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PRE-RAMBLE

the word orthodoxy means right thinking, or right doctrine

but you know what’s cool?
the “doxa” part

doesn’t just mean “thinking”

it also means “glory”

so, you could say
that orthodoxy is also “right glory”

a.k.a
you could infer that our thoughts

bring glory
invite glory

dance in glory
wash our lives in glory

or

are just plain glorious

cool?
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having served as a pastor in a variety of church settings [emergent, 
pentecostal, seeker, parachurch] for the past 12 years, i’ve become 

increasingly convinced of the need for every christ-follower to be conversant 
with several key doctrines of the faith.

i mean,
really,

getting all your theological facts straight isn’t the be-all and end-all of christian 
spirituality

but sometimes i think we use that kind of logic as a scapegoat
that allows for slopping thinking

errant beliefs
and, ultimately,

inexcuseable behavior.

the christian faith is a lived-experience

the world will know us by the way we live
by our love for one another

our beliefs are made manifest in our actions

and,
sometimes,

we severly undercut the importance of both belief and behavior
to the great frustration of our god

and to our own great shame.

DOXA is an attempt to tell the story of systematic theology

isn’t that hilarious?

systematic theology may be the academic discipline 
with the least tendency towards story telling

 – it’s like god-math.

sometimes
it even feels like it’s supposed to be dry and boring

because that somehow makes it more godly or important
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but this attitude
of course

is only the bastardized version of our worst fears about learning the truth 
about god

this attitude allows us to insulate ourselves 
with the proud anxiety that we may be wrong about something

and that being wrong may embarrass,
or offend,

or disclose
our limitations.

so,
what we’ve tried to do here

[and by “we” i mean the staff and elder team{s} at westwinds]
is to try and re-insert the stories back into our theology.

we’ve tried to authenticate the rationale for our doctrines
with the events, people, stories

that required us to form theologies in the first place.

and then,
of course,

we’ve tried to retell those stories
so they can be readily

and messily
ingested

within the context of the 21st century western world

the result?
something we’ve playfully begun to call

narramatica
narrative + systematic

or,
narramatic theology

to be honest,
we wanted something more obscure

but coriolis
was already taken
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Sola Scriptura: The Bible and its Credibility

There once was a seven-year-old boy who liked to help his mom in the 
kitchen.  He’d come home after school, while she was baking, and he’d 
learn how to cook.  His mom would write down recipes and put them in 
a cookbook so he could remember them.  His mother had a knack for 
cooking, and because of his affection for her, the boy always wanted to 
go back and read her notes on how to make a great meal.  

Now, over time the boy grew up and became a master chef.  He 
became very confident in his ability to create a great meal, and so 
he stopped reading this old cookbook.  He became more and more 
convinced of his ability to present something independent of all his 
experiences with his mom.  

After a while, his enjoyment of cooking (even as a master chef) began 
to diminish.  He didn’t find that he liked his recipes as much any more.  
He noticed that he wasn’t receiving the same number of compliments.  
He didn’t feel the same sense of connection with his mother that he did 
when he was a little boy and used to do these things.   

Then, in the middle of his career, this fellow walked away from cooking.  
He didn’t use the cookbook anymore, and he didn’t really feel connected 
in the same way to his mom.  He stopped cooking entirely, finding that 
he no longer enjoyed being in the kitchen or even remembering his 
childhood culinary adventures.
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This story was relayed to me as a young boy, about the importance of learning 
and internalizing the Bible.  There were a few key points here – that the Bible 
is meant to guide us, that it is a resource of instruction and history, etc – but 
mostly what stuck with me was the sadness of losing that connection with God.  
If for no other reason, we engage scripture primarily to stay connected with 
our Creator.

Before we get too deeply into what the Bible is, who trusts it, and how we got 
hold of the canon1 or the present versions of the Bible that we have today, it is 
important to see what the Bible has to say about itself.  Before we try to make 
any claims about what we think the Bible is or what other people ascribe to the 
Bible, let’s go through a couple of important passages of scripture to see what 
claims the Bible makes.  We are looking at a very popular scripture:

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

Let’s break the scripture down into smaller sections so we can get what was 
being said.  

First of all, “All scripture is God breathed.”  We’ll talk about that idea of “God 
breathed” under the section on inspiration.  Hold on to that phrase for a 
moment:   “All scripture is God breathed and is useful.”  

Reading, knowing, and understanding the Bible is not simply a requirement 
for someone to be in good standing with God or church.  It actually makes 
a difference in our lives and is useful for the following reasons: teaching, 
rebuking, correcting, and training in righteousness.2  Sometimes I think it is 
important to note that, as much as we value autonomy and individuality, there 
have to be voices from outside that can correct us, train us, and set us straight 
when we go wrong.  Everybody is entitled to an opinion, and everyone’s opinion 
is valued.  Everyone’s worth and frame of reference is valued, but when we 
are talking about matters, particularly of doctrine (or right thinking), there are 
certain right things and wrong things.  There are certain true things about God 
and some things that are not true about God.  

The Bible is useful in instructing us in those ways.  It’s useful for instructing us 
in correcting and training in righteousness and in rebuking us so that the “man 

1   “canon” refers to the 66 individual books within the Christian Bible.
2   Cf. Hebrews 4.12, 13 & Psalms 19.7-11
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of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work.”  Whenever the Bible 
(particularly in the New Testament) says, “the man of God” it is not a gender 
exclusive statement but a reference belonging to first century Palestine where 
the man was the head of the household.  So, by speaking to “the man.” they are 
speaking to the whole household – family members, slaves, and servants.  

In addition to this scripture, we look at the Bible being referenced to as the very 
words of God.  It’s a perfect guide for life.  The Bible, according to Psalm 119:2, 
is pure, true, flawless, perfect, effective, precious, and powerful.  Nothing 
is to be taken from or added to the Bible according to Deuteronomy 4:2.  
Sometimes it is popular to think there is a lot of extra space between Jude and 
Revelation where we could insert modern 21st century theology or doctrine; 
yet, it is critical for us to realize that nothing should be added to, or taken from, 
the canon of scripture.   

The Bible is a book written by a particular group of people dealing 
predominately with the promises of God for those people; however, it isn’t just 
for them.  Because of the person and work of Christ, the biblical message has 
become available to everyone.

But just because the Bible is ‘for everyone’ does not mean that everyone can 
make the Bible into whatever they want it to be.  The Bible makes claims to 
be exclusive.  It claims to be rule giving and rule setting, to be a stand alone 
document for the Christian faith, and demands that it is to be obeyed (James 
1.22).

The Bible, incidentally, is the most popular book ever written.  The Bible’s sales 
amount to more than a half of a billion dollars a year.  The average American 
household has 3.2 Bibles, and 27% of Americans own at least five.3  It’s 
estimated that nearly 1,250,000 Bibles/New Testaments are sold in the 
United Kingdom each year.  Interestingly, all versions of the Bible sell well all of 
the time.  

I find that the popularity of the Bible is undiminished even among people who 
have a problem with church or with Christian doctrine.  Particularly in the 
United States, there is a special place in the hearts of the American people 
for the Bible as a foundational document for our country and of our national 
identity.  

The Bible is sometimes referred to as “scripture.”  The word scripture is a 
transliteration of a Greek word meaning “writing”, and comes from the Greek 

3   These stats are a little dated, taken  from an article in the London Times c.1993
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word for book.  The Holy Bible means the holy book.  The Bible is actually a 
library of sixty-six separate books (thirty-nine in the Old Testament and twenty-
seven in the New Testament).  It is written in three languages (Greek, Hebrew, 
and a little in Aramaic) over a period of 1000+ years by over forty authors in 
three continents.  Think about the scope in what we are talking about: forty 
authors, three continents, and 1000 years.  That’s amazing!  Authors of the 
Bible include kings, peasants, philosophers, fisherman, poets, statesmen, and 
scholars.  Books of the Bible cover history, sermons, letters, songs, and love 
letters.  It has geographical surveys, architectural specifications, travel diaries, 
population statistics, family trees, inventories, and numerous legal documents.  
The Bible covers hundreds of controversial subjects with amazing unity, is the 
best selling book of all time, and is now available in nearly 3000 languages.  

As we look at this book and all that it means to a Christ-follower, we can 
establish the following: 

The Bible is the stand-alone document of the Christian faith.1. 
The Bible is the sole authority for believers in Jesus Christ about right 2. 
thinking, living, and actions.  

For everyone who claims to know and love Jesus, the Bible must exhibit a 
centrality to our spirituality.4    We base our Christian lives on the Bible.  To 
bolster your confidence in this book itself, I want to show you how trustworthy 
the earliest copies of the Bible are.  Because we have so many manuscripts 
and because those manuscripts are so close to the original writings in the New 
Testament, we can have great confidence in the historicity and authenticity of 
the biblical text.  

I find these statistics almost embarrassing.  Sometimes people wonder why 
Christians dismiss arguments against the historicity of the Bible.  People 
wonder why arguments against the accuracy of the Bible are not given a lot of 
consideration.  Comparing other ancient works and their historical reliability to 
the Bible may shed some light on those things.  

4   Cf. Psalms 119.97-105
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Look at Homer for example.  Homer wrote The Odyssey around 850 BC.  Some 
argue for a much later date … maybe 400 BC.  The oldest copy we have of his 
writings is 900 AD.  This means somewhere between 1400 and 1700 years 
after Homer originally wrote is when we actually have a copy of it.  We have 
nothing that dates those things closer to him than that.  We have 643 copies, 
and we have 95% accuracy or assurance that what we have is what he wrote.  
It’s really not debated.  

Heroditus (another example) wrote about 450 BC.  We don’t have copies of 
his work until 900 AD (1350 years later).  We have eight copies.  Plato wrote 
around 380 BC, and again, it’s about 1300 years before we get a copy of any 
of Plato’s works.  We have seven copies of those.  Caesar’s Gaelic War has 
950 years pass before we find a copy of what he’s got.  All of these works 
have a significant span between when the people who reportedly wrote the 
documents and when we actually have a piece of physical evidence to prove 
that they wrote it.  We’re drawing from good historical evidence, but it’s 
evidence that, in some cases, misses 1000 years before proving itself.  
We often hear that the New Testament documents do not appear until 
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hundreds of years after Jesus’ death.  There are all kinds of articles and 
academic references stating that because of that gap, the Bible is not a 
credible document.  But this is simply not the case.  The New Testament was 
written somewhere between 45 –120 AD.  The earliest copy we have of any 
part of it is in 130 AD.  This is only about a hundred year gap compared to 
the 1,300 year gap of Plato’s works – which rarely have their authenticity 
questioned in the same way.  We have over 14,000 copies of the pieces of 
the New Testament.  We have over 5,000 copies in Greek and over 10,000 
copies in Latin (we also have another 9,300 copies in other languages that are 
less reliable.)  This gives us a sense of about 99 or 99.5% that when we read 
the New Testament we are reading what the New Testament authors wrote.  

The Bible is the oldest historically substantiated manuscript on the planet.  It is 
powerful just to know we have that history in place.  We can have confidence 
about the words of the text, knowing that what we are reading is what we are 
supposed to be reading and not just some person’s perception.  Simply put, if 
someone seeks to eliminate the trustworthiness of the New Testament, then 
to be consistent they would also have to dismiss virtually the entire canon of 
Western literature — pulling everything from Homer to Plato to Aristotle off 
bookshelves and out of classroom discussions.  

The historicity of Jesus and the events surrounding the time of his life has 
been well established by early Roman Greek and Jewish sources.  The New 
Testament mentions such historical facts as rulers, nations, people groups, 
political events, and the existence of Jesus.  In addition, non-Christian historical 
sources such as Josephus confirm the accuracy of the Biblical text.  

Let’s explore the development of the Christian canon, and then we’ll move on to 
investigate the worth of the Bible in a spiritual and personal sense.  These are 
important issues which we want to have for a ready defense.  We want to have 
these pieces of information in our tool kit.  

When we talk about the Bible, we need to consider not only the worth of the 
words on the page and their accuracy but the actual whole books within the 
Bible (that is, which books got into the Bible and which books didn’t).  There 
has been a lot of confusion about why some books are included and why some 
books are excluded, and it may be helpful for us to clear up some of this issue.  

For example, the gospel of Thomas and the gospel of Mary Magdalene aren’t 
in any Christian Bible on the planet, nor have they ever been.  There has been a 
lot of uproar about this in the media, largely due to recent films and paperback 
novel sales.  Some claim their omission was a kind of religious censorship, 
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or a misogynist crusade.  So, perhaps, we might rightly ask why they weren’t 
included.

Why weren’t there other gospels included besides Matthew, Mark, Luke, and 
John?5  Why aren’t there other letters in addition to the ones written by Peter 
or Paul or whoever wrote Hebrews?  Why aren’t there more apocalyptic 
books?  To begin with, I think it’s important that we understand what was 
included was not just a random decision somebody made at some time; rather, 
the Council of Nicaea in 324 AD was established by Constantine where he 
gathered biblical scholars, theologians and church leaders for the purpose of 
finalizing the canon.  The best and brightest church leaders and scholars came 
together to establish the canon as we know it.

Remember, too, that after the death of Jesus, his followers began to collect 
and to organize.  They began to spread out and disseminate the gospel to 
other countries and to other parts of the world.  As they taught in other places, 
new churches were formed in new communities.  Those new churches had no 
teaching.  In fact, they barely knew what the gospel was.  There wasn’t yet a 
history of Christianity upon which they could rely [i.e. 2000 years of teaching 
on the person and work of Jesus Christ and what it means to be a Christian].  
Their world relied on an oral and literary culture.  There wasn’t television, mass-
market paperbacks, the Internet, broadcast journalism, or radio.  The only way 
they could get information about Jesus, the New Covenant, and the doctrine 
of Christianity was through letters and conversation.  That was it.  They began 
to collect all the different stories about Jesus Christ and placed priority on eye 
witness accounts – which in that low-tech world, was the most valid testimony.  

The testimony of the eyewitness was the most powerful and trustworthy of 
all evidences.  The Bible is clear that crowds of up to 500 people6 witnessed 
such events as Jesus’ resurrection.  These people were willing to testify.  The 
question persists:  if we are not to trust the eye witness accounts of Jesus’ life 
and ministry, then who do we have that is more credible?7  If we aren’t going to 
trust the people who knew Jesus, saw him, ate with him, who were his family, 
then who are we going to trust?  It’s the best evidence we have.  Note that all 
but a few of the New Testament authors were eyewitnesses to the events they 
recorded.  Exceptions include Luke (who received his information from Paul, 
according to 2 Timothy and numerous other eyewitnesses), Mark (who got his 

5   We might also ask why these critics rarely get up in arms about the books of the Old 
Testament.  Essentially, the Hebrew Bible was recognized by all of the New Testament church and certainly 
by Jesus and his followers as being their Bible.  It was the Bible Jesus read — the law, the prophets, and the 
poetic writings — an established Hebrew canon that’s got all the material we have in our Old Testament.  
6   Cf. 1 Corinthians 15.5-7 & Acts 1.3-8
7   for example, Matthew 28.9-10, 17-18, Mark 16.9-14, Luke 24.13-43, John 20.14-30, 
21.1-8
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information from Peter who was an eyewitness), and James and Jude (who 
aren’t recorded as eyewitnesses but were Jesus’ half brothers, so we can have 
confidence in their accounts as well).

When the people in the new churches in 1st century Palestine were trying to 
determine which letters were authoritative, they gave special consideration 
to letters written by people who knew Jesus.  Within one generation after 
the apostles, there was widespread agreement among Christians as to what 
would ultimately become known as the New Testament.  They were already 
circulating the four gospels we have in our Bible.  They were already looking 
to most of the letters of Paul we have in our Bible as authoritative by 100 or 
130 AD.  This is almost 200 years before the Council Nicaea!  When that 
council happened it didn’t happen in a vacuum; rather, they were attempting to 
make the canon official and finally settle what was already largely considered 
authoritative material.   

The points of contention at the Council of Nicea were mainly the books that 
were written by [or had to do with] the Apostolic Fathers (i.e. the generation of 
church leaders after the biblical apostles).  For example, the Council of Nicea 
was concerned with documents from Clement of Rome (who wrote First 
Clement) and Polycarp and one book entitled The Shepherd of Hermas.  They 
weren’t grappling with the books you hear about in the media today [like the 
gospel of Thomas and the gospel of Mary Magdalene], because these books 
arguably didn’t show up until hundreds of years later.  In the end they decided 
against including these other books because local congregations didn’t feel 
they were useful, and biblical scholars did not feel they were authoritative 
or inspired.  This is a very different story than is commonly circulated in the 
secular press.  This is not to say that the Council of Nicaea was “nice” or 
“pleasant” – far from it!  But it is to say that there was much more worth to it 
than our present day fictions often accredit.   

What does it mean for us that we have this collection of books – this Bible – as 
it is today?  It means there are things that could have been included that aren’t 
– things that (arguably by divine ordination) were kept out of the Bible.  

What does it mean that there were some books in the Bible that had their 
worth and value debated – for example Jude which gives all kinds of warnings 
against false teachers?  What does it mean that those books are in and have 
been in for two millennia and continue to be authoritative?  What meaning 
should the Bible have today?

The best and most accurate way for us to view the Bible is as the primary way 
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in which God speaks to us – not just to us as a community but to you and to 
me personally.   Now, God can speak to us in a number of different ways – if 
he wanted to, if he so chose, if it suited his purposes, he could show up here 
and tell us whatever he wanted, because he is God – and yet the experience of 
most Christians is that God speaks through the Bible.  He gives us instruction.  
The Bible is our authority in all matters of creed and conduct … in all matters 
of belief and behavior.  This is what the church breaks down into orthodoxy and 
orthopraxy.  Orthodoxy is right thinking.  Orthopraxy is right practice.  Creed 
and conduct; belief and behavior; orthodoxy and orthopraxy – this is the gift of 
scriptural guidance.  Christian spirituality is not just about our beliefs.  Christian 
spirituality is not just about our knowledge.  The Bible has to inform us about 
the way we live.  It has to teach us and rebuke us when we misstep.  It has to 
correct us.  It’s not just a list of rules.  It’s not a system of control.  It is the 
inspiration for the way we change our thinking and the way we understand the 
world.  

It’s oftentimes conceived that the Bible is the counterpart of prayer.  We 
speak and verbalize to God through prayer, and God speaks to us through the 
Bible.  That’s overly simplistic, but it’s a starting point to say that we talk and he 
responds through the intersection of Bible reading and prayer.  Beyond that, a 
lot of people like to see the Bible as a love letter.  Some think that if you frame 
the whole Bible as a love letter, it takes a lot of sting out of some passages in 
the Old Testament or all the crazy stuff in Revelation or Daniel.  Yet, we don’t 
want to reduce the Bible to something other than what it truly is.  We don’t 
want to force it into another kind of mold.  We want to let it be what it is – a 
compendium of love letters and judgments, advice and criticism, comedy 
and tragedy, and further narratives of divine-human interaction.  We go back 
continuously to the Bible to enrich our lives and our understanding.  The Bible 
is fertilizing our real lives.  Personally, I most often go to the Bible for some 
perspective.  I try and get some enrichment – and the wisdom/perspective of 
the Bible is potent.  

Whether we understand the Bible only as a love letter or as compost or even 
as only a rulebook or guidebook, the fact remains that as we live, as we stretch 
and grow, the dynamism of our Christian spirituality continues to unfold in 
relationship to the scriptures.  As it does, we uphold the centrality of the Bible 
as our governor in all matters of creed and conduct, because there has to be a 
common theological starting point for belief in God, and we believe he has given 
it to us in the form of the Holy Bible.
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Questions for Further Reflection

So… how did you used to think of the Bible… say, 10 yrs. ago?
just a booka. 
the word of Godb. 
fairy talesc. 
coffee table bookd. 
good for pressing leavese. 
impractical & unrealisticf. 
boringg. 
otherh. 

How do you see it differently after considering this lesson?

If an 8 yr. old asked you how the Bible was different from the Koran or other 
“sacred” writings, how would you answer?

When did the Bible become more than just a book to you?

Is it more important for people to know the principles of scripture? or the 
stories of scripture?

What question or new thought that came to your mind as you read this 
lesson?

How have you experienced people mis-using scripture?
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Organic Monotheism: Above and Alive

Once there was a sheep farmer.  He had a high fence around his 
property to protect his sheep from wolves.  But then one handsome 
young sheep asked, “Why are we so exclusive around here?  Everybody 
knows that sheep are peaceful creatures, but to have this wall up 
around us makes it seem like we’re fearful, exclusive elitists.”  So they 
rammed the fence posts with their heads until the fence toppled and a 
breach was opened in the fence. 

Soon a band of wolves passed by.  Their leader said, “We would be 
idiots to rush in and start eating sheep in broad daylight.  The sheep 
would panic, and the fence would be rebuilt.  Let’s move in among 
them and pretend to be their friends, and we can eat well for years to 
come.”  He approached the leader of the sheep and said, “We see your 
goodwill gesture, and we would like to live among you in peace.”  The 
sheep were so pleased.  Their peace strategy had worked!  Day after 
day wolves and sheep would lie down in the sun and enjoy the green 
pastures.  The wolves would even eat a few mouthfuls of grass to 
reassure the sheep that they weren’t a threat at all.

But each night the wolves would find the sheep that had drifted away 
from the flock and have a feast.  The next morning, when the sheep 
would realize one of their members was missing, the wolves would 
pretend to be outraged and would join with them in a pretend search 
for the perpetrators. 
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Eventually the sheep realized that they had been tricked and they asked 
the farmer to rebuild the fence, and they became more distrustful of 
outsiders than they ever had been before. 

from The Secret Message of Jesus 
by Brian D. McLaren

There are two great dangers with religion: the danger of hostile exclusion and 
the naïve danger of including everybody and every idea that accompanies them.  
While it is true that judgmentalism and exclusion (forms of religious hostility) 
are significant dangers, there is another real problem of which we want to be 
aware:  the problem of universalism.  Claiming that “everybody is fine, every 
belief system is cool” doesn’t actually validate true spiritual experience; and, as 
adherents to the authority of the Bible, we are not entirely free to make these 
claims.1  There are some lines and divisions about what it means to practice 
biblical spirituality. 

The Christian story claims to be the true story about God and the world.  There 
is a lot of talk about God in our media, in TV, and in film.  There are a lot of 
far-ranging opinions about God.  Anybody who has ever been to a community 
college and has a little piece of paper that says they’re smart has their own 
perspective on what God is or who God might be or on how many gods there 
might be or where we might find those gods.  But our claim as people who 
base our understanding of God on the Bible is that the Christian story is about 
the person and work of Jesus Christ.  It is the story of the revealed, incarnate, 
and embodied God.  It’s a story that began with the creation of the universe; 
a story that continued with the creation of humanity as part of an already 
created world made in the image and likeness of God; a story of humanity fallen 
away from God, separated and then regenerated, brought back to God; a story 
that continued throughout the New Testament and continues today with you 
and me; and everybody we know is the supporting cast in that story.  Ultimately 
this story reaches its conclusion in this world only to be begun anew in another 
world.2  This is the true story of God and the world. 

Of course, there are other competing stories (the story of Islam or Judaism 
or Eastern Mysticism, for example), but our belief is that the Christian story is 
true.  That’s not to say there aren’t elements of truth in those other stories, 
but we believe this story because it is based on scripture (this was the reason 

1   Because of passages like Exodus 20.3, Deuteronomy 6.13-15, Matthew 4.10, John 
1.16-18
2   or, more accurately, this world remade [cf. chapter 8]
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we talked about the authenticity and reliability of the biblical text in the previous 
lesson.  Now we can refer back to the Bible and use it as our ultimate source 
of understanding). 

It is easy to make the mistake of thinking that God is quantifiable or accessible 
to our study and experimentation.  We might think his existence could be 
proved in the same way we prove math or the way we prove there are “x” 
number of planets in our solar system.  But we can’t.

God is a being removed from our measurable, identifiable world by virtue of 
being God3 – by virtue of being something other.  No space ship could ever fly 
far enough to get a glimpse of God.  If such a being exists, and if he’s remotely 
like the great monotheistic religions have supposed, he isn’t an object within 
our universe.  Likewise, no human argument could ever get God in a corner 
or pin him down and force him to submit to human inspection.  So we find 
ourselves struggling to know him and to know how to talk about him.

Part of the god-problem is inherent in our language .  We use the word God in 
different ways.  It gets used as a name.  It gets used as a noun.  It gets used as 
a category.  It gets used as a curse. We use the word God with a capital “G” to 
talk about the Judeo-Christian God.  People sometimes ask, “Do you believe in 
one God?  Do you believe in a supreme God?”  But we also use the term god 
with a lower case “g.”  People ask, “Do you believe there could be a god?  Do 
you believe there are many gods, like Zeus or Athena?”  So that word gets used 
in different ways, each of which differs qualitatively from the other(s).   

And yet, part of the Christian story is that God, who is unobservable in the 
way we would prove or disprove mathematics or science, made himself 
available to us personally.  He made himself tangible, embodied, measurable, 
and observable through the Incarnation4 of Jesus Christ.  He made himself 
accessible right here in flesh and blood so we could see who God is and could 
watch and understand and identify what God is like.  If we ever had a question 
about how God would act or what God would value, we have actually had living 
proof of those actions and values in the person and work of Jesus Christ.  We 
can’t talk about God without referencing that in the biblical text we see that 
God became man5 and we have access to him.

If you are looking for ultimate significance,  rationality, or for any kind of reason 
or purpose that is greater than simply what we want to do or what we feel like 

3   Cf. Isaish 55.8-9
4   “incarnation” refers to the embodiment of god in the person of jesus christ.  i.e. god 
became man.  This will be explained in fuller detail in the pages to follow.
5   Cf. Philippians 2.5-9
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doing, it has to be traced back to God.  If you want to know why you were placed 
on this planet, you have to begin with God.  Bertram Russell, the famed atheist, 
said, “Unless you assume a God, the question of life’s purpose is meaningless.”  
Why you are here begins with God.  Your place on the planet begins with God.  
If you are going to say, “I’m here for my family,” then it must be asked, “Why 
are you here for your family?”  – to which one might respond, “Because I love 
them, because I gave birth to them, or maybe I adopted them.”  “Why did you 
do that?”  “Well, I just felt this need.”  “Where did that need come from?”  
“Well, it came from my culture and my society.”  “From where did the beginning 
of your culture and your society come?”  “It came from the transmigration 
of the people from the Caucus Mountains, across the Bering land bridge 
into northern Canada and down here into Michigan.”  “And where did the …”  
Backwards and backwards and backwards the questions go until we come 
to a beginning.  This beginning has no precedent – it is an unmoved mover, 
a beginner beginning, someone or something who was not affected upon, a 
cause that had no introduction to itself, a seminal being.

