


This is a much-needed guide to true spirituality. Stephen Beck has an intelligent way of 
combining real life experience, deep theological reflection, and practical wisdom. He draws 
from the Scriptures and the best sources of our Christian tradition, and with his broad 
historical perspective avoids some of the recent imbalances in postmodernism.  To all my 
fellow-Europeans, as well as to people all over the world who long for spiritual vitality 
far beyond the unsatisfying shallowness of pop-spirituality or the tedious formalism of 
Christian religiosity, this is the book for you!”
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This insightful, skillfully written, theologically sound book without question will be used 
as the hands of Christ to touch and transform lives globally. With the skill of a spiritual 
surgeon, Dr. Beck cuts straight through tradition and culture to the very core of our being 
in order to minister the healing balm of the living Christ. The stories, illustrations and 
personal references make the theology come alive and jump out of the page.

Dr. Bob Penhearow 
President of William Carey Outreach Ministries 
Guelph, Canada

What are the fundamentals of a Christ centered life? Too many believers and unbelievers 
don’t know how to answer this question. Dr Stephen Beck explains with an engaging and 
refreshing writing style the foundations of an enriching relationship with our creator. Even 
if we endure painful processes of change, our task is to enjoy God whose mercy overflows, 
as we are enjoying the presence of a loved one. At the end of every chapter you will find a 
toolbox with practical advises to be a smart builder of your own life.    

Harald Nikesch 
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This book is an excellent guide for understanding and living out the Christian faith in the 
postmodern culture of the twenty-first century. It avoids the dangers of moralism, anti-
intellectualism and irrationalism, while presenting a Christian belief and practice that is 
biblically-grounded, gospel-centred and intellectually respectable. It will benefit committed 
Christians who read it, as well as sincere seekers who desire to understand the beliefs and 
practices of the Christian faith.
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I can still remember when I discovered the power of a gospel-driven spirituality for my own 
life and ministry. Nothing has brought more joy, freedom and courage than living life from 
a God-centered perspective. I highly recommend this book.

Heiko Barthelmess 
Pastor, Church in the Theatre (Kirche im Kino) 
Innsbruck, Austria

Stephen Beck is passionate about a lot of things, and spirituality is one of them. This book 
is robust, no-nonsense, thought-provoking stuff, straight-talking with a flourish, a flash 
of humor and some lovely human touches. His treatment of Christian spirituality even 
includes a much-needed, practical chapter on the theology of suffering. This book will take 
you right to the point of every soul’s quest: what does it look like in this confused and 
chaotic world for mortal man to have an intimate relationship with Almighty God?

Dr. André Pownall 
Professor, Institut Biblique de Nogent 
Paris, France 

In our postmodern age spirituality has become largely a matter of biographical quests. 
Even though this is inevitable, there is a great risk of becoming all consumed by ourselves. 
Stephen Beck has written a lively, sometimes funny, and profound book – with insights 
from his long-time experience in the most postmodern part of the world – how we can be 
truly late-modern people and yet God-centered. I warmly recommend it.

Dr. Stefan Paas 
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Amsterdam, The Netherlands

Stephen Beck has developed an excellent tool to take us through the crucial elements 
of knowing God and following Jesus in day-to-day life. Through stories, Scripture, and 
helpful directives Dr. Beck works us through the foundational principles of life with God, 
principles that are right and practical in any culture. This return to a “God-centered 
spirituality” will truly inspire you.

Henry L. Deneen  
President, Greater Europe Mission 
Monument, Colorado, USA

A masterful restating of how to be spiritual in terms that are not only loyal to Scripture, 
but are reader-friendly to the postmoderns Stephen Beck has been ministering to for many 
years. This is a book you need to buy in multiples to be given away.

Dr. W. David Beck 
Professor of Philosophy, Liberty University  
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What a timely book! Being that the issue of spirituality is discussed and debated so often, 
Stephen Beck addresses this significant issue in a scholarly, theologically, and practical 
manner. In a day when spirituality goes in so many directions and according to personal 
preferences, this book takes us to the right foundation – the person of Jesus Christ. Stephen 
Beck clearly declares that Christian spirituality is about the person of Christ, and roots 
every aspect of spirituality into the soil of Christ. I like that. For this reason alone, I 
recommend this book.

Dr. Cecil Stalnaker 
Chair and Professor of Intercultural Studies and Practical Ministries,  
Tyndale Theological Seminary 
JM Badhoevedorp, The Netherlands

This book is not sugar coated, yet another self-help handbook, but a direct appeal to the 
reader to explore spirituality that is not first of all self-improvement and self-actualization 
mantra, but one that requires the personal sacrifice of loving God and loving one’s 
neighbor.  

Dr. Kosta Milkov 
President of the Balkan Institute for Faith and Culture 
Skopje, Republic of Macedonia

In this book Dr. Beck addresses the question of the spiritual life from the vantage point 
of a theologian and a church planting practitioner. The result is a solid balance between 
in-depth thinking and down-to-the earth application, both being illustrated through 
inspiring story-telling. It is fascinating to me how Stephen shows God-centeredness to be 
the very fulfillment of every Me-centred longing. A very fine work indeed!

Raphael Anzenberger 
General Secretary, France Evangelisation 
Drulingen, France
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Forewords

1 The author dedicated this book to his students. I am one of 
those students from all over the world. I had the privilege of 

reading and hearing the material of this book before it was pub-
lished and I absolutely loved it. It expresses and illustrates so well 
many of the truths I have experienced in my own life. So how I 
have been impacted by the truths you are about to read?

Before beginning my theological education in Germany, I had 
been studying natural sciences in Zurich. It was a tough course 
stretching me beyond my limits in various ways. Failing several 
exams I quit the course after two-and-a-half years. That was dev-
astating to me: I had been thought of as an intelligent man, but 
now was quietly thinking of myself as an intellectual failure. The 
whole experience uncovered layers of pride in my heart that I had 
not known existed there. I realized – as Stephen Beck has defined 
the Christian gospel to us over and over again – that “in and of 
myself I am more sinful than I ever dared to believe”. For instance, 
I was avoiding people, so they wouldn’t find out about my poor 
academic performance. What I was really doing, was clutching to 
an idol and holding it dear to my heart, namely the idol of preserv-
ing my image! 

What set me free from all that image-stuff, with its carefully 
guarded secrets, inner conflicts, selfish motives, guilt, and the fear 
of being found out, was letting go of the image-idol and embrac-
ing my gospel-identity: that “in Christ I am more loved than I 
ever dared to hope.” This is an identity based not on my academic 
or any other performance, but on Jesus’ “performance” for me. 
Basing my identity on Jesus’ righteousness and not my own, freed 
me from the pressure to conform to people’s expectations of me.

Once I started into ministry, I realized that I was daily facing 
a big challenge: will I offer my self-image to the idols that promise 
me reputation, security or sweet comforts, or will I trust the gospel 
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of Jesus? I was leading a cell group in my church and was con-
stantly aware of the weighty spiritual responsibility of that task. I 
often struggled with my shortcomings. I would accuse myself of 
not taking enough time for people, of not praying for them like 
I should. The temptation was to “do ministry” out of a sense of 
duty, to simply ease my conscience, to tell myself that I am good 
enough for approval, whether it be from me, from others or from 
God. A gospel-driven spirituality allowed me to be honest with 
myself, to say to myself, “yes, Thony, you are falling short, but 
why be surprised: you are more sinful than you ever dared to 
believe”, but then turn around and say, “yes, Thony, even as an 
average guy with many shortcomings and sins, you are in Christ 
more loved than you ever dared to hope.” Putting my identity not 
in my accomplishments but in Jesus’ settled opinion of and love 
for me, gave me the freedom to succeed without getting proud 
and the freedom to fail without condemning myself. 

I soon realized that a gospel-driven spirituality was exactly 
what the people in my cell group needed, too! In fact, I started to 
wish this wonderful, inner liberation on everybody in the world. 
After quitting my course in Zurich, I decided to go to a different 
university. But this alternate plan didn’t work out because the 
university I applied to had misinformed me about application 
procedures! I can still remember the shock I felt, the fear of hav-
ing no viable plan left for my immediate future. In that moment, 
the Spirit of God turned me from clutching on to those prom-
ise-breaking idols in my soul and to trusting instead in God’s 
promises to me in the gospel. A deep sense of God’s sovereignty 
started to fill my heart. It comforted me, gave me peace, made 
me cheerful. When God pointed me to the seminary in Germany 
and the door for studying there opened to me, I could begin to 
see how my academic failure in Switzerland, and the bungling of 
my application to another university were all part of God’s plan 
for my life.

It’s not just experiences like these that have made this book 
resonate with me. It’s the passion for God, His gospel, His 
church, and His mission which permeates this book, that have 
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begun to permeate my life. I hope these passions grip your heart 
and shape your life, as you read, reflect, and apply these pages to 
your life. I tell you, it is a very liberating experience!
– Anthony Fisher
A German-Englishman near Frankfurt, Germany

2 I grew up in Africa. I can still remember the day I decided to 
acknowledge and follow Jesus Christ as my lord and savior. 

I was overwhelmed with joy and passion for him. Those feelings 
were founded upon the conviction that all my failures and the 
shameful things I had done in my life had been forgiven. I knew 
that I was no longer guilty before God but loved by him. I made 
an oath to God that I would never again hurt him or do anything 
that would make him sad about me. In that way I hoped to hang 
on to his love and smile on my life. 

After some years of being a Christian and doing a lot of things 
for God, I noticed that the joy I had felt when I first gave my life 
to Jesus had started to die. The reason was simple: Every day I 
was tempted to think, watch, and do things that were wrong in 
the eyes of God. But instead of keeping my record perfect before 
God I was often overcome by those temptations. There also were 
expectations (either by other Christians or by me) of things I 
should be doing, reading or saying, yet not a week would go by 
without having to realize that I was falling short of my standard of 
spirituality. A “victorious Christian living” it was not! In order to 
help me keep my promises to God, I had made certain spiritual 
rules and habits. They were like my religion, and I sought to keep 
them religiously. I prayed religiously, went to church religiously, 
served others religiously, followed Jesus religiously. My rules and 
disciplines served as my security of God’s acceptance of me. 

That religious spirituality lasted until the day, when a profes-
sor of mine walked into class and in the course “Spiritual Life in 
Ministry” gave a lecture on the gospel-driven life and spirituality. 
He started that lecture off with the statement: 
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“Our biggest mistake in living the Christian life is thinking 
wrongly about the gospel. The gospel is not the A,B,Cs but the A 
to Z of Christianity. It is not the entrance into the Christian life, 
it is the whole house; not the diving board into living water but 
the whole swimming pool.“ 

For my particular situation in life, those were the most power-
ful words I had ever heard. After that lesson on a Christ-centred 
and gospel-driven spirituality, I began a long process of repen-
tance (turning away from idols of religiosity and turning to the 
gospel of liberty). I started to re-define my life and my identity 
not around my religious habits but around the person and the 
work of Christ. 

The first joy came back to life again. In fact, my love and pas-
sion for Jesus Christ were re-awakened and grew to be stronger 
than they had been the first few months after my conversion. 
Why? Because I realised that I didn’t need to keep keeping my 
oaths before God if I wanted to keep God’s pleasure in me, nor 
to perform any extra holy deeds to make up for my failures and 
re-gain God’s love. He wanted me to know that through his holy 
Son, Jesus Christ, he was already pleased with and satisfied in 
me, that regardless of how well I perform for God I am already 
loved by him beyond all measure and imagination. This good 
news (gospel) set me free. Not the kind of freedom that would let 
me rush into sin as if it did not matter anymore if I was obedient 
to God or not. Instead it is the freedom to love God without the 
fear of losing that love by anything I do or don’t do. That, in turn, 
set me free to pray, to go to church, to do ministry, to tell others 
about the gospel as a way of expressing my love to God instead of 
needing to secure his love for me. 

The professor who walked into class that blessed day was 
Stephen Beck. He even told us about how this gospel-driven spiri-
tuality changed his personal life, his motives, his relationships, his 
drive for significance, his marriage, and his way of dealing with 
personal failures. I, too, am on this journey. 

What you read in this book is a description of that journey. If 
you go on this journey, you will get turned inside-out, from hav-
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ing to constantly worry about whether or not your ‘Me’ is okay 
to becoming motivated to live for God because he accepts you ‘in 
Christ’ as more than just okay. Bon voyage!
– Lionel Bendobal
A Cameroonian in Germany; Assistant Pastor in Church for all 
Nations, Frankfurt.

3 There is an odd little verse in John chapter 19, right at the 
end of the crucifixion of Jesus, that goes, “The man who saw 

it has given testimony, and his testimony is true. He knows that he 
tells the truth, and he testifies so that you also may believe” (v. 35). 

There was a time in my life when I believed that I could invent 
my own life story, fashion myself as a work of art, as Nietzsche 
says. This was true freedom. I believed that God had abandoned 
me in my hour of greatest need, felt that he had deeply betrayed 
me and was untrustworthy. I raged against him like a wounded 
animal, believing he intended to do me harm. At times I wanted 
to reach out to him, but I felt too bad, too ashamed of everything 
I had done. Eventually, I came to believe that God did not exist 
at all, the arguments against God were too compelling, and that I 
was nothing more than a collection of cells, alone in the universe 
and without ultimate purpose. I had so lost my way that I believed 
I was beyond redemption, so I slipped into deep, suicidal despair. 
These were beliefs that made so much sense at the time, but, as 
you will soon find out, very nearly killed me. What we believe really 
matters. It can have life or death consequences. 

Like a prisoner on death row, I got an eleventh-hour reprieve. 
When I least expected it, some mysterious force or power, or 
perhaps Someone, broke into my life. When I least deserved it, I 
was given grace and forgiveness. The chains of my addiction were 
broken by a power not my own, and I was set free to love a child 
I had not asked for but now would die for. I learned that I was 
not created to live for “me” but to be a blessing to others. And I 
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learned that I could not save myself, I could not write my own 
story. I needed a Saviour, the Author of life himself. 

As I began to meet God – or rather, as he began to meet me, 
for I could not find him on my own – I felt truly ALIVE for the 
first time in my life, the most “me” I had ever been! And I was 
most surprised to see that he was GOOD, that he loved me and 
had not abandoned me, but had pursued me for years. He had 
sat beside me in some very, very dark places, preserving my life 
despite my best efforts to destroy it. Though I had cursed him, he 
gave me hope and a future. It made no sense at all! But it brought 
me life, healing, and indeed, resurrection.

The Lord’s Prayer says, “Forgive us our debts, as we forgive 
our debtors”. There are some debts so huge they cannot be paid 
back and no amount of punishment can replace what was taken. 
In forgiving the man who hurt my family, it was like the power of 
God’s forgiveness became really real to me. It got inside of me. 
It allowed a mountain of sadness, shame, and fear to melt away 
in light of the truth of God’s burning love for me. It must be true 
what the Bible says about me, that God delights in me as a dad 
loves his little child, for him to pay the ultimate cost to forgive my 
debt. Knowing this deep in my heart, knowing the truth about 
who I am and who God is and that I can put my trust in him- this 
is the kind of freedom that actually sets you free!

I have just alluded here and there to details of my story. In the 
pages of this book Stephen Beck weaves 13 years of my experi-
ence with and without God. The author has known me for a long 
time and has walked through parts of my messy existence with 
me. I suppose it makes sense that my experience would illustrate 
for you how a gospel-driven spirituality challenges our deepest 
and dearest held beliefs and changes us inside-out. After all, mine 
is a normal and broken life to which God has broken through. I 
am a witness to the mighty power of God’s deliverance. 

My simple life continues to be a struggle. At the moment, my 
health prevents me from working and the disability checks have 
stopped coming. I’m not sure what the future holds. I believe in 
a God who came and lived among us, who healed people of their 
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diseases and forgave their sins, who loved us to the point of dying 
for us though we hated and cursed him. I believe in a God who 
deeply knows our suffering, who went down into death and broke 
its power, securing for us an eternity with him. I believe in a God 
who is alive and active in the world today, who seeks out broken 
people and makes us whole, who knows all our ugliness and yet 
accepts us, who does not leave us in our filth but transforms us 
into his beautiful image. 

If all this is really true, then this changes everything! If this 
God is for me, then nothing will destroy me. Since this God loves 
and accepts me as I am, I know I have become the recipient of 
over-the-top amazing, incredible, outrageous, and even scandal-
ous love. 

Enjoy my story, as you read this book and come to enjoy God. 
Your story could develop like mine as centering your life on God 
becomes the fulfillment of your Me.
– Maria
Toronto, Canada
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Preface

We live in a complicated world. Many different waves are 
washing over us and into us all at once and from many 

different directions. There are moments in which I feel like my 
head is already under water. I am unable to catch my breath. I am 
drowning. You probably know what it’s like.

Technology is an amazing thing. It has landed us on the 
moon, led us to discover the DNA, gets the news about far-away 
disasters into our living room within minutes, and allows us to be 
“friends” with people we don’t even know. It has brought us an 
overload of daily information. We know more than we have ever 
known, and can gain new knowledge faster than we ever have 
before. We even know that there is more that we do not know than 
that we know. We also know that information we receive is tam-
pered with or slanted according to what people want us to believe. 
What we know is only selective information, only part of the total 
picture. Is all our knowledge really correct? How many things that 
we know today as facts will be proven wrong tomorrow or will be 
known to have been based on completely erroneous assumptions 
by the next decade? Can we be sure about anything? 

The worst of it is that although we have gained incredible 
amounts of self-knowledge in the past decades, it is precisely the 
self we have the hardest time understanding. We are complicated 
creatures. Why do we know that hatred, lust, unfaithfulness, 
greed, elitism, arrogance, denial, guilt, denial of guilt, addiction, 
and racist thoughts will ruin us, and still we give ourselves over to 
what we know will ruin us? Why are we so in love with ourselves 
yet unhappy with the selves we love? Why do we have so much 
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available at our finger tips but still have unfulfilled longings in 
our hearts? All the technology and vast knowledge available to 
us today cannot make sense of our deepest selves, cannot stem 
the flood of torn, battered and unhappy people making their way 
to psychiatrists, therapists and counsellors. We need help. I need 
help. The more we know the more we know that we cannot figure 
ourselves out!

We live in a complicated world. We live inside a complicated 
self.

Postmodernism, the grandchild of the philosopher Friedrich 
Nietzsche, has sought to help us through our self-crisis. It has 
tried to simplify the mystery of the self by telling us that an objec-
tive understanding of self is completely impossible, anyway. After 
all, starting with the 18th century Enlightenment, humanistic 
modernism sought to put man and his scientific knowledge at the 
centre of the universe. Postmodernism has taken modernism to its 
logical conclusion. The pill we have had to swallow tastes bitter:

“Man at the centre? Which man is at what centre, by whose 
interpretation? Aren’t we all just individuals with our own inter-
pretations of reality? And since we are, who can even tell us where 
centre is? And since there is no centre anymore…

…there is no way to define truth except by your subjective 
experience,

…there is no meaning in life except the meaning you  create 
for yourself.

…You are all you have, sucker! Bon voyage!
Do you get the point? Postmodernism has told us, that it’s all 

about your self: All anyone has for himself is self-esteem, self-help, 
loving your self, pampering yourself, centring yourself on your 
self, being good to yourself, actualizing your self. Postmodernism 
is the attempt to legitimize our preoccupation with our selves. 

But the philosophers who promoted postmodernism have 
become sceptical about their own philosophy. Recognizing the 
internal contradiction of their claims, they also realized that they 
had essentially obliterated any ability to define the self. How can 
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we talk about the self when there is no objective definition of what 
the self even is? I am not saying that the discussion about post-
modernism has become unnecessary. I am saying that while it did 
not reach most of the world it is virtually passé in Western Europe 
where I live, because it has failed to give Westerners answers to 
our identity crisis. What it did not fail to do is to confirm what we 
have already known for a long time: every human everywhere in 
the world is horribly me-centred! We are caught in a suction of 
self-consumption that pulls us deeper and deeper into our own 
prisons. All the self-help-books, seminars and programs have not 
helped set the self free. Postmodernism’s attempt to legitimize 
our self-absorption has not liberated us; it has simply left millions 
of bankrupt souls in its wake. 

What do vacuous souls have left for themselves? If nothing 
has meaning except the meaning you create for yourself, you have 
two options: either kill yourself because you are unable to create 
your own satisfactory meaning—which was Friedrich Nietzsche’s 
choice—or create for yourself a culture of entertainment, fill your 
senses with what brings you pleasure in the moment and enjoy 
meaninglessness as much as you can before you go out in a mean-
ingless whimper. Either way you choose, it’s totally self-absorbed. 
Which is okay, as long as it is the authentic self being expressed. 
But how should you know what the authentic self is?

It’s a very confusing world we live in!

Globalism has sought to give us meaning by bringing us all 
together into a united-we-are-the-world world. What this political 
movement has actually done is blow up the world into a million 
pieces. To create a uni-world we have had to become pluralistic. 
We have had to remove all divisions and distinctions, in order to 
unify the world. The result: there are distinctions, no neat catego-
ries anymore. Every mixture and blending and mainstreaming of 
everything has been granted the right to exist, except the voices 
that decry the mixing and mainstreaming of everything. Such 
people are labelled “fanatics” or “fundamentalists.”

Personally, I think that globalism’s mixing of cultures and 
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nationalities has afforded us wonderful opportunities. But at a 
great price! To keep everybody moving together in the same direc-
tion, everybody needs to be cloned into being politically correct. 
Pluralism tells us to march to the beat of the uni-drummer, all 
in a row, no exceptions allowed. Many feel the pressure of hav-
ing to openly tolerate what we privately don’t want and sanction 
what we secretly disagree with. For the sake of public harmony, 
personal faith is removed from the public square. Nobody should 
push their personal faith into the foreground or it will disrupt the 
uni-drummer’s rhythm. Privatization of belief has become global-
ism’s religious mantra. We are learning to be and say one thing on 
the outside, while feeling, sensing and believing something else 
on the inside. 

It is a sad and lonely world we live in!
Religion has failed us! It has given the self no answer to his 

search for meaning. Christendom as a “folk culture” has come to 
an end. The religious moorings of the west have been uprooted. 
For many centuries Christendom has presented the Christian 
message simplistically. Some call it “liberalism”, some call it 
“simplism.” It is the reducing of the message of Jesus to an ethical 
lifestyle, to a set of moral values people are expected to live. You 
might say that Christianity is portrayed as the law of love, as the 
“you know what you have to do to love your neighbour, now go 
do it” commandment. Since this religious message fits the political 
push of globalism, many parts of the church have gotten in bed 
with the political scene. But wanting to have a voice in a political 
world, and accommodating its message to fit the political king, 
the church has by and large lost its prophetic voice and priestly 
role in the inner lives of searching people. The accommodating 
practices of the church with its compromised message and leaders 
have marked the institution with widespread hypocrisy. Even the 
irreligious sense at that point, that Jesus and the church are not 
on the same page. 

A segment of the church has reacted to the liberal church and 
its simplistic message by going to the opposite extreme. It has 
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withdrawn from world affairs and become its own (sub)culture. 
It points the finger at the world and judges it for its worldliness. 
The end effect is that the conservative and withdrawing church 
has become just as hypocritical as the liberal and accommodating 
church, because it ignores the reality, that every sin it judges in 
the world lies in seed-form in its own heart. This, too, the irreli-
gious can sense and have written off the conservative option as 
arrogant, unloving and self-righteous.

The result has been, that while there is a 3rd way the church 
could go, an ever widening disillusionment with either expres-
sion of Christian religion has developed. Whether it be the 
liberal, world-accomodating church or the conservative, world-
condemning church, most mainstream people are frustrated or 
hurt by either.

It is a hopeless world we live in.
This book is not about religion. It is about what one philoso-

pher called true spirituality. It is about a spirituality that helps the 
self break out of its fragmentation and develop into a complete 
self; break loose from the pressures of keeping up the image and 
attain an authenticity you and others can respect; get free from 
self-absorption and live a life that leaves a meaningful legacy to 
others. 

This book is about Christian spirituality. I have found that 
the key to developing my self to the ultimate self I can be is to not 
focus the self on the self but on the God who loves the self. This 
God has given me stability, calm and safety in this complicated, 
sad, confusing and hopeless world. He has helped me find my real 
self by telling me to centre my self on him instead of self. Centring 
on him is a practical process, touching every aspect of life, bring-
ing every fragment together into a whole. 

You will read about and learn the process throughout this 
book, in the true story of Maria that weaves its way through its 
pages, and in the many helpful and positive principles that come 
to us from Christian spirituality. You will learn the spiritual path 
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of Jesus the Christ, what my friend Tim Keller has called the 3rd 
way, the middle road. It is not driven by the need to fit in with 
the political-cultural pressures of the day, nor by a desire to prove 
oneself better and purer than those who have accommodated the 
message. It is, instead, a gospel-driven spirituality, that means, it 
is driven by the good news about the righteousness of Jesus. What 
that means, and how that works itself out practically in your life, 
is what this book is about.

Frankly, Christian spirituality can be an uncomfortable path 
to walk on through life, so reading this book may not always feel 
like you are having a pleasant, postmodern experience. If I were 
creating a spirituality that stood a chance of getting a wide follow-
ing, I would first create a divinity to fit my needs, and then I would 
put that divinity to work to satisfy all my needs. But true Christian 
spirituality does not work like that, nor does it begin with a divinity 
that serves as a spiritual butler. One reason why God does not exist 
to fill every need we feel is that God was not created by any needy 
person. He was not created at all. And precisely here is the rub. 
Before mankind was, and before mankind fell from the beautiful 
being it was, God was and had been for all eternity. This being 
true, it takes out of everybody’s hands the opportunity to create a 
divinity according to his own pleasures and felt needs. It becomes 
a threat to the self that wishes to determine his own identity, ideol-
ogy and destiny. The English scholar, Alister McGrath, put it like 
this in Spirituality in an Age of Change:

“We ought to attend to God as he actually is, rather than construct-
ing ideas of what we would like him to be like…God has taken the ini-
tiative away from us, pulling the rug from under our neat preconceptions 
of what a god ought to be like. In part, faith is a willingness to apprehend 
and respond to God as he has chosen to make himself known. It is a 
form of humility… in that it amounts to a willingness to submit to God, 
rather than to assert the validity of our own stereotypes of divinity…
True spirituality is not a human invention, but a response to God.“1

1 Alister McGrath, spiriTualiTy iN aN age of ChaNge: redisCoVeriNg The spiriT of The 
reformers, Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1994, pp. 78-79.
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This makes Christianity at first encounter a bit unnatural, 
precisely because its origin is not natural but supernatural. 
Reading, hearing, and learning the content of God’s revelation 
can be an uncomfortable experience because you don’t get to 
create the content. You respond to it. The revealed content will 
include thoughts and ideas that will take you by surprise, chal-
lenge you, even frighten you. God’s revelation can reveal truth 
to you that feels contrary to your nature and opposite from your 
inclination. It can hurt, dig deep into your wounds you never 
knew you had and call you to die humbly to your selfish self. This 
is terribly uncomfortable! But as Dietrich Bonhoeffer, the young 
Geman theologian and pastor who vigorously withstood the Nazi 
regime of his day and his church’s compromise to the political 
pressures, used to point out: It is precisely because God does not 
correspond to our nature that he is able to move into our human 
nature and change it.2  

That is what true Christian spirituality does: it changes us 
from the inside-out. In turn, that means that Christian spirituality 
is a lot more than just knowing certain things God revealed for 
us to know. It is like reading a story that has certain facts to its 
content, and then stepping into the content and becoming part of 
the story. It is an experience. It becomes an adventure of knowing 
God deeper and deeper every day, in the experiences of joy as well 
as in your encounters with the sorrows of life. But the deeper you 
come to know God, the more in touch with your longings you 
are. While you cannot create a god whose task it is to fill all your 
felt needs, God created us with certain longings that drive us to 
him. He desires to drive us to him precisely because he desires to 
satisfy our longings. He is that good, that generous! In your desire 
for the fulfilment of your longings, and in turning to God to have 
your longings filled, you become the fulfilled self, you become 
complete, free and authentic.

For this reason I include at the end of every chapter a section 
entitled, “What’s in it for me?” One might criticise this as turning 

2 See for example Bonhoeffer’s letter in 1936 to his brother-in-law, quoted in Metaxas, 
Eric, BoNhoeffer: pasTor, marTyr, propheT, Spy, Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2010, p. 137.
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Christian spirituality into nothing less than self-consumption. But 
here is the utterly astounding thing: in turning to God, the self 
ends up receiving tremendous personal gratification from God. 
You might be surprised at ‘what’s in it for me?’ when you let your 
inner life be driven by the gospel of God to God instead of by 
religion to your inner self. 

Here is the hope! Form a God-centred spirituality in a me-
centred world. If developing toward the real self is like constructing 
a house, Christian spirituality is learning to be a smart builder!
Let’s proceed now to the construction site!

Yours sincerely and along for the lifelong project,

Stephen Beck
October 2011
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As the Ruin Falls by C. S. Lewis

All this is flashy rhetoric about loving you.
I never had a selfless thought since I was born.

I am mercenary and self-seeking through and through:
I want God, you, all friends, merely to serve my turn.

Peace, re-assurance, pleasure, are the goals I seek,
I cannot crawl one inch outside my proper skin:

I talk of love --a scholar’s parrot may talk Greek--
But, self-imprisoned, always end where I begin.

Only that now you have taught me (but how late) my lack.
I see the chasm. And everything you are was making

My heart into a bridge by which I might get back
From exile, and grow man. And now the bridge is breaking.

For this I bless you as the ruin falls. The pains
You give me are more precious than all other gains. 
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Section 1

In this first of four sections, we want to deal with the invisible part 
of a person’s spirituality. If we were constructing a house, this 
would be the part that stays underground. Nobody sees it, but it 
provides the house with all-important stability to remain firm in 
life’s heavy storms. It also gives structure to the visible parts. If we 
do not get this part of our spirituality right, we get everything else 
wrong. It demands deep soul-searching and a humble reflection 
on the facts.

Spirituality starts with a consideration of ideas. Alister 
McGrath, in Spirituality in an Age of Change, defines spiritual-
ity—specifically Christian spirituality—as “the way in which those 
ideas make themselves visible in the life of Christian individuals 
and communities.”  I have followed the scholarship of McGrath 
over the years and have immense respect for him. But I’d like to 
go a step deeper and further than McGrath’s definition of ideas 
does: deeper than ideas, because behind those ideas are personal 
longings every human has, and spirituality is the human search for 
fulfilment of those longings; further than ideas, because Christian 
spirituality is about a person, and spirituality becomes an engage-
ment with this most controversial person that ever existed. For 
that reason, Christian spirituality demands some hard decisions. 

Perhaps that will make your journey as challenging as Maria’s. 
It is with her that I begin and with her that I will end this book. In 
between you can follow how she came to deal with the foundations 
of Christian spirituality, how she put to use some of the spiritual 
ideas I will discuss in this book, and how her decisions about spiri-
tuality shaped her life.
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Maria’s Journey #1 
An ordinary story with an 

extraordinary twist

She was raised with devout religious principles by her 
parents, Rob and Karina. Not to mention I was pastor of 

the church that she and her family attended. With such good 
influences in her life, what could possibly go wrong?!

Everything went wrong!
When Maria was 17, something happened that nobody 

could have foreseen—at least not with her background. From 
one day to the next she turned away from belief in God. She 
had encountered so much wrong in her surroundings, had 
witnessed so much suffering in the world, that a blackness 
started to move in on her soul like an early morning fog. A 
quiet rage took root in what had been a happy spirit. If God 
really is good and all-powerful, how could he simply stand by, 
hear the cries of millions of tormented and hurting people 
and do nothing? God was neither good nor great.

Maria was disappointed with God.  And the darker it got 
in her soul, the more obvious it was to Maria that God had 
abandoned her. She felt betrayed. There was nothing she 
had done to deserve God turning his back on her. Just to the 
opposite: she had always taken God very seriously and had 
committed her life to living in a way that pleased him. But 
he did not seem to care. Instead of making her happy, the 
growing dark vacuum in her soul suggested he had gone far 
away from her. In fact, all the suffering she was witnessing in 
the world made it clear he had removed himself from all of 
reality.

So one day she decided to call it quits on the religious 
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life. “Atheists must be right. This is my life, this is about me, 
because there is nobody else who can make me happy!” she 
started thinking to herself. Her anger at God turned into an 
inner rage toward anything and anybody who tried to place 
strictures around her. The speaker at her Toronto’s high school 
graduation confirmed her suspicions when he encouraged the 
graduates to embrace the post-modern worldview. “We are 
the product of the Enlightenment,” he declared with passion. 
”Today we know that every person is his own god, decides 
his own destiny, pursues his own path to happiness, while 
tolerating all paths. Here is your creed, the postmodern rule 
written over everybody’s life: there is no rule over anybody’s 
life! Nobody and nothing stands over you to dictate who 
you are, what you do, what you believe. Believe your own 
experience, no less and no more. It will be the most wonderful 
truth and reality to believe in and live for. Why? Because 
it is the authentic you, it is your very own faith!” It was an 
electrifying speech.

To Maria, the speaker’s creed reflected the way the 
world seemed to be turning. People like Rob and Karina, 
who insisted there was only one true God (the God they 
worshiped) were ‘fundamentalists.’ They were power-hungry, 
dangerous, or psychologically so weak that they needed a 
make-believe god as a crutch. That was not the path for her. 
Not any more!

“This is my life. This is about me. This is about what I 
want!”

That is how Maria’s mission to find herself got its start. 
It was an exciting adventure, shedding someone else’s 
religious clothes that had been imposed on her and heading 
off down the pathway to her very own created self. The goal 
itself was not as important as the process. She was free to be 
completely free.

For every person it looks different. For Maria the buzz of 
happiness came through the party scene. That awful blackness 
was still enveloping her soul like a silk veil, so she needed 
the buzz. She filled her days with carefree and like-minded 
friends, alcohol, drugs, sex, and dancing the nights away. 
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And the more, the better! She was her own master, and she 
drove her search for fulfilment forward with reckless abandon. 
The party scene took on a maddening pace, though it was 
still important to keep up the look of ‘having it all together,’ 
especially in front of her parents. Eventually that created 
unwanted pressure, so she moved away from home into her 
own place, in order to flee the circle of authority and guilt-
manipulation.

When she was 20 and in her second year of university the 
veil of darkness started to strangle her soul. Maria plummeted 
into a very deep  depression. She visited a series of doctors 
and specialists, but no one was able to help her. Actually, she 
did not want help at the time.  She had become dependent 
on the little idols she was bowing to – her friends, drugs, sex 
and alcohol -  and she was determined to remain master of 
her destiny. She was going to prove that she could make it on 
her own, even if she had to drop out of university.

Then a big bomb dropped on her tightly built fortress of 
Me. She became pregnant. It was a horrible shock! Her drug-
addicted boyfriend, who had regularly been sniffing cocaine 
and getting drunk with her,  found the pregnancy a disruption 
to his drive for freedom and moved out. Maria, now 24, was 
left alone to deal with the pregnancy.

Quite unexpectedly, a light began to shine its rays 
through the cracks of Maria’s broken soul. The first beams 
came in the form of thoughts that warmed her. Maria began 
to rub her stomach and feel love for the child in her. She knew 
she had turned her back on God. If he were to deal in fairness 
with Maria, he would make her pay the consequences for 
all her spiritual rebellion and moral wrongdoing. Instead, it 
seemed, he was giving her a very special gift: a baby. Many 
married couples try for years to have children and cannot. 
Unmarried Maria had had sex, not because she was trying to 
have a baby but because she felt desperately lonely. Yet she 
was being given a child to love. The way Maria perceived this 
turn in her life, it was over-the-top, scandalous, outrageous 
grace. 

Perhaps God was loving and good, after all? Perhaps 
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he had never left her, even when she had wanted to leave 
him. Had he pursued her in grace? The more Maria thought 
about the turn in her life, the more she felt that the questions 
about suffering and evil in the world could not be answered 
by abandoning the existence and presence of God. Being 
pregnant suggested to Maria, that there were at least as many 
good things that people were undeservedly allowed to have 
and experience as there were bad things. If we are quick to 
blame God for bad things that happen, should we not in all 
fairness then also credit God for the many good things that 
come our way?

Maria felt the thrill of loving her own child. She had been 
utterly self-consumed, on a rampage to secure her own 
happiness and drown out the depression. Her feverish pursuit 
of the self had become a prison in which she was incarcerated. 
The thought of loving someone else, of giving up self-centred 
pursuits like drugs and nightly parties for the wellbeing of her 
little baby, was like following the rays of light out of the prison 
cell and realizing that beauty and freedom lay beyond selfish 
pursuits.

But Maria was scared to face the future alone, without an 
income and with a baby. This is where more light began to 
shine into Maria’s soul. Her parents, Rob and Karina, offered 
to have Maria move into the house they had just built. Maria 
would have her own room, with a second room for her child. 
Everything would be hers to use freely, and Mom and Dad 
would help her raise the little one. It was hard for Maria to 
accept the offer. It meant giving in and surrendering to people 
whom she had wanted to prove wrong. Worst of all, it meant 
giving up. Her quest to prove she was self-sufficient had failed.

