friend’s hand rests within the flame on 

the stove, but is not burned . And the friend doesn’t notice . Instead 

she simply mouths the same inane niceties over and over, while our 

main character backs away and runs out of the door .

By this time, however, the men’s club has planned her “trans-

formation .” She pretends to become a sweet, sweet, sweet totally 

controlled wife, but she and her husband outwit them and expose 

the scheme .

Aside from its social agenda The Stepford Wives sends a message 

that is obvious and important . But it is one that is too often forgotten . 

In close personal relationships, conformity to another’s wishes is not de‑
sirable, be it ever so perfect, if it is mindless or purchased at the expense 
of freedom and the destruction of personality. This is a point that must 

be grasped firmly as we come to think about God’s relationship with 

his human creation and about what his love for us means .

God could have created a world of robots, instead of free people 

who love him and understand his participation in the kingdom 

and their work . But then there would be no conversations . There 

would simply be direction and conformity . That picture robs peo-

ple of initiative and freedom that goes into true friendship with 

God—cooperative creativity . Is there subordination to God? Yes, 

but not forceful direction that leaves no possibility of initiative on 

the person’s part . 

When you surrender initiative, you make prayer meaningless . 
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It lifts your spirits, but does not influence what God is going to do. 

God has purposes and will accomplish these purposes, but he de-

velops people who do those things. That is one reason it is hard to 

get people to pray at church and why prayer meetings are often 

dead. People don’t see that prayer—real, two-way conversation 

with God—makes any difference. If you interpret the conversa-

tion simply as God telling you what to do, you don’t see the impor-

tance of talking with and hearing God. 

But prayer is an honest exchange between people who are doing 

things together. God and I work together, and I need to invoke his 

power in that activity. Joint activity is a key to understanding how 

conversation flows. 

In such conversations we also talk about other things besides 

what God wants done today. We talk about what is happening, what 

is interesting or what is sad. Most conversation between God and 

humans is to help us understand things. God relates to his people 

in a way to help them grow and develop. We are not Stepford wives. 

Specifically, in our attempts to understand how God speaks to 

us and guides us we must, above all, hold on to the fact that learn-

ing how to hear God is to be sought only as a part of a certain kind 
of life, a life of loving fellowship with the King and his other sub-

jects within the kingdom of the heavens. We must never forget 

that God’s speaking to us is intended to develop into an intelli-

gent, freely cooperative relationship between mature people who 

love each other with the 

richness of genuine agape 

love. We must therefore 

make it our primary goal 

not just to hear the voice of 

God, but to be mature peo-

ple in a loving relationship with him. Only in this way will we 

hear him rightly. This is our first general guideline.

We must make it our primary 
goal not just to hear the voice of 
God, but to be mature people in a 

loving relationship with him.
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Guideline One: Love God with All Our Being 
When we love people, we want to please them . We don’t want this 

only in order to avoid trouble or to gain favor; it is our way of 

being with them, of sharing their life and their person . The gush-

ing pleasure of small children as they help their parents comes 

from the expansion of the child’s little self through immersion in 

the life of a larger self to which the child is lovingly abandoned . 

With their parents, children do big things they cannot undertake 

alone . But they would have no interest in doing these things apart 

from the parent’s interest, attention and affection that comes along 

with the task .

Adults also get a sense of this larger power and larger life when 

they enjoy requited love . When, in the manner appropriate to the 

people involved, two become one, they identify with one another, 

expanding their selves and their world . The beloved, who both 

loves and is loved, does not want to order the lover about; instead 

the beloved desires that the lover understand what is needed so 

that no orders are necessary . Love is designed to be our primary 

way of “being with” others .

In this union of souls—in the conscious delight and rest in one 

another that is the highest and most exalted relationship possible 

between two persons—it is not right for one person to always tell 

the other what to do . And so it is in our union with God, a person 

both loving and beloved . He does not delight in having to always 

explain what his will is; he enjoys it when we understand and act 

upon his will . Our highest calling and opportunity in life is to love 

him with all our being .

God as Taskmaster 
Far too commonly, no doubt, we think of God as did the man in the 

parable of the talents who regarded his lord as “a harsh man .” He 

was, accordingly, afraid of his master and, proudly, in his blind-

ness, gave him back exactly what “belonged” to him (Mt 25:14-30) . 
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Such a person could not “enter into the joy of [his] master”  

because—misconceiving their relationship as he did—he could 

neither enter into his lord’s mind and life nor open his own life to 

his lord . He actually abused his lord by taking him to be interested 

only in getting his own back, while the lord for his part was really 

interested in sharing his life and goods with others .

The point of the parable is the conversational nature of our re-

lationship with God . The ten-talent man took initiative; he did not 

wait to be told what to do with it . This one-talent man had the 

wrong view of God . As he spoke, saying, “Master, I knew that you 

were a harsh man, reaping where you did not sow, and gathering 

where you did not scatter seed; so I was afraid, and I went and hid 

your talent in the ground . Here you have what is yours” (vv . 24-

25), he seemed to be thinking: I didn’t do anything wrong . In doing 

no wrong, he did the biggest wrong of all by not taking initiative, 

not taking part in what the Master was doing . 

The role of taskmaster, whether a pleased one or an angry one, 

is a role that God accepts only when appointed to it by our own 

limited understanding . He thus often condescends to us because 

our consciousness cannot rise any higher (clouded as it is by our 

experiences in a fallen world with our superiors, whether they be 

parents, bosses, kings or those who stand over us in manipulative 

“love”) . And the rule then, as always, is: “Let it be done for you 

according to your faith” (Mt 8:13) . Well, no doubt it is better that 

we have some relation to God than no relation at all!

In the same way, we demean God immeasurably by casting him 

in the role of the cosmic boss, foreman or autocrat, whose chief joy 

in relation to humans is ordering them around, taking pleasure in 

seeing them jump at his command and painstakingly noting any 

failures . Instead, we are to be God’s friends (2 Chron 20:7; Jn 

15:13-15) and fellow workers (1 Cor 3:9 nasb) .

When we come to learn how we can hear God and what divine 

guidance really is, we must be sure to do justice to the revelation 
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of God in Christ . Hearing God and seeking guidance, as I showed 

in chapter one, are an almost universal human preoccupation . It 

is hard, however, to cleanse our minds of those motives, images 

and concepts that would brutalize the very God whom we hope 

to approach . 

In the primitive rituals and the “Bible roulette” (picking verses 

at random for guidance) frequently practiced by present-day be-

lievers, we see both the desperate urgency and the superstitious 

character of human efforts to get a word from God, especially a 

word on what is going to happen and what we should do about it . 

If necessary, some people are prepared to force such a word from 

him or someone else . Like King Saul, many of us have our own 

versions of a witch of Endor (1 Sam 28) .

Hearing God cannot be a reliable and intelligible fact of life 

except when we see his speaking as one aspect of his presence 

with us, of his life in us . Only our communion with God provides 

the appropriate context for communications between us and him . 

And within those commu-

nications, guidance will be 

given in a manner suitable 

to our particular lives and 

circumstances . It will fit 

into our life together with 

God in his earthly and heavenly family . Again, this is our first pre-

liminary insight to help us in our learning to discern God’s voice .

Guideline Two: Mere Humans Can Talk with God 
A second truth that is preliminary to any successful attempt on our 

part to hear God’s voice concerns the relationship of our personal 

experience to the contents of the Bible and, by extension, to the 

lives of the saints and heroes of the faith throughout the ages .

When the crowds saw what Paul had done, they shouted,  

Only our communion with 
God provides the appropriate  
context for communications  

between us and him.
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 .  .  . “The gods have come down to us in human form!”  .  .  .  

[A]nd the crowds wanted to offer sacrifice .  .  .  . When the 

apostles Barnabas and Paul heard of it, they  .  .  . rushed out 

into the crowd, shouting, “Friends, why are you doing this? 

We are mortals just like you .” (Acts 14:11, 13-15)

The above scene from the book of Acts portrays the common 

human response to people who are living in such a close relation-

ship with God that special manifestations of his presence stand 

out in their lives . We immediately think, They just aren’t human! 
By this we mean that their experience—including their experi-

ence of God—is not like ours and perhaps that they are even 

some special kind of people, so our experience of God could never 
be like theirs .

No doubt it is hard to believe that someone clearly manifesting a 

transcendent life could still be human . One of the most serious and 

severe doctrinal struggles in the early church was over the question 

of whether Jesus was authentically human . A primary function of 

the doctrine of the virgin birth, when first introduced, was to fix 

firmly in people’s minds the fact that Jesus really did have a human 

body, since he was literally born of a woman . His body came forth 

from a womb .2 Still earlier, in “the days of his flesh,” when his hu-

manity was quite visible through his literal bodily presence and 

processes, his closest friends and associates apparently could not 

see his divinity . Philip, as the end drew near, said, “Lord, show us 

the Father, and we will be satisfied .” Jesus could only reply, “Have I 

been with you all this time, Philip, and you still do not know me? 

Whoever has seen me has seen the Father” (Jn 14:8-9) . 

Jesus was human, yet divine; divine, yet human . We must un-

derstand this precarious balance if we are to do justice to the re-

alities of Jesus’ redemptive presence in history . It is fairly easy to 

state, but only the gracious inward assistance of God will enable 

us to base our lives on it .

Hearing God.indd   43 3/23/12   11:46 AM



44 Hearing God

This problem of uniting the life of God with the life of human-

ity continued to bother the early believers . Elijah was cited by 

James, the Lord’s brother, as a case well known in this respect, 

which could help the believers understand their own experience 

and its possibilities . The story of Elijah’s terror before Jezebel, his 

running for his life and his dissolving into a mass of righteous 

self-pity (1 Kings 19), shows clearly that he really was human . He 

was, after all, “a human being like us” (Jas 5:17), regardless of his 

occasional fantastic feats in the power of God .

The humanity of Moses, David and Elijah, of Paul, Peter and 

Jesus Christ himself—of all that wonderful company of riotously 

human women and men whose experience is recorded in the Bible 

and in the history of the church—teaches us a vital lesson: Our 
humanity will not by itself prevent us from knowing and interacting 
with God just as they did . 

How to Believe the Bible Stories
Conversely, if we are really to understand the Bible record, we must 

enter into our study of it on the assumption that the experiences 

recorded there are basically of the same type as ours would have 

been if we had been there . Those who lived through those experi-

ences felt very much as we would have if we had been in their 

place . Unless this comes home to us, the things that happened to 

the people in the Bible will remain unreal to us . We will not genu-

inely be able to believe the Bible or find its contents to be real, be-

cause it will have no experiential substance for us .

Failure to read the Bible in this realistic manner accounts for 

two common problems in Christian groups that hold the Bible 

central to their faith . The first problem is that it becomes simply a 
book of doctrine, of abstract truth about God, which one can search 

endlessly without encountering God himself or hearing his voice . 

This same attitude led the religious authorities of Jesus’ own day 

to use the Scriptures for the very purpose of avoiding him . They 
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searched the Scriptures fervently, yet Jesus said of them, “you do 

not have his word abiding in you” (Jn 5:38) . A . W . Tozer has point-

edly remarked, in this connection, that

it is altogether possible to be instructed in the rudiments of 

the faith and still have no real understanding of the whole 

thing . And it is possible to go on to become expert in Bible 

doctrine and not have spiritual illumination, with the result 

that a veil remains over the mind, preventing it from appre-

hending the truth in its spiritual essence .3

The other problem is that we simply stop reading the Bible alto‑
gether when we do not understand the experience of biblical char-

acters in terms of how we experience life’s events . Or else we take 

it in regular doses, choking it down like medicine, because some-

one told us that it would be good for us—though we really do not 

find it to be so .

The open secret of many “Bible-believing” churches is that only 

a very small percentage of their members study the Bible with 

even the degree of interest, intelligence or joy that they bring to 

bear upon their favorite newspaper or magazine . In my opinion, 

based on considerable experience, this is primarily because they 

do not know and are not taught how to understand the experience 

of biblical characters in terms of how they experience life .

Perhaps they are even warned not to understand it in this way, 

told that it is dangerous to do so . But the Bible itself teaches that 

we are to understand it in terms of our own experience when it 

says that Paul, Barnabas and Elijah were human beings like us and 

that Jesus knows how we feel in our weaknesses because he him-

self “in every respect has been tested as we are” (Heb 4:15) . It 

means that their experience was substantially like our own .

If we are to hear God’s voice ourselves and on an individual 

basis, we must, above all else, observe how his word came to those 

people described in the Scriptures . How did they experience God’s 
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communication? What was it like for them to hear God? We must 

prayerfully but boldly use our God-given imaginations as we read 

the stories of people who encountered God . We must ask our-

selves what it would be like if we were Moses standing by the bush 

(Ex 3:2), little Samuel lying in his darkened room (1 Sam 3:3-7), 

Elisha under inspiration from the minstrel (2 Kings 3:15), Ananias 

receiving his vision about Paul (Acts 9:11) or Peter on his rooftop 

(Acts 10:10) . We must pray for the faith and for the experiences 

that would enable us to believe that such things could happen to us . 
Only then will we be able to recognize, accept and dwell in them 

when they come . This is our second general guideline .

Humble Arrogance: Who, Me, Lord?

Nevertheless, do not rejoice at this, that the spirits submit to 

you, but rejoice that your names are written in heaven . (Lk 

10:20)

Richard Attenborough’s movie Gandhi has a scene set in South 

Africa where the young Indian lawyer and a white clergyman are 

walking together on a boardwalk, contrary to South African law at 

the time . They are accosted by some brutish-looking young white 

men who seem about to harm them . But the mother of the ring-

leader calls from an upstairs window and commands him to go 

about his business .

As they walk on, the clergyman exclaims over their good luck. 
Gandhi comments, “I thought you were a man of God .”

The clergyman replies, “I am, but I don’t believe he plans his 

day around me!”

The audience laughs, of course . A cute point indeed! But be-

neath it lies an attitude and a set of beliefs that may make it impos-

sible for us to take seriously the possibility of divine guidance . 

And if we do not take it seriously, then of course we shall not be 

able to enter into it . 
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To the statement made earlier—that we must think of ourselves 

as capable of having the same kinds of experiences as did Paul, 

Barnabas or Elijah—many will spontaneously reply, “But who am 

I to put myself in the place of these great ones? Who am I even to 

suppose that God might guide me or speak to me, much less that 

my experience should be like that of a Moses or Elisha?”

One who has such a reaction often presumes that it honors the 

greatness of God . In fact, it contradicts what God has taught about 

himself in the Bible and in 

the person of Christ . His 
greatness is precisely what 
allows him to “plan his day” 
around me or anyone and ev‑
eryone else, as he chooses.

Those spoken to by God in the scriptural record, such as Moses 

or Gideon, often tried to plead unworthiness or inadequacy . While 

such responses are in a sense fitting, they are also beside the point . 

They are irrelevant, as God makes perfectly clear in the stories 

concerned .

We might even find it hard to believe it if we were told that a 

high government official or some other important, though merely 

human, dignitary had called to talk to us . We might think, on the 

one hand, that we are not that important and, on the other hand, 

that such a communication might seem to make us important . 

Similar thoughts may be stirred up at the suggestion of God’s talk-

ing to us . But these thoughts are simply irrelevant to his purposes 

in dealing with us . Furthermore, they contain tragic misconcep-

tions that have the power to shut us off from the individualized 

word of God .

In the first place, we are that important . We were important 

enough for God to give his Son’s life for us and to choose to inhabit 

us as a living temple . Obviously, then, we are important enough 

for him to guide us and speak to us whenever that is appropriate .

We must think of ourselves  
as capable of having  

the same kinds of experiences  
as did Elijah or Paul.
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In the second place, his speaking to us does not in itself make us 
important. Just as when he spoke to the ancient people of Israel, 

his speaking to us only gives us greater opportunity to be and to 

do good and to have greater responsibility for the care and guid-

ance of others . But if we allow God’s conversational walk with us 

(or anything else) to make us think we are people of great impor-

tance, his guidance will certainly be withdrawn . For we cannot be 

trusted with it . Under the kingdom of the heavens, those who 

exalt themselves will be abased, as Jesus taught, and pride is the 

condition that comes right before a fall .

Hearing God in Scripture
1 Kings 19:2-18

Before doing this lectio divina exercise, you might wish to re-

view the last three sections about Elijah and his experience . (Begin 

at “Guideline Two: Mere Humans Can Talk with God” and skim 

up to this point .) This will help you enter into Elijah’s experience 

in an informed, picturesque way . 