When we look at God – at his purpose, at his motivation, at his being in us – we 
begin to realize that God is the explanation of the voice whose echo we hear in 
our search for beauty, the quest for spirituality, the longing for relationship, and 
for family.6  We come to realize the things we truly want beyond the material, 
the stuff we wrestle with deep down, is not in-and-of-itself the voice of God so 
much as it is the echo of God’s voice in us.  Long ago he spoke something into 
being.  Like somebody yelling into the Grand Canyon, we begin to hear and feel 
those reverberations of what God first put into existence by his speech.  So we 
feel that desire for love, and we feel that ethic and mandate of peace as that 
echo of God’s voice goes out through creation.

Look at John 1:1. 

In the beginning was the Word and the Word was with God …

This passage of scripture is one of the most theologically loaded pieces of the 
entire Bible.  Theologians, particularly in the first 300-400 years after Jesus’ 
resurrection and ascension, argued and debated about the meaning of this 
piece of the Bible more than any other.  This is more than just a piece of poetry.  
This is something that literally defines Christian theology. 

We know that in the beginning, God spoke the world into existence (read 
the account of creation in Genesis 1).  God’s word brought something out of 
nothing.  This whole concept of God’s word is a concept we can echo within 
6   This concept of an “echo” is adapted from N.T. Wright’s book Simply Christian, a must-
read for Christ-followers and one of the 10 best books in Christian thought currently in print.
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ourselves.  Words begin with breath deep in our bodies and exhaled through 
our lungs and our vocal cords … vibrating, making noise, and coming out of 
us in speech.  They are a part of us.  For example, when you give your word 
to somebody, they trust that your whole identity, character, and ethic are 
wrapped into it.  So if I’m a useless, double crossing, backstabbing jerk, giving 
my word doesn’t mean anything.  Nobody is going to trust it.  If I’m somebody 
who is brand new to a situation, and no one knows who I am, and I give them 
my word, then whether or not I keep my word will forever determine the worth 
of my quality and character.  When God gives his word we have confidence he 
will keep it, because his word is validated by his character.  

When God speaks, we have confidence in the character of that speech, 
because we know who it comes from.  And so, when we say, “In the beginning 
was the word,” we are referencing at least two significant things.  First, for the 
Hebrew people who had a long standing oral tradition, a word or the giving of 
the word was really important.  For generations of the Hebrew people, all the 
stories that comprised their national identity were passed down orally, similar 
to how the First Nations people of western Canada or the Native American 
Indian people passed down their stories orally. 

The First Nations people on the West Coast of Canada tell their stories 
through song using a particular dialogue and pitch, but our Anglophonic ears 
can’t usually tell what that song is.  We could never repeat that song.  The 
songs are sometimes two-and-a-half minutes long and they follow no patterns 
common in western music.  They never repeat.  There’s no sequence, no 
tonality, and no repetition.  If you are going to become the chief and/or the 
Shaman of a particular tribe of First Nations people, you’ve got to know all 
those songs perfectly without a single mistake … ever.  

Some people say the biblical text or history of God has changed because it was 
passed down orally.  Yet, in any oral tradition the mark of precision is absolute 
perfection.  There is no room for error.  It has to be perfect because their 
whole national identity is wrapped up in the word. 

So when we talk about “in the beginning was the Word,” we are talking about 
something of fundamental importance to this group of people.  And we’re also 
talking about an echo of Genesis 1 where God spoke the world into existence.  
When we read this great, cool poem, we’re drawing on two huge pieces of 
theological importance: the Word in culture and the Word in the theology, in 
the beginning of the universe and all of the created order. 

In addition, the Greek word John is using for “word” is logos.  Logos is the 
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kind of word that beret-wearing, cigarette-holding, pseudo-intellectual college 
students would sit around and talk about while smoking weed as an abstract 
intellectual principle. 

When we talk about the teachings of Plato (particularly about “Platonic 
Dualism”7), we’re talking about the idea of forms and types.  A type is a specific 
thing, and the world of types is the world of physical instances.  So, if we’re 
talking about a specific chair, then the one you may be sitting on right now is a 
type of chair. 

The world of “forms” (that other world) is the world of perfection.  It is the world 
of the essence of things – it is the world of the logos, of the abstract principle, 
of word, and of forms.  So when you think of a chair, your mind immediately 
gets what a chair is.  A complete definition of what a chair is and all of the 
million variations of what a chair looks like together comprise the form chair.

When John uses the word logos, he is saying the essence of the Word is not 
separate from real life (like types were separate from real life), but that there is 
only one reality.  Instead of talking about two realities, he says there is only one 
reality – the reality you can see (the dirty, earthy, hoeing, farming, carpentry 
stuff) and the reality of forms (the spiritual/hocus-pocus/touch-feely/spooky 
stuff) –  and, in fact, the same.  The same reality is embodied in Jesus Christ 
who is the word made flesh.8

You now have Jews and Greeks and North African theologians arguing about 
what this means.  Their interpretation of this passage of Scripture has shaped 
and defined Christian doctrine for all time.  Jesus Christ brings all these things 
together, because when God became man we could no longer separate what is 
spiritual from what is earthly. 

I think in each of us, regardless of our religious background, there are a couple 
of universal appreciations.  Donald E. Brown from Harvard wrote a book called 
Human Universals in which he gives his theory that there are over two hundred 
things everybody on the planet appreciates regardless of their culture.  If you 
find some tribe in the middle of nowhere who has never been cross-culturally 
exposed, we can reasonably assert there are at least two hundred things they 
will hold in common with somebody in the most populous section of NYC or 
India or anywhere else on the planet.

7   This, of course, is a very incomplete lesson on Platonic thought.  My aim here is not to 
educate the reader about Plato, but simply to place the New Testament theology within its larger, Western 
context and acknowledge the significance John’s word-choice would have had for his original audience.
8   Cf. John 1.14
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Some of those things (like justice or shame) we all share in the front of our 
minds, so to speak.  Justice is central to who we are as people.  My wife was 
a 7th grade teacher for six or seven years.  She would always marvel at the 
inborn sense of morality in 7th grade kids, because they would feel so deeply 
affronted when something would happen they didn’t think was fair.  Go to any 
playground at any preschool or any elementary school in the country and watch 
for 5-10 minutes.  You are going to see something happen where some little 
boy or little girl will respond, “Hey, that’s not fair.”  Even on a very local, childish 
level there is the sense and awareness of justice.  So when we ask why people 
in other parts of the world are starving when we live in opulence, it is right to 
wonder why that’s not fair .  Not surprising, God placed a sense of justice in us. 

For the Christian we believe God made a world that was good, perfect, and 
flawless.  As part of that world, he gave us the choice to live in it or to reject 
it.  And we rejected it.9  We made a choice; we walked away.  So when we see 
a world in pain or out of joint in which things occur that we seem powerless 
to fight, we are seeing the effects of our free will exercised over time to 
deconstruct the planet, sending huge ecological shock waves which subjugate 
and elevate certain people.  We are seeing our free will manifest in crime.  It’s 
not an act of someone’s free will to be murdered, but it’s somebody’s free will 
to murder him or her, and it’s not fair.  It’s not fair when people misuse the 
choice of self-control.  It’s not fair.

We believe that God puts that sense of fairness and justice in us.  We believe 
that the more we begin to reflect the image and love of God, the more that 
sense of fairness wells up in us and that sense of justice motivates to do 
something about it.  That motivation is God-given.

This is also true of our sense of beauty.  We think the world around us is 
beautiful, but it seems in many ways incomplete.  Sometimes the most beautiful 
thing seems to be that which isn’t (particularly in our postmodern, artistic 
context) quite perfect.  For example, there was a story about a woman who 
was said to be the most beautiful girl on the planet even though she didn’t get 
the most magazine covers and lived in relative obscurity.  She was said to be 
the most beautiful because her face and her body were the exact averages of 
everyone on the planet – technically she was perfect.  Her nose wasn’t too big 
or too small.  Her shape wasn’t too wide or too skinny.  She was perfect; yet no 
one had ever heard of her because in our society we don’t elevate perfection, 
we elevate just something off-perfection.  We are looking for some other 
quality, a hint to a larger reality, a deeper beauty.

9   Cf. Genesis chapter 3
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Theologian N. T. Wright says, “The beauty of the natural world is at best the 
echo of a voice, not the voice itself.”  The beauty is a signpost pointing beyond 
itself.  The beauty is something that calls us out of ourselves and appeals to 
feelings deep within us.  Then the beauty we glimpse in creation10 can best 
be understood as one part of a larger whole.  This larger whole is what will be 
accomplished when God renews heaven and earth. 

Now there is a great tendency among evangelical Christians in particular to 
be cultured and coached into thinking the world doesn’t matter.  They see 
ecological and environmental concerns as of secondary importance because 
at some point Jesus is going to show up in the sky, and we’re going to launch 
up to meet him and be catapulted off of this rock that’s going to burn up in fire 
anyway.  But, this is bad biblical theology.  That is not what the bible teaches, 
and this is an important distinction for us. 

The Bible doesn’t teach that the earth will burn up in fire and be destroyed.11  
The Bible tells us that God made the earth and that it was good.  The Bible 
teaches us that our souls don’t end by being snatched up into heaven, but 
rather we are given new bodies to live on a new earth – this earth remade.  
There is a salvation for the earth, a redemption for all the created order.  
Biblical theology teaches us that focusing on “the salvation of humanity” is an 
incomplete doctrine of salvation.  Yes – God cares about saving people; but, it 
is equally true that God also cares about saving every living and created thing.  
When God talks about us being given dominion over the earth,12 he is using 
the same kind of language he uses when he describes a good king.  The king 
has dominion over his people.  It doesn’t mean that a good king subjugates 
and enslaves his people and uses them like human fire starters.  It means 
he protects and serves and shepherds his people.  He does what is in the 
best interest for his people.  So when we talk about having dominion over the 
earth, we aren’t talking about domination over the earth.  We are talking about 
responding to that God-given sense we are born with, that we have as little kids 
that says, “Oh, look at that butterfly” or “Let’s go play outside.”

Our sense of justice and fairness, of beauty, and our sense of wonder over 
creation, are echoes of God’s voice inside us.   But what happens when that 
voice is interrupted?  What happens when we look and see so much wrong 
with the world?  Does this lead us to think about God’s shortcomings?  Is it 
possible he has a foible?  

10   This is the “witness of nature.”  Cf. Psalms 19.1-6, Romans 1.20
11   We’ll get into this in more detail in chapter 3 on Imago Dei  re:  “made whole” vs. 
“burned up.”  
12   Cf. Genesis Chapters 1.28ff, 2.15
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What about the existence of a devil?  While this may be the beginnings of an 
answer, this answer is certainly incomplete.  Martin Luther was convinced 
that God made the devil, that the devil was God’s devil, and that the devil was 
incarnately evil.  So, when the devil did bad things, it was at God’s instruction 
and request; therefore, they weren’t technically “bad” because they were 
given by God and everything God did was good.  So when the devil killed people, 
destroyed people, and raped the planet, it was OK because God ordained it. 

Now, Martin Luther was one of the very few people in history who ever 
understood the problem of evil this way, and he has been highly criticized for 
his views by other theologians.  In fact, most sound teachers would take issue 
with this perspective.  Instead, we believe that, according to the biblical text, 
the devil was created as a good spiritual being and became evil through an 
act of pride and rebellion.  Because of this, we understand that the power 
of darkness in the world is not equal to God, but is a subordinate power, an 
insurrectionist power that has fostered a kind of civil war in heaven.13  The 
place where we live is (in a sense) occupied enemy territory. 

This may also be part of an answer to the question about why God allows 
suffering.  The issue of suffering is the most frequently raised objection to the 
Christian faith.  Your notes have a detailed section about human free will and 
about suffering as an intrusion into a good and well-ordered universe.  God 
works through suffering, though he is not necessarily the cause of it, and God 
is he who suffers alongside us.14  

I think it is important for us to understand that God has a plan for us.  When 
he thinks about you and he thinks about how your life might go perfectly, he has 
some thoughts about what that would look like.  Given your personality, given 
your unique abilities, your likes, your dislikes, the things you find attractive and 
beautiful, God has something specific for you in this life.15  And more than one 
specific thing, God has many things specifically for you that are all in harmony 
with each other in his unifying love.  That is an awesome reality. 

We are not here by accident.  We don’t just float haphazardly through life.  We 
aren’t adrift at sea in an ocean of existence.  We are planned and purposed 
and ordered.  I think that can be a scary, but also an exciting, thought.  It can 
be scary because we get caught up with knowing God’s will.  We wonder how 
we know what that plan is.  Sometimes we become immobilized by those 
questions.  Or we may wonder how we can feel truly free or authentic or 
worthwhile if God has already ordered our lives.  It all feels artificial.  It can also 

13   Cf. Revelation 12.7-9 where we’re told that Satan was thrown from Heaven.
14   Cf. Romans 8.26-27
15   Cf. Jeremiah 29.11-14, Romans 8.28-30
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be very comforting.  Those two things are not mutually exclusive.  Just because 
God knows his plans for us16 doesn’t mean that either (a) we have to do them 
or (b) that by virtue of our making our own choices, he would not know what 
choices we would make.   

There is a verse in Psalm 29 in which the psalmist says, “He guides the humble 
and confides in those who care.”  This guidance springs out of our relationship 
with God.  If we want to know God’s plan for us, if we want to know how to make 
the most out of our lives, then the person we should be asking is God.  We take 
counsel from God.  We read the scripture, we pray, we talk to other people – 
family members who know us best, friends, pastors, people in our small groups 
or home groups, and people in our sports teams.  We ask for godly counsel 
and guidance.  Say to God, “Tell me how to live my life in a way that pleases 
you.”  That is a wonderful orientation.

In the beginning of this lesson we saw how our whole story is about the 
intersection between God and ourselves, about us not being here by accident, 
and this is what we are talking about.  Simply put, there is a God, we can get to 
know him, and he regularly invites us to participate in the story of creation with 
him.

16   Cf. Galatians 5.13, 1 Peter 2.16
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Questions for Further Reflection

Has your religious experience to this point reflected more an attitude of hostile 
exclusion?  ...or extreme inclusion?

Have you tended to view God more like a condemning judge... or a “everyone’s 
okay” kind of guy?

Do you tend to see God as uninvolved... kind of involved... or actively involved?  
Got your answer?

Now that you have your answer... does it match up with the way you treated 
God today or yesterday?

David mentioned the three echoes of justice, beauty and ecology as a sort of 
hint to the character of God.  What other “echoes” have you experienced that 
remind you that things are different from how they are supposed to be?

In your opinion... who is to blame for evil in the world?

The study of Proxemics helps us think of how we connect with others in either 
Public Space... Social... Personal... or Intimate.  Which space do you tend to 
connect with God in?  Which space(s) do you have a harder time connecting to 
him?
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Imago Dei: Theosis and Imago Dei

In this section we’ll learn about the Latin phrase Imago Dei, meaning “the 
image of God,” which is the basis of our understanding of the human-divine 
likeness.  For starters, consider this story, “Babycakes,” by Neil Gaiman.

A few years back all the animals just went away.  We woke up one 
morning and they just weren’t there any more.  They didn’t leave us a 
note or say goodbye.  We never figured out quite where they’d gone.  
We missed them.  Some of us thought the world had ended, but it 
hadn’t.  There just weren’t any more animals.  No cats or rabbits, no 
dogs, no whales, no fish in the sea, no birds in the skies.  We were all 
alone, and we didn’t know what to do. 

We wandered around lost for a time, and then someone pointed out 
that just because we didn’t have animals any more, it was no reason to 
change the way we lived.  No reason to change our diets or to cease 
testing products that might cause us harm.  After all, there were still 
babies.  Babies can’t talk; they can hardly move; babies aren’t rational 
thinking creatures.  We made babies and we used them.  Some of 
them we ate (baby flesh is tender and succulent,) we flayed their skin 
and decorated ourselves in it.  Baby leather, by the way, is soft and 
comfortable.  

Some of them we tested.  We taped open their eyes, dripped 
detergents and shampoos in a drop at a time.  We scarred them 
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and scalded them.  We burnt them.  We clamped them and planted 
electrodes into their brains.  We grafted and we froze and we irritated.  
The babies breathed our smoke and the babies’ veins flowed with our 
medicine and drugs until they stopped breathing or until their blood 
ceased to flow.  

It was hard, of course, but it was necessary.  No one could deny 
that.  With the animals gone, what else could we do?  Some people 
complained of course, but then, they always do.  And everything went 
back to normal until yesterday when all the babies were gone.  We 
don’t know where they went.  We didn’t even see them go.  We don’t 
know what we’re going to do without them, but we’ll think of something.  
Humans are smart; that’s what makes us superior to the animals and 
the babies.  We’ll figure something out.

from Smoke and Mirrors 
by Neil Gaiman

Neil Gammon is a British author who lives in the United States.  His story 
“Babycakes” was written for PETA (People for the Ethical Treatment of 
Animals).  I think it goes beyond the ethical treatment of animals and reveals 
to us the ethical treatment of life itself.  There’s an instant knee jerk reaction 
here, and I think that strong reaction gets to the heart of why this doctrine is 
important and why it is so central to our theological nervous system.

So let’s uncover a little bit about Imago Dei, about being made in the image and 
likeness of God.  The phrase comes from the first of two creation accounts in 
the book of Genesis.1   

Genesis 1:26 

…and then God said, let us make man in our image, in our likeness, and 
let them rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air, over the 
livestock, over all the earth, and over all the creatures that move along 
the ground.  So God created man in his own image; in the image of God 
he created him; male and female he created them. 

This is reiterated in Genesis 5:1-2 when we talk about the lineage of Adam.  
When God created man he made him in the image of God; he created male 

1   That might be new information for some of you, but there are actually two accounts of 
the creation of the world in Genesis:  the account in chapter one and a second account, written in a different 
form, in chapter two.
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and female and blessed them.  And when they were created, he called them 
“man.”

The Hebrew word for “man”2 is actually better translated “mankind” or 
“humanity,” not maleness.  So when God says he created man in his own 
image, he is talking about creating humanity in his own image.  He created the 
entire species in his own image.  Now a lot of people use this as a proof text 
of supremacy – they deprioritize everything from different ethnic groups to 
people with physical disabilities to people with mental and physical handicaps 
– as such, this text is sometimes misused because of a poor understanding 
of the word “man” and a misunderstanding of the word “image.”  Again man 
refers to humanity, not maleness.
 
An “image,” interestingly enough, does not refer to a picture (although that is 
part of it).  “Image” is probably best translated as “shadow,” or “shade.”3  So 
“God made man as his shadow.”  God made man as his shade, as his model.  
Some translations actually render it “God made man his own phantom.”  This, 
of course, changes how we approach the text.  If we think of God making 
us in his image, and we think of that image as the way we look (i.e. as being 
upright, or bipedal), then we have arrived at the worst translation of the text.  
A better translation would say he made man in his own image because he put 
something of himself inside of us – his spirit, his phantom.  An even better 
translation would be to say we are carbon copies of God, complete with action 
and multi-dimensionality and shadow. 

Now the reason I think Imago Dei is so important is because of the close 
relationship between us being made in the image of God and Jesus Christ 
coming to the earth as a man.  In a sense, God gave us a picture of what he-
himself looked like.  When he gave us Jesus, he gave us an image.  God made 
himself in the image of man and then, in that man-image, showed us what the 
image of God was truly like through Jesus Christ – not just through Jesus’ 
physical body, but through his actions and words and through the way that he 
lived.  

Typically the Imago Dei is not included as one of the core doctrines of the 
Christian faith; yet it is referenced in all of the major creeds.4  It is the odd ball 
in our collection of core orthodoxies.  But I actually think that is an oversight for 
many people, because it gets to the root of who we are as 21st century Christ-
followers.   

2   Cf. Strongs # 0120, adam: man, mankind, human being.
3   Cf. Strongs # 6754, tselem: shade, phantom, illusion, resemblance, or figure.
4   Cf. Nicene, Apostles’, and the Athanasian as counterpart[s] to the Incarnation.
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Consider this quote from N. T. Wright:

In the early stories5 the point was that the creator loved the world he 
had made and wanted to look after it in the best possible way.  To that 
end, he placed within this world a looking-after creature, a creature 
who would demonstrate to the creation who he, the creator, really 
was, and who would set to work developing the creation and making 
it flourish and fulfill its purpose.  This looking after creature, or rather 
this family of creatures, the human race, would model and embody that 
inter-relatedness, that mutual and fruitful knowing, trusting, and loving, 
which was the creator’s intention.  Relationship was part of the way we 
were meant to be fully human, not for our own sake, but as part of a 
much larger scheme of things.  And our failures in human relationship 
are thereby woven into our failures in the other larger projects of which 
we know in our bones are a part of.  Our failure to put the world to right 
in systems of justice, our failure to maintain and develop that spirituality 
which at heart involves a relationship of trust and love, are indicative of 
a failure to maintain ourselves with God. 

Here are some of the ramifications of this doctrine and what it means for us.

When we start to internalize this doctrine we begin to truly value life. 1. 

Whenever we speak about valuing life, many people make a quick assumption 
that we’re talking simply about abortion, or some other similar issue.  But, let’s 
skip over the abortion hubbub for a moment, and skip over valuing people of 
visible difference.  Let’s skip over valuing people from different socio-economic 
backgrounds or even people from different states or cities.  Let’s skip over 
North America.  Let’s skip quickly to Africa or maybe more locally to Haiti or 
to Cuba.  In fact, let’s skip to the southern tip of Miami where there are illegal 
aliens coming into the United States from Cuba on rafts.  Those “people” are 
image-bearers of their divine creator.  “They” are just like “us.”  When we 
talk about “us and them” being the same because “we” share the image and 
likeness of God, it ought to affect the way we think about issues like immigration 
or classism, and it should affect our thoughts on what should be done in the 
name of justice.  It ought to affect how we view these people coming to us for 
help and hope and remind us that we have an obligation to humanity.

I watched a comedian last night on television make fun of Cuban refugees.  This 
guy was a total hillbilly redneck – and, watching him, I thought to myself, “this is 
a classic case of the absence of awareness … here’s this ignorant, backwater, 

5   Wright is talking here about what it means to be a follower of the one God.
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white guy who thinks he’s better than some Cuban who had the courage to get 
into a raft and say, “I can’t live under a Communist dictatorship any more.  Even 
if it means I get thrown in jail, I’m willing to take this chance so that at least 
my children might get a better life.”  Now, I’m not saying we should have no 
immigration policy; but, I am saying that we need a whole lot more of Jesus in 
our sense of justice than Larry the Cable Guy. 

When we start to internalize Imago Dei, we begin to value creation and 2. 
the earth.  

Biblical spirituality mandates us to care for the earth.6  You can’t engage the 
whole Bible and come away with anything other than a love for our planet and 
for all that’s been created.  For example, in Genesis 2 humans are talked about 
as ‘serving the earth.’  You hear a lot about the word “dominion” in Christian 
circles pertaining to creation, and sometimes it seems as if we translate that 
as “domination.”  But dominion is different.  Dominion is what a king does for 
his people.  Jesus was a king – a selfless king.  It is the same Jesus, the pre-
existent Christ, who is telling us that the earth and all that is in it is good, and 
that proclamation mandates care for the defenseless and oppressed.  

The earth is the Lord’s and everything in it.7  God made the world, and nowhere 
do we see him giving up his right, or his claim, or his title to the earth.  Instead, 
all the verbiage, all the vernacular, all the language is that of caretaker, a sort-
of divine horticulturist.  We’re supposed to serve the earth; we are supposed 
to look after it. 

Whenever we “green folks” talk about this kind of stuff, it is common for 
someone to bring up a counter-text; and, there is a problematic passage for 
many people in 2 Peter.  It talks about the end of time at which point everything 
on the earth will be burned up.  Because of this, a lot of people think it isn’t 
important to look after the earth, that it’s futile in the long run because of 
the “burning.”  Now, I don’t want to belabor this point, but I do want to give 
a little context and clarity here.  This passage is one example of the benefit 
of finding more manuscripts that are older and better, and, as a result, our 
translations have changed to be rendered more accurately.  Ironically, though, 
our English translations haven’t changed to keep up with it.  So the less reliable 
manuscripts we had until 1940 really do say in Greek “be burned up,” yet when 
older manuscripts were found in the 40s and 50s predating our existing ones, 
they say “will be found.”   

Obviously, the idea that ‘God will find the earth’ is different than ‘God will burn 
6   Cf. Genesis 1.28-30, 2.15, 2.19-20
7   Cf. Psalm 24



dr. david mcdonald

38

it up,’ so that changes our understanding of who we are as caretakers.  “The 
ecological teaching of the Bible,” says Wendell Barry, “is simply inescapable.  
God made the world because he wanted it made.  He thinks the world is good 
and he loves it.8  It is his world.  He has never relinquished title to it, and he 
never revoked the conditions bearing on his gifts to us of the use of it that 
oblige us to take excellent care of it.  If God loves the world, then how might any 
personal faith be excused for not loving it or justified in destroying it?”

Perhaps the most realistic appraisal of American Christianity is that we just 
don’t think about the earth or the environment.  We see the people who care 
as “tree huggers” or weirdoes who belong at the U of M or on the West Coast.  
I get that, I really do.  But I think at the same time the more we know about 
God, the more we know about the Bible, the more that Jesus grows in us , we 
are going to lean more and more towards caring for the planet.  In 200 years 
our great, great, great grandchildren are going to be embarrassed of America 
and of all the industrialized world because of our disregard for the planet … 
particularly if they all share one eye and cannot live above ground 

We understand that the idea of health and wellness traces back to the 3. 
Imago Dei.  