Grace has that effect on people. To experience the full 
benefit and generosity of grace, they have to admit humbly 
that they were unable to live without it. The other thing 
so disturbing about grace is that it does not act according 
to human nature, nor treat a wrongdoer on human terms. 
Grace is ready to give what is unexpected, to do what seems 
unfair, in order to extend what is undeserved. Grace is free; 
it demands no payment. Grace does not harbour bitterness 
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for unjust treatment received. It forgives and lets go of the 
grudge, not because it must, but because that is its nature. 
God is filled to the brim with grace and his grace had deeply 
touched Rob and Karina a year earlier, in the midst of their 
brokenness over their daughter. It had transformed them so 
that now they could offer grace to the daughter who hated 
them. Greater than any rational argument, the grace her 
parents extended to Maria broke through to her hardened 
heart.

Maria moved home. That was not easy for anybody, not 
for her parents, not for her siblings, and not for Maria. Things 
went from bad to worse. In her sixth month of pregnancy, 
Maria had a check-up that added a whole new complication 
to an already confused life. The ultrasound showed that the 
child was not developing properly. The obstetrician said 
coldly, “If you bring this child into the world, it will be a child 
with ‘special needs.”

Sometimes life stinks when there is nothing in particular 
that you have done to cause the stench.  Sometimes life stinks 
from the foulness of your own choices. If you are honest, 
really honest, you make decisions based only on what looks 
like a good experience at the moment. Then it comes back 
and bites you. What do you do with the mess you create, 
when all you have left is the self that created the mess? Is 
there a way out of this lonesome desert? When you have lost 
your way, can life be rebuilt on a solid foundation?
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Smart Builder!
In the fall of 1928, 22-year-old Dietrich Bonhoeffer gave a lec-

ture to German Christians. He noticed that in calling themselves 
‘Christians,’ they had reduced the word to nothing more than a 
certain piety. He spelled out that the basis of all of Christian spir-
ituality is the Person of Jesus. In this lecture, Bonhoeffer called 
those who wished to be known as ‘Christians’ to a clear and un-
compromising commitment:

One admires Christ according to aesthetic categories as an aes-
thetic genius, calls him the greatest ethicist; one admires his going 
to his death as a heroic sacrifice for his ideas. Only one thing one 
doesn’t do: one doesn’t take him seriously. That is, one doesn’t 
bring the center of his or her own life into contact with the claim 
of Christ to speak the revelation of God and to be that revela-
tion. One maintains a distance between himself or herself and the 
word of Christ, and allows no serious encounter to take place. I 
can doubtless live with or without Jesus as a religious genius, as an 
ethicist, as a gentleman – just as, after all, I can also live without 
Plato and Kant…Should, however, there be something in Christ 
that claims my life entirely with the full seriousness that here God 
himself speaks and if the word of God once became present only 
in Christ, then Christ has not only relative but absolute, urgent 
significance for me…Understanding Christ means taking Christ 
seriously. Understanding this claim means taking seriously his ab-
solute claim on our commitment. And it is now of importance for 
us to clarify the seriousness of this matter and to extricate Christ 
from the secularization process in which he has been incorporated 
since the Enlightenment.1

Bonhoeffer’s call to an authentic Christian spirituality not only 
marked his entire ministry, it became the substance of his famous 
book NaChfolge (English: The CosT of disCipleship). It is an 
analysis of Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount, which Jesus preached to 
an audience of a few disciples, a number of severe critics, and many 
curious folk. He ended the sermon by drawing a picture about 
spirituality. Jesus imagined life as a house, which must be carefully 
built and constructed with forethought.

1 Eric Metaxas, BoNhoeffer: pasTor, marTyr, propheT, spy. London: Thomas Nelson, 
2010. p. 82.
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Here is the climactic conclusion of Jesus’ famous sermon:  “Ev-
eryone who hears these words of mine and puts them into practice is 
like a wise man who built his house on the rock. The rain came down, 
the streams rose, and the winds blew and beat against that house; yet 
it did not fall, because it had its foundation on the rock. But everyone 
who hears these words of mine and does not put them into practice is 
like a foolish man who built his house on sand. The rain came down, the 
streams rose, and the winds blew and beat against that house, and it fell 
with a great crash” (Matthew 7:24-27).

Not exactly a positive ending to a world-famous sermon! It is 
almost as if the rabbi wanted to leave his audience all shaken up 
over the alternative to which everyone is headed, at least all those 
content to pat Jesus on the back and congratulate him for being a 
symbol of peace. But what they refuse to do is to smart_build their 
lives by studying and believing his truth (“Everyone who hears these 
words of mine”) and organizing every aspect of their lives around it 
(“and puts them into practice”).

Jesus was reaching back into the Jewish Bible, the Old Testa-
ment, and to the well-known Judaic concept of wisdom. In fact, 
part of the Jewish Bible was called ‘Wisdom literature.’ One book, 
Proverbs, begins with God personified as wisdom, making her 
way into the public domain and offering to guide the inhabitants 
through life, but wisdom is rejected by those who thought them-
selves too smart to need her. She enters the public square and 
authoritatively denounces those who chose the alternative to wis-
dom. She calls them “fools.”

When he translated Proverbs from Hebrew into German, Mar-
tin Luther chose “klug” or “Klugheit” to cover such words as “un-
derstanding,” “prudence,” “discernment,” and “wisdom.” “Klug” 
means “smart.” Being smart (or wise) is not just about knowing 
a lot. Many people know as much as the great philosophers and 
religious thinkers of Jesus’ own day. Jesus nonetheless called them 
“fools,” just like God-personified-as-Wisdom in the book of Prov-
erbs had done. Being “smart” has to do with knowing what to do 
with the facts you know.

In the conclusion of the Sermon on the Mount Jesus presents 
himself as THE fact you need to know. You need to know what to 
do with this fact. Jesus presented himself as God-come-in-the-
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flesh (incarnation), going through the streets of our lives, calling us 
to build our lives on him. He who does so, Jesus claims, is “a wise 
man.” He who does not do so is a “foolish man.” 

Jesus’ claim and mandate was as audacious in 1st century Juda-
ism as it is in today’s secularism. He is not just calling every person 
to build his life wisely by building it on the solid foundation of im-
movable, indestructible and unchanging truth. He is saying that he 
is that truth. This truth cannot be changed any more than Jesus can 
be changed. Not by evolving cultures, nor by opposing opinions. 
What makes this truth so appealing is that it is not cold, heartless, 
philosophical rambling. It is a person. Anyone who is really smart 
builds his lifehouse around a person who perfectly knows all there 
is to know, perfectly knows how to use all there is to know, and 
in grace moves into our construction to help us build the perfect 
lifehouse we long to have. Simply said, you build your lifehouse 
wisely if you build it on someone who is, and has proven to be, the 
perfect lifehouse. 

When you build on this rock, your lifehouse becomes a light-
house. It becomes a guide to people who need help. It impacts 
others. It leaves a legacy. 

And it stands forever. The Bible refers to our dwelling in the 
afterlife as a house we have in heaven. It will be a house not made 
of bricks and mortar but built by God (2 Corinthians 5:1). Imagine 
your life built by God as an exhibit of his glory forever!

Who would want to choose the alternative?
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Some wonderful books have been written in the last 
century on christian spirituality. Here are a few:

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, The Cost of Discipleship,

Francis Schaeffer, True Spirituality,

Richard Lovelace, Dynamics of Spiritual Life, 

Alister McGrath, Spirituality in an Age of Change,

John Piper, Desiring God,

Rick Warren, The Purpose-Driven Life,

Glen Scorgie, A Little Guide to Christian Spirituality,

Gregory Laughery, Living Spirituality.

Toolbox
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Foundation
 

The Right Foundation For 
Your Spiritual Life

The foundation of Christian spirituality is Jesus. Not more, 
not less. Jesus was his earthly name, but he was and is 
referred to by his followers as ‘Christ.’ That is the Greek 

word for Messiah,’ which means ‘anointed one.’ It is the picture 
of God laying his hands on Jesus and saying, “You are my chosen 
Saviour.” 

Followers of Jesus Messiah believe he is sent from God to make 
the way for us to God. Athol Dickson said it beautifully: “To me, 
Jesus is the Creator of the universe on hands and knees, a proud Daddy 
talking baby talk to all humanity, a God who has become man so that I 
can better understand his answer.”1

Without the Person of Jesus, there is no Christianity and no 
Christian life. Everything comes from him, is through him, points 
toward him and leads to him. As John, one of his disciples and fol-
lowers, called him in the Bible, Jesus is the Alpha and Omega, the 
beginning and the end. He was born in 4 B.C. and was crucified 
in 30 A.D. But he existed for all eternity before his birth, and he 
lives and reigns forever after his death. Why we can say that with 
certainty is spelled out next.

Christian spirituality is based on a historical fact
Most religions have no problem accepting the historical fact that 

Jesus died on a cross (Islam is the one major religion that denies 

1 Athol Dickson The gospel aCCordiNg To moses, Grand Rapids: Brazos Press, 2003, p. 
28.
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this). However, the crucial point, and therefore our starting point, 
is the resurrection of this crucified Jesus. The resurrection is that 
upon which the whole Christian faith stands! The first followers 
of Jesus were aware that this was the critical issue. One need only 
look at the four Gospels—Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John—and 
their focus on the empty tomb where the crucified Jesus had been 
buried (see especially John 20). Or note the Bible passages (Ro-
mans 1:4 or 1 Corinthians 15:15-20) in which Paul makes clear 
how much his entire faith in God depended on the resurrection 
of Jesus.

The resurrection of Jesus is the crux of all of Christian spiritual-
ity!

If Jesus did not rise from the dead three days after his cruci-
fixion, the Christian faith is the greatest swindle there has ever 
been in the history of mankind. Then Jesus would be either a liar 
or a crazy man. He had claimed to be God (John 10:30), the only 
way to God (John 14:6), and the resurrection and the life (John 
11:25). If Jesus did not rise from the dead, then none of the claims 
he made are true, and there would be no reason to believe that his 
death on the cross meant anything, that there is forgiveness of sins 
and absolution of any guilt you carry, that there is life after death.

However, if Jesus did rise from the dead, then it would be worth 
it for us to give up everything for him and serve him with total 
passion and devotion, because of the new, breathtaking future he 
offers us.

The only question is: how can we be sure that Jesus truly resur-
rected?

We were not there. We cannot go back into the grave and ex-
amine the grave cloths of Jesus, like Peter, John and Mary did 
(John 20:1-9). You and I were not there, like the heavily armed 
guards, who, standing in front of Jesus’ grave to prevent an at-
tempted grave robbery, reported with great fear to governor Pilate 
about an earthquake and angels and about how they had fled from 
the scene (Matt. 27:62-66). We were not there as Mary encoun-
tered Jesus in the cemetery, or when Jesus walked through a wall 
to show himself to the disciples, or when he stood in front of the 
doubting Thomas and showed him the scars in his hands and feet 
(John 20:24-31). You and I were not there to see with our own 



eyes how Jesus called from the beach to his disciples in their boat 
to come have breakfast with him (John 21.11ff). We were not there 
to experience how the disciples changed from cowards to coura-
geous apostles and went all over the world to announce that Jesus 
of Nazareth had risen from the dead and is God.

But hundreds of people were there, and they saw, heard, and 
physically touched Jesus. Their reports have come down to us 
through people like Peter (Acts 2:32-36), John (1 John 1:1-3) and 
Paul (1 Corinthians 15:3-8). Thousands of scholars have studied 
the reports and have found them to be reliable down to the details. 
Millions have come to the historical evidence not believing that the 
resurrection could be true and have become as convinced as the 
over 500 people who, within weeks of Jesus’ death, claimed that he 
had appeared to them bodily and personally.

Based on the standard of accuracy in oral tradition of 1st century 
Judaism, the number of eyewitnesses, and the tremendous amount 
of reliable manuscripts available to scholars today, the resurrection 
of Jesus is more believable as historical fact than most of ancient 
history we routinely accept as factual. Certainly, all alternative ex-
planations for the empty grave have proven to be utter nonsense.

While I lived in Toronto, Canada, for many years I had a very 
enjoyable dentist. I know, that sounds like a contradiction—
‘enjoyable’ and ‘dentist’—but this Jew with spiritual tentacles in 
Eastern mysticism, loved to discuss spiritual issues with me. When-
ever I made an appointment he would schedule me for extra time, 
not just to pick at my teeth but to pick my brain on matters of 
spirituality.

At one appointment he introduced me to his new dental as-
sistant, by telling her, “Talk to this man, maybe the questions you 
have been asking me about spirituality would interest him, too.” 
As she cleaned my teeth, she talked about her background. She 
had grown up in Korea, where her grandfather had forced her to 
go to a Christian church with him every Sunday. But now that she 
was living on her own in Toronto, she had become a Buddhist. She 
asked me if I had ever examined the wonderful teachings of Bud-
dha. I knew I had to keep my answers very short. Normally I have 
little trouble talking a lot (just ask my wife), but I have to admit that 
I do not speak very well when someone’s hands are in my mouth.
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“No,” I gulped. “I stopped in my search for truth before I got 
to Buddha.”

“What do you mean?” she probed.
“The resurrection of Jesus made everything else superfluous 

for me,” I mumbled (I had a tube in my mouth at that moment…
Try saying ‘superfluous’ with a tube halfway down your throat. It 
sounds a little like ‘tuberculosis’).

“The resurrection of Jesus?”
“Yes, the facts point to Jesus physically rising to life three days 

after his death.”
“And therefore you are no longer interested in religion?”
“Oh no,” I responded, my mouth now free from dental tools. 

“I’m more than ever interested in religion. I mean, religion is 
about our human need to have a vital relationship with our Cre-
ator. Jesus’ resurrection confirmed to me that his claims must be 
true, that he is the only way to a relationship with God, that he 
reconciled us with God through his death, that only he can for-
give sins, that he can give us eternal life here and now, and a life 
of completeness after death forever.” At this point, she stuck her 
hands back in my mouth, so I said the rest sounding like a cow in 
heat.

“Since Jesus is risen from the dead and is reigning as Lord over 
all, Jesus is everything that I need for a relationship to God. The 
resurrection means my search for truth and meaning ended with 
Jesus.”

Unfortunately, at this point the dentist came back into the 
room and wanted to discuss with me his latest spiritual insights. 
But here is the point:

If Jesus did not rise from the dead, the Christian faith is ulti-
mately an illusion.  But if Jesus did rise from the dead, everything 
outside of the Christian faith is ultimately an illusion.

Christian spirituality gives to the most controversial 
question the most wonderful answer
Recently I received an email from my 25-year old daughter, 

Elizabeth, who lives in London, England. She had offered a mid-
dle-aged man in a park a gift: 
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“Hi. I am really thankful for the Bible and how God has filled 
and changed my life through it. So I am giving away as a gift a small 
part of the Bible today, called ‘John.’ He was one of the disciples of 
Jesus, and wrote what he thought about Jesus, his life and stuff, in 
this book in the Bible. Would you like to have one?”

The man answered: “Would I like to have one what? A Bible or 
a John?”

Elizabeth almost burst into laughter, but was able to suppress 
it with a smile: “Eh, sir, the John thing. The Gospel of John. Most 
Christians just call it ‘John’.”

To her surprise the man responded: “Actually, I’ve had a bit of 
a notion to read the Bible some time, just never got around to it. 
Sure, I’ll take one. Thank you.”

When Elizabeth asked the Englishman why he had had the de-
sire to read the Bible, the man spoke of a spiritual hunger that 
no church, no religious ritual, no feel-good-about-yourself power 
seminar had ever fulfilled in him. Elizabeth shared how God had 
met her own spiritual longings. Her natural way of relating to this 
intelligent man gave him the ease and comfort to admit: “I have a 
lot of respect for Jesus. But I have always struggled with the fact 
that the same guy who is ready to give you the shirt off his back, I 
mean, the guy will do anything for you, is still so arrogant and says 
all religions are wrong and that he is the only thing that’s right. I 
mean, there were a lot of good people both before him and after 
him, who said good things about life and God.. Why did he ruin 
everything by saying he’s the only way to God?”

I think we must first admit that Jesus’ exclusivistic claim creates 
for many people a huge problem. It can bring with it emotional 
baggage. That could be memories of Christians bristling with rage 
as they pronounce judgment on other religions. It could be fear of 
uncomfortable implications for relationships with family or friends 
if one accepts this premise. So I zero in on the resurrection. That is 
the do-or-die point of Christianity, the point that pulls the question 
out of the subjective and private realm (the what-I-prefer-for-my-
self realm) and puts it into the objective, historic realm (the way-
things-are-is-the-way-things-are realm). Then I work my way back: 
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 $ If Jesus really rose from the dead, then there is a God who is 
so great that he has the power over evil and death.

 $ If Jesus really rose from the dead, then all that he did at the 
cross must not only be true, but also effective (i.e. it has the 
power to go beyond the cross as a historic event to the cross 
as an existential experience: Jesus’ words on the cross, ‘It is 
finished’ translate for the person who entrusts himself to the 
crucified Jesus into, ‘For me personally, it was accomplished 
once and for all’).

 $ If Jesus really rose from the dead, then he is who he said he 
is. But here is the problem: he said (and not the fundamen-
talists, not Christian bigots, not some television evangelist, 
but Jesus himself) he is the only way to God (John 14:6). For 
Jesus to say that and for his disciples to repeat it later (Acts 
4:12) was as unpopular then as it is now. He and his disciples 
paid for such a claim with their lives. So why did they make 
such a costly claim?

1) Because Jesus understood himself to be sent from God, to 
become the sacrifice for our sins. This is in complete con-
trast to other religions. Mankind always tries to make its 
way to the divine. In Jesus’ teaching, God is the initiator. 
He decided to make his way to us. He came in the Person 
of Jesus. So Jesus virtually (and logically) has to say that 
he is the only way back to God.

2) Because Jesus understood himself to be God (John 10:31; 
14:7-11). No other religious leader before or after Jesus 
would dare to make such a claim: It was blasphemy in the 
eyes of the Jews (monotheists) and Romans and Greeks 
(polytheists).

3) Because Jesus did something about our sins: he died on the 
cross. Nobody else—not Mohammed, Buddha, Krishna, 
or the Dalai Lama—did anything to conquer the sin issue. 
In fact, none of them made sin out to be a moral trans-
gression against God. So none of them felt that there was 
even a need to do something about our sin, nor did any 
of them have the power to do something about it. Only 
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Jesus DID something about it and only Jesus COULD do 
something about it, because he was not only man (to take 
our place), but also GOD (who can forgive).

The problem—and this is part of the baggage that rolls along 
behind Jesus’ claim—is the question, “but what about all the other 
religions or religious leaders? They can’t all be wrong!” Actually, 
they aren’t!  When Jesus says he is the only way to God, he is not 
saying that all other religions are completely wrong. There is some 
truth in all religions. For example, other religions say that the su-
pernatural exists, or that adultery is wrong, or that a human being 
has dignity, or that there is an ultimate to be reached and we are 
not there yet. These and many other truth statements are found 
within non-Christian religions. What Jesus claims is that though 
all religions have parts of the truth, he has and is all of the truth. 
Truth in its completeness is only found in him. The problem is that 
something that only has parts of the truth can only guide a person 
partly but not fully. Only that which is the absolutely complete 
expression of truth can guide someone straight and accurately into 
the truth. That is why Jesus made his exclusive claim in John 14:6. 
He did not see it as being controversial when he said, “I am the 
way, the truth, and the life, no one comes to the Father [i.e. the true God] 
except through me.” He saw it as the only possible way to go at the 
question intelligently, since he alone is the perfect and complete 
embodiment of truth.

Many of us just write this off as arrogant, insensitive, and big-
oted. But there is a great benefit to somebody saying that he is the 
only way to God: it makes the choice a lot clearer. If someone says, 
I am the only way to God, then either he is or he isn’t. If the evi-
dence supports “is,” then it’s clear and you can live with certainty 
that you are definitely on the right road. If the evidence points to 
“isn’t,” then it is clear again and you can live with certainty that 
you decided well by deciding against Jesus. But if the answer is, 
“There are a million different ways to God, and everyone has to 
define for themselves what that way is,” you may end up doing a lot 
of searching over a long period of time and even then never be sure 
that what you decided is the correct answer. Maybe there is more, 
if only you look more.
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Manuela taught me that.  She was in a Discovery Group in 
Frankfurt in 2009. About 8 of us were seated in Jürgen and Mar-
garet’s living room, and the topic was what to do with religions 
that claim exclusive truth for themselves. The fact is, all religions 
do, not just Christianity, and the question should be, who makes 
that claim not only with logical consistency but as a motivation to 
serve others, especially people who disagree, in kindness, good-
ness, and humility. Manuela had come into the group a few weeks 
earlier, with a fairly negative view of Christianity. She had been 
quietly listening all evening, but at the end of the discussion said 
something astonishing: 

“What became clear to me tonight is that it is really a good 
thing that Jesus claimed to be the only way!” 

We were all startled. Then she explained: “If I decide, on the 
basis of the information I have, that I want to choose Jesus as 
my Saviour, and I come to him and say, ‘Hi! I choose you as the 
Saviour and Lord I want to follow,’ I would be very disappointed 
if he responded, ‘okay, if that’s how you would like it. There are 
a million good choices here, some of which may make life easier 
for you or may allow you to do pretty much what you would like 
to do—which I won’t. But if you want to choose me, then I will 
do my best to make you happy.’ No, if I come to Jesus, and say, ‘I 
choose you,’ I want him to break into an enthusiastic smile and 
respond ‘Way to go, Manuela! You have chosen the best there is. In 
fact, Manuela, you have chosen the only one who has dealt com-
pletely and effectively with everything that lies between you and 
God, so that your sins are forgiven, your worries are now in God’s 
hands, and your future is secured forever. I am so thrilled that you 
have chosen me. See, I decided that I wanted you to be like my 
bride, and I have been throwing little love hints at you for awhile, 
so that you some day might realize who I am and how much I 
want you and want you to marry me. And now that you have an-
swered ‘yes,’ I am going to throw a big party.’ Then he would yell, 
‘Hey, somebody, start hauling out of the wine cellar all that special 
wine I have been storing up for Manuela all these millennia. We 
have an engagement to celebrate!’ That’s how I would want Jesus 
to answer me. So maybe everybody else thinks his absolute claim 
about being the only way to God is bigoted, but for me personally 
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it is a wonderful claim with a lot of good and security in it. It is a 
claim I want to trust!”

The Jewish scholar, Paul van Tarsus, for years viciously opposed 
Christians and the teachings of Jesus they followed. Once he came 
face to face with the facts about Jesus, he did a complete turn-
around and wrote “we have no other foundation to lay than the one 
that has already been laid, namely Christ Jesus” (1 Corinthians 3:11). 
Sticking with the facts surrounding the resurrection of Jesus and 
the necessary implications that come with that historic event is the 
way to build a foundation for your lifehouse so that it cannot be 
shaken. 

 O What’s in it for me?

Jesus! Already in the Old Testament, in Isaiah 11:2, the awesome 
wonder of this Messiah is prophesied: “The Spirit of the Lord will rest 
on him–the Spirit of wisdom and of understanding, the Spirit of counsel 
and of power, the Spirit of knowledge and of the fear of the Lord–with 
righteousness he will judge the needy, with justice he will give decisions 
for the poor of the earth, righteousness will be his belt and faithfulness the 
sash around his waist.” 

This is a Person we can trust 100%. We can entrust the restora-
tion of history, the earth, and our own lives to this One on whom 
God’s Spirit rests and who will handle all things (even our personal 
lives) with righteousness.
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Maria’s Journey #2
Engaging with God in an Atheism 

Course

The longer Maria was with her family, the more she felt 
the tension inside decrease. Her parents were not as 

threatening as they had once been, nor did they force their 
Christianity on her. 

As the pregnancy developed and Maria began thinking 
about her responsibilities as a mother, a spiritual hunger 
resurfaced in her. She rediscovered her enjoyment of 
processing things intellectually. She had always been logical, 
even about the God-thing, at least until she was 17 and 
decided that the most logical thing was to live life without 
God. 

But where to begin? What is the starting point of 
spiritual truth? Is it the non-existence of the supernatural, 
the evolution of the natural, Darwin’s survival of the fittest? 
Where is it? Is it housed in Eastern Orthodox cathedrals and 
kissing icons? Is it at home in Roman Catholicism and lighting 
candles to release souls from purgatory, or is it in the Tibetan 
Buddhism of the Dalai Lama? Is it personified in the mystery 
of witchcraft or in the Confucian prayers to one’s grandfather?

Maria found herself simply unable to say with certainty 
what could be the truth that would bring her strength and 
direction. But God took the matter into his own hands and 
showed up amidst her confusion. She did not know it was 
God, because he showed himself through the strangest 
means: a course on atheism.

Maria registered for the course at the University of 
Toronto and her mother decided to register too. Twice a 
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week, mother and daughter went to the lectures. Karina 
wanted, with the permission of her daughter, to accompany 
Maria in her spiritual journey. And Maria wanted to get rid of 
God intellectually once and for all. No God would mean no 
need for guilt, no need to change, no need for forgiveness.

What developed in the next weeks was unique. The very 
course that was to deliver Maria of belief in the existence of 
God convinced her that God really exists. First, it dawned 
on Maria that the professor had to believe in certain 
presuppositions in order to try to prove the non-existence 
of God. For example, he spoke of evil in the world (and that 
the problem of evil apparently disproved God), but, Maria 
asked herself, if the professor believed in the existence of evil, 
where did he get the concept of good and the consequent 
distinction between good and evil? He spoke about the 
imperfect in our universe, but how he could do that without 
presupposing the existence of the perfect? He claimed 
that truth is relative, and no one can claim the existence of 
absolute truth, but wasn’t such a statement a claim of absolute 
truth? Maria did not know it then, but her thinking began to 
reflect that of G.K. Chesterton, who stated, “If there were no 
God, there would be no atheists.”

The clincher for Maria came in a lecture on “truth in 
post-modern thinking.” The professor defined truth as 
“completely self-oriented.” He stated, “Truth is the personal 
conclusion made by an existential being on the grounds of 
subjective experiences. This means truth becomes for every 
person something different, in that each person has different 
experiences and different subjective interpretations of those 
experiences. Therefore, no person has the right to transfer 
his or her personal, subjective definition of truth onto another 
person, for that is to impose what must remain within the 
boundaries of a subjective experience.”

That was precisely what Maria had been claiming: her 
subjective experience is the only authority by which she would 
decide what is good and true for her. But somehow, now, 
hearing the professor say it the way he did, she felt that she 
could see right through his claim. On the way home that day, 
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Maria said to her mother, “It suddenly hit me; ‘wait a second, 
didn’t the professor, in making this claim, violate his own 
principle? After all, he fully expected the students to receive 
his subjective and personal interpretation of truth as an 
objective and absolute truth principle!’”

As far as reason was concerned, Maria concluded that 
one really can make great rational, philosophical and scientific 
arguments for atheism. It is possible to disbelieve in God for 
rational reasons. But the way we actually live points to a sort 
of intuition in us that God does in fact exist. Our experiences 
of truth, goodness, nobility, morality, beauty, and honour 
can be reduced to some sort of psychological/evolutionary 
phenomena, but that is not the best explanation of our 
behavior. For Maria, the fact that we live as if there were a 
God suggested to her that God exists. It did not give her 
absolute certainty, instead it left room for her to be aware 
that she was making a choice to believe in God. As she once 
wrote to me, “I could believe in the absolute truth of the 
existence of God, but without needing to be absolutely sure 
of the truth of that truth. In other words, it was ultimately a 
matter of faith, just like belief in atheism or evolution is no 
less than a matter of faith.” 

But it was really the way she was experiencing life that 
opened the door for Maria out of her dungeon: “Doesn’t 
C.S. Lewis say something along the lines of, Christianity is 
like the sun: I know it is true not only because I can see it, but 
because by it, I can see everything else? For me, living apart 
from God actually made a lot of rational sense, but it led to 
death. Faith in God, on the other hand, didn’t often make a 
lot of rational sense, in fact I frequently stepped out in faith 
before I understood rationally what it meant, but doing so 
always led to life and greater understanding.” 

Inch by inch God was taking Maria out of the captivity of 
her desert and into the presence of God. But that raised a 
big and frightening question for Maria: after all she had done 
wrong, would God want  to love her?

...
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Sorting through Spiritualities 
without Discovering God

When I picked up the telephone on the third ring, I was 
surprised to hear Maria’s voice on the other end. “Can we 
meet and talk about God and faith?” she asked. I was totally 
surprised. I had visited Maria several times at their previous 
house and tried to no avail to have meaningful conversations 
with the troubled girl. Now her voice sounded clear over the 
telephone.

We met on a sunny day at The Great Canadian Bagel at 
Bathurst and Lawrence in Toronto. She stirred her macchiato 
as we talked briefly about her pregnancy and the upcoming 
birth. Then Maria launched into a question:

“What is spirituality, anyway?” Maria was starting at the 
very beginning of the search for meaning.

“The common definition for spirituality is ‘the internalizing 
of one’s faith,’” I answered. “But to me, that definition is too 
impersonal. It does not take into account why people even 
feel the need for a faith, including the faith of atheism or the 
belief in Darwinian evolution. So, to get closer to the deep-
seated longing we all have in common, I would prefer another 
definition.” 

“Like what?” she asked.
“I think spirituality is every person’s attempt to attain 

righteousness. By that I mean an assurance that I am 
accepted, approved, and appreciated by the highest standard 
of goodness there is.”

“You mean, we all want to know that the person we 
value the most thinks of us as being okay, or beautiful, or 
significant?”

“Exactly! I think it is innate to us humans to want to know 
that the person our identity and existence is tied to approves 
of us as good. On the one level, that would be children 
in relation to their parents. On the other level, that would 
be every human in relation to God. Not feeling approved, 
accepted, and appreciated on either level messes us up, 
creates a vacuum, makes us sad, restless, or rebellious.”
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“But what if the person is an atheist, like I have been 
trying to be. Does he have a spirituality?”

“He sure does! The atheist, too, has a spirit, a soul and 
a conscience. He also wants to have the assurance that he is 
accepted, approved, and appreciated by the highest standard 
of goodness there is. Whether he is a theoretical atheist or 
a functional atheist, he is a spiritual being and has the same 
longing for being deemed right and good as the theist.”

Maria thought for a second. “What was that? Theoretical 
atheist and what?” I clarified: “A theoretical atheist is 
someone who concludes through cold, hard reasoning 
that there is nothing supernatural. The functional atheist is 
someone who does not deny the existence of God but lives 
as if there were no God. There are many people who call 
themselves ‘Christians’—or Muslims, for that matter—who are 
in reality functional atheists.”

“Now you are starting to confuse me,” Maria smiled. 
“Sorry,” I responded, “but the fact that many people 

call themselves ‘Christian’ and mean by that no more than 
upholding a measure of goodness by which they can feel 
accepted, approved and appreciated makes them no more 
‘Christian’ than an atheist with good behaviour. I think 
Christian spirituality is the character of God impressed on 
every aspect of a person’s inner being and lived out in the 
world. In other words, it is an internalized faith that is lived 
out externally in such a way that it is consistent with the 
internal.”

“Even though you come up with these convoluted 
sentences,” Maria smiled, “I think what you just said makes 
sense. It also eliminates a lot of people who call themselves 
‘Christians’ or go to church. Can I be honest with you? That’s 
why I quit. There are many people who say they are Christian 
but gave me more of a reason to believe that God doesn’t 
exist than to believe he does.”

I remained quiet and let Maria vent. Then she asked 
another question: “You said in a sermon long ago that 
spiritualities flow in different directions. What about the claim 
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that they flow in the same direction, that they all in the end say 
the same thing?” 

I answered as best I knew how. “Maria, you can summarize 
all spiritualities in this world into four categories that start with 
the letter s:

The first is spiritism—like witchcraft, animism or new age 
thinking. 

The second is saviourism—like Christianity and Judaism. 
The third is sage-ism—like Islam or Buddhism.
The fourth is secularism—like atheism or religious 

liberalism. 
The claim that all spiritualities lead in the same direction 

is made by secularism. It has been a massive attempt since 
the Enlightenment to reduce the whole sphere of spirituality 
to one common denominator under secularism’s control. 
Spiritism, saviourism, and sage-ism hold to the existence 
of the supernatural, and secularism is the movement 
since Voltaire, Hume, Descartes, Kant, Darwin and today’s 
atheists, like Dawkins and Hitchens, to reduce the universe 
to the natural. Secularism campaigns against any belief in 
the supernatural by saying, “Since you all (those from the 
other 3 streams) believe the same thing in the end, namely 
the existence of the supernatural, none of you really have 
anything extraordinary to say. Plus, the differences between 
you are inconsequential. So stop trying to convince each 
other, stop trying to convert the rest of us, and keep your 
spirituality private and out of the public arena. We all believe 
in something, whether the supernatural or the natural, and it is 
‘believing sincerely in something’ that unites the whole human 
family. We are all swimming in the same stream in the same 
direction.”

Maria came back at me: “Is that so bad?” 
“Well,” I answered, “it’s simply not true. If you ask the 

other streams of spirituality—namely spiritism, saviourism, and 
sage-ism—they will tell you that secularism’s claim that ‘all 
religions basically say the same thing’ is not only wrong, it is 
impossible.”
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“What? But the 3 streams all believe in the supernatural. 
They all have that in common!”

I responded, “Here is the basic flaw with that argument: 
secularism says that all spiritualities believe in some form 
of the supernatural. But what all spiritualities believe about 
that supernatural is vastly different from one spirituality to 
another. Religions even differ from one another in what they 
believe about the natural—like the creation of the universe, 
the origin of evil, sin, and the need for salvation. Secularism 
says it’s offensive to try to prove your religion as the correct 
one because all religions basically say the same thing. But for 
a Buddhist or a Muslim, the secularist claim that all religions 
basically say the same thing is highly offensive.”

“But why should it be offensive? Can’t two opposing 
claims both be true?”

I had to smile. Two weeks earlier I had read a book by the 
postmodern philosopher, Foucault, in which he made that 
exact claim, one that has made its path deep into western 
thinking in the past decades. “It doesn’t mean that I have any 
less respect for you, Maria, if you choose to believe that. I was 
trained in rational thinking by German, Austrian, American, 
and Scottish professors, and everyone of them still cannot 
believe—and neither can I—that if 1+1=2, 1+1 can also =3.”

Maria understood and smiled back. “So despite all the 
profound thinking of philosophers and theologians, you still 
believe in absolute truth?”

“Absolutely! So does everybody, even those who say they 
don’t.”

I expected Maria to blow like a volcano. Instead, she took 
a sip of her macchiato, in deep thought. Then she said, “My 
friends keep saying that spirituality is like a piece of clothing. 
You wear whatever fits. I thought so too when I was 17 and 
went on a wild search for the clothing that fit me. But now 
I wonder if the question of spirituality is deeper and more 
serious than the ‘what works for me’ approach. It seems to 
me to be a very self-centred, even self-absorbed approach to 
the question of God. ‘What works for me?’ I mean, how can 
you answer a question about something greater than yourself 
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by circling around yourself? Anybody with a bit of logic should 
recognize that turning circles inside yourself to find something 
greater than yourself leads to no more than self-deception.”

I was frankly surprised at this sudden turn in the 
conversation. We sat for a long time in the cafe, drifting 
from one topic to another. I did not have answers to all her 
questions, but that was okay. What Maria wanted was for me 
to be honest. She wanted to know how I had gone about 
finding the answers that had given my life so much joy and 
direction, stability and freedom. How could I have a strong 
faith in God when there were aspects of God that remained 
incomprehensible to me?

Two months later Monica was born. The first few moments 
on the delivery table were pure joy for Maria. But they quickly 
turned into fear and deep disappointment. The baby could 
hardly breathe. Monica was born with a handicap that would 
require several surgeries in the future. With the help of good 
medical intervention the little infant’s life was spared. But in 
the next few days, questions abounded as to whether this 
little girl would ever be able to communicate with any kind of 
normalcy.

That is when Maria experienced God in a profound way. It 
was like a vision: He appeared to her, he made himself felt, he 
flooded her soul with peace. These highly personal meetings 
with the Almighty are very difficult to explain. It happened one 
day after her daughter’s birth and the confirmation of Monica’s 
special needs, as Maria was crying to God for help in her 
despair. He answered her. God met with her and assured her, 
that she belonged to him, that he loved her very much, and 
that she and Monica were safe in his arms. It was a personal 
encounter of the spiritual dimension.

Shortly after that, Maria had her newborn daughter 
baptized in the church her parents were part of. It was Maria’s 
way of committing herself and her most precious possession 
to the God who still held much mystery for her but without a 
doubt had taken hold of her heart and filled it with faith.
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Toolbox

1. Memorize Acts 20:28 and John 3:16.

2. Read Hebrews 1:1–3:6. The author compares Jesus to several important 
and highly spiritual figures. List all the ways Jesus is unique and “better” than 
all these figures.