To prepare to read this passage in order to receive from God, 

please set the book or electronic reader down for a minute . Close 

your eyes and breathe out slowly . Ask God to give you an open-

ness to hear whatever the Spirit wishes to bring to you today . 

Read—lectio   
Read the passage slowly, considering the invitation that reading 

Scripture is “encountering God himself or hearing his voice .”

Jezebel sent a messenger to Elijah, saying, “So may the gods do to me, 
and more also, if I do not make your life as the life of one of them by to-
morrow about this time.” And when he saw that, he arose and ran for his 
life. . . . [He] went a day’s journey into the wilderness, and came and sat 
down under a broom tree. And he prayed that he might die, and said, “It 
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is enough! Now, Lord, take my life, for I am no better than my fathers!”
Then as he lay and slept under a broom tree, suddenly an angel touched 

him, and said to him, “Arise and eat.” Then he looked, and there by his 
head was a cake baked on coals, and a jar of water. So he ate and drank, 
and lay down again. And the angel of the Lord came back the second 
time, and touched him, and said, “Arise and eat, because the journey is 
too great for you.” So he arose, and ate and drank; and he went in the 
strength of that food forty days and forty nights as far as Horeb, the 
mountain of God.

And there he went into a cave, and spent the night in that place; and 
behold, the word of the Lord came to him, and He said to him, “What are 
you doing here, Elijah?”

So he said, “I have been very zealous for the Lord God of hosts; for the 
children of Israel have forsaken Your covenant, torn down Your altars, and 
killed Your prophets with the sword. I alone am left; and they seek to take 
my life.”

Then He said, “Go out, and stand on the mountain before the Lord.” 
And behold, the Lord passed by, and a great and strong wind tore into the 
mountains and broke the rocks in pieces before the Lord, but the Lord was 
not in the wind; and after the wind an earthquake, but the Lord was not 
in the earthquake; and after the earthquake a fire, but the Lord was not 
in the fire; and after the fire a still small voice.

So it was, when Elijah heard it, that he wrapped his face in his mantle 
and went out and stood in the entrance of the cave. Suddenly a voice came 
to him, and said, “What are you doing here, Elijah?”

And he said, “I have been very zealous for the Lord God of hosts; be-
cause the children of Israel have forsaken Your covenant, torn down Your 
altars, and killed Your prophets with the sword. I alone am left; and they 
seek to take my life.”

Then the Lord said to him: “Go, return on your way to the Wilderness 
of Damascus; and when you arrive, anoint Hazael as king over Syria. Also 
you shall anoint Jehu the son of Nimshi as king over Israel. And Elisha the 

Hearing God.indd   49 3/23/12   11:46 AM



50 Hearing God

son of Shaphat of Abel Meholah you shall anoint as prophet in your place. 
It shall be that whoever escapes the sword of Hazael, Jehu will kill; and 
whoever escapes the sword of Jehu, Elisha will kill. Yet I have reserved 
seven thousand in Israel, all whose knees have not bowed to Baal, and 
every mouth that has not kissed him.” (nkjv)

Now that the words are familiar to you, please read it again, 

remembering that “those who lived through those experiences 

felt very much as we would have if we had been in their place .” 

Also, listen with the ear of your heart for one of the following:

•	 A word or phrase, a detail or a special moment of the story 

that shimmers or stands out to you .

•	 Where you find yourself in the passage: in the person of 

Elijah or Jezebel or the angel; perhaps you identify with 

the cave or the baked goods, or even the earthquake, wind 

and fire . That’s not silly or unusual . Just go with it . 

In any case, do not choose this yourself . Let the Spirit bring 

it to you . Even if you don’t like it, try to welcome it with meek-

ness and see what happens (Jas 1:21) .

Reflect—meditatio 
Read the passage again slowly . As you do so and for a few min-

utes afterward, reflect on one of the following:

•	 The word or phrase that stood out to you . Why do you 

think these words resonated with you? 

•	 Who or what you found yourself to be in the passage . How 

does it feel to be this person or object? What draws you? 

What are you thinking or feeling about God? 

Give yourself a few minutes to do this .

Then ask God, How does this connect with my life today? 
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What do I need to know or be or do?

Respond (Pray)—oratio 
After reading the passage one last time, talk to God about 

what you think the Spirit might have said to you or what 

came to you .

Pray in whatever way you are led . You might thank God for 

something or ask God for something .

Rest (Contemplation)—contemplatio
Do as you are led . You may wish to wait on God—to simply be 
with God . You may wish to pay attention to God, pondering 

especially, How did God seem in the passage? What about God 

makes you want to worship him, or at least be with him? Sit in 

the companionship of God—the one who invites you to come 

away and be with him . 

The Strength of True Meekness 
In seeking and receiving God’s word to us, we must also seek and 

receive the grace of humility. Our being humble allows God to 

speak to us because he knows we will not misuse his word . Lack 

of humility creates problems . People have gifts of the Spirit with-

out the fruit of the Spirit . God reproached Miriam and Aaron: 

Miriam and Aaron spoke against Moses because of the 

Cushite woman whom he had married (for he had indeed 

married a Cushite woman); and they said, “Has the Lord 

spoken only through Moses? Has he not spoken through us 

also?” And the Lord heard it . Now the man Moses was very 

humble, more so than anyone else on the face of the earth . 

(Num 12:1-3) 
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Miriam and Aaron wanted God to legitimize their position, in-

sisting that he spoke to them also . But they weren’t in tune with 

what God wanted done, but only with what they wanted done . 

In this passage God explained his policy about humility and 

hearing him . Humility is a quality that opens the way for God to 

work because God resists the proud (1 Pet 5:5) . Moses was one of 

the most humble, least presumptuous human beings who ever 

walked the earth . And Moses also may be the all-time record 

holder for lengthy conversations with God . If there were such a 

category in the Guinness World Records books, Moses would cer-

tainly head the list . Certainly a connection existed between his 

meekness and his close working and talking relationship with 

God . Psalm 25:9 says of God, “He leads the humble in what is 

right, and teaches the humble his way .” 

In his book George Mueller of Bristol, A . T . Pierson comments 

on this verse from the Psalms in a way that both elaborates the 

present point and will prove highly useful later in this book:

Here is a double emphasis upon meekness as a condition of 

such guidance and teaching . Meekness is a real preference for 
God’s will . Where this holy habit of mind exists, the whole 

being becomes so open to impression that, without any out‑
ward sign or token, there is an inward recognition and choice 

of the will of God . God guides, not by a visible sign, but by 

swaying the judgment . To wait before him, weighing candidly 

in the scales every consideration for or against a proposed 

course, and in readiness to see which way the preponderance 

lies, is a frame of mind and heart in which one is fitted to be 

guided; and God touches the scales and makes the balance to 

sway as he will . But our hands must be off the scales, otherwise 

we need expect no interposition of his in our favor .4

God will gladly give humility to us if, trusting and waiting on 

him to act, we refrain from pretending we are what we know we are 
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not, from presuming a favorable position for ourselves and from 

pushing or trying to override the will of others . (This is a fail-safe 

recipe for humility . Try it for one month . Money-back guarantee if 

it doesn’t work!)

Guideline Three: Hearing God Doesn’t Make Us Righteous 
This subject of humility brings us to the third preliminary truth 

that we must keep constantly before us in our search for a word 

from God: When God speaks to us, it does not prove that we are 
right eous or even right. It does not even prove that we have correctly 

understood what he said . The infallibility of the messenger and the 

message does not guarantee the infallibility of our reception . Hu-

mility is always in order .

This is an especially impor-

tant point to make since the 

appeals “God told me” or “the 

Lord led me” are commonly 

used by the speaker to prove 

that “I am right,” that “you should follow me” or even that “I should 

get my way .” Once and for all let us say that no such claim is auto-

matically justified .

This is such a common misunderstanding for seeking divine in-

struction that some may say, “What is the use of it then? Why should 

God speak to me, or I listen, if it will not give me unquestionable au-

thority and absolutely ensure that I am on the right track?”

In the chapters that follow I hope to offer a fully satisfactory 

response to this question . We shall then have to examine the 

issue of authority and of being “right” in relation to hearing 

God’s voice . But in our efforts to comprehend what an individ-

ual word from God is and how it works, we must never lose 

sight of the fact that God’s purposes are not merely to support us 

or make us look and feel secure in our roles or to make sure that 

we are right .

The infallibility of the 
messenger and the message does 
not guarantee the infallibility of 

our reception.
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Indeed, being right is one of the hardest burdens humans be-

ings have to bear, and few succeed in bearing up under it grace-

fully . There is a little placard I have seen that reads, “Lord, when 

we are wrong, make us willing to change, and when we are right, 

make us easy to live with!” A very wise prayer .

Paul the apostle has warned us that knowledge puffs up, 

whereas love builds up, and that no one knows anything as well as 

they ought to know it (1 Cor 8:1-2) . This is so, it seems, even if we 

are hearing God . The voice of God we seek to hear in the Way of 

Christ is only one part of a life of humility, power, faith and hope-

ful love, whose final overall character is life with God in the em-

brace of “the everlasting arms” (Deut 33:27 kjv) .

Chapter three will offer a clearer picture of what the experience 

of that life is like—of how it is that we are to be with God and God 

with us .

Some Topics for Reflection

1 . Why does the Stepford Wives robotlike model of human rela-

tionships seem attractive to some people? What are its strengths 

and weaknesses?

2 . Does the picture of love as a way of “being with” fit into what 

you have experienced in your life? Think of all the types of re-

lationships in which love plays a role .

3 . Discuss or reflect privately on the idea that one of God’s main 

tasks is to see to it that no one gets away with anything (a task-

master) .

4 . What is the relationship between communion, communication 

and guidance in human affairs—say, between a mother and 

daughter, or between friends? To what extent would this carry 

over or not carry over to God and his children?

5 . Do you see inherent conflicts between being spoken to by God 
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and meekness or humility? What must be understood in order 

to resolve those conflicts?

6 . Which of the three general guidelines for hearing from God in 

this chapter helps clear up any questions or doubts or misun-

derstandings you may have had? 
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- 7 -

REST and the  
DIGITAL AGE

My grandmother was born before the automobile and 
the airplane. Horse and buggy were the primary mode 

of transportation when she was a child. By the time she died, 
astronauts had walked on the moon. Despite widespread tele-
vision coverage of the event, my grandmother refused to believe 
it had actually happened. She remained convinced until the day 
she died that the government had filmed the whole thing on a 
back lot in Hollywood.

When first I knew her, my grandmother couldn’t have been 
much older than I am now. Yet by a child’s standard she seemed 
ancient. For one thing, she looked old. She wore old-lady dresses 
with flowered prints and orthopedic shoes with thick black 
heels. When she came to stay with us, she looked like someone 
in a photograph out of a history book. 

Her thinking was old too. When grandmother lectured us 
about manners, her sense of etiquette was attuned to the values 
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of the nineteenth century. Once when I stayed with her, the 
paperboy came to the door to collect his fee. She was visibly 
agitated after their conversation. “I hope you won’t grow up to 
be a rude boy like him,” she said. “He kept spitting through his 
teeth!” I nodded in solemn assent, even though I had long envied 
my best friend’s ability to perform this very feat.

But it was her relationship to technology that really per-
suaded me that my grandmother was ancient. She did not drive. 
She lived in a small house across the Detroit River in Windsor, 
Ontario, that smelled as old as she looked and seemed a world 
away from the suburban brick ranch my parents owned. You 
could see the Ambassador Bridge from her window. Downtown 
Detroit was just across the river but her neighborhood felt more 
like a small town—all wooden houses and large porches. My 
grandmother didn’t have a toaster. She used a dinner fork to 
cook her toast, holding the bread over the open flame from the 
burner on her ancient gas stove. Even more astonishing to me 
was the fact that she had no television, only a radio she tuned to 
the BBC to listen to the queen’s address every Christmas. When 
I stayed at her house, I amused myself by plinking away on an 
old upright piano she kept in a spare room. To a child whose 
notion of modern times was shaped by watching the Jetsons, a 
visit to my grandmother’s felt like stepping back in time.

Now I am the one who must seem ancient, or at least old-
fashioned, to my children and my students. I remember a time 
when you could see movies only at the theater or on television. 
I used to listen to music on a record player (my children still do 
but only because vinyl has once again become hip). Advanced 
technology was an FM radio or a reel-to-reel tape recorder. If I 
wanted to speak to someone at a distance, I had to use a tele-
phone or send a letter through the mail. I can remember a time 
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when the only person who had anything comparable to a smart-
phone was Dick Tracy, and that was only in the comics.

I say all this by way of acknowledgment. There is a risk in 
taking up the subject of rest in a digital age. Digital natives 
(those who have never known a world without computers) are 
tempted to dismiss any criticism of digital culture as little more 
than the grumbling of those who have trouble keeping up with 
technological advances. Perhaps there is a measure of truth in 
this. Jesus’ observation is also true when it comes to technology: 
no one wants new wine after drinking the old (Lk 5:39). We who 
are comfortable with the technology we already have often say 
the old is better. 

Any critique of digital culture also raises a practical question. 
Let us suppose that there are problems with digital culture. 
What can we really do about it? Computer technology is now 
so pervasive, it is impossible to avoid. Our work, family relation-
ships, leisure and even our health are now all linked to digital 
technology. Even the Amish sell furniture over the Internet. 
There is no going back to the B.C. (before computers) era.

PURSUING REST IN A DIGITAL AGE
As I write this chapter (and all the others that precede it), my 
attention is divided. I am listening for the chime that tells me I 
have a new email waiting. When I am at a loss for words, I find 
it hard to reflect at length about what I should say next. It is so 
much easier to click away from the screen and log onto Facebook. 
Or else I scan my favorite newsfeed and check out the latest 
headlines. To be honest, it’s not news. Not really. It’s gossip 
mostly. Headlines about actors, musicians and late-night talk 
show hosts. I am not especially interested in their stories. But I 
keep scrolling, cycling past stories I have read more than once. 
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Hoping all the while that something new and interesting will 
appear. I am not addicted. I am distracted.

Computer technology has not destroyed my ability to con-
centrate. But it has made it harder. It has also made rest harder 
to find. Digital technology has turned our world into one where 
we are never alone and are always on the job. Most of us don’t 
think it has any effect on our social and emotional well-being. 
But the digital world is altering the way we view time and 
schedule our activities. We use our cellphones to track one an-
other.1 Wherever we go we are accompanied by the constant 
murmur of distant friends. Even when we turn off the phone 
some part of us wonders what we have missed. 

Digital culture has also broken down the natural boundaries 
that used to exist between work and rest. Dr. Kimberly Fisher, a 
research associate at the Center for Time Use Research at 
Oxford University, observes, “People don’t have as much mental 
space to relax in a work-free environment. Even if something’s 
not urgent, you’re expected to be available to sort it out.”2 The 
last thing I do before I go to bed at night is check my email. If 
I have a new message, it’s usually about my job. If I wake up in 
the middle of the night, my first instinct is to lean over the 
nightstand to check for new messages.

The answer to this problem is obvious. All I need to do in 
order to pursue rest is to disconnect from the digital world. Not 
permanently but perhaps for a time. It is simple. But it is not 
easy. The prospect of being unplugged from the grid makes me 
nervous. This is more than the fear of losing access to infor-
mation. It is a sense of being detached. I am not a digital native, 
yet even I feel uncomfortable when I turn off the technology. I 
feel isolated, cut off not only from the technology but from the 
relationships it represents. 
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The technology is new but the fear is an old one. It is solitude 
I dread. And digital culture makes solitude easier to avoid. 
When Jesus saw that the people planned to make him a king by 
force, he “withdrew again to a mountain by himself ” ( Jn 6:15). 
This was not the first time Jesus did this. Solitude was his regular 
practice. But I do not quit the crowd so easily. Not only do 
smartphones, texting and social media enable others to intrude 
on me at any time and in every location, they greatly increase 
the likelihood that I will invite such interruptions. I can 
withdraw to the mountain like Jesus, but I am never really alone. 
Digital culture is the new background noise. It is the multitude 
I carry in my pocket. Its incessant chirping intrudes on my most 
intimate moments and serves as a constant reminder of the 
waiting crowd. Rest is harder to find in a digital culture because 
technology has dissolved the two fundamental boundaries that 
are essential to rest: solitude and silence.