Many, for example, believe that the body is the temple of the Holy Spirit9 and, 
consequently, that it deserves our care.  I was always an athlete.  When 
I stopped college, finished my undergrad, and went on to do my masters’ 
degree, I gained 55 pounds in two years.  Let’s be honest.  I really packed on 
the pounds.  All the nagging and all the concern of my friends and family just 
bounced off me.  Then there was a moment when I finally realized the cause 
of my weight gain.  It wasn’t apathy.  It wasn’t laziness.  It wasn’t even anything 
biological.  The cause of my weight gain was that I didn’t care.  Then came the 
point where I recognized that to value God’s image in me, I had to do something 
about my own health and wellness, and it was really hard for me to come to 
grips with that.  Learning to care about myself was tough.   

Maybe I should just leave it at that, but I did learn that I had to start eating 
differently. 

The thing is I love totally disgusting food.  I think Schlenkers' Hamburger Stand 
is the greatest place in the planet – it’s this little hamburger joint where you 
can order a heart attack with a side of lard.  I love that stuff, but that was all I 

8   Cf. Genesis 1.28, John 3.16-18, Psalms 8.3-8
9   Cf. 1 Corinthians 6.19-20.  This passage refers specifically to sexual immorality and 
the mandate for Christians to abstain from sexually irresponsible behavior; as such, it applies here, but bet-
ter references may be 3 John 2, 1 Corinthians 9.24-28, Romans 12.1, Ephesians 5.28-30.
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was eating.  I now realize that, as much fun as it is to eat that stuff, there was 
a part of me that really lost balance in my touch with what I was doing.  Our 
understanding of health and wellness is linked to our understanding of the 
image of God, for this reason we urge everyone to think carefully about these 
issues.

The human spirit, the spirit of determination, and the soul trace back to 4. 
Imago Dei.  

God did not make a body and put a soul into it like a letter into an envelope.   He 
formed man out of the dust and then by breathing his breath into it he made 
the dust live.  The dust formed as man and was made to live.  It did not embody 
a soul … it became a soul.10   Soul refers to the whole creature.  Humanity is 
thus presented to us in Adam … not as a creature of two separate, distinct 
parts temporarily glued together, but as a single mystery.    

That is so different than philosophical dualism.  There is not a soul/you and 
a spirit/you and body/you – it is You, that’s it.  There is just You.  That is all 
there is.  So, when we hear celebrities or talk show hosts talking about your 
soul decaying while the rest of you [i.e. your career, your family, your finances, 
etc…] is thriving is a totally artificial division.  It is all the same thing.  If your soul 
is starving, You are starving – because every part of our identity is connected 
and there’s no way to be simultaneously starved and well-fed.  When people 
force us to try and reconcile the contradiction here, they are forcing us to 
“split” our identity in very unhealthy ways that have far-reaching consequences 
[not the least of which manifests itself in broken relationships, fragemented 
esteem, and genuine bewilderment at the absence of meaning that often 
accompanies our ‘success’].   

Because we believe we are made in the image of God we value 5. 
relationships.  

Relationships are everything.  We are born because of a relationship between 
our parents, we breathe because of a relationship between oxygen, nitrogen, 
argon and carbon dioxide, we stay on the ground because of the relationship 
between our bodies and the magnetism of the earth, and we are saved 
because of our relationship with Jesus Christ.  The importance of relationships 
is even underscored for us on a scientific level, through the study of quantum 
physics and the theory of non-local connectedness.  Living systems, for 
example, exist as organisms on a sub-microscopic level that maintain a clear 
sense of individual identity within a larger network or relationships.  If a system 
10   Wendell Barry articulates it this way: the formula from Genesis 2:7 is not that a person 
= body + soul.  The formula is soul = dust + breath.  
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gets in trouble, it can be restored to health by connecting it to more of itself, 
in other words – even sub-microscopic organisms need good friends and the 
occasional paramecium baseball game.  The importance of relationships exists 
on molecular, scientific, and interpersonal levels and should not be written off 
or dismissed by the church as anything less than part of how we were made.

“Why did God create us?”  says Len Sweet, “there is only one answer – for 
relationship.  God is a God of relationships. 

In fact, 94 times in the New Testament we are given instructions as to how we 
are to be in relationship with one another, and there are consistent threads 
running between the reflection of God’s love in our hearts and the manner in 
which we interact. 
 
Too often we have de-prioritized relationships in favor of adherence to 
propositions or goals, but “truth is right relationships.”  In the modern world, 
we have been so intent on proving the validity of our religion that we lost out 
on some of its mystery.  Once we reduced the wonder and awe of God to 
scientific formulae, we lost something – we lost spiritual ardor and traded it for 
integers and fractions.  But relationships with the divine are stunning, evolving 
processes that wrap us in tender affection and throw us into the blanket of 
supreme love.  Church is a place where we can freely entertain the Holy Spirit 
and enjoy the pleasure of one another as we enjoy Jesus.   

Furthermore, we might understand that God is even in relationship with 
himself .”  As we look at the mystery of the Trinity,11 we will see that God has 
communion and conversation with himself.  For many years, theologians have 
best understood the truth of the Trinity as a perichoresis – a circle dance – 
in which Father, Son, and Spirit join hands and spin and play as they love and 
create.  Salvation is participation in the dance.

In a consumer-economy all you are worth is what you have to spend, but in a 
relational economy your worth is determined by the shared experiences of 
laughter, love, and correlationship.  We must free ourselves from the notion 
that life is lived in the mind, and through our silly plans.  Life is not ideas, or 
even morality, but covenant and if we are to assist in reorienting the world 
back to communion with its Maker, we must begin by focusing on the power of 
relationship.  

Lastly, this doctrine of being made in God’s image changes how we 6. 

11   More to come on this in chapter 4, Trinitarian Metaphysics.
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understand and value gender.  

Thankfully in this part of the world I think we’ve gotten past most gender 
discrimination.  It is still odd for us to think that once upon a time – in fact 
through most of human history – the genders were not treated or respected 
equally.  That was just never a reality in my home growing up.  My mom’s a 
North Carolina country girl.  I guess if ever there was opportunity for inequality, 
it would be with her loving to cook and clean and finding fulfillment that way.  
But it was never a reality.  She was never seen as subservient to my dad – he 
never spoke down to her – and I don’t think I grew up in a world that would 
have tolerated that.

But if you do any historical study in any culture across the planet, or look 
cross-culturally at other places in the modern world, you’ll notice the massive 
disparity between the males and females in society.  It is ridiculous.  I don’t think 
the Bible allows us to have that perspective.  Paul says in Galatians that there 
is ‘neither Jew or Greek, slave nor free, male or female.’12  There is a leveling of 
the playing field in scripture that we cannot ignore.  This doesn’t mean we are 
identical, only that we are equal in worth and value.

Imago Dei, then, gives us an understanding of Christianity as the religion of 
the Image.  We live in a world that is increasingly image-driven.  Since the 
Enlightenment we had been in a world that was increasingly word-driven – 
everything was rational and focused on the primacy of the printing press or 
the academy – but now we are seeing a deconstruction of rationality.  We are 
seeing a massive re-orientation towards imagery largely due to the motion 
picture industry, our ability to make films, and the prevelance of the world-wide 
web. 

God created us in his image and likeness.  He made us to be a shadow 
of himself, carrying in us his own identity.  We are the shade of God.  We 
are the imitators of God in our very nature, which brings us to theosis, a 
companion doctrine to Imago Dei.  Athanasius said that ‘God became human 
so that humans might become divine’.  The doctrine of theosis describes 
how we better reflect that image.  It is the basis for what many people call 
sanctification, or the doctrine of personal holiness.  The earliest understanding 
we have of theosis traces back to about 300-400 AD when we first articulated 
how we become more like God and how we bear his image more obviously.  

The word theosis, by the way, actually means ingoded.  So the process by 
which we bear God’s image more is the way by which we become more fully 

12   Cf. Galatians 3.28
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and willfully intact; that is, believers are given a cooperant grace to participate 
in the restoration of the moral image of God.  This is the earliest, first doctrine 
of personal holiness and is still the orthodox doctrine in the Greek Orthodox 
Church and much of modern Catholicism.

Over time the Eastern Orthodox tradition defined theosis as a “union of 
energies without a confusion of essence.”  That means you can become more 
like God without ever becoming God.  Transformation brought about through 
theosis is multi-faceted.  Theosis itself furthers our image and understanding 
through the knowledge of God in Christ.  Believers will come to know and 
experience what it means to be fully in the created image of God.  Through 
communion in Christ, God shares himself with humanity in order to transform 
us to all that he is in knowledge, righteousness, and holiness.

I give you this doctrine because I want you to have some confidence that there 
is a long history behind this way of thinking.  Much of what we believe about why 
we should live or write or why we should be good or what it means to be a good 
Christian is actually traced back to an understanding of this doctrine (which, 
again, is a companion doctrine to the Imago Dei).  We want to “be good” 
because it means we are going to more fully reflect God. 

Understanding being made in the image and likeness of God gives us a kind of 
automatic motor running that reminds us that we want to more fully reflect 
God’s image.  We want to more fully reflect that image in our behavior and 
in our belief.  We want to more fully reflect that image in the way we treat 
one another in our relationships, in our understanding of valuing the earth, of 
people from other religions and of people of other ethnicities and backgrounds 
and genders.  We want to more fully reflect that image in everything we do.  

I would love to see more ingodedness in myself and more in our church as 
we desire to more truly serve and reflect Jesus Christ.13  After all, this is the 
centerpiece of how we practice Christian spirituality.  Church attendance is not 
the centerpiece,  although it facilitates theosis.  We come to church to learn 
something from the teaching, or from how we corporately worship, or from a 
conversation we most likely will have with others that will help us become more 
ingoded.  Church helps us more accurately and fully reflect the image and 
likeness of Christ but does not do it for us.  It is a means to an end but a means 
we will not abandon.  It is a bedrock part of our faith, of Christian spirituality, 
of biblical spirituality, but it is only a means to an end.  That’s because this 
reflection, this revealing of God’s stamp in us, this image of God has to come 
out more fully, becoming the centerpiece of what makes us Christian.  That is 
13   It would be great to read this section along with Jesus’ words about being the Vine 
[and we, the branches] in John 15.1-17 for a fuller understanding of its significance.
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what it is to be Christ-like, to be little Christs, to be followers of Jesus, to reflect 
that image, to internalize more of God.  Every single thing we do or say or think 
or every friend we have or every relationship ought to be pulled into theosis.  
How we work, how we live, how we play matters.  You have heard us say that 
everything is spiritual and everything is sacred – that the divisions between 
what is holy and what is not holy are artificial in terms of how we view the 
world. 

This is why:  because loving and serving Jesus affects and permeates every 
part of our world.  
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Questions for Further Reflection

When you read/heard the Babycakes story... what was going through your 
mind?

Do animals deserve the same amount of care and protection as humans?

What are some subtle or obvious ways in which you tend to devalue the image 
of God on people.
a.  being critical / judgmental
b.  put myself down
c.  ignore the suffering of others
d.  spend more money on my pets than on the poor in my community
e.  stereotype others
f.   laugh at pro-life picketers
g.  other

Okay... be honest with yourself for a moment.  You can keep your answer 
private.  Who (you can put a name down if you want) or what type of person 
(think social-economic, gender, age, race, religion, sexual orientation, 
personality type, careers, cleanliness, etc.) do you tend to snub or quickly 
dismiss as less significant?

Why do we tend to look down on others?

It’s interesting to reflect on our “self-talk”.  Self-talk tells us a lot... but as much 
as we do it, we tend to discount it and miss the cues it gives us to how we 
really feel and think.  This exercise may help you reconnect with their power.  
Note: It may be helpful to think of a specific situation from your past in order to 
come up with an answer.

When a person says something mean about you, what do you say in your mind 
(or sometimes out loud)?

When you feel devalued in a situation... what specific statements do you say 
to yourself (about yourself or about others involved) to keep from getting 
discouraged?

When you become angry at someone... what types of things do you tend to say 
to yourself about the person with whom you’re angry?
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When you are confronted with a needy person (beggar, feed the poor 
commercial on TV, cancer society mailer), what reasons do you give 
yourself for not helping?

If you were to begin to view yourself more and more as a clone of God, how 
would you treat your body differently?

Do you think of yourself as having the potential to become more and more 
like God?  If you knew that you and every person you met had the potential to 
become like God in tangible ways, what difference would that make in how you 
treat yourself or others?
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Trinitarian Metaphysics: one substance, three persons

There is a scene in Lewis Carroll’s Through the Looking Glass in which Alice 
meets the White Queen.  They are having a conversation about all kinds of 
strange and peculiar things that the Queen is a little bit particular about – 
beginning with jam and marmalade.  

“The rule,” said the White Queen, “is jam tomorrow and jam 
yesterday, but never jam today.”  

“But it must come sometimes, the jam today,” Alice objected. 

 “No it can’t.  It’s jam every other day.  Today isn’t every other 
day, you know.” 

 “I don’t understand you.  This is dreadfully confusing.” 

 “That’s the effect of living backwards,” the Queen said kindly.  
“It always makes one a little giddy at first.” 

 “Living backwards?  I’ve never heard of such a thing.”

  “Oh, but there’s great advantage to it, child.  There is great 
advantage to one’s memory working both ways.” 

 “I’m sure my memory only works in one way,” Alice remarked.  
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“I can’t remember things before they happen.” 

 “Well, that’s a poor sort of memory that only works 
backwards,” the Queen remarked. 

 “What sort of things do you remember best?”  Alice asked. 

 “Oh, things that happen the week after next.  For instance, 
there is the King’s messenger.  He’s in prison now, being punished, and 
the trial doesn’t even begin until next Wednesday.  And of course the 
crime comes last of all.”

  “But suppose he never commits the crime,” said Alice. 

 “Well, that would be all the better, wouldn’t it,” the Queen said 
as she pounded her finger on the table.  

Alice felt there was no denying that. 

“Of course it would be better if he didn’t commit the crime, but 
wouldn’t it be better still if he wasn’t punished.”

 “Oh, you’re wrong there, at any rate,” said the Queen.  “Were 
you ever punished?” 

 “Only for faults.” 

 “And you were all the better for it, I know,” the Queen said 
triumphantly.  

“Yes, but when I had done the things I was punished for, that 
makes all the difference.” 

 “But if you hadn’t done them,” the Queen said, “that would have 
been better still.  Better and better and better and better.” 

 “I can’t believe that’s true,” said Alice. 

 “Can’t you,” said the queen in a pitying tone.  “Try again to 
believe it.  Draw a long breath and shut your eyes.” 
 Alice laughed.  “There is no use trying.  One can’t believe impossible 
things.”
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 “I dare say you haven’t had much practice,” said the Queen.  “When I 
was your age I did it for one half hour a day.  Why, sometimes I believed 
as many as six impossible things before breakfast.”

    from Through the Looking Glass 
by Lewis Carroll

The doctine of the Trinity teaches us that we serve one God, who is 
represented in three Persons.  One of the greatest theologians of the 
Church, St. Augustine, wrote fifteen volumes on the Trinity around 400 A.D., 
synthesizing and adding the finishing touches to the most profound and 
exacting statements ever made on the subject.  Yet Augustine never claimed 
that he had plumbed the depths of the doctrine.  He never made a claim that 
he finally and fully “got it.”  In fact, he claimed quite the opposite, saying “If you 
can understand it, it is not God.”1  

There is always an element of mystery when talking about God because his 
nature is far beyond our comprehension.  As we talk about his Trinitarian 
identity in particular, it can feel like we’re talking about believing “six impossible 
things before breakfast.”  We are talking about embracing something that we’ll 
never be able to fully understand.   It is important for us to own up to that – to 
admit that there are some things we just don’t get and to let that excite us 
more than it forces us to feel inadequate. 

Do you ever wonder how theology begins?  Did you ever wonder how thoughts 
about God began, or what the first thoughts were about God?  Did you ever 
think about how we actually arrived at some of these doctrines?

Once upon a time people knew about God in a vague sort of way.  They 
understood he was there and what he was like.  Then came somebody who 
claimed to be God – a man walking around making claims that he was, in 
fact, the God they had always known.  He was not the sort of man you could 
really just dismiss as a lunatic.  He made people believe in him – so the 
government and the religious establishment had him killed.  His followers, 
though, met him again after they had seen him killed.  Then they formed into a 
little community and somehow found “God” inside of them as well … directing 
them, making them able to do things they could not do before.  When they 
tried to intellectually grasp how this had happened, they arrived at the Christian 
definition of the three-person God.  

1   See also Isaiah 55.8-11
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The doctrine of the Trinity states that God is a single substance who exists 
simultaneously and eternally as three separate persons.  Some have 
conceptualized his reality as a perichoresis – which is a kind of circle dance 
like Ring Around the Rosy.  This dance is comprised of the Father (who is 
the source of eternal majesty), the Son (who is the eternal logos or word 
incarnate), and the Holy Spirit (who is the paraclete, the advocate, the 
counselor).2  

This doctrine is born out of the problem of trying to understand all that God 
seems to have been doing, particularly in and around 1st century Palestine, and 
then making that jive with the several thousand years of monotheistic tradition, 
doctrine, faith, and practice that preceded the first Church.  

That is where the concept of the Trinity comes from.  

When we talk about the Trinity, we are talking about threeness (the word trinity 
means threeness).

Three is the most sacred number in Jewish/Christian history.  
Three is the symbol of unity, completion, and perfection.  
The times of daily prayer were three.  
The sanctuary had three divisions – both the tabernacle and 
the temple consisted of three parts.  
The holy of holies was a cube.  
Three angels appeared to Abraham and Sarah at the oaks at 
Mamre.  Three was the first propleptic of the blessed Trinity … 
one God in three persons.  
For three days and nights Jonah was buried in the belly of the 
huge fish.  Three is the organizational structure of the Lord’s 
Prayer, sometimes translated this way:  

Come, the kingdom of you; 
Be done, the rule of you; 
Be manifest, the glory of you.  

On three things the world or age stands: the Torah, the temple service 
and on deeds of love and kindness

2   Cf. Matthew 28.19 which references baptising them in the NAME [singular] of the 
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit; and Mark 1.10-11 which describes Jesus’ baptism, wherein Jesus came out of 
the water, the Spirit descended like a dove, and the Father proclaimed Jesus to be His son.
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Holy, holy, holy, is the Lord God almighty, who was, who is and is to 
come.  

Made in the image of God, humans, too, are trinity.  Body, spirit, 
and soul … the wisdom of the whole comes when all three are 
working together in harmony.  There are three offices of Christ 
that show his perfection – prophet, priest, and king.  The total 
triumph of Jesus and his temptation is his three-fold use of “it 
is written.”  Three times God the Father spoke from heaven to 
his Son showing God’s perfect pleasure in the Son’s obedience 
and completeness in carrying out God’s mission to the world.  

    from The Three Hardest Words in the World   
     to Get Right  
      By Len Sweet

Robert Dale talks about how storytellers use the rule of three to unfold truths 
and tales for all ages.  We see this pattern in scripture with Abraham, Isaac, 
and Jacob … Father, Son, Holy Spirit … prodigal son, waiting father and unhappy 
elder son … priest, Levite, good Samaritan.3  

But it’s not only employed in scripture.  The same device is prominent in 
stories, advertising, in the world of history as well.  We’re not trying to make 
too much of this.  I just want you to know that threeness is actually far more 
common than we realize - particularly in the world of narrative: there’s Tom, 
Dick and Harry … three little pigs … three blind mice … three stooges … small, 
medium and large … red, yellow, green traffic lights … good, bad and ugly … I 
came, I saw, I conquered … beginning, middle, end … snap, crackle, pop.  

Yet, as we wrestle with the idea of threeness, our belief in One God also 
compels us to wrestle with the idea of oneness, for threeness and oneness 
seems contradictory.  Christianity, after all, arose out of Judaism (a 
monotheistic faith in contrast to the polytheism of most nations in the ancient 
world).  Our heritage, as set out in the Old Testament, is that our God is 
one.  What little we know about Greek or Roman gods gives us an idea of a 
pantheon, a plurality of deities in heaven who are super-mortals with all kinds of 
weaknesses.  We don’t believe that.  Judaism believes in one God, one God who 
is not flawed, who is the only perfect being, who is uncreated, who is unmoved, 
who is the beginning and the end.

3   My son came to me last night and told me this story of the Good Samaritan.  “There 
was a bad man who got hurt - that was bad.  Then another man came and didn’t help him – that was bad.  
Then another man came and didn’t help thim – that was bad.  Then a good man on the donkey took him to 
the hospital.  That was good.” 
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To reconcile the three-person God of the New Testament with God’s oneness, 
theologians have begun to speak of God’s three-in-oneness.  When we begin 
talking about three-in-oneness, we are talking about something that has served 
as a boundary line within the history of the Christian faith.  We believe there 
is only one Father, one God, and one salvation, manifest in Jesus Christ, to 
which there is access only because of the Holy Spirit4; so, anytime somebody 
talks about anything other than the three-in-oneness, they are talking about 
something that is no longer Christian.  Anytime somebody denies the deity of 
the Holy Spirit, they are talking about something that is no longer Christian.  
Anytime somebody questions the deity of Christ, they are talking about 
something that is no longer Christian – it is something other than Christian 
spirituality.5

These kinds of exclusive claims are uncomfortable – and they should be.  This 
should raise awareness within us that there are some lines in the sand.  This 
doesn’t mean that we exclude people who don’t believe these things or that we 
treat them differently.  Far from it!  We love them, we welcome them into our 
church, and we believe that the Holy Spirit is working on them to draw them 
closer in their understanding and affirmation by Jesus Christ to the Father.  
But if we are talking strictly about beliefs, our beliefs about the Trinity are non-
negotiable.  Again, it doesn’t mean we become dogmatic or militaristic, but it 
does mean that this is the orthodox Christian belief about the nature of God, 
stretching back for thousands of years. 

In Christianity it is understood that statements about the solitary God are 
intended to distinguish the Hebraic understanding from the polytheistic view.  
God has no conflicts within himself.  There is no conflict between the different 
persons of God.  When people say that sometimes they think of God the Father 
and Jesus Christ as two separate beings, that is an incorrect understanding 
of God’s nature.  The God of the Old Testament is still the same as the God of 
the New Testament.  Comparing the three-in-one to Zeus and Athena arguing, 
or Mars wanting to go to war and Zeus telling him to hold his horses, is a very 
flawed comparison.  God doesn’t argue with other facets of Himself – there 
are no other facets.  He is – complicated but simply – one substance, three 
persons.

The New Testament itself affirms that there is only one God.  Yet the early 
Christians were faced with two historical events that revolutionized their 
understanding of him.  First, Jesus came and made claims to be God (if you 
were a Hebrew and you heard what he said, you could not come to any other 
conclusion other than he was claiming to be the God of the Old Testament, 
4   Cf. Romans 5.1-11
5   Cf. 1 John 2.22-23
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personally embodied ), and then he was crucified and resurrected from death.  
Now, resurrections are uncommon, so when they occur people tend to take 
notice, particularly because Jesus was resurrected on his own supernatural 
authority.  Concordantly, people came to see there was something special 
about Jesus.  He had to be God.

But how could he be God and that not mean there was more than one God?  
If God was here on earth, who was watching Heaven?  
How could you have God and Jesus-God?  

The second historical event which the early Christians had to reconcile their 
monotheism with was the arrival of the Holy Spirit.6  After Jesus shot up 
into heaven (commonly called The Ascension), he sent ‘another comforter.’  
Believers began to experience the power of this comforter and the indwelling 
of the Holy Spirit.  They had all these supernatural incidents (divine healing, 
miracles, wisdom, and knowledge) which they knew were manifestations of the 
divine.  These things were expressed, felt, experienced in a completely new way, 
and yet they knew they were from God. 
 
The early Christians were left with the tension of believing in one God, yet also 
believing in the divinity of Jesus Christ and the Holy Spirit.  The letters of the 
New Testament, as well as Jesus words, consistently affirm God’s oneness.  
So, out of their experiences they begin wrestling with their theology and came 
up with the doctrine of the Trinity.  The groundwork for this was laid out in John 
1:

  In the beginning was the Word,
   and the Word was with God
   and the Word was God.

He was with God in the beginning.
Through Him all things were made; 

without Him nothing was made that has been made.
In Him was life, and that life was the light of men.
The light shines in the darkness, but the darkness has not 
understood it…
…the Word became flesh and dwelt among us.
We have seen His glory, 

the glory of the One and Only,
who came from the Father,
full of grace and truth.

6   See John 14.15ff for Jesus promise of the Spirit, and Acts 2 for the fulfillment of that 
promise.  See also Acts 1.1-11 for the account of Jesus ascension into Heaven.
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According to theologian J. I. Packer:

The Word was a person in fellowship with God.  The Word was himself 
personally and eternally divine, but this is not all that John means for 
us to learn about the plurality of persons in the godhead.  Our Lord now 
gives parallel teaching to the effect of the divine spirit is also a person.  
Thus John records our Lord’s disclosure of the mystery of the Trinity, 
three persons in one God.

Interestingly the word “trinity” is never used in the text of the Bible, yet we 
might liken it to words like duplicity or duality – words we’re familiar with.  It 
would have been a word people knew in that day, and then it became applied 
in this new way.  Because it is so central to Christian doctrine, we often get a 
sense of weight to it, but we can treat it as a regular word for a second.

Because threeness never appeared as that word “trinity” in the Bible, Christian 
theologians are sometimes attacked by people who say the Trinity never 
appears in the Bible.  But as we’re going to look here in the next section, the 
Trinity is very biblical.  Some would say there are hints of this doctrine even in 
the Old Testament.  In Genesis we read God (God the creator and the spirit of 
God) was hovering over the waters.  Genesis 1:3 begins with the words “and 
God said.”  God created through his word.  His Word is the preexistent7 Christ.  

It talks about the threeness in John’s gospel.  The Word is none other than 
God, and the Holy Spirit was there in the very beginning.  

In the New Testament we find several Trinitarian formulas.8  Even Jesus says 
you’ll baptize in the name (singular) of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  
Remember, too, that the disciples and followers of Jesus are still not sure what 
the Holy Spirit was at this time, because he had not yet been sent – Jesus was 
talking about something they didn’t fully understand.  

Paul ends his second letter to the Corinthians with what we now call the grace 
or the benediction:

…May the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the 
fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all.9 

7   “preexistant” refers to the second person of the Trinity before the Incarnation [aka, the 
Divine Person of Jesus, during the time before Jesus was actually born in Bethlehem; so Jesus pre 30 B.C. ].
8   What that means is that we find evidence in the New Testament of people believing in 
the Trinity.  Again, see Matthew 28.19
9   2 Corinthians 13.14
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While all these things don’t expressly state the doctrine of the Trinity, they 
really are a part of our foundation for understanding and arriving at these 
conclusions.  