3. the Apostolic creed was first coined in the 5th century, which Christians 
around the world use to regularly profess and summarize their faith. You are 
invited to memorize it. I will give it to you line by line with explanations:

i believe in God the Father almighty, Maker of heaven and earth,
The first person of the Trinity. He called everything into being. Not ‘survival 
of the fittest’ but the ‘fit sovereignty of God to uphold all things’ (otherwise 
referred to as ‘providence’) is what guides creation and history forward.
And in Jesus christ, his only Son, our Lord,
The second person of the Trinity. ‘Son’ does not mean that God created 
Jesus, but is simply the term the Bible uses to show that Jesus stands in a 
unique relationship to God. In a creed known as the Nicene Creed, Jesus is 
referred to as ‘very God of very God.’ In relation to the Father he is the Son, 
in relation to our lives he is the Lord.
Who was conceived by the Holy Spirit,
The third person of the Trinity. ‘Conception’ here refers to Jesus having 
divine origin. The phrase also emphasizes, that Jesus did not become 
anointed as Messiah and empowered by the Holy Spirit later in life; he was in 
union with the Spirit from the first moment of his earthly existence onward.
Born of the virgin Mary,
In contrast with the foregoing phrase, this emphasizes that Jesus was human. 
Mary had remained a ‘virgin,’ though she became pregnant with Jesus. This 
was to emphasize that Jesus came to us, not from a human father but from 
God the Father. 
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Suffered under Pontius Pilate,
Governor at the time Jesus was crucified. This reference places Jesus’ 
crucifixion in history. It also emphasizes the place of suffering in the life of 
every follower of Jesus.
Was crucified, dead, and buried.
Islam denies that Jesus ever died on a cross. He did die not merely to die a 
martyr’s death, but rather to be the sacrifice for our sins.
He descended into hell,
It is difficult to know precisely what the author had in mind here. Some think it 
might be intended as a reference to the fullness of his sufferings at the cross. 
There does appear, though, in Scripture to be a reference to Jesus appearing 
before the whole host of Satan and his demons to declare his victory as once 
and for all secured.
the third day He rose again from the dead,
There are many historical indicators showing that this really happened. The 
entire teaching and preaching of the apostles was based on this event, and 
most New Testament books make reference to it as the basis of Christian 
spirituality.
He ascended into heaven,
The Bible teaches that in heaven Jesus sat down at the Father’s right hand. 
This indicates that his work as a priest was finished once and for all. Our 
salvation was secured.
From thence he will come to judge the quick and the dead.
This is a reference to the climactic point of history: the triumphant return of 
Jesus to earth. ‘Quick’ is an old English word for ‘those alive’
i believe in the Holy Spirit,
The third person of the Trinity. He makes all of Christian spirituality possible. 
Without the Holy Spirit in our lives, we cannot be followers of Jesus.
the holy, catholic church,
‘Catholic’ originally meant ‘universal’ and is used that way here, not as a 
reference to the Roman Catholic Church. To prevent confusion, some modern 
versions of the Apostles’ Creed use ‘Christian’ at this point. But ‘catholic’ is 
intended to say more: God has a people from every tongue, tribe, and nation, 
whom Jesus reclaimed for God through his death and resurrection, and for 
whom Jesus will return. 
the communion of saints,
This clarifies that the church is not an organization but the gathering of 
people whom God has set apart for himself. This ‘setting apart for himself’ is 
the actual meaning of ‘saints.’ It is not a reference to dead people a long time 
ago, who were such good servants of God that they hold some special place 
in heaven.
the forgiveness of sins,
The work of the Holy Spirit is to apply to us the blood of Jesus he shed on the 
cross. The perfect blood of Jesus washes away anything and everything we 
have ever done wrong.
the resurrection of the body,
Our great hope! We will rise again, in body and soul, with the identity we 
have here on earth, but in a completed and perfected state.
And the life everlasting.
Our completed and perfected condition will go on forever. We will be forever 
without  pain and bad memories, filled to the brim with joy and satisfaction, 
with pleasure and peace. 
Amen!
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02  
Building Material 

The Right Mix of Cement  
in Your Foundation

I remember a terrible day at work. I don’t know how often I had 
the Monkeys’ song going through my head that day: “I wish I 
would have stayed in bed, my pillow wrapped around my head,” be-

cause I felt like either everything was going wrong or the brick lay-
ers found wrong in everything I was doing right. I was standing on 
the ground looking up at one of the brick layers. I had mixed some 
cement and carried it up the scaffold to him. It was far too watery 
for him to be able to lay the bricks in a straight line. Disgusted, 
he scooped some of the watery cement on his trowel and flung it 
down at me with the words, “I can’t use this disgusting sh*#!” The 
reason I remember this moment so vividly is that I happened to 
have my mouth open as the watery cement came flying down at 
me. Before I could react, it flew into my mouth. I just remember 
vomiting everywhere.

One of the great lessons I have learned over the years is that if 
you are going to have a solid foundation for your life, you have to 
have the right mix of cement in the foundation for it to be solid. 
Anything other than the right mix will make you sick!

Christian spirituality is about having 
perfect righteousness
Remember the conversation I had with Maria about ‘spiritu-

ality’? I defined spirituality according to the human longing we 
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have in common: Spirituality is the attempt to attain righteous-
ness; seeking to fill the longing for assurance that we are accepted, 
approved, and appreciated by the highest standard of goodness 
there is.

In terms of true Christian spirituality (that is, the way Jesus 
Christ taught it), it ends up looking like this:

Being a Christian is not about being moral,  
it’s about being intimate,  

and 
 being a Christian is not about being good,  

it’s about being perfect.

A Scottish theologian, John Murray, once wrote that the heart 
and soul of Christian spirituality is union with Christ.1 With that, 
he pointed to a remarkable truth: while many religious streams 
are essentially about moral conduct (e.g. Islam) or spiritual en-
lightenment (e.g. Buddhism), the Christian faith has at its centre 
an intimate union with Jesus. This intimacy is so…well, intimate 
that the biblical writer, Paul, uses “in” throughout his writings to 
describe it. In 2 Corinthians 5:17 he says, “If anyone is IN Christ,” 
and in Galatians 2:20, “Christ lives IN me.” (P) Christian spiritual-
ity is  one-in-another-ness! It is not a losing of oneself in another, 
not a blending of two selves into an indistinguishable oneness, but 
a one-in-another-ness-without-losing-the-other-ness.

At its centre, Christian spirituality is about an intimate relation-
ship to God. Yet because of our human nature, we love to reduce 
spirituality to a level of DOING, instead of a state of BEING. We 
want to reduce it to our own goodness or our own attained en-
lightenment or our own accomplishments. But being a Christian 
is not about being good; it is about being intimate with God.

However, the pride and stubbornness of our human nature has 
many of us trying to remain on the moralistic track. We continue 
to measure our personal goodness by the standard of morality we 
have set. So we say things like, “I don’t need God; I live a pretty 
good life as is, thank you,” or “If what I see in Christians is sup-

1 John Murray, redempTioN aCComplished aNd applied, Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerd-
mans, 1955, p. 161.
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posed to be Christianity, no thanks.” When we do that, we need 
to hear that Christianity is not about being good; it is about being 
perfect!

“But,” most people argue at this point, “nobody is perfect!” That 
is exactly the point! I say most people, because there are a few people 
on this globe who profess to have never done anything wrong. They 
are also very proud of their perfection!

My friends, Dave and Joyce, have been attending the local sym-
phony for a number of years. They frequently sit beside a man 
about Dave’s age, a retired teacher and practicing Roman Catholic. 
He goes to mass every day. One evening, Dave and the man were 
having a discussion about sin and forgiveness when the man an-
nounced that he is not a sinner. Period. Never sinned! He doesn’t 
lie, doesn’t steal, has never done anything wrong. The man was 
dead serious. 

David asked him, “Then why do you feel the need to go to mass 
every day?”

The man answered, “Just in case!”
Nobody is perfect! Even if you claim you are, you cannot be 

completely sure. That’s not perfect! “Who can say, ‘I have kept my 
heart pure; I am clean and without sin’?” (Proverbs 20:9).

Self-righteousness is the act of justifying yourself, declaring 
yourself ‘not guilty’ before your highest standard of goodness. If 
you make the level of badness in others your standard of goodness, 
you will always find a way to feel okay about yourself. There is al-
ways someone you can compare yourself to and reach the verdict, 
“I’m glad I’m not like that one!” With that kind of self-justification, 
you have good reason to feel proud of yourself, smug, indifferent 
toward others and apathetic toward religion.

There are three problems with self-righteousness:

 $ One, it is the root cause of every wrong and evil in the history 
of humanity.

 $ Two, it dwells in every human heart, including yours, mine 
and the person who thinks he’s perfect.

 $ Three, God does not grade on a curve. Righteousness is not 
about your life being compared to another’s level of goodness 
and getting a passing grade from God. In reality, the only one 
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you are being compared to is God. His righteous standard is 
no lower than God himself: perfection.

We are all terribly guilty and every attempt to justify ourselves 
only makes us guiltier!

Several years ago, in a small group meeting for sceptics and 
spiritual seekers, an irritated 72-year-old man named Dennis 
blurted out in exasperation, “That is nonsense! I don’t need Jesus. 
I have lived a civilized life, served my community well as a school 
principal, have been a good husband and father, raised my kids to 
be the good people they are today, and continue to do lots of good 
things for other people.”

I really like this man Dennis. He had done a lot of good for his 
community and he had raised his children well. His daughter, a 
mother of 6 children, had begun to attend our church in Toronto, 
had committed her life to Jesus, had decided to host the Discovery 
Group I was leading, and had invited her parents. Only, she had 
not told her parents what the group was about!

“I understand what you mean,” I said to Dennis. The man ob-
viously was shocked to find himself in a group discussing spiritual 
things. “If all that it means to be a Christian is to live a moral and 
ethical life, then you are absolutely right: you don’t need Jesus. 
You just need to try hard. But Jesus taught us that being a Chris-
tian is not about being good, but about being perfect. In his first 
recorded sermon, the Sermon on the Mount, he even said, ‘Be 
perfect’” (Matt. 5:48).

Now Dennis was really irritated and scoffed, “Nobody is per-
fect!”

“That’s exactly the point,” I responded. “No one is perfect. 
Even worse, God, who is perfect, has a perfect standard of righ-
teousness. I mean, a perfect God cannot possibly have an imper-
fect standard for us, or he is not perfect in all his ways. And if 
God is not perfect in all his ways, then God is not God.” The 
man looked at me with glazed eyes, but I went on anyway: “That 
means, of course, that no good thing that you do, no matter how 
good you or others think it to be, is good enough for God, because 
it is not perfect. The Bible expressed this divine logic long before 
any of us ever thought of it. Romans 3:23 says, ‘All have sinned, 
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and fall short of the glory of God.’ Worse, every attempt to win God’s 
favour by doing good, is an imperfect work. That means that with 
every good work you actually increase your debt to God.”

Now the man’s eyes had gotten so huge, I thought they were go-
ing to pop out of his head.

“That is so ridiculous,” he blurted. “Then everybody, including 
the pope, the Dalai Lama, Mohammed, and Mother Theresa are 
completely hopeless!”

“Exactly!” I said. “That’s why a man by the name of Martin 
Luther once reflected on all his attempts to get right with God by 
admitting, ‘The more I tried [to pay my debt to God by doing good 
deeds], the worse it became!’”

It took Dennis several weeks of attending this Discovery Group 
to understand: None of us are good enough for God, but Jesus was 
perfect for us. God himself solved what no human being can solve. 
In fact, there are actually two things that have to be solved.

First, Jesus came into the world to stand in your place to live the 
perfect life before God that you and I fail to live. That is why Jesus 
had to combine in his one person two natures: human and divine. 
He had to be a human being, which is why he was born of Mary. 
And he had to be God, which is why he was conceived by the Holy 
Spirit (and not Joseph). Jesus came as the God-Man with a sinless 
nature. His sinlessness was essential to his ability to save us out of 
our hopelessness.

Jesus was tempted and confronted with extremely difficult life 
situations, just as we are. But in every situation he remained per-
fectly obedient to God in our place. He achieved for us the impos-
sible perfect standard of God. It is, therefore, not our attempt at a 
good life that saves us, but a spiritual union with the one who lived 
the perfect life for us, Jesus Christ. Being a Christian is not about be-
ing moral, it’s about being intimate.

The second problem to be solved is that no matter how good 
you are, we each have to pay for our transgression against God 
with death! A criminal who comes before the judge is not acquit-
ted just because he stops committing crimes. He has to pay for his 
crimes. That is how justice works. Parents of a murdered child do 
not come to peace about their child’s death simply because the 
murderer promises to never again murder. They feel that justice 
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is done when the murderer of their child is arrested, judged and 
punished for his crime.

God’s demand for righteousness requires that the penalty for 
the wrongdoing be paid. But even here, we see the ingenuity and 
incomprehensible grace of God. Before Adam committed the first 
sin, God had warned him that one sin against the perfectly holy 
God would result in horrific death—death for Adam, death for his 
descendants, death for the whole world. This would be death in 
all its dimensions: death in a physical sense (every person’s body 
deteriorates and comes to an end), death in the creative sense (the 
image of God in us is terribly disfigured), death in a spiritual sense 
(man’s spirit is dead and without relationship to his creator) and 
death in a relational sense (every relationship experiences tension, 
disharmony and sometimes alienation). Through the original hu-
man being, who Paul called the First Adam, death in every sense 
spread to us all and to every facet of life.

But Jesus, who Paul called the Second Adam, came as the rep-
resentative of the new man and conquered death in all its dimen-
sions: physically (he died on the cross and rose again), creatively 
(on the cross, he, the perfect image of God, became totally disfig-
ured for us), spiritually (he took our rebellion against God into 
himself) and relationally (he experienced the animosity of ene-
mies, betrayal by friends, even abandonment by God). Through 
his death, Jesus died our death (in all its dimensions), and thereby 
paid our death penalty. In this way he satisfied the perfectly righ-
teous requirement of the Father.

That puts spirituality on a completely different level than mo-
rality. Christianity is not about what I should do for God, but 
about what God has done for me. Being a Christian is primarily 
not a matter of your activity for Christ, but of your union with 
Christ. All your attempts to make yourself right before God, ev-
ery form of religiosity you use to demonstrate to others that you 
are a good Christian, every activity by which you attempt to earn 
God’s love, every form of striving to be perfect before God…it all 
becomes a moot point. Being a Christian is not about being good, 
it’s about being perfect. Jesus was perfect for you. He accomplished 
God’s standard of righteousness perfectly for you. 
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The only thing left to do is explained in the Bible like this: “The 
name of the LORD is a strong tower; the righteous run to it and are 
safe” (Proverbs 18:10). Union with Jesus is the essential core of 
Christian spirituality.

Being a Christian is not about being moral, 
it’s about being intimate,  

and 
 being a Christian is not about being good,  

it’s about being perfect. 
 

Christian Spirituality is about living out of the gospel 
 

In and of myself I am more sinful than I ever dared to believe 
but 

in Christ I am more loved than I ever dared to hope.

One of the reasons I love being back in the country in which I 
grew up is the cars. The German design of cars is unique. Simply 
masterful! BMW, Mercedes, Audi—Wunderbar! Even hand the 
German a VW, and he will design out of such a simple car a super 
one. Give him a few decades of tediously working through every 
possibility of something going wrong before daring to manufacture 
it right (I kid you not, that is the German way!), and he will turn a 
Volkswagen into Fahrvergnügen.

My VW, for example, is a simple Golf station wagon. But it has 
a Turbo Diesel engine with Direkteinspritzung (direct injection). I 
don’t know the deep meaning of this but I know the results: my VW 
can fly like the wind and can accelerate like a man fleeing from an 
irritated wife. It is a pleasure driving my VW with that Turbo Die-
sel engine and Direkteinspritzung. My wife used to growl at me, 
“Slow down!” But the disease of Fahrvergnügen got a hold of her, 
as well, and now we both fahren with Vergnügen.

One of the things my mechanic always tells me is, “Be sure to put 
the right oil into your car!” He says that because the Dühsepumpe 
requires very special and expensive oil. If I were to put ordinary car 
oil into my Turbo engine, it would not be able to withstand the heat 
and would grind to an awful halt. No more Fahrvergnügen!
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That special and expensive oil reminds me of our spiritual lives. 
It takes a very special oil to lubricate the engine of our spirituality. 
This special oil for your spiritual life is called the ‘gospel.’

Romans 1:17 says, “For in the gospel a righteousness from God 
is revealed, a righteousness that is by faith from first to last, just as it 
is written: ‘The righteous will live by faith.’” This Bible verse is the 
Christian life in a nutshell. It is the magnificent peak of the moun-
tain from which you ski down the slopes of Christian spirituality. 
It is also a historic verse, because it is the verse that sparked the 
Reformation in Europe in 1517. A Catholic monk and professor 
at Wittenberg University, Martin Luther, had agonized for several 
years about this most basic of questions: how does a person be-
come righteous enough in order to be fully accepted by his per-
fectly righteous Maker and God? In one of his most famous writ-
ings, The BoNdage of The will (1525), Luther described every 
person’s moral dilemma as follows:

“If I lived and worked to all eternity, my conscience would never 
reach comfortable certainty as to how much it must do to satisfy God. 
Whatever work I have done, there would still be a nagging doubt as to 
whether it pleased God, or whether He required something more.”2

In the midst of despair over his inability to ever make peace 
with God who is perfectly righteous and has a perfect standard for 
our righteousness, Romans 1:17 was the lightning bolt that struck 
his heart and set fire to his soul, so that he ended up writing years 
later, “It was as if I had been born anew.”

What Luther discovered in Romans 1:17, and what became the 
Reformation flame that engulfed many parts of Europe, was the 
gospel. He discovered that the gospel is not the ABC of the Chris-
tian life but the A-Z. He realized that the gospel is not merely that 
which enters us into a relationship to God, but that which defines 
our relationship to God for our entire life. It is the special oil that 
is needed to make the spiritual life of any and every person run the 
way it was built to run.

One reason that is true is because the gospel communicates 
God’s perfect righteousness to us. My friend, Tim Keller, who has 
written a fabulous book called The prodigal god, has defined the 

2 John Dillenberger, ed., marTiN luTher: seleCTioNs from his wriTiNgs. New York: An-
chor Books, 1961. p. 199.
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gospel for years in two catchy sentences. The first sentence goes: 
“In and of myself I am more sinful than I ever dared to believe.” 
Not very flattering! But it is a realistic picture of our innermost be-
ing according to Isaiah 64:6: “All of us have become like one who is 
unclean, and all our righteous acts are like filthy rags.” As I described 
previously, even our best, most charitable deeds are so far from 
perfect that while we are performing them we look like dirty, smelly 
people, dressed in worn out clothes before God. No living person 
can be righteous before God (Psalm 143:2). Our condition before 
God is far worse than we “ever dared to believe.”

But here is the gospel: God washes us and dresses us in perfectly 
clean clothes. Isaiah 61:10 states, “I delight greatly in the Lord; my 
soul rejoices in my God. For he has clothed me with garments of salva-
tion and arrayed me in a robe of righteousness, as a bridegroom adorns 
his head like a priest, and as a bride adorns herself with her jewels.” 
This verse reminds me of my 34th wedding anniversary. On that 
occasion I pulled out our wedding album, blew the dust off the 
cover, and started looking through it. I want you to know that my 
wife was an absolutely beautiful sight in 1976. I turned a page, 
looked at her standing there in her wedding dress with her brown 
hair hanging down over her shoulders and thought of how I went 
ga-ga the first time I laid eyes on her 3 years before our wedding. I 
turned another page and saw a picture of me standing in the front 
of the church sanctuary, looking at Susan walking down the aisle. 
My eyes were big, a smile covered my face, and I remember how a 
river of delight flooded my whole being: “This beautiful girl will be 
my wife, she is all mine!”

Isaiah describes in similar terms what happens when God takes 
us, washes us, and puts a bridal dress on us. The God who de-
mands perfect righteousness becomes totally enthralled with you. 
He finds you to be the most beautiful thing in the universe. You! 
The most beautiful thing in the universe! How does this happen?

It is the “great exchange,” as many have come to call it. On the 
one hand, God took the sins of the world, every single transgres-
sion, flaw, shortcoming and shame, and placed the incomprehensi-
bly enormous death-deserving load on his most holy Son. I never 
thought about the magnanimity of that act until I read Luther’s 
CommeNTary oN galaTiaNs:
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“And this, no doubt, all the prophets did foresee in spirit, that Christ 
should become the greatest transgressor, murderer, adulterer, thief, rebel, 
blasphemer, etc. that ever was or could be in all the world. (Hold it! 
Stop the wagons! Honestly, at this point, my reaction was, ‘Luther, 
now you are blaspheming against holy Jesus. Probably had too 
much beer at this point!’) For he, being made a sacrifice for the sins of 
the whole world, is not now an innocent person and without sins, is not 
now the Son of God born of the Virgin Mary; but a sinner, which has 
and carries the sin of Paul, who was a blasphemer, an oppressor and a 
persecutor; of Peter, which denied Christ; of David, which was an adul-
terer, a murderer, and caused the Gentiles to blaspheme the name of the 
Lord: in short, which has and bears the sins of all men in his body, that 
he might make satisfaction for them with his own blood.”3

Honestly, I was totally shocked by this description! But Luther 
must be right. If all the sins of the world went over on Jesus, in-
cluding all the ugly thoughts and deeds of my own life and yours, 
Jesus must have turned into the ugliest, morally most abomina-
ble and most disfigured sight imaginable. No wonder the Father 
turned his face!

On the other hand, God dressed you in the righteousness of 
Jesus. “For in the gospel a righteousness from God is revealed” (Ro-
mans 1:17). This righteousness is totally foreign to you, but when 
it encloses you it feels like it was made for you. It fits you perfectly. 
In the moment you entrust yourself to Jesus—to his perfect life, 
death and resurrection—God dresses you in the righteousness 
that is not your own. He dresses you in Jesus’ righteousness.

The result of that is absolutely stunning. It is expressed in the 
Heidelberg Catechism from 1563, in question/answer #60:

Q: “How are you right with God?”
A: “Only by true faith in Jesus Christ. Even though my conscience 

accuses me of having grievously sinned against all God’s command-
ments, and of never having kept any of them, and even though I am 
still inclined toward all evil, nevertheless, without my deserving it at all, 
out of sheer grace, God grants and credits to me the perfect satisfaction, 
righteousness, and holiness of Christ, as if I had never sinned nor been a 
sinner, as if I had been as perfectly obedient as Christ was obedient for 
me. All I need to do is to accept this gift of God with a believing heart.”

3 Dillenberger, p. 135.
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Imagine! God looks upon you as if you had never sinned nor 
ever been a sinner. It is a perfect position to be in, because now 
God the Father looks on you the way I looked at my Susan in 1976 
as she walked down the aisle. He is completely attracted to your 
beauty. Actually, it is his own beauty, the righteousness of the sec-
ond Person of the Trinity. You could say: God is attracted to your 
beauty as much as he is attracted to his own beauty, because it is his 
beauty. He dressed you in it. The label on the back of that pearly 
dress says: “Made in Jesus’-righteousness.”

That is how you became the most beautiful thing in the uni-
verse! 

The gospel is the A-Z of the Christian life. You do not wear the 
dress of Jesus’ righteousness only on the day of your conversion to 
Jesus. It is your dress as his bride from that moment on. You wear 
it every day. Always! Forever! Wherever you go, whatever you do. 
This means that there is no time or moment in which God loves 
you less than he did the moment before. It also means that there 
is no thought or action you can do that would lessen God’s delight 
in you.

That is why the second sentence which Tim Keller has used for 
years to describe the gospel is “In Christ I am more loved than I 
ever dared to hope.”

So there you have the special oil that makes the engine of Chris-
tian spirituality run smoothly, the oil that is so costly, it cost God 
his Son and cost his Son his life:

In and of myself I am more sinful than I ever dared to believe, 
but 

in Christ I am more loved than I ever dared to hope.

The gospel-driven Christian:  
learning to live like a child instead of an orphan
Another key phrase in Romans 1:17 is “from faith to faith.” With 

this Paul means that the entire Christian life is lived, from one 
moment to the next, by faith in that very righteousness of Christ 
that has been credited to you. In every situation, you can either 
trust in your own righteousness or in the righteousness with which 
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God has dressed you, Christ’s righteousness. You either put your 
faith in how good you are or look, or you put your faith in how 
perfect Jesus is for you. Christian spirituality is a daily, moment-
by-moment decision: in which righteousness will I trust this time?

Jesus called our trust in our self-righteousness an orphan men-
tality. He said, “I will not leave you as orphans; I will come to you” 
(John 14:18). The person with an orphan mentality is the Chris-
tian who has been adopted by God into God’s family, who stands 
in a warm, intimate relationship to God as his Daddy (Romans 
8:16, Abba), who has his name written in the Father’s will as co-
recipient of the entire inheritance that has been promised to Jesus, 
in whom and in whose righteousness the Christian lives; yet de-
spite having all these things, he thinks and lives as if none of this 
were true, as if none of it were reality. He interprets what people 
say to him or reacts to situations as if there were no Heavenly 
Daddy, who has dressed him in that most beautiful bridal gown 
of Jesus’ righteousness. No, in any given moment or difficult situ-
ation he thinks of himself as a poor orphan who has no Daddy at 
all.

The difference between an orphan Christian and a child-of-
God Christian is the difference between a moralistic Christian 
and a gospel-driven Christian. 

The moralistic Christian tries as hard as he can to keep his own 
righteousness intact, as if it were the only righteousness he has. 
Consequently, he is driven by the need for others to think well of 
him and to approve of him. His quest is to do those things that 
make him look good, especially that make him look like a good 
Christian. It is about image—his own image in front of others. 
And so he is always trying harder, doing more, performing better. 
His goal is to prove himself, to prove his own righteousness. Keller 
is right in claiming, “To most people in our society, Christianity is 
religion and moralism.”4 One reason people view Christianity as 
moralism is because many Christians live as if moralistic Christi-
anity is true Christian spirituality.

The gospel-driven Christian, on the other hand, trusts moment-
by-moment in Christ’s righteousness to give him full acceptance 
with God. Therefore he feels no need to prove himself. Having 

4 Tim Keller, The prodigal god, New York: Dutton, 2008, p. 14.
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Christ’s perfect righteousness as his garment means (to paraphrase 
an old song): “I need no other argument; I need no other plea, 
what’s good enough for righteous God is good enough for me!”

What is good enough for righteous God? The perfect righteous-
ness of Jesus. No matter what the person dressed in Christ’s righ-
teousness does or does not do, one thing is constant: “In Christ I 
am more loved than I ever dared to hope.”

The gospel-driven Christian does not start with the need to 
prove himself, but with the delight of being approved. As Helmut 
Thielicke wrote, “God doesn’t love us because we are so worthy; rather, 
it’s precisely the opposite: we are worthy because God loves us.”5

Due to his already and permanently established approval by 
God, the gospel-driven Christian is free to honestly face the first 
fact of the gospel: “In and of myself I am more sinful than I ever 
dared to believe.” 

Whatever sins in his life make him more sinful than he ever 
dared to believe, they do not change the fact that in Christ he 
remains more loved than he ever dared to hope. This allows the 
gospel-driven Christian to get to the heart of his sin. Since he does 
not need to wear a mask to preserve his good image, he does not 
merely look at his outward actions (in hope that they look good 
enough to get God’s approval), but at the heart behind the ac-
tions. He bores deep into the sin behind the sin. He asks, “What is 
driving me, what is motivating me? Is it a desire to prove my own 
righteousness or is it a delight in the righteousness of Christ?”

That is the reason why Paul says in Romans 1:17, “The righ-
teous (i.e., those who have been declared righteous because they are 
dressed in Christ’s righteousness) shall live by faith (i.e., by trusting 
in that righteousness).” (NAS)

Living out of the gospel
Let’s look at 3 examples of how living out of the gospel works in 

day-to-day situations.
Take two Christians, one driven by moralism and one driven by 

the gospel. Both strive to do their best at something. It may be a 

5 Helmut Thielicke, das sChweigeN goTTes, Giessen: Brunnen, 2008, p. 73: “Gott liebt 
uns nicht, weil wir so wertvoll wären, sondern es ist genau umgekehrt: wir sind so wertvoll, weil 
Gott uns liebt”.
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particular school course, it may be something athletic, it may be 
work-related or it may be a ministry in the church. Both Chris-
tians do the same thing, and both give their absolute best. The 
moralistic Christian does his best so that he looks like a stellar 
saint to others or so that God will think him worthy to be God’s 
child. The gospel-driven Christian does his best out of gratitude 
for the righteousness of Christ that makes him worthy to be called 
God’s child. He knows that when he does a particular activity, 
his identity and personal value remain intact with the Father, re-
gardless of success or failure. That freedom fills him with such 
thanksgiving for the liberating gospel that he enthusiastically gives 
his best. Though the two Christians perform the same action, the 
heart behind the action is radically different. One is motivated 
by the desire to prove himself (his own righteousness), the other 
by the desire to express his joy in being approved by God (due 
to Christ’s righteousness). The action of the moralistic Christian 
may actually bring a better result than that of the gospel-driven 
Christian, but in God’s eyes, only the latter could be considered 
“good.”

Another example is two Christians who are both criticized for 
having done something poorly. The moralistic Christian finds the 
criticism a shock to his system, a threat to his self-righteousness. 
He thinks like an orphan; he thinks that his very own righteous-
ness is the only righteousness he has. Consequently, he has to run 
to the rescue of his righteousness. How does he do that? Some of 
this may sound familiar:

He may try self-pity, thinking to himself, “Poor victim that I 
am. I always get the brunt of people’s false interpretation! Nobody 
understands me!”

He may try giving the cold shoulder, the silent treatment or 
some kind of reaction by which the critic is punished for his criti-
cism. “Maybe next time he will think twice about finding wrong 
in my performance.”

He may defend himself: “Hey, I’m sorry, I couldn’t help it! It’s 
not my fault—the circumstances simply didn’t allow me to do bet-
ter.”
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He may go over onto the offensive, picking up the hand grenade 
that was lobbed at him and hurling it right back at the critic: “Look 
at you, you’re no better!” or “Hey, you did the same thing!”

The gospel-driven Christian, on the other hand, hears the criti-
cism and is not surprised. When someone finds a flaw in the gos-
pel-driven Christian’s life, it simply confirms what he has known 
all along: he is indeed more sinful than he ever dared to believe. 
He knows this sometimes translates into doing some things not 
quite right; he also knows that acknowledging this will not change 
anything about his personal identity or value—he is still loved in 
Christ more than he ever dared to hope. 

The gospel-driven Christian also knows that not only he, but 
everyone else as well, is more sinful than anybody ever dared to 
believe.  This means that others can misinterpret or misjudge the 
value of his actions. Just as it is possible that the gospel-driven 
Christian has done something poorly, it is possible that another 
person thinks this action was wrong, when, in fact, it is not.

Therefore, he is able to respond to the criticism with something 
like this: “Thank you for observing that. I’m not surprised, quite 
frankly, that someone would see that flaw in me. I’ll tell you what 
I’m going to do. I will take this matter to God in prayer daily, and 
ask him to show me the truth of what you are saying about me.”

Two Christians are criticised. One tries desperately to hold on to 
his orphan righteousness, resulting in a strained relationship. The 
other who knows his identity and value is protected by Christ’s 
righteousness and allows the criticism to become an opportunity 
for the Holy Spirit to bring about positive change and growth in 
his life.

A third example of living out the gospel comes from my private 
life and my marriage to the girl I went ga-ga about when I first 
laid eyes on her in 1973, the girl who put the sun in my eyes when 
she came down the aisle in her wedding dress in 1976. Following 
that blissful day, Susan and I had a good marriage for 29 years. All 
that changed in 2006 when our marriage turned to some kind of 
wonderful! 

Good marriages have times of crisis. Our marriage is no differ-
ent. We have had long-standing cold wars; we have had atomic-like 
explosions when one of us (usually me) has dropped a bomb on the 
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other. But the worst crisis we have ever had was a feud that lasted 
3 whole years. It was no cold war; it was more a heated battle, in 
which we repeatedly took aim at each other. I felt deeply hurt by 
Susan; she felt deeply disappointed in me. I felt under-appreciated 
by Susan; she felt falsely accused by me. I felt rejected by Susan; 
she felt abandoned by me. Our relationship spiralled downward. 
Our anger would boil over into accusations: “Why can’t you…!” 
“How is it that after all these years you still don’t understand what 
I need in a wife?” “How is it that you aren’t the man I married? 
Why do I feel like I am married to a stranger?”

One morning, 3 years into “the war,” I came home from an 
8 o’clock lecture to get my second cup of coffee. As I dragged 
myself into the house, Susan met me there, kissed me and smiled. 
Something in my spirit began to realize that the anger had lifted 
from her shoulders.

As the day wore on, I became more aware of what was happen-
ing around me. Whatever it was, it was different than the past 3 
years. By the evening, I realized that my wife had been sweet to me 
the entire day. I went to bed that night thinking, “Probably just a 
few rays of sunshine before the next big storm.” But the next day 
the sun was still shining, at least between Susan and me. The day 
after that it was too, and the day after that. I don’t mean to sug-
gest that my wife had turned into some sweet-smiling mush, with 
daggers hidden behind her back. It was more like the daggers were 
gone. The kindness was genuine. She even communicated respect 
toward me, which touched my masculine soul deeply. I got the 
feeling that she was suddenly content to have me as her husband; 
in fact, it felt like she cherished me and was glad to be around me 
(even though I had hurt her very badly). It became hard to be an-
gry with her, especially when this new disposition of hers went on 
for a whole week. I kept waiting for it to stop. It didn’t. It went on 
for two weeks, then three.

Finally, I had to know what had happened. Why, after 29½ 
years of marriage, had the last 3 weeks been to me as if I was mar-
ried to the woman of my dreams? It was, after all, the same wom-
an: the same Susan who had walked down the aisle in 1976, the 
Susan who had given birth to our four daughters, the Susan who 
had stood by me through thick and thin. But she wasn’t the same.
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“Honey, what happened 3 weeks ago that you have become so 
sweet toward me?” I asked, as I stuck my fork into my piece of cake.

“The gospel!”
“The gospel?”
“Yep, the gospel,” she said, as she took another sip of her coffee.
“Honey, you have believed the Christian gospel since you were a 

child 200 years ago. What do you mean, ‘the gospel’?”
Then she began to explain, “You know that I have been doing 

that Sonship course with Karina in Toronto over Skype, right?”
“You mean Maria’s mom?”
“Yes. Well, I had just worked through another chapter with her. 

One night, three weeks ago, when I was feeling so mad at you, it 
suddenly hit me that I had not really let the gospel do its work of 
liberation in me. I had believed in the gospel with my head, but 
I had never really let it get to the core of my being and drive my 
whole sense of identity from inside out. That night, sitting in the 
kitchen and thinking about how bad things had become, I found 
my entire self, with all my longings for security and significance, 
being submerged into the pool of God’s love for me. You know how 
Tim Keller has always said, ‘In Christ I am more loved and valued 
and accepted by God than I ever dared to hope’?”

“Yeah, but what does that have to do with the fact that you 
don’t seem to be angry at me anymore, and you have been so kind 
toward me, as if you were content being married to me, after all the 
hurt I have caused you?”

“What the Holy Spirit laid on my heart that night was that, 
dressed in the righteousness of Jesus, I am secure in God’s love. 
For 29½ years of marriage I have been trying to find my security 
in your love for me. If I felt you were loyal to me, I felt secure in 
myself. If I felt your eyes or your heart looking upon other women 
as being better than me, I felt deep insecurity and would say, ‘What 
is wrong with me that I am not enough for him?’ But the gospel 
has pointed me to the Father’s unchanging love for me, because the 
righteousness of Jesus is like a huge magnet that pulls the Father’s 
love uninterruptedly toward me. My mistake has been to believe in 
the gospel with my head, but to never bathe my innermost longing 
for security in it.”

“That’s heavy!” is all I knew to say.



Section 1

76

“But that’s not all,” Susan explained further. “I thought about 
the things that you have done that have made me angry. I realized 
that I have been acting like a spiritual orphan. I wanted you to act 
in a way that would give me security from you. I hung my image 
as a Christian on the appearance of a marriage that looked like it 
had it all together. When you did or said things that threatened 
that image, I felt the threat to my own image. But three weeks ago, 
it hit me: I had made our marriage into an idol that I worshipped 
and sought approval from. I had made you into a golden calf that 
I danced around, in the hope that you would feed me with the 
security I want. The gospel showed me how I have been guilty of 
idolatry and that I need to turn to Christ and trust his righteous-
ness, which secures the Father’s love to me, and in which my long-
ing for security finds rest.”