SOLITUDE AND SILENCE
Interruptions were a problem before there was digital tech-
nology. Jesus was interrupted too. The crowd intruded on his 
privacy on more than one occasion. The difference between his 
experience and ours is that the crowd had to make a serious 
effort in order to interrupt him. Today they can stay where they 
are and click their way into our presence. Like Jesus we occa-
sionally need to withdraw from the crowd—especially the 
virtual crowd. One solution is to turn to habits the church prac-
ticed long before the computer age was ever envisioned: the 
ancient disciplines of solitude and silence.

Solitude is a critical component to our overall spiritual health. 
Dallas Willard describes the benefit of solitude this way: “The 
normal course of day-to-day human interactions locks us into 
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patterns of feeling, thought, and action that are geared to a 
world set against God. Nothing but solitude can allow the de-
velopment of a freedom from the ingrained behaviors that 
hinder our integration into God’s order.”3 

The biblical metaphor for solitude is the wilderness. Moses, 
David, the prophets, Paul, the disciples and of course Jesus 
himself all spent time in the wilderness. On the surface, the 
wilderness seems an unlikely location for rest. After all, the wil-
derness is not a resort. It is a place of deprivation. While we are 
in the wilderness we do not have access to our usual conve-
niences. The wilderness is also a place of disruption. Work must 
cease and we cannot maintain our ordinary relationships. It is 
impossible to follow our normal routine there.

This sheds an important light on the experience of rest. We 
are tempted to think of rest as a kind of indulgence. But in re-
ality the practice of rest often involves a measure of self-denial. 
Rest requires that we cease our ordinary activities and break 
away from our daily relationships. When we are at rest we are 
often unavailable.

When God’s people observed the Sabbath in the wilderness, 
they could not gather manna. Instead the Lord preserved the 
extra food they had gathered on the previous day. God’s people 
were also forbidden from engaging in their ordinary work and 
were restricted in their movements. But deprivation is not the 
ultimate goal of rest. The intention was not for the Israelites to 
go hungry but to recognize that they were being fed by God. 
They abstained from their normal occupations in order to occupy 
themselves with something better. Likewise, when we rest in 
this way we do not cease from all activity; we abstain from one 
kind of activity in order to engage in another. We deprive our-
selves of our ordinary work for a time in order to engage in a 
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higher calling with a better reward. The benefit we receive by 
leaving our other pursuits behind is that we are refreshed. The 
ancient command to observe the Sabbath was both a sign and 
an invitation to enter into the experience of God, who refreshed 
himself on the seventh day of creation. The pursuit of rest is 
really the pursuit of God.

This is the goal when we practice solitude. We deprive our-
selves of the companionship of others in order to enjoy better 
company. We remove ourselves 
from the presence of a spouse, 
our children or our friends to 
seek the companionship of 
God. Even though God is our constant companion, it is often 
hard to give him our undivided attention. When we practice 
solitude we place ourselves in an environment that enables us 
to focus our attention on him exclusively. The more inacces-
sible we are, the easier it is to do this. I sometimes go to a 
cottage near a beach that does not have television reception or 
Internet access. It is far from my office and I know relatively 
few people in the community. 

But it is also three and a half hours away. The steps required 
to find solitude do not always have to be so elaborate. Radical 
pursuit does not necessarily demand extreme conditions. We do 
not need to look for a cave or a deserted island. If we can disci-
pline ourselves to turn off the television, computer and phone, a 
favorite chair in a comfortable room in our own house will do 
just as well.

There is a risk that comes with the practice of solitude. I have 
learned to appreciate solitude through experience, but I do not 
always enjoy it. At least not at first. Solitude removes me from 
the companionship of others and places me in the company of 

The pursuit of rest is really 
 the pursuit of God.
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God. The aim is to increase my awareness of God, but I often 
begin by being more aware of myself. Solitude is a mirror and I 
do not always like what it shows me. In Scripture solitude is 
often a place of testing and temptation. It is a context in which 
we are forced to face our weaknesses and shortcomings. It is the 
place where Satan confronts us with our sin.

Fortunately, solitude is also a sanctuary. Practicing solitude 
creates a kind of relational space that in time allows God’s 
presence to come to the forefront. Solitude provides distance 
from our circumstances so we can see how his presence extends 
to the larger landscape of our lives. The attention required by our 
relationships and our work frequently obscures this view, so that 
we suffer from the spiritual equivalent of nearsightedness. We 
see the problems and the people clearly but we do not see God 
moving in the midst. Solitude allows a different kind of vision 
to develop. Like Jacob awakening from sleep, we look at the 
larger context of our lives and say, “Surely the Lord is in this 
place, and I was not aware of it!” (Gen 28:16). 

This change of perspective does not come instantly. The 
amount of time I give to solitude must be substantial enough to 
allow such an inversion to occur. A few minutes may provide 
some relief but it will not change my point of view. Few people, 
however, can bear sustained exposure to solitude without 
practice. It may be better to begin incrementally by seeking a 
place of solitude for a few minutes every day and gradually 
expand the amount of time you spend there. Combine the ex-
perience of solitude with other disciplines that are suited to the 
pursuit of rest and can strengthen your sensitivity to God’s 
presence. Fasting, meditation, prayer and even sleep are good 
choices. Dallas Willard gives solitude first place among the dis-
ciplines of abstinence: “Of all the disciplines of abstinence, 
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 solitude is generally the most fundamental in the beginning of 
the spiritual life, and it must be returned to again and again as 
that life develops.”4 But solitude is not our normal state. In 
prison solitude is a form of punishment. Human beings were 
designed for companionship. This is why solitude is a category 
of rest. It involves the deliberate decision to refrain from human 
company for a time. It is a discipline, not a lifestyle.

SOLITUDE’S NATURAL COMPANION
Silence is solitude’s natural companion and, like solitude, it is 
not our natural state of being. We are never really in a place of 
absolute silence. Even in a truly soundproof room, we can still 
hear the sound of our own breathing or the beating of our heart. 
We may relocate ourselves to a “quiet” place, but we will inevi-
tably choose to listen to some sounds and block out others. This 
in essence is what happens when we engage in the discipline of 
silence. We are not really listening to silence at all but practicing 
the art of intentional listening. We filter out some sounds and 
give preference to others. Silence is an exercise in selective rest, 
choosing to abstain as much as possible from certain sounds. 
When we pursue rest through silence, we discover how much 
we use sound to shield ourselves both from our own thoughts 
and even from God himself. By engaging in silence, we turn 
away from the constant chatter of the digital world in order to 
grasp the mysterious ways God speaks to us when we turn our 
attention to him. Most of the time he speaks to us through his 
Word. But when we are in solitude and silence we learn to be 
sensitive to some of the other ways God directs us. Sometimes 
it is by impressions that are felt deep within the soul. At other 
times distance from our ordinary circumstances opens our eyes 
to the patterns in our life that are the marks of his hand.
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There are other “sounds” that we must contend with while in 
silence. These are not audible noises but internal voices that 
demand our attention. Sometimes it is the sound of our con-
science, which either accuses or excuses us. More often it is the 
white noise of our random thoughts. When we enter into si-
lence the experience is initially infused with the momentum of 
all that preceded it. Even though we have entered a state of rest, 
our thoughts are still in motion. They are not orderly. Our inner 
dialogue sounds like the babble of confusion. As soon as we 
silence one, another speaks up. It takes time to settle the crowd. 
If you want to pursue rest through silence, you will need to give 
yourself enough time to allow this inner noise to settle.

The discipline of silence can also involve the practice of re-
fraining from speech. The Bible has many warnings about the 
dangers of talking too much: “When words are many, sin is not 
absent, but he who holds his tongue is wise” (Prov 10:19; see also 
Eccles 5:3). Of all the members of the body, the tongue seems to 
be especially vulnerable to the impulses of the sinful nature. Our 
words can be a wall that deflects the conversation of others and 
keeps us from listening or understanding. This mode of silence 
is unnerving because it is essentially passive. When we are truly 
silent, we are receptive and vulnerable. We are listening. 

Most of what passes for listening today is not listening at all. 
It is merely a pause between sentences. We are busy formulating 
our next statement while the other person goes on talking. 
Genuine silence is different. When we are silent we yield the 
floor. Someone else takes control of the conversation. The inten-
tional practice of silence is also the pursuit of rest because it 
teaches us to depend on God to look out for our interests. When 
we practice silence, we surrender. We give up the fight for control.

I have to admit that being silent is not easy for me. I am a 



Rest and the Digital Age  123

verbal processer and a habitual interrupter. When there is a gap 
in the conversation, I feel compelled to fill the void. In meetings 
I grow anxious when someone else is speaking while I wait to 
share my opinion. Many times I don’t wait. I interject my point 
before the other is finished in an effort to take control of the 
conversation. I frequently overparticipate and feel remorse af-
terward. The disciplines of solitude and silence provide rest not 
only from the anxiety of silence but from myself. These disci-
plines operate like the exercises involved in physical therapy—
small but repeated actions that target a specific set of muscles. 
They aren’t exactly strenuous, but they aren’t easy either. The 
experience of silence teaches me that it is possible to engage in 
focused listening. I learn to refrain from speaking for extended 
periods of time.

Another way to practice the discipline of silence is to engage 
in a modified fast from speech. Try to spend a day speaking only 
when someone else speaks first. Do not initiate conversation and 
keep your responses to a minimum. Let others have the last 
word. Combine this with a complete fast from email and social 
media. You will find a new sense of relief and freedom. The 
world that was created when God spoke it into being does not 
depend on your words for its continued existence. Practicing a 
modified fast from speech shows me that my contribution to the 
conversation is not always necessary. Other better ideas may 
surface if I let someone else have the last word. Silence comes 
as a relief.

STRATEGIC UNPRODUCTIVITY
We tolerate the perpetual background noise generated by the 
digital world because we think it makes us more productive. 
But if we want to pursue rest, we must learn how to be 
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 unproductive. Rest demands that we be in a state of leisure. 
Josef Pieper defines “leisure” as a mental and spiritual attitude 
that requires non-activity and silence. Because leisure is a form 
of waiting, there must be an element of passivity in it. Those 
who are at leisure are not trying to be productive. They let 
things happen: “Leisure is not the attitude of mind of those 
who actively intervene, but of those who are open to every-
thing; not of those who grab and grab hold, but of those who 
leave the reins loose and who are free and easy themselves—
almost like a man falling asleep, for one can only fall asleep by 
‘letting oneself go.’”5 Solitude and silence are not merely disci-
plines; they are exercises in trust. Those who practice solitude 
and silence rest in God’s control. He is fully capable of running 
the world without our help.

Solitude and silence are countermeasures for a world that 
tries to persuade us that our worth is measured by our usefulness. 

These experiences remind 
us that we have intrinsic 
value to God. We do not 
have to produce to be loved 
and accepted by him. 
Indeed, our capacity to 

produce and the things that are produced by us are all gifts of 
grace. According to John 15:4, they are the result of abiding in 
Christ. To abide is to stay in place. It is what the Spirit did when 
he came down from heaven in the form of a dove at Jesus’ 
baptism. Abiding is a form of rest. We produce fruit but we do 
not manufacture it. When we engage in solitude and silence we 
practice the art of abiding.

Should we be afraid of technology? Perhaps not. Yet neither 
should the church blindly adopt every new technology that 

Solitude and silence are counter-
 measures for a world that tries to 
persuade us that our worth is 
measured by our usefulness.
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 develops without asking serious questions about its implications. 
Technology is not the enemy of the church. But the church does 
have an enemy who will not hesitate to use every wile against 
us. If he can use what God has created to tempt us to sin, it is 
certain that he can turn our own devices against us.

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION

1. How has technology helped your spiritual life? Where has
it been a hindrance? Are some areas more affected than
others? If so, which areas have been affected most? Why do
you think this is?

2. Do you find it hard to “unplug” from the digital world? Is one
form of media more difficult to abstain from than another?

3. In what ways has digital culture made it difficult for you to
experience rest? Is this a problem created by the technology
or something else? Are there any simple steps you can take
to address this problem?

4. What do solitude and silence look like in your life? What
steps can you take to practice these disciplines?

Taken from The Radical Pursuit of Rest by John Koessler.  
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A  B E T T E R  WAY

In preparing to teach a seminar on

the book of Acts together, we discovered some interesting things

about ourselves. As we wrestled with Acts 2, Brenda kept pointing

out the multiethnic and multicultural dimensions of this text. She

said that it was not by accident that God revealed his Spirit and pro-

claimed the gospel to Jewish converts who were from many nations

and spoke many different languages.

Rick, on the other hand, felt that she was making too big an issue

of the cultural and ethnic dimensions. He believed the disciples

spoke in many tongues because it was necessary for them to commu-

nicate the gospel to the different people who had gathered in Jerusa-

lem. In his view, God was just making a strategic evangelistic and

communication move. The diversity of language and the diversity of

the first community were a means to an end: reaching all the individ-

uals present with the good news about Jesus.
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Brenda kept seeing more significance to the makeup of this first

church. She emphasized that the gospel is not only a message about

saving individuals but also a message about reconciling the nations.

Thus, the gospel proclamation was accompanied by a reconciled

community—a sign that God was at work. (We have begun to think

that a reconciled community may even be the sign of the in-breaking

kingdom of God in our day as well.) 

Rick realized as he and Brenda worked together on Acts that he

had not had eyes to see how crucial the corporate reconciliation

themes were in the book of Acts. Rick had been taught to see the text

through an individualistic lens and to focus on the salvation of indi-

viduals. He had not been taught to look for the corporate and social

dimensions of that salvation. Rick had seen those themes in other

parts of Scripture, in the Old Testament for instance. But he had not

seen those themes as clearly in the book of Acts. 

As we continued to work through Acts, we discovered that well in-

tentioned, godly, deeply committed, Spirit-filled Christians could

also be ethnocentric and bigoted. We saw that over and over again

the disciples fell back into comfortable ethnocentric patterns and

that only God’s miraculous interventions forced them out of their

cultural and religious prejudices and isolation. In many ways the

book of Acts is the story of how the Holy Spirit takes ethnocentric

people, changes them and calls them to carry the gospel across every

ethnic and cultural boundary. It was imperative that these early dis-

ciples overcome their ethnocentrism, because reconciliation is at the

core of the gospel and is vital for the healing of people and the heal-

ing of nations. It is also imperative that we overcome our ethnocen-

trism that the gospel might move forward in our divided world.
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TAKING OFF OUR BLINDERS

The gospel was always intended to transform groups of people and

to empower them to confront larger spiritual forces. However, be-

cause white Americans’ understanding of sin and transformation is

highly individualistic, we have often remained powerless and silent

before the greatest spirits of the age—spirits of racial superiority and

idolatry. Such ignorance of corporate principalities and powers helps

to explain how the church in Germany and the Western world re-

mained largely silent in the face of the genocide of Jews. Our igno-

rance and silence have cost us dearly, calling into question our cred-

ibility and the gospel’s power to heal and remake our society.

God has always had a great purpose for cultures, nations and peo-

ples. This purpose, which is to fill the earth and bring it under the

reign of God, requires that humanity in all its diversity reflect the im-

age of God in the earth. When human beings pursue this “cultural

mandate,” we participate in the coming of the kingdom of God.

Human beings were made in the image of God—distinct from all

other earthly creatures—to be in a self-aware relationship of union

and fellowship with God. As an expression of this divine intimacy,

the human vocation was to fill the earth and subdue it and to be

God’s representative or “image” in the world. The book of Genesis

gives us the purpose of human beings in the world:

God created humankind in his own image, 

in the image of God he created them; 

male and female he created them.

God blessed them, and God said to them, “Be fruitful and mul-

tiply, and fill the earth and subdue it.” (Genesis 1:27-28)
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To fulfill this mandate, humans had to multiply and form kinship

groups. These emerging kinship groupings, as they spread, created

culture in response to many different environments. They developed

farming and farming implements, hunting and hunting weapons,

food storage facilities and methods, means of communication, mar-

riage rituals and worship practices.1 This is why theologians call the

Genesis command to be fruitful, multiply, fill the earth and subdue

or steward it the cultural mandate.

Many Christians have not understood or embraced this global cul-

tural mandate. Conservative Protestant Christians have instead em-

phasized the Great Commission—the call to preach the gospel to the

ends of the earth. Other Christians, who may be characterized as

more liberal, have placed emphasis on the Great Commandment—

the imperative to love our neighbors as ourselves and to see all peo-

ple as our fellow citizens. Although both the Great Commandment

and the Great Commission are central to our faith, they presuppose

the global cultural mandate that commands us to fill the earth as

God’s representatives and stewards.