In Ephesians Paul teaches that we pray to the Father, through Jesus, by one 
Spirit.10  As an aside, I think we really miss the point of prayer if we get so 
focused on which person of the Trinity we’re addressing.  As we talk about 
prayer I think it is important that we pray to God and have an awareness and 
a practice of his threeness in our prayers, without getting so caught up in to 
whom we are specifically addressing in our prayers.  I like to remember what 
Jesus said – you’ll know a tree by its fruit.  I think there is potential for us to 
get caught up on a formulaic understanding of “to the Father, by the Son and 
through the Holy Spirit.”  This formula can be present in our prayers to such a 
degree that our spirituality no longer produces the fruit of the Spirit because 
that fruit is squashed by our dogmatism.  We don’t produce love, joy, peace, 
faithfulness, gentleness; instead, we inadvertantly produce the fruit of the 
Pharisees – like legalism, anger, hatred, bitterness, controlling, and malice  - 
by virtue of our unbalanced concern with ‘getting it right’ instead of ‘getting 
[ourselves] right with God.’11  

In Chapter 3 of Ephesians, the filling of the Spirit is described in Trinitarian 
terms.  In Chapter 4 Christian unity exists for Trinitarian reasons – “there is 
one Spirit, one Lord, one God and Father of all”.  Paul tells us “to copy God, 
to learn of Christ and not to grieve the Holy Spirit.”12  In 2 Corinthians he 
describes the Spirit in this way – “there are different kinds of gifts but the 
same Spirit.  There are different kinds of service but the same Lord, different 
kinds of working but the same God works in all of them.”

We might also point out that there is a difference between the ontological 
Trinity of who God is and the economic Trinity of what God does (i.e. the Son 
and the Father are equal in their substance but function differently; likewise 
with the Spirit).   The economic reflects and reveals the ontological.  This 
means that the Trinity is equally God in all personaes and equally God as one 
together.  

                 

10   Ephesians 2.11-22
11   I mention this because it is probably a more relevant issue than I care to acknowledge, 
given that I frequently hear it raised from religious people.  As a pastor, I am far more concerned that we 
continually orient ourselves to God than that we come to pride ourselves on the correct model of prayer 
we’ve learned to follow.
12   Cf. Ephesians 5.1-22
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In other words, the Trinity is not symmetrical in terms of function or in 
relationship to one another.  They don’t do the same things, and they aren’t 
the same in their persons.  Their roles each differ among themselves and in 
relationship to creation.  In the Trinitarian shield [above] you will see that the 
Father is not the Son; the Son is not the Spirit, the Spirit is not the Father, and 
yet the Father is God, the Son is God, the Spirit is God.  Here we are talking 
about the economic and ontological trinity.  The “economic Trinity” refers to the 
fact that the Father is not the Son, the Son is not the Spirit, and the Spirit is 
not the Father.  The “ontological Trinity” means that they are all God … together 
they are God … they are all each God in his fullness. 

Furthermore, the Trinity is not symmetrical in regards to origin.  Only the 
Father is unbegotten.  The Son and the Spirit proceed from the Father.  Only 
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the Father is neither begotten nor proceeding.  The Son is begotten of the 
Father, begotten, though, not created, and this word choice is important.
But this raises some interesting questions for us.  For example, if the Father is 
unbegotten but the Son and the Spirit are begotten, doesn’t that mean make 
them less than God?  If God the Father made Jesus and the Spirit came from 
Jesus, doesn’t that make them less than God the Father?

Says Iraneaus, an early theologian who was a very important figure in the 
patristic period: 

The Father is God and the Son is God for whatever is begotten of God 
is God.  

There are two main ways to explain how they were of the same substance 
but different persons.  The first is that of human beings – if a woman gives 
birth, she gives birth to another human.  They are of the same substance.  She 
doesn’t give birth to a duck.  So just because someone is begotten doesn’t 
mean they are of lesser quality.  

The more popular metaphor for this is a description about the rays of the sun 
and the heat of the sun.  The rays of the sun are as old as the sun itself and the 
heat of the sun is as old as the sun itself.  It is impossible to imagine the sun 
ever existing without light and heat, without the light preceding the heat.  There 
never was a time when the sun existed without its rays or without its heat.  Yet 
the sun generates, or begets, its radiance.  So the father eternally generates 
the Son of God and the Spirit of God.  

This was the first concrete way of people understanding and grasping how 
Jesus and the Spirit could be equal with God.  

Since the first century, this doctrine has been stated as one God in three 
persons, all three of whom are distinct and co-eternal persons sharing a single 
divine essence, being, or nature.  Not surprisingly, this confusing language has 
led to several heresies (or unorthodox beliefs) as people tried to more fully 
understand what it means.  Two of the most significant heresies which still 
exist in various forms today are Arianism and Sabellianism.  

Arianism essentially reduces the deity of Christ to sort of “junior deity.”  It 
treats Jesus as a prototypical human who had attained special revelation and 
enlightenment, and it is often becomes a soft polytheism.  It splits the one into 
three completely separate people so they become like a water polo team in the 
celestial heavens.  
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Sabellianism, on the other hand, reduces the Trinity to three modes of 
expressing the same person.  According to this school of thought the Father, 
Son and Spirit are no more than symbolic names for God, although they 
are the same person.  In fact, I used to tell people that the easiest way to 
understand the Trinity was to think about myself: I’m Dave McDonald – the son 
of Gordon, the father of Jacob and Anna, and the husband to Carmel.  This, 
however is heretical, so I tend to avoid this explanation even though it remains 
the easiest way to help people understand the threeness and oneness of God.  

Against such heresies, the Council of Constantinople (the next theological 
council of the churches), built on the council of Nicaea (where the scriptural 
canon was formed) and spoke of one God and three persons (una substance 
tres persona).  That view of the Trinity has been held by every Orthodox Church 
since that time.  Every bible-believing Christian church that signs on to a 
Christian statement of faith acknowledges this.  

Now, let’s go ahead and talk about possible ways of understanding the Trinity.  
For starters, it is probably best for us to think of our God as a being beyond 
personality as we typically understand it.  As we try and figure out three-in-
oneness, it might be best for us to start by saying that he’s not going to fit into 
any of our existing categories.  God is beyond our paradigms.  Yet when we 
talk about a being beyond personality, many people think what we are actually 
saying is that God is impersonal (i.e. that he has no personality), but, that is 
different than being beyond personality.  Instead, we might say that God is 
super personal.  

C. S. Lewis describes this in terms of dimensionality.  A line, for example, is 
one-dimensional.  You might say that the line represents a lower order of 
being because it is in animate.  He talks about a box being two-dimensional.  
This box may represent humanity while a cube might represent divinity.  It 
is incomprehensible for the line to fully wrap its mind around another set 
of dimensions.  A line cannot understand a box.  Similarly, a box cannot fully 
understand a cube.  With each dimension we are adding another level.  With 
each dimension of personality – from animal to human to deity – we are adding 
another dimension to personhood.  This is a flawed metaphor but it does give 
us a toehold in an understanding that God is something we aren’t going to be 
able to grasp easily.

The most basic understanding of God is as an equilateral triangle.  It is actually 
a correct, but boring, way to get it.  The sides are all the same.  No matter 
which way you flip it, it is a triangle.  Slightly less crude, according to St. Patrick, 
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is the shamrock leaf.  Each of the three portions of the leave is an essential 
part of the leaf, but the leaf itself is greater than all its parts.13  Or consider the 
metaphor of a book.  It’s existing in three different and distinct ways at once: in 
the mind of the author, on the shelf in the library and in the imagination of the 
reader.  A better illustration might be that of the universe itself.  We are made 
up of space, time, and matter.  Space with its length, breadth, and height … 
time with its future, past, and present … and matter consists of energy, motion, 
and phenomenon. 14

 
Of course, we have a couple problems when we try to talk about the Trinity.  
For one, we just don’t have words for talking about multi-dimensionality.  We 
also have a limited intellect and are going to be hamstrung by what our finite 
human minds are able to grasp about an infinite God, regardless of our relative 
brilliance among our own species.  

All of this involves a certain amount of awe and wonder, and it makes sense 
that if we are to reserve awe for, or wonder about, anything it ought about God.  

Truly, God is supreme.  

We might end by talking about whether or not this is even a relevant topic, 
given that we are poorly predisposed to understand it.  Doctrine just doesn’t 
seem to touch earth for many people.  It doesn’t ever seem to matter.  But C. 
S. Lewis, in his famous book, Mere Christianity, points out brilliantly: 

An ordinary, simple Christian kneels down to say his 
prayers.  He is trying to get in touch with God.  But if he 
is a Christian he knows what is prompting him to pray 
to God is also God…God, so to speak, inside him.  But he 
also knows all his real knowledge of God comes from 
Christ, the man who was God, that Christ is standing 
beside him while he prays, helping him to pray, praying 
for him.  

Do you see what is happening?  Every time we pray, 
God is the one to whom we are praying .  He is the goal 
we are trying to reach.  God is also the one inside us, 
which pushes us on as the source of motivational 

13   Nicky Gumbel, a British clergyman, suggests the Union Jack as being a metaphor for 
the Trinity, which is an hilarious example of Christian nationalism in my mind.
14   In my mind, this is probably the most satisfying, but least accessible, of all the different 
ways to understand this doctrine
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power.  Yet God is also the road or bridge along which 
we are being pushed toward that goal.  

God is the bridge to God. 
 
The threeness of God is actually going on in our ordinary lives every time we 
pray, and when we are aware of that, we are experiencing spiritual life on a 
completely different level.  Sometimes, I think that when we pray we ask all 
kinds of questions.  These questions sometimes seem absurd – questions 
like “should I even bother praying this?”  I feel like I should.  Why do I feel like I 
should?” or “Why am I praying if you already know what I’m going to ask?  Why 
do I need to ask it?  How come I feel so strongly that I should be asking for 
this?”  Sometimes we already know what the answer is and yet we feel like it is 
important to tell God that we know what the answer is, even though he is the 
one who gave us that answer.  

These prayerful conundrums often make me wonder “am I losing my mind?”  

But the answer is no.  

In fact, I’m pretty sure God is giving it back to me.

It is in this – and innumerable other ways – that the threeness of God 
becomes most manifest in our lives.  It becomes real when we pray, when we 
listen, and when we experience the life of God  .
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Questions for Further Reflection

Why is it important to distinquish between the Christian perspective of Trinity 
(three in oneness) and polytheism (more than one god) and one view of 
pluralism that suggests there are many expressions of the same god?

What would be lost if there were three distinct Gods?  How would that impact 
the way you think about God?  How would that alter the way you approach him?

What is added to our picture of God if we think of him as multi-dimensional… 
Father, Son & Spirit?  Think about it.  Because we have this fuller 
understanding of God… what benefit is that to us?

Be honest with yourself.  What, if anything, troubles you after you read/listened 
to this lesson?  What questions still float in your mind?  Would you be willing to 
engage God in a conversation about those things?  Will you talk with someone 
else about your thoughts?  Would you study up on how others have wrestled 
with similar questions?  

Which of the metaphors mentioned (or others you’ve heard) is most helpful.  
Or… how does each metaphor give you a glimpse into an aspect of God’s unified 
complexity?
a.  family (father, mother & son)
b.  universe (space, time & matter)
c.  sun (matter, rays & heat)
d.  triangle (3 different but equal sides that are one)
e.  shamrock (3 leaves but one)
f.  other 

Why are Muslim’s (who are monotheists) offended by our Christian perspective 
of God?  How could you explain to a Muslim friend why you are a monotheist 
too? 

What do you think about Augustine’s statement… “If you can understand it, it is 
not God.”  What was he saying?

A great classic on God is A.W. Tozer’s book, Knowledge of the Holy.  (and 
it’s short too!)  But it’s full of huge thoughts about God and will stretch your 
understanding of him.  Why not ask a friend to read and discuss it with you?
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The Second Person: who is Jesus and why does it matter?

Today’s story centers on a former priest, who has since become an 
astrophysicist.  It takes place several hundred years into the future. 

This priest was traveling on a scientific mission of astrological 
discovery.  Of those on board his spaceship, he is the only person 
who believed in God.  There is considerable tension for the priest as 
he tries to reconcile his faith with the scientific reality of the universe.  
The other crew members are harassing him for being superstitious, 
grilling him constantly on his beliefs. 

Their mission is the investigation of a super nova – the explosion of 
a star in space – and they are headed towards a certain Phoenix 
Nebula to observe some recent activity.  When they arrive, they find 
that the entire Nebula has been destroyed except for one isolated 
planet.  This planet was far enough away from the explosion of the 
super nova that it was able to survive.  

As they land upon the planet, they discover indications that there 
once may have been life on the surface.  They stumble upon a shrine 
filled with writings and pictures that prove the existence of extra-
terrestrial intelligence.  They find documentation; they find rules; they 
find some of their writings and ways to interpret and decode them.  
They find pictures and advanced machines to view them.  They come 
to realize that this group of people must have been a very progressive 
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intellectual race.  Everything they find points towards a peaceful people.  

The priest struggles with his beliefs amidst these discoveries.  How is 
he supposed to continue to believe in a good God when God allowed 
these people to be destroyed?  There was evidence that the people 
had been forewarned about the super nova, but there was nothing they 
could do to get away from it.  Could a good God truly not have given 
them any help?

When the data from the super nova is taken back to earth and 
analyzed, a clear date is determined as to the explosion of the super 
nova and the location of the star.  According to this data, the explosion 
of the super nova was actually observed millions of miles away on 
Earth.  That explosion created a bright and brilliant light.  That light 
appeared 2,000 years ago over Bethlehem – it was the same star 
seen by the shepherds announcing the birth of Jesus Christ.  

For a lot of people, Jesus represents hope and truth and life and peace.  For 
another whole group of people, Jesus and his followers represent pain and 
historical injustice, for the many errors and crimes of his church.  Our goal is to 
find out who Jesus really was and why he still matters to millions of people all 
over the world.

By way of introduction, I think we can say that Christianity is about something 
that actually happened.  It is about what happened to and through Jesus 
of Nazareth.  It is not about a new moral teaching.  It is not about going to 
heaven when we die.  It is about the belief that the living God, in fulfillment of the 
promise and the covenants, brought Jesus to find, save, and give new life to 
people.  That is the story, and Jesus is the climax.

One of the cool things about Jesus is that thousands of years after he died he 
still awakens hope inside millions of people .  During his life Jesus asked his 
friend Peter “Who do you say that I am?”1, and that might still be the most 
important question in all of Christendom.  

Who do we say Jesus is?  Historically, there is a great deal of evidence for 
Jesus’ existence.    In fact, it is rarely even disputed.  There is evidence from 
the gospels but also from other Christian writings, and furthermore, there is 
evidence from non-Christian sources.  One of the better known non-Christian 
sources is Flavius Josephus, the author of Jewish Antiquities. 

1   Cf. Matthew 16.13-20
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Here are a few of the things Josephus said:  

About this time there lived Jesus, a wise man, if indeed one ought to 
call him human.  But he was one who brought surprising feats and 
was a teacher of such people as accepted the truth gladly.  He won 
over many Jews and many of the Greeks.  He was the Messiah.  When 
Pilate, upon hearing him accused by people of highest standing among 
us, had condemned him to be crucified,   those who had in the first 
place come to love him did not give up their affection for him.  On the 
third day he appeared to them restored to life, for prophets of God had 
prophesized these and countless other marvelous things about him.  
And the tribe of Christians so called after him has still to this day not 
disappeared.

In addition to Josephus there was also a mountain of information through 
Roman historians and other writers such as Pliny the Younger, Suetonius, 
and Julius Africanus.  We also find mention of Jesus and his parents in 
rabbinic writings, as well as his ministry, his teachings, and even his death and 
resurrection. 

Obviously, there is a lot of information out there about who Jesus was.  I think 
few people would question today whether or not Jesus was fully human.  That 
has been established.  He had a human body.  He was hungry.  He had human 
emotions.  He was angry.  He loved.  He was sad.  He had human experiences.  
He was tempted.  He learned.  He worked.  He obeyed his parents.  Most 
people accept that.  The tension surrounding Jesus comes when someone 
raises the question about Jesus’ divinity.  Was Jesus fully God?  Or, was Jesus 
simply a great man and a really good teacher?

Now, Jesus had a lot to say about himself on this subject, but when you look 
at everything Jesus taught and everything he claimed and the way he lived, 
there isn’t really any doubt that he believed himself to be God.  For example, 
Jesus said, “I and the Father are One” in John 10:30, and also “Anyone who 
has seen me has seen the Father” in John 14:9, which – in that context – 
was the equivalent of making divine claims.  There were also some direct 
claims he made related to being the Christ.  When the question, “Are you the 
Christ?” was put to him in Mark 14 he said, “I am.”  Jesus also made direct 
claims to being the Son of God.   On one occasion the Jews were getting ready 
to stone him and Jesus asked why they were going to stone him.  They said 
for blasphemy because ‘no man can claim to be God.’  Apparently, even his 
enemies thought that he was claiming to be God. 
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Much of Jesus’ teaching was centered on himself, and that sets him apart 
from many of the other prophets.  In John 14 he said, ‘I am the way, I am the 
truth, I am the life.  If you want to get to God, that is great, but you are going 
to have to get there through me [sic.].’  Some of his claims pertaining to his 
divinity, however, were indirect.  In Mark 2 he tells someone that their sins are 
forgiven.  The authority to forgive sins is something directly linked to God, yet 
Jesus used it.  He refers to himself as the judge of the world in Matthew 25.  
In that same passage he says, “Look, what happens to you at judgment will be 
directly tied to how you respond to me.” 

What can we conclude from Jesus’ direct and indirect claims and his teaching 
about himself?  There are really only three logical possibilities.

Jesus knew his claims were false – he was lying.  If that is the case, 1. 
then Jesus is a horrible, devious person who tricked and led astray all 
of these people.

Jesus didn’t know he was lying – he truly believed what he said.  In that 2. 
case he was a fruit loop, on par with people inviting their followers to 
drink poisonous Kool-Aid.  

Everything Jesus was saying was true.  3. 

I love the great quote by C. S. Lewis: 

A man who was merely a man and said the sort of things Jesus said 
would not be a great moral teacher.  He would either be a lunatic on 
level with the man who says he is a poached egg, or else he would be 
the devil from hell.  You must make your choice.  Either this man was 
and is the Son of God or else a madman or something worse.  But let 
us not come up with any patronizing nonsense about his being a great 
human teacher.  He has not left that open to us.  He did not intend to. 

Let’s look at the evidence to support the things Jesus said.  Many would say 
Jesus’ teaching is the foundation for a lot of our Western civilization.  Many 
of the laws in Europe and in America are founded on the teachings of Jesus.  
Not to be overlooked are Jesus’ works and his miracles.  He had control over 
elements.2  He healed people.3  He set people free from demonic forces,4 but 

2   Cf. Matthew 8.23-27, Mark 4.35-41, Luke 8.22-25
3   Cf. Matthew 9.18-26, Mark 5.25-34, Luke 5.17-26 [just to name a few]
4   Cf. Matthew 8.28-34, 12.22, Mark 5.1-20, Luke 8.26-39, 11.14
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it wasn’t just those things that set him apart – it was also his love for people, 
particularly for the most unlovable.  

One of the things I’ve always appreciated and enjoyed noticing about Jesus as I 
studied him through the gospels was the fact that Jesus was never intimidated 
or put off by anyone.  Just think about all the people Jesus came in contact 
with.  He approached the crazy naked man who ran through the tombs and cut 
himself.  He came in contact with a woman who had bleeding sores and with 
the lepers.  He came in contact with dead people, poor people, sick people, and 
paralyzed people.  But he was never intimidated.  He had this uncanny love for 
all of these people.

Jesus’ love evidenced the truth of his claims, as did his character.  Jesus 
exemplified unselfishness but not self pity.  He was humble but not weak.  He 
was joyful but not at other people’s expense.  He was kind but certainly not 
indulgent.  He was a man in whom even his enemies could find no fault.  And his 
friends said that he was without sin.  Think about that for a minute.  Even in the 
people we admire the most, we certainly can see faults.  Everyone has them.  
And as for people we’d consider our enemies, it is very easy to point out their 
flaws.  But even the enemies of Jesus couldn’t find his flaws. 

We see further evidence of Jesus’ fulfillment of Old Testament prophecy.  
In a nutshell, Jesus fulfilled over 300 prophecies that were spoken by 
different voices over 500 years.  In fact, on the day he died twenty-nine major 
prophecies were fulfilled.  

There was a book written several years ago that I read and thoroughly enjoyed 
titled Science Speaks by Peter Stoner.  Stoner is a scientist studying the Law 
of Probability, the law which he applied to the prophecies fulfilled by Jesus.  Let 
me just share a few of his conclusions: If you took eight random prophecies 
from the sixty-one major prophecies that were fulfilled, he found that the 
chance that any man might have lived down to the present time and fulfilled all 
eight (he just picked eight of the sixty-one) was one in ten to the seventeenth 
power.  That is 100 with fifteen zeros after it! 

To help readers comprehend those kinds of odds, Stoner gave this illustration.  
Let’s suppose you took ten to the seventeenth power of silver dollars and 
laid them on the face of Texas (it would cover the state of Texas two feet 
deep!).  Now mark one of those silver dollars and then stir up the whole mess 
thoroughly all over the state.  Next blindfold a man and tell him that he can 
go as far as he wants in any direction, but then he must stop and pick up 
one silver dollar and say it is the right one.  The chance of him picking up the 
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marked coin is the same chance that a man could fulfill just eight prophecies 
from their day until the present time.

I think that is an amazing thing.  Prophets have a one in ten (to the seventeenth 
power) chance that these prophecies would come true in one man.  But they 
all came true in Jesus . 

Next, let’s look at some insights from a book by Brian McLaren titled The 
Secret Message of Jesus.  In this book, McLaren covers the four messages 
Jesus came to proclaim.  The first is the political message of Jesus.  

It is important to understand that, in the time when Jesus exploded on 
the scene, the main question being asked by the Jewish people was what 
should they do about their current political and social mess (i.e. the Roman 
occupation)?  

That’s also a great question for us to ask now.  

With everything going on, what should we do? 

In Jesus’ day, there were basically four responses to this political situation.   
First, there were the Zealots, who felt the reason bad things were happening 
was to catalyze the Israelites into a courageous rebellion.  The Zealots’ answer 
to oppression was violence against their oppressors – fight them, destroy 
them, and win.  They felt God would give them victory if they struck out in truth 
against their captors.  Jesus came along and said, “Look, if you are part of 
this kingdom, the kingdom I’m bringing, you won’t slit Romans’ throats like the 
Zealots do.  I get the idea that just going along with the status quo is wrong, but 
you can’t kill everyone.  Instead, if a Roman soldier mistreats you – if he slaps 
you in the face – turn the other cheek!” 

Another response to political and social distress was from the Herodians who 
believed it was pointless to fight the powerful Romans.  Their solution was to 
make the best of their situation, play the game, and cooperate.  Jesus came 
along and said, “Hold on, if you are part of this kingdom, you won’t be blindly 
patriotic like the Herodians and their allies, the wealthy Sadducees.  Instead, be 
willing to confront injustice, even if that costs you your life.”  

The third political group was the Essenes.  They felt like the only way to make 
God happy was to completely shun the religious system and create their 
own perfect society out in the desert.  They dealt with political unrest and 
oppression by retreating into isolation.  Jesus came along and said “Yeah, but if 
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you’re part of this kingdom, you aren’t going to curse the world and run from it.  
Instead, you’ll interact with it and them.  Refuse to judge others, even go so far 
as to invite them to your parties and treat them like your neighbors.”

Then there were the Pharisees.  The Pharisees thought God would send the 
Messiah to deliver them if they just became better people by being more holy 
and obeying the Bible’s teachings more rigorously.  Then God would eliminate 
these negative things.  The trouble, in their minds, was that there was way too 
much sin among God’s people and not nearly enough piety.  They believed this 
so much that they added to the already very extensive oral tradition of what 
was called the Mishna which consisted of 700 pages of small print of rules 
added on to the Mosaic Law.  Jesus disagreed with their practices.  He agreed 
with the Pharisees and Heriodians against the Zealots that the solution isn’t 
a violent overthrow.  But he disagreed strongly with the Pharisees that you 
can’t scapegoat just the sinners who sin outwardly and blame them for our 
problems.  You have to love them and accept them.  You have to be more than 
just good.  That is why Jesus used so much language about our inability to 
“wash the outside of the cup and make it clean.”5 

Jesus came behind all these political messages and pointed out that the 
people were preoccupied with the oppressive things Caesar was doing.  In 
the process, however, they were missing the point.  The point is not a political 
message but that the kingdom of God is here, right now.  This is what matters 
most.  That is why we hear Jesus saying things like “Do you want to know 
who will be blessed?  Not the powerful ones with lots of money (Sadducees, 
Herodians, or weapons Zealots); it will be the poor who will be blessed.  Not the 
ones who can shout the loudest (Pharisees) and get their way; no, the meek 
will be blessed.  Not the ones who play it safe (Herodians) but those who stand 
up for the sake of justice.  Those will be the ones who will be blessed.  Not the 
clever and the sly but the pure.  Not those who make war, but those who make 
peace.’6

There was also a message particularly to the Jews.  There were probably at 
least four ways Jesus’ message of the kingdom resonated with the themes 
that Jewish prophets had been sounding for centuries.  Jesus spoke on behalf 
of the poor.  He emphasized the inward sincerity of the heart, not just doing 
the right thing on the outside.  Jesus spoke of coming judgment on injustice 
and on hypocrisy.  Jesus echoed and intensified the prophetic message that 
a new world order was possible and that it was coming.  It would be a new 
world where the poor would be embraced and where we count what is inside 
the heart, not just what was professed on the outside.  It would be a new world 
5   Cf. Matthew 23.25-26
6   Cf. Matthew 5.3-12
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in which evil in all its forms would be exposed, named, and dealt with … a new 
world where justice, integrity, and peace would overcome.