“Wow!”
She continued, “As I realized that my sense of well-being de-

pended on the state of our relationship, I ended up saying to God, 
‘How he behaves is actually his problem, not mine. What he does 
or does not do has no bearing on who I am.’ So I gave you over to 
God. I no longer need to bear responsibility for your behaviour, 
only for my own. That frees me to love you just as you are. And I 
can forgive you the way God has forgiven me, since I myself am 
more sinful than I ever dared to believe.”

Susan had changed! And what she said to me that day in the 
café penetrated my own heart. It revolutionized my life. How had 
I been so blind? For all of my marriage, I had measured my per-
sonal significance by how much Susan displayed affection toward 
me, by how much she complimented me for being a nice guy and 
doing great things for God. Every silence from her when I hoped 
for a good word, any show of disinterest when I wanted to have her 
affection, every criticism toward my way of leading when I really 
had wanted her recognition—it all cut like a knife at my longing 
for significance.

But the gospel that set my wife free to love me as I am set me 
free too. Life, love, and marriage driven by the gospel—it has be-
come better than what I ever dreamed. She no longer feels a need 
to keep my actions under her control, to keep everything looking 
good and appearing perfect. She has become patient with me and 
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my rough edges. I have stopped trying to inflict guilt on her when 
she does not respond the way I had hoped or when she doesn’t 
pour great words of affirmation on me. For me, that has translated 
into no longer being manipulative toward her, trying to get her to 
do or say what I want her to do or say. 

 O What’s in it for me?

 $ The gospel sets you free to feel secure. You place your trust in 
Christ’s righteousness, in which God’s approval of you truly 
rests and God accepts you forever as his dearly beloved son 
or daughter. 

 $ The gospel sets you free to feel significant. You place your 
trust in Christ’s righteousness, in which God’s appreciation 
of you as “the apple of his eye” rests (Zechariah 2:8). 

 $ The gospel sets you free to succeed in what you do without 
being proud, because you no longer do great things simply to 
elevate your self-righteousness. 

 $ The gospel sets you free to fail at things without falling apart 
due to your failure, because your value no longer depends on 
great achievements. It depends on what Christ’s righteous-
ness has achieved for you before God. 

 $ The gospel sets you free because it takes the pressure off of 
you to perform, to prove your worth, to be better than oth-
ers. Nothing can rob you of being highly valued and deeply 
loved by the Father. Nothing—not being neglected or abused 
by others, not being ridiculed, not being worse than others, 
not having less than others. Not when the gospel defines who 
you truly are. 

And who are you?

In and of myself I am more sinful than I ever dared to believe, 
but 

in Christ I am more loved than I ever dared to hope.
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Let your spirituality be driven by the gospel; let it saturate your 
entire being! It is the special oil that Jesus paid for with his life; let 
it flow into the engine of your life. It is the right mix of cement you 
need to build the foundation of your spiritual house. 

If your spiritual house is not built on the gospel, it will have the 
same result as the badly mixed cement that ended up in my mouth 
in 1975: It will make you sick!





Toolbox

1. in your own words, why is “union with christ” the heart and soul of 
christian spirituality?
 
2. Read and meditate on Galatians 2:16-17 and on Philippians 3:7-9.
 
3. christian spirituality – actually the life, death and resurrection of Jesus 
–assures you that your personal identity is not dependent on how much you 
accomplish for God or for others or how good you appear to be. Your identity 
is anchored in Christ, who was perfectly obedient for you and paid the perfect 
penalty on the cross for your disobedience.
Evaluate: In what situations or with what people do you tend to define your 
identity? When do you measure your value by your deeds, accomplishments 
or acceptance, instead of by what the Creator accomplished for you or has 
defined you to be?

 4. For the purpose of explaining christian spirituality to others, memorize:

Being a Christian is not about being moral, it is about being intimate,
and

Being a Christian is not about being good, it is about being perfect.
 

5. For the purpose of putting into perspective who and what the gospel of 
God declares you to be, memorize:

In and of myself I am more sinful than I ever dared to believe,
but in Christ I am more loved than I ever dared to hope.

Start the habit of reciting this definition of the gospel to yourself every morning 
before you get started into the day, as well as in every moment you feel 
worthless, and on every occasion you fail at something. In your own words, 
explain to a friend what this 2-statement definition of the gospel has come to 
mean to you.
 

80



6. Give yourself a “Susan moment”:
 

 • In what areas of your life are you dancing around an idol in the hope of 
having security or significance communicated to you?

 • Talk to God about the idols in your life and ask him for grace to repent 
(turn) from believing them to trusting God and his value statements for 
you.

7. We presented christian spirituality as the process of learning a new 
relationship: no longer an orphan but a son/daughter of the Heavenly 
Father. is it difficult for you to associate God with ‘Father’? if ‘father figure’ 
brings with it negative associations, you are not alone. Many in this world 
can identify with you. May i suggest that you: 

 • Start all over through “the renewal of your mind” (Romans 12: 2). Instead 
of moving from below to above, associating your negative image of a 
father with God, move from above to below, covering over the concept of 
earthly fatherhood with all that you learn about God the Heavenly Father. 
God, not your dad, is the archetype of fatherhood (Ephesians 3:14-15). 
As you read in the Bible how God is a father to those who have come into 
a relationship with him, begin to see his character traits and manner of 
dealing with his children as the model of all fathering.

 • Meditate daily on the reality that the Heavenly Father is a daddy who will 
always receive you and always has time for you: Psalm 27:10 says: “My 
mother and father may have forsaken me, but the Lord will receive me.” 
Even if you have forsaken God or have sinned against him, he does not 
turn his back on you, nor does he passively wait for you; he pursues you 
with kindness (Romans 4:2; 2 Timothy 2:13; see the father’s movement 
toward the son in Luke 15:20).

 • Read a best-seller of our time, a narrative on spirituality written by a 
man who sought to work through the deep wounds caused by his father. 
The book has not gone without criticism, and many would consider the 
Christian spirituality of this book superficial. I find certain parts of the 
book profound, and think it offers therapeutic effects for those wounded 
by their fathers. I therefore recommend a careful read of Wm. Paul Young, 
The Shack (London: Hodder & Stoughton Ltd., 2007).
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Maria’s Journey #3
Meeting with God in  

an Easter Service

The same church in which Monica had been baptized and 
Maria had committed herself to orienting her life around 

God was the place of worship she attended on Easter Sunday 
morning.

The preacher did not look trendy to Maria in his black 
robe, but he spoke enthusiastically about the resurrection of 
Jesus from the dead. Maria noticed—and here she thought 
about the university professor—that for the preacher, the 
resurrection of Jesus was a real and objective event that 
translated into his own personal, subjective experience. 
He spoke as if he had personally encountered Jesus. In his 
introduction he made a startling statement: 

“Precisely because Jesus’ resurrection is an objective and 
historic event, it crashes in on our subjective experience with 
all its truthfulness, threatens to steal us away from our closely 
guarded autonomy by demanding our lives, and offers us 
the way into the freedom of having a clear orientation and 
meaning in life.”

In that moment, it became crystal clear to Maria that 
if Jesus really rose from the dead, if he really conquered 
the powerful force of death, then he must really be the 
incarnation of God. God in the flesh! Then there must be 
absolute truth, embodied in Jesus. Then there is one absolute 
and objective authority that stands over her life, reaches into 
her subjective experience, and demands that she put to death 
her self-orientation and her it’s-all-about-me-centredness, and 
offer herself up to Jesus.
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The preacher went on: the implication of the resurrection 
must be that Jesus’ teaching is completely true. In every 
detail! What Jesus said about God, about the Bible (at Jesus’ 
time that was the Old Testament), about the creation of 
the world, about heaven and hell, about sex, about money, 
about children and the value of life, in fact, everything he said 
about everything must be—on the basis of the resurrection of 
Jesus—completely true and trustworthy.

Now the pastor directed his thoughts at the personal level 
of those who made up the Easter crowd that morning: 

“Our lives receive purpose and are infused with meaning 
when we align ourselves completely with Jesus, when we 
make him the centre of our selves, when we follow him. And 
then the question of purpose in life resolves itself,” he said, 
“because to step into the path of Jesus is to walk in the only 
real reality.”

Maria wondered if the congregation could follow the 
preacher at this point. She certainly was having some 
difficulty. The pastor tried to explain by referring to a German 
theologian, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, who was executed by the 
Nazis in 1945 for his stand against Hitler. Bonhoeffer once 
said to his students at the seminary in Finkenwalde that there 
is only one reality—the reality in which God exists—and that 
anything outside that reality is an illusion, which means that life 
is being lived in an unreal way. Bonhoeffer called this reality 
the “Christuswirklichkeit” (Christ-reality), because reality as it 
really is includes the historic event of the resurrection of Jesus. 
Therefore, life is only life within reality (the way things really 
are) if it is lived and centred on the fact that Jesus rose from 
the dead.

Some of the listeners in the cathedral glanced bewildered 
at their neighbour, not understanding the preacher’s 
philosophizing. Others did understand and felt the preacher 
had gone too far because his statements sounded dangerously 
exclusivist.

For Maria, though, it became another moment of God 
breaking through to her. It felt like with the resurrection of 
Jesus, God was moving a rational foundation underneath her 
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existential experiences, both the vision of God appearing 
to her personally and the committal of her life to God at 
Monica’s baptism.  She looked down at her 6-month-old baby 
in her arms, and began to silently cry. ‘Christuswirklichkeit!’ 
Maria knew she had tried to frame a reality for herself 
without Christ. She knew she had sinned against God by 
wanting to get rid of him and pursue her own selfish way 
of life. Her rebellion against God, her hatred toward her 
parents, the way she had wasted many good things in life 
because of selfishness, the prostitution of her beauty for the 
sake of gaining the approval of men; all this and more lay 
like a mountain of human dung in front of the crucified and 
resurrected Jesus. This is what she had presented to the true 
and real Lord. She felt the guilt of what she had to offer him. 
She started to doubt again: how could God love and accept 
her?

As the Lordship of Jesus came crashing in on Maria, so 
did another ray of hope. The preacher said, “Because Jesus 
has risen from the dead, everything about Jesus must be true. 
That means that what he accomplished on the cross must 
also be true. It means—get this!—he really took the guilt and 
shame of our rebellion against God on himself, and he really 
paid for all our wrong. Love’s greatest expression of love was 
made in the moment Jesus offered up to God through the 
cross his perfect righteousness, laying it over the dung heap 
of your sins, and thereby burning away the putrid sight and 
smell of your shortcomings. The resurrection confirms once 
and for all that through Jesus, God’s face has turned toward 
you with a look of pleasure and affection, that he is ready to 
forgive every wrong in your life and to let it go, as if it had 
never been committed. This is freedom indeed! But you must 
place your faith in this resurrected Jesus!”

Suddenly a new feeling flowed into Maria’s soul. She 
did not feel guilty about her heap of dung; she felt thankful 
for God’s amazing grace. She realized that if she had never 
become so vile and selfish and confused, she would not 
have made such a mess of her life, but then she never would 
have awakened to God’s grace. Had it not been for the birth 



Maria’s Journey #3

85

of Monica, Maria would never have gone on the spiritual 
journey she was on, a journey that brought her to meeting and 
experiencing God in his holiness and mercy. 

She could feel like she had completely stepped out of 
the prison cell of self. It was like walking out of a desert into 
a luscious garden. Maria felt like she was drinking satisfaction 
deeply into her soul.





Section 2
The 4 Cornerstones  

that Give Your Spirituality Shape: 
 

The Sovereignty, Holiness, 
Love and Pleasures of God

Every building has to have cornerstones. They determine the shape 
of the structure yet to be built. The shape of your spiritual life is 
equally determined by its spiritual cornerstones. You need to get 
these solidly in place, and you need to place them right! They de-
termine if the spiritual house of your life is sturdy, straight, and 
able to withstand the storms that pound you. Cornerstones have 
to do not only with the beliefs you develop and out of which you 
operate, but also with the motivations behind your actions and re-
actions. What motivates you to live for God? What drives you? We 
will state the four cornerstones of Christian spirituality in terms of 
4 motivations that drive every human being:

1) I want to trust the most powerful good there is. 
2) I want to become the most beautiful person there is. 
3) I want to love the loveliest thing there is. 
4) I want to take pleasure in the most enjoyable thing there is.

Over the next few chapters, we will look at what the cornersto-
nes are and how you build them solidly into your life.
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1st Cornerstone
Trusting the Sovereignty of God

Driving motivation: 
I want to trust the most powerful good there is

When William Barclay’s child fell overboard and drowned, 
he wrote, “I believe that pain and suffering are never 
the will of God for his children. To call a fatal accident 

an act of God is blasphemous.”1

When Sarah Edwards received news that her husband, Jonathan, 
who had just arrived at Princeton as the new president, had sud-
denly died as a result of a freak accident, she wrote to her daughter, 
“What shall we say? A holy and good God has covered us with a 
dark cloud. O that we may kiss the rod and lay our hands on our 
mouths! The Lord has done it. He has made me adore His good-
ness, that we had him so long...We are all given to God; and there 
I am and love to be.“2

The difference between the reactions of William Barclay and 
Sarah Edwards to personal tragedy is based on the difference in 
their beliefs regarding the sovereignty of God.

Everybody wants someone he can rely on all the time, in every 
moment, for every situation. God is that someone for you, because 
God is sovereign. 

The sovereignty of God is the bedrock of Christian faith. Basi-
cally, “sovereignty” means that God is free to do as he pleases. He 
is the absolute authority over all things; He controls all things and 
is controlled by nothing. The Bible states it this way: “The Lord has 

1 William Barclay, a spiriTual auToBiography, Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publish-
ing Co., 1975, p. 44.

2 Ian H. Murray, JoNaThaN edwards: a New Biography, Edinburgh:  Banner of Truth 
Trust, 1988, p. 442.
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established his throne in the heavens, and his sovereignty rules over all” 
(Psalm 103:19). 

Or again: “Who has directed the Spirit of the Lord, or as his coun-
sellor has informed him? With whom did he consult and who gave him 
understanding? And who taught him in the path of justice and taught 
him knowledge, and informed him of the way of understanding?” (Isa-
iah 40:13,14 NAS). God is not dependent on anyone, nor swayed or 
manipulated by anything. God is perfectly free in all his thinking 
and doing. He is sovereign.

Does that sound scary? If God is free to do all that he pleases, 
what if he pleases to do something bad? What if he pleases to do 
something that is bad for you? This is where a second meaning 
of God’s sovereignty is helpful. While God is free to do all that 
he pleases, God is able to do all that he desires. And since God is 
holy, his desires are pure; since his desires are pure, he desires only 
that which is good. That is why, if you are in a relationship to God 
as his dearly beloved child, God’s sovereignty need not threaten 
you. It is full of mystery and has many inexplicable elements, but 
it should comfort you in every circumstance of life.

Sovereign in all things
How sovereign is God? The answer can be found in the word 

“sovereign” itself. Either God is completely sovereign or he is not 
sovereign at all.

The Scriptures portray God as sovereign in all affairs of men. 
Isaiah 46:10 states that God is sovereign over the general flow 
of history. Then, in verse 11, the mind of the Spirit applies that 
sovereignty to the smallest and seemingly insignificant details of 
every-day events: “I make known the end from the beginning, from 
ancient times, what is still to come. I say: My purpose will stand, and I 
will do all that I please. From the east I summon a bird of prey; from a 
far-off land, a man to fulfil my purpose.”

Proverbs 16:1, 9 says, “To man belong the plans of the heart, but 
from the Lord comes the reply of the tongue…In his heart a man plans 
his course, but the Lord determines his steps.”

Isaiah 45:5-7 teaches that God controls light and darkness, 
abundance and poverty, good times and disaster: “I am the Lord, 
and there is no other; apart from me there is no God…from the rising of 
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the sun to the place of its setting men may know there is none besides me. 
I am the Lord, and there is no other. I form the light, and create darkness, 
I bring prosperity and create disaster; I, the Lord, do all these things.”

This has caused lively discussion and vigorous debates, because 
this leaves us with a lot of mystery and unanswered questions, yet 
the Bible teaches that God sovereignly controls evil actions. Amos 
3:6 says, “When disaster comes to a city, has not the Lord caused it?” 
In 1 Samuel 18:10 and 19:9 we have two incidents in which the 
“evil spirit (demon) from the Lord” was directed by God to enter 
King Saul, prompting Saul to such rage that he hurled his spear at 
young David, who was playing the harp to bring tranquillity into 
the king’s troubled life.

Yet God controls the evil actions of people to his desired 
goal. Proverbs 16:4 tells us “the Lord works out everything for his own 
ends—even the wicked for a day of disaster.” The evil that is done to 
his servants, God uses as a means to bring about the accomplish-
ment of His purposes and the forward motion of His plan. Joseph 
(Genesis 37-50) was repeatedly victimized, first by his brothers, 
then by slave owners, by his boss, Potiphar, then by the unfair cir-
cumstance of jail time, and finally by a cupbearer who forgot him. 
Years later, when Joseph’s brothers—those scoundrels who had 
started the whole chain of evil—stood in front of him, and Joseph, 
now as prime minister of Egypt, revealed to them his true identity, 
they shook in fear because of the evil they had done to their broth-
er. Joseph was able to respond in grace, because his perspective was 
shaped by his understanding of God’s sovereignty: “You intended to 
harm me, but God intended it all for good. ” (Genesis 50:20 NLT).

God taught Paul the same perspective, when Paul suffered 
from what the apostle called “a thorn in the flesh” (2 Corinthians 
12:7-10). Whatever it was—some think it was a physical ailment; 
I personally think it was all the harsh experiences he endured and 
referred to in v. 10—Paul recognized that the thorn in the flesh 
was “a messenger from Satan to torment me.” He says that this mes-
senger “was given to me,” probably referring to God as its giver. The 
“thorn experience” was so painful to him that he pleaded with God 
on three separate occasions to remove it. God’s sovereign answer 
was that Paul should continue experiencing the agony in order to 
learn how God’s daily grace can carry him through life. Paul was 
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to learn the hard lesson that only God’s sovereignty, and not our 
own strength and ability, can be trusted, especially at times when 
we feel weak and helpless. How good to be able to trust the most 
powerful good there is!

Sovereign in the pain of life
Later we will look at the role of suffering in your Christian spir-

ituality. For now, let’s look at how God’s sovereignty in people’s 
suffering has redemptive value. 

My friend Elaine decided to commit her life to Jesus when she 
learned that God had everything to do with the deep pain in her 
life. Elaine was pregnant and her husband was having an affair. 
By the time she gave birth to their son, her husband had moved 
out. Caught up in a dizzying whirlwind she was unable to control, 
Elaine was left alone with her little infant. Her loneliness was ac-
companied with the awful sting of rejection and a yawning hole of 
hopelessness. One week, a fellow teacher at the high school invited 
Elaine to come with his family to our church’s worship service. 
Her first experience with church became her first encounter with 
God. 

When I called her a few days later to thank her for her visit, I 
encountered a woman who had been intrigued by the sermon, but 
especially by the acceptance of the people toward her, a woman 
who was anything but a pious church-going person. As the young 
mother told me the details of her unhappy story, I felt I needed 
to quote to her Romans 8:28: “We know that God causes all things 
to work together for good to those who love God, to those who are called 
according to his purpose.”(NAS) I had never used that verse in a con-
versation with a non-Christian before or since. But in the moment 
I quoted that verse, something in Elaine came to life. Minutes 
later, as I was explaining to her how bad experiences in life can 
be God in his grace “hunting people down” in order to help them 
see how wonderful he is (the “pursuing grace” of God), Elaine 
interrupted me and asked, “Wait! What was that thing you quoted 
from the Bible, from Rome or something?” I quoted Romans 8:28 
a second time. “That’s it”, she called excitedly into the receiver, 
“that promise becomes true for me if I start to love God, right?” 
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I explained to her that she needed to turn her life from its self-
directedness to God. As if it were a prayer to God, she said, “I want 
that. I want that kind of a God to have my life.” Elaine felt God’s 
love for her, the love he had so clearly expressed through Jesus’ life, 
death, and resurrection for her, and she placed her entire self, with 
her nightmares of the present and her dreams for the future, into 
God’s hands. She wanted to belong to the God who is not only sac-
rificially and unconditionally in love with her, but also sovereignly 
able to direct all the details of life for her good.

The following years were not easy for Elaine, but God was 
good. He surrounded Elaine with many people who helped her 
get through those challenging years. Years after her conversion, she 
married a dear widowed elder in our church. God directed the evil 
of Elaine’s first husband so that Elaine would find Christ, marry a 
man who has loved her deeply and faithfully, and have a home in 
which her son grew up knowing who Jesus is and what a sovereign 
God we have.

What Elaine came to experience is a truth about God that instils 
confidence and hope: When you know that God is sovereign in 
everything, then everything – even the bad in our lives – has a pur-
pose. You may not always understand what that purpose is, but you 
may believe that there is a good purpose. It’s what Joni Eareckson 
Tada, who has endured severe handicaps for decades, wrote about 
our sovereign God: “God permits what he hates, to accomplish 
what he loves.”3

 O What’s in it for me?

1. Contentment 
Jeremiah Burroughs (1599–1646) preached a sermon series in 

London, England, based on Philippians 4:11 (“I have learned to be 
content in whatever circumstances I am” NAS), called “The Rare Jewel of 
Christian Contentment”. The following highlights of that series are 
still helpful to us today:

3 From Nancy Guthrie, Be sTill my soul. Wheaton: Crossway, 2010, p. 35.
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“Christian contentment is that sweet, inward, quiet, gracious 
frame of spirit, which freely submits to and delights in God’s wise 
and fatherly disposal in every direction.”4

Christian contentment does not mean that

 $ ... you are without affliction and suffering in life.

 $ ... you cannot complain to God and to your friends: Certain-
ly the Psalms are a suffering person’s unburdening of heart 
to God (“Likewise he may communicate his sad condition to 
his Christian friends, showing them how God has dealt with 
him, and how heavy the affliction is upon him”)5.

 $ ... you do not seek help nor that you do not want to be deliv-
ered out of your afflictions.

Christian contentment does mean that 

 $ ... you will not murmur about God‘s ways with you, like the 
Israelites did in the desert, and brought God’s punishment 
upon themselves.

 $ ... you will not allow yourself to grow bitter from the oppres-
sion or affliction you have experienced under God’s sover-
eign will.

 $ ... you will not be distracted from your present responsibility 
that God requires of you in your relationship towards God, 
yourself, and others.

 $ ... you will not allow anything to choke your deep commit-
ment to Jesus Christ.

 $ ... you will not seek relief from your affliction by doing any-
thing that is sinful, unholy, or contrary to integrity.

When you go through hard times in life, quote Philippians 4:11 
to yourself and pray for God to give you contentment.

4 Jeremiah Burroughs, The rare Jewel of ChrisTiaN CoNTeNTmeNT, Edinburgh: Banner 
of Truth Trust, 1987, p. 19.

5 Ibid., p.. 21-22.
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2. Thankfulness
On the basis of God’s sovereignty, you can acknowledge the 

presence of God’s goodness, compassion and mercy in every situ-
ation you experience, even the bad and the sad ones (1 Thessalo-
nians 5:16-18).

Somewhere years ago, I read how the theologian, Matthew Hen-
ry, reacted after he was robbed on his way home from a university 
lecture. He wrote in his journal: 

“Thank you, Lord, that I was robbed, not that I did the robbing. 
Thank you that in taking my belongings, they did not take everything 

I own. 
Thank you that they took what I had but they did not take my life.
Thank you that they took earthly possessions but they could not take 

you from me.”6

Every time something “goes wrong”, you can thank God for his 
sovereign intervention that not more went wrong.

3. A Realistic but Positive Outlook on Life 
Knowing the triumphal end toward which God is moving all 

of history as well as your personal life, you can face life with opti-
mism.

a) You can look at your life from the perspective that your 
cup is not half empty but half full. Why? The world is in the 
hands of a sovereign God, who made it and before whom 
the nations are a mere drop in a bucket (Isaiah 40:15). 
History is in the hands of a sovereign God who turns it 
according to his predetermination and promises. Your life 
is in the hands of a sovereign God, who promised to turn 
to your good whatever happens to you (Romans 8:28). 
The actions of every enemy are in the hands of a sover-
eign God, whose purposes and plans will not be thwarted 
(Daniel 4:35). You may look at your life positively and at 
your future optimistically regardless of what evil has hap-
pened to you, because God is sovereignly moving all things 
to a victorious finish line. Your cup is not only half full, it is 
getting fuller all the time, even if you do not notice.

6 Cited in Chris Craig, Becoming a Person of Prayer, Salem: Xulon Press, p. 49. 
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b) This means also, that there is no room in a Christian’s life 
for a victim mentality. You may indeed be the victim of 
abuse, misunderstanding, lack of love, or neglect. In one 
way or the other, we all are. To define yourself as a vic-
tim of evil is to wallow in unbelief. A victim-mentality is 
the attitude of self-pity, self-defeat, and cowardice. With a 
victim-mentality we begin to manipulate others into ori-
enting themselves around our needs. We begin to define 
good relationships according to how well others, including 
family members, care for us and our needs. It is the path-
way into total me-centredness.

Furthermore, having a victim mentality is wallowing in unbe-
lief, because it is a denial of the sovereignty of God. It is saying 
things can happen, where God is absent, where God is surprised 
and where God must necessarily react in hindsight: “Oops, I just 
let an accident occur in his life that I had not counted on.” With 
God there are no accidents. Your parents are not an accident, your 
spouse is not an accident, your children are not an accident and 
difficult people in your life are not an accident. 

If God is sovereign—and he is—then he has only a Plan A, and 
what happens to you is according to his Plan A with which he pur-
poses to challenge you to grow and know him more deeply, person-
ally and intimately. Spiritual maturity is a constant and determined 
ability to define yourself according to the gospel independent of 
the harshness of circumstances or people’s opinions or treatment 
of you (see chapter 2). The sovereignty of God calls you, when 
victimized, to be gospel-driven, not victim-driven. This leads to the 
next point of application:

4. Endurance and Resilience
Resilience is the ability to bounce back after a setback. Because 

God is sovereign in all things, there is never a reason to quit just 
because the going gets tough. And just because you feel like you 
took 2 steps backward, does not mean the day is not coming when 
you take 3 steps forward. In fact, the way God works is that you 
may take 3 steps forward because you took 2 steps backward.

I used to enjoy playing the game ‘Sorry’ with my wife and 
daughters. Once Elizabeth, Rachel and I were at it and I was close 
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to winning. So was Elizabeth. And both of us are competitive. She 
had 3 of her 4 pieces ‘home’ already, and one piece moving swiftly 
around the board. On my turn, when I picked up the next card, 
it was a ‘Sorry’. Nasty daddy took his piece that was still at ‘start’ 
and sent my four year old Elizabeth’s lone remaining piece back 
to her ‘start’ (all over again). She started to cry and wanted to run 
from the room. I had to almost force her to take her next turn. 
When she turned over the next card, it was a 2. That meant she 
could bring her last piece back out on the board and take an ad-
ditional turn. The next card was a 4. In ‘Sorry’, a 4 means you 
go 4 steps back. But in Elizabeth’s case, 4 steps back brought the 
piece she had just placed outside of “start” close to the finish, 
just 8 steps to ‘home’. On her next turn, she picked up an 8 and 
won which was quicker than if she had continued moving swiftly 
around the board without getting sent back to ‘start’.

Life with a sovereign God is like that: every setback is actually 
a quicker way home. That is why Paul could write 2 Corinthians 
4:8: “ we are afflicted in every way, but not crushed; perplexed, but not 
despairing”  (NAS)

Motivation #1:  
I want to trust in the most powerful good there is:  

the sovereign God
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Toolbox

1. Look up the following groups of Bible passages, and after each group, 
summarize what these passages say about the sovereignty of God:  
(1) Proverbs 16:1-3; 19:21; 20:24; Isaiah 46:10.11 (2) Proverbs 16:4; Isaiah 
45:5-7; Amos 3:6 (3) Ecclesiastes 8:17 (4) Job 1:6-12; 1 Samuel 18:10; 19:9; 2 
Corinthians 12:7-10 (5) Luke 21:12-19 (6) Romans 9:10-18; John 1:11-13.
 
2. if God is sovereign, what role does planning have in the christian life? 
Look up the following passages and write a one sentence answer for each 
one: Proverbs 16:1-3; 20:18; 21:5; James 4:13-16.
 
3. Memorize the following verses: Romans 8:28; 8:31-32, Genesis 50:20.

4. Memorize the Heidelberg CateCHism, 1563, Question 1
Question:  “What is your only comfort in life and in death?”
Answer:  “That I am not my own, but belong—with body and soul, in life and 
in death—to my faithful Saviour Jesus Christ, who with his precious blood 
has fully satisfied for all my sins, and has freed me from the tyranny of the 
devil, and so watches over me, that not a hair can fall from my head without 
the knowledge of my Father in heaven. By his Holy Spirit, He also assures me 
of eternal life, and makes me willing and ready from now on to live for him.”

5. take the 3 points of character application (“what God’s sovereignty will 
do for you”—2nd paragraph), and ask yourself: on a scale of 1 to 10, with 
1 being very low and 10 being very high, how you would rate your current 
spiritual maturity as far as 

…contentment in life  
…thankfulness in all things of life 
…a positive spirit and attitude about life 
 
6. Begin the habit of asking God daily to form in you the 4 character 
traits listed and described under “What’s in it for me”:  
1. Contentment in life, 2. Thankfulness in everything in life, 3. A realistic and 
positive outlook on life, 4. Endurance and resilience.

1 32 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
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04  

2nd Cornerstone
Fashioning Yourself according 

to the Holiness of God
Driving motivation: 

I want to become the most beautiful thing there is

Being a Christian has to do with holiness.  That may not 
sound very exciting. It could have overtones of boredom, 
prudishness, or living on earth like something from outer 

space. Actually, it is anything but boring! And prudishness is un-
fortunately what moralism turns Christianity into. Holiness has 
to do with a beauty, purity and completeness yet to be attained. 
Christian spirituality is the exciting invitation into the experience 
of becoming everything you were meant to be! 

The apostle Peter writes: “Like the Holy One who called you, be 
holy yourselves also in your behaviour; because it is written (in the Old 
Testament, in Leviticus 11:44), YOU SHALL BE HOLY, FOR I AM 
HOLY.” (1 Peter 1:15-16 NAS).

The invitation to become all you were meant to be is nothing 
short of becoming what God is: holy!

God’s holiness is breathtakingly beautiful
There are a lot of people who think that God’s love is the main 

and defining characteristic of God. Thankfully, that is not true. The 
most fundamental attribute of God is his holiness. That God is holy 
means that every aspect of his being (including his love) is perfect. 
Every part of God’s character and personality, as well as the resul-
tant deeds—everything about him is beautiful, brilliant, blameless, 
without the slightest touch of wrong or hint of imperfection.

This certainly applies to God’s sovereignty, the attribute of God 
we looked at previously. The fact that God is holy in his sovereignty 
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means that while God is almighty in all he does, he will never 
abuse his might, but only use it to good and beneficial ends even if 
our lives are so clouded by sorrow that we cannot yet see the good 
end). While the sovereign God is free to do and choose according 
to his own pleasure, he will never do something that deserves to be 
‘called into court’ and questioned by our own hearts.

Or take God’s righteousness as an example. Holiness means 
that God doesn’t have a single speck of anything unrighteous. He 
cannot do anything that is not perfectly right. Not even the slight-
est little error or the tiniest aberration in his steps will ever, in all 
of time and eternity, be found in his ways.

In his faithfulness he is also always holy, meaning that he can 
never break a promise he has made to you or anyone else; he will 
always be true to his own character. 2 Timothy 2:13 says that even 
if we should be unfaithful to God, he will never be unfaithful to-
ward us, because he is unable in his holy character to be unfaithful 
to himself and the promises he has made, and he has promised 
never to leave us or forsake us. For every confession of sin we 
bring to him, he is bound to forgive us completely; not to forgive 
us would be unfaithfulness toward his promise in the cross and 
resurrection of Jesus. “If we confess our sin, he is faithful and just to 
forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness” (1 John 
1:9 NAS).

His love is perfectly holy. That means that he can never love you 
less than one hundred percent, one hundred percent of the time. 
Since his love is completely holy, it is never dependent on our ac-
tions toward God. It is independent of who we are and what we 
do, because it is completely rooted in the character of God. That 
means that his holy love is based on Christ’s actions toward us, not 
on our actions toward Christ. God’s holiness defines his love, not 
the other way around.

Or take his justice. Holiness means that God can never have 
a single touch of error in his justice. He can never be unfair with 
anybody. Think about that! He can never punish wrongly, and he 
can never give anyone less reward than they deserve.

Do you see why holiness is God’s fundamental attribute? It is 
what makes him so utterly beautiful! God’s holiness is what causes 
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spiritually-opened eyes to view him with adoration as the most glo-
rious being in the universe.

What holiness is not
Only God has an absolutely sinless holiness. A person who has 

invited God into his life, and has thereby come into union with 
Christ, has the new and holy nature of Christ existing in him by the 
indwelling presence of the Holy Spirit. But while we live in this sin-
ful world, we still have our sinful nature within, and it is at constant 
war with our new nature. So for us to live holy lives does not mean 
we become sinless.

I believe Martin Luther was correct when he explained our 
condition with the now famous words “simul justus et peccator”, 
simultaneously justified (declared completely righteous) and sin-
ful. With this phrase, the German reformer summarized what Paul 
wrote in Romans 7: “Oh wretched man that I am, who will deliver 
me from this body of sin!” (Romans 7:24 NKJ). Luther, following Au-
gustine, understood this as the expression of a Christian who real-
ized that even if his spirituality had matured to the point at which 
he could tell others to follow his example, he still keenly felt the 
gravity of the sin nature within, pulling him into sinful and self-
ish motives, thoughts, attitudes and actions. He was always having 
to battle against his me-centredness. It certainly kept him humble 
and seeking to grow in holiness, but he was not sinless.

Being holy also does not mean to be constantly on a spiritual 
high, moving from one dramatic experience with God to another. 
To be sure, experiencing God, who involves himself in our lives, 
will include dramatic moments and miraculous occurrences. But, 
as we will see later, Christian spirituality also includes the experi-
ence of being identified with the sufferings of Christ (Philippians 
3:10). These sufferings can involve deep anguish and pain, the loss 
of someone very special, or illness, even illness unto death. God 
does not always step into our sufferings and remove the thorn that 
hurts (see 2 Corinthians 12:7-10); he does not always heal the sick. 
Actually, the normal Christian life is usually a quiet constancy of 
going about the ordinary tasks to which God has called us. The real 
sign of a Christian growing in holiness is obedience to God, not 
great experiences with God.



Section 2

102

Being holy does not mean being stern, boring or removed from 
the world. People who think holiness means not being allowed to 
wear jewellery, yell and cheer in a stadium and have a lot of fun, 
have forgotten that as his first miracle—at a wedding reception 
while everybody was dancing—Jesus turned water into wine, not 
tea.

Running from the God who is holy
Holiness is “being wholly different”. Karl Barth, professor at 

the University of Basel, Switzerland, used to refer to God as the 
“eternally other”. You might say that if we are to be holy as God is 
holy (1 Peter 1:15, 16), then we first have to recognize that God is 
wholly other than we are. That means God is the moral complete 
opposite of our sinful nature. When God gave Moses the 10 com-
mandments, the Israelites were told not to go near the mountain 
because the perfectly pure otherness of God, which contrasted 
sharply with their moral impurity, would immediately kill them. 
“For no one may see me and live,” God says (Exodus 33:20). This 
is why Isaiah, in his vision of God, the Holy One, seated on his 
throne, reacted with the outburst, “Woe to me! I am ruined!” (Isa-
iah 6:5). In the same way, Peter, when he recognized that the one 
standing in front of him was the incarnate God, reacted to Jesus 
by blurting out, “Go away from me, Lord; I am a sinful man!” (Luke 
5:8).

While God’s holiness is what makes him so utterly and inde-
scribably beautiful, it is also, at first sight, the most threatening 
thing a human heart could lay eyes on. Standing in all your un-
holiness before His holiness makes you feel so vulnerable that the 
most natural reaction is to recoil in shame and fear and run the 
other way. While your soul bolts panic-stricken out of his presence, 
God’s word calls after you, “You shall be holy, for I am holy”. 

When a person runs from God, he usually does it in one of two 
ways: He may deny that there is a holy God. This is an ingenious 
move, quite frankly, because without God in the picture, he can 
basically ignore the whole issue of holiness, instead of having it 
defined for him by some high and holy Being. 

The second way to run from God’s holiness is to re-define it. 
This is also ingenious, because according to the people who have 
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done just that, they can do this but still call themselves Christians. 
Here is the procedure: 

 $ Step 1: Look at your sinful and unholy nature.

 $ Step 2: Define God’s highest attribute as love.

 $ Step 3: Say that love is never judgmental and always uncon-
ditional.