To fulfill God’s command, human beings had to become creators

of kinship networks, diverse cultures and ultimately many nations.

As human beings spread and diversified, racial differences also

emerged. These racial differences were a part of God’s intention from

the beginning. They were intended to be a part of the beauty and va-

riety of the image of God on the earth. Although God invites human-

ity to do the work, race, culture and ethnicity began in God’s heart,

mind and intention. God has always had a great purpose for our eth-

nic and cultural diversity. He did not “suggest” the cultural enter-

prise—he commanded it! However, human beings and the unseen
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powers that influence human behavior had other plans.

The story of the Tower of Babel in Genesis 11 tells of a people

group who refused to spread and fill the earth. Instead they defiantly

sought to hold on to their homogeneity and their centralized form of

government. As a reflection of their defiance, arrogance and self-

reliance, they decided to build a tower that would express their pride

and autonomy from God. In so doing, they would stop the fulfill-

ment of the God’s global cultural command.

In response to this rebellion and attempted self-protection, God

intervened, confused their languages and scattered the people. As a

result, God’s intended purpose for the spread and diversification of

humanity and cultures would continue.

Babel is the story of every fallen human people and nation. In

every case the technological, military, commercial or political

achievements of a nation become the basis for pride, autonomy and

disobedience to God. The precise shape of self-worship changes for

each nation, but the ultimate purpose of idolatry—as it was for Ba-

bel—is to make a name for ourselves. Ethnocentrism is the belief that

one’s people group is superior, more vital and significant than others.

It reflects our efforts to feel powerful and defended. The Tower of Ba-

bel is an indication of how we use social grouping and technology to

defend ourselves against God—God’s mandate, God’s power and

God’s threat—because it is God who would make us disperse.

This propensity to defend ourselves against God is evident in how

European Americans made the gospel ethnocentric. In recent centu-

ries missionaries took the gospel to Africa, Asia and other parts of the

world but wove cultural compliance into their evangelical fervor. The

message was that to become a Christian was to be like us—to be as-
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similated culturally. For all intents and purposes, Christ looks like us.

If a culture does not look like us, then it is un-Christlike. In essence,

what European Americans did—although this is not limited to white

people, because we all have the tendency to be ethnocentric—was to

say that if you want to be a Christian like me, you will have to adopt

my cultural position and lose your own.

Such a devaluing of cultural distinctions comes from a tendency

to assume that there is an “ultimate” and that the ultimate is us. Like

the people at the Tower of Babel, American Christians have at-

tempted to build a global monument to ourselves. We have owned

Christianity to such an extent that we cannot differentiate between

what is Christian and what is our culture. We have wrapped them up

together—flag, Bible, country—so that the ultimate form of Chris-

tianity looks like us. That is the epitome of ethnocentrism, and it

wipes out all other cultural distinctions.

This is not Christianity. It is what Carl Ellis calls “Christianity-ism”

in his very insightful book Beyond Liberation. God is not the author

of “Christianity-ism.” This is a cultural construct that has robbed the

true gospel of its relevance and its power. God deals with cultural dis-

tinctions in a radically different way, which is demonstrated for us in

Acts 2.

BREAKING FREE

On the day of Pentecost in Jerusalem, the Holy Spirit—God’s invisi-

ble, powerful presence—came to empower the disciples to fulfill his

global cultural mandate. They had been called to be witnesses of

Jesus Christ “to the ends of the earth” (Acts 1:8), but their ethnocen-

trism was one of the main barriers to the spread of the gospel beyond
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the Jewish people. At Pentecost, then, God intervenes and does

something absolutely amazing—he allows people to hear the gospel

in their mother tongue!

The diversity of languages at Pentecost suggests something about

the diversity of God’s movement in the earth. Instead of hostility be-

tween these people groups, somehow the Spirit’s recognition and af-

firmation of their diverse ethnic identities creates intimacy. It creates

a sense that God cares about them; God loves them and knows who

they are intimately. The message of Pentecost is you are important to

God. Your distinctiveness is valued—God knows you so well that he

speaks your language! This is true intimacy, and the foreigners gath-

ered in Jerusalem were stunned that God would choose intimacy

with them.

People appreciate it when we try to speak their language. In the

summer of 1998 Brenda’s husband, Derek, had the privilege of visit-

ing South Africa and Zimbabwe. In Zimbabwe he met an older man

who became confused because Derek looked African but could not

speak the Ndebele language. When Derek finally mustered a few

words in this man’s native language, he was rewarded with a smile of

great pleasure and pride. Now he could identify with Derek in a new

way. This foreigner had somehow become familiar to him—a part of

the human race that he could embrace. A bonding across nationali-

ties and cultures occurred because one man tried to engage another

man on a level that was intimate and personal.

This is exactly what happened on the day of Pentecost. People

from all over the known world could say, “God speaks my language!

God knows my identity. God knows who I am.” In other words, my

ethnic identity is recognized and valued by God.
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This security allows us to go out into a world that is being frag-

mented by nationalism, racism, sexism, ethnocentrism, individual-

ism and materialism and proclaim that there is a better way. As rep-

resentatives of the kingdom of God made up of people from every

tribe, ethnic group and nationality we are called to demonstrate the

power of the gospel to reconcile diverse people into one new human-

ity. However, like the disciples in the book of Acts, we must not make

our ethnic identity the most salient or central part of who we are.

Christ says to us, “I want to be your most important identity.”

Christ is more important than our racial or ethnic identities. This

does not cancel or dismiss our cultural identity; it simply supersedes

them as the most significant. That’s why Jesus says in Matthew 10:34-

36 that he came to fulfill the prophecy of Micah 7:6: “For a son treats

his father with contempt, the daughter rises up against her mother,

the daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law; your enemies are

members of your own household.” In other words, our identity with

Christ becomes more important than our family, heritage, culture or

ethnic identity. Jesus goes on to say in Matthew 10:37-39, “Whoever

loves father or mother more than me is not worthy of me; and who-

ever loves son or daughter more than me is not worthy of me. . . .

Those who find their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for

my sake will find it.” The message of Jesus is clear. Anyone who iden-

tifies more with their family, their culture or their ethnic heritage is

not worthy of Christ. Willingness to relinquish these other identities

as most important is the path the leads to true and lasting life.

Jesus Christ asks us to surrender absolutely everything, but in so do-

ing he does not wipe out our ethnic identity. He forces us to affirm that

our identity with him is the most salient. This is echoed by the apostle
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Paul in Galatians 3:28: “There is no longer Jew nor Greek, there is no

longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for all of you

are one in Christ Jesus.” Unfortunately, some people have wrongly in-

terpreted this text to mean that culture and gender are irrelevant to our

ultimate identity and relationships in the kingdom of God. We believe

that in the kingdom there is no longer Jew or Greek, male or female,

or any other dividing distinctions—but not because those aspects of

our personhood are erased. Instead they are deepened and tran-

scended. We become more than male and female, more than our eth-

nicity, culture or nationality—never less. The future vision of the king-

dom is the fulfillment of our race, culture and gender, not their erasure.

Throughout scripture we can see that God handles our cultural and

ethnic distinctiveness quite differently from the way we do. We tend

to build empires to ourselves as opposed to building the kingdom of

God. An empire conquers peoples to make them all subject to one

ruler. God’s kingdom draws all peoples based on an intimate knowl-

edge of who they are. God’s ultimate call to each of us is, “Become a

part of my family and me because I know you—I know you inti-

mately.” We must not value our human or ethnic identity as the end

goal. Instead, we must understand that the end is—and must always

be—the relationship with God and God’s family in God’s kingdom.

God has always had a great purpose for cultures, nations and peo-

ples. We are called to fill the earth and bring it under the reign of

God. This will require that humanity in all its diversity reflect the im-

age of God. This is our mission as ambassadors of the kingdom of

God. We are called to pursue the kingdom as our highest priority.

This suggests that God wants our main identity to be rooted in our

relationship with him. Our identity with God and our allegiance to
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him require that we pursue the things that are important to him.

Again, this does not wipe out our ethnic identity, but it changes the

structuring of our priorities and the way we relate to people.

Putting the kingdom first means that we must relate to Christians

differently from the way we relate to our own people group. The peo-

ple of our racial, ethnic or cultural group are no longer our most sig-

nificant point of identity. Instead, our identity is rooted in our connec-

tion to Christ and his people. They become our new extended family.

This is the reality that the apostle Paul affirms in Ephesians 2:14-16:

He is our peace; in his flesh he has made both groups into one

and has broken down the dividing wall, that is, the hostility be-

tween us. He has abolished the law with its commandments

and ordinances, that he might create in himself one new hu-

manity in place of the two, thus making peace, and might rec-

oncile both groups to God in one body through the cross, thus

putting to death that hostility through it.

Our God is a God of reconciliation. Ethnocentrism and racism al-

ways carry with them an understanding of salvation that violates the

truth of the gospel and the necessity of the cross. Whenever our com-

munity reinforces splitting the new humanity back into its separate

and alienated parts, the gospel has been undone.

This new reality of unity in diversity, this new act of creation, is the

better way God offers to us. From the very beginning God has cared

about all the nations of the earth. It is vital that we reclaim this im-

portant understanding of Scripture and allow our ethnic identity to

be healed so that we can actively participate in the coming of the

kingdom. Our ethnicity is a part of what God will use to reconcile all
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things under Christ. Ethnic identity and reconciliation with other

people are central to being a citizen of the kingdom of God.

As ambassadors of this kingdom, we need to understand that the

ethnic element of our identity will not just disappear when Christ re-

turns. Revelation 7:9 gives us a glimpse into the future, when the

kingdom of God will be made up of “a great multitude that no one

could count, from all tribes and peoples and languages.” Here in the

kingdom the human hunger for all people to be one will be ultimately

satisfied. Yet in that oneness, every tribe and tongue and people and

nation will be recognizable. What is distinctive about us will not just

disappear. We will see clearly the human diversity and beauty.

And not only are all tribes and tongues and peoples and nations

visible, but the cultural products of these groups are also present at

the consummation of the kingdom. The scene of multiethnic unity is

picked up again in Revelation 21—22, where we are told that the

kings of the nations come into the New Jerusalem bearing the glories

of their nations to lay at the feet of the Lamb, Jesus the Christ. The

glory of the nations, the unique giftedness and goodness of each cul-

ture, will be there at the end and will last forever.2

SPREADING THE WORD

As we shared this message during one seminar, students began to

catch the vision and embrace this new reality. At the end of the sem-

inar a young white woman named Jenny stood in a large group of stu-

dents and said to us all, “I was blown away by this conference! First

I realized that God cares a lot about ethnicity and culture. He made

us as human beings to be culture creators and to spread across the

earth and diversify. I always thought my ethnic and cultural identity
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was a part of me that was secondary and unimportant to God. But it

really matters to God! He has a purpose for that part of who we are.

I always thought of myself as ‘white generic American’ and didn’t re-

ally accept that part of who I am. Honestly, I just felt guilty about be-

ing white. It was so powerful for me to start to recognize my ethnic

identity (yes, ‘white generic American’ is a valid ethnic background!)

and see it as a gift from God to embrace and explore and celebrate.

Finally, I realize that I need to speak up whenever people around me

insult or slight the ethnic and racial backgrounds of others. I can

make a difference!”

Jenny got it! She began to see Scripture with new eyes, and it was

changing the way she saw herself and others and giving her resources

to reconcile with others and to fight the battle for justice. We will

never be fully used to help bring about the healing of people and of

nations until we understand that God’s purpose and plan includes

our racial and ethnic identity.

God, thank you that you made us in your image to fill the earth and to bring

all things under your reign. Thank you that you have called us to be culture

creators and have given us our ethnic backgrounds as a gift. We confess that

we have misused this gift and rebelled against you through our ethnocentrism

and pride. We ask your forgiveness for our part, by ignorance, silence or active

participation, in excluding and judging other people. Thank you that you have

given all peoples, as beings made in your image, the capacity to participate in

your kingdom. Praise you, Lord, that my ethnic identity is a part of your good

purpose and plan for my life and for the world. We look forward to the day

when people from every tribe, tongue, people and nation will worship you to-

gether with all that we have and all that we are in the kingdom of God. Amen.

HeartRacial.book  Page 43  Thursday, March 19, 2009  10:56 AM

Taken from The Heart of Racial Justice by Brenda Salter McNeil and Rick Richardson.  
Expanded edition copyright © 2009 by Brenda Salter McNeil and Rick Richardson. Published by InterVarsity Press, Downers Grove, IL. www.ivpress.com 

https://ivpress.com/the-heart-of-racial-justice


S E X1 Is there more to sex than pleasure?

Nearly all of us long for relationships. We’re drawn toward others

for completion. Most of us long to connect with another person and

to share experiences that bond us mind, body and soul. The reason

we have this universal longing is because God designed us this way.

He also created us with sexual desires. He imprinted on our bodies

and souls the longing for consummation. Sex is one of God’s most

wonderful gifts to human beings.

In the fall of 2005, the incoming freshman class at the University

of Illinois was asked, “What do you want most out of your college ca-

reer?” For the first time, the top answer was to someday have a family,

ahead of options such as to earn a degree that will ensure a good in-

come and to develop a philosophy of life. This finding came as a sur-

prise to many of the university’s administrators. In an institution that

prides itself on academic excellence, this hunger for family seemed

incongruous.

Of course there are people who don’t have these desires. If their

parents’ marriage was a source of pain or ended in divorce, these

longings may not be present. Some folks so value their independence

that bonding with one person sounds limiting. But most people,

deep down inside, want to someday have a loving and deeply con-

nected marriage.

An important part of marriage is sex. What happens when two

people unite through sexual intercourse? What’s the purpose of sex?

SEVEN PURPOSES OF SEX

Perhaps the first purpose of sex that we think of is pleasure. We ex-

perience exhilarating pleasure as we fully share our body with an-

SexandDating.fm  Page 15  Wednesday, October 31, 2007  11:23 AM



 

16

 

S

 

E X

 

 

 

A N D

 

 D

 

A T I N G

 

other. God made people with body parts designed for sexual pleas-

ure. Some parts of our body have no function other than sexual

pleasure. By design, we are pleasure givers and pleasure receivers. If

you think Christians and the church are antisex and antipleasure, it’s

worth noting that an entire book of the Bible, the Song of Songs, is

devoted to the romantic, sensual love between a man and a woman.

The two lovers in the Song of Songs

 

 

 

use metaphors to express the

sensual delights of physical love. He invites her to come and experi-

ence the sights and smells of spring: “Arise my darling, my beautiful

one, come with me. See! The winter is past; the rains are over and

gone. Flowers appear on the earth; the season of singing has come,

the cooing of doves is heard in our land. The fig tree forms its early

fruit; the blossoming vines spread their fragrance. Arise, come, my

darling; my beautiful one, come with me” (Song of Songs 2:10-13).

In this text we see love’s invitation to be a partner in pleasure.

A husband and wife are partners in pleasure. Sex is part of that,

but so is watching the sun set together or tearing into a loaf of hot

bread from the oven or walking barefoot on the beach or lying in the

hammock admiring the paint job you worked on together on the

deck. Rich or poor, educated or uneducated, beautiful or ordinary, all

married couples can enjoy the wonders and delights of sexual love.

It takes a lifetime to plumb the depths of sexual love in a marriage.

Another purpose for sex is 

 

bonding

 

. The act of sexual intercourse

is intended by God to act as superglue in the relationship, bonding

two people together. We become attached to someone when we ex-

perience physical touch and pleasure in a loving way. Sex is so much

more than the joining of body parts. Sex unites souls.

In Genesis 4:1 (

 

ESV

 

), we read, “Adam knew Eve his wife, and she

conceived and bore Cain.” The first time I read this, I figured the

writer cut out the spicy stuff to make the Bible PG-13. But 

 

to know

 

 is
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a rich word in Hebrew that means to deeply know in a full and total

way. Adam knew her sexually but also emotionally and spiritually. To

have sexual intercourse is to share a secret, and the secret bonds the

partners together.

An additional purpose for sex is 

 

the creation of new life.

 

 Sexual in-

tercourse sometimes results in pregnancy. In the context of this lov-

ing union, a place is made to bring new life into the world. The over-

flow of the love a man and woman have for one another spills out and

pours into the life of a baby.