Here is the catch.  Everybody thought the kingdom of God was something 
coming later – after the Romans were eliminated (which, in turn, couldn’t 
happen for the Zealots until later, after the Jews were mobilized in a military 
way, and led by a great military liberator, or interestingly, a Messiah … that 
couldn’t happen for the Pharisees until after the prostitutes and drunks and 
bad people were reformed or eliminated all together).  So, when you put all 
these situations together, nobody thought the kingdom was going to become 
a reality now.  All these people thought they had time, that the kingdom of God 
was coming later.  But Jesus came with a new message that said the kingdom 
of God is here now. 

Then we see this revolutionary message that Jesus carried, which might be 
best expressed through a series of episodes.  You could call the first episode 
creation: The story of Adam and Eve in which God created and started things.  
Then there was the second episode, crisis, where sin entered the world and 
man fell.  God then puts together this “crisis response team” in the form of a 
family or lineage of people who through generations remember their creator 
and their purpose and seek to bring God’s story to fruition.  You could call the 
third episode of this story the calling.  God continued to call out to his people.  
Then we see the conflict where God’s people have been preserved, but after 
the kingdom of David, Israel slowly begins to deteriorate until everything is in 
shambles.

Now imagine that Jesus grew up amid these episodes – he grew up in this 
story.  How would Jesus have understood his world, his times, his life, and his 
mission?  Where would he fit in the story of creation crisis, calling or conflict?  
For example, when he is speaking of the kingdom, Jesus is invoking his 
memory of David, the great king under whose reign the Jewish people enjoyed 
unprecedented peace and prosperity.  Jesus is claiming to be a new David.  In 
talking of liberation in exodus and exile language, he goes back even further, 
invoking the memory of Moses.  When he speaks of a new commandment, 
when he says things like “you have heard it said, but I say to you,”7 he is 
identifying himself as a new law giver, as a new Moses.  Also, by invoking the 
idea of being a new Rabbi, he is refusing to draw or enforce racial, religious, 
moral, ethnic, or class barriers.  Instead, he is welcoming everyone into the 
community and treating them with respect.  Jesus shows he has a relationship 
or a kinship … a family feel with all people, a kind of second Adam seeking to 
bring people together.

7   for example, Matthew 5.21-22
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Jesus heals the sick and raises the dead.  He performs exorcisms of demons; 
he confronts injustice.  In all the things he does he identifies himself ultimately 
with the stories many hear of God, stating that people who saw him in some 
real way were really seeing God.  So we see that Jesus’ words indicate that 
what has been happening is now becoming not only possible, but actual.  It is 
actually becoming a real thing.  So we see in Jesus this message of revolution, 
this message that something is different that is out there and available.

In this final section we’re going to focus on the resurrection of Jesus.8  
Everything in our faith is foundationally built on these ideas.  It is extremely 
difficult to explain the rise of Christianity as a historical phenomenon without 
saying something solid about Jesus’ crucifixion and ultimately and perhaps 
even more importantly, his resurrection.

It’s appropriate to discuss the story of the death of Jesus, and it’s important 
to emphasize some of the things that happened to Jesus.  First, as part of 
his crucifixion, he endured a severe beating.  Stripped of his clothes, he was 
tied to a pole and given forty lashes with a weapon known as a flagrum, which 
consisted of four or five thongs of leather interwoven with sharp jagged bones.  
This beating would have caused his veins, his muscles, his tissue, and his 
bowels to be exposed.  The lictors, the men responsible for administering the 
beatings, were trained at their jobs and knew how to beat a person without 
beating them to death.  Pilate, however, did not have any of these lictors at 
his disposal; so, instead, Jesus’ beating was done by Pilate’s soldiers, probably 
making it particularly cruel.  

Jesus was then wrapped in a purple robe, symbolic of royalty, and was given a 
crown made out of large thorns by the soldiers to mock him.  After the beating 
Jesus had to endure the long walk to Golgotha, which was where he was to 
be executed.  Even preparations for this trip, according to Matthew 27, were 
exceptionally painful.  Mark 15 suggests that Jesus was not able to walk under 
his own power, so some scholars believe he was dragged along with that cross 
on his back.  When they finally got him to the cross, they tore the robe off – 
tearing away the newly scabbed flesh.  Most people believe he was secured 
to the cross with six inch nails driven into his forearms and his knees were 
twisted so his feet could be nailed between his Achilles tendon. 

After a sleepless night with no food, Jesus endured two trials (both conducted 
illegally), was brutally beaten, and then ultimately brought out to be crucified.  
Death by crucifixion involves dizziness, cramps, thirst, starvation, sleeplessness, 
fever, tetanus, public shame, and extended torment.  Jesus was lifted up on 

8   Cf. Matthew 26.1-28.20, Mark 14.1-16.20, Luke 22.1-24.53, John 13.1-21.25
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this cross and then dropped into a hole in the ground.  Scholars believe that 
drop caused most of his joints to come out of socket.  The unnatural position 
made these movements exceptionally painful.  The lacerated veins and the 
crushed tendons from the beating were throbbing.  His wounds would have 
become inflamed and started to gangrene, especially at the head and the 
stomach.  Most medical experts agree that because of the suffocation the 
thirst was unbearable.  Victims weren’t able to swallow.  Many people who 
were crucified would beg to die. 

It might also be worth devoting some time to the psychological, emotional, and 
spiritual torture Jesus endured on the cross, which probably far surpassed 
his physical agony.  Remember, he was dying for the sins of all humanity.  So, 
imagine having the sin, guilt, and shame of all the ages, past, present and 
future – the vile sins of rapists, evil dictators, merciless child abusers – all 
heaped on you at once.  

Imagine enduring that when you’ve never experienced even the tiniest twinge 
of guilt from telling a “little white lie,” let alone facing down the personal 
ramifications of participating in genocide or torture.  

Add to that being severed from the eternal relationship with your loving father 
and allowing him to vent all of his white hot, holy, pent-up wrath on you, knowing 
you don’t deserve even a nanosecond of it.  

Add to that entering the bowels of hell for the sake of people who have the free 
will to reject you.  

Add to that looking down and seeing your mom and one of your closet friends 
having to stand by helplessly and watch you, a bloody wreck, die right in front of 
them, all the while knowing all you had to do is whisper a command and angels 
would swoop down to defend you, and it would all be over.  

I know we can’t really comprehend it, but sometimes this aspect of Christ’s 
sacrifice gets overlooked or underestimated, and we might do well to consider 
talking about it more often. 

The normal practice of Roman soldiers was to leave a crucified body on the 
cross so the birds could eat it.  An exception was made in Jesus’ case because 
a wealthy man named Joseph of Arimethea made a personal request to have 
Jesus’ body placed in a tomb.  This tomb was probably a cave which had been 
cut out of the rock of a mountain.  Many of these graves had multiple caverns, 
but this grave only had one.  So Jesus’ body was alone within the tomb.  The 
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couch, or sarcophagus, was cut out of the rock and stood up from the middle 
of the floor.9  

A traditional burial process would have meant that Jesus’ body was anointed 
with spices, myrrh, aloes, hyssop, rose oil, and rose water.  The body would be 
dressed and eventually wrapped and covered in spices.  They would be placed 
between the wrappings or folds and serve as kind of a preservative and also 
as a cement for gluing the cloth wrapping into a solid covering.  Keep that in 
mind for our later discussion on the resurrection.  Jesus’ body was probably 
wrapped in one foot strips of linen from his armpits to his ankles.  Seventy 
pounds of spices was the traditional amount to be used to place on top of him.  
Then a stone was rolled in front of the grave.  Most people believe it was a 
large and heavy disk of rock that could roll along a groove slightly depressed at 
the center and front of the tomb.  Most experts think that twenty men would 
have been needed to put that stone into that groove.  The method for sealing 
the tomb was normally a cord stretched across the stone and sealed at each 
end (that is the method referenced in Daniel 6).  It was uncommon for a tomb 
to be guarded and sealed.  This was also a warning.  If anyone broke the seal 
they would face the Roman government.

So Jesus, being public enemy #1, got the full treatment.  He got a seal across 
his tomb and his grave was being guarded by four Roman soldiers.  Now one of 
the guards at the tomb was a centurion.  According to tradition, his name was 
Pratonius.  Pilate had immense trust in his centurions.  Many of them probably 
helped carry out the crucifixion.  They were probably some of the same soldiers 
gambling over Jesus’ clothes. 

It stands to reason they weren’t going to be smooth talked by Jesus or fall 
asleep at their post.  A soldier who did fall asleep at their post was subject to 
the gauntlet.  In those days the gauntlet meant a soldier would have to run 
through two lines of soldiers who were stabbing at him with their spears.  The 
Roman law had eighteen different violations for which their soldiers could be 
put to death, including losing your spear, leaving your post, or disturbing the 
peace.  Most of these soldiers were probably armed in their right hand with a 
pipe, which is a six-foot spear.  They would also have a shield on their left arm, 
normally four feet long, a sword on their right side, and knife on their left.  The 
Roman guard here was probably four men.  

As we turn our focus a little bit to the idea of the resurrection, it is important 
to look at this as foundational.  We aren’t talking about resuscitation – we are 
talking about resurrection or life after life after death.  
9   A cursory look at the following scriptures may be helpful here: Matthew 27.57-61, 
Mark 15.42-47, Luke 23.50-56, John 19.38-42
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There are a number of different myths used to explain away the resurrection 
– to discount it.  One is what is commonly known as the “swoon theory” 
which suggests that Jesus never actually died on the cross, but was merely 
comatose.  Yet this theory seems weak in light of some of the things previously 
mentioned (that he was nailed to a cross, suffered from loss of blood, shock, 
and pain).  People who buy into the swoon theory all agree that the crucifixion 
happened, but he didn’t actually die.  After all, they claim, medical knowledge 
wasn’t great then, so the apostles thought he was dead, and Pilate was 
probably surprised he was dead.  In their view, Jesus was taken down from the 
cross and laid in the tomb where the coolness of his surroundings revived him, 
and he was able to escape.  

A couple things make this theory hard to believe.  Several soldiers, people 
trained to recognize death, confirmed the death of Jesus.  Jesus had been 
beaten, walked to the cross, crucified, thirsty, exhausted, suffering, and pierced 
through the side – the summation of which makes it very likely, even in the 
most remote case, that his death was immanent – he even laid in the tomb for 
two nights.  Jesus wouldn’t have even had the strength to get out of the yards 
of grave clothes glued together with seventy pounds of spices and walk seven 
miles on wounded feet to the disciples’ home.  Yet, when he appeared to the 
disciples, he was radiating and whole. 

Another one of the prevalent theories is the “theory of theft,” which claims 
that the disciples stole his body.  There are, again, a couple of reasons why 
this theory rings false – most notably the guards outside of his tomb and the 
difficulty in moving the stone in front of it.  The soldiers didn’t have any reason 
to lie, and the disciples could have never gotten past the security.  Some cite 
Matthew 28:12 where it records that the priests bribed the soldiers to lie, 
saying they had fallen asleep.  But if they had fallen asleep, how did they know 
the disciples stole the body?  According to Roman law, these soldiers would’ve 
been killed for falling asleep on the job, but there is no record of any of them 
being punished.  Also, if the soldiers were sleeping, how did twenty men trying 
to move a stone not have wakened them?  It just doesn’t add up.

Another theory that has been mentioned is the “theory of hallucination,” 
which claims that all of Christ’s post resurrection appearances were really 
only supposed appearances.  Yet, the basic laws of psychology tell us that 
hallucinations are linked to individual’s subconscious – groups of people have 
never hallucinated the same thing.  Hallucination almost always, according 
to psychologists, stems from something a person wants to believe.  Yet the 
disciples were made to believe in the resurrected Jesus despite their unbelief.  
Everything we know about the disciples tells us they more skeptical than 
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gullible.  All during their time spent with Jesus they had to be convinced about 
everything going on.   

One last theory is the theory of the “wrong tomb,” where the first two women 
to see Jesus after the resurrection went to the wrong tomb and subsequently 
led everyone else there as well.  In this view, the “angel” was actually a 
gardener trying to tell them they had the wrong place, but they wouldn’t listen.  
The problem here is the women knew where Jesus was buried.  Even if the 
women went to the wrong tomb and said that Jesus had risen, the religious 
leaders would have gone to the right tomb and produced the body.  Even if 
everyone went to the wrong place, Joseph of Arimethia would have gone to the 
right place.  After all, it was his tomb.

After considering all these theories, the only real conclusion that makes 
sense is Jesus really did rise from the dead on the third day.  There are a 
couple other things we should mention at this point.  Jesus’ body did take on 
a different form.  Some scholars have explained that the gospel writers were 
trying to describe something for which they didn’t have a precise vocabulary.  
While Jesus’ body had many of the same qualities as ours – he could talk, eat, 
drink and be touched and so on – it had other qualities as well.  For example, 
he appeared and disappeared through locked doors and solid walls.

The trouble here is this: If we believe Jesus was raised from the dead, it 
involves at the very least, that we suspend judgment normally viewed as fixed 
and unalterable (i.e. people don’t come back from the dead).  In order to 
believe this, it requires we exchange a worldview that says things like “that 
can’t happen” for one that embraces the idea of a creator God making himself 
known initially in the traditions of Israel and then fully and finally in Jesus 
through his resurrection.  And, if Jesus has been raised from the dead, it 
means God’s new kingdom has indeed arrived.  This is the kingdom Jesus was 
talking so much about in his different messages.  If Jesus has ushered in this 
new kingdom, that means we have a job to do.  It means we have something we 
have to do because God’s future has arrived in the present.  

What response does the resurrection demand?

Jesus Christ came to bring hope.  

If we believe Jesus lived and was who he said he was; it ought to give us hope 
for the impossible.  If we believe Jesus died on the cross as a substitute for our 
brokenness, it ought to give us hope for a life filled with meaning and spiritual 
connection.  
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Finally, if we believe he didn’t stay dead but came alive again and ushered in 
a new kind of kingdom, it ought to give us hope for a better life, and a better 
world.

The question is: do you believe it?
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Questions for Further Reflection

When it comes to thinking about God, Jesus… or even Christianity for that 
matter… what are some of the haunting questions you’ve struggled with?

What convinced you to take a serious look at following Jesus?
his own claims or statements about himselfa. 
the number of prophecies he fulfilledb. 
his resurrectionc. 
his teachingsd. 
the impact he made on someone I knowe. 
otherf. 

What difference would it make to you personally if today they discovered the 
body of Jesus?

When you meet someone who is openly skeptical about Jesus, what do you 
do/say?

Why is it important for people to follow Jesus?

How would your life be different (think about it) if you didn’t know Jesus?

How would the world be different if Jesus never came?  (I know it’s speculation, 
but try to imagine specific ways he has impacted and impacts everything.)

Which of the metaphors this lesson offered you is the one that hits home most 
with you as to what Jesus did for you when he died on the cross?

Do you believe that Jesus died to usher in a new kingdom?  If so… what do you 
think that new kingdom is supposed to look like today?  If not… why not?

Do you believe that Jesus died on a cross as a substitute for the things you’ve 
done wrong?  If so… what difference is that truth making in your life?  If not… 
what is keeping you from believing it?
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The Third Person: the Holy Spirit and the supernatural world

If you get a glimpse of soldiers in camouflage sneaking through the 
forest, if you notice planes from an enemy country flying high above us, 
if key political leaders in your country disappear or are mysteriously 
assassinated, then you might suspect that an invasion is coming.  If 
bullets start flying and bomb sirens start going off, your suspicions will 
be fulfilled.  Another nation, let’s call it a kingdom, is preparing to invade 
and conquer your kingdom.

But what if the kingdom that is invading is a kingdom of a very different 
sort?  What if the invasion is one of kindness and compassion rather 
than force or aggression?  What if sick people start getting well 
suddenly and inexplicably?  What if rumors spread of storms being 
calmed and insane people becoming sane again, hungry people being 
fed and dead people rising alive from the grave?  Couldn’t this be the 
sign of a very different kind of invasion … the coming of a different kind 
of kingdom?

This is how I’ve come to understand the signs and wonders of Jesus 
Christ.  They are dramatic enactments of his message –  the message 
of the kingdom spread in a media beyond words that combine to signify 
that the impossible is about to become possible, the kingdom of God 
with its peace, healing, sanity, empowerment and freedom is available 
to all here and now.  Signs and wonders unbolt the mechanisms that 
tell us what is mathematically and practically possible and impossible.  
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They make way for faith that is something new, unprecedented and 
previously impossible is now on the move.  They tell us that we are 
being invaded by a force of hope, of group of undercover agents 
clouding goodness. 
 

from The Secret Message of Jesus 
by Brian McLaren.

As a spiritual person, I always feel torn between the mystical and the 
intellectual; but, the older I get, the more I feel like those things exist in tension 
rather than being mutually exclusive.  The Christian faith is simultaneously a 
matter of complete intellect and comprehensive experience.  Every mental 
and emotional faculty has to be engaged – yet we must also realize that our 
intellect is incomplete for there is something that transcends what our minds 
can understand.  That is the spiritual dimension, something often articulated 
in spooky terms, particularly when we talk about the third person of the Trinity 
whom we know as the Holy Spirit; or, as I grew up referring to him, the Holy 
Ghost. 

When we talk about a spirit or a ghost or the supernatural world, we are 
decidedly moving out of the realm of the concrete.  We are moving away from 
those things that are quantifiable and measurable.  We are out of the arena of 
laboratory science.  As we cover this material to enhance our understanding 
of the Holy Spirit, I think we need to be aware that this is a spiritual arena.  
This is not to suggest that discussion about the supernatural should escape 
intellectual criticism or any kind of pushback or argumentation; but it is to say 
that, on some level, our conversations here go beyond what we have words to 
completely articulate or fully understand.   

That said, we might begin by making some introductory remarks about the 
Holy Spirit, whom the Catholic encyclopedia defines as “the third consubstantial 
person of the Holy Trinity.”  Now, I want to make the point that the Holy Spirit 
is a person and he has all the characteristics of personhood, for this is often 
overlooked by virtue of his being a “spirit.”   T he Holy Spirit thinks, speaks, 
leads, and can be grieved.   He is sometimes described1 as the Spirit of Christ, 
but he is not an apparition or a floating bed sheet.  He is not a poltergeist, so 
right away we are running into the problem of referring to him as the Holy 
Spirit, for spirit is really an inadequate term.

Let’s look at that definition again: “the Holy Spirit is the third consubstantial 

1   Cf. John 16.5-15, Ephesians 4.30, 1 Thessalonians 5.19
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person of the Holy Trinity.”  Consubstantial is a loaded term.  It literally means 
“with substance.”  We’ve discussed that God is one substance and three 
persons; so the Holy Spirit is God – not equal with God but fully God Himself.  
If we consider the Holy Spirit to be a form of God, we assent to the heresy of 
Sabellianism where we think of the Holy as merely one aspect of God, like an 
arm for example.  If we consider the Holy Spirit a manifestation of God, then we 
assent to the heresy of Modalism, where we think God shows up sometimes 
looking like the Holy Spirit or sometimes like Jesus or the Father.  

C. S. Lewis says, 

Do not be so worried or surprised if you find 
the Holy Spirit rather vague or more shadowy 
in your mind than the other two (the other 
two being Jesus Christ or God the Father).  I 
think there is a reason this has to be so.  In the 
Christian life you are not usually looking at the 
Holy Spirit like maybe the apostles could have 
looked at Jesus or maybe Moses experienced 
God on Mt. Sinai.  But the Holy Spirit is always 
acting through you.  If you think of the Father as 
someone out there in front of you and the Son 
as someone standing at your side helping you 
to pray trying to turn you into another son (sort 
of into his image), then you have to think of the 
third person as something inside you or maybe 
behind you. 

When we previously talked about the Trinity we talked about the fact that it is 
God who prompts us to pray.  It is God to whom we pray to, and it is God who 
prays through us.  This language leaves us with a ridiculous set of supernatural 
prepositions, which is why we’ve come to identify God as simply being 
omnipresent.  He’s everywhere – in, out, through, on, beyond – so if we want to 
try to get more specific, we can think of the Holy Spirit in and through us. 

What is the Holy Spirit like?  

The original indication is in John 14 where we read about the paraclete2 (or, 
paracletos), which is a difficult word to translate.  Sometimes it is rendered 
“comforter” as in someone who comes alongside another or who is called to 
come alongside another.   Sometimes it is rendered “comforter”, “encourager”, 

2   Strong’s Concordance # 3875 , see also John 14.16-17
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or “counselor.”  Jesus told his disciples that the Father would send them 
another counselor, for example.  So after he left the earth he sent the Holy 
Spirit to do for all Christians what Jesus did personally for those who knew him 
directly.  The word “another” means “of the same kind.”  In a sense, then, the 
Holy Spirit is just like Jesus because of his “with-us-ness” without being just like 
Jesus in terms of function or personality.  

The frustration with Trinitarian doctrine that troubles [a] people of other 
religions or [b] people of no religion or [c] critics of Christianity tends to be 
one of two things: either the deity of Jesus, or the deity/equality of the Holy 
Spirit.  One of the big arguments people raise is that the Holy Spirit doesn’t 
show up until the book of Acts3 – almost at the end of the Bible – how can the 
Holy Spirit be God if he only showed up later on?  Where was the Holy Spirit 
all through the Old Testament?  Where was the Holy Spirit before the day of 
Pentecost?  Well, let’s take some time to respond to those arguments.

First, it should be noted that we do see evidence of the Holy Spirit in the Old 
Testament, specifically during the creation account in Genesis 1.

In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.  The earth 
was formless and empty; darkness was over the surface of the deep, 
and the Spirit of God was hovering over the waters.4 

The Spirit of God (a.k.a. the Holy Spirit) caused new things to come into being 
and brought order out of chaos.  We see that same Spirit today bringing order 
out of the chaos of peoples’ lives … out of our emotions, out of our relationships, 
out of our finances, out of our understanding, out of our brokenness, out of our 
hurts, and out of our woundedness.  Amazingly, out of that giant mess comes 
some semblance of order by the grace of God’s Spirit. 

We also see the Holy Spirit in the Old Testament coming on particular people 
at specific times for unique tasks.   These are some of my favorite Bible stories, 
especially Bezelel the artist in Exodus 31 – I think this is what every musician 
on every nickel guitar in every coffee shop is hoping for – God supernaturally 
empowers him to be highly skilled.  The Spirit of God filled Bezelel with skill, 
ability, and knowledge in all kinds of crafts to make artistic designs for work in 
gold, silver, and bronze, to cut and set stones, to work in wood, and to engage 
in all kinds of craftsmanship.  When you think about things like St. Peters 
Basilica and the Sistine Chapel, you get the sensation there is an otherworldly 
quality to the art that is rightly attributed to divine inspiration. 

3   Cf. Acts 2.1-13
4   Genesis 1.1-2
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Another example is Gideon.5  He was least among all men in his tribe – almost 
an antagonist to God – but was empowered by the Spirit of God to become 
a mighty leader and judge.  Likewise, the story of Samson6 is a baffling tale in 
which his parents consecrate him to God.  They refuse to cut his hair, and he 
takes a set of vows to be a Nazarite.  Samson is given super human strength 
when the Spirit of God comes upon him, which he uses to beat up people with a 
dead donkey and defend his homeland.  
Then there’s Isaiah the Prophet upon whom the Holy Spirit came upon to 
enable him to preach good news to the poor and to bind up the brokenhearted, 
to proclaim freedom for the captives and release prisoners from darkness and 
to comfort all those who mourn.
 
Of course, the doctrine of the Trinity also arose out of the necessity for 
people to give language to the deity of Jesus Christ, who they understood as 
someone who claimed to be God – to be more than merely human.7  After the 
Ascension of Christ, there came an experience on the day of Pentecost where 
people literally “got” the Holy Spirit in a way they had never before experienced. 
Naturally, they had to figure out what was going on.

In the Old Testament they didn’t have those experiences to force them to find 
a language to understand God or the relationship of the Spirit of God to God.  
But in the New Testament, as these things started to happen, they had to find 
a way to explain the unexplainable.  They wanted to tell people about Jesus, to 
explain these supernatural phenomena and the sensations of things that were 
happening to them and to their families, but they didn’t know how.

In the New Testament Jesus begins talking about the Holy Spirit at the feast of 
tabernacles. 

If anyone thirsts let him come to me and drink.  He who believes in 
me as the Scripture has said out of his heart (word heart is better 
translated belly or innermost being) shall flow rivers of living water.8 

This refers to a prophecy in Ezekiel that Jesus claims will not be fulfilled in a 
place but in a person. 

In Acts 1, just before Jesus ascended into heaven, he again promises the Spirit 
(“you’ll receive power when the Holy Spirit comes upon you”).  That is the first 
time where we actually see “the Holy Spirit” in the biblical text in the way we 

5   Cf. Judges 6.34
6   Cf. Judges 13.25
7   See chapter 5
8   John 7.37-39
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now commonly render and understand him.  On the day of Pentecost (Acts 2) 
after fasting and praying for 120 days, this incredible experience happened. 

Suddenly the sound like the blowing of a violent 
wind came from heaven and filled the whole 
house where they were sitting.  And they (being 
the disciples who were gathered) saw what 
seemed to be tongues of fire that separated 
and came to rest on each of them.  Now all of 
them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began 
to speak in other tongues as the Spirit enabled 
them.9

This is a singular experience in the biblical text.  Nowhere else do we see 
“tongues of fire.”  It’s the first miraculous gift of the Spirit of God to the people 
of God in this way.  Repeatedly we see that God promises he is going to do 
something new.  The New Testament calls this “the Promise of the Father.”  
God promised one day he would make a new covenant with his people.  In 
Jeremiah we read of the promise that God would put the law in their minds and 
write it on their hearts.  This covenant under the law would be internal rather 
than external. 

Ezekiel gives us an answer regarding the prophecy which Jesus was referring 
to the feast of Tabernacles when he says,

I’ll give you a new heart, I’ll put a new Spirit in you, I’ll remove from you 
your heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh and I will put my Spirit 
in you and move you to follow my decrees and be careful to keep my 
law.10

Joel 2:28 says,

The last days I will pour out my Spirit on all flesh; sons and daughters 
will prophecy; your old men will dream dreams, young men will dream 
visions.  There will be a new ability to hear God. 