 $ Step 4: Conclude that whatever you prefer morally as your 
lifestyle is acceptable to God, whose love is never judgmental 
and always unconditional.

 $ Step 5: Make it your cause to justify yourself by interpreting 
all calls to holiness in the Bible in the light of the morality 
you prefer for yourself. This way you are not only a “Chris-
tian”, but one who has oriented his Christian spirituality 
around the Bible.

Both of these alternatives—denying the existence of a holy 
God or re-defining the holiness of God—are ‘below-to-above’ ap-
proaches. They fit into our postmodern world-view and way of 
thinking, because they allow the self to begin with the self and end 
with the self, leaving the self as the defining centre of all things.

The reason why Jesus, who is neither pre-modern, modern nor 
post-modern, but trans-modern, stated that you can only be his 
disciple if you ‘deny yourself ’ (Matthew 16:24), is because he un-
derstood himself as ‘sent from God’, meaning that he is and rep-
resents a spirituality that is ‘above-to-below’. I know this means 
we are left with our unholy selves standing before this terribly holy 
God, unable to justify ourselves any longer. But it is only when we 
let God’s holiness stand in its own right as the central attribute of 
God that we can gain a proper estimation of God’s grace. 

God in his holiness will not stand for any sinfulness in his pres-
ence. Yet God in his love desires a relationship to us. His plan to 
make that relationship happen is nothing less than the most amaz-
ing grace. It is also truly ingenious. He came as Jesus, the second 
Person of the Trinity, into the world. The completely holy came 
to the utterly unholy. On the cross, the Holy One transacted the 
“great exchange”: he took the sins of his (unholy) people on him-
self and placed his (holy) righteousness on his people (see chapter 
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2; 2 Corinthians 5:21). Now the (marriage) union happens: “You 
have been raised with Christ…where Christ is, seated at the right hand 
of God…For you died and your life is now hidden with Christ in God” 
(Colossians 3:1-3).

Nikolaus von Zinsendorf (18th century) wrote a hymn to this 
effect, translated by John Wesley (18th century): “Jesus your blood 
and righteousness, my beauty are, my glorious dress; midst flam-
ing worlds in these arrayed, with joy shall I lift up my head. Bold 
shall I stand in your great day, for who ought to my charge shall 
lay? Fully absolved through these I am, from sin and fear, from 
guilt and shame.”

What holiness is – The PROCESS of 
becoming what in POSITION you are
At the moment of faith in Christ, God takes you as his bride 

into the yet unseen heavenly chambers, not that your body and 
soul leave earth. It is a spiritual mystery, but it is real. You begin 
to live in two places at once. Your life in Christ means you have 
a new POSITION with God: Irrespective of your moral condi-
tion, you are viewed as if you had never sinned nor been a sinner 
(remember Heidelberg Catechism #64?); you are accepted as his 
beloved bride, perfectly beautiful in the perfect righteousness of 
Jesus, flawless and without any speck of shame or guilt.

What at the outset had you standing in terror before the All-
Holy and causing you to bolt from his presence, now—protected 
by Jesus’ righteousness—has turned into a safe standing before 
and healthy reverence toward the Almighty.

In his work, True spiriTualiTy, Francis Schaeffer wrote that 
every day the Christian ought to mystically rise into heaven, see 
what he is like there in his completed and perfect state, then mys-
tically return to earth and live his life accordingly.7 Why? Because 
holiness is becoming in our earthly reality, what we already are in 
our heavenly reality.

On the one hand, holiness is a position we have with God. On 
the other hand, it is a lifelong process. It means you become less 
and less what you were, and more and more what Jesus is. Or to 

7 Francis Schaeffer, The CompleTe works of fraNCis a. sChaeffer, Westchester, IL: 
Crossway Books, 1988, Volume 3, p. 193ff.
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pick up on the language of the previous section, holiness is the 
process of becoming in practice what you already are in position. I 
know that some people in the church refer to exemplary people 
who are long-gone dead as “saints”, and have made statues to 
remind us who our examples of morality and charity are. But the 
Bible calls people who have a sinful nature and who have turned 
to Jesus for grace, forgiveness and a relationship with God ‘saints’. 
‘Saint’ means something like ‘having been set apart so that God 
can work something very special’. It is along the lines of what Karl 
Barth called God: The ‘eternal other’ or the ‘wholly other’. Hav-
ing become a saint, you now must be sanctified, you must become 
“wholly other” than what you have been. You must become what 
God is—holy! The biblical word for growing in holiness is “sancti-
fication”. So Paul wrote, “this is the will of God, your sanctification” 
(1 Thessalonians 4:3 NAS)

 O What’s in it for me?  

The real me! A beautiful me!
In 1994, Susan and I bought a house in Toronto, Canada. We 

had 4 daughters, a dog and 2 guinea pigs, and needed a house that 
was big enough for the nine of us, but still affordable. The house 
we purchased was certainly big enough for nine lives. The reason it 
was affordable for us was that it was in terrible condition! 

Every time we looked at the house before buying it, we saw 
more things wrong with it. But with every visit, we also saw more 
potential. We could imagine what original beauty this house must 
have had, and see the potential to restore it to something beautiful. 
We decided to buy the house and to invest in its restoration (we 
must have been delusional that day!).

Some friends were excited that we had bought a house and 
wanted to see our new treasure. Their smiles quickly faded to 
looks of disbelief when they walked in. One said, “Beck, have you 
lost your mind? Why did you buy such a piece of work?!”

Everything in this house had to be removed, replaced, rewired 
and redone. The more we did, the more we realized how much 
more needed to be done. New plumbing, new electric, new walls, 
new windows, new floors, and new paint. It took years, lots of 
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perspiration and back pain, many tears, and at one point almost 
cost me my life. 

This house cost us almost everything.
But it was worth it! A few years after purchasing the house, the 

same friends came by. This time they said, “Wow! What a great 
house!” We had turned it into something beautiful. Then, after 9 
years, two of our daughters had moved out, the guinea pigs had 
died, and the house was too big, so we sold it for a nice profit. The 
process of restoration had paid off.

Your life is like that house. By his death on the cross, Jesus 
purchased your house (the Bible word “redeem” means “purchase 
with a price” and is used to describe what Jesus did for you at the 
cross). It is a house which through sin had lost its original beauty 
and had become marred. I can hear Satan looking at your ‘house’ 
and mocking, “Jesus, have you lost your mind? Why would you 
buy such a piece of work?!” But Jesus, in covenant with God the 
Father, had decided to invest his life in you. His answer to the 
mockery was, “I recognize the value in this piece of work—it is 
the value of my own life, and I see the potential of what it can 
become—holy. Wholly other!”

After Jesus purchased your ‘house’, and upon your asking him 
into your life (John 1:12), he moves into your ‘house’ and makes 
it his home. That means that ever since your conversion to Christ, 
you are ‘under construction’. Your old self is being completely 
torn apart, reworked, rewired and refashioned. The reconstruc-
tion project is painful, because the hammer and chisel of the Holy 
Spirit plunge deep into each moral part, each emotional corner, 
every attitudinal floorboard, every fibre of your thinking. Nothing 
is left as is. Everything must be changed. With every step forward 
there is protest from the sin nature within, as well as setbacks and 
surprises in life you had not counted on. Sometimes you wonder 
if the pain is worth it all.  It is! 

Christian spirituality is the process of “being renewed day by 
day” (2 Corinthians 4:16). Over the years your house looks more 
like the blueprint which the holy architect had designed for you. 
That blueprint is the perfect and holy image of Jesus. Through all 
that drilling and cutting and hammering and forming emerges a 
beauty: you—a stunning beauty, a likeness to Jesus. When you die 
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or when Jesus returns (whichever happens first) you will reach the 
goal of your existence.

Here is how one of Jesus’ closest disciples, John, described it:  
“Beloved, now we are children of God, and it has not appeared as yet 
what we shall be. We know that, when He appears, we shall be like him, 
because we shall see Him just as He is.” (1 John 3:2 NAS)

That is what growing in holiness is all about. In “sanctification”, 
the holiness of God is no longer a threat to your self. Instead, the 
beauty of God becomes the goal of your existence. God’s call to “be 
holy, because I am holy!” is then no longer reason to hide or deny or 
re-define, but an invitation to run your life like a race toward the 
finish line—the perfectly holy image of Jesus.

Breathtakingly beautiful!

 Motivation #2: I want to become the most beautiful thing there is: like 
God in Christ
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1. What in this chapter especially spoke to you at an emotional level? 
Why?
 
2. Read 1 Peter 1:14-16. How does God’s holiness become a motivation 
to become holier, when in fact God’s holiness hates that which is unholy 
in us?
 
3. More on the word „saint“: In the Roman Catholic Church, a saint is 
someone who has died, and who lived such an exemplary life that the 
church makes him a saint.  
In the Bible, however, a saint is someone who is still living, who has a 
relationship to God through Jesus, and is a sinner. This is why the apostle 
Paul spoke of the sinful Corinthian Christians as „saints“. They were 
saints in their position with God. United to Christ, God views you as 
perfectly righteous in Christ and calls you a „saint“. 

Read 1 Corinthians 1:2; 2 Corinthians 1:1; Romans 1:7; Ephesians 1:1; 1 
Thessalonians 4:3; Colossians 3:1-15.

What aspects of holiness are emphasized in these passages?

4. What false understanding of the Christian life can result from:
 • seeing holiness as our POSITION, but forgetting that we are in 

process?
 • seeing holiness as our PROCESS, but forgetting that we are in 

position?

Toolbox



109

 
05  

3rd Cornerstone
Bathing Yourself in the Love of God

Driving motivation:  
I want to love the loveliest thing there is

Sorry, what is a parasite…or whatever that word was he just 
used?” I leaned over to the lady who had just whispered in 
my ear, and answered, “The word is Pharisee, but it might 

as well be parasite.”
Evelyn turned to me. “Pharisee? What is a Pharisee?”
I had just met Evelyn half an hour earlier. It’s a long story. Ev-

elyn had arrived at a point in life at which she felt a desperate 
hunger for a relationship with God, heard an announcement on 
the radio that piqued her curiosity, called an organization, where a 
guy listened to Evelyn’s question, and called a guy…Now that we 
were seated in the large auditorium where Don Carson was talk-
ing about „what is truth?” it did not take the pagan lady beside me 
long to get tripped up by biblical concepts and words. 

“The Pharisees were a religious movement within Judaism at 
the time of Jesus, like a right-wing political party,” I whispered. 
“Pharisees were really strict Jews, who had life all together or ap-
peared to have it all together. They knew the Old Testament inside 
and out, knew all the laws prescribed there, knew the rules and 
regulations of Jewish civil and ceremonial procedure to the min-
ute detail, had them organized into 613 different obligations to be 
kept, and believed that if the Jewish nation would follow them all, 
the Messiah would come back sooner.”

Evelyn leaned over to my ear again, “What exactly is a ‘Mes-
siah’?”
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Don Carson was talking about a Pharisee, whose concept of 
spirituality was turned upside-down by Jesus one blissful day in 
the history of religions.

This particular Pharisee was so proud to know so much, that 
he approached Jesus with a question designed to show Jesus how 
much he knew. “What is the highest law?” he asked. But Jesus 
did not point to some ritualistic behaviour, nor to one of the 613 
regulations. He pointed to wholehearted love. Quoting from the 
Old Testament, Deuteronomy 6:5 and Leviticus 19:18, Jesus an-
swered, “‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all 
your soul and with all your mind.’ This is the first and greatest com-
mandment. And the second is like it: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’ All 
the Law and the Prophets hang on these two commandments.” (Mat-
thew 22:37-40).

With this answer, Jesus threw a stick of dynamite at any and ev-
ery religion’s idea that doing something good, like keeping a rule 
or observing a ritual, will win God’s favour. It also explains how 
the followers of Jesus, unwilling to reduce spirituality to religious 
observances, monastic lifestyles, or admiration of stone buildings, 
were quickly branded a sect—and still are by the many religionists 
who have not comprehended the enormity of Jesus’ response.

False love: Loving God for what loving God gets me
Let me begin mid-stream! Jesus’ exhortation to love God and 

neighbour is like open-heart surgery: it cuts right through the 
breastbone, rips the chest cavity apart, lifts the barely-alive heart 
out with his hand, and starts a life-giving procedure.

In the 18th century, in a little town in Massachusetts, USA, a 
spiritual revival swept over its inhabitants. Through the preach-
ing of the pastor, Jonathan Edwards, hundreds of people in 
Northampton were convicted and believed in Jesus Christ. But 
Edwards, one of the most brilliant pastors and theologians in the 
history of America, became concerned about what he saw in this 
mass conversion. Edwards was not swayed by the dramatic, nor 
convinced by a mere profession a person made. He knew from the 
Bible that there can be apparent (not real) conversion, and tem-
porary (not saving) faith: faith that does not result from a deep, 
inner, spiritual rebirth. He knew the Bible’s teaching that people 
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can have faith without a divine root, without divine substance and 
without the divine result of eternal life. Such faith, Edwards knew, 
does not last. Consequently, he warned his hearers to examine 
their hearts, to test whether their faith, over which they were un-
derstandably exuberant, was real. He summarized his warning in 
the famous treatise called, On ReligiOus AffectiOns.

“Those affections for God or Jesus Christ, that result from self-love, 
cannot be a spiritual love, which has its source in the grace of God…
Self-love is a natural affection and can be discovered even in the hearts of 
demons. Therefore, nothing that results from self-love can be supernatural 
and of God…People who have affections for God, because they find him 
helpful for themselves, start at the wrong end of things. They view God as 
an unending stream of divine good, and want to know that his goodness 
profits them. They do not have an awe of the glory of His nature, even 
though it is this glory that is the source and only fountain of all good, the 
true fountain of all that is lovely.”8

Honestly, as much as Jesus’ words to the Pharisee cut me, so Ed-
wards’ exhortation unsettles me. It nags me. It digs around inside 
my heart like a quadruple-bypass, probing deeply into my motives, 
into the unstated thoughts behind my actions, into the sin behind 
the sin. It puts us on the spot, and makes us get honest with our-
selves. It lays us bare with the question: “When I say ‘I love God’, 
do I really love God or do I simply love what loving him gets me?”

Think about it:

 $ You can love the good things that go with believing in 
God…your church, your denomination, the comfortable reli-
gious circle in which you and others like you mingle and keep 
religious traditions that give everyone a sense of belonging in 
that circle; you can like the music that is played in your wor-
ship services; the good, moral upbringing your Christian par-
ents have given you; the morally upstanding lifestyle that has 
resulted from the good values ingrained in you…and still 
not love God.

8 Edward Hickman, ed., The works of JoNaThaN edwards, Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 
1979, Vol. 1, p.275.
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 $ You can be involved in Christian ministry and do min-
istry with passion…you can look forward to every sermon 
you preach; you can enjoy telling others about Jesus and feel 
a deep thrill in your soul when people convert to your faith; 
you can practice a strict form of discipleship and get others 
to be just as strict as you are; you can be thrilled about the 
vision of a world transformed for God; you can change a 
whole neighbourhood by helping the poor, the homeless and 
the unemployed; you can live in the squalid part of the city 
and feed the hungry in Jesus’ name or drive out demons by 
the power of his Spirit…and still not love God.

 $ You can love good, solid theology...you can be persuaded 
that you have all the right doctrines; you can quote passages 
from the Bible, refer to excellent books that state the faith 
well and defend your view with intelligence; you can love 
listening to good preaching; you can be deeply moved by 
dramatic testimonies of amazing experiences with God; even 
love the experiences you yourself have had with God…and 
still not love God.

It is easy to love a god you have created in your own image, a 
god fashioned to fit your wishes, your sexual preference, your po-
litical orientation; a god who supports your pursuit of happiness 
however you shape your path to it. The reason why Jesus’ state-
ment to the Pharisee hits me hard is because it does not begin and 
end with the self. It starts with a God who was there long before 
the self ever was.

When Jesus said, “Love the Lord, your God”, he meant by 
“God” (Hebrew original: Elohim) the God who created us in 
his image, not a god we create in our own image. He meant “the 
Lord” (Hebrew original: Yahweh), that is the Sovereign Authority 
who initiates relationship with us on his own holy terms, not a 
kind of holiness shaped to fit our pursuit of happiness.

False love loves God for all you wish God to give you.
False love starts with expectations of God, but when God dis-

appoints, when God makes your life harder than you expected life 
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with God to be, when he does not give you that for which you gave 
God your life, your love for God comes to an end.

False love shapes the spiritual experience into an idol. It bows 
down to it in joyful adoration of how the emotion or the sense of 
power or the amazement of onlookers fill your longing for signifi-
cance. But when the so-called ‘experience of God’ does not happen 
anymore, you feel disappointed in your spirituality.

False love will—to use Jesus’ words in Matthew 13:22— get 
“choked” by the “cares of the world”. (NKJ)

True Love: Loving God because he is altogether lovely
What a contrast: While false love loves God for all you wish God 

to give you, true love loves God because even if he gives you noth-
ing, he is completely lovely, because of his holy grace, holy mercy, 
holy compassion, holy faithfulness, holy justice, holy humility, holy 
patience, holy joy, holy kindness and holy gentleness.

False love starts with great expectations of God, and yet when 
God disappoints, it comes to an end; true love loves God for who 
he is, and that does not change even when we find God hard to 
understand or disappointing.

While false love loves God as an experience and vanishes like 
smoke when there is no more experience, true love loves God for 
what you know about him: he is a God whose ways are sometimes 
bathed in mystery and incomprehensibility. Even when he appears 
to have abandoned you, and you find it impossible to see him in the 
terrible experience you are going through, you hang on to the bare 
hope that he is hanging on to you.

False love loves God as long as its dreams come true; when it 
involves personal cost or surrendering its dreams to his will, it pre-
fers to look to the world’s quick fixes to make you happy. True love 
loves God at any cost, because you can never quite get over how 
great the cost of God’s love was in giving you his eternal life.

There is the contrast. But here is the great dilemma: in and of 
myself I cannot love God with a true love. Neither can you. We are 
too selfish, too self-consumed to come out of our self-orientation 
and orient ourselves around God. There is only one thing that can 
save us from our prison and free us to love God with true love: His 
love.
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I said earlier that I started mid-stream. The reason I started 
there, is that that is where Jesus started with the Pharisee. The com-
mand to love God and neighbour is, in fact, downstream. It makes 
us ask: “if I cannot love God with all my heart and my neighbour 
as much as myself from within this self that is so wrapped around 
itself, then where will such love come from?” It moves us to paddle 
our canoe upstream and seek the origin of such self-denying love 
there. We find it in the love of God for us: 1 John 4:19 says, “We 
love because he first loved us.” 

Jonathan Edwards made a very helpful distinction within God’s 
love. There is God’s general love. This is the love with which God 
loves everybody. “God is love” (1 John 4:16). All love begins here, at 
this point of the fountain. That “God is love” means that God can-
not do anything that is not characterized by love. It is his nature to 
love, to extend himself to his creation, to mix in with our unlovely 
situation and, out of love, to give us what is good, what we need, 
what makes our lives in a sinful world tolerable and sometimes 
even enjoyable. In this general way, God loves everybody.

Then there is God’s special love. Edwards called it God’s ‘de-
creetal love’ (from “decree”: God’s decision to run the world the 
way he does); I would prefer to call it his “familial love”. This is 
likely that aspect of God’s love that those theologians overlook 
who cannot believe in predestination because they feel it is in-
consistent with God’s love. While God loves everybody generally, 
he loves those who belong to him with a special love. It is what 1 
John 3 and 4 describe as the love of God the Father for those who 
have been “born of God” and have become God’s children. “How 
great is the love the Father has lavished on us, that we should be called 
children of God!” (1 John 3:1)

You might ask: “Does God love his children more than he loves 
those who are not his children?” I don’t think so. Because God 
is holy, God is perfect, and because God is perfect, He can only 
do things 100%. God loves everybody—children of God or not—
with 100% of his love. But it is fair to say that God loves his chil-
dren differently than he loves everybody else. Every good parent 
loves his children in a much more intimate, familial way than he 
loves the rest of the world. If you do not think such special, famil-
ial love to be appropriate, be glad you do not live on my block. In 
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all my years as a dad, I did not run through the neighbourhood 
even once and kiss all my neighbours good-night. That special af-
fection was reserved for my four children. Likewise, my wife didn’t 
fix a meal daily for everybody in our city of 4 million, though she 
showed many people how much she loved them, sometimes by fix-
ing them meals. But for her children, she showed her special love 
by putting a delicious meal on our family table every evening. We 
did not expect our four children to have to sleep somewhere in the 
neighbourhood, nor did we open our door every night to allow all 
the neighbourhood children to sleep under our roof. That did not 
mean that our children were better than other children; it meant 
that our children were, well, our children, whom we loved with a 
parental love. The same goes for God’s family. God loves his chil-
dren with a special love, a “perfect kind of dad” kind of love.

The point is that this perfect kind of daddy love came looking 
for you. 

Another question people ask about God’s love is how wrath and 
anger fit in with it, if they fit in at all. Any Bible reader will notice 
quickly that God’s anger and wrath are mentioned often. Several 
times he is characterized as being “slow to anger,” while in numer-
ous instances his anger is described as “burning” towards people 
or nations. Even hell and hate are linked with God (who is love). 
Many see this as a contradiction in the character of God and feel 
they can only come to terms with the ‘harsher side’ of God by soft-
pedalling it or erasing it from their theology altogether. 

I think we can only understand God’s wrath if we first under-
stand God’s love, though I could equally say that God’s love cannot 
be comprehended in its magnitude if we do not first understand 
God’s wrath. Here is what I mean:

God loves; that is established. But God also loves his glory; that 
means God loves all his own characteristics in their purity and 
splendour. If God loves his glory, then he loves righteousness. If 
God loves righteousness, then he does not love unrighteousness. 
In fact, he hates unrighteousness. Before anybody wishes to judge 
God for hating anything, it is good to remember that unrighteous-
ness includes the little girl being raped and murdered; the drunk, 
300 pound husband beating up his 95 pound wife; the chief sacri-
ficing 30 children to the demons in order to appease them; and the 
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homeless man starving and found frozen to death one morning. 
God hates these situations of unrighteousness no less than you do. 
It is so contrary to his nature that his anger burns against unrigh-
teousness and those who insist on persisting in it. 

God judges unrighteousness. In itself, that is good news! Since 
he is sovereign, and hates unrighteousness, we can believe his 
promise that he will judge all unrighteousness that has ever been 
committed or occurred, and he will restore the earth to a place of 
complete righteousness.

But God has gone even a step further. He does not simply 
stand by and watch while those atrocities are committed. Instead, 
he took all of your unrighteousness and loaded it onto his perfectly 
righteous Son, whom he nailed to the lowest point of humilia-
tion—a cross—and poured out on Jesus the burning wrath that he 
felt toward all your unrighteousness.

This perfect kind of Daddy came looking for you, because his 
anger and wrath cleared an insurmountable roadblock, so that his 
love could draw you to himself.

Reflexive love: 
1. Loving God because he first loved us
This is the story of how it happened. It is not the same en-

counter you had when you were terrified the first time you were 
confronted with God’s holiness. This is a later encounter, one that 
happened after you had been running from God for awhile.

Once you were an orphan in a cold, dark neighbourhood. You 
had never known anything other than orphan life. For you it was 
normal. When someone told you the best thing in life is to have 
parents who love, protect and provide for you, you sneered, “There 
is nothing better than to love, protect and provide for myself.”

Then you met God. Or actually, he put himself on the road to 
meet you. You saw him from a distance. You did not know exactly 
what he was, and immediately turned away from him. You sensed 
that a threat to your autonomy was moving in on you. You felt 
fear. With your back turned to this distant Presence, you began 
to notice something strange: it was getting lighter around you. In 
fact, you had not even noticed how dark it was until this moment, 
when it started getting lighter. 
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It started getting warmer, too. Again, you had not even noticed 
how cold it was until this warm breeze wafted through the air. You 
turned a little to see if you could make out where these new sensa-
tions were coming from. Out of the corner of your eye you saw that 
the object you had turned away from was a warm Brilliance. It was 
still far off, but getting closer. You were not sure if it was safe to 
face this Brilliance—maybe it would blind you or kill you with its 
light or set you on fire with its heat. But you noticed that the more 
you turned toward it, the more beautiful things around you started 
to look, because you could begin to see things in colour instead of 
black and white. Strange but wonderful feelings coursed through 
you; terror was turning into healthy respect, as you felt your resis-
tance to the Brilliance washing away. You felt in complete control 
of yourself, like it was your will, your decision, your choice that you 
were making to turn toward the Light; yet you also felt like you had 
no choice because there was nothing you would like more than to 
experience more of this Brilliance. The closer it got, the more ir-
resistible you felt its pull. You never were coerced to turn toward it; 
still you felt like you were made for this moment, for this encoun-
ter. It was not as if you were not free to run—you were! 

Then the Brilliance stood face to face with you. He was the most 
beautiful Being you had ever seen, more beautiful than anything 
you could imagine. The desire that surged through your nerves was 
the longing to do nothing but admire the beauty of this Being—
more beautiful than all the beautiful pieces of art put into one mu-
seum, all the sweetest tunes of music into one song, all the most 
breathtaking landscapes on the globe in one place, all the most 
brilliant red sunsets over one lake.

When the Brilliance reached out its arms toward you, you sud-
denly understood: all the beauty you had ever known was just a 
pale reflection of this stunning Beauty. It was Beauty in its perfec-
tion, pure and pristine. There was something else you suddenly 
realized: the most beautiful thing that could ever happen to you 
was happening right now: You were being embraced by this beauti-
ful Being.

Then he spoke. The voice was low and gentle and soothing.
“I am God and I am your dad. I have adopted you to be my 

child, and in me and in my love you will experience the beauty of 
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family. You are no longer an orphan. Your home is no longer here 
in the cold and the dark, but in my warmth and light.”

There was a pause. Obviously he expected you to respond. But 
how? How do you respond to someone so indescribably brilliant 
that has made you an offer? No, you cannot say it is an offer, be-
cause he spoke as if it was already a done deal. Of course, you are 
free to say, “No way!” but who would want to be so foolish as to 
refuse the most generous gift a beggar could ever imagine. So you 
began to stutter:

“Uh…s-s-orry. I-I-I p-p-ic-c-tured y-you d-d-d-if-f-f-erent. 
Uh…w-w-why would you w-w-want me as your child? I am s-s-so 
disfigured compared t-t-to your beauty. And…and…God, how c-
c-can I be sure y-you really a-a-a-adopt-t-ed m-me?”

God smiled broadly at you, took out a piece of paper and un-
folded it. It was an adoption certificate. You viewed it more closely. 
It had your name on it. Then he pointed to the name of the person 
who signed it: Jesus. “You see this? He signed this paper with his 
blood, as he hung on the cross for you and paid the price for your 
adoption.”

This is the best news you had ever heard! Someone wants you? 
Someone loves you so much that he offered himself up to death 
for you? You could see how someone might lay down his life for a 
friend, but to lay down his life for an enemy? 

Like out of nowhere, a song was released in your soul, and as 
if you were the music bars, the melody danced through all your 
senses:

“What wondrous love is this, oh my soul, oh my soul, what wondrous 
love is this!  What wondrous love is this that caused the Lord of bliss, to 
bear the dreadful curse for my soul?  When I was sinking down, sinking 
down, sinking down, when I was sinking down beneath God’s righteous 
frown, Christ laid aside his crown for my soul.”9

Suddenly a new realization broke in on you like the sun breaks 
through after days of dreary weather. You asked, “D-D-Dad, w-
why am I n-not af-f-fraid of you, anym-m-m-ore?” He smiled and 
simply said, “Son, “perfect love casts out fear” (1 John 4:18). I am 
never again your condemning judge (Romans 8:1), I am your 

9 “What Wondrous Love is This,” American folk hymn, TriNiTy hymNal, Suwanee, GA: 
Great Commission Publications, 1995, p. 261.



Chapter 05: 3rd Cornerstone

119

daddy. This brilliance that you see and feel all around you is the 
reflection of my glory. It is Christ. You are now living ‘in Christ’ 
and he in you. The brilliance of his glory resides in your heart like a 
bright floodlight in a house: ‘For God, who said, ‘Let light shine out of 
darkness,’ made his light to shine in our hearts to give us the light of the 
knowledge of glory of God in the face of Christ’ (2 Corinthians 4:6). 
Those living in my natural Son are my adopted sons and daugh-
ters. I have come to you (John 14:18) and you are no longer an 
orphan.”

As you looked at the loveliness of your adoptive Dad, you felt 
a tear rolling down your cheek. This amazing love he so clearly 
has for you, is the very same love that sent Jesus into the world 
and to the cross for you. It is the same love that kept Jesus on the 
cross during those excruciating hours in which all of your sins were 
placed as a crushing mountain on top of him. The extended arms 
of Jesus on the cross were like the embrace of Dad you were feeling 
and by which he was saying to you, “You are mine” – “I have called 
you by name” (Isaiah 43:1 NAS).

Some other things became clearer to you in the light of God’s 
loveliness: how lovely and pure his sense of right and wrong is…
how lovely his actions in history begin to appear to you, as you see 
how he turned disasters and disappointments in people’s lives into 
something beautiful…how lovely your surroundings have begun to 
appear in God’s light, as the beauty emanating from God is mak-
ing the red flowers look redder and the green bushes greener…how 
you yourself have taken on a loveliness that somehow strangely 
looks like a tiny version of God’s loveliness, as if he had made you 
to be a miniature version of himself that would remind a world—if 
only it had not gone blind—that the Mega-original is unbelievably 
gorgeous.

Everything about God is altogether lovely!
A new sensation made itself felt in you. Something in the deep-

est core of your being began to bubble up. Then it started to flow 
like water. It felt warm, like a stream running through an ice-cov-
ered landscape inside your thawing soul. You felt dead parts com-
ing alive, frozen parts breaking up. You felt the sun shining inside 
of you and thawing your once frozen heart. Everything inside you 
wanted to respond, wanted to come out of yourself, like a lover 
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wanting to throw himself on the one he loves and embrace her 
with passion.

As if he knew what question was burning in your mind, your 
Dad explained, “The love of God has been poured out within your 
heart through the Holy Spirit who was given to you” (Romans 5:5 
NAS). So that’s it! The love of God was lavished on you with in-
credible force. It felt like a waterfall in your soul, running down 
over everything inside of you. ‘That’s my sweet Holy Spirit’ (John 
7:38), God explained. 

His love filled you so much that you needed to open the bar-
ricaded gates of your fortress, and let it pour out of you. Bathed in 
his love, you wanted nothing more but to love Him back.

Love is reciprocal. It desires to respond.
God loved us first. Because he knows that He is the loveliest 

being, he lovingly attracted you to him, in order to do the loveliest 
thing anyone could do. He knew, as John Piper stated, “Loving 
God is not our highest duty, but our greatest delight.”

Your desire is to love God back with everything you’ve got. 
Jesus knew the motivation behind the Old Testament command-
ment is: it was to push us upstream, where we take our stand 
under the waterfall of God’s love. God did not give the Law to 
beat us into submission, nor to turn religion into joyless or boring 
ritual, but to drive us to those things that fill our innermost long-
ings. That is why Jesus said, “Love the Lord, your God, with all your 
heart, with all your soul and with all your mind.” The commandment 
leaves us—as Jonathan Edwards’ analysis of love did--standing 
helpless in front of its demand, asking, “But how? How? How can 
I, when I am imprisoned by self-love?!” Such honest agony turns 
us into seekers who are desperate for a solution. When The Seeker 
has come after us, and poured his love over us, we recognize how 
the Law drove us to Grace, how the commandment drove us to 
Christ and how God’s love itself has filled and enabled us to love 
God back, with all our heart, with all our soul and with all our mind.

2. Loving your neighbour as yourself
It is the love of God which fills us and flows from us. Not only 

does it flow vertically into a love for God, but it also flows horizon-
tally into love for the next person. That is what Jesus meant when 
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he said to the Pharisee, “And the second is like it: you shall love your 
neighbour as yourself.”

In contrast to the way some have understood Jesus’ words, our 
Master is not saying that we are to learn to love ourselves in order 
to love others. Quite the opposite: self-love is naturally the drive in 
every person, by which he bows to the idols in himself instead of to 
God. Self-love holds us in its clutches and keeps us from reaching 
out to the person in front of us. It blinds us from seeing the needs 
of others; it rationalizes why it is too much trouble and too costly 
to intervene in someone’s pain; it bloats itself into self-righteous 
pride about how good we are when we do intervene. It is from this 
self-righteous, self-consumed self-love that we need to be freed.

When a person encounters the God of love and is filled with the 
love of God, he begins to love what God loves. God loves the self, 
and so your self starts loving itself with a healthy, self-respecting 
love. I know people who, once they encountered the love of God, 
started taking much better care of their bodies and taking up disci-
plines of the soul for which they had felt no motivation before. But 
you also begin to love all those God loves with his general love. That 
means those who do unlovely things, or have fallen to unlovely 
depths, or are unloving in return—these he loves by blessing them, 
honouring them as his creatures, and providing for them gener-
ously. Even when they reject God, deny his existence and live in 
disobedience toward him, he gives them air to breathe, food to eat 
and other expressions of his general love. 

When you are filled with the love of God, you start loving these 
people the way God loves them. You might say, you love them in 
the way God loved you before you started to experience his familial 
love. That is precisely the point Jesus is making when he says, “And 
your neighbour as yourself.” While God’s love becomes the love with 
which you love others, the self becomes the standard for how much 
you love others. “Love your neighbour as much as you already love 
yourself,” Jesus is saying here.

“Who is my neighbour?” a Jewish scholar once asked Jesus. So, 
Jesus told the story of the Good Samaritan. There was a Jewish 
business man on his way from Jerusalem to Jericho, when some 
bad guys attacked him, beat him to a pulp, stole everything he had, 
and left him to die in a ditch. Throughout that day, several religious 
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Jews, including a priest, walked by the man, but felt their religious 
task too urgent to take care of the badly injured man, whose life 
was ebbing away. It was a Samaritan, someone who did not even 
like Jews, who saw the broken man in the ditch, turned his donkey 
into an ambulance, took the man to a place where his wounds 
could be nursed, and paid the guy’s entire hospital bill.

By ‘neighbour’, Jesus meant the next person you come across 
who has a particular need. You are to love him as much as you love 
yourself, serve him as much as you would like to be served and 
bless him as much as you would like to be blessed, even if you do 
not like him.

That’s right even if you do not like him! You can love people 
you do not like!

Actually, I think it is more difficult to like someone than to 
love him. “Liking” is a positive feeling you have toward someone, 
a certain empathy that stirs within you for a person. To have that 
positive “liking” feeling, you have to feel some chemistry with a 
person; you have to feel respect from that person. He has to be 
“likeable” to you. I doubt that if a person walks into the room, 
spits into your face, kicks you in the shin and tells you that your 
face is so ugly it looks like your throat threw up, that you will 
stroke that person’s arm and say softly, “Honestly, I like you very 
much.”

But you can say, “Honestly, I love you.”
God has called us to love one another. This does not mean we 

always have to like each other, nor are we unspiritual if we don’t 
like each other. You can have a healthy church in which some peo-
ple do not like each other but everybody loves each other. You 
can work with people you don’t like and still be an effective team, 
because you are led by principles of love. The distinction between 
‘loving’ and ‘liking’ is absolutely essential for healthy parenting. 
When your child refuses to obey you, you discipline your child out 
of love, even though you do not like disciplining and even though 
you know your child will not like you for it. Love, not ‘like’, drives 
the parent-child relationship. You can have a great marriage that 
is filled with love, but have moments in which you do not feel ro-
mantic, or do not even like each other. You can be respectful, hon-
ouring, and self-sacrificing toward your spouse—which is what 
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love is—even when you are irritated at him for snoring like a chain 
saw, or when he has reacted toward you in a way that reminds you 
of your mother-in-law.

How so? Because the love that now flows through your being 
is God’s love. The quality of His love toward you, while you were 
God’s enemy, while you essentially spit in his face and told him 
to leave you alone (Romans 8:5), was to go to the cross and die 
the death you had coming to you. This crucifixion-love has now 
filled your soul (Romans 5:5), and continues to fill your soul daily 
through the Holy Spirit. The more God’s love fills you, the more it 
overflows onto people around you (‘neighbours’), including people 
you don’t like.

 O What’s in it for me?

1. The power to live for more than me
Jonathan Edwards was right: love for God that is motivated out 

of a desire to get from God is not love for God. It is nothing more 
than selfishness, so it does not translate into love that serves people 
you don’t like, because your disposition is still your self-absorption 
and the need for others to fill your needs. But love for God that 
springs up out of wonder for the loveliness of God and his work 
in/through Jesus, is love that is motivated by gratitude for God, 
love that is willing to go to the cross for others, love that will sacri-
fice itself and invest in others. There is no greater power than that 
which will sacrifice itself for others. It can change history. In fact, 
it already has!