The first command God gave people is found in Genesis 1:28,

“God blessed them and said to them, ‘Be fruitful and increase in num-

ber; fill the earth and subdue it.’” God restated this to Noah and his

family after the flood. This is the only command in the Bible that we

have done well at following. Children are a gift from God, to be re-

ceived with joy, awe and thanksgiving. Psalm 127:3 says, “Children

are a heritage from the L

 

ORD

 

, offspring a reward from him.” Children

are intended by God to be one of life’s greatest blessings.

Fourth is 

 

communication.

 

 Sexual intercourse is a wordless way of

saying, “I love you; I’m giving myself to you.” It’s a deeper-than-words

message, a beyond-words way to communicate with another. As we

channel our passion to the other, we celebrate who they are and our

delight to be in union with them. To be naked with a marriage partner

is a wordless declaration of honesty, trust and self-giving.

A fifth purpose for sex is 

 

transformation

 

 from being self-absorbed

to being other-centered. Sex pulls us out of our self-absorption to

unite us with another human being. Jesus gives an indication of this

unity when he says, “The two will become one flesh” (Mark 10:8).

Marriage is a laboratory to learn how to love. Philip Yancey writes, “I

went into marriage thinking love would hold us together. I learned

instead that it required marriage to teach me what love means.”

 

1

 

 Sex-
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ual love allows us to practice mutual submission where the desires

and pleasure of another become as important to us as our own.

A sixth purpose is 

 

emotional release.

 

 The sexual experience pro-

vides an outlet to pour out pent-up emotions. In the union be-

tween a husband and wife, when they reach orgasms (either at the

same time or different times) tension that has been building finds

satisfaction.

And finally sex is a

 

 reflection of our desire for God.

 

 In 

 

Sexuality and

Holy Longing,

 

 Lisa McMinn says, “Sex is a spiritual metaphor for our

consummate longing for God. It is an act that can draw our hearts to-

ward God, in whom all our longings will one day be met. . . . Sex can

still be an act God uses to pursue our hearts. All longings go unful-

filled this side of heaven. In our experience of sexuality, whether

within marriage or without, we ultimately recognize that what we

long for won’t be experienced this side of heaven.”

 

2

 

Because the body and soul are one, when we have sexual inter-

course with someone and they touch our body, they also touch our

soul. Sexual intercourse is so much more than skin touching skin.

 

R

 

ETHINKING

 

 S

 

EX

 

Sex has often been likened to fire. Fire is wonderful if it’s in the fire-

place or the furnace to keep us warm or if it’s used for cooking, but

fire can also be destructive. When flames are out of control your

house can burn to the ground. Fire is only good or useful when used

in the right context. It’s the same with sex.

Because of the great power of sex—to be either a source of un-

speakable joy and ecstasy or a source of deep pain and sorrow—God

has laid out some restrictions for us. These rules are not imposed to

spoil our fun and pleasure but rather to protect something of great

value. God wants the best for us. He designed us and knows how we
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are wired. He wants to protect us from emotional pain and sexually

transmitted diseases.

Think for a moment about your first impression of sex. What did

you pick up from TV, magazines and movies? What attitude did your

parents convey? Was sex presented as a necessary evil, something to

be joked about, a dirty thing to be ashamed of, a precious gift from

God to be saved for marriage? Many people say that sex was presented

only as something people do to conceive children, and other than

that, sex was considered a bad thing. You may have never talked with

your parents about sex, but parents can convey attitudes and feelings

without words. To never talk about sex also conveys a message.

What messages did you pick up from kids on the playground?

Chances are that know-it-all fifth-grade boy was full of misinforma-

tion. This is worth thinking about because you may need to con-

sciously reject some of the erroneous ideas you were fed. Warped

views of sex have a way of persisting even when we know in our head

that they are wrong.

As a kid, I always peppered my mom with questions. When I was

about eight years old, I asked my mom a bunch of questions about

where babies came from. I was persistent and pressed her to know

exactly how babies got inside their mothers’ tummies. My mom told

me about sexual intercourse. She was open, honest and matter of fact

about it. My response was, “Oh, that’s gross! I’ll never do that!” She

laughed softly and said, “When I was your age, I felt the same way,

but when you’re older and married and in love with a man, you’ll

think it’s wonderful.” That powerful statement shaped my view of

sex. It stuck with me and became the foundation of my view of sex.

Fast-forward about a decade. I was a teenager, and my parents

were going away for the weekend—just the two of them. While my

mom packed, she gave me instructions for the weekend, when to
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pick my sister up from her ballet lesson and so on. As I listened to

her litany of directives, I noticed she was packing a sexy black negli-

gee. At first I thought, Was she going to wear that with Dad? But then I

thought, Wow, that’s awesome that they still have these romantic getaways

together even though they’re so old! This was another formative event

that shaped my view of sex in marriage.

Do you need to rethink your view of sex? My hope is that you’ll

catch a glimpse of God’s wonderful view of sex and that it will capture

your heart and transform the way you live.

This is what happened to Maria. I ran into her at the wedding of a

mutual friend. We hadn’t seen one another in seven years. The slow-

moving buffet line gave us ample time to catch up.

Maria had been a party girl in college and had slept around, always

hoping that her current boyfriend would be the lasting love of her

life. Serial lovers left her feeling broken and confused. But when she

became a Christian at the end of her senior year of college, she began

to reclaim a vision for purity and committed herself to chastity. After

graduation, she took a job where she eventually met her husband,

Juan. He was a committed Christian as well.

As we waited our turn to load up our plates, Maria said, “You

know, the sex I have with my husband now is way better than all the

sex I had in college. That sex was destructive. It left me feeling empty.

But sex within marriage builds me up. When I look at my adorable

kids, I wish I could go back and tell my younger self, ‘Don’t sleep

around. It only messes you up. Have sex the way God intends—in

marriage.’ ”

For the first time in my life I was glad for a slow-moving food

line. It gave me a chance to hear Maria’s heart and see the beauty of

her life.

SexandDating.fm  Page 20  Wednesday, October 31, 2007  11:23 AM

Taken from Sex and Dating by Mindy Meier.  
Copyright © 2007 by Mindy Meier. Published by InterVarsity Press, Downers Grove, IL. www.ivpress.com 

https://ivpress.com/sex-and-dating


D A T I N G19 Should I kiss dating goodbye?

What does the Bible say about dating? Actually the word dating isn’t

found anywhere in the Bible. In Bible times and throughout most of

history, marriages were arranged. Sometimes the marital union solid-

ified a political alliance and at other times a bride was the reward for

a valiant military feat, like King Saul’s offer of his daughter to anyone

who could slay Goliath (1 Samuel 17:25). Sometimes marriage was

used to obtain financial security. This happened in the movie, Titanic,

when Rose was being forced to wed Cal.

Most often marriages were arranged between families of similar

social standing for practical reasons, such as strengthening economic

resources. There was always hope for love and romance, but these

were secondary concerns. It wasn’t until the 1800s in the United

States that marriage expectations changed. Love and romance be-

came more important. The advent of moving pictures, presenting

love and romance on the big screen, stirred a hunger for romance in

the heart of the ordinary person.

In those days, a young man called on a woman at her home, so

love relationships began to grow under the watchful eye of the girl’s

parents. Courting happened in the parlor or living room. Mom was

around the corner listening in from the kitchen; Dad was hovering

around and little brother was delighted to have an audience to per-

form his latest tricks. Parents continued to influence the courting

process, but the young couple had increasing power to determine the

course of their love life.

The advent of automobiles brought about another radical change

in the landscape of mate selection. “Coming to call” was replaced

with “going out.” To date someone meant going someplace. Parental
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consent and control still existed but more from behind the scene. A

car signaled autonomy. Social contacts happened at restaurants, mov-

ies and night clubs. The mobility and privacy of the automobile also

meant the possibility of parking, so sexual involvement increased.

The 1960s marked another social change as people embraced the

mantra “make love, not war.” Sexual promiscuity dramatically in-

creased. People no longer parked; they simply visited the bedroom.

It was an era of liberation: women’s liberation, equal rights for Afri-

can Americans, the end of the military draft and sexual freedom.

The 1990s marked another major social change as technology in-

creasingly shaped romantic relationships. Cell phones, instant messag-

ing and texting made it possible to have frequent communication with

someone—without your family or roommates ever knowing. All this

one-to-one communication in isolation can create a feeling of intimacy

that’s intense. Personal sharing often happens in this impersonal way.

Websites and Internet sites gave singles another way to pursue

love relationships. Checking Facebook to see if that girl in psych

class is still listed as single can be a daily preoccupation. Discovering

a boyfriend has posted pictures of himself shirtless with someone else

can ignite jealousy and result in hours of instant messaging to sort it

all out.

Today, meeting people has become increasingly difficult. Years

ago, people walking to and from class on campus would stop and

greet one another. When they stopped to chat, often they met a new

person who was with their friends. Sometimes they met someone on

a bus that frequented the same route. Now people are plugged into

iPods or talking on cell phones, totally disconnected from people

around them.

In reaction to all these cultural changes, many Christians have

called into question the whole process of dating as we have come to
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know it. Certain Christian colleges and church denominations have

had long-standing policies that forbid dating, but the idea of not dat-

ing became popular with the broader Christian community with the

advent of Joshua Harris’s book I Kissed Dating Goodbye.1 Even though

Joshua was only twenty-one when he wrote the book, he put a flood-

light on many of the flaws inherent in the dating process.

The opening scenario of a wedding with past lovers joining the

prenuptial couple at the altar vividly portrays the damage of uniting,

bonding and breaking up with multiple partners. Harris also un-

masks the rampant sexual sin often involved in dating relationships

and highlights the role of Christian community in finding suitable

marriage partners.2

Over the years, I’ve observed that people who read I Kissed Dating

Goodbye and decide not to date find it fairly easy to live out their con-

viction to not date because it’s a self-imposed choice. In contrast,

people who have the no-dating rule imposed on them, by parents or

religious leaders, often resort to sneaking around.

Samantha was forbidden by her parents to date, so she used de-

ceptive means to connect with her boyfriend. She had her mom drop

her off at the library front door. She got out of the car with her back-

pack slung over her shoulder, walked into the library and then

walked out the back door where her boyfriend was waiting to pick

her up. Perhaps the greater evil wasn’t time with the boy, but the de-

ception of her parents. Her efforts were directed at appearance man-

agement—looking good on the outside. Rather than being concerned

with what’s going on in her relationship with God, she spent her ef-

forts on external conformity and looking good in the eyes of people

in her faith community. She continued this pattern for over a year.

She grew up with a shroud of shame and guilt regarding male-female

relationships. Years later, she still hasn’t developed an authentic faith.

SexandDating.fm  Page 113  Wednesday, October 31, 2007  11:23 AM



114 S E X  A N D  D A T I N G

I know a young man who climbed out of his bedroom window to

meet his girlfriend because his parents wouldn’t let him date. He

found himself living a double life. He was one person at his Christian

school and another person with his girlfriend. If you’re in a faith

community that forbids dating and are secretly meeting someone, I

encourage you to talk with your parents or religious leader about it.

Perhaps you can come to terms with rules you can both live with. De-

veloping patterns of deceit and lying are probably more harmful to

you than dating.

BIBLICAL WAYS OF SPOUSE HUNTING

People often say, “I want to find a marriage partner in a way that’s bib-

lical.” Let’s look at accounts in Scripture that describe how people

gained marriage partners. Genesis 24 describes the account of Abra-

ham dispatching his servant to go to his relatives in another country to

find a wife for his son, Isaac. This historical account is a lovely narrative

about faith, loyalty, love and dependence on God; however, seeking to

reenact a historical narrative in Scripture is loaded with problems. 

This becomes apparent when you consider the way the men of

the tribe of Benjamin found their marriage partners. They went to

an annual festival in Shiloh and hid in the vineyards. When the girls

of Shiloh came out to dance, the men rushed from the vineyards,

each man catching and carrying off one to be his wife (Judges 21:15-

23). This text rarely makes it into Sunday school curricula, for ob-

vious reasons.

Although reenacting historical narratives to find spouses wouldn’t

work well in our society, the Bible does have a great deal for us to

consider as we seek to find a marriage partner. The Bible’s clear teach-

ing is that our first and primary calling in life is to be a devoted fol-

lower of Jesus Christ. We are called as Christians to be holy as God
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is holy. We are called to love one another and build each other up.

We are called to sexual purity. We are called to live out our faith in

the community of believers and make decisions with the kingdom of

God in mind. 

GUIDELINES FOR DATING RELATIONSHIPS

To help you, here are some guidelines for dating relationships.

• God should be your first love. Find your primary intimacy with

God. Let him occupy the central place in your heart. All other hu-

man relationships are second to your sacred romance with God.

Never try to put a person in that God-shaped vacuum in your

heart. Make sure you’re growing in your love relationship with

God before you seek a marriage partner.

• Give your love life to God. Remember you’re primarily seeking

God’s will for your life. That may involve marriage or it may not.

Lay the desires of your heart before him and ask him to mold and

shape them in accordance with his will for you. Seek to follow

where he leads you.

• Learn what kind of person you connect with best. What are your

must-haves and what are your deal-breakers? One essential

should be that you marry a growing Christian. Second Corinthians

6:14 says, “Do not be yoked together with unbelievers.”

• Invite outside guidance and feedback on your relationship. There

are four groups of people who can provide you with valuable in-

sight and guidance.

•Parents. Depending on how healthy your relationship with

your parents is, your parents may be helpful sources of wisdom.

They have years of wisdom and marriage experience—either a

successful marriage or a failed marriage that has taught them
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life lessons. Even if they’re not believers, invite their feedback

and take their advice to the Lord in prayer.

•Your siblings. Your sisters and brothers know you as well or bet-

ter than your parents, and they’re your same generation. Often

siblings know stuff that even parents don’t know.3 Inviting your

siblings’ feedback will unearth some things for you to think

about.

•Pastors, church leaders or campus ministry staff. Dating couples

and married people need the nurture of a faith community.

Seek out advice from your pastor, church elders or other godly

Christians who know you and have years of wisdom. Allow

them to assist you in finding God’s choice. Make sure you and

the person you’re dating become known to your faith commu-

nity.

•Your friends. Ask your friends if your love relationship is good

for you. Does it bring out the best in you? What challenges

might you encounter if you married? Your friends know an-

other side of you. Your roommate probably knows more about

the day-to-day happenings in your relationship than your pas-

tor or your parents.

It’s unreasonable to think that two twentysomethings or even two

thirtysomethings can make such a monumental decision in a vac-

uum. When hormones are raging and love is in the air, it’s easy to

be deceived. Seek input from wise people who know you and love

you. In an ideal world, all of the people mentioned above would

give you their blessing and approval. If you encounter some oppo-

sition, make sure that three of these four categories of people en-

dorse your relationship before getting engaged.

• Make sure that you know the person well before getting engaged. If
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you’re part of a faith community that practices arranged marriages

or courtship, make sure you don’t make any commitment until you

know the person well. You can learn a great deal about a person in

a group context, but much of marriage happens between just two

people. You need some time alone to see how you relate as a couple.

I’ve witnessed many unhappy marriages in which young people

have gotten married without ever really knowing the other person.

They trusted well-meaning and godly people for this all-important

decision but later felt deeply disappointed.

Having said this, I realize that in certain cultures, such as east

Indian and Pakistani families, matchmaking is still practiced

with specific ethnic expectations in place. The challenge will be

to honor cultural practices and to work within that framework

to get to know the potential marriage partner.

• Commit yourself to sexual purity. Spend some time alone with

God in prayer and come up with a set of boundaries. Even if you’re

not in a dating or courting relationship, it’s important to have

clearly known boundaries.

• Be cautious about giving your heart away. Most Christians are

aware of the danger of sexual fornication, but unaware of the dan-

ger of emotional fornication. “You can’t put a condom on your

heart” became a popular expression in the 1990s. Emotional inti-

macy can come too quickly by sharing deep things of the soul and

past sexual experiences. Late-night talks that last several hours

sometimes result in intimacy that has no basis. Make sure that ex-

pectations and assumptions are clearly laid out before you open

your heart to another person. Have a DTR (define the relationship)

or a CYI (clarify your intentions) talk before you open your heart.
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• Resolve that your life and interaction will bless anyone you date.

People leave fingerprints on the lives of those they interact with.

Make certain that you leave a touch of blessing—not damage. If

you’re a person of honesty, integrity and sexual purity, you can

show someone of the opposite sex what a healthy relationship

looks like. Even if you don’t end up together, your time of interac-

tion will give that person a taste of a healthy relationship.