And then in the New Testament John the Baptist links the Holy Spirit with 
Jesus.  John was asked whether or not he was the Christ, the Messiah, the 
promised one, the anointed one, to which he responded,

I baptize you with water but one more powerful than I will come, the 
9   Acts 2.2-4
10   Ezekiel 11.18-20
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thongs of whose sandals I am not worthy to untie, and he will baptize 
you with the Holy Spirit and with fire.11 

We see this growing awareness as believers, past and present, to go back to 
the Scripture to see this promise of the Spirit traced through their history as 
followers of Yahweh and now revealed and made manifest in a very different 
way.

So what does the Holy Spirit do?  

First, the Holy Spirit lives in us.  This is sometimes called the indwelling of the 
Holy Spirit, and I think it is important to note that the same Spirit lives in all 
Christians regardless of their denomination, background, creed, or ethnicity.   
It is popular sometimes today, particularly on certain television stations, to 
make distinctions between who “gets the Spirit.”  Those distinctions are largely 
artificial.  The way those distinctions are made fall outside the boundary of 
orthodox Christian doctrine. 

I come from a place where those distinctions are familiar, though not 
practiced; so I find myself in kind of a lovers’ quarrel here.  While I value the 
positive, God-honoring experiences of those traditions, I also realize that, at the 
same time, when anyone starts to make distinctions as to who “really” gets the 
Spirit of God and who “sort-of” gets the Spirit of God, we have to acknowledge 
that there is no real biblical support for those distinctions.  I think spaces like 
this one [DOXA] are the appropriate place for us to say we need better biblical 
theology to inform our practice and teaching.  

The same Spirit is in every child of God, and his desire is that we should be 
united.  There are no first or second class Christians.  All Christians receive the 
Spirit; all Christians have spiritual gifts.  The church is comprised of “one body, 
one Spirit, one hope, one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of 
all who is over all and through all and in all” (see Ephesians 4.4-6.)  So every 
Christian is part of the body of Christ.  

In N. T. Wright’s book Simply Christian, he writes:  

Once we glimpse this vision of the Holy Spirit coming to live within 
human beings, making them temples of the living God which ought 
to make us shiver in our shoes, we are able to grasp the point of the 
Spirit’s work in several other ways as well.  To begin with, building on 
the startling call to holiness that we just noticed, we see right across 

11   John 1.26
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the early Christian writings the notion that those who follow Jesus are 
called to fulfill the Law.

Let’s stop there for a second.  The Christian life – the life of those who claim 
and profess to follow Jesus Christ, who have the Holy Spirit living in them – is 
primarily marked by the way we live .  So when we struggle with particular 
temptations or unregenerate desires, it is important for us to struggle until we 
win over those areas of temptation. 

Sometimes it is popular for people to say we’re not under the lifestyle laws 
of the Old Testament.  Instead, we’re under the grace of God (which, in some 
minds, is meant to suggest that our behavior doesn’t matter.)  They use that 
as an excuse not to be willingly transformed into the image and likeness of 
Jesus Christ, saying such pithy things as “there is no condemnation in Christ 
Jesus, so whatever my pet sins are, whatever bad things I do, whatever my 
negative or unhealthy thoughts are, whatever my habitual practices are, 
thank God, Jesus forgives me.”  But we cannot read the Bible without feeling 
some compulsion that God is working to transform us into better people, into 
people more accurately reflecting his image.  A significant part of his image 
is his holiness – God wants us to live holy lives – and our awareness of God’s 
presence ought to be motivating us to change the way we live.  

Apart from salvation, the Holy Spirit empowers us with gifts, with boldness, and 
with power.  

The New Testament provides several lists of spiritual gifts.  For example, in I 
Corinthians 12 and in Ephesians 4 Paul lists many of the gifts God gives his 
people (encouragement, pastoral leadership, etc …)  There are also gift lists in 
Romans and in I Peter, which add to our fuller understanding of giftedness.  

I would encourage you to find out your spiritual gifts by going online and taking 
a spiritual gift assessment (i.e. http://www.churchgrowth.org/analysis/
intro.html.)   I know that these kinds of tests are flawed, but they aren’t all 
100% flawed.  Just do one to start, and if you feel like it isn’t accurate for you, 
do another one.  But do something as opposed to doing nothing, and know 
that the more you do the more likely you are to get a picture of your gifts, 
uncompromised by the biases of one test or another.  If you take 10 tests 
and they all tell you you have the gift of encouragement and all of your friends 
and family confirm this to be true, then you probably can be sure you actually 
have the gift of encouragement and a spiritual gifts inventory can help you 
understand what to do with that gift.    
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The Holy Spirit empowers us with boldness, primarily to evangelize. 

You will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you and you will 
be my witnesses in Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria, and to the ends of the 
earth.12 

The Spirit of God gives us both the desire and the ability to tell other people.  
This doesn’t mean you have to force feed them your religious beliefs.  On the 
contrary, the most compelling thing you could ever do is tell someone about 
your own spiritual experiences.  Tell them how you felt, tell them the parts you 
still don’t entirely understand, and be honest about how strongly you feel now.  
This is called witnessing – when you tell other people what God had done for 
you.  Evangelism, on the other hand, is when you tell other people what God can 
do for them.  The Bible tells us there are people with the gift of evangelism, but 
all believers are required to witness.  So you aren’t required to tell people what 
God can do for them, only about your personal experiences.  In fact, if you don’t 
have the gift of evangelism and you feel like you’re supposed to “evangelize,” you 
probably run the danger of coming off as confrontational.  However, if we are 
obedient to the New Testament text and share our story with words like – “this 
is what Jesus Christ has done for me,” or “this is how I experience the power of 
the Holy Spirit,” or “this is how I know God,” then we can be sure of two things: 
(1) nobody can argue with you or doubt the validity of your experiences, and (2) 
it is very non-offensive, so no one feels threatened or boxed in by your religious 
rhetoric.

It’s almost like God knew what he was talking about.   

I think the Holy Spirit also empowers us in worship to release demonstrations 
of praise.  His power is not limited to merely emotional change, though, 
as we can see through people’s experiences with real miracles.  In 
supernatural instances of the Holy Spirit’s power, his presence can be seen in 
manifestations, in miracles, in salvation, and in power encounters.  While it is 
common for some to disbelieve the supernatural element of miracles and the 
like, we believe firmly in the divine ability to break and/or interrupt the laws of 
nature if/when it suits God’s purpose.  

For some, the testimony of those affected by miracles is insufficient to 
persuade them that miracles are real.  On the other hand, for those who have 
witnessed or been affected by a genuine miracle, no amount of rationalization 
or scientific reductionism will ever prove to them that what happened was 
anything other than a supernatural occurrence.13  
12   Acts 1.8
13   We do not have space to go further into the arguments between faith and science, 
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The Holy Spirit also guides us (remember he’s the paraclete or helper) 
through our relationship with God.  He promises to guide those who are 
walking with him.  He calls his “sheep” (Jesus’ pet name for Christians) by 
his name and leads them out.  His sheep follow him because they know his 
voice.  Furthermore, God wants us to know his will.  That is why he gave us the 
Bible.  That’s why he gave us wise counselors, and the church, and pastors and 
leaders and small group leaders and teachers and friends and parents and 
spouses and relationships.  

He wants us to know his will.

When we know his will and act accordingly, the Spirit’s action in our lives 
produces positive results known as the Fruit of the Spirit.  The Bible defines the 
fruit of the spirit as love, joy, peace, patience, gentleness, kindness, goodness, 
faithfulness, meekness, and self-control.14    Now, because Jesus said “you will 
know a tree by its fruit” then we can test the actions of people to see if the 
attitudes/actions of their lives align with the “fruit” of the Spirit.  If there is no 
fruit in keeping with the Spirit of God, then we have confidence they are not 
acting as God intended.  For example, when I am confronted with someone 
who claims to be operating in divine authority by claiming to be an apostle or 
a credible teacher, I test them by the Fruit of the Spirit.  If they don’t have any 
love, I don’t want to hear what they have to say (I have enough “not love” for all 
of us).  If they are causing strife and conflict, if they are setting up divisions, if 
they want to fight about everything all the time, that is not peace, that is not 
love, that is not joy, that is not brotherly kindness, that is not gentleness.  So I 
won’t permit them to speak with any authority in my life or in my church.  

The Spirit also helps us to pray.15  When we become Christians the Spirit of 
God comes to live in us.  When he does, he begins to communicate with us so 
we learn to understand the “voice” of the Spirit of God.  Typically that voice is 
understood as a sense of direction or a strong conviction that we ought to act 
in this way or not this way.  We test those feelings, those impulses, and those 
compulsions against wise counsel and against scripture.  If you feel God is 
telling you to do something, the first thing you might do is start talking to all the 
godly people you know and tell them what you think God is instructing you to do.   
If they all sort of smile and rub your shoulder and politely nod, you might want 
to rethink your course of action.  This doesn’t necessarily mean what you were 
planning was totally evil – just that it’s probably a little foolish or naive. 

rationalism and supernaturalism, Christian spirituality and atheism, but if you would like to read more about 
the topic of miracles then I highly recommend C.S. Lewis’ book Miracles.
14   Cf. Galatians 5.22-23, Ephesians 5.8-11, Colossians 3.12-17
15   Cf. Romans 8.26-27
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Furthermore we test our inclinations against Scripture.  For example, if we feel 
God is telling us to do something out of the ordinary, check to see if the course 
of action you’re feeling lead to follow is addressed in the Bible.  Ask yourself if 
this thing is prohibited by scripture, or validated by it.

Sometimes it happens in church services that people want to get up and do 
something spontaneously.  If they are stopped, sometimes their response is to 
criticize the people who are in authority and who are stopping them.  

But we are all under authority.  

At Westwinds we rarely exercise church authority in that way, but we do 
recognize there is a system and structure of authority in churches.  You 
just can’t get up and do whatever you want.  I know I can’t just get up and 
do whatever I want.  I can’t stand up in the middle of a service at another 
church and begin to preach just because I’m a preacher.  I have to perform 
my duties under the authority of the local church.  Neither can I walk into a 
Catholic Mass and begin to sing a song of my own composition at the top of 
my lungs, because I have to submit to the authority of the local church.  Even at 
Westwinds there are things I simply cannot do because I am under authority 
here – so if you feel like the Spirit of God is prompting you to do something that 
is going against some other system or authority mandated by God, then you 
need to check it out with the Bible and with people of wise counsel.

Just because we have the Spirit of God doesn’t mean we abandon common 
sense.  It doesn’t mean we go out and do foolish things because we feel God’s 
Spirit somehow magically protects us.  The Spirit of God will not protect us 
from stupidity.  On the contrary, he will probably allow us to suffer the some 
consequence for our foolishness as a way of teaching us wisdom.

This changes our understanding of the world around us because we can’t 
talk about the Spirit without beginning to see the effects of the Spirit in other 
peoples’ lives.  We begin to see the ways the Spirit of God has opened up 
different Bible passages with new meaning and fresh understanding to each 
of us; we begin to see how the Spirit gives us wisdom and teaches us patience 
when we are attentive to him; and, if we were to share our “Spirit stories” 
and tell one another about what God has done in our lives, we’d have an 
overwhelming collection of testimonies pertaining to the goodness of God.

Once we become aware of this, we begin to understand that the whole world is 
spiritual.  
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The fundamental reality of our existence is not brick and mortar, flesh and 
bone – it is spirit.  And because the basic reality of the world is a spiritual 
reality, we begin to evaluate the world through a different rubric – we begin to 
ask really significant questions.  

One of those questions is about evil.  Why does God allow evil, for example?  
And why are poverty and injustice permitted to exist?  

If we are fundamentally spiritual people, broken but made whole through Jesus 
Christ, what about all the people who aren’t connected or made whole? 

What about natural disasters?

William Peter Blady said this:  

As far as God goes, I’m a nonbeliever, but when it comes to the devil, 
well, that’s something else, because the devil keeps advertising.  The 
devil does lots of commercials. 

It isn’t hard for us to pick up any newspaper and see tragedy.  It isn’t hard for 
us to flip on the TV news or read any history textbook or talk to any loved one 
and not hear the testimony of evil.  Yet, according to the biblical worldview, evil 
and all that is associated with evil, is attributed to the person and work of the 
devil – who we have come to know as Satan (from the Hebrew word ha-Shatan, 
which means “accuser”).  God made the world to be good – and it was – but it 
has become a distorted reflection of that good creation through the corruption 
of evil.

Why should we believe in the devil?  

First, it is biblical.16  Second, people through the ages have almost invariably 
believed in the existence of the devil due to the fact that any theology that 
ignores the existence of a personal devil has a great deal to explain.  Evil 
regimes, institutional torture and violence, mass murder, brutal rapes, large 
scale drug trafficking, terrorist acts, sexual and physical abuse of children, 
occult activity and satanic rituals – where does all that come from?

C. S. Lewis points out there are two equal and opposite errors into which we 
can fall about the devil or demons.  One is to disbelieve in their existence.  The 
other is to believe and to feel an excessive and unhealthy interest in them.  
They themselves are equally pleased by both errors and hail a materialist or a 
16   See Numbers 22.22, 1 Chronicles 21.1, 2 Thessalonians 2.7, Matthew 12.24, 2 
Corinthians 4.4, and many others.
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magician with the same delight

I don’t want to focus too much on this other than to say that it is wise to be 
aware that the Bible supports the existence of a cosmological bad guy.  But 
wiser than that is the Bible supports that the great God and Lord over all is far 
superior to ha-Shatan.  So when we talk about supernatural authority, which 
some wrongfully reduce to a contest between equals, we need to be aware 
that God and Satan are not equal.  We may talk about this as spiritual warfare, 
but as Christians we know God has rescued us from the dominion of darkness 
and brought us into the kingdom of light.17 

This picture of two kingdoms is a common illustration in scripture and is often 
helpful for people to understand the separation that ought to exist between the 
nature of God and the nature of evil.   

Before we were Christians we lived in this kingdom of darkness.  We lived in an 
old kingdom with an old set of rules and controls, an old set of priorities, and an 
old set of government.  According to Scripture, Satan formerly ruled us, and we 
were subject to sin, slavery, death, and destruction.  

But we left that kingdom the moment we came to Christ.  We were 
transferred from darkness to light where there is forgiveness to be found and 
life and salvation through Jesus our King.  Once we move kingdoms, we belong 
to, and are under the authority of, Jesus and not the bad guy.  On the cross 
Jesus disarmed and triumphed over the evil powers and authorities, making 
them a public spectacle and a humiliating mockery.18  Although the enemy is 
not yet destroyed and is still capable of inflicting casualties, he is disarmed, 
defeated, and demoralized.

Of course, not all of the created order has wakened up to that.  So we find 
ourselves in the midst of the contest between two powers – light and darkness 
– and we must defend ourselves.  Paul tells us in Ephesians 6 to put on the full 
“armor of God”19 with which we can both defend ourselves and attack through 
prayer, through faith, and through the Word of God. 

There is a superb picture in C. S. Lewis’ book The Great Divorce which speaks 
about hell as the place where Satan and his demons operate.  This is a great 
picture of the incomprehensible greatness of our God, compared to the 
dismissed, insignificance of the devil.  So I hope you get this picture – it’s not a 
picture of tension between equals, but a picture of complete Divine authority.

17   Cf. Colossians 1:13
18   Cf. Galatians 2:15
19   Cf. Ephesians 6.11-18
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A man arrives in heaven and is being shown around by his teacher.  He 
goes down on his hands and knees and takes a blade of grass, and 
using the thin end as a pointer, finds a tiny crack in the soil of heaven in 
which is concealed the whole world of hell. 

The man asks his teacher, “Do you mean that hell, that infinite empty 
town that has taken us centuries to get through (the first ¾ of the 
book are them taking a bus ride through hell that takes like several 
centuries) is down in some little crack like this?”

“Oh yes, all hell is smaller than one pebble of your earthly world, but 
smaller than one atom this world, the real world of Heaven.  Look at 
the butterfly.  If it swallowed all of hell, hell would not be big enough to 
do it any harm or have any taste.”

“But it seems big enough when you are stuck in hell, sir.”

“Yes, and yet if all loneliness, anger, hatred, envy and all the itchings 
that it contained were rolled into one single experience and put into the 
scale against the least moment of joy that is felt, by the least person in 
heaven, it would have no weight that could be registered at all.  

Bad cannot succeed even in being bad, as truly as being good is good.  

If all hell’s miseries together entered the consciousness of the young 
yellow bird on that bow there, there would be swallowed up without a 
trace as if one drop of ink had been dropped into that great ocean to 
which your terrestrial Pacific itself is only a molecule.”

I hope as you have studied the supernatural world you begin to understand its 
practical implications on our search for meaning, on how we make decisions, 
and on how we live and are transformed.  In addition, we would do well to allow 
God’s Spirit to inform the way we interact and govern our relationships, and on 
how we love, serve, and live in church, for it is really he who enlightens us.
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Questions for Further Reflection

Why do you think this parable was used to open this chapter?  What kind of 
worth is there in this manner of storytelling?

How do you resonate with the following comment:
“As a spiritual person, I always feel torn between the mystical and the 
intellectual”

Before this teaching, how would you have described the Holy Spirit?  Were you 
familiar with that term?  With the doctrine?  

What images come to your mind when you hear terms like ghost, or spirit, or 
supernatural?

Some of our commentators felt like this teaching made the concept more 
confusing rather than more clear – what do you think?  Did you find anything 
particularly confusing?  Or, conversely, did you glean some new perspective on 
the third person of the Trinity?

If you were to spend a moment and try to articulate your spiritual gifts – what 
do you think they would be?  Try not to be too concerned with being “right”, just 
speak from your heart – where has God gifted you?

Take a moment and respond to the notion of the devil.  Is this too hard to 
believe?  Or, do you agree with William Peter Blady who believes because ‘the 
devil does so much advertising’?

What confidence can we have in God, even though the devil may be real?
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Soteriology: satisfaction, cleansing, wholeness, and Christus Victor

A friend just returned from an absolutely wonderful vacation.  You’ve 
always been more or less satisfied with your homeland, your fatherland 
(it is the only reality you’ve ever imagined), but her story made you 
notice things you’ve never heard before.  Compared to the new land 
your friend has described, your homeland suffers from stifling air 
pollution, the scenery is a little bit boring, the culture is blah and non-
creative, and the economy is totally stagnant.  So, the more you replay 
the scenes and stories as described by your friend with the exciting 
people, vibrant culture, beautiful scenery and a robust economy, the 
more you begin to feel a little bit restless. 

One evening when your dinner is interrupted by six successive phone 
calls from telemarketers selling gas masks so you can breathe more 
easily on high pollution days, something in you snaps.  

That’s it, you’ve had it, and you’re leaving.

You’re going to start a new life in this new land that your friend keeps 
telling you about.  So you gradually begin to imagine life in that new 
kingdom.  As you do, you begin to see yourself there, and life is a little 
bit better.  Still you vacillate for a little while wondering if you have 
enough faith to pack your suitcase and head to the border.  Do you 
trust your friend enough to make a move like this?  You share your 
dreams with her and your doubts and she says, Go!  I’ll go with you 
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because ever since I visited, I can’t stop thinking that I’m going back for 
good, and this really tips the balance.  And so with the encouragement 
of your friend, you sell your house and everything you own, and the two 
of you set off.  

It’s not without a little apprehension that you approach the border 
to present your papers, declaring yourself an immigrant.  They ask 
you one simple question.  Do you wish to leave your past behind you 
and start a new life in our country?  When you say yes, they issue a 
passport – no questions asked.  

Then they recommend that you take a bath.  They explain that 
immigrants usually find it wise to wash off the soot and the smell of 
their old country so they can have a clean start in this new homeland.  
You comply and you’re glad you did.  

You step outside and take a deep breath.  

Your lungs feel as if you are inhaling pure health, joy, and peace.  

The spirit of the new kingdom is entering you and you feel alive as never 
before.  

You find a new home, meet your new neighbors, and settle in to a 
whole new life.  You quickly realize you have a lot to learn.  The people 
speak a new dialect here.  It isn’t the old familiar accent of pride 
or judgment, bragging, misleading, insulting, or lying.  Rather it is 
an attitude of gratitude, an accent of encouragement, truth telling, 
admitting faults, and celebrating joys. 

And you notice that people here live at a different pace than you’re 
used to.  They’re not lazy, but they aren’t workaholics either.  They live 
with a certain rhythm, weaving rest and work, worship and play, and 
fellowship, sacrificing and feasting.

So, as you settle in your new life, you almost feel like you’ve been born 
into a new autobiography – and maybe a new world.

from The Secret Message of Jesus 
by Brian McLaren
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Soteriology is the study of salvation – arguably the most relevant branch of 
Christian theology.  It might come as a small surprise for some to learn that 
modern soteriology, consisting of the doctrine of substitutionary atonement 
(don’t worry, we’ll get to this in more detail a little later on), is not the only way  
to correctly understand salvation in Jesus Christ … nor is it the only way that 
people have or can presently understand salvation in Jesus Christ. 

Let’s devote a little time to this word “salvation.”  Once again, it might surprise 
some of you to learn that the English word salvation wasn’t actually used in the 
earliest translations from the Greek.  Tyndale’s first translation from the Greek 
rendered that Jesus wrought (or brought) “health.”1  This word was later re-
translated “salvation” because that seemed to connote more kinds of health 
than just physical well-being.

Try a little mental experiment.  If you remove the word salvation from your 
own mind and think instead of health, what does that do to your theology?  Is 
that word – to make healthy, health, wholeness – actually a better word than 
“saved?”  Do this experiment thoroughly, and you are likely going to have a 
significant shift in the way you think about spirituality.

Health is everything.  Health means body, mind, and a spirit fully integrated.  
It is possible to be physically healthy but mentally unhealthy.  It is possible to 
be both mentally and physically healthy and spiritually unhealthy.  I think it is 
possible to be physically unhealthy and spiritually very, very healthy.  So when 
we talk about health now, we’re talking about a very big thing. 

Now re-insert the word salvation into that context .  We are now thinking 
of salvation of our body, salvation of our mind, salvation of our spirit, our 
soul, our relationships, and our planet.  Now salvation is a much more far-
reaching concept than just being about going to heaven.  We are talking about 
something different than metaphysical fire insurance.  We’re talking about the 
health of you, of every part of you, and Jesus came to bring you this health. 

Think of the scripture – “go, your faith has made you well” (Mark 5.34).  
There’s that holistic sense of health, the body, soul and spirit health enveloped 
in the Hebrew blessing Shalom, which is a spiritual health, again encompassing 
this same idea.  

Please note: being healthy is not the same as being perfect.  Being healthy 
is not the same as being without flaws.  Being healthy is the idea that we are 
generative and evolutionary beings, accepting those things that bring greater 
1   Cf. Strong’s # 4991, soteria: health, salvation.  deliverance, preservation, safety, salva-
tion.  



dr. david mcdonald

102

health and preserve health into our relationships.  

There’s a connotation here of being on a journey, and so one “conversion” 
is not enough  (in contrast to the way many teach salvation where someone 
converts through recantation of a simple prayer).

For us to think about praying a “sinner’s prayer” doesn’t really give us the whole 
picture of salvation as Jesus talked about it in the New Testament.  It does 
give us part of the picture, but my point is that we miss out on the fullness of 
salvation simply by focusing on a single act of repentance.  

So, instead of thinking we have been saved – that “salvation” has been 
accomplished and is all done (though that is indeed accurate) – it might be 
better to think about being saved while working out our salvation with fear and 
trembling (Philippians 2.12).  

God is daily renewing his grace in our lives as we accept and receive and allow 
his Spirit to flow through us, and that health is growing in us to a greater 
degree as long as we allow God to work upon us.

A companion to our understanding of salvation, is the concept of “repentance.”  
The Greek word for repentance is metanoia, which means “to turn around.”  
According to theologian Len Sweet, “every day we need a new metanoia”.  So 
every day we commit to a new turning around, a new conversion.  Every day is a 
new acceptance of health, a new choice to embrace health and salvation.  

Now – back to the modern doctrine of substitutionary atonement, which is the 
most widely espoused soteriology today.  This doctrine understands that we, 
as people, as spiritual beings, have been separated from God through our sin.2  
According to the Mosaic Covenant (the Laws of the Old Testament), our sins 
must be atoned/paid for, and the requirement of sin is death.  If there was 
no Old Covenant, no Mosaic Law, that would mean we would have to die for 
any sin we committed in order to make things right between God and us.  The 

2   “Sin” is a heavily loaded term.  Typically when people use the word, it is meant to denote 
some kind of wrongdoing; however, there is actually no written definition for sin in the Bible.  There are lexi-
cal/word studies on the Greek word hamartia and/or the Hebrew words chata’ & chet [both of which are 
translated as “sin” by biblical scholars], and there are biblical descriptions of the effects of sin, but there’s no 
place where scripture says “sin means ______.”  
 So I’ve been looking for a functional definition of the word “sin” that is biblically consistent, aca-
demically credible, and makes sense in real life; and, I’ve grown fond of the definition that “sin is the breaking 
of relationship.”
 It works spiritually because our sin[s] separate us from God – and that, really, is why sin is “bad”…
because we’re no longer in relationship with our Creator.  
 It works practically because our sins against one another separate us from one another.  When 
we lie or cheat or say hurtful things, they alienate us and dehumanize both the victim and the oppressor.
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Mosaic covenant was established so that people might offer sacrifices in lieu of 
their own personal death.  Sometimes those were smaller sacrifices like burnt 
offerings; sometimes those were like doves; sometimes those were expensive 
animals and pieces of livestock or the first fruits offering or grain offerings, 
depending on what the law required.  

When Jesus (as a perfect man who was both fully man and fully God) 
died, he died as a sacrifice in our place, as a substitute for our sins (hence 
substitutionary atonement ).  He took our place, so to speak, and died to atone 
for our sins.  His sacrifice paid the price for all of the sinfulness of the world 
backwards and forwards through time.  

I think we have to look at what this truly means, so let’s delve into some details 
about substitutionary atonement.  

To begin, we might ask what is the greatest need of humanity?  If we are 
truthful, we would all have to admit that we do things we know are wrong.  
There is a scripture from Romans 3:233 telling us that, relative to God’s 
standards, we all fall a long way short.  As a result, we are cut off from him.  
We then experience a kind of spiritual pollution.  Jesus talked about this 
when he informed us that “whatever comes out of a man is what makes him 
unclean.”4 

Of course, we’re not talking about toxins that come out of us; we are talking 
about the evil intent, evil desires, and all of our garbage and baggage.  Over 
time we become enslaved to the power of sin because all of the bad stuff we do 
has an addictive quality to it.  As a college pastor for many years I can’t tell you 
how many conversations I’ve had late at night on the phone with young men 
addicted to pornography, or excessive drinking, or online gambling.  There is 
a habitual power to sin – it takes hold of us and we can easily understand its 
power.