2. The power to forgive
God wants you to feel freedom by forgiving those who have 

wronged you. His love for you, with which he forgives you of all 
wrongs committed against him, gives you the power to get free 
from the deep hurts others have inflicted upon you.

The word “forgive” in the New Testament literally means “to 
loose” or “to let go.” It is crucial to understand that forgiving 
someone does not mean you sweep the injustice done against you 
under the rug or that you now relate to the person as if he had 
never inflicted wrong on you. What it really means is that you are 
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going to “let go” of the matter and not allow it to have a hold on 
you any longer. You are releasing its grip on you. The person and 
his misdeed have no more power in your life, no more control over 
your emotions.

Wm. Paul Young, in The shaCk, echoes a conversation between 
God and Mack, the father who is seeking revenge against the man 
who killed his daughter.

“I’m stuck, Papa. I just can’t forget what he did, can I?” Mack 
implored.

“Forgiveness is not about forgetting, Mack. It is about letting go of 
another person’s throat.”

“But I thought you forget our sins?”
“Mack, I am God. I forget nothing. I know everything. So forgetting 

for me is the choice to limit myself…because of Jesus, there is now no law 
demanding that I bring your sins back to mind. They are gone when it 
comes to you and me, and they run no interference in our relationship.”

“But this man…”
“Mackenzie, don’t you see that forgiveness is an incredible power—a 

power you share with us, a power Jesus gives to all whom he indwells so 
that reconciliation can grow? When Jesus forgave those who nailed him 
to the cross they were no longer in his debt, nor mine. In my relationship 
with those men, I will never bring up what they did, or shame them, or 
embarrass them.”

“I don’t think I can do this,” Mack answered softly.
“I want you to. Forgiveness is first for you, the forgiver,” answered 

Papa, “to release you from something that will eat you alive; that will 
destroy your joy and your ability to love fully and openly…When you 
choose to forgive another, you love him well.”10

 
When you forgive someone—be it for something they said to 

you; or the rape committed against you or marital unfaithfulness 
or the spreading of lies about you or emotional, physical, or sexual 
abuse, whatever it is—you are saying four things to the guilty one 
and to yourself:

1) I will no longer think about the sin you committed against 
me; instead, in my mind I will bless you. 

10 Wm. Paul Young, The shaCk, London: Hodder & Stoughton, 2007, pp. 224-225.
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2) I will not bring up to you the sin committed against me; 
instead, I will do good to you.

3) I will not talk to anyone about your sin against me; instead, 
I will speak well of you publicly.

4) I will not judge you in my heart anymore for the sin you 
committed against me; instead, I will leave the judgment 
or vindication or making-right of the matter to God.

When you do this in the power of God’s love, you are truly liber-
ated. 

But forgiving is the hardest thing on earth to do, because it is as 
if you were swallowing into yourself the injustice done against you, 
instead of being able to spew it back in just and equal punishment 
on the wrong-doer. Only the gospel has the power to forgive and set 
the wronged free of the nagging desire for vengeance and justice. 
When Jesus died on the cross, he was punished for our injustices, 
not for his own—he was sinless. Instead of judging us for the wrong 
we have done and will do against God and neighbour, instead of 
spewing out on us all the fire of his wrath for the wrong inflicted, he 
was like a sheep led to the slaughter. Only he was silent! 

Why? Because he swallowed into himself all the injustices we 
committed against God and one another, and—in the moment he 
cried out, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me!”—was 
severely judged and condemned to hell by the fire of God’s wrath 
for those injustices we committed.

Furthermore, at the cross he swallowed into himself every injus-
tice anyone has done against you. It was something that happened 
in the mysterious realm of the heavenlies: while on the cross he 
went to every incident of injustice committed against you. He was 
there! He experienced the injustice with you! He felt its shame and 
he felt your pain. Then he took the injustice into himself and was 
punished and damned by God in place of him who committed the 
injustice against you.

When you “let go” of the wrong done against you, you are hand-
ing it over to Him who said, “Vengeance is mine.” When you for-
give someone, you enter that particular part of the atonement of 
Jesus and say, “Thank you, Jesus, that you took this wrongdoing 
into your soul, so that it does not have to plague my soul. Thank 
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you that you made the justice of this matter your issue, so that it 
no longer needs to be mine.”

You get free!
There were three years in my life, during which I experienced 

something of abuse, at least by today’s standards. I attended a 
school in Wiener Neustadt, Austria, known for academic excel-
lence and rigour. What was missing with me was the excellence 
part, so that what certain teachers enjoyed practicing on me was 
the rigour part. In grades 6-8, I learned to fear my teachers. I cow-
ered before them when I did not know the answer to a question, 
knowing that the next moment, a barrage of humiliating words 
would descend upon me in front of the class. At any point a teach-
er could find cause to slap me across the cheek. It was a bit like 
having the Gestapo as teachers. In fact, Professor Holzbein had 
served in some decorated capacity in World War II. He was the 
fiercest them all. He was rigour, discipline, and the old German 
concept of “Ordnung, Achtung, and Jawohl, Herr Kommandant” 
all wrapped up in one red-faced screaming teacher. And because I 
was one of the all-time worst students in those days (and had been 
born in one of the allied countries!), I had the privilege of experi-
encing Professor Holzbein’s rigour-methods often.

Those years left more of an imprint on my life than I was con-
scious of at the time. I am not sure when it started, but a number 
of years after I married Susan, I started having nightmares. Not 
about Susan, mind you, but about Professor Holzbein. The dream 
came at least once a month and was always the same. It was the 
day before a math test, and I realized how unprepared I was and 
what that meant in terms of having to feel the humiliating effects 
of his forehand in front of my classmates gathered at the court of 
justice. In each of my nightmares, I felt deep fear at the thought 
of what awaited me. I would long for release from the clutches of 
the dream, and when I would wake up I could feel the cold sweat 
on my forehead.

This went on for years. 
Sometime in 2007, I had a totally different dream about Profes-

sor Holzbein. In this dream I was in a bus, making a trip to Wiener 
Neustadt to tell Herr Holzbein that I forgave him for the abusive 
treatment. I was sitting on the left side of the bus as we pulled into 



127

a parking lot that had flower beds on both sides, directly across 
from the school (Gymnasium) where I had spent my three years 
of terror. There was no parking lot with flower beds across from 
the Gymnasium 40 years ago. In this dream, I walked out of the 
bus with a sense of confidence and joy, knowing that I was going 
to finally get free from the past. The school was locked, so I began 
to walk through the city. I came upon a house with a yellow door 
on which was imprinted the name “Holzbein”. I had arrived at the 
moment of liberation from my fear!

Then I woke up. I didn‘t give the dream much thought, except 
to be amazed at its vividness and my feeling of relief in the dream. 
But the monthly nightmares continued.

In the summer of 2008, Susan and I attended a conference just 
an hour’s drive away from Wiener Neustadt, and I was eager to 
show her the place where I had lived for 6 years as a boy. I had not 
been to my “second home” since 1970. We borrowed a car and 
drove to the town. I wanted Susan to see the three main stations of 
my life then. First stop was the soccer stadium, where I showed my 
unimpressed wife the goal posts where I, in my glory days, made 
some of the most incredible saves in the history of Austrian soccer. 
That was on the youth team, of course.

Then we drove down the street to our former house. I knocked 
on the door and introduced myself to the lady. She remembered 
my family name, and told me excitedly that she had been a little 
girl when her parents rented the house to us. Happily she let us 
in, so I could see the rooms, including my old bedroom, where I 
spent hours studying for my math exams, to which my monthly 
nightmares had taken me back so often. In the course of our con-
versation, I mentioned Professor Holzbein, and that I still dream 
about his math tests. Our hostess enthusiastically revealed to me 
some stunning facts: for his academic contributions to numerous 
generations of students, Holzbein was a celebrated man in Wiener 
Neustadt.

“Actually,” she went on, “his daughter and I are best friends and 
our children play a lot together.”

I was dumbfounded, “Do you mean to say the man is still alive?”
“Oh yes, he’s doing well.”
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I asked how I might be able to contact the old professor. She 
gave me the telephone number of Professor Holzbein. I could not 
believe my eyes! In my hands, 40 years later, I had the phone num-
ber of the feared Kommandant. I thanked her, and we left to go to 
the third station of my past life.

We pulled up in front of the Gymnasium and I pointed to cer-
tain windows in the building, describing to Susan what classes I 
had where. “There, 3rd floor, 3rd window from the left, is where I 
experienced most of my verbal humiliations and beatings from the 
professor,” I explained to her. It was early August; all the doors I 
tried were locked. So I pulled out my cell phone and called Profes-
sor Holzbein. I could hardly believe this was happening!

An answering machine kicked in. “His daughter probably called 
him to tell him that the menace from yesteryear would be trying to 
contact him,” I said to my wife. Then there was a beep, and I was 
suddenly expected to say something.

What?  What do I say after 40 years and 400 nightmares about 
this man?

“U-h-h-h, hello, Professor Holzbein,” I said in German. “This 
is Stephan Beck. You may not remember me—I was your student 
40 years ago. Remember, the American kid who caused you a lot 
of frustration because I wasn‘t good in math or physics, and I 
wasn‘t particularly good in behaviour either. Well, Professor Holz-
bein, I just wanted to say, ‘Thank you.’ You see, something decent 
did become of me. You may find this hard to believe, but I im-
proved academically, got my Ph.D., and today teach at a university 
in Germany. I know I have you to thank, because you taught me 
discipline. [At this point my wife bent over double, trying to stifle 
her laughter.] You instilled in me the concept of working hard, and 
I just want to thank you. I hope you are doing well and that God 
has blessed you richly. Good-bye, Professor Holzbein.”

Peace flooded my soul. It was as if I had made closure with a 
dragon from my past. I reached for the car door, and suddenly 
noticed, on the other side of the Gymnasium, a parking lot with 
flower beds on either side, exactly like the dream in 2007. I no-
ticed a plaque in one of the flower beds, so I went over to read the 
inscription. It told me that the landscaping of this parking lot had 
been done a few years earlier, in honour of some noted citizen. 
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There is no way I could have known or seen this parking lot and 
these gardens before.

That was two years ago. And I have not had a single nightmare 
of Professor Holzbein since that August day. Forgiveness sets you 
free!

The alternative to bathing yourself in God’s love and forgive-
ness is the pharisaic approach to spirituality, trying harder, doing 
your spiritual duty, performing better, keeping score, comparing 
yourself with others, judging others and holding grudges against 
them. While that is the pharisaic way, Evelyn may have had it right 
the first time: it is the parasitical way, because it will eat you alive.

Motivation #3:  
I want to love the loveliest thing there is:  

God
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1. Ask yourself the following questions and answer honestly:
 • Do you love God? Do you love God because he is altogether lovely in 

his being and actions?
 • Do you love God with your entire being?
 • Do you love him with your mind? How does one love God with his 

mind?
 • Do you love him with your heart, the place of commitment, priorities, 

values?
 • Do you love him with your soul, the place of adoration, of hopes 

and dreams for life, of personal identity, of sense of significance and 
security?  With your obedience to his marriage vows (commandments)?

 • Do you love God so much that his love fills you daily and you are loving 
people who are unlovely toward you?

 • Do you love God so much that it breaks your heart that so many people 
have never opened their lives to Jesus in order to experience the 
greatest love?  

 • Have you stopped doing things you would love to continue doing 
because you have come to love Jesus more? 

 • Have you started to do things you find personally difficult to yourself 
because you love Jesus more than yourself?

2. Read John 14:21-24: What turns God’s love in your direction as ‘Father 
love’? What, according to verses 21-24, are the results of the Father-child love 
in your life?

3. Look up the following verses and write down the various ways God has 
expressed his love for you: 1 John 3:14-18; 4:7-21; Ephesians 1:3-14.

4. Meditate on ephesians 3:18-19.

5. Memorize 1 John 3:1 and 1 John 4:19.

Toolbox
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06  

4th Cornerstone
Finding Pleasure in the 

Pleasures of God
Driving motivation:  

I want to be thrilled by the greatest enjoyment there is

Christian spirituality is about finding pleasure in the most 
delightful thing there is.

Are you surprised? Then you are not the first! When I 
made that statement at a conference, a dear lady raised her hand 
and kindly suggested that using the word ‘pleasure’ to describe a 
cornerstone of personal faith was a poor choice of words. Being a 
good German, she indicated that ‘pleasure’ describes the feeling 
from a sip of cold beer on a hot summer day, but you would not 
use that word to describe God.

Perhaps you agree. Not necessarily with the beer thing, but with 
the use of the word ‘pleasure’ in relation to the sacred. Maybe you 
would use the word ‘pleasure’ for the enjoyment of lying out on a 
sandy beach, or the thrill of having just won the championship, or 
the moment of breathing in pure, cool forest air. But not for God.

Is it not true, however, that when you love somebody, you take 
pleasure in that person? Imagine I suggest to my wife: “Let’s head 
to Heidelberg for the weekend. I know you love that place. Let’s 
spend the night in an old, romantic hotel near the beautiful, ro-
mantic square in the old city, just below that big, romantic castle. 
Then we’ll enjoy a comfortable breakfast together, and after that 
we’ll walk hand in hand down the Hauptstrasse and spend time 
together. You could even do some shopping and I will not be the 
usual old grouch every time you want to walk into a store.”

Now imagine that my wife responds, “Why would you want to 
spend your weekend that way? You hate shopping, and the last time 
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you visited a castle you said something like, ‘one more castle and 
I will throw up’.” Imagine her disappointment, even anger, when I 
answer, “To be honest with you, I had a chat with my dear Cuban 
buddy, Alberto Herminio Carzola Santa Maria, and he said I need 
to spend more time with you.  To be honest with you, I don’t have 
time for that this weekend because I have piles of work waiting 
for me in the office and I would like to have my desk cleared for 
Monday, but I will do this so that I stay on your good side and look 
like a good husband to Alberto Herminio Carzola Santa Maria.”

That is the answer that would definitely keep us home from 
Heidelberg all weekend. Worse, I might as well take my sleeping 
bag out to the shed for the night. It is not what my lover wants to 
hear. The answer Susan would enjoy sounds a bit more like this: 
“Alberto Herminio Carzola Santa Maria sent me $300 for my 
birthday, and told me to spend it on something that would mean 
a lot to me. Well, to be honest with you, I cannot think of anything 
or anyone more meaningful to me than you.”

My wife’s eyes would be glowing at this point. She enjoys Hei-
delberg. But more than that, she enjoys it when I enjoy her. She 
would wrap her arms around me, and a glorious and romantic 
weekend would begin. When you love somebody, you take plea-
sure in that person.

Glorifying God by enjoying him  
The Bible says in 1 Corinthians 10:31, “Whether you eat or 

drink, or whatever you do, do all to the glory of God.” That sounds a 
little bit like something that came out of England many years later. 
In 1643, a large group of pastors and theologians came together 
in the Westminster Abbey in London. Parliament called them to-
gether with the commission to rewrite the 15 Articles of Faith of 
the Anglican Church. These men spent the next 4 years together 
talking theology! I can imagine sitting with 100 other men and 
discussing theology for 4 years, but not in the days before deodor-
ant. These guys did precisely that. 

What they produced in the end was not a revision of the 15 
Articles. Instead, these men authored the mother of all doctri-
nal confessions: a huge statement that summarized the Christian 
faith, The Westminster Confession of Faith, plus a Larger Cate-
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chism (it is pretty large) and a Shorter Catechism (it is also pretty 
large). The Shorter Catechism was written for kids; that’s why I 
can understand parts of it. In its very first question/answer, the 
Shorter Catechism asks, “What is the chief end (purpose) of man?” 
and answers, “To glorify God and enjoy him forever”.

Several years ago, the American theologian, John Piper, 
claimed in his book desiriNg god that the Shorter Catechism 
would have reflected biblical teaching equally well, if not better, 
had it answered the first question, “To glorify God BY enjoying 
him forever.”11 The point is that God feels glorified by us when we 
find enjoyment in him. It is the same as when my wife feels hon-
oured by me, when spending time with her gives me enjoyment. 
She would not say that I am being self-absorbed when loving her 
brings me delight. Quite the opposite! The same is true of God. 
He is honoured and esteemed when loving and enjoying him be-
comes the gratification of our souls.

Piper found this theological thought expressed in Jonathan Ed-
wards (18th century), as well as in C.S. Lewis (20th century). 
Lewis criticized the philosophy of Kant and his concept of ‘disin-
terested morality.’ Kant claimed that the morality of a good work 
loses its value when the action is motivated out of self-interest. 
He said that actions of love must be done without any thought of 
personal gain or pleasure or they are no longer love. This stoic phi-
losophy has seriously influenced us, especially in Germany, with 
a strict and serious pietism that frowns on personal gratification, 
pleasure, hilarity, and enjoyment of the world around us. Lewis’ 
point was that it is impossible for man to do anything without 
some thought of and desire for personal gratification in the deed. 
In a letter to his friend, Sheldon Vanauken, Lewis wrote, “It is a 
Christian duty, as you know, for everyone to be as happy as he can.”12

The French philosopher, Pascal, who stated that in every per-
son there is a god-shaped vacuum that only God can fill, also 
wrote similarly, “All men seek happiness without exception. They all 
aim at this goal however different the means they use to attain it…They 

11 John Piper, desiriNg god: mediTaTioNs of a ChrisTiaN hedoNisT, Portland: Mult-
nomah Press, 1986, p. 14.

12 Sheldon Vanauken, a seVere merCy, New York: Harper & Row, 1979, p. 189.



Section 2

134

will never make the smallest move but with this as its goal. This is the 
motive of all the actions of all men, even those who contemplate suicide.”

Jonathan Edwards, who died when Kant was 34, expressed it 
like this: “Resolved, To endeavour to obtain for myself as much hap-
piness in the other world as I possibly can, with all the power, might, 
vigour, and vehemence, yea violence, I am capable of, or can bring my-
self to exert, in any way that can be thought of.”13

So the question we face in our quest for a Christian spirituality 
is this: why would Edwards, Pascal, Lewis and Piper see the mat-
ter of ‘doing something that brings personal pleasure’ differently 
than Kant? I think it is because they saw that in the Bible ‘deriving 
personal pleasure’ from an action and ‘honouring God’ in that 
action are not mutually exclusive. In fact, they complement each 
other.

God is a God of pleasure
God is a God of pleasure and delight. He is a happy God! I want 

to highlight what John Piper has already written in The pleasures 
of god.14 First, God delights in himself. It is a fact that you de-
light in what you treasure most, and what you delight in most is 
that around which your life revolves. God is the greatest treasure 
there is, and beside him there is no other God. Consequently, God 
delights in himself. He delights in being God. He takes pleasure 
in the brilliance of his own glory. How good it is to know a God 
who is perfectly content with himself! It is the assurance that there 
really is nothing more delightful than what he is.

Secondly, he delights in his creation. The creation account in 
Genesis 1 goes through the days of creation, ending every day with 
a reference to God’s sense of pleasure in his own action. Whether 
the sea, with all the fish squiggling and darting here and there, 
or the brilliant sun by day and the gazillion stars lighting up the 
night, or the tremendous variety of animals (I am sure that some 
of them give heaven a good laugh), or the vast array of flowers, 
bursting forth in manifold colours, at the end of every creation 
day, God saw what he had artistically put together and probably 

13 Hickman, p. xxi.
14 John Piper, The Pleasures of God: Meditations on God’s Delight in Being God, Port-

land, Oregon: Multnomah, 1991.
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enthusiastically exploded ”It is good!” But after creating man and 
woman, with all the physical complexity, the mystery of the soul 
and the synchronization of body and soul, God celebrated, “It is 
very good!”

Thirdly, God takes great pleasure in the second Person of the 
Trinity, Jesus. Matthew 3:17 tells us that when the Son of God 
was baptized and came up out of the water, the Holy Spirit was 
seen coming upon him in the form of a gentle dove and anointing 
him to his messianic ministry. Then the voice of God the Father 
boomed throughout the universe, “This is my beloved Son, in whom 
I am well-pleased.” God’s passionate love for his Son gave the Fa-
ther a deep sense of personal pleasure.

As grief-stricken as heaven must have been when Jesus was cru-
cified, and as much as the Father looked away from Jesus in horror 
over our sins loaded onto his most holy Son, the Bible teaches that 
God found pleasure in the cross of Jesus. Isaiah 53:10 says, “But 
the Lord was pleased to crush Him, putting Him to grief.” (NAS) This is 
not some blood-thirsty, sadistic God with whom we have to do. 
The Bible text goes on to explain that as Jesus was being crushed, 
God was able to see the tremendous result of Jesus’ death. Father 
and Son were in covenant with each other; they had agreed that 
the Son would purchase (redeem) a people for the Father by pay-
ing the infinite price none of us can pay. God delighted in Jesus’ 
death because he knew—even as Jesus himself cried out, “It has 
been finished”—that the death of this One would, for millions, 
lead to the happy reconciliation with the Father and eternal life.

Similarly, God delights in the death of those who belong to 
him. Psalm 116:15 says, “Precious in the sight of the LORD is the 
death of his saints.” Again, this does not mean that God is unable 
to identify with our grief or the pain and agony that many must 
go through in the process of dying, but God looks at everything 
through a boundless wide-angle lens. He knows and controls how 
one thing leads to another and to another and to another and 
to another until at some point--maybe even 300 years later—the 
cause has effected something beautiful and precious. 

But that is not the only reason why God finds the death of those 
who are safely his to be precious. The Father’s covenant with his 
Son was not merely that the Son should purchase us through his 
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death, but that as the Father’s possession, we would belong to him 
and be with him forever. The sting that God removed from death 
through the death of his Son is that death no longer threatens 
God’s children with the cessation of all that is bad or good, but 
has become the entrance for us into all that is perfect. Through 
his death and resurrection, Jesus has saved us with a goal in mind. 
Death essentially gets us to the finish line, to the end of a victori-
ous race and the beginning of an eternal victory party. God knows 
that. Therefore, when one of his own dies, God says, “Welcome 
home. Everything I, the Trinity, did to make you our possession, 
everything for which you were saved, is now here for you to enjoy.” 
This moment brings God inexhaustible pleasure.

God is a happy God, who takes pleasure in all that is about him. 
And in the end, it is all about him. 

Christians are called to participate in God’s pleasures
Here is an amazing truth in Christian spirituality: God wants 

to share his inexhaustible pleasure with us. In Psalm 16:11, King 
David celebrates, “You have made known to me the path of life; you 
will fill me with joy in your presence, with eternal pleasures at your right 
hand.” God is stocked full of pleasures right to the brim of his 
being. Psalm 36:8 describes the Almighty as the one who “give[s] 
them drink from your river of delights.” Psalm 46:4 says, “There is a 
river whose streams make glad the city of God.”

God is so delighted when our souls are gratified by him that he 
commands us to delight in him: Psalm 37:4 commands “Delight 
yourself in the Lord.” This is why Jesus God-incarnate said in John 
15:11, “I have told you this so that my joy may be in you and that your 
joy may be complete.” The goal of his coming to earth was that you 
would begin to taste the gusto. John 10:10 states “I have come that 
they may have life, and have it to the full.” The writer to the Hebrews 
says (Hebrews 11:6) that we cannot come to God, unless we be-
lieve that he is, and that “he is a rewarder of those who seek him.” (NAS)

Christian spirituality, it turns out, is God’s invitation to step 
into the pleasures of God, and to find pleasure in the things that 
fill God’s heart with delight. To that end, the Bible commands us 
to do things in the revelry of enjoyment. 
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Note the following commands:

 $ Micah 6:8: LOVE kindness

 $ Psalm 1:2: DELIGHT in the law of the Lord

 $ Psalm 40:8: I DESIRE to do your will, o my God, your law 
is in my heart

 $ 2 Corinthians 9:7: God loves a CHEERFUL giver

 $ 1 Timothy 6:6: There is great GAIN in godliness with con-
tentment

 $ Nehemiah 8:11: The JOY of the Lord is your strength.

God hates heartless, joyless service. He abhors deeds that are 
done—no matter how good and generous they appear—out of a 
mere sense of duty. I know this destroys a million homilies, but 
God is terribly displeased in sermons that simply tell people to 
obey God because that is what good Christians do. If my wife is 
sad when I want to take her to Heidelberg out of a mere sense of 
duty, then God is even more furious over offerings brought to him 
out of routine and from hearts that are cold.

The key is to have God so cemented into your life as a corner-
stone that your heart gets shaped around his heart. When that is 
the case, you begin to love what God loves, hate what God hates, 
and feel what God feels. God LOVES to be kind. When you love 
being kind to the neighbour who is unkind toward you, you know 
you have stepped into the pleasures of God. God gives CHEER-
FULLY to people; it is simply a delight to him to share all that he 
has. When you happily give things away to people, you know you 
have entered into the pleasures of God.

Participating in God’s pleasures 
leads to passionate living
Many people have misunderstood Christian spirituality as a 

joyless living according to rules and regulations. The misunder-
standing arises either because someone prominent exemplified a 
rigorous, pleasure-denying life and called it ‘Christian’, or because 
categorizing Christianity as „nothing but rules and regulations” is 
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merely a way to justify their own autonomy and selfish pursuit of 
pleasures.

As a matter of fact, Christian spirituality has a rule and a regu-
lation. Here it is: 

Whatever is, is created by God, is given by God or is a reflection of God 
and is to be fully enjoyed by you.

We will deal in more detail with the practical outworking of 
this in the chapter on decision-making and obedience, chapter 10. 
For now, let us understand that Christian spirituality is a gracious 
summons to participate in God’s pleasures, not a pressing into 
some pietistic prudishness nor a repudiation of life’s good things. 
Let us underscore this biblical truth: Ecclesiastes teaches us that 
the pleasures of life without God at their centre are nothing but 
vanity. Why? Because without the God of pleasure at their core, 
they can only give happiness for the moment but bring disap-
pointment in the end. But what about with God at their centre? “I 
know that there is nothing better for men than to be happy and do good 
while they live. That everyone may eat and drink, and find satisfaction 
in all his toil—this is a gift of God” (Ecclesiastes 3:12, 13). Strachan 
and Sweeney, in summarizing the teaching of Jonathan Edwards’ 
teaching on the pursuit of happiness, write: “Swept up in happi-
ness, we exude not a self-righteous, judgmental spirit but a deep 
joy rooted in conviction and love for God and man. This kind of 
life is available to all of us, but many of us practice a deficient 
Christianity ruled less by grace and more by rules, less by happiness 
and more by performance.”15

At this juncture, we should make two analytical points about 
the Christian world and life view. To some of my readers these will 
appear revolutionary.

First of all, the age-old distinction between sacred and secular 
is false. (see more on this in chapter 12). This claim may severely 
challenge the way you have thought about things, or threaten to 
destroy neat categories into which you have safely placed this or 

15 Owen Strachan and Doug Sweeney, JoNaThaN edwards oN The good life, . Chicago: 
Moody Publishers, 2010, p. 69.
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that idea. The distinction between sacred and secular is the result 
of a particular world view, but it is not a biblical view.

In the beginning was God and all that God had made. That 
means that originally, all was sacred. There are statements in 
Scripture which point to the sacredness of everything in its pris-
tine condition—we will look at several of them later. Suffice it to 
say for now, Titus 1:15 says, “To the pure, all things are pure, but to 
those who are corrupted and do not believe, nothing is pure.” The au-
thor, Paul, is operating from a basic principle in a God-created but 
sin-infiltrated world: All that is created by God, is given by God, 
is a reflection of God and is in and of itself pure. It is sacred! Man 
was created with a taste for the sacred. His entire appetite was for 
the satiation in all God had made. His longing for happiness was 
daily and richly satisfied in his delighting in God’s world.

But since the fall of man, his inclination has always been to 
place himself at the centre of things. His taste for the lower and 
godless life has him trying at every turn to take God out of the 
centre of life. You might say he de-sacralized everything originally 
sacred. The result is that he takes God out of everything that origi-
nally was pure. This is the process of secularization. When God is 
taken out of art by the artist, his paintings end up being nihilistic, 
pornographic or dehumanizing. Take God out of sex, and man 
thinks he/she can sleep with whomever he/she wishes whenever 
he/she wishes, and in autonomy determine his/her own sexual 
identity. Take God out of food, and appetite becomes the master, 
eating too much or too little, eating unhealthily, or eating merely 
for comfort. Take God out of alcohol, and it is used to soothe pain 
or relieve boredom. Take God out of drugs, and they’re used not 
to get well, but to numb sadness or to feel high…Take God out 
of sports…take God out of politics…take God out of the environ-
ment…and you have the process of secularization!

None of these things—art, sex, food, alcohol, drugs, sports, 
politics, the environment—are in and of themselves bad. Just the 
opposite! They are originally good, because they are originally 
from God. That means they are sacred, holy, and a delight to God. 
It is when we take God as creator and master out of these things, 
that as self-centred and self-consumed humans, we turn them to 
selfish interests.
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Christian spirituality teaches us that our role in this world is to 
re-sacralize what was de-sacralized or secularized. Christian spiri-
tuality calls us to bring all things under the lordship of our holy 
God. When we do that, we begin to use all things in a way that 
reflects God, and that fulfils the original intent of those things. 
This way we join God in taking pleasure in the things in which he 
takes pleasure.

The second revolutionary implication of joining God in the 
pleasures of God is the lifestyle that results from it: you will begin 
to enjoy God in everything, right down to the smallest detail. Let’s 
be as blatant about this as the Bible is!

The Old Testament book Song of Solomon is about romance 
and intimacy, about the sexual delight in your spouse’s body. The 
pleasures of God include your enjoyment of your wife or hus-
band’s body. If you are physically able to enjoy sex, but are too 
prudish or hung-up to have an exciting sexual relationship with 
your spouse, you are not living in God’s will. You need to lighten 
up. You need to get with the party God wants to throw for you!

The same goes for food. I already mentioned 1 Corinthians 
10:31 and the command to glorify God through eating and drink-
ing. In the Old Testament, Ecclesiastes 2:24-25 prescribes for us 
the same: what you eat, how you eat it, how much you eat and 
drink…all has to do with honouring the Giver of the food and the 
drink. In Proverbs there are commands to enjoy wine and to be 
merry, as well as prohibitions against getting drunk. Wine is a gift 
from God. Why you drink and how much you drink, determines 
whether you are joining God in the pleasures of the vine. 

Take music: God is not found in one kind of music and which 
then is labelled ‘sacred music’, is played behind cathedral walls 
with a classical or baroque sound to it. Nor can we say that rock ‘n 
roll with lyrics about Jesus is ‘Christian rock’ while other lyrics are 
necessarily non-Christian rock. Where songs celebrate life’s plea-
sures devoid of God’s centrality in them, they are non-Christian. 
When songs espouse the values of God’s character, even if they do 
not mention Jesus, they can be called ‘Christian’ or ‘sacred’. God’s 
creativity is discovered and enjoyed in the details of music, be it 
the rhythm, harmony, poetry, softness or the power of the tones. 
All music that points to the creativity of God behind the creativ-
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ity of the composer and resulting composition can and should be 
labelled ‘sacred music’, whether it be jazz, classical, rock and roll, 
hip-hop or whatever. All can be used to praise God. All can be 
enjoyed. 

A number of years ago I suggested to my friend Stephan that 
we go see a football (soccer) game in one of Germany’s great sta-
diums. He was hesitant at first. Being a fairly well-known Chris-
tian in Germany, he wondered what other Christians might think 
if they discovered that he had mingled with beer-guzzling, curs-
ing football fanatics. Using my special powers of motivation I 
said, “Hey, you are a football fan and a Christian. Let’s go glorify 
God at a football match!” He chuckled and said, “Beck, you are 
stretching it a bit. Cheering like two crazies amidst drunken fans 
about a ball and a bunch of feet that kick it has nothing to do with 
glorifying God.”

“It has everything to do with glorifying God,” I said, smiling. 
“When the right wing drives down the right side of the pitch with 
the ball perfectly controlled at his foot, swerves to the left, dribbles 
the ball to the right, then drives the ball in the air, perfectly placed 
into the centre, where his teammate soars above the other players 
and in a split second knocks the ball with the centre-left part of 
his head into the upper right corner of the goal, you not only have 
65,000 fans cheering the goal, you have a right winger and a cen-
tre forward whose artistry with the ball glorified God. Now when 
we join the 64,998 other fans in cheering, we are not only cheering 
two great players and a great play, we are cheering our great God 
who gave them their creative skills.”

“But those two players don’t even think about God in that mo-
ment. So how is it glorifying God?”

I answered, “Hey, some players do think of their Creator when 
they score a goal. That is why they immediately point upward to 
say to the crowd, ‘cheer vertically, cheer the Artist who gave me 
my artistry and allowed me to score that fabulous goal!’ But the 
fact is, even if a football player is not thinking about God when 
he makes a great play, in reality the play points to the One who 
made it possible. Even if nobody were to give God the credit for 
that play, the credit goes to God. God is taking pleasure in the fact 
that he made that play possible. So, let’s go to the stadium and join 
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him. Let’s glorify God by cheering like two crazies who are giving 
him the credit for a great sport and the great skill that is being 
displayed on the pitch!”

Since that discussion, Stephan and I have visited numerous 
stadiums in Germany. He often takes his son along to help us 
glorify God. Every time I am at a game, I think of the lady at the 
conference the other year, who admonished me for my use of the 
word ‘pleasure’, a word that ought not to be used for God. And 
yet, ‘pleasure’ is a word that can be used to describe the feeling 
you have when the right winger dribbles the ball down the sideline 
with amazing skill, and the player in the middle skilfully heads the 
ball into the goal. In that moment you celebrate what a glorious 
God we have, who takes great pleasure in our joining him in the 
enjoyment of everything that he has given us. And when you are 
done cheering and screaming your voice dry, you reach for your 
cold beer on a hot summer day, thanking God that he made such 
a great brew possible, and glorify God all over again.

 O What’s in it for me?

1) Pleasure: At this point, many will argue, “I do not need 
God for this; I have found plenty of pleasure, happiness 
and good luck without God, thank you.” True, God’s 
general love and common grace allows even secular-
minded, godless-living people many moments of bliss.  
The point is that with God at the centre of everything 
you enjoy, you will enjoy everything to the absolute full-
est. It’s grabbing the gusto to the max. It is going back 
to the original, uncontaminated fountain and drink-
ing deeply. With God at the centre as the giver of ev-
ery perfect gift (James 1:17), you will enjoy art, sex, 
food, nature, family, career and sports. But more: you 
will enjoy all these things in their sacred purity, which 
means you will enjoy them to the fullest and no less. 
The great runner and Olympic champion from Scotland, 
Eric Liddell, whose life was made famous through the film 
“Chariots of Fire,” once said to his sister: “Jenny, God has 
made me to run fast, and when I run, I feel his pleasures!” 



Chapter 06: 4th Cornerstone

143

You can apply that feeling of pleasure to anything that is a 
gift from God or reflects him.

2) Passion: Stepping into the pleasures of God is the secret 
to developing passion. When you begin to delight yourself 
in the things in which God delights, whether his creation, 
his Son Jesus Christ, his crucifixion and resurrection, 
the greater purposes of God even in the sad situations of 
life, the display of God-given emotions, bodily pleasures, 
physical exercise, good and healthy food and drink, rest, 
relationships and the community of God’s people, you de-
velop passion.

3) Joy: Jesus came to give you joy in fullness. When you enter 
into the things that make God’s heart glad, you will feel 
his gladness. 

4) Humour: Being released to the enjoyments of God, a low-
ered brow can be raised and a sombre spirit lifted. You be-
gin to not only rejoice with those who rejoice, but to laugh 
over things that even God finds funny. And there are a lot 
of funny things in the world! Learning to laugh is part of 
Christian spirituality. “A cheerful heart is good medicine, 
but a crushed spirit dries up the bones” (Proverbs 17:23).

 4th motivation: 
I want to be thrilled by the most enjoyable thing there is
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1. God is a passionate God. He enjoys with great pleasure everything that 
comes from him and that reflects his holiness and reveals his beauty. Being 
a Christian means that you step into his delights, live in his delights and take 
pleasure in the things in which he takes pleasure. In what specific ways does 
this guiding principle of spirituality change your life?
 
2. in review, look over the following verses in the Bible. in what all does 
God take pleasure?

 • Matthew 3:16-17; John 17:24, Colossians 1:19
 • Genesis 1:4, 10, 12, 18, 21, 25, 31; Psalm 19:1-2, 104:31
 • Deuteronomy 10:14-15; 1 Samuel 12:22; Luke 10:21; Ephesians 1:4-6, 

11-12
 • Isaiah 53:10
 • Zephaniah 3:17; Psalm 147:10-11
 • Psalm 135:6, 115:1-3; Isaiah 46:9-10.

 
3. Memorize Psalm 37:4-5.
 
4. Memorize Question/Answer #1 of the Westminster Shorter catechism: 

 • Question: “What is the chief end of man?”  
 • Answer: “To glorify God and enjoy Him forever!”