• Resist the temptation to seek supernatural guidance in the deci-

sion to become engaged. In an effort to find God’s will, many peo-

ple have trusted in signs instead of good judgment and confirma-

tion from parents, siblings, church leaders and friends. Finding

out that your mothers have the exact same birthday is amazing,

but not a sign from God that this is the person you should marry.

• Pray. Spend time each day asking God to guide your relationships.

Ask God to give you green lights if this is the one and red lights if it

isn’t. Ask him to help you make choices that are honoring to him.

Following these guidelines will help the light of Christ to shine

brightly through your relationship. By dating in a godly way, you can

also share your faith with others.

When I was engaged, I was living in a sorority with fifty-six other

women. Repeatedly I was asked by sorority sisters why I did not

spend the night with my fiancé, Bill. In the mayhem of fifty-plus uni-

versity coeds, they were watching me so closely, they noticed

whether I came home. I had more opportunities to share my faith

from that one small choice than anything else during the two years I

lived in the house. That one choice sparked spiritual conversations

with people who never would have come to Bible study or church.

However you date, decide today that you’ll be Exhibit A of a single

person seeking the love of your life in a way that brings honor to God.
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The Kingdom of God Is About 
Relationship Not Empire

Stolen l ands,  broken treaties ,  massacres,  boarding 
schools, forced assimilation, and Indian reservations populate a 
partial list of not only sins but unspeakable crimes that have been 
perpetrated against Native peoples in the name of Christ. These 
 realities cause even the most devout Christian to question their 
 loyalties: How can Natives call themselves Christian and consider 
themselves members of the church? The testimony of Scripture, 
however, stands in contrast to the dysfunctional narratives that have 
shaped the oppression of Native peoples.

Narratives have the power to shape both positive change and 
 negative change. Unfortunately, dysfunctional narratives adversely 
shaped the story of the United States as well as the Christian church. 
The history of European conquest of the American continent arose 
from not only a grab for land, wealth, and power—but a grab for 
worldly greatness. Dysfunctional narratives would fuel these imperial 
ambitions and systems of dominance.
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This quest for dominance resulted in the enslavement of Africans 
and the genocide of Native Americans. In order to justify this unholy 
grab for land, wealth, and power, the so-called Christian nations of 
Europe needed a theological justification for their unjustifiable 
 actions. Devastating outcomes emerged from these dysfunctional 
theological narratives. An examination of Scripture, however, reveals 
that God’s intention for creation was not the wielding of destructive 
power by one group over another. Instead, God had intended for the 
church to be an expression of his ongoing desire for a relationship 
with his creation.

The Creator Seeks a Relationship  
with Creation

In Genesis 3:8-9, Creator was walking in the Garden of Eden, seeking 
out Adam and Eve and calling out to them “Where are you?” God had 
created the heavens and the earth. The stars were set in their place. 
The plants and animals were spoken into existence. The seas teemed 
with fish, and the air was filled with birds. At the pinnacle of his work, 
God created humans: “In the image of God he created them; male and 
female he created them” (Genesis 1:27). Sadly, the perfection of created 
order was disrupted by human rebellion. So we read that God moves 
through the garden, calling out to his creation, seeking a restoration 
of a relationship broken by sin.

God is not an uninvolved force who set the world in motion and 
oversees it from a distance. God is a relational being who spoke the 
heavens and the earth into existence and stepped into it for the sake 
of building relationship with his creation. But sin broke that rela-
tionship when Adam and Eve disobeyed God’s commandments and 
were expelled from the garden. In Genesis 12, Creator tried to re-
establish a relationship with creation by speaking to an ancient 
Near Eastern nomad who would come to be known as Abraham. 
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Abraham was by no means perfect, but he believed the words of 
Creator, and God credited his faith as righteousness. God estab-
lished a covenant with Abraham that included a promise of land for 
his descendants. So close was the relationship between Creator and 
Abraham that Abraham would be considered as a formative in-
fluence on multiple religions.

In the book of Exodus, God reaffirmed his covenantal relationship 
with the descendants of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob by calling 
Moses to lead the Hebrew people out of Egypt and bring them to 
their Promised Land. Creator intended to be their king and God’s 
presence dwelt among them through the Ark of the Covenant. In 
Deuteronomy 29 and 30, God clarified the terms of his land covenant 
with them, setting up their relationship to the land as a reflection of 
their relationship with him. When they were obedient, they would 
be blessed and prosper in their land. And when they were disobe-
dient, they would be punished and exiled from their land. The people 
of Israel’s relationship to their land was to be a barometer of their 
relationship with God. Upon entering their Promised Land YHWH 
continued leading them through relational proxies: Joshua, the 
judges, the prophets, and through Samuel. Towards the end of 
 Samuel’s life, the people of Israel rejected God and demanded a 
physical, human king. They wanted an earthly empire.

At God’s direction, Samuel anointed Saul, who later rejected God. 
Then came David, a man after God’s own heart. King David crushed 
the enemies of Israel and expanded the earthly kingdom. God was 
with David and throughout his reign the people of Israel prospered 
in their Promised Land. But his hands were so bloody that he was not 
allowed to build the temple of the Lord. His son Solomon sought 
wisdom from God, and it was granted, along with tremendous wealth, 
which he used to build God’s temple. Unfortunately, he was led astray 
from the worship of YHWH. Soon after his death the kingdom of 
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Israel split, which began a long cycle of the kings and the people 
of God forgetting the Lord, being conquered by their enemies, re-
turning to the Lord (and subsequently to flourishing in the land), and 
then forgetting him again. Throughout these cycles, God continued 
to speak through the prophets and never ceased trying to establish a 
relationship with his people.

The Messiah Restoring Broken  
Relationships

Woven throughout the Old Testament is the promise of a messiah 
who would bring final redemption and ultimate rescue from Israel’s 
enemies. In Genesis 3:15, God states, “I will put enmity between you 
and the woman, and between your offspring and hers; he will crush 
your head, and you will strike his heel.” In John 1, we are told that 
Jesus was in the beginning with Creator. At the formation of the 
heavens and the earth, Jesus was there. In the Garden of Eden, seeking 
out Adam and Eve after the fall, Jesus was there. Throughout the 
entire biblical narrative, Jesus was there. Since the beginning, Jesus 
was there. “Through him all things were made; without him nothing 
was made that has been made” (John 1:3).

Jesus is the promised Messiah. He is the embodiment of the good 
news. Not only because he was born to a virgin (Isaiah 7:14), healed 
the sick, and gave sight to the blind (Isaiah 35:5), and offered his life 
as a blood sacrifice (Isaiah 53:4-12), but because on the cross, he 
crushed the serpent’s head and reconciled a sinful and rebellious 
 creation back into relationship with Creator (Genesis 3:15).

From the beginning, Jesus understood the rebellious desires of 
 humanity. He knew that there had been a constant struggle between 
the human desire to create an earthly empire and God’s desire for 
relationship with creation. When Jesus physically entered into human 
history, he recognized the expectation to establish an earthly political 
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kingdom rather than a restored relationship with Creator. The 
 oppressed people of Israel expected a return to the greatness of the 
kingdom of David, but God remembered the communion of com-
munity in the Garden of Eden.

Jesus sought to challenge and change Israel’s expectations. He was 
conceived by the Holy Spirit but out of wedlock. He was born in 
 Bethlehem but in the humblest of environments. His arrival was 
 announced by angels but to a bunch of shepherds. He lived in Egypt 
as a refugee. He grew up in an insignificant backwater town called 
 Nazareth. Jesus did everything he could to enter into the world in a 
way that communicated that while he was indeed the Messiah, he did 
not come in power to militarily or politically overthrow their Roman 
oppressors and establish another earthly kingdom. But changing those 
expectations was one of the biggest difficulties that Jesus faced 
throughout his earthly ministry.

Even before he began his public ministry, Jesus rejected outright 
the lure of earthly kingdoms. In Matthew 4, Satan tries to tempt Jesus 
with the tantalizing reward of earthly kingdoms, if only Jesus would 
bow and worship him. Instead, Jesus rebukes Satan, refuses to bow, 
and rejects the temptation of earthly kingdoms.

In Luke 6 and 7, after hearing reports of Jesus’ anti-imperial and 
even politically damaging efforts that included raising the son of a 
widow from the dead and healing the servant of a Roman centurion, 
John the Baptist sent messengers to Jesus asking, “Are you the one 
who is to come, or should we expect someone else?” (Luke 7:19). Jesus 
did his best to change John’s expectations.

At that very time Jesus cured many who had diseases, sicknesses and evil 
spirits, and gave sight to many who were blind. So he replied to the mes-
sengers, “Go back and report to John what you have seen and heard: The blind 
receive sight, the lame walk, those who have leprosy are cleansed, the deaf 
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hear, the dead are raised, and the good news is proclaimed to the poor. Blessed 
is anyone who does not stumble on account of me.” (Luke 7:21-23)

Jesus demonstrated to John that the true power of the kingdom of 
God was not political but relational.

In John 6, after feeding the five thousand, Jesus knew the people 
“intended to come and make him king by force” (v. 15). But an earthly 
kingdom was not the plan, so he withdrew and went away by himself. 
In Luke 9:46-48, the disciples were arguing among themselves about 
who was the greatest, but Jesus knew their thoughts and, like any good 
teacher, decided to turn their discussion into a teaching moment. 
Jesus did not rebuke or attempt to squelch their desire for greatness, 
but he was intentional to seize the opportunity to change the context 
for their definition of the word: “Jesus, knowing their thoughts, took 
a little child and had him stand beside him. Then he said to them, 
‘Whoever welcomes this little child in my name welcomes me; and 
whoever welcomes me welcomes the one who sent me. For it is the 
one who is least among you all who is the greatest’” (Luke 9:47-48).

The word great is a comparison and its definition is contextual. 
A lottery winner may choose a lump sum payment of a million dollars 
and feel that is a “great” amount of money. But that same amount 
would feel like chump change to Jeff Bezos, Warren Buffett, and Bill 
Gates, each of whom alone are worth upwards of $90 billion. We 
allow our definition of greatness to be dictated by our environment, 
our history, and the world around us. When the topic of greatness 
came up among the disciples, Jesus brought a child into their midst. 
This child was to be their comparison, not the might of their Roman 
oppressors, nor the stories of King David, nor the wealth of Solomon, 
nor the exploits of the prophets. The basis of greatness was how they 
accepted and treated a weak and vulnerable child. Earthly empires 
seek power and wealth to demonstrate their greatness, but greatness 
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in the kingdom of God is not to be measured by such standards. But 
the disciples didn’t get it.

In Luke 9, Jesus set out for Jerusalem and sent messengers ahead 
to a Samaritan village. But the Samaritans rejected the messengers, 
which prompted James and John to ask if Jesus wanted them to call 
down fire on this village to destroy it. Based on examples from 
throughout the Old Testament, this request is actually not that out-
landish. There are many stories of God sending his prophets with a 
call for repentance. When that call was heeded, God was merciful. But 
when the call was rejected, God brought judgment (Noah and the 
flood, Pharaoh and his soldiers in the Red Sea, and the wall of Jericho). 
The Old Testament is filled with examples of God using Israel to judge 
the nations and also using the nations of the world to judge Israel. 
There is even direct precedent for judgment to take the form of fire 
coming down from heaven (Sodom and Gomorrah, Elijah and the 
prophets of Baal, and Elijah and the soldiers of King Ahaziah).

The disciples, like the rest of Israel, viewed the Samaritans as other, 
a rebellious and sinful people. The Samaritans had intermarried with 
Gentiles and worshipped God on a mountain instead of in Jerusalem. 
The disciples most likely felt ambivalent going to a Samaritan village 
in the first place. The Samaritans, however, rejected the messengers 
and thereby rejected Jesus. They had their chance. They missed their 
opportunity. The disciples did not directly ask Jesus if the village 
should be destroyed. James and John assumed it would be and boldly 
asked if they could be the ones to destroy it by calling down fire on 
the Samaritans. But Jesus turned and rebuked them. The disciples still 
did not get it.

In Mark 9, John, on behalf of the rest of the disciples, comes to Jesus, 
saying, “Teacher, we saw someone driving out demons in your name 
and we told him to stop, because he was not one of us” (v. 38). Jesus is 
incensed at how his disciples have elevated themselves above others 
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and immediately tells them, “Do not stop him . . . anyone who gives 
you a cup of water in my name because you belong to the Messiah will 
certainly not lose their reward” (vv. 39-41). But Jesus doesn’t stop there: 

“If anyone causes one of these little ones—those who believe in me—to 
stumble, it would be better for them if a large millstone were hung 
around their neck and they were thrown into the sea” (v. 42). He goes 
on to warn that if their hand or their foot causes them to believe they 
are better than others, they should “cut it off ” (v. 45). He also warns 
them that if their eye causes them to believe they are better than others 
they should “pluck it out. It is better for you to enter the kingdom of 
God with one eye than to have two eyes and be thrown into hell” (v. 47).

These verses are some of the strongest warnings that Jesus gives. 
They are not directed at the Samaritans who rejected Jesus nor are 
they directed at sinners like tax collectors or women working as pros-
titutes. They are also not directed at the Roman oppressors or even 
the pious religious leaders. The strongest warnings Jesus gives are 
directed at his disciples when they begin believing that because they 
are with Jesus they are somehow privileged and better than others.

In Luke 21, Jesus is in Jerusalem with his disciples, who are aston-
ished with the structures of a physical kingdom and the magnificence 
of the temple. But Jesus responds by reminding them that what they 
are so taken by is only temporary and will not last. A worldly kingdom 
is not the goal. “As for what you see here, the time will come when 
not one stone will be left on another; every one of them will be 
thrown down” (v. 6).

A New Barometer—Persecution and Suffering

A new paradigm on power and a rejection of earthly kingdom are not 
the only challenging aspects of Jesus’ message. Persecution also serves 
as a crucial aspect of his teaching. In Matthew 16:15-16, Jesus asked 
his disciples “Who do you say that I am?” Peter replied, “You are the 



The Kingdom of God Is About Relationship Not Empire 47

Messiah.” After the disciples understood Jesus’ identity, Jesus began 
to teach them that “the Son of Man must suffer many things and be 
rejected by the elders, the chief priests and the teachers of the law, and 
that he must be killed and after three days rise again” (Luke 9:21).

This plan contrasted so sharply with Peter’s image of the Christ that 
he arrogantly took his teacher aside “and began to rebuke him” 
(Matthew 16:22). But Jesus responded with a rebuke of his own, telling 
Peter, “Get behind me, Satan! . . . You do not have in mind the con-
cerns of God, but merely human concerns” (v. 23). He then continued 
teaching and told his followers that “whoever wants to be my disciple 
must deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me. For 
whoever wants to save their life will lose it, but whoever loses their 
life for me will find it” (vv. 24-25). Peter’s human ambitions, earthly 
imagination, and even his own desire for self-preservation all con-
flicted with the truth of Jesus’ message.

Jesus outlines in greater detail the persecutions the disciples would 
suffer on his account.

“They will seize you and persecute you. They will hand you over to synagogues 
and put you in prison, and you will be brought before kings and governors, 
and all on account of my name. And so you will bear testimony to me. But 
make up your mind not to worry beforehand how you will defend yourselves. 
For I will give you words and wisdom that none of your adversaries will be 
able to resist or contradict. You will be betrayed even by parents, brothers and 
sisters, relatives and friends, and they will put some of you to death. Everyone 
will hate you because of me.” (Luke 21:12-17)

In the Beatitudes, given in the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus takes this 
teaching on suffering and persecution even further when he says: 

“Blessed are you when people insult you, persecute you and falsely say 
all kinds of evil against you because of me. Rejoice and be glad, 
 because great is your reward in heaven, for in the same way they 
 persecuted the prophets who were before you” (Matthew 5:11-12).
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Jesus gives his disciples a new barometer. Throughout the Old 
 Testament prosperity and flourishing in their Promised Land was a 
gauge by which the Israelites’ relationship with YHWH was measured. 
But now Jesus is telling his disciples that persecution, suffering, and 
even death will not only be his fate but will also be the fate of anyone 
who seeks to follow him. Their discipleship is not to be gauged by their 
wealth, their power, or their prosperity here on earth. They will know 
they are following Jesus correctly when they are rejected, insulted, and 
even persecuted—just like Jesus and the prophets who were before 
them. But his disciples did not want to accept this new barometer.