Now, we shouldn’t just relegate sin to the extremes, for our sins may be as 
petty as selfishness.  That selfishness, though, can have a ripple effect.  For 
example, I remember a young couple for whom I did premarital counseling.  
They separated within their first year of marriage largely because of their 
respective selfishness.  A friend of mine sat them down and did what he could 
to try to set the record straight, but their separation was almost unavoidable 
because of their unwillingness to put one another first.  The guy wanted to live 
his old single life and spend all his time with his friends, and the girl didn’t want 
to be treated as one additional free time option among many.  So she left for 
3   For better context, see Romans 3.21-28
4   Cf. Mark 7.2-23
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good after having one argument too many.  

Let’s look at that selfishness.5  

Is there anything wrong with male-to-male friendship?  No.  
Is there anything wrong with elevating your college friends above your wife?  
Yes.  
Is there anything wrong with saying I don’t want to be treated that way 
anymore?  No.  Is there anything wrong with saying “I didn’t want to be treated 
that way anymore” one time after only a few months of marriage, and then 
going back to live with your mom?  
 Yes.  

Those are base desires.  That is selfishness.  That is the power of sin.  In the 
self-substitution of God, we begin to understand what it actually meant for 
Jesus to pay the penalty for our sin and also to help us defeat that sin in our 
own life by conquering ourselves.

There is a great story that Ernest Gordon tells in his book Miracle on the River 
Kwai.  He speaks of a group of POWs working on the Burmese railway during 
World War II.  At the end of each day the tools were collected from the work 
party and counted.  On one occasion, the prisoner’s guard shouted that a 
shovel was missing and demanded to know which man had taken it.  He began 
to rant and rave, working himself up into a paranoid fury, and ordered whoever 
was guilty to step forward.  Nobody moved.  So this guard freaked out and 
yelled, “All die!” and aimed his rifle at all the prisoners.  At that moment one 
man stepped forward, and the guard clubbed him to death with the rifle while 
everybody else just watched.  When they returned to the camp the tools were 
counted again and no shovel was missing.  So the prisoners actually hadn’t 
done anything wrong, and this one fellow had stepped forward so that all his 
friends wouldn’t be shot.  He was totally innocent yet substituted himself for the 
sake of his friends. 

In the same way Jesus comes as our substitute and endured crucifixion for us.  
The horror, the gruesome nature of crucifixion really can’t be overstated.  So 
the results of this – that the powers of evil are disarmed, that there is upheaval 
in the spiritual realm during and after the crucifixion,  that it is totally singular – 
is the way God chooses to reveal his love for us.6  

This sacrifice, this substitute, is understood in a couple different metaphors 

5   Some worthwhile scriptures to examine on this issue are James 4.1-12, and Romans 
2.5-11
6   Cf. Romans 5.6-11
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throughout the New Testament.  It is the same understanding, but it is 
understood in a few different ways.  

One way to understand it is as a law court, which evokes the image of 
justification.  When we were little kids I had somebody tell me that justification 
was understood best as “just as if I never sinned.”  When you are justified, 
you are essentially acquitted.  So if you are accused of something and in 
the end you are justified, you are exonerated of the charges.  This image is 
employed both as Jesus defending us (like a lawyer) so we are acquitted, and 
in another way offering to serve our guilty verdict for us (like a pinch-hitter, or a 
doppelganger).  

The next image comes from the marketplace.  If someone had serious debts, 
he might be forced to sell himself into slavery in order to pay them.  Suppose 
a man was standing in the marketplace offering himself as a slave.  Somebody 
might have pity on him and ask him how much he owed.  He might say 
$10,000.  So that person would offer to pay $10,000 and let him go free.  In 
doing so he would be redeeming the debtor by paying a ransom price.  This is 
salvation language.7  God has set us free by paying our ransom himself and in 
doing so releasing us from our debt.

The temple is the third image.  The Old Testament laid down very careful laws 
on how to deal with sin.  The whole system of sacrifice demonstrated the 
seriousness of sin and the need to be cleansed.  The writer of Hebrews points 
out that the blood of bulls and goats are needed to take away sins.  Now the 
whole Mosaic system, the whole system of sacrifice and recompense and 
atonement, is really only a shadow (see Hebrews 10) that foretold what was 
going to happen with Jesus Christ.  Only the blood of Jesus, our substitute, 
could actually take our sin away (as opposed to covering our sins over).  He 
alone was the perfect sacrifice.  Since he alone lived a perfectly righteous life, 
his blood purifies us from all sin and removes the pollution of sin (see 1 John 
1:7). 

The final image is the image of the home.  The root and the result of sin is a 
broken relationship with God.  The result of the cross was the possibility of a 
restored relationship with God, wherein the separation between us and God 
has been removed.  So we are “all in the family” together again.

The consistent message traced through scripture is that the moment we 
come to Jesus Christ we receive complete forgiveness.  In actual fact, the 
death of Jesus Christ forgives us perpetually.  So when we accept that sacrifice 

7   See Romans 3:24, Mark 10:45, John 8:36
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– when we choose to participate in the divine life, when we seek Christ, when 
we Jesus"ness" ourselves or when he chooses to Jesus-us – we don’t need to 
perpetually repent to “stay saved.”  Rather, it’s an ongoing grace in which we 
live.  

It’s not uncommon for people to worry that they lost their salvation by sinning 
and doing something terrible.  They do something bad, they feel this kind of 
panic and they have to fall on their knees and quickly repent or else they might 
they die in that moment and go to hell.  That is why the issue of suicide is so 
commonly controversial (as opposed to just being tragic or sorrowful) among 
religious types.  Certain religious people believe if you commit suicide you 
have committed murder with no opportunity to repent afterwards and are, 
therefore, damned because of your inability to repent of your sin.  

That is not really what the Bible teaches.  

However, the apostle Paul warns us not to sin on purpose because Christ’s 
grace abounds.8  That is what Dietrich Bonheoffer, the great German 
theologian, called “cheap grace,” wherein we take the grace of God for 
granted…and make him mad for doing so.

We all live somewhere in that tension.  If we are truly living life with Jesus, if we 
are truly committed to him, allowing him to grow inside of us, and to become 
more like him, then I think we are always going to carry with us – and should 
carry with us – an attitude of repentance.  At the same time, we don’t have to 
be controlled by a kind of spiritual anxiety that says if we do something wrong, 
then at that moment our salvation has been vacuumed out of us.  There is 
no textual support for that in the New Testament.  The moment we come to 
Christ we receive complete forgiveness: “there is now no condemnation for 
those who are in Christ Jesus.”9

Now, let’s move forward to some other soteriology.  

When Thomas Aquinas systematically articulated the doctrine of 
substitutionary atonement around the thirteenth century, he did so out of a 
desire to make people understand.  There were, after all, incredible changes 
taking place in the world at the time.  The world of 1100-1300 AD was 
very different than that of 100-200 AD.  It was much more rational.  It was 
more scientific with more of a focus on proof and logic rather than the highly 
mystical, pagan, and spiritually polytheistic world of first century Palestine.  

8   Cf. Romans 6.1-2
9   Cf. Romans 8.1
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It was the changing culture that led Aquinas to re-articulate salvation in an 
intellectually credible, biblically supported, soteriology. 

Prior to Aquinas, the standard doctrine was one in which people understood 
salvation as either theosis or Christus Victor.  

Theosis – still the standard doctrine of the Eastern Orthodox Church – is a 
word that actually means “divinization” or “deification.”  The doctrine of theosis 
means that we participate in the divine nature of God to an ever-increasing 
degree so that we ourselves are spiritually transformed.  The problem with 
this language, of course, is that it sounds like we become gods.  We don’t.  
Theosis truly means we never actually become God, but we do more honestly 
and accurately bear his image on the earth.  Similarly, the Orthodox concept of 
heaven encompasses the idea that we finally can fully participate in the divine 
nature in a way that supersedes our abilities here on Earth.

The key quote pertaining to theosis is from Athanasius in 300-400 AD.

For he was made man that we might be made god and he manifested 
himself by a body that we might receive the idea of the unseen father 
and he endured the insolence of men that we might inherit immortality.

I think it’s important for us to be aware that this was the soteriology for 
roughly 1000 years prior to substitutionary atonement and remains so in 
the eastern half of the Christian church.  You might say that both theosis and 
substitutionary atonement are true and both are represented in scripture. 

Interestingly, one interesting aside is that many scholars believe that theosis 
was John Wesley’s (the founder of Methodism) launch pad for understanding 
sanctification (or personal holiness, which is the process Protestants 
understand as becoming more godly).  Wesley was heavily criticized for 
reclaiming this doctrine, yet almost all of American spirituality can be reduced 
to Wesley’s theology, particularly our understanding of personal holiness, 
lifestyle change, and sanctification. 

Although we don’t often realize it, most of global Christian teaching actually 
comes back to theosis.  We all don’t smoke, drink, or talk like sailors because 
we’re trying to participate in the divine life.  We just don’t articulate it that way.  
Obviously, we have an important heritage here.  

In addition, I think it has far more mystical, relevant connotations for a 
spiritually hungry, postmodern world.  Take the popularity of the X-Files TV 
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show as proof of this spiritual hunger.  The X-Files made people believe again.  
Of course there is some poly-religious nonsense, but the idea of spiritual reality 
has awakened to our culture.  I think something like theosis actually speaks 
to that a lot more clearly than substitutionary atonement because “sin” is an 
increasingly unfamiliar concept, let alone “divine separation” and the need 
for a “perfect substitute.”   In some minds, sin is something the church has 
constructed to categorize who is good and who is bad.  Sin is a way for the 
church to leverage and control people.  Sin is a way for religious people to feel 
good.  

On the other hand, when we talk about participation in the divine life, then 
anybody who has a spiritual bone in their body starts fantasizing about that kind 
of relationship.  

From there you can talk about what that means and how you can participate 
more fully with God.  At the end of the day when somebody says I want to fully 
participate with Jesus Christ and know the true nature of God in my very soul 
with every breath – that’s Christianity.  That doesn’t mean we ignore sin and 
the consequence of sin.  It just means we start on a different foot.

Christus Victor was the other major doctrine of soteriology in the early years of 
the church.  It is the doctrine that views Jesus as a counter revolutionary.  

Again, I think this is a great, additional, way to look at the person and work 
of Jesus Christ.  Jesus is this incredibly divisive figure who shows up as a 
member of an oppressed society and a conquered people.  He was anti-
materialist, anti-war, pro-peace, anti-religion, pro-love, pro-equality, and for his 
conviction and his claims he is ultimately rejected by his own people.  

He’s a mysterious figure in first century Palestine, exposing everyone else for 
their corruption.  He exposes the Pharisees.  He exposes the Herodians.  He 
exposes the sympathizers.  He exposes the violent Jews.  He exposes the ruling 
empire.  He even exposes the devil.  

The crucifixion was the ultimate act of defiance.  It was a “take that.”  It’s as if 
Jesus was saying, “I’ll take whatever you have.  You can throw anything at me, 
and I’ll come back and win.”  Jesus was expressing defiance at all the powers 
and world systems in both the natural and supernatural world.  This was 
the funding for liberation theology (which thirty years ago was revolutionary 
in South America where the clergy led their people to overthrow corrupt 
governments).  Sadly, this inspirational doctrine also led to a terrible amount of 
bloodshed as well as misuse by all-talk-and-no-rock American liberals.  
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At the same time we recognize that Jesus did fight for us.  That has incredible 
power for those who are oppressed, pushed off from society, outcast, and 
marginalized.  

Other soteriologies might include the ideas of wholeness or unashamedness, 
which again may serve to round out our understanding of the full salvation/
health Jesus came to offer.  

Again, the truth of our world is that fewer and fewer people seem concerned 
with “sin”; so, a soteriology that explains salvation in terms of sin-removal 
is likely to be a weak solution in an increasingly secular society without a 
functional “sin consciousness”.   At the same time, as people are rejecting 
sin, many people are experiencing brokenness and/or incredible shame.  
A soteriology that presents wholeness in response to brokenness or 
unashamedness in response to shame is a soteriology that is likely to be very 
compelling.  When I am on college campuses, for example, or when I have 
religious conversation, I realize very quickly that people feel broken.  They feel 
fragmented, pulled in a million directions and ashamed of what they’ve done – 
and those things are the effects of sin.  

If we are willing to abandon some of our nomenclature (for the purpose 
of getting people to reconcile with God) and talk with them about their 
brokenness, we can actually bring health to them as image-bearers of God.  

We can talk about their hurt and talk about their separation from God and 
from themselves or their family.  

We can talk about their sense of shame and why they feel dirty.  

When we do this, we are talking about sin without the roadblock of using 
a word that will separate them from us, removing the relational and moral 
authority to speak with conviction.  

We aren’t changing our theology; we’re changing our methodology.  

We’re not changing what we believe.  

We are willing to say, like Augustine, that we are willing to change how we 
articulate salvation.  

We are fundamentally spiritual people.  We are broken, and we need to be 
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made whole.  What can possibly make us whole?  We are made whole, I 
believe, through the Christian story of Jesus Christ.  He puts us back together 
again.  

He “un-Humpty-Dumptys” us.   

In my life, I never experienced rebellion.  I was a good kid (I’m the son of a 
preacher man), but I have experienced brokenness.  We are made whole 
through a relationship of submission and love of God.  Submission is an 
important part of it.  Love is an important part of it.  

We experience wholeness through participation with God’s fullness, which is 
a deeply personal reality.  It starts with Jesus and me, and it is also lived out 
in a community of simultaneously remade souls.  We all get together and take 
strength from one another.  We look at one another in our brokenness and 
recognize we are all here because Jesus has chased us down our separate 
paths.  

When we come to a biblically accurate, historical, holistic look at what it means 
to be saved, we’re looking at something far more weighty than just a little 
prayer or “accepting Jesus as your Lord and personal Savior” (which, btw, 
doesn’t actually appear in the Bible anywhere).  

We are looking at something far more all-encompassing.  We are committing 
to a different life with a completely different orientation towards spirituality.  
This orientation will give us many avenues to full health as we work out our 
salvation in fear and trembling for the rest of our lives.  

This is our ongoing reality as spiritual beings.
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Questions for Further Reflection

What do you think about the idea that health & salvation are actually 
interchangeable terms?  Does that change your thinking about “being saved?”

In what ways do you feel like the focus on “being saved” may lead us to miss out 
on the fullness of the mission of Jesus?

What about the idea of a constant metanoia/repentance…do you resonate 
with this idea?  How useful is it for us to be thinking about constantly 
scrutinizing our lives before God?  Could this lead to paranoia?  Or, is it just a 
healthy orientation towards pleasing our Creator?

Footnote # 2 references a workable definition of sin, wherein sin is defined 
at the breaking of relationship.  How different is this definition from how you 
typically think about “sin?”

Of the four metaphors that talk about Jesus’substition – the law court, the 
marketplace, the temple, the home – which one do you resonate with most? 
Why?

If you were to try and explain theosis, what would you say?  Is it odd to think 
that this used to be the way we talked about Christian spirituality, instead of 
‘substitutionary atonement’ [aka “sacrifice”]?  Likewise with Christus Victor?  
How would you explain it to someone else?

Are these doctrines even necessary to know?  Or do theosis and Christus 
Victor just more “mud in the water?”
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Afterwards: judgment and assurance, heaven and hell

Peter Pinter was unable to pass up a bargain, though he was a 
very moderate man and did not, typically, go to extremes.  His 
speech was proper and reserved; he rarely overate; he drank 
enough to be sociable and no more; he was far from rich and 
in no wise poor.  He liked people and people liked him.  That is, 
until a certain Friday afternoon when he discovered that Miss 
Gwendolyn Thorpe was messing about with Archie Gibbons 
from the accounting department – after, mark you, she had 
consented to wear an engagement ring given to her by Peter.

Thus it was that Saturday afternoon found him hunting 
through the Yellow Pages for an assassin.  The entry for PEST 
CONTROL looked promising; and at the bottom of the second 
page, in small print, he found: 

‘Complete discreet disposal of irksome and unwanted 
mammals, etc.’ went the entry, ‘Ketch, Hare, Burke, 
and Ketch.  The Old Firm.’ 

It went on to give no address but only a telephone number. 

Peter dialed the number.  He was just starting to hope that 
it would not be answered when there was a click and a brisk 
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young female voice said, “Ketch Hare Burke Ketch.  Can I help 
you?” 

Carefully not giving his name, Peter said, “Er, how big, I mean, 
what size mammals do you go up to?  To, uh, dispose of?” 

“Well, that would all depend on what size sir requires.”

He plucked up all his courage.  “A person?” 

Her voice remained brisk and unruffled.  “Of course, sir.  Now 
then, how many people would you like disposed of?” 

“Only one.  His name’s Archibald Gibbons and he works in 
Clamages accounting department.  His address is . . .”

She interrupted.  “We can go into all that later, sir.  Let’s just 
quickly go over the financial side.  First of all, the contract will 
cost you five hundred pounds … although there’s always the 
special offer,” the Operator concluded smoothly. 

Peter’s eyes shone.  As I mentioned earlier, he loved a bargain 
and often bought things he had no imaginable use for on sale 
or on special offers.  Apart from this one failing (one that 
so many of us share), he was a most moderate young man.  
“Special offer?” 

“Two for the price of one, sir.” 

Mmm.  Peter thought about it.  That worked out at only £250 
each, which couldn’t be bad no matter how you looked at it.  
Peter wasn’t sure he wanted anyone else killed, so he told the 
operator he’d call back after taking some time to think. 

The obvious answer came to Peter as he was drifting off to 
sleep that night, and he called the assassin the next morning.

“I’m taking you up on the special offer,” he said by way of 
greeting. 
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“Have you also heard of our bulk rate, sir?  Four hundred and 
fifty pounds for ten people.” 

“That’s only forty-five pounds each!”  

Peter hung up to think and – possibly – to call back tomorrow. 

When he called back the phone seemed to ring forever.  There 
was a click and a bored voice said, “Burke Hare Ketch.  Can I 
help you?” 

“I hope I’m not phoning too late,” he began. 

“Of course not, sir.” 

“How much would it cost to kill everybody?  Everybody in the 
world?” 

“We’d do it for nothing, Mr. Pinter.  We only have to be asked, 
you see.  We always have to be asked.” 

The line went dead. 

Peter felt strange.  What on earth had the woman meant?  
“We always have to be asked.”  It was definitely strange.  
Nobody does anything for nothing in this world; he had a good 
mind to phone back and call the whole thing off.  Perhaps he 
had overreacted.  He’d talk to Gwennie first thing tomorrow 
morning . . . 

That was when the noises started. 

Odd cries from across the street.  Then, from the corridor 
outside his flat, he heard a muffled clumping, as if someone 
were dragging something very heavy along the floor.  It 
stopped.  Someone knocked on his door, twice, very softly.  
Peter sat in his chair, knowing that somehow, somewhere, he 
had missed something.  Something important.  
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When the thing came through the door, Peter started 
screaming, but he really didn’t scream for very long.

Adapted from We Can Get Them for You Wholesale 
by Neil Gaiman

I think this story illustrates that the “End of the World” is a far more common 
idea than many believe.  In fact, apocalyptic fantasy has become a mainstay of 
our culture.  In contrast, though, there is a great rash of theological teaching 
right now that tries to explain away all the parts of the Bible that talk about “the 
end.”  There are those who dismiss things like heaven and hell, the new life, 
judgment, etc., as mere rhetoric.  Yet the Bible is replete with the language of 
judgment, of appraisal, of standing before God.  

Judgment is a very real part of biblical theology, albeit an uncomfortable one.  

Still, we have to come to grips with judgment even if it disturbs us.  Our 
response to being disturbed, after all, shouldn’t be to run away from that which 
disturbs us; it should be to wrestle with it and to resist manufacturing biblically 
unsatisfactory answers . 

When we die we will stand before God and be appraised by our deeds1 and our 
relationship with Christ.2  

There are two possibilities at that point … the possibility of reigning for all 
eternity with God in heaven or not.  As we talked in our last session, what gets 
us in is Jesus Christ (it isn’t what you know; it is who you know).  But it is not 
only knowledge of Jesus Christ; it is participation in the life and Kingdom of 
Jesus Christ (i.e. not just intellectual assent but a true embrace of the God-
life).  After all, we are told we will be judged by our deeds, which doesn’t allow 
us to think that just praying a salvation prayer is really what God wants.  That 
might be enough, particularly if you were on your deathbed and experienced a 
moment of repentance just before you died, but it hardly seems to fulfill Jesus’ 

1   Cf. Matthew 25.31-34 & 41 & 46, Revelation 20.11-12, Matthew 3.10-12, 13.40-43, 
Luke 12.4-5 & 49, Acts 17.30-31
2   Interestingly, we’re fairly aware that we will all be standing before God on the Day of 
Judgment, and he will judge everybody at the same time regardless of where we lived in history.  We’re 
presented with a metaphysical puzzle: How am I going to be judged at the same time as Hitler or Judas?  

Part of our understanding here is that God exists outside the boundaries of time.  He sees time as 
“one eternal present;” he looks at time through a funnel, almost like a biological textbook where you see the 
bones through a transparency, then the sinews, etc.  When we die we are all immediately transported to the 
throne of God to face judgment.
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standards set in Matthew 25.3 

Again, according to the Bible, our deeds matter a great deal.

Now, here are two related and often confusing concepts about the afterlife.  
Sometimes we think about the afterlife as simply being “heaven after you 
die,” and sometimes scripture gives us the idea that there will be a “bodily 
resurrection.”

Bodily resurrection is a little bit different than “going to heaven when you die.”  
Based on prophecies that there will be a New Heaven and a New Earth and 
a New Jerusalem,4 part of our eschatology has to account for the fact that 
we’re still going to be here but with a new body.5  We’re still going to have 
movement and human relationships even though we aren’t really sure what all 
those things look like.  Paul reveals that the resurrection of Jesus Christ is a 
refutation against those who say there is no such thing as bodily resurrection.6  
Taking his words as true, we believe bodily resurrection to be part of the plan, 
however it all pans out. 

Historically, Christianity has been divided over how people gain eternal life.  
From the sixteenth to the late nineteenth century, Christendom has been 
divided between the Roman Catholic [or, Orthodox] view, the Coptic, the 
Jacobite, the Anasynian and the Protestant views, though it is probably fair to 
say that only three of those views are widely held today.  

Roman Catholics believe that entering purgatory after death cleanses their 
sins and makes them acceptable to enter heaven.7  For example, when 
someone dies they go to the holding tank of Purgatory (which isn’t as crazy an 
idea as many Protestants make it sound, since it actually has some grounding 
in rabbinical theology).  Essentially, after death one would go to this place and 
work off their sinfulness in preparation to enter heaven.  This is very similar to 
the view in Judaism where somebody might spend up to and including twelve 
months in a state of limbo while their soul was prepared to be in the presence 
of God.8   

3   Matthew 25.31-46
4   Cf. Revelation 21
5   Cf. Luke 24.36-42 re: Jesus’ resurrection body; cf. 1 Corinthians 15.35-57 re: our 
resurrection bodies.
6   Cf. 1 Corinthians 15.1-29
7   That contrasts with the notion of God living outside of time (of which we spoke earlier).  
For strict Catholic theologians, neither we nor God exist in that one eternal moment. 
8   This is related to some of the Jewish burial customs of the Ancient Near East wherein 
someone would be buried in a tomb for approximately one year before their bones were exhumed and placed 
in an ossuary; hence, during the period in which they were entombed, their souls were, similarily, being “pre-
pared.”
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In Orthodox churches heaven is understood as union and communion with 
the Triune God.  This sounds like theosis, right?  Heaven is understood by the 
Orthodox Church as a present reality inaugurated and anticipated here and 
now in the divine human organism of the church and also something to be 
perfected in the future.  There is a tension articulated in the New Testament 
between the already and the not yet nature of the Kingdom of God.  Numerous 
times Jesus says things like “the Kingdom of God is here,” or “the Kingdom 
of God is upon you,” but he could also say things like “on that day” (when the 
Kingdom comes) showing that the Kingdom is not yet here.  So the Orthodox 
tradition gives us a window into understanding that the more we participate 
with God, the more we are participating in the Kingdom of God “on Earth as it is 
in Heaven.” 

In the Protestant traditions eternal life depends on the Christian receiving 
God’s grace unearned and undeserved.  This stems from God’s love accepted 
through faith in Jesus’ death and resurrection, resulting in forgiveness 
from sin.  To contrast with the Catholic position, most Protestants hold that 
salvation is obtained solo gratia, sola fida  by the grace of God alone through 
faith in Christ alone9  not through living a good life or belonging to a particular 
church or organization.   Therefore, any person who sincerely has faith in Jesus 
and asks for God’s forgiveness will automatically be granted forgiveness for 
their sins and have the assurance of eternal life. 

One description of heaven that has always held relevance for us is the idea 
that ruined cities are inhabited once again by people and by livestock.10  This 
calls into mind the promises of the Old Testament prophets to restore not only 
the people of Israel but the whole Earth as well.11  God will bind up the broken 
hearted, restore freedom to the captives, and give sight to the blind.  

These are the promises the eschaton echoes and promises to fulfill.  

Steve Delamarter, who was a professor of mine at George Fox University, once 
made the bold claim that any theology that thinks of salvation as being only 
for people is heretical because it leaves out these other promises.  There is a 
lot of truth to that, because when we talk about cities being restored, and the 
majesty of God being revealed in nature, we’re talking about the restoration of 
the whole Earth and everything in it.12 God cares about this kind of restoration, 
9   Cf. Romans 3.21-28
10   Cf. Isaiah 32.14, 61.4-5, Ezekiel 36.10 & 33-38, Amos 9.14
11   Cf. Isaiah 2:2-4 & 9:7 & 11:6-9 & 27:13 & 32:17-18 & 33:20-21 & 60:17-18, Ezekiel 
34:25-28 & 37:26, Zechariah 9:10, Matthew 5:3-5, Revelation 21
12   Cf. Romans 8:22 “we know that the whole creation has been groaning as in the pains 
of childbirth right up to the present time.”
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as evidenced by Psalm 24 that says “the earth is the Lord’s and everything in 
it, the creation and the fullness thereof.”