 
5. How is your joy? In Luke 4:14-21, Jesus explained that he is the expected 
Messiah, who came to bring joy and liberation. That is why followers of Jesus 
are exhorted to be people full of joy. In Philippians, Paul commands the 
church in Philippi three times (2:18, 3:1, 4:4) to “rejoice”. In Galatians 5:22, 
joy is listed as an aspect of the fruit of the Holy Spirit in our lives.  Where 
you notice aspects of your life where joy is missing (work, marriage, studies, 
worship, etc.), ask God to reveal to you the reason for that. Ask God to show 
you how to enter into his joy in that (those) aspect(s) of life.

Toolbox
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Maria’s Journey #4
Discovering the costliness of 

unconditional love

I   sat with my wife, Susan, in Karina’s kitchen in Toronto. The 
year before, we had moved across the big pond to Germany. 

It was great to have been called by God to return to the 
country of my childhood. But at that moment, it was good to 
be back in the great metropolis of Toronto for a visit. We were 
pleasantly chatting with Karina and Maria, who was holding 
Monica in her arms. 

Home from work, Rob suddenly came through the door 
with his big smile. He gave Maria a hug. “Hey daughter, have 
you taken good care of my granddaughter?”

“Sure dad!” Maria grinned
Then Rob gave Karina a kiss and walked over to Susan 

and me with a hug for us. A feeling of amazement swept over 
me. This family had experienced a lot of pain and sadness in 
the past years, but was now visibly enjoying harmony. Maria’s 
younger brother joined us as we sat down for supper, which 
meant the conversation immediately turned to ice hockey and 
how poorly the Toronto Maple Leafs were doing. Then Maria 
asked me if I had read a new book on Christian spirituality that 
was attracting a lot of attention at that time. I had.

“What did you think about it?” I asked her.  For Maria, as 
for me, the book had been enjoyable to read because it was 
funny in many places.

“I liked that the author tries to communicate with people 
of my generation who have grown up with no knowledge of 
God, the Bible, or the Christian faith. It speaks to people who 
are on one side of a large river and don’t know that the other 
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side of the river is their real home. A year ago I would have 
said that there is only one side to the river, and if there is 
another side, we can’t know anything about it. I would have 
said that we all must build our own house to suit ourselves. 
And then I hit the resurrection of Jesus head on. The more I 
thought through the implications of that historic happening, 
the clearer it became to me that the only spiritual place where 
the soul will ever be at home is there where Jesus is. And he 
is on the other side of the river. The only way to get across is 
for God to cross over to us, which he did in Jesus. The author 
makes that pretty clear.”

“Sounds like the book was an inspiring read for both of 
you,” Karina said.

I answered, “There were some things that represented 
Christian spirituality well, like his statement that the heart 
and soul of Christian spirituality is being one with Jesus. He 
stressed the core of the gospel message when he said that 
spiritual life comes from Jesus working inside me, not me 
working up something for him. But I was bothered by the way 
he says a person gets to Jesus, that if we just follow the radar 
inside us, we will end up by God. We do have radar for God 
by virtue of God having created us, but in our drive for self-
autonomy, we naturally suppress this radar. Our only hope is 
for God to confront us in such a convincing way that we want 
God.”

“I was bothered by the statement that Christian 
spirituality can’t be explained,” my wife jumped in, 
“because it is something you feel. Christian spirituality is 
something you feel, yes—maybe that is his emphasis—but 
Christian spirituality is not true simply because you can feel 
it. It can be explained. That God is ultimately mysterious, 
incomprehensible and unsearchable does not mean he is 
irrational, illogical and unexplainable. Precisely because he 
has revealed himself in the incarnation…”

“In the what?” Maria’s younger brother suddenly looked 
up from his food, though most of it had already disappeared 
from his plate through inhalation.
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“Incarnation”, Maria answered. “It means God became 
flesh, referring to Jesus.”

Susan continued: “Right, the incarnation. It is so 
foundational to Christian spirituality. Due to the incarnation, 
there are many things about God we can know for certain. 
When the author writes that Christian spirituality cannot be 
explained, he plays right into the postmodern lie…”

“Into the what?” the young hockey player raised his head 
again.

We all laughed. “Postmodern,” Maria answered.
“Well that’s a dumb word,” he remarked. “How can 

anything be postmodern?”
“Hey, you’re not as dumb as I thought you hockey 

players were,” Maria said. We laughed some more. She 
explained, “It’s a crazy word that points to the craziness of life 
without any sort of objective reality outside of the subjective 
experience. Get it?” The expression on his face told us he 
didn’t get it. Susan added: “The postmodern premise is that 
we have to work from within our subjective experience to get 
to God. But the incarnation explodes that. God explained 
himself in the historic person of Jesus and in historic events 
like his birth, crucifixion and resurrection. Christian spirituality 
can be explained precisely because God has given us a 
rational, historically verifiable basis for believing in Jesus.”

Maria said, “The author made it sound so easy to get to 
the bridge that takes you across to the other side. He talks 
about having spiritual insights into God while hanging out 
with a bunch of hippies who are getting drunk and having an 
orgy in the woods. I think my generation needs an intelligent 
confrontation with the facts. Hanging out with funky people 
who have sweet experiences and a ‘feel-good’ way of filling 
the soul’s void will not cut it. We all create barriers to God, 
barriers like deep-seated pride and self-righteousness, 
rebellion and unwillingness to believe in God, intellectual 
arguments, or growing up in a culture where faith is never 
mentioned. You don’t just remove all this darkness by having 
sweet spiritual experiences. Meeting God is an experience, 
even a wonderful and fulfilling experience. But there are big 
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boulders in the path that we have to be willing to scale if 
we are going to make it to the bridge. Getting past those 
boulders means admitting you were wrong, that you have 
been self-righteous. Part of the experience is wrestling 
with tough questions before you can decide that Jesus’ 
outrageous claims must be the objective truth that informs 
your subjective feelings. You have to struggle with historic 
facts to be able to see things Jesus’ way, that he is not one of 
many alternatives but the only way, the only bridge to God.”

The passionate speech continued. “While I am thinking 
about Jesus’ exhortation to all of us to love God with heart 
and mind, I’ve learned that love is not simply a nice, warm 
feeling. I mean, look at my parents. They stuck me into a drug 
rehabilitation centre against my will, and I accused them of 
hating me. The fact is they loved me and understood what 
I, in my rebellious state, could not comprehend. It was love 
that drove them to do what I hated them for. Later I realized 
love is based on truth, not truth on love. Sometimes, real 
love loves in a manner that the loved one does not consider 
loving. It can cost you everything to love somebody truthfully. 
Without my parents I would not be here, but it has cost my 
parents unbelievably much to love me.

“My generation needs to know that the costliest love 
of all is the love of Jesus, that Jesus’ sacrifice of himself on 
the cross is the most loving thing ever done by anybody. 
The eternal God dies for dying people, the holy God dies 
for sin-filled, rebellious people, the most self-sacrificial God 
offers himself up for self-consumed people. What a love! But 
people think—as I did—that this Christian faith is just a few 
fundamentalists wanting to force on others what nobody 
wants. It is actually a call to lay down our self-righteous 
rebellion and open our hearts to the greatest love there ever 
was. This author presents Christian spirituality as a good 
feeling about Jesus that anybody can achieve, and still go 
with the flow politically and morally, and be trendy. But love 
based on the truth of God is not trendy. To follow Jesus can 
cost you everything, because it cost God everything. It will 
cost you things you hold dear and want to keep on doing, 
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things that are out of line with the truth and holiness of 
God. It will cost you your self-righteous attitude about other 
people. It may cost you the approval of friends and family, 
or even cost you your life. But it will gain you the way to the 
bridge and the crossing over into home. If God loved us so 
much that he butchered his own Son on the cross because 
our rebelliousness against him is more awful than we will ever 
realize, then following after Jesus is going to be much more 
than having a faith based on good feelings.”

Maria had been down that path and it had left her 
impoverished. She wanted a holistic faith, one that was both 
intellectually true and emotionally alive, one that informed and 
transformed all aspects of life. She had concluded that next to 
Jesus there was only one alternative: to follow the lie within. 

It would be awhile before we would see Maria again, and 
she would experience more heartache in the meantime.





Section 3
The floor and the 4 walls of our house

Here we come to the practice of Christian spirituality, as it is built 
on a proper foundation and fitted around the cornerstones. In Sec-
tions 1 and 2 we have developed Christian spirituality around the 
presupposition that we can only know and walk with God as God 
has revealed himself. 
It is not impossible for a human being to develop his own spiritual-
ity. It is impossible for any human being to develop a true spiritual-
ity from within himself. If God is God, eternally self-existent and 
self-defined, then a true spirituality can only be developed if we 
build it in response to God. Luther called God the Durchbrecher, 
the One who breaks through to us that we might be able to break 
through to him. 
C.S. Lewis said somewhere what I will paraphrase: If you want God 
because you want him to work for you, he will not work for you; if you 
want God because he is true, he will work for you. 

God is what he is! Alister McGrath stated the implications of God’s 
self-revelation like this:

“God is gently pointing out the limitations of reason. We ought to at-
tend to God as he actually is, rather than constructing ideas of what we 
would like him to be like…The self-revelation of God is a demand for 
self-humility on the part of the theologian. We must learn to respond to 
God. God has taken the initiative away from us, pulling the rug from 
under our neat preconceptions of what a god ought to be like. In part, 
faith is a willingness to apprehend and respond to God as he has cho-
sen to make himself known. It is a form of humility (a characteristic 
for the young Luther), in that it amounts to a willingness to submit to 
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God, rather than to assert the validity of our own stereotypes of divinity 
(wherever these may have come from). True spirituality is not a human 
invention, but a response to God.”1

For that reason, we have emphasised in Sections 1 and 2 that 
Christian spirituality is based on the spirituality of God. We come 
now in Section 3 to the working-part of a Christian spirituality. 
How does it function? As we continue to build our house of spiri-
tuality on the rock of Jesus’ teaching, we now move to the visible, 
above-ground part of the house, the part that is experienced daily 
by you, seen by others, and influences the scenery around you. 
Even here we will realize that, while we do the building and shape 
the practice, the practical part of Christian spirituality will only 
work for you if it is gospel-driven and based on an understanding 
of God and his revelation of himself.

Enjoy building the first floor of your spiritual house!

1 Alister McGrath, spiriTualiTy iN aN age of ChaNge: redisCoVeriNg The spiriT of The 
reformers, Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1994, p. 78
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07 

The Floor
Running Your Life according 

to the Word of God
Driving motivation: 

Learning spirituality by the book

Rocco is a blind man. But that is not what intrigued me 
about him. He and his brother had picked up a land mine 
in Italy when Rocco was 5. It had exploded in their hands, 

killing his older brother and blinding Rocco for life. The story is 
tragic and so is the result. But that is not what at first intrigued me 
about this man. 

As I watched Rocco 41 years after that terrible incident, he was 
jogging around an indoor track filled with other runners. It was 
cool how he did that: he would take the inside track, hold his cane 
out in front of him with his right hand, to preserve a proper dis-
tance between himself and other runners, while barely touching 
the railing with his outstretched left hand. I watched this week after 
week as I also jogged.

My admiration for Rocco grew so much that one day I ap-
proached him after we both had finished jogging and said, „Hi, I 
know I am a complete stranger, but I see you here all the time and 
really admire your courage. The way you jog with the rest of us is 
quite ingenious. You also illustrate for me a very important lesson 
in life. Thank you very much.” Rocco smiled and kindly responded 
with the question I was hoping for: „And what lesson would that 
be?” I said, „The way you use the railing to guide you along the 
track, well, it reminds me of the fact that we all are spiritually blind 
by nature.” I waited for him to jump on me and try to strangle me 
for using the s-word. But Rocco just stood there smiling, so I de-
cided it was safe to continue, “In order to be able to run through 
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life successfully, we all need to be guided by something that is firm 
and dependable, and perfectly in keeping with the reality of the 
track we are on.” „Wow,” my listener responded, and then asked, 
„and what kind of a guide might that be?” I hesitated a little, won-
dering if I really wanted to die by strangulation. „Uh…well…the 
Bible,” I answered. „I read it every day and God speaks to me.” I 
thought to myself how strange my statement must sound to this 
little balding Italian. Instead another big smile crossed his face, as 
he said, „So do I, and he speaks to me, too.” 

How does God speak to us through the Bible?
This question is absolutely basic, because its answer determines 

how you handle the Bible and what place you give it in your life. 
Basically, there are 4 different views of what the Bible is:

 $ The Bible is a human book that TESTIFIES to God’s work 
in the authors’ lives. It is therefore, no more divine than the 
Koran, the Book of Mormon or any other sacred literature or 
holy books written by people. In this view, divine inspiration 
of the text does not exist, since it did not come from God. In-
spiration lies in the human writer who records his illumina-
tion of God. It can inspire the reader to discover ways in which 
God—however you define “God”—can be experienced.  
This is the modernist view of S7cripture, which developed 
in the mid-18th century and is the prevailing view in many 
theological faculties of universities today.1

 $ The Bible BECOMES the Word of God when the Holy 
Spirit makes a passage inspiring to the person who is read-
ing it. This is the dynamic view of Scripture. Theologians in 
the first half of the 20th century developed this view as a 
corrective to the modernist view.2 Known as ‘neo-orthodoxy,’ 
it presupposes the human, and therefore fallible, origin of 
Scripture (“to err is human”), but insists that God the Holy 
Spirit makes the words of the Bible come alive to its readers, 
illuminating the reader with an understanding and applica-

1 Prominent proponents are Friedrich Schleiermacher, Adolf von Harnack, Rudolf Bult-
mann, Paul Tillich, Karl Rahner, and Edward Schillebeeckx.

2 Early proponents were Emil Brunner, H. Richard Niebuhr, and Karl Barth.
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tion of the text. Barth wrote, “The Bible is God’s Word to the 
extent that God causes it to be his Word, to the extent that 
he speaks through it.”3 In this view, the Spirit’s inspiration of 
what is written and the illumination of the reader are consid-
ered to be one and the same thing.

 $ The Bible IS the Word of God because the Holy Spirit in-
spired its content. This is the organic view of Scripture, 
the oldest of the four views.4 It corresponds to what Lu-
ther originally meant with Sola Scriptura: the authority 
for faith and life resides alone in the writings of the Bible.  
But how can a book be the authority for life? According to the 
organic view, the Holy Spirit inspired the very words them-
selves that were written down. Rarely dictating the words, the 
Spirit instead directed each one of the writers to express in 
the writer’s own words, in his individual style, with his own 
background and with his desired emphasis exactly the content 
God wanted us to receive from him. This means God authored 
the Bible, but used humans, so that divine revelation could 
be read by humans in their language. Over a period of 1500 
years the original 66 books were revealed by God in Hebrew, 
Aramaic and Greek. Since then the Bible has been translated 
for numerous people groups to read in their own language. 
In the organic view, inspiration and illumination are two dis-
tinct concepts: divine inspiration is the Holy Spirit breathing 
God’s intended meaning into every word written down by 
human authors—making the meaning of the words authori-
tative and without error—while illumination is that same 
Spirit helping the reader to understand, interpret and apply 
the text according to God’s original intent.

 $ The Bible GUIDES THE COMMUNITY to God’s word 
for today. Some call this the postmodernist Christian view, 

3 Barth, Karl, ChurCh dogmaTiCs, Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1975, I.1.109
4 Well-known proponents include Augustine, John Calvin, Martin Luther, the Puritans, 

and, more recently, F.F. Bruce, John Wenham, John Stott, J.I. Packer, Mark Driscoll, and Tim 
Keller. According to some scholars Dietrich Bonhoeffer also held this view. (See Willberg, Faix 
and Gableske, eiNer VoN uNs? VTR, 2006, pp. 56-57; cf. research by Georg Huntemann, Rain-
er Mayer)
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others the post-evangelical view.5 In this view there is a de-
sire to preserve the inspiration of Scripture, but the words 
used by proponents of the organic view to describe the 
text of Scripture—authority, inerrancy, objective, abso-
lute, and literal—are frowned upon. So is the concept of 
‘propositional truth’. To be sure, these so-called ‘emergent’ 
thinkers do not devalue propositional statements—one 
cannot do so without devaluing the meaning of his own 
words—but they decry turning propositional statements 
of the Bible into static truth or doctrinal absolutes that re-
place the person of Jesus as the embodiment of truth. In 
the words of one proponent, “Christianity is a relation-
ship with a person, not affirming a set of propositions…We 
worship the Word made flesh, not the words on a page.”6 
A friend of mine recently summarized the postmodernist view 
of biblical authority in an email to me like this: “The Refor-
mation doctrine of Sola Scriptura is a heresy. Biblical authority 
rests on a 3-legged stool: the original text + one’s personal experi-
ence with the text + the church community’s collective agreement 
to the meaning of the text for the culture in which it operates.” 
Doug Pagitt meant the same thing when he wrote, “The 
Bible is not reduced to a book from which we extract truth, 
but the Bible is a full, living, and active member of our com-
munity that is listened to on all topics of which it speaks.” 7 

The postmodernist approach to the Bible allows for and even 
celebrates doubt, uncertainty and mystery. God cannot be 
put in a box. Neither can truth. It is fluid. It all depends on 
the shaping of the 3-legged stool at any given time. Since 
God has not only spoken but still speaks, revelation is not 
closed but ongoing. Biblical inspiration becomes continu-
ous illumination within the Christian community. Theology 
is not truth about God as revealed in Scripture, but the task 

5 It is held by Thomas Oden, Stanley Grenz, John Franke, Brian MacLaren, Donald Mill-
er, Karen Ward, Doug Pagitt, Rob Bell, Spencer Burke, and Dave Tomlinson. (A very helpful 
summary and critique is Kevin DeYoung and Ted Kluck, why we’re NoT emergeNT (By Two 
Guys Who Should Be), Chicago: Moody Publishers, 2008).

6 Sally Morgenthaler, as quoted in DeYoung and Kluck, why we’re NoT emergeNT, p. 
73

7 Doug Pagitt, reimagiNiNg spiriTual formaTioN. Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2004, p. 
32.
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of expressing communal beliefs and values in an ongoing 
conversation.

Now the question confronts us: which one of these four views 
on biblical authority is the true one?

Approach #1: Decide each claim in the Bible individually. 
Look at every historical-geographical-scientific detail men-
tioned in the Bible, and each time decide if it is true or not.

This is how many have arrived at the modernist view. The prob-
lem with this approach is that it is simply impossible. You can never 
know everything there is to know about history, geography, archae-
ology, biology, astronomy, linguistics, or anything else And from 
that consummate knowledge of the known and yet-to-be known, 
it is impossible to make an objective assessment about every detail 
in the Bible. To think you can—and many think they can—is in my 
estimation a highly evolved form of scholarly arrogance.

Approach #2: The normal and logical way to solve the 
question is to consult an appropriate authority. 

That calls for a 2-step approach: 
Step #1: What claims does the Bible itself make for its author-

ity? In 2 Timothy 3:16, Paul writes that “all Scripture is inspired 
by God”. The word “inspired” means “breathed out.” This in turn 
means, the Spirit of God breathed out truth into “all Scripture”. 
With “Scripture” (the word means “writing”), Paul meant at least 
all that was written down and accepted as Scripture in his day, 
namely the Old Testament.

Years after the disciple Peter had walked with Jesus, he made 
this claim in the Bible about his record of experiences with Jesus: 
“We did not follow cleverly devised tales when we made known to you 
the power and coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, but we were eyewitnesses 
of his majesty...And so we have the prophetic word made more sure, to 
which you do well to pay attention as to a lamp shining in a dark place...
But know this first of all, that no prophecy of Scripture is a matter of 
one’s own interpretation, for no prophecy was ever made by an act of hu-
man will but men moved by the Holy Spirit spoke from God” (2 Peter 
1:16-21).
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What a brazen claim! Yet the apostle Peter makes the same 
claim about Paul’s writings: “...As also our beloved brother, Paul, 
according to the wisdom given him, wrote to you, as also in all his let-
ters, speaking in them of these things, in which are some things hard to 
understand, which the untaught and unstable distort, as they do also the 
rest of the Scriptures...” (2 Peter 3:15, 16 NAS).

Other authors of Bible books make similar and explicit claims 
to their writing being a word from the Lord.

Step #2: Does Jesus confirm the Bible’s understanding of itself?  
Though Jesus professed to be one with God and God in the flesh, 
he placed himself under the authority of the Bible. When tempted 
by Satan three times (Matthew 4), Jesus resisted temptation and 
obeyed God each time according to the passages he quoted from 
the Old Testament. The Scriptures were to Jesus the authority by 
which he let himself be guided. The only way that he, to whom 
God gave authority over heaven and earth, would submit to the 
authority of Scripture, is if Scripture had an authority on the same 
level as the authority of God himself.

In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus said that every last word, 
even down to the smallest letter of the Hebrew alphabet, would 
be fulfilled, because it came from God (Matthew 5:17-19). In 
statement after statement throughout the rest of the Gospels, Je-
sus quoted from the Old Testament, and always with the sense 
that the Old Testament verse confirmed the truthfulness of Jesus’ 
words (e.g., “just as the prophet Isaiah wrote…”). To Jesus, the 
Old Testament was on the same level of truthfulness as his own 
words of truth. Even Old Testament stories that the modernist 
disregards as mythological stuff, like the swallowing of Jonah by 
a large fish, are referred to by Jesus as historical events (Matthew 
12:40).

My handling of this subject here falls short of the many schol-
arly and helpful insights and answers others have brought to the 
table. A very helpful book is by the English scholar, John Wen-
ham, ChrisT aNd The BiBle. Let me humbly suggest that while 
the other three views have important factors every reader of the 
Bible should take into consideration, I think the evidence points 
us to the organic view of inspiration. The Bible in its original is what 
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it claims to be and what Jesus accepted it to be, namely the Word of 
God, that in every culture and for every period of history it is “suf-
ficient for teaching, warning, correction, and training in righteousness; 
that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work” 
(2 Timothy 3:16-17).

We want to be honest. Embracing the organic view opens us to 
severe criticism and accusations. Let’s look at a few arguments, as 
well as possible ways to answer them:

1) The organic view is not reasonable for our secular, ratio-
nal, scientific world! It is just as reasonable for God to 
reveal himself through a fully divine/fully human book, as 
it is for him to reveal himself in a fully divine/fully hu-
man person. If God can wrap perfect humanity and per-
fect divinity into one body and call him „Jesus“—and he 
did—God can wrap divine revelation and human author-
ing into one book and call it “all Scripture breathed out 
from God”. In both cases you have something perfect and 
divine being revealed in humanly understandable form.  
Secondly, the organic view of Scripture makes perfect sense. 
If God loves us so much that he wants us to know who he 
is, if he wants mankind to know his plan for turning Para-
dise Lost into Paradise Regained, if he wants every human 
being to know how to become part of God’s salvation plan 
and how to experience the satisfaction of glorifying God, 
then God would certainly want us to have his revelation not 
only in words we can understand (i.e., human authorship) 
but in words we can fully trust (i.e., divine authorship). 
Bottom line: if there is a God who wishes to personally 
reveal himself to mankind, the organic view is completely 
reasonable.

2) The emphasis in the organic view on the Bible’s infallibility—
specifically, that the Bible must be without error—is ridicu-
lous. The Bible was written by humans, and ‘to err is human.’  
I would suggest that that statement simply is not true! Not 
everything humans do has to include error. Especially if 
God is overseeing a human activity that is supposed to 
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have his name on it and guide his creation into a relation-
ship to himself, he will want to supervise the human au-
thors to not give erroneous information. It is reasonable 
to believe that God would want that and can accomplish 
it.

3) There is no good reason in our day and age to hold to 
the organic view. The real issue is how to properly ex-
plain some of the supernatural and profound occur-
rences in the Bible. For example, Genesis 12:1–3 is in-
troduced with the words “the Lord said to Abraham.” 

(NAS) The words that follow are introduced in Galatians 
3:8 with the preface, “The Scripture ... announced ... to 
Abraham.” “The Lord” and “The Scripture” functioned 
interchangeably. The same thing occurs between Exo-
dus 9:13 (“This is what the Lord ... says [to Pharaoh]”) 
and Romans 9:17 (“The Scripture says to Pharaoh”).  
Another sign of the supernatural at work in the Bible is the 
many Old Testament prophecies that have already been 
fulfilled, either in the New Testament or in our own day. 
The inner unity of the 66 books by 40 different authors, 
with one theme running through all the writings without 
a single contradiction points to a reasonable conclusion: 
this is a divine book, in which God speaks to us in a hu-
man language.

4) There are apparent discrepancies in the Bible! 
Let me suggest, that the apparent discrepancies are just 
that: apparent! First, we must be fair toward the Scrip-
tures. The trustworthiness of the Bible has to be judged 
on the basis of the authors’ intentions. It also must be 
viewed in the context of the truth standards of its own 
time and culture. We should not impose 21st century 
standards of literary precision on biblical statements 
anymore than we would on any other ancient literature. 
Secondly, archaeology has done us a great service in re-
cent years to clarify difficult texts or mysterious claims in 
the Bible. Walter Kaiser, Professor of Old Testament and 
Chairman of the Archaeological Study Bible published in 
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2005, wrote: “No previous generation has witnessed so high 
a degree of collaboration of Biblical events, persons and his-
torical settings as we have during the past century of ongoing, 
successful archaeological exploration. The quantity, quality and 
relevancy of the artifacts and epigraphical materials impinging 
upon the story of the Bible from the ancient Near East have 
been so staggering that few have been able to incorporate them 
into one place, let alone link them side by side with relevant 
Scriptures.” Then he goes on to explain, how the publishing 
of the Archaeological Study Bible is “...a unique opportu-
nity to see firsthand how archaeological discovery helps us to 
make sense of some of the heretofore difficult texts of Scripture… 
Cultural allusions and settings have in the past plainly eluded 
us – simply because the context belonged to another, completely 
‘foreign,’ place and time…The Biblical narrative comprises the 
greatest story ever told, but that story is so much more than 
an impersonal, third-person, ancient account. Indeed, it is both 
about and for each of us.”8

In summary, if we come to a Bible text in which there 
appears to be a discrepancy or problem, we may presup-
pose this: Since the Bible originated with God as the writ-
ten revelation of himself, it must be like its divine author: 
without error, totally reliable and completely sufficient to 
guide us through every question, issue, and ethical dilem-
ma in life.

5) Truth is not to be found in a written proposition (Biblical 
sentences) but in the experience of a person (Jesus Christ). 
I believe the modernist, neo-orthodox and postmodernist dis-
tinction between proposition and person is a false one. 
God’s way of revealing himself, in person and in propo-
sition, are not two separate categories, but two forms of 
revelation married into one holy couple. The proposition 
reveals the person, the person reveals the proposition. In 
John 15:7, Jesus declares the union this way: “...you re-
main in me and my words remain in you.” Person and 

8 Walter Kaiser, iNTroduCTioN To The arChaeologiCal sTudy BiBle, Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, p. XI.
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proposition (words) go arm-in-arm. However, the con-
cern that lies behind the postmodern apprehension toward 
‘propositional truth’ deserves a careful hearing. Truth be 
told, many of us who have embraced the organic view of 
Scripture have sought to defend the integrity of propo-
sitions to the point of making the Bible text an end in 
itself. Preaching, teaching and analyzing the propositions 
is right, but if that is all we do, and if that is all we leave 
with the hearers of the Word, we have done precisely what 
the Bible does not allow us to do: we have forced a divorce 
between proposition and person. 
Biblical propositions are there to explain to us Jesus, 
God’s Saviour to mankind, crucified, resurrected, and 
reigning. If we cast our eyes so high that we see the per-
son and ignore the proposition, we create for ourselves an 
indefinable Jesus. 
If we cast our eyes so low that we only see the proposition 
and not the person, we end up with bone-dry statements 
that cannot quench the thirst of every soul nor satisfy the 
human heart with God’s banquet. Every student of the 
Bible does well to follow the advice of a proponent of 
the organic view of Scripture, who was a great preacher 
in London, Charles Haddon Spurgeon: “Don’t you know, 
young man, that from every town and every village and every 
hamlet in England, wherever it may be, there is a road to Lon-
don?...So from every text in Scripture there is a road towards 
the great metropolis, Christ. And my dear brother, your busi-
ness is, when you get to a text, to say, now what is the road to 
Christ?...I have never found a text that had not got a road to 
Christ in it, and if ever I do find one…I will go over hedge and 
ditch but I would get at my Master, for the sermon cannot do 
any good unless there is a savour of Christ in it.”9

How do we read the Bible?
Remember the Westminster Shorter Catechism? In it the au-

thors ask the question, “How we should read the Bible so that it is 

9 Quoted from Charles Haddon Spurgeon, “Christ Precious to Believers”, New park 
sTreeT pulpiT, vol. 5, London: Passmore & Alabaster, 1860, p. 140.



Chapter 07: the Floor

163

effective in our lives?” The answer these men wrote down is a word 
of advice as good and practical in the 21st century as it was in the 
17th. Here it is, one Catechism line at a time:

1) Read the Bible with diligence: Put some energy into it if you 
want to get something out of it. Have a reading plan and 
stick to it as much as you can. Read the Bible regularly. 
Just like a marriage relationship works well when husband 
and wife communicate with each other every day, God 
wants to talk to us daily. Set a regular appointment time 
with Him, when you open your Bible and read. Read a 
paragraph or a chapter in one sitting, maybe a section in 
an Old Testament book, and then one in a New Testament 
book. There are Bible reading plans that will guide you 
through the Bible in one year. But if you have very little or 
no experience in reading the Bible, start small, with bite-
size helpings daily. Over a long period of time, work your 
way up to the discipline of reading through the Bible every 
year. It will change your life.

2) Read the Bible with preparation and prayer: When you open 
the Bible, remind yourself that you are entering into a con-
versation with Jesus. Take a moment to pray, asking Jesus 
to speak to you that which you need to hear. Ask the Holy 
Spirit to guide the Word to your heart and illuminate your 
mind to understand what God is saying. Sometimes, for 
example, I pray Psalm 139:23,24 before I start to read the 
Bible: “Search me, O God, and know my heart, try me, and 
see if there is any hurtful way in me, and lead me in the way 
everlasting.”

Another way to prepare yourself for reading the Bible is to rec-
ognize what kind of literature you are about to read. The Bible is 
really not one book, but a library of 66 books. Not all the books 
are written in the same genre. To say we interpret the Bible liter-
ally is simply too simple to be accurate. We need to read the Bible 
naturally, meaning that we read each passage within the rules of 
the genre in which it was written. Some passages, like the Psalms, 
are written as Hebrew poetry. There are rules for how to read and 
understand Hebrew poetry. There are books in the Bible that are 
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written as historical accounts, such as Chronicles, Kings, Sam-
uel, the four Gospels, and Acts. We may read these like a news-
paper, taking the written to mean exactly what it says. There are 
some portions of Scripture which are apocalyptic. This is a special 
genre, which we most certainly do not read like a newspaper ac-
count. The apocalyptic genre was used when the author wanted to 
describe a cataclysmic in-breaking of God into the affairs of man. 
The last book of the New Testament, Revelation, is like that, but 
parts of Isaiah, Daniel and Ezekiel in the Old Testament are too. 
Usually the plot is pictured in the large strokes of a paint brush, 
the detailed specks of paint having no meaning except to add co-
lour and background to the main message. To interpret the small 
specks as major events or personages that will rise up on the can-
vas of end time history may sell a lot of books, create scary mov-
ies, and bring drama-hungry people to a fever-pitch, but it does 
violence to the biblical text.

3) Receive what you read with faith and love: We need to be 
able to trust God when we read His Word, because some-
times God relates truths to us that are hard to swallow. 
He might challenge your world view. In fact, you can be 
sure that he will challenge your world view, because we are 
products of our society as well as of all that has happened 
before our time. But God is not the product of anything 
and he lives in eternity with a timeless perspective. This 
means that our views of right and wrong, gender and sex-
uality, love and hate, forgiveness and anger, priorities and 
preferences, leadership and submission, are all warped by 
our upbringing, surroundings and culture. Through the 
Bible, God comes to us out of the eternal into the tem-
porary, out of the transcendent into our finite spaces, in 
order to give us the straight line on something that with-
out His Word will remain crooked. That is why C.S. Lewis 
used to say that God does not turn your world upside-
down as much as he turns your upside-down world right-
side-up.

When we notice that His Word says something different than 
we or the society around us has been thinking, we can do one of 
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two things: we can either seek to twist the Word to our liking, so 
that we do not need to change or look like an oddball to the rest of 
the world, or we can recognize that something in us must have got-
ten twisted and needs straightening. Receiving the Word of God in 
faith means responding to God humbly and acknowledging, “God, 
I must not have seen the full picture, because my way of thinking 
has been different than what you are saying in this passage. Help 
me to see the bigger, better, more beautiful picture that must be 
in your mind, but is not yet in mine.” When we react in this way 
to truth in the Bible, we are not only receiving it in faith, we are 
expressing our love to God.

4) Lay the Bible up in your heart: Psalm 119:11 says, “Your 
Word have I hidden in my heart, that I may not sin against 
you.” (NKJ) Internalize Scripture. Let it seep down into your 
heart. When the Holy Spirit cuts or comforts you with a 
verse, stop! Meditate on that verse. In fact, thank God for 
having spoken to you in that moment. Maybe you want to 
write the verse on a card. You may even want to take that 
card with you into the rest of the day, reading it over from 
time to time and asking God to impress its truth into the 
depths of your soul, and to form your character through 
it. Take the Colossians-challenge to heart: “Let the Word of 
Christ dwell in you richly!” (Colossians 3:16) That is why in 
this book’s toolboxes, I suggest passages you can practice 
meditation on and verses you can learn by heart.

5) Practice it in your life: God has given us the Bible not so that 
we merely know it in our head and are shaped by it in our 
character, but so that we follow it in our daily actions and 
reactions. Like a wise builder of a house, you do not simply 
take the blueprint from the architect, get thrilled about it 
and memorize it. You actually build your house according 
to it. The Bible is God’s Word, given with the purpose that 
it may shape our way of thinking, our attitudes, our actions 
and the way we respond to people and situations. “But 
prove yourselves doers of the word, and not merely hearers who 
delude themselves,”  says James 1:22 (NAS).
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 O What’s in it for me?

1. Jesus speaks to you
The Bible is the written Word of God. When we read it—no 

matter which verses between Genesis 1:1 and Revelation 22:21—
Jesus speaks to us. The good news is, the Bible is not a textbook 
for ivory tower thinkers but a love letter from God to us. For that 
reason, Bonhoeffer tells his sceptical brother-in-law in the balance 
of the aforementioned letter, that reading the Bible critically will 
not reveal to us the heart of God in it… “just as we do not grasp the 
words of someone we love by taking them to bits, but by simply receiving 
them, so that for days they go on lingering in our minds, simply because 
they are the words of a person we love; and just as these words reveal 
more and more of the person who said them as we go on, like Mary, 
“pondering them in our heart,” so it will be with the words of the Bible, 
as though in them this God were speaking to us who loves us and does 
not will to leave us alone with our questions, only so shall we learn to 
rejoice in the Bible.”10

Bonhoeffer speaks here of an approach to Bible reading that 
echoes the advice of the 18th century English theologian and pas-
tor, Horatius Bonar: “The study of truth in its dogmatical more than 
in its devotional form has robbed it (the Bible) of its freshness and 
power.”11

We need to be clear about this point: Doctrine is essential for 
the Christian life. Never should we disclaim its importance with 
foolish statements like, “I don’t need doctrine, just give me the 
Bible” or, “Who needs theology, just give me Jesus!” While well-
intended, these are nonetheless ignorant statements. Doctrine is 
like the bone structure of a body. Without it, there is no back-
bone behind the movement, no stride in the step, no direction in 
the motion. Doctrine is the content, the truth, of the Bible. Every 
Christian needs to know biblical doctrine or he is like a butterfly 
without wings.

The goal of reading the Bible is not that we might know doctri-
nal systems. The goal is to know Jesus, to hear Jesus, to follow after 

10 Metaxas, pp. 136-137.
11 Horatius Bonar, words To wiNNers of souls, Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing,1995, 

p. 31-32.
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Jesus in obedience, and to become more and more like Jesus. Just 
like Jesus told his disciples that the entire Old Testament was about 
him (Luke 24:27, 44), our reading of the Bible is to lead us into a 
deeper devotion to and greater love for Christ.

Bonhoeffer concludes the letter to his brother-in-law according-
ly: “And I would like to tell you now quite personally: since I have learnt 
to read the Bible in this way—and this has not been for so very long—it 
becomes every day more wonderful to me. I read it in the morning and 
the evening, often during the day as well, and every day I consider a text 
which I have chosen for the whole week, and try to think deeply into it, 
so as really to hear what it is saying. I know that without this I could not 
live properly any longer.”12

Martha was a good woman. And when Jesus came to her house, 
she did what many good women like to do: show good hospital-
ity and put on a great meal. I honestly do not know what was in 
Martha’s heart while she was scurrying about the kitchen and get-
ting more and more frustrated with Mary. Maybe Martha was like 
some people I have experienced, who want to prove their goodness 
to themselves in how much the guests enjoy their cooking. Maybe 
Martha was upset because she wanted to put on the finest meal 
possible, and a little help from Mary in the kitchen would have 
brought the quality of the food and hospitality to perfection.