Even at the end of his life, Jesus struggled to manage the expecta-
tions his followers had for an earthly kingdom and for the old 
 barometer of worldly prosperity. In the Garden of Gethsemane, Jesus 
prayed, “My Father, if it is possible, may this cup be taken from me” 
(Matthew 26:39). Yet Jesus knew he had to suffer, so he continued 
praying, “My Father, if it is not possible for this cup to be taken away 
unless I drink it, may your will be done” (Matthew 26:42).

Jesus knew that the message about the kingdom of God was so 
 offensive to the power of worldly empire that persecution and even 
death was inevitable—not just for him, but also for his followers—
which explains why he became so angry with his disciples for sleeping 
in the garden while he was praying: “Then he returned to his disciples 
and found them sleeping. ‘Simon,’ he said to Peter, ‘are you asleep? 
Couldn’t you keep watch for one hour? Watch and pray so that you 
will not fall into temptation. The spirit is willing, but the flesh is weak’ ” 
(Mark 14:37-38). Jesus knew the temptation to flee the persecution 
that was coming. He had already warned Peter about it and was 
 modeling for them how to prepare for it. But his disciples missed this 
teaching because they were asleep.

When Jesus was arrested in the Garden of Gethsemane, Peter 
 refused to give up his vision for a physical, earthly kingdom and 
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therefore, having a sword, “[he] drew it and struck the high priest’s 
servant, cutting off his right ear” (John 18:10). But Jesus again re-
buked Peter and told him to put away his weapon. Jesus allowed 
himself to be arrested and “everyone deserted him and fled” 
(Mark 14:50). Later, standing alone before Pilate, Jesus said, “My 
kingdom is not of this world. If it were, my servants would fight to 
prevent my arrest by the Jewish leaders. But now my kingdom is from 
another place” (John 18:36).

Jesus had no intention of creating an earthly “Christian” empire, 
and he was adamant that both he and his followers would endure 
persecution. But it wasn’t until he allowed himself to be killed, rose 
from the dead, appeared to his disciples, and was taken into heaven 
that his followers finally began to understand. When God poured out 
his Holy Spirit at Pentecost, the people who joined the believers (the 
church) knew that they were doing so in opposition to the religious 
establishment and the Roman Empire. The first members of the Way 
were convicted by the words of Peter that they had sinned by siding 
with evil men—the religious and political leaders of the worldly 
 empires—to kill Jesus (Acts 2).

After healing the lame beggar in Acts 3, Peter and John were 
brought before the religious leaders and warned with threats to stop 
speaking in the name of Jesus. But they refused and replied, “Judge 
for yourselves whether it is right in God’s sight to obey you rather 
than God. For we cannot help speaking about what we have seen and 
heard” (Acts 4:19-20 NIV 1984).

Saul was a Pharisee who persecuted followers of “the way,” and he 
was on the road to Damascus when Jesus appeared to him and blinded 
him. Christ did not charge Saul to now use his power to “conquer” the 
enemies of the church. Instead he blinded Saul and asked, “Why are 
you persecuting me?” He then sent Saul stumbling into Damascus 
and three days later sent Ananias to heal Saul’s blindness and to 
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commission him for the ministry of suffering. Ananias brought the 
message that “I (Jesus) will show him how much he must suffer for 
my name” (Acts 9:16). God was not punishing Saul; rather this 
message revealed to Saul that to follow Jesus was to suffer.

The call of Christ is intimately tied to the expectation of im-
pending persecution. Jesus told his followers to pick up their cross, 
an  element of extreme and excruciating torture, and follow him. Fol-
lowing Jesus is not to aspire towards an elevated existence in the 
clouds but to follow Jesus as he crawls along the ground carrying the 
cross, headed towards an agonizing death. After seeing the vision of 
Christ, Paul understands the pending and unavoidable persecution 
and writes, “We also glory in our sufferings, because we know 
that suffering produces perseverance; perseverance, character; and 
 character, hope” (Romans 5:3-4).

The church was meant to be prophetic. The church is strongest 
when it is subversive. Jesus, the bridegroom of the church, was 
 crucified on a cross for upsetting the religious establishment and 
posing a threat to the Roman Empire. Central to the call to be pro-
phetic is the call to suffer and to endure persecution. Our restored 
relationship to Creator is through the suffering of Jesus. The gift of 
that relationship is not meant to be hoarded or used as a source of 
misappropriated and misapplied power.

Biblical reconciliation arises from the restoration of creation back 
to Creator—every nation, every tribe, all people, everywhere. That 
could not happen through another earthly empire. The God of the 
Bible is not only the God of Abraham, the God of the Bible is Jesus. He 
was there at the beginning with Creator. He is the God of creation and 
his kingdom is not of this world. If it were, his servants (the angels) 
and not his followers (whom he called friends) would have fought to 
prevent his arrest. They didn’t because Jesus wouldn’t let them. He 
knew he had to be killed because his kingdom is from  another place.
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The call of the Messiah was for followers to pick up an instrument 
of torture and carry it to their deaths. Once the disciples understood 
this truth, they willingly followed in Jesus’ footsteps. Stephen was the 
first to be martyred, and his stoning is recorded in Acts 7. Paul, Peter, 
Andrew, “Doubting” Thomas, Philip, Matthew, Bartholomew, James, 
Simon the Zealot, and even Matthias, the disciple who replaced Judas, 
are all believed to have died for their faith. This legacy of martyrdom 
continued for hundreds of years as the church continued to grow 
while it stood in opposition to the empire. This biblical narrative of 
prophetic opposition to empire, however, unfortunately faded in 
 subsequent centuries.

Taken from Unsettling Truths by Mark Charles and Soong-Chan Rah.  
Copyright © 2019 by Mark Charles and Soong-Chan Rah. Published by InterVarsity Press, Downers Grove, IL. www.ivpress.com 
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Chapter One

REVIVAL FOR THE 
REST OF US

A revival, then, really means days of heaven upon earth.
Martyn Lloyd-Jones, Rev i va l

Will you not revive us again, 
that your people may rejoice in you?

Sons of Korah, Psalm 85:6

While he was in college, a friend of ours, Sam, once passed up
an offer to go out for dinner. The father of one of his room-

mates was in town and offered to take the entire apartment out 
for dinner, but Sam was tired from a long day. While he declined, 
his other roommate, Jerome, didn’t miss a beat taking up the offer.

When Jerome returned, he said to Sam, “You won’t believe 
where we went to eat!”

“Where’d you go?”
“To the most extravagant restaurant I’ve ever been to.”
Then he began to describe his meal: S.Pellegrino, not water. 

Two different appetizers. Then, lobster. Steak. Duck. The best 
wine. Chocolate dessert. And, they had their own dedicated 
waiter throughout the meal. Total cost? $450 for four, even when 
the restaurant had thrown in the appetizers.
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And, of course, his roommate’s dad had covered the bill.
Sam had one definition of dinner in his mind, but dinner 

turned out to be something far better than he had imagined.
What if it’s like that with the word revival  ? What if we’re 

turning down “dinner” before finding out what revival truly is?
So before judgments are cast, let’s define revival.

Defining Revival
Not only does revival have a wide range of definitions, it is also 
one of several terms describing similar spiritual dynamics—such 
as renewal and awakening. Although some may make distinc-
tions between these three terms, we don’t. Richard Lovelace, a 
scholar on evangelical revival, offered the same conclusion: “Re-
newal, revival and awakening trace back to biblical metaphors for 
the infusion of spiritual life in Christian experience by the Holy 
Spirit. Usually they are used synonymously.”

So what is revival?
The first set of definitions we found is clustered around per-

sonal or corporate reinvigoration of our spiritual experience. 
Charles Finney, a minister and leader in the Second Great Awak-
ening, defined revival as “a renewed conviction of sin and repen-
tance, followed by an intense desire to live in obedience to God.” 
Mid-twentieth-century British pastor Martyn Lloyd-Jones de-
scribed it as “a period of unusual blessing and activity in the life 
of the Christian Church.”

What they all are saying in so many words is this: in revivals, 
faith becomes “white-hot.” And although we liked these defini-
tions as far as they went, we yearned to include more specifics 
about how revival would be expressed and how it might spill over 
to those who don’t identify as Christian.

Others add more specifics to their definitions. In his book, 
Revivals: Their Laws and Leaders, James Burns highlights the 
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amount of people involved: “Large numbers of persons who have 
been dead or indifferent to spiritual realities then become in-
tensely awakened to them.” Pastor Tim Keller offered one along 
the same lines: “A season in which a whole body of believers ex-
perience gospel renewal together.” Lovelace adds a missional  
element: “Broad-scale movements of the Holy Spirit’s work in 
renewing spiritual vitality in the church and in fostering its ex-
pansion in mission and evangelism.” Author Mark Shaw adds a 
societal effect to his definition: “Global revivals are charismatic 
people movements that transform their world by translating 
Christian truth and transferring power.”

We liked these additions as well but wanted to see them come 
together in a single definition. But I’d like to pause here and ask, 
Whatever misgivings you might have about the word revival, if 
you saw these characteristics or marks of revival in your faith 
communities, wouldn’t you welcome them?

But yes, the range of definitions can make your eyes swim.
That led us down a path to find a more accessible definition of 

revival. Could we capture a similar range of definitions in a 
simpler way, while also coming up with something that could be 
welcomed by more faith communities?

Could we define revival for the rest of us?
So we researched what revival looked like in history, learned 

from its dynamics, prayed about it, and attempted to tackle a 
definition that might be helpful to our movement. After nine 
months, we landed on a definition for revival:

A season of breakthroughs
in word, deed, and power
that ushers in a new normal
of kingdom experience and fruitfulness

Let’s unpack it.
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A Season of Breakthroughs
The first line, “a season of breakthroughs,” avoids defining revival 
by a singular event. We say breakthroughs, not breakthrough. If 
revival could include any one-off experience, then it’s not very 
useful as a term. For example, let’s say I just had a powerful expe-
rience with God last night. Should that be considered revival? We 
didn’t want a definition that could too easily speak of any single 
spiritual experience.

The implications are enormous. For example, the day of  
Pentecost—on its own—would not be considered a revival. 
Wait, what? Yes, the Holy Spirit surely swept through the com-
munity of believers, and three thousand people and their fam-
ilies were baptized into the Christian faith. Still, we wouldn’t 
consider that revival.

Not yet.
But in Acts 2:42-47, Pentecost marks the beginning of a 

fledgling faith community that starts to have its own set of 
rhythms setting it apart. It has moved beyond a moment to a 
movement. It’s beginning to become a revival at that point.

Then, add an Acts 3 healing, an Acts 4 filling of the Holy Spirit, 
an Acts 5 supernatural intervention of discipline, and an Acts 6 
move of justice to empower ethnic minorities—and the revival is 
growing. The whole book of Acts describes revival.

It wasn’t just one breakthrough but a season of breakthroughs. 
And it doesn’t last forever. That’s also important. It’s a “season.”

Consider it as nature’s rhythm. Springtime comes after winter, 
fall after summer. There’s a blossoming, then a retreat. In the same 
way, throughout history, revivals ended. They came for a limited 
time—sometimes for three months and other times for three 
decades—but when they came, God broke through long enough 
to create a new normal.
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Also, the boundaries between seasons aren’t always rigid; they 
can be fuzzy. In the throes of winter, spring already has its seeds 
in place. Potential lies dormant under the snow, ready to break 
through. When spring starts to arrive, a few sunny days surprise 
us. A warm gentle breeze carries the first scents of new life. But 
it can retreat, and winter delays spring’s full bloom.

It’s that kind of peekaboo experience that can capture these 
seasons of spiritual awakening. At first, the signs can be shy and 
fickle, but they eventually grow stronger and more consistent like 
the rising temperatures and longer days. Soon enough, we find 
ourselves in the embrace of a new season that sweeps us up into 
its characteristic joys and wonders.

But even with their ebbs and flows, revivals, when added up, 
“are at the heart of the global resurgence of Christianity.”

With just one line of our definition, we change the quality of 
revival that we seek.

We don’t just seek a single breakthrough but a season of break-
throughs.

In Word, Deed, and Power
If the first line of our definition expands the length of revival, 
the second line expands its breadth. These breakthroughs 
happen “in word, deed, and power.” The idea comes from Paul 
himself in his letter to the Romans. In chapter 15, he offers a 
summary of his ministry:

Therefore I glory in Christ Jesus in my service to God. I will 
not venture to speak of anything except what Christ has 
accomplished through me in leading the Gentiles to obey 
God by what I have said and done—by the power of signs 
and wonders, through the power of the Spirit of God. So 
from Jerusalem all the way around to Illyricum, I have fully 
proclaimed the gospel of Christ.
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How can Paul claim that he “fully proclaimed” the gospel of 
Christ? What did he mean? A few interpretations exist, and the 
most likely way to read this is that he fulfilled his mandate to 
plant strategic churches in the region described “from Jerusalem 
all the way around to Illyricum.”

But “fully proclaimed” could also point to the nature of his 
proclamation. A Greek lexicon offers this definition: “to relate 
fully the content of a message.” And in this passage, one way that 
he fully proclaimed the gospel was through word, deed, and power.

By word, we mean the expression of the gospel through biblical 
teaching and preaching. By deed, we mean the expression of the 
gospel in compassion and justice. By power, we mean the ex-
pression of the gospel in miraculous or explicitly supernatural ways.

But how many faith communities can claim to fully express word, 
deed, and power? Most offer one. Fewer offer two. But all three?

Yet mature Christian revivals often had all three.
It’s easy to see how having only one of these three expressions 

of the gospel can stunt revival in our hearts and communities. 

Figure 1. The full proclamation of the gospel 
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Word without deed or power could potentially lead to a priva-
tized kind of faith or a dead legalism. A breakthrough in deed 
without word or power could become a social justice cause 
without explaining the source of hope or knowing the sense of its 
power. A breakthrough in power without word or deed can press 
into an excessive show of emotionalism or an unhealthy hunger 
for a heavenly experience that does no earthly good.

When these three come together in love, however, they have a 
way of keeping a healthy balance between the expressions of the 
Christian gospel.

But what often happens is that the word-centered folks deni-
grate deed-centered folks, thinking that they do good works but 
don’t have theological grounding, and also look down on the 
power-centered folks as people who chase experiences without 
being rooted in the Word. And deed-centered folks may judge 
word-centered folks as pandering to dead orthodoxy while won-
dering when the power-centered folks will stop chasing an oth-
erworldly, spiritual high and start seeking justice. Power-centered 
folks wonder if the word-centered folks are guilty of “having a 
form of godliness but denying its power,” while believing that the 
deed-centered folks are burnt out and angry because they don’t 
tap into the life of the Spirit.

What was meant to work together, we often pull apart.
By holding these three jointly, there is room for all in revival. And 

in fact, we believe all are needed for revival to reach its full capacity.
Of course, all of these circles don’t have to play out at the first 

flush of revival. Historically, revival can come through any one of 
these circles.

The First Great Awakening came primarily through the word 
circle, where John Wesley preached to miners and taught the 
Methodists to seek greater holiness through the support of 
Christian community. At the turn of the thirteenth century, the 
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Franciscans started out primarily through the deed circle, as their 
founder, Francis of Assisi, cared for lepers and embraced vol-
untary poverty. The Pentecostal movement at the turn of the 
twentieth century came primarily through the power circle, as the 
Holy Spirit fell on a multiracial community at Azusa Street.

But as revivals mature, they start taking on the other values. The 
Methodists started as Bible teachers and preachers, but they would 
be open to power as manifestations of the Holy Spirit would 
disrupt Wesley’s meetings, and they moved into deed with their 
concern for the poor and lower classes. Although known for their 
vows of poverty, the Franciscans leaned into the word circle through 
communal Bible studies and preaching the gospel throughout the 
world, and the power circle would be expressed through mystical 
experiences of such ecstasy that they “lay on the ground like dead 
men.” The Pentecostal movement, as it grew, preached to a packed 
house daily on Azusa Street, pressing further into word, and quickly 
moved into the deed circle as people from different ethnic, gender, 
and class groups were empowered together.

Revivals, as they mature, move toward the center.
They exhibit word, deed, and power in love.
In 1929, Ugandan healthcare worker Simeoni Nsibambi met 

with a burned-out British doctor and missionary, Joe Church, to 
seek God for a fresh infusion of the Spirit. After two days of 
intense Bible study and prayer, they experienced what they re-
ferred to as “a share in the power of Pentecost.” For the next four 
decades, the East African revival poured all the way down to 
South Africa, and then over to other continents. The word and 
power revival expressed deed when African Christian leaders and 
European missionaries publicly confessed racial pride and invited 
others to do the same at their gatherings. One African attendee 
said, “I have never before seen any white man admit he had any 
sins.” Those touched by this revival actively promoted justice, 
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fought corruption, and elevated Christian ethics over tribal 
loyalty, some paying for these outspoken views with their lives.