When we talk about “the end,” we see God’s care demonstrated throughout 
the biblical text for all created things.  There is a new Earth … not just a new 
Earth but there is a new city … not just a new city, but new buildings, new 
culture, a new society; it is a new language; it is a new way of getting along.13  

This is the promise fulfilled, and I don’t know if we always get this. 

One thing we must recognize about God’s plan of restoration is that we can 
participate in it well before we die and become worm food.  

We can participate in restoring cities and restoring people and restoring 
culture and restoring the environment now.  

We don’t have to get in a big giant crusade with placards and lobby Congress, 
but I dare say our Christian life would be lived very differently if we understood 
God’s ultimate plan and purpose for all the created order.  As image-bearers of 
God, it is our purpose and plan to do his will. 

This insight has deeply affected my feelings about the environment.  Growing 
up on the West Coast, I always hated the tree hugger lingo.  Green Peace 
was founded in Vancouver, and they drove me nuts with their publicity stunts.  
In college, girls didn’t shave their armpits and ran around with marijuana 
leaves taped to their forehead while protesting forestation.  It just seemed so 
ridiculous.  But for many of those activists, what they were doing was more 
about self-expression than ecology, and I’ve learned that concern for the 
earth doesn’t have to look like fundamentalist fervor.  Reacting against their 
demonstrations doesn’t excuse us from the obligation to care about the planet.  
We still have a long way to go. 

Often people are curious about the idea of heaven as a physical place.  Some 
people think of heaven as being above space or even beyond the universe.  
Some people think heaven is up above the clouds, sort of like the Greco-Roman 
mythology where Zeus and everybody can look down and get a clear shot with 
their lightning bolts.  In recent years it has been popular to think of heaven as 
existing on another plain of reality.  We could maybe think of heaven as being 
in a particular wormhole or an area of dark matter. There’s even this idea of 
finding heaven (like Shangri-La) and maybe being able to sneak in (an idea that 
has existed since then the dawn of religion). 

13   Cf. Revelation 21.1-4
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In scripture Heaven is described14 as including peaceful conditions on a new 
Earth governed by the Messianic-King wherein we will all experience bodily 
perfection (no hunger, thirst, death, or sickness) and use of a pure language.  

C. S. Lewis’ book The Great Divorce talks about heaven being a place where 
you arrive upon a magical school bus.  In that heaven, everything hurts to touch 
because it is so real, where the arrivees are themselves only shadows of who 
they will become.  People show up comprised of half-vapor.  Their feet are torn 
apart as they try to walk on the blades of grass because they aren’t capable 
of interacting fully with reality.  They are given angelic guides, and they get to 
communicate with animals.  They find out that heaven itself is a journey, and 
that they have to ascend a great mountain to reach God. 

Even though it is fictional, I think this is a great picture of what heaven might be 
like.  If you recall a few sessions ago, we also read from that same book about 
what hell might be like.  In the midst of this journey the newcomer’s angelic 
guide kneels down in the grass and picks apart two blades and says, “I think 
that’s hell down there but I can’t be sure.”  For Lewis, hell is insignificant in 
comparison to heaven.  It is a big emptiness where everyone who is there has 
chosen to be there by refusing again and again to get on God’s magical school 
bus (regularly God sends the magical school bus to hell and gives the invitation 
to anyone in hell who wants to leave and come to heaven).  Again, even though 
this seems like a terrible LSD flashback, Lewis is making a great theological 
point about our refusal to surrender control.  Consequently, hell is full of lonely 
people hating each other, consistently moving further and further into isolation

C. S. Lewis’ speculation informs us. 

It allows us to move past our one-dimensional, simplistic understanding of 
heaven (being the happy place) and hell (the sad one).  I might also recommend 
the Richard Matheson book What Dreams May Come as a different, though 
equally provocative, speculation on the nature of the afterlife. 

Ultimately, I think it is actually the “on Earth as it is in Heaven” piece that we 
must actually be concerned about.  If we focus on this, the afterlife will take 
care of itself.   

When the afterlife (or afterdeath) becomes our obsession (like it is for so 
many) and all we think about is getting people into heaven or out of hell, we 
treat them very differently.  

14   Cf. 1 Peter 2.9, Revelation chapters 4 & 5
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We don’t treat people, culture, or the planet in a way that is synonymous with 
God’s ultimate purpose when we focus only on heaven/hell.  

His ultimate purpose shows the re-creation, the salvation of all people, the 
restoration of and the beauty of all creation, and we ought to work towards 
that redemption rather than merely individual conversions.  

Our kingdom work has to be more than a sales pitch.  

Instead we have to be more concerned about living life on-Earth-as-it-is-in-
Heaven right now.  That’s our orientation.  We believe we can participate in the 
life of heaven now. 

What does that look like?  Brian McLaren’s talks about the Greek phase St. 
John used for eternal life literally meaning the “life of the ages.”  

Contrast the “life of the ages” with life as people are living it these days.  
Contrast the “life of the ages” with materialism, commercialism, fragmentation, 
brokenness, selfishness, and immorality. 

Is this what God has in mind?  What is eternal life supposed to be like when 
lived in service to the God who makes all things new?  Who binds up the broken 
hearted?  Who gives freedom to the captive?  Who proclaims good news to 
the poor?  Who loves the Earth and everything in it?  Who is remaking it all?  
Who is giving new life to those who will accept it?

This kind of life is radically different from the way people are living.  It is a life full 
and overflowing, a higher life centered in an interactive relationship with God 
through Jesus. 

A God-breathed life is the conduit for the nervous system of our world, 
stemming and branching from the soul.  Our soul is a barrier against reduction, 
against life reduced to mechanics and facts and the depersonalization of 
material quests.  When we live that soul-orientation instead of that self-
orientation, then I think we are living and experiencing the Kingdom of God “on 
Earth as it is in Heaven.”15

Len Sweet offers one metaphorical way of understanding the Kingdom of 
Heaven in The Presence.  He claims that whenever/wherever we experience 
The Presence of God – even as some kind of intangible feeling – that we are 
experiencing a foreshock of the Kingdom.

15   Cf. Matthew 6.10
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The Kingdom is the Presence.

In our regular lives, feeling/experiencing/welcoming God’s Presence gives us 
glimpses of what heaven will truly be like.  In simple ways we get moments of 
that.  You help someone; you feel that resonance inside you, that assurance, 
that confidence that you are doing a right thing.  You hurt someone; you feel 
the absence of that.  You experience the pain of that. 

Because, in heaven, we’ll be experiencing that sense of connectedness with our 
Creator all of the time.

Let’s briefly explore the concept of hell.   Taken from the Catholic Encyclopedia, 
hell is defined as “complete and final separation from God’s love and mercy for 
sinners who have rejected his moral standards of goodness and have chosen 
to live a rebellious life of sin.”  Hell is commonly believed to last for eternity with 
“no chance of redemption or salvation for those who suffer there.”

The word hell is found fourteen times in the Bible, twelve of those in the 
teachings of Jesus.  The English word hell is the Greek word gehenna.  
Gehenna is actually a reference to The Valley of Hinnam that was actually 
a garbage dump outside Jerusalem.  A bunch of bad stuff happened there 
over the years (including child sacrifice and ritual slaughter in worship rites 
during the life of Jeremiah), so when Jesus talked about hell everybody had an 
immediately accessible image of what he was talking about.

Gehenna is loaded with meaning and power for these people.  Jesus used 
something local to describe a metaphysical reality so that everybody would 
understand what hell was really like.

In ancient Judaism, belief in heaven and the afterlife was connected with belief 
in Sheol (one of the Hebrew words for hell).  Heaven was conceptualized as 
having seven concentric layered circles, each taking you in towards the glory 
of God, and hell as having five networked levels descending into darkness and 
torment.

Some branches of the Christian faith teach that hell is a domain of boundless 
dimension.  Others (gnostics in particular) would say hell was nothing other 
than our present life on Earth, complete with tragedy and disappointment.  
Some thought hell may just be unconsciousness, like an emotionless sleep.  
Scripture, however, doesn’t leave those options open to us.16

16   Cf. Matthew 25.46, 2 Thessalonians 1.6-9, Revelation 20.11-15
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As we talk about these things, I hope we are aware there is more to judgment 
than we may be willing to grapple with.  More than judgment, we need to 
explore Heaven on Earth and our role in fulfilling God’s purposes within it.  We 
need to look at how we live and ask how we might bring a little bit of heaven 
into the lives of the people around us.  How can we experience the love of God?  
How can we treat our children and neighbors as Jesus would treat them?  
How would Jesus treat our wives?  How would Jesus treat the people who 
hate us?  How is Jesus treating the people who hurt us?  How is Jesus caring 
for the people on the other side of the world who don’t have the privileges and 
the rights we do … the economy, or authority, the assets, the capital?  What 
does it mean to bring Heaven on Earth right now in whatever ways we can?

Likewise, we can imagine hell on Earth and feel an obligation to fight it.  All you 
need is cable TV to see it.  All you need to do is spend time on a city bus to live 
in it.  We should be obsessed with trading hell on Earth for the Kingdom Come.  
I think this study informs and equips us to do that a little bit better. 
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Questions for Further Reflection

Of all the stories used to illustrate all of the teachings, this one about Peter 
Pinter and the end of the world has to be the most strange.  Why do you think 
it was used?  Is there any real worth to using something so macabre?  

Does a story like this jolt us out of some of the ruts in our thinking about 
“eschatology?”

This teaching has a lot of scriptural references in the footnotes.  Is it helpful to 
have those there?  Have you been able to use them to do your own study of the 
material?

In your mind, what are some of the differences between “bodily resurrection” 
and “going to heaven after you die?”

Respond to Steve Delamarter’s assertion that “any theology that thinks of 
salvation as being only for people is heretical” because it leaves out God’s 
promises pertaining to cities, animals, cultures, etc…  Do you agree with him?  
Why, or why not?

There is a lot of weight given to fictional accounts of heaven in this teaching.  In 
what ways can fiction inform us beyond a simple understanding of the biblical 
teaching?  Obviously, we don’t systematize our doctrine on fiction, but is it 
possible that our imaginations need this kind of outside stimulation?

When Len Sweet talks about the Kingdom being the Presence, do you identify 
with that?  Have you ever felt God’s Presence?  What was it like?  Do you think 
Heaven will be like that?  How so?

Practically speaking, what difference does it make to the way we live if we focus 
more on “Heaven on Earth” than “Heaven after Earth?”  Which one do you think 
Jesus focused on more?
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The Local Church: a study in ethics and preferences

A man is stranded on a deserted island. For seven years he’s been 
alone with palm trees and some sand.  Finally a bi-plane flies over and 
the pilot notices the word HELP scrawled into the sand below.  The pilot 
lands the plane on the water and comes ashore.

 “Is it just you?” the pilot asks.
 “Yeah, it’s just me.”  
“How long have you been here?”
“I don’t know . . .  years.”
 “Looks like you have a whole little village here.”
 “I used to be a carpenter, so I made myself some rough tools, 

cut down some trees, and built myself a house.”
 “You built a house out of trees on a desert island?”
 “Yeah.”
“And what’s that other little building over there?”
 “I also built an outhouse.”
 “You built an outhouse?  Why?  Nobody will ever see you go to 

the bathroom. You are on a deserted island.”
 “Yes, I know. But I wanted to have some dignity.”
 “Wow, look at that magnificent building back there. What is 

that?”
  “Well, that’s my church. I’m very religious and I wanted to be 

able to honor God with a sacred space, so I built a church.”
 “I see, but what is that?” asked the pilot, as he looked beyond 

the man’s church to the largest building on the island. “That’s such 
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an ornately decorated building that it would stand on its own as a fine 
piece of architecture anywhere.” 

 “Oh,” said the deserted man, “That’s the church I used to go  
to.”

When it comes to the issue of Church, the make it or break it issue for every 
Christian is an understanding of ethics and preferences.  Ethics are your 
beliefs and your actions as informed by your beliefs.  It’s what you really, really 
care about.  Preferences are the things you like.  They’re important to you, but 
it isn’t life or death stuff.  

For the Christian, ethics are composed out of a dynamic relationship with the 
Spirit of God, the core doctrine of the Christian faith involving personal holiness 
and lifestyle, and belief in and understanding of Jesus Christ.  The Christian 
ethic embraces community, hospitality, the welcoming of strangers, biblical 
application, prayer, personal devotion, a daily rule of life, loving people, loving 
God, worship, etc...  

These are our ethics.

Preferences are things like what kind of music you like, what style of preaching 
you like, how you like to dress when you go to church, where you park, the kids’ 
programs you elect, the kind of youth ministry you enjoy, the way the Church 
celebrates the liturgical calendar (or not), what happens on Halloween or 
Christmas, etc… 

These things are preferences. 

My great sadness is that in churches all over North America, Christians 
are willing to compromise on their ethics but will not compromise on their 
preferences.  

So when we come to church and say it is an ethic to worship Jesus (or study 
the word of God and live together in community, etc…), but then we refuse to 
worship because we don’t like the style of music – it’s ugly, it’s terrible. 

Now, I understand preferences.  I am a person of sharply defined preferences.  
I grew up in church; I know what it’s like to be in church services you don’t 
enjoy.  My dad is the bishop of a Canadian denomination.  Growing up I would 
often visit other churches with him that had other kinds of services (including 
different racial and ethnic backgrounds, different demographics, different 
musical tastes, etc...).  To be honest, I don’t think I ever really liked any of them.  
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When you are a sixteen year old kid, there is not a lot about Church that is 
really cool.  

But you have to learn that Church is not about your preferences; it is about 
your ethic as a servant of Jesus Christ.1 

For Bible believing, New Testament Christians, worship, and community singing 
are a part of church.  So you have to get over your bad self when you come to 
worship.  It’s not “your” music it’s probably not two-thirds of the other people’s 
music either, but what are you going to do?  Have everybody come and bring 
their own original compositions to sing while somebody sits in the corner 
with a banjo and somebody else brings a boom box and you just hope you all 
get along?  No, that’s foolish. Ultimately, you need to have a music leader you 
honor and trust.  You also have to have a teaching pastor you honor and trust.  
You have to be committed to scripture and unity, life, ministry, evangelism, love.  
If you don’t like the way a church “does” community or evangelism or love, then 
there are other responses than just taking your toys and going home. 

I once worked at a church where I’d been serving and worshipping for over 
a decade.  I grew up there.  I was a young adult’s pastor and enjoyed a great 
history with the Church and experienced a lot of affection from the people. 

Then I took over as the worship pastor.  Two years into it I was broken . . 
.  brow-beaten to death by people who were my former babysitters, friends, 
friends’ parents, and by a collection of sweet, dear little old ladies who were 
writing me notes saying I was quenching the Holy Spirit with my rock music.  
So I got up one Sunday morning and I talked for 30 minutes on ethics and 
preferences.  I told them I was ashamed of them.  I was ashamed that the 
same people who once talked proudly about changing my diapers were now 
sending me notes accusing me of serving the devil.  I was pretty sure I was 
going to get fired.  Instead, I think it was an important day for the Church.  Only 
through the pain of those two or three years did I have the moral authority to 
call that behavior into question. 

You’ll experience tension and heartache no matter what church you go to, but 
you’ve still got to belong to a church.  Sometimes it is common to dismiss our 
modern churches as being unrelated to New Testament community, but that 
is simply untrue.  Biblical community was never perfect, and it is deliberately 
fanciful to see churches in the New Testament as “better” than ours today 
(given the incredible immorality in Corinth, the half-heartedness in Laodicea, 
the wealth and deception in Smyrna, etc…, we can begin to understand that in 

1   Cf. Hebrews 10.24-25
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many ways, they were worse than ours).2  

“The New Testament,” says John Wesley “knows nothing of solitary religion.”  
Sitting in your bedroom reading your Bible and listening to good teaching is not 
the same as living and engaging Jesus Christ in community.  For some, that’s 
all they can do, and God bless them for it, but it is not the same. 

Sometimes in our conversation about Church the word “relevant” is used to 
justify a particular methodology.  Sadly, I think this approach sometimes makes 
us guilty of creating consumer Christians; for, in the end, our conversation 
of what Church truly is isn’t really about relevance as much as it is about an 
experience of God. 

Relevance, though, remains a hot topic.  Churches want programs that are 
relevant, services that are relevant, etc…  But I have to tell you that the things 
relevant to me are probably not going to be the same things that are relevant 
to you.  My life, my week, my habits are all probably a little bit different from 
yours, making my context slightly different from yours.  

But transcendence, meaning, supernatural contact, the in-filling of the Spirit of 
God, the process by which God grows in us when we become more Jesus-like … 
that is relevant for everyone.  

So many times when we are talking about relevance we ought to be talking 
about transformation.3  

That is relevant to everybody.  It doesn’t matter what kind of music you like or 
what you look like.  Transformation is relevant.  That is power.  That is authority 
that results from experience with God.

We need to focus on those things that are meaningful . . . like our mission, how 
to serve the world, how to love people, how to bring Heaven to Earth, etc…  

Why?  

Because Jesus cares about lost people.  He cares about lost people in every 
little city and community, and we have to communicate that love in ways that 
are accessible and meaningful to us.  

Yet, according to futurist Len Sweet, our motto as individual Christians has 

2   See the varied descriptions of churches in 1 Corinthians 11.17-22 & Revelation chap-
ters 4 & 5 for starters.
3   Cf. Romans 12.1-2
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somehow degenerated from “we are the Church here to serve the lost and 
broken world” to “what does this church have to offer me?”  Consequently, 
we view the Church as a dispenser of religious goods and services.  Now, 
churches do offer experiences, training, spiritual encounters, guidance, and 
community — but we do ourselves great harm when we reduce those things to 
a church personals ad, looking for the right church, like you’d look for Mr. Right 
at e-harmony.  So when people don’t have the skill set to read and understand 
the Bible on their own, or don’t already have a community, or don’t know where 
to begin, then they ought to be able to come to church and find those things 
out. 

The word Church, by the way, comes from a number of different Greek words:  
curacon, which means fellowship, and the Greek word ecclesia, which means 
called-out ones.  In 1st Century Palestine (under the Roman government), local 
communities would have an Athenian ecclesia whenever there was some 
important matter of social policy or military tact to be decided.  They’d call 
out all the important people into the middle of the city and they would have 
a glorified town hall meeting.  They’d make decisions that would form the 
direction of the community.  The earliest Christians expropriated this idea and 
started calling their gatherings ecclesia, because they believed they had been 
called out to establish who they were.

The words called out have great backwards-reaching Old Testament 
significance, because the people of God have always been called out.  Abraham 
was called out to be used especially by God.  The nation of Israel and the 
person Israel were both called out by God.  The Tribe of Judah within the nation 
of Israel was called out by God.  In the same way the New Testament Church is 
called out.4  It’s called out for noble purposes.  We were made for something 
more than brokenness or fragmentation.  There is a better way we can live.  

The Church presents itself in four manifestations:  local/visible and universal/
invisible.  

The 1. local church is comprised of churches like Westwinds — churches 
that meet all over the world in which we serve, love, welcome, and 
learn.  It’s important to note what we have here, as different as it is, still 
bears remarkable similarity to the way the first Christians worshiped.  
Early on (arguably even within the writing of the New Testament), we 
have diagrams of church worship spaces in the basements of people’s 
homes and in catacombs.  They set up a pulpit and had some rows, 
they sang, and there was preaching.  As different as things are two 

4   Cf. 2 Timothy 1.8-18, John 15.16-17
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millennia later, there are still so many similarities.  It’s very popular to 
talk about how disorganized things were back then, and how they were 
completely free-form, but there really was much more structure than 
we like to credit early on in the local church.

The 2. visible Church is the difference that local churches can make 
in their community.  When we partner with Big Brother/Big Sister 
or with the Red Cross, people’s lives are visibly changed because of 
the efforts of the local church.  You can see the difference that love 
makes in a community.  When you look around the city of Jackson, you 
see something good happening by virtue of some Christian men and 
woman getting their hands dirty and helping other people.  

The 3. universal Church is the family of Jesus Christ.  It’s the church on 
every inch of the planet where people want to be called by the name of 
Christian.  Not only today, but backwards through time — right to the 
time of Jesus’ death on the cross — and all the way forward into the 
future.  Even your unborn grandchildren or great, great grandchildren 
are a part of this same universal Church should they make the choice 
to follow Christ.  

The 4. invisible Church refers to the effects of the universal Church that 
cannot be seen, such as the way the universal Church has affected 
history.  Look at the way the universal Church has been a voice and a 
consonant for change throughout culture.  If you don’t think the Church 
has had an invisible presence even in modern history, you ought to take 
a trip some day to Africa or Haiti or China or Cuba.  Just talk to any 
Christian there and ask them those questions.  Think about William 
Wilberforce in the U.K. or John Woolman in the United States and 
their roles in bringing about the end of slavery.  Think about Martin 
Luther King and his Christian vision for the United States, being a huge 
battering ram against racial prejudice.  Think about Bishop Desmond 
Tutu in South Africa.  He was hated and distrusted by both sides of the 
conflict towards the end of apartheid and yet Tutu was instrumental in 
bringing about an almost bloodless end to that regime.  

As broken as we are, the more we learn, the more people we meet, the 
more we travel, the more we grow full of conviction that God is redeeming his 
Church.  

Christ’s love makes the Church whole; his words evoke her beauty.  
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This is a very different picture of Church compared to what you see in the 
media.    Church today has deteriorated to the lowest common denominator 
of its New Testament identity (still, whenever people are getting together, 
embracing God and doing their very best to experience the life of the Spirit — 
that is a good thing.  At least people are orienting themselves toward God, and 
that’s a start).5 

This ethic of New Testament Christianity is really the imitation of Jesus, 
and there are maybe four sorts of avenues in which you might do this.  The 
first would be identification.  The Incarnation of Jesus Christ (see chapter 
5) embodies an act of profound identification with the entire human race.6  
So being a New Testament Church, being an incarnational Church, means 
identifying with the people around us, people in our community, people who are 
our neighbors, and identifying our culture and our society.  This is maybe where 
our conversation about relevance comes back into play.  

We identify with culture, but we don’t sell out to it. 

The next avenue we might look at is the idea of locality.  This involves the 
recognition that the Incarnation was not just a momentary theophany or divine 
vision, but involved God actually living among us.  Jesus came and lived among 
real people.  Jesus was who he was not only because he was God but also 
because he was formed through his engagement with people.  He lived a real 
life, so part of being a real Church is being in and around the rest of the world.   

The third avenue is the idea of being “beyond-yet-in-the-midst.”  The eternal, 
transcendent God was (and is) right here in our midst.  Those who seek God 
now find him in Jesus Christ, the 1st century Palestinian Jew.  This must 
prompt us to ask the question:  “are the people who are seeking God finding 
him in us” ?  If, for example, somebody wants to know about spirituality, can 
they get that from talking to us?  To be a New Testament kind of church that 
ought to be true.  They should get more than the latest business teaching 
regurgitated into religious jargon.  They should get more than a fake plastic 
smile.  They should actually encounter God in conversation with us.  People 
should feel there is something authentic about the way we are interacting with 
our own circumstances, difficulties, and problems.  

Lastly, our churches might best reflect the spirit of New Testament community 
by recalling the human image of God.  From now on all true perspectives of God 
must pass through the lens of a man called Jesus of Nazareth.7 

5   Cf. Matthew 18.20
6   Cf. Hebrews 2.5-18
7   Cf. John 14.6-7, 15.1-16
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Church really does have to be about Jesus. 

We as a church community gather together because of our affection and 
devotion to Jesus Christ, not just for spirituality or goodness, but for Jesus. 

It has been a very big concern to make sure that everyone who comes to 
Westwinds knows that this is a Jesus church.  This is Jesus’ church, and we’re 
concerned with connecting people with Jesus.  

I get irked sometimes because it is so easy to talk in nebulous, nonspecific, 
impersonal ways about God.  But God is personal.  Specifically he revealed 
himself as an earthly person.  The Church has to be connected with the person 
and work of Jesus Christ (God, after all, is a nice, abstract idea, but Jesus 
Christ is a little trickier to dismiss as superstitious fancy).

The example of Jesus provides us with the means by which the gospel can 
become part of a community without damaging the innate cultural frameworks 
that provide that community with meaning and history.  

Now I’ll translate – you don’t have to change the way you live and move and 
talk to everybody around you and become some kind of clone in order to be a 
Christian.   

The bottom line is that being a Christian is less about appearances and 
more about engaging God in every moment.  It’s about being obedient to the 
prompting of the Spirit of God and trying to walk Jesus’ path in the way he 
would have done if he were alive today. 

When we talk about the local church, we are talking about a community that is 
actually a counter-community to the community of this world.  Churches ought 
to be living out the reality of the Kingdom of God right now.  It ought to be a 
community where the right kinds of things are held up — generosity, sacrifice, 
volunteerism, good will, and faith and hope and love.  

That’s what church ought to be. 

There are some demands for that counter community.  That is what brings us 
back to the discussion of ethics and preferences. You can’t have that ecclesia, 
that New Testament Christianity in community, without giving up on some of 
our preferences and prioritizing our ethics.  Our preferences are so diverse 
they wreck our churches when we elevate those preferences beyond mere 
aesthetic consideration.  It is hard to love somebody when you are fighting 
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them about music and preaching.  

Instead, by focusing our efforts on engaging God, on prayer, on unity, it 
becomes very easy to fund a counter imagination of our world.  

It becomes our nature to live together in love. 
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Questions for Further Reflection

How helpful did you find the distinction between ethics and preferences?  Have 
you ever been guilty of putting your preferences ahead of your ethics?  Have 
you ever fallen victim to someone else whose done that in a way that affected 
you?

Church community is often loving and helpful; but not always.  If you get hurt by 
virtue of being involved in a church, what should you do about it?

In what ways is church involvement healthy for us as followers of Christ?

In your mind, what is the worth of being relevant to the world around us?  How 
does it help the people who engage Jesus – perhaps for the very first time – to 
hear the message communicated in a way that they can easily understand?

What about transcendence?  Have you ever experienced a moment where you 
felt like you were totally “lost” in God’s pleasure?  How did that affect you?

Which of the four manifestations of the church – local, visible, universal, 
invisible – do you most identify with?
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