I don’t know.
Maybe what was bothering Martha was that she would have 

welcomed some appreciation. One friend of mine, whenever I 
would ask him what his greatest longing in life was, would say that 
he would just like to be appreciated for what he was doing at work. 
I think many people would echo that remark. Maybe Martha in the 
kitchen would have appreciated some recognition from the living 
room. An affirming comment from Jesus, “Whatever it is you are 
cooking in there, Martha, it sure smells good,” or an encouraging 
word from Mary: “I am so glad you are doing the cooking today, 
sis, because if I were doing it, Jesus would end up getting burnt 
offerings.”

I don’t know.

12 Ibid.
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Whatever it was that was bothering Martha, her feeling of frus-
tration reached a boiling point and she burst into the living room 
where Mary was sitting quietly at Jesus’ feet, taking in each of Je-
sus’ words. “Uh, excuse me, how about some help in the kitchen,” 
she demanded. But Jesus had a different view of what was impor-
tant in that moment. He responded to Martha something like this, 
“Your sense of what is important right now is oriented around 
what makes you look good, and you want to look like a good host-
ess. Stop! Get off the ‘let-me-serve-Jesus-the-way-it-makes-me-
look-good-merry-go-round’, sit down beside Mary, get quiet like 
Mary, and open your ears like Mary. Mary has chosen what is re-
ally good in this moment, namely, listening to me, because I have 
something very special to tell both of you.” I know he didn’t say 
it like that (they did not have merry-go-rounds back then), but I 
think this captures the meaning of his words.

I do know that I would not have been happy with Jesus’ exhor-
tation to me, had I been Martha, who was trying so hard to make 
everything just right for the prized guest. But…

Christian spirituality teaches us the importance of having those 
moments, in which we drop everything we are doing ‘in the kitch-
en’ and sit down at Jesus’ feet, in order to listen to what he has 
to say. The 1560 Scots Confession echoes this biblical principle 
in a lovely manner, when it says in chapter 19, “In listening to the 
instruction of Scripture, the Church hears the voice of her own Spouse 
and Pastor.”13 That is the first thing that happens when we read the 
Bible: we come out of the busy kitchen, sit at Jesus’ feet and listen 
to him speak to us: the Living Word of God through the written 
Word of God.

2. The Holy Spirit illuminates our minds, 
applies the words, and changes our hearts
Hebrews 4:12 says, “The word of God is living and active. Sharper 

than any double-edged sword, it penetrates even to dividing soul and 
spirit, joints and marrow; it judges the thoughts and attitudes of the 
heart.” The fact is, you cannot divide soul and spirit. The latter is 
part and parcel of the former, and both are invisible and indivis-
ible. Hebrews 4:12 is making a point by exaggeration: God’s Word 

13 http://www.creeds.net/reformed/Scots/scots.htm.
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can pierce the deepest part of our inner being, including those 
parts we want to hide, protect or pretend we don’t have. Nothing 
is safe from God’s sword.

And the living Word wields this weapon. Fearsome is the picture 
painted in Revelation 1:16, where the resurrected and ascended 
Jesus is described as one whose face shines like the sun, with a 
double-edged sword extending from his mouth. When Jesus speaks 
to us through the Bible, the words sometimes soothe and com-
fort, but many times they hurt. If we read the Bible the way we 
should—with hearts open to hear what the Spirit of God wishes 
to say to us—it can convict us of sin. It can point to cancer cells of 
faithlessness in the world of our private thinking and fantasies. It 
can cut into the wounds of long-held bitterness in our memories. It 
can pierce through the lack of self-control in the use of our tongue. 
The 17th century Anglican preacher in London, Richard Sibbes, 
once told his congregation at Grey’s Inn, “The Bible is the chariot 
upon which the Holy Spirit rides to the heart.”14 When the Sacred 
Knight of God, the Holy Spirit, arrives at our heart and thrusts his 
sword, we might feel the pain of conviction, of humbling, of having 
been found out. It can also be the beginning of transformation, of 
becoming spiritually healthy and whole.

3. God gives you direction in life
While the Bible calls God “light, and in him is no darkness” (1 

John 1:5 NAS), and says that Jesus is “the light that shines into the 
darkness” (John 1:5), the Bible, too, is called “a light unto my path” 
(Psalm 119:105). The Bible is the written light which the living 
light holds out in front of you to show you the way forward.

In May 2009, the German media reported of a young man who 
had gone missing. He was in Spain at the time, on holiday with 
several friends. The first evening out, he and his friends had gone 
to a night club and danced for a few hours. At 3 a.m. the young 
German decided to go back to the hotel and get some sleep. He 
told his friends “good-bye,” and left the night club. He never made 
it to the hotel.

14 Alexander Grosart, ed., works of riChard siBBes, Carlisle, PA: Banner of Truth, 1983, 
Vol. 3, p. 455.
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Four days later, a worker at the hotel made a sad discovery in 
some bushes behind the hotel: the young man’s battered and life-
less body. What had happened was on his way back to the hotel, he 
had turned left one street sooner than he should have. Instead of 
ending up on the street in front of the hotel, the man had turned 
down a street that led in the direction of the back of the hotel 
building. That street dead-ended in a meadow. There were no 
lights. It was so dark in the grassy area that it was impossible for 
the young man to see his own feet. What he also could not see, as 
he kept going forward in the black darkness, was that the meadow 
came to an abrupt end with a 25 meter drop. The poor man never 
saw that his next step—his last step—led to death.

There are many roads we walk on in life. Every decision we 
make in life leads us another step forward. We decide—conscious-
ly or unconsciously—and hope for a good outcome, for success 
and happiness at the end of our path. Nobody knows ahead of 
time if his path will lead to the peace or the joy he hoped for. But 
God knows, and He knows where we will find peace and joy. His 
Word is a lamp unto our feet and a light unto our path (Psalm 
119:105). When we order our steps according to the principles 
of Scripture, we may not take the easy way or a short cut, but we 
take the safe road to the entrance of that for which our souls long.

4. The Bible gives you a desire for more of the Bible
A normal Christian is a Bible-loving Christian, someone who 

cannot get enough of it. Psalm 119 trumpets this fact over and 
over again: “Oh, how I love your law! I meditate on it all day long” 
(v. 97)…”How sweet are your words to my taste, sweeter than honey 
to my mouth” (v. 103)…”Your statutes are my heritage forever; they 
are the joy of my heart” (v. 111)…”I love your commands more than 
gold (insert: paycheque plus a huge Christmas bonus), more than pure 
gold” (v. 127).

That is Steve’s story. He had started coming to our discovery 
group in Toronto, quite frankly more interested in the good food 
than in God. But on a full and content stomach the first evening 
there, he became intrigued by the content of the group discussion. 
Subsequently, he made it his weekly routine to join the experience. 
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One evening after many months of attending, Steve was sitting 
in a group in which the topic was the nature of the Bible. Sev-
eral people, especially a young Buddhist man, were attacking the 
reliability of the Bible. This was perfectly acceptable, because the 
agreement in discovery groups is that anybody may say or believe 
whatever they want, so long as they respect the viewpoints of all 
others. But on this evening, Steve found himself getting frustrated 
with those who opposed the view that the Bible is of divine origin 
and, therefore, perfectly reliable. He found himself vigorously de-
fending the integrity of the Scriptures. He felt his insides twisted in 
knots, as he vehemently disagreed with the young Buddhist. 

When the group gathering was over, and after everyone had left, 
Steve was alone and started to think about his reaction. He was a 
bit surprised with himself. What was going on that he had reacted 
so heatedly toward a view he himself had held a few weeks earlier? 
Then it started to dawn on him: he had fallen in love with Jesus and 
with the Bible. As I was locking up the building, I found big, bulky 
Steve sitting on the steps, crying like a baby. I sat down beside him 
and asked what the trouble was. He could barely get the words out. 
Between sobs of joy, he stammered something about Jesus having 
come into his life that evening. After he composed himself a bit, he 
told me about the ‘battle for the Bible’ that had raged that evening, 
and how it had awakened Steve to a change of heart that had qui-
etly occurred in him over the months. The following Sunday Steve 
was baptized in our church community. That was 13 years ago.

After I had moved to Germany, I was back in Toronto in 2009 
for a visit. There was Steve. Thinner, from a serious illness, his 
heart was still the same: he has never stopped loving the Bible. 
Like a child on Christmas morning, receiving the toy he wished for 
so badly, and jumping up and down with delight, Steve expresses a 
Christmas-like thrill for the Bible. He reads it every day. He takes it 
with him wherever he goes. In fact, he explained to me, he has one 
Bible at home, from which he reads daily before he goes to work, 
another Bible in his van, a third copy at his desk at work, and a 
fourth copy – a pocketsize version – on his dresser by his wallet, so 
that he never forgets to carry it with him wherever he goes. He can 
never be found anywhere without the Bible.
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People throw accusations at Steve. Some religious people have 
scolded him, “You should love Jesus, not a book, man; you have 
practically turned the Bible into an idol,” while some more re-
served ‘Christians’ have admonished him, “It is Bible-fanatics like 
you that make the rest of us get a bad name in the media.” Steve 
seems undaunted by such haranguing, and quietly responds with 
statements like, “I do love Jesus, and I love this Book because 
God gave it to me so I can know Jesus.” Or he says, “I can’t help 
it. If those journalists could experience the Bible the way I have, 
if they could see how it fills me with joy, how it has made me a 
better employee, how I treat people much better, how I have in-
ternal strength in the hard times and when I get really sick, and all 
because of this Bible, they probably would say that being a Bible-
fanatic makes more sense than being a Harry Potter freak!”

One of those people who have thrown accusations at Steve is 
Dave. Steve laughs now, when he tells the story about his friend, 
Dave. At first, Dave was angry at Steve for having become a ‘Bi-
ble-man’. Steve remained unfazed. He told Dave, “Hey, I don’t 
love the Bible because I am into religion; I love the Bible because I 
am in love with Jesus. You want to hear Jesus talking to you today, 
man, you have to read the Bible.” That did not sit well with Dave.

Dave and Steve frequently drive together to their favourite fish-
ing hole. Unfortunately for Dave, they always go there in Steve’s 
van. Once in awhile, when Dave would climb into the van, Steve 
would reach for his “van-version”, open it up and say, “Listen to 
this, man; this is so great!” and then he would read some verses 
out loud. Since they were friends, their discussions along the river 
bank would turn into conversations about challenges in life. Steve 
would often reach for the little Bible in his back pocket, turn to 
a passage of Scripture and say, “This verse really gave me some 
direction in that matter, man,” and would then read the verse.

At first, Dave was terribly frustrated about his friend’s obses-
sion. But over time, Dave gained a respect for the helpful insights 
he heard from the Bible. Once Steve noticed Dave’s newfound 
respect for the Bible, he gave Dave one of his four Bibles (and 
bought another one to replace it). Dave started to follow Steve’s 
example. He started to read daily. Soon the two would be travel-
ling in the van to their fishing hole together, and it would be Dave 
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who would open his Bible and say, “Listen to this, man. I just read 
this the other day, and it is so great!” Sometimes he would ask 
Steve questions about passages Dave found hard to obey or under-
stand, and the two would have long discussions. Finally, through 
reading the Bible, Dave came to embrace Jesus and was baptized 
in 2009.

Steve is an example to me of a normal Christian: someone who 
has gained such a thrill for God’s Word that he loves it more than 
all the riches or reputation a person could ever wish for. He re-
minds me of those verses in Psalm 119, like, “Oh, how I love your 
law! I meditate on it all day long,” (v. 97) or “Your statutes are my heri-
tage forever; they are the joy of my heart,” (v. 111) or “Your testimonies 
are my delight; they are my counsellors” (v. 24).

Not only has his delight in and hunger for the Bible given Steve’s 
soul an abundant life, but his love for God’s Word has even given 
others, like Dave, a new start on life.

When you open the Bible, you are joining Mary at Jesus’ feet. 
You and I can join them. We will hear his words and find rest for 
our souls and direction for our lives.

Even a blind man like Rocco can see that!
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1. Look up several Bible passages and review what they say about the 
origin of the Bible and how it is to be interpreted: 1 Chronicles 28:12, 19; 1 
Thessalonians 2:13; 2 Peter 1:19-21.
 
2. in 1 Peter 1:22-25 the disciple Peter speaks of the „living and abiding 
word of God” that was implanted like a seed into the hearts of the readers 
and caused them to be „born again.” He then contrasts God’s word with 
grass. Grass withers but “the word of the Lord remains forever” (a quote from 
the Old Testament). Then Peter says, “This is the word which was preached to 
you.” On the basis of Peter’s correlation of the word of God with the preached 
word, what conclusions might you draw about preaching, its legitimacy, 
necessity, and truthfulness?
 
3. in this chapter i briefly spoke about the importance of doctrine. 
The word means „teaching.” The same goes for „theology.” a word that 
essentially means „a word about God.” Doctrine or theology is basic for 
gaining a proper understanding of Christian spirituality. The letters of Paul, 
1 Timothy, 2 Timothy and Titus, are called Pastoral Letters, because of 
the practical and pastoral way they were written. Yet in them, Paul speaks 
repeatedly of the intricate relationship between what we know and teach and 
what we live and become, i.e., between doctrine and practice. Read through 1 
Timothy 4 and write down any insights you glean on the effects that doctrine 
should have on your personal life and spirituality. 

4. Memorize Psalm 119:9, 11, 105; 2 timothy 3:16, 17.
 
5. Make a plan: What will be your strategy for reading the Bible regularly? 

Toolbox
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08 

1st Wall
Connecting in ‘No-Man’s Land’ 

with the Heart of God
Driving motivation: 

Learning a spirituality of communion with God

Her name is Maria Elisa and his is Manuel, and Manuel 
was still in touch with Maria Elisa.

She had moved from Peru to Canada with her son 
several years earlier. She wanted a new life, away from the place 
in which she had experienced so much pain. Actually, there had 
been pain before Manuel, but now he had also turned into a pain, 
you might say. It was a little complicated. She longed to leave Peru 
and start all over, but had met her high school sweetheart Man-
uel after a disastrous marriage had left her traumatized. The old 
romance fanned into a new flame. He proposed marriage to her, 
but, because he had a career in the military, he was not allowed 
to leave the country. Under those conditions, Maria Elisa said, 
„No“. Heartbroken she came to Toronto with her son but without 
Manuel.

E-Mails went back and forth between her and Manuel for a 
number of years. Then Manuel decided to retire from the military. 
He loved the military; it had been a good career. But he desperately 
wanted to spend the rest of his life with the woman he was deeply 
in love with.

They met on the Rainbow Bridge at Niagara Falls, between the 
USA and Canada. Neither had the visa to cross into the neighbour-
ing country; Maria could not cross into the USA, Manuel could 
not enter Canada. So they met in “no-man’s-land,” a small area on 
the bridge between the borders that belongs to neither country, for 
the maximum-allowed four hours a day.
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On the first day, Manuel got down on one knee and asked Ma-
ria Elisa to marry him. Neither one knew how it would work out; 
they just knew they wanted to have the deepest possible relation-
ship to each other for the rest of their lives. This time she yelled, 
“Si”, jumping into the arms of Manuel who had not yet gotten up 
off of one knee. He fell backwards on the hard cement, Maria on 
top of him, and they both laughed. Fortunately, no official investi-
gation was started to uncover why two people were rolling around 
on the hard macadam of the Rainbow Bridge in ‘no-man’s-land’.

After four hours, they went back to their respective hotels to 
dream of the next day when they could see each other again. They 
did this for 5 days. They would hurry out of their hotels, cross 
into no-man’s-land, run into each others’ arms. They would talk 
and share their longings, aspirations, sorrows and regrets. Shortly 
thereafter, Maria Elisa received permission to sponsor Manuel in 
Canada, where they married.

After Maria Elisa proudly introduced her husband to Susan 
and me during a visit to Toronto, I began to think of how much 
the spiritual discipline of prayer is like Maria Elisa and Manuel’s 
hours of communication in “no-man’s-land.”

There are grand and long definitions for prayer. But I am a 
simple man who likes things simple, so I will simply say:  Prayer 
is the love language used in the spiritual conversation between the 
spirit of man and the Spirit of God.

That means it can happen without a movement of the lips, be-
cause it is a conversation that takes place in the human spirit and 
in the spiritual realm. It also means, whether audible or inaudible, 
it happens like a normal conversation between two parties seeking 
to communicate with each other.

But more than that, prayer is the communication between two 
persons in love with each other. It is intimate talk between the 
bridegroom and the bride, between God and His wife (the Old 
Testament analogy), between Jesus and His church (the New Tes-
tament analogy).

It is you and the God who laid aside His glory and came for 
you, who proposed to you on the Rainbow Bridge, meeting with 
you for honest, heart-to-heart communication. That is prayer!
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Prayer is essential for the spiritual life
Like fluids to the body, prayer is essential to the soul. The Bible 

teaches us about prayer, by introducing us to men and women who 
prayed much and effectively.

We can learn from Abraham, who exemplifies for us bold and 
intense ‘bargaining prayer’ to God. It was not manipulative—you 
cannot manipulate God—it was prayer for the awfully wicked city 
of Sodom, through which he stepped into the gap between the city 
and God, pleading with God to spare Sodom on account of a few 
righteous people who lived in that city, namely the family of his 
nephew, Lot (Genesis 18).

Moses is also a mediator through prayer. He stepped into the 
gap between God and God’s own people, the Israelites (Exodus 
32). God was about to give Israel over to its constant, insistent 
disobedience, and abandon the nation. Moses, out of love for the 
wayward yet chosen people, tells God bluntly that he is unwilling 
to move forward without God’s presence and blessing. It is this 
extremely bold prayer of the ‘meekest man on earth’ (as he is called 
in Numbers 12:3) that turned God’s favour back on God’s people, 
and His presence remained with them.

We can learn from Daniel, another man of prayer. He managed 
his time well, disciplining himself to prayer three set times a day. 
Even the threat of his godless persecutors to end his life if he did 
not end his prayers to God, did not deter him from keeping up 
his practice. He, too, understood God’s calling to step into the 
gap through prayer, and to pray for a wayward and errant church. 
Noteworthy is Daniel’s prayer for God’s forgiveness of Israel in 
Daniel 9, where over and over again, he identified with the sinning 
people in his prayer. He did not refer to “they”, but spoke of “we”. 
He had a collective outlook on the nation when he prayed.

Then there was Elijah. This sometimes eccentric individual ex-
emplified for us ‘persevering prayer’ (1 Kings 18). It had not rained 
for 3 years. Elijah prayed repeatedly for showers to fall. He kept 
asking and asking and asking and asking God for rain. He kept 
sending his servant to the mountain top to check for rain clouds. 
Each time he was told that there were none—and for 3 years that is 
what he was told—he would go back to prayer and ask and ask and 
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ask for rain…until finally God broke open the heavens and sent 
the long-needed rain.

There are many things that happen only after God’s people 
pray persistently and perseveringly. That may be a mystery to us. 
Why would God not answer right away? Why does he make us 
build up calluses on our knees and get weary by constantly asking 
for the same thing? I do not know. For some reason God blesses 
persevering prayer. Somehow, it works on God’s heart.

We learn about other kinds of prayer from David. He had a 
long and successful reign as king in Israel, but he also had a very 
hard life. This man of God had constant, sometimes extremely 
painful, opposition. He faced strong temptations, not always hold-
ing strong, either. He had large mood swings, sometimes flying to 
the heavens with his emotions, other times plummeting into deep 
despair. His is a normal life. That is why his prayers, contained in 
the Psalms, are so instructive to us. They include prayers of adora-
tion to God (for example, Psalm 65), prayers of petition (Psalm 
67), prayers asking for forgiveness when he sinned (Psalms 38, 
51), prayers for God’s righteousness and peace to triumph over 
evil and chaos (the so-called “imprecatory psalms”, e.g. Psalm 
68), and prayers in which he poured out his heart to God (The 
English Puritans called these kinds of prayers “holy complaints”; 
for example, Psalms 42 and 43).

All these Old Testament believers show us that faith without 
prayer is like a relationship without communication. It is simply 
impossible—at least if you want a relationship with depth!

It seems to me, however, that the one who showed us the vitality 
and necessity of prayer more than any of the aforementioned, was 
Jesus, the Son of God—God in the flesh—mediator between God 
and man. Yet he was a man of much prayer. In looking through the 
4 gospel accounts of his life, we find:

 $ Jesus prayed for wisdom and guidance before significant de-
cisions.

 $ Jesus prayed for strength to accomplish God’s will, including 
obeying God’s will when it cost Jesus everything, like going 
to the cross.

 $ Jesus prayed in worship to the Father.
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 $ Jesus prayed with thankfulness for God’s goodness.

 $ Jesus prayed out of sadness over his people’s unwillingness to 
receive the Messiah.

For me personally, this became many years ago the driving moti-
vation to seriously develop the discipline and enjoyment of prayer: 
If my great Master and sovereign Lord over all the universe found 
it necessary to pray daily, sometimes nightly, sometimes all night 
through, how much more do I—a fragile, feeble and fickle follower 
of Jesus—need to be in much prayer!

The apostle Paul, throughout his 13 letters in the New Testa-
ment, throws additional light on this mysterious aspect of Christian 
spirituality. He views prayer as essential to our personal growth, es-
sential for being victorious in daily spiritual battles, essential to the 
salvation of others and the evangelization of the world (Ephesians 
6:18,19).

At this point, some may ask, „If God has determined the end 
from the beginning—and He has (see Isaiah 46:10, 11)—why 
pray?” I love this question, because I love the answer. I learned 
years ago from the writings of some of our forefathers in the faith 
a lesson that revolutionized my prayer life: God has not only de-
termined the end from the beginning, he has also determined 
the means to the end. The means he has determined, by which 
he would accomplish the determined end, is prayer – my prayers, 
your prayers, our friends’ prayers, our children’s prayers spoken in 
child-talk before climbing into bed, the prayers in our church ser-
vices, the prayers spoken spontaneously in any given circumstance, 
the prayers all around the world. Each and every prayer has been 
foreordained by God to be the trumpet blast toward heaven that 
rouses him to action. 

I know it does not answer all the mystery the sovereignty of God 
leaves us with. Not by far! But it does tell me that God seeks our 
prayers as the very instruments through which he wants to bring 
about what he has predestined. This means prayer is not only es-
sential to your and my spiritual growth and vitality, it is also es-
sential to God’s doing of his will. He has honoured us by making 
our prayers the means through which he will accomplish things big 
and small.
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I will tell you something about my own development in this 
matter. I picked up a book of sermons once by the 17th centu-
ry English pastor, John Flavel. I had read a few pages, when the 
preacher moved into an analogy. He said that prayer is like a ship 
that is filled with much costly cargo and sails around the world, 
dispensing its goods into every harbour. Then he said we may not 
be able to personally go to all the cities of the world, not be able 
to physically run to every person we are concerned about, or be at 
every place where help is needed. But through prayer we can go 
everywhere and touch any person. Prayer is the way we can call 
God down into every place, every situation, and to every person. 
Whenever we pray, it is as if we are steering the ship of God’s 
costly cargo to some place or some person where God’s Spirit 
unloads the goods.

It was this realization of the power of prayer that became for me 
what a fuselage is to a rocket.

But how should I pray?

1. Let your prayer life take two forms
First, have organized prayer every day. That means, set a time 

in the day when you are alone with God, and tell him how much 
you adore him, confess your sins to him and receive his cleansing, 
thank him for his goodness toward you, and talk to him about the 
things that burden your heart, decisions you have to make, and 
people for whom you care. I am one of those people who finds ear-
ly morning with a cup of coffee in my ‘prayer chair’ (my rainbow 
bridge?) the best time to meet with God in concentrated prayer. It 
is not the easiest time, because I am not a ‘morning person’. But 
it is, for me, the best time. That quiet time with God before the 
noise, the pace and the demands of life start in on me—that is how 
I can move into my day with calmness, peace, and perspective.

Other people find other times of day more conducive to a quiet 
conversation with God, maybe lunch time alone, or late after-
noons after work, or at night before going to sleep. What’s impor-
tant is that you ‘make a date’ to regularly talk with God, and then 
you work at letting nothing interfere with or squeeze out your ap-
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pointment with him. Nothing, not even your phone! It is the most 
important conversation of the day.

Second, fill your day with spontaneous prayer. Perhaps this is 
what 1 Thessalonians 5:17 means when it says, “Pray without ceas-
ing!” (NAS) Always be ready to pray. Pray on the go. Learn to re-
spond to every situation with prayer.

A woman, whom I never saw before and have never seen since, 
taught me this way of life. I was walking out of a bookstore years 
ago. A young woman with 3 little children was leaving the store 
ahead of me. Just as we reached the sidewalk, an ambulance rushed 
by us with the deafening sound of its siren. The woman quickly 
called to her children, “Kids, let’s take hands and pray. Some-
body is in big trouble and needs us to pray for them.” I stopped 
and watched the scene unfold in front of me. As if the children 
had practiced this before, all took one another’s hands, stood still 
on the sidewalk, closed their eyes, as their mother began to pray, 
“Dear Lord, please come to the person in that ambulance, protect 
and comfort that one, and please heal him. Most of all, let the per-
son experience your power, comfort and presence in these unset-
tling moments. Please protect the ambulance driver and give the 
doctors wisdom in treating this patient. We ask this in the name of 
Jesus our Healer, Amen.” With that, the four continued walking. 
God had just taught me through an unknown mother how to be 
alert in prayer, how to spontaneously call God into situations and 
unload the cargo from his ship on my surroundings.

Pray spontaneously throughout the day! Pray for the person 
on the bus or subway who looks to be sad or in pain. Pray for the 
people coming toward you on the sidewalk. Pray for the individu-
als involved in the accident you are passing on the highway. Pray 
for the people who are experiencing the tragedy you are reading 
about in the newspaper or hearing about on the news. Pray in 
your car (with your eyes open, please), pray at work (while doing 
your work, of course), pray with the person on the phone, pray at 
the football game for the drunk people cheering beside you (and 
Stephan?). Pray without ceasing!
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2. Just say it like you feel it
No matter if you have had a personal relationship to God for 

two days or twenty years, prayer is and remains the language of the 
human spirit. Whether you are a baby in Christ, a wild, sometimes 
unruly adolescent in Christ, or a seasoned, wise warrior for Jesus, 
God does not look for scholarly or high and lofty language. Just 
simple, authentic expressions of the heart will do.

Sometimes someone in a group will turn to me and say, “Why 
don’t you lead us in prayer—you’re the professional!” If you do 
that to me, I will respond, “There are no professionals, only priests. 
And in Jesus we are all priests. So in your own language, wouldn’t 
you like to have the honour and lead us in prayer?”

When you pray to God, say it like you feel it. If you feel like 
screaming, scream. If you feel the need to dance, dance. If you 
want to fall flat on the floor, don’t fall too hard. This is what I love 
about inaudible prayer: I can do all those things in my spirit, with-
out anybody accusing me of “losing control” or being disturbed 
by the noise. There are prayer settings, however, in which loud 
and emotional prayer is expected and practiced. Us quieter, more 
reserved Christians need to respect such flights of the soul. God 
created our emotions; they are the way we communicate what lies 
beneath. To numb or disallow our emotions from giving expression 
of pain or praise is to call ‘bad’ what God has created ‘good’.

3. Pray boldly
God is glorified when we come to him expecting great things 

from him. Wouldn’t you feel honoured if three people showed up 
in your office and said, “Look, we have this situation, and we don’t 
know how to solve it, and we have looked the world over, and we 
think you are the only one who can get this thing done”? God is 
honoured when we show up in his office and tell him, “We know 
you can do this!” Jonathan Edwards said, ”That which God abun-
dantly makes the subject of his promises, God’s people should 
abundantly make the subject of their prayers.”1 Robert Murray 
McCheyne, in writing on this topic, said, “Every ‘I will’ on God’s 
lips should become a ‘Wilt Thou’ on our lips, for promises should 

1 Eric Alexander, „Plea for Revival,” Message at the Philadelphia Conference on Reformed 
Theology, Philadelphia, PA, 1982, p. 6.
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provoke prayers.”2 In other words, we may boldly bring back to 
God what He has promised us, with the expectation that he will 
deliver on His promise.

4. Pray kingdom-centred prayers
Jesus taught us to pray to God the Father, “Your kingdom come!” 

Let God’s reign over this world and every part of it be the centre 
out of which all your requests come in concentric circles:

 $ 1st concentric circle—Pray for yourself. Lay everything about 
yourself before God. Don’t ask Him to make your life easy 
for you; rather, ask Him to reveal and bring honour to Him-
self in every situation you find yourself (i.e. “your kingdom 
come”).

 $ 2nd concentric circle—Pray for your family. I learned years 
ago not to pray, “Lord, keep my children from pain and suf-
fering,” when I realized that suffering is a normal part of how 
we encounter God. Instead, I started praying, “Lord, when 
my children go through pain and suffering, please hold your 
hand over them, that in their suffering they remain faithful 
to you and through their suffering bear fruit for you.”

 $ 3rd concentric circle—Pray for your church, its leaders, its 
challenges.

 $ 4th concentric circle—Pray for your friends, for people who 
need God.

 $ 5th concentric circle—Pray for your town, its mayor, its is-
sues, your neighbours.

 $ 6th concentric circle—Pray for the cities, for their renewal.

 $ 7th concentric circle—Pray for your country.

 $ 8th concentric circle—Pray for the world, for specific coun-
tries in the world.

As you pray in ever-widening circles, keep Jesus’ kingship over 
the hearts of people as that which determines the content of your 
prayer. You could actually pray for yourself for hours that way, 
without being selfish, because you are actually praying that God’s 

2 Ibid., p. 5.
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kingdom come to you. There is nothing selfish about that, and 
everything honouring to God.

Four complicated situations in which prayer 
can take you into a deeper walk with God

1. Listen to God’s response to and 
involvement in your prayer
Sometimes God speaks to us during our time in prayer. That 

is one reason why an organized time of prayer is important: we 
remain still long enough for God to whisper in our hearts. This 
is a very personal and subjective aspect of prayer. We must learn 
to deal with it cautiously and wisely. It can come in the form of a 
new idea in your mind, or a sudden burden you feel. Sometimes 
it is a desire that was kindled inside of you during a previous time 
of prayer, which now suddenly becomes a flame that burns with 
deeper conviction and passion.

It’s not always easy! In fact, the question quickly asked at this 
point is: How can you know if it is God and not your own thoughts 
speaking to you? Here are a few tips that have come down to us 
from wise, experienced and prayerful Christians over the ages:

 $ Test the thought: Do the morality and integrity of the thought 
fit within the boundaries of Scripture? Is it a thought that 
glorifies God and exalts Jesus?

 $ Test it with time: Does the idea or burden go away after 
awhile, or does it return and, in fact, grow?

 $ Remain flexible in implementing the idea: I have found that 
I can get the idea from God right, but get the details wrong 
(such as timing or place).

 $ Never tell others that they must carry out your idea simply 
because God gave it to you. This robs people of the oppor-
tunity of being used of God to confirm or negate your idea. 
Confirmation from others is an important part of knowing if 
the idea is of God or not. Therefore, do not say to a group, 
“The Lord has told me that we should…” You may not mean 
it as manipulation, but it essentially functions that way. If 
God wants the others to join in ‘your’ idea, then he will lay it 
on their hearts as well. You might say to the group something 
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like, “In my times of prayer, I have repeatedly felt a convic-
tion regarding…Maybe this is what God would have others 
in our group do. What do you think? Has he given anyone 
else this conviction? Would you be willing to start asking 
God if he would like our whole group to do this?”

In fact, if God has given you a message that applies to someone 
in your church community, take the matter to the elders first, and 
let them test it through their own prayer and wisdom, before a 
matter God has laid on your heart becomes a matter that is laid 
on others.

2. When you are in situations in 
which you feel helpless, pray
Susan and I got married the summer of 1976. We worked part-

time, went to university full-time and lived in an apartment build-
ing that had been condemned by the city. Rent was only $119 a 
month. I am sure the owner needed at least $40 of that to feed the 
rats in the basement.

Once, on the last day of the month, Susan and I sat at the sup-
per table and she informed me that we only had $59 for the rent 
which was due the next day. We decided to take the matter to 
God through prayer. It was a brief conversation we had with the 
Father. Something like, “we are trying our best to earn as much as 
we can without forsaking our studies…we only have $59…we do 
not believe it is good to be late paying our rent…could you please 
provide us with another $60 by tomorrow morning? Amen!”

An hour later there was a knock at our door. When I opened it, 
there stood friends of ours, another couple with the same names 
as ours. Stephen said, “Hey Stephen, Susan and I were praying for 
you an hour ago, and as we were praying, we suddenly felt a real 
burden for you and Susan, like you might have a financial need or 
something. So we gathered up what we had and put it in here for 
you.” He handed me an envelope, then turned and left, as I called 
after them to thank them. I closed the door, went to (my) Susan, 
and opened the envelope. There was $60 inside.

A few months later, we had the same challenge. Again, we were 
$60 short for our rent payment. Again we asked God to provide 
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for us like Jesus taught us to pray, “Give us this day our daily bread.” 
Again we waited for a knock at the door. But nothing like that 
happened this time. We went to bed discouraged, and asked God 
again to take care of us. The next morning on my way to class I 
stopped by my mail box. I turned the combination to the lock, 
swung the little door open and pulled out several envelopes. One 
simply had the word “Becks” on it. I opened it and unfolded a 
piece of paper on which a guy who did not like me had written, 
“God wants me to give this to you, as you might need it.” In the 
envelope were (This is no lie, seriously, I am not making this up) 
5 tens, 1 five and 5 ones.

Later in life we had bigger needs and more challenging situa-
tions. But what we learned in our first year of marriage became 
our pattern. We learned not to decide matters on the basis of what 
was in the bank today but on the basis of what we believed God’s 
will for us was.

People often respond at this point: but we are to make respon-
sible decisions and not be presumptuous toward God. This re-
sponse is correct. Christian spirituality includes making decisions 
on the basis of facts. Fact is, we are to work hard, earn money 
and be responsible with what we earn. The fact is also that we can 
suddenly find ourselves in a place of need. My point is that it is 
good once in awhile to be in a situation in which the personal need 
is greater than your ability to cover it. You learn to pray, to trust, 
to let the God of providence be your Provider, instead of placing 
your trust in your skill, the strong company, healthy economy, job 
security and people to never let you down. Christian spirituality 
is not a lifestyle for control-freaks. It is an adventure of walking 
humbly and trustingly with a God who is generous, dependable 
and full of surprises.

3. Ask all your hard questions in prayer, 
even if you get no answers
I have already made reference to Athol Dickson’s wonder-

ful book, The gospel aCCordiNg To moses: whaT my Jewish 
frieNds TaughT me aBouT Jesus. In the opening chapter he 
speaks of how he learned to ask God the hard questions. God de-
lights in hearing our hard questions, because “asking is not doubt-
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ing. It is trusting.”3 Sincere questions are a way of showing God 
respect. They basically communicate, “You are incomprehensible, 
so infinitely different from me, your ways are so high above my 
ways, and your thoughts so much deeper than I can ever grasp 
with my mind, that I simply do not understand you.” That hon-
ours God.

Hard questions can sound like these:
“Why did you take my little boy? Why did you not take me in-

stead? He had so much potential. I simply do not understand your 
harsh way with me, God!”

“Are you really the King seated on the throne? Why will you 
not protect your church in Iraq? Why do you allow these people 
who are willing to follow you to be murdered? In the Psalms you 
say that the righteous will not stumble or fall. Why are they falling 
like flies in Iraq?”

“Why have you only saved me into a relationship with you? My 
three teenagers make fun of me. My husband does not want me 
involved in my church for more than Sunday morning worship. 
But I want to give you so much more. In the Bible I see that you 
are a covenant God who brings salvation to the family? Why not 
my family?”

“It seems so senseless, God! She was the most encouraging 
person in our church community. Nobody could uplift people like 
she did. Nobody brought as many non-Christians to our church 
as she did, nor lead as many people to Jesus as she has. Of all the 
people to be cut down early in life, why did you ravage her body 
with cancer and take her from us so quickly? It makes no sense!”

“We did everything right, Lord! Not that we were without sin, 
not that we did not make mistakes. But God, we loved every one 
of our kids the same, and we loved them deeply. Each one was 
loved gently, with healthy hugs and kisses. We were clear about 
Christian integrity. We talked openly as a family about everything. 
Each one of the kids saw how deeply Harry and I love each other. 
How could our sweet little girl grow up, hate us and become a 
prostitute?”

These are some of the hard questions I have heard people ask 
God. 

3 Dickson, p. 19.
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Usually the answer from God—at the time the question is 
asked—is silence. Loud, screaming silence. And the silence hurts!

Dickson writes, “One reason I might feel God has not answered is