The power circle and the Holy Spirit. InterVarsity Christian 
Fellowship USA, as an evangelical organization, has a large word 
circle (see figure 1). We use manuscript Bible study from our 
smallest to largest gatherings, where we pull out colored pencils 
to mark up our copy of the Scripture passage, making careful 
observations, asking rigorous questions, and interpreting the text 
to find genuine applications. It’s one of the best things we do.

Our deed circle is more medium-sized. Our students spend 
their spring breaks to serve in projects like ServeUp in the af-
termath of Hurricanes Katrina and Harvey, and we include stu-
dents and faculty of every ethnicity and culture. Our history is 
rich with stories of our staff championing racially integrated 
Bible studies and camps in the ’40s, a decade before the civil 
rights movement began. And our alumni have done amazing 
things for the common good, such as leading an organization that 
serves prisoners and their families and starting a movement that 
fights slavery and injustice all around the world.

But, in full confession, our power circle is small. We have 
pockets of staff and students who are open to the Holy Spirit 
moving in power, and we’re growing in it. But, it’s still not that 
widespread.

If mature revivals reflect all three circles in harmony and 
balance, then our movement needs to be more open to the power 
of God’s Spirit. We wonder if that’s generally true for many 
Western believers. And as we look back in history, the revival 
landscape was often flooded with an openness to the Holy 
Spirit—whether in intimacy or miraculous power.

And we’re aware that there have been spiritual excesses and 
abuses in the name of the Holy Spirit. You may have personally 
witnessed or experienced some of them, causing you great harm 



24 PART ONE: DEFINING REV IVAL

LongingForRevival 24 October 23, 2019 8:18 AM

and pain. We don’t minimize the trauma that many have experi-
enced. As we move forward, we must continually check and 
balance our power experiences with word and deed.

Still, the Scriptures say, “Do not quench the Spirit.”
To prepare ourselves for revival, we’ll need leaders who see the 

desire for greater intimacy with the Spirit as a sign of awakening 
bubbling up in a generation desiring more of God and who resist 
the temptation to respond with a knee-jerk reaction against the 
Sprit, fueled by fear of all that could go wrong. They could offer 
wise, biblical, experienced, grounded, and courageous mentoring 
so that a new move of God can be birthed.

Could we be more like the Bereans in Acts 17:11, who “received 
the message with great eagerness and examined the Scriptures 
every day to see if what Paul said was true”? As you read on, you 
might read something that pushes your comfort zone a bit. And 
while you test what we write through the lens of Scripture, would 
you consider having an open heart and mind to what the Spirit 
might say?

Love is at the center. And one more caveat: all of this—word, 
deed, and power—needs to operate in love. It’s almost too ob-
vious to be stated, and for that reason we didn’t include it in the 
definition. But still, we didn’t want you to miss it. The Scriptures 
warn us that anything done without love is worthless. First Cor-
inthians 13 explains this well through word, deed, and power:

If I speak in the tongues of men or of angels [power], but 
do not have love, I am only a resounding gong or a clanging 
cymbal. If I have the gift of prophecy and can fathom all 
mysteries and all knowledge [word and power], and if I have 
a faith that can move mountains, but do not have love, I am 
nothing. If I give all I possess to the poor and give over my 
body to hardship that I may boast [deed], but do not have 
love, I gain nothing.
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It’s actually easy to exercise word, deed, and power without 
love. We can preach the text rightly but have little care for our 
audience. We could lead protests against injustices but hate our 
oppressors. We might pray for miracles but do it for our own 
glory. And if we do, word, deed, and power become dangerous 
and abusive.

Our gifts are most powerful and effective, however, when ex-
pressed through love, because that is who God is.

That Ushers In a New Normal
The third line of our definition highlights the result of revivals: 
“That ushers in a new normal.” These breakthroughs aren’t merely 
about the experience, but they should create a new expectancy of 
what God can do in us, through us, and around us.

Imagine being part of a faith community where it’s rare to have 
someone decide to follow Jesus for the first time. It’s like spotting 
an endangered species: “See the new Christian grazing in the 
savannah . . .” But then, something changes, and families start to 
get baptized to mark the start of their newfound faith every three 
months or so. That changes expectations. It becomes a new normal 
to have families come to faith every once in a while. And because 
that happens, it doesn’t seem impossible to think of someone 
coming to faith every month. In fact, it would be disappointing if 
the community went back to seeing no one come to faith anymore.

It’s a new normal.
This may be the most important piece of the definition: revivals 

should create a new normal. They weren’t given so that we can 
just go back to the way things were. They were given so that our 
faith can have capacity for more, to hope for more, to seek more 
of God’s kingdom.

Back in 2001, I (Ryan) stood in front of over a hundred 
students for our weekly InterVarsity worship gathering at the 
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University of California, San Diego. At the end of a message 
about Jesus’ love for lost people, I asked a simple question: “How 
many of you have ever seen a friend come to faith and have been 
a part of that process?”

The room went dead silent.
After an awkward ten seconds, three students sheepishly raised 

their hands. Only three. The dots connected before my eyes:  
virtually no one had ever seen it happen. We might as well have 
been asking students to pray for the dead to rise. It was no sur-
prise—at that point in the fall semester, no one had come to faith 
through our community.

So, I pulled together a small team of campus ministers, and the 
three of us would encourage and equip students to lead their 
friends to Jesus. We prayed, we taught, and we modeled. By the 
end of that academic year, by God’s grace, 28 students started to 
follow Jesus!

Emboldened, the following year we began praying for 100 stu-
dents to come to faith. It was crazy: only one campus in our 
sixty-year history as a national movement had ever seen more 
than 100 students come to faith in a year, and that one had Billy 
Graham preaching on campus. Yet with a new normal, we grew 
in confidence that God could use students to make a significant 
impact on our campus—even without Billy Graham!

Two years later, we saw 104 students come to faith through 
UCSD InterVarsity in a single year. The following year: 107 stu-
dents. When I asked again how many people had been part of 
helping a friend come to faith, over half the students in the room 
raised a hand. A palpable faith had energized the community 
with newfound purpose and joy.

After one of our weekly gatherings where fifteen students had 
stood to dedicate their lives to following Jesus, a freshman ex-
citedly told me, “It feels like every week we are having a revival. I 
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used to only feel that when I went to a Christian camp, but it 
would fade as soon as I got home. Here, it’s like it never fades. It 
just keeps going from week to week!”

Of Kingdom Experience and Fruitfulness
We round out our definition with the fourth line, which describes 
the dimensions of revival: “of kingdom experience and fruitfulness.”

It’s in and out. It’s internal and external.
Our souls may be revived, but that should spill over into 

mission. It bears fruit. It’s not just for us, but the revival was also 
meant for all around us. It’s not just meant to connect with indi-
vidual souls, but true revival also brings a change in our relation-
ships, in our communities, and in our societies.

It breaks out into the world.
It really has to create a new normal, not only in us but around 

us: a new normal that is good and just.
And it’s also personal. Some may take issue with our insistence 

that revival could actually be located in an individual’s experience. 
Didn’t we just spend a lot of time trying to say that revivals aren’t 
just a blip on the screen, not just a one-time event? Yes, we still 
hold to that. They are not moments, but movements, and yet they 
often start in someone’s soul.

Seminary professors Malcolm McDow and Alvin Reid put it this 
way: “Revivals always start with personal encounters with God and 
travel through concentric circles to their conclusions. . . . Revival 
always starts with that one or those few who are serious with God, 
are ignited by God, and who become flames from which others can 
be set afire.” It’s such a pattern that we can be confident enough to 
say this: no revival in history started without revived people. In a very 
real sense, revival starts within someone or a within a group of people.

Early twentieth century evangelist Rodney “Gypsy” Smith was 
once asked how to start a revival. He replied, “Go home. Lock 
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yourself in your room. Kneel down in the middle of the floor, and 
with a piece of chalk draw a circle around yourself. There, on your 
knees, pray fervently and brokenly that God would start a revival 
within that chalk circle.”

We can’t ignore the personal experience of revival. It’s a seed. 
It begins small and unnoticed in the soil of a desperate heart, but 
can also escalate into a people movement that spreads its branches 
broadly enough so that communities and even nations may find 
refuge in them. 

Levels of Revival
Revivals can be like earthquakes. With the seismograph, scientists 
can both detect and measure an earthquake. But not all earth-
quakes are the same. We live in Southern California, so unfortu-
nately, we know earthquakes. Some shake while others roll. Some 
feel like a sudden drop while others swish around a bit. To measure 
an earthquake’s magnitude, scientists use the Richter scale.

What’s interesting about the Richter scale is that no matter 
where the tremors register—whether at a 1.0 or a 9.0—they’re all 
earthquakes. Some make the six o’clock news while others don’t 
disturb our slumber, but these earthquakes are happening every 
day, every hour, all over the world.

In this way, we plot revivals on a chart of ranging magnitude, 
indicating their breadth and depth of impact on a 1-5 scale:

Level one: Personal revivals. At this level, the revival dynamic 
is localized to an individual. Renewed intimacy with God, where 
heart and mind are electrified by the nearness of his presence, is 
the burning center of the moment. Scripture, prayer, and worship 
come alive with holy expectancy. With this newfound intimacy 
with God, new light is cast on the assumptions and paradigms 
of the day. As a result, questions around topics left untouched 
by the prevailing church culture rise to the surface for biblical 
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engagement, such as the nature of the gospel, the experimen-
tation with the gifts of the Spirit, or the need for social reform 
and engagement with the marginalized and neglected.

Level two: Communal revivals. The influence of the personal 
revival begins to spread to the larger community, permeating the 
broader network of relationships with a small group, campus fel-
lowship, local church, school, business, or other organization. Or 
perhaps the revival starts here because a group of people experi-
enced a move of God together. At this level, enthusiasm is growing, 
but so is apprehension. At the personal level, other people choose 
whether to participate. But as the revival dynamic engages the 
broader community, it becomes unavoidable for those who are un-
comfortable with the changes in the status quo. Wise and humble 
leadership at this stage is critical to mitigate division and distrust.

Figure 2. Levels of revival
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Level three: Regional revivals. Revival starts to transform a 
city or region across denominational, racial, and socioeconomic 
boundaries. Word of mouth spreads awareness of this new thing 
well beyond the point of conception. As more people catch the 
wind of inspiration generated by the movement, new voices are 
added to the mix, some for the better and some for the worse, and 
the movement either grows through the synergy or dissipates 
from the confusion. Every revival movement, as a challenge to the 
status quo, is marked by some level of controversy. But at this 
stage, tensions reach critical levels because heresy and confusion 
find their greatest opportunity. Many have a knee-jerk, defensive 
reaction against this new work of God.

Level four: National revivals. The dynamics of the local revival 
spread across the country, affecting society at institutional and 
systemic levels. The impact on individual lives disrupts en-
trenched cultural paradigms and practices. Cultural norms begin 
to be upended, and societal injustices start to be addressed. 
Media outlets begin to report on movements at this level, fueling 
debate and discussion.

Level five: Global revivals. This level is closely aligned with the 
previous one. When a revival reaches national magnitude, it tends 
also to have a ripple effect globally. It quickly moves beyond na-
tional boundaries, as people come to witness the revival, or others 
are sent to share the message.

In 1738, John Wesley, having failed in his mission to the 
American South, sailed back to England with uncertainty about 
his calling and doubts about his relationship with God. After a 
series of heart-searching meetings with Moravian leader Peter 
Boehler, he made his way to Aldersgate Street. There, a personal 
breakthrough sparked a level-one revival in the plowed soil of 
Wesley’s soul:
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In the evening, I went very unwillingly to a society in Al-
dersgate Street, where one was reading Luther’s preface to 
the Epistle to the Romans. About a quarter before nine, 
while he was describing the change which God works in the 
heart through faith in Christ, I felt my heart strangely 
warmed. I felt I did trust in Christ, Christ alone for sal-
vation, and an assurance was given me that he had taken 
away my sins, even mine, and saved me from the law of sin 
and death.

The impact of this moment, though profoundly personal, 
would not remain private. Inspired by the example of the 
Moravian prayer vigil, Wesley gathered others, including his 
brother Charles Wesley and George Whitefield, to commit 
themselves to seeking God for a greater outpouring of the 
Spirit. On January 1, 1739, eight months after Wesley’s 
Alders gate encounter, a level-two revival ignited as more than 
sixty people in Wesley’s network of relationships felt their 
hearts warmed as well: “About three in the morning, as we were 
continuing instant in prayer, the power of God came mightily 
upon us, insomuch that many cried out for exceeding joy, and 
many fell to the ground.”

Within weeks of this prayer meeting, the revival expanded to 
level three when George Whitefield led a preaching campaign in 
Bristol. Although it started small, it quickly exploded to crowds 
of thousands. Within four days, over ten thousand people 
crowded in daily to hear Whitefield’s open-air preaching. Before 
long, he brought in John Wesley to help, and in the rush of ex-
citement, boldly predicted, “The fire is kindled in the country; 
and I know, all the devils in hell shall not be able to quench it.”

Testimonies spread through word of mouth, inspiring others 
to take up the call to spread the fire. Wesley and the Methodists 
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escalated the revival to a level-four national phenomenon. White-
field was a fantastic preacher, but John Wesley’s organizational 
skill conserved the revival’s wild energy from dissipating and 
being lost. Organizing people into bands, classes, and societies to 
disciple new believers channeled the revival into the untouched 
relational networks of the newly converted.

As the level-four revival went on, its impact on English society 
was dramatic. John Wesley encouraged Christians to seek social 
reform. He personally gave away all his writing profits to the poor. 
He spoke out vehemently against the slave trade and encouraged 
William Wilberforce in his antislavery efforts. And the Meth-
odists and other Christian communities continued to serve others 
in exceptional ways. In describing their impact, the historian 
Diane Severance writes:

Numerous agencies promoting Christian work arose as a 
result of the eighteenth-century revival in England. Anti-
slavery societies, prison reform groups, and relief agencies 
for the poor were started. Numerous missionary societies 
were formed; the Religious Tract Society was organized; 
and the British Foreign Bible Society was established. Hos-
pitals and schools multiplied. The revival cut across denom-
inational lines and touched every class of society. England 
itself was transformed by the revival.

It didn’t stop there. Refusing to be quenched by the miles of 
ocean waters, the revival crossed the Atlantic and set North 
America ablaze as well. Like a burning ember, Whitefield joined 
what God was already doing through many others such as 
William Tennent and Jonathan Edwards, and continued to spark 
revival after revival in almost every town he visited. The First 
Great Awakening matured to a level-five global awakening.
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Revival and the Kingdom of God
Where revivals break through, so does the kingdom of God. In 
the Gospels, Jesus proclaimed that the kingdom of God was near. 
It’s where God’s will is fulfilled on earth, where heaven breaks 
through, and all of its resources are available to us. It’s where what 
God wants to happen, actually happens. This breakthrough is not 
something we can force or schedule, but it’s glorious when it 
shows up. And revivals are one of the most visible ways where the 
kingdom of God is made evident. 

Revivals are an obvious expression of heaven touching earth.
Jesus taught us to pray, “Your kingdom come, your will be done, 

on earth as it is in heaven.” In teaching us to pray in this way, Jesus 
gave us the seed of a much larger reality. Thoughts and prayers 
always have within them a potential to escalate into so much 
more, if they are given a chance to mature and be lived out. 
Perhaps this is something of what Jesus was hinting at when he 
talked about the kingdom of God being like a mustard seed—
something that is small at first but can eventually grow into 
something so much bigger.

And he lived it out. Jesus lived a revived life. More than anyone 
before or after him. He declared that in his single life, the 
kingdom of God had come near. Jesus, the king, was present. 
Something much bigger had begun.

Heaven broke through.
And from one life, a moment on the cross transformed into a 

movement of shalom and salvation that encompassed the entire 
world. Seasons of breakthroughs—in word, deed, and power—
created a new normal, and the world has never been the same.

Discussion Questions
1. What part of the definition of revival stood out to you? Why?
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2. If you were to place a dot that best represents your faith ex-
pression on Figure 1, “The full proclamation of the gospel,” 
where would you put yourself ? In what ways is God inviting 
you more to the center?

3. What level of revival have you been a part of? What was that like?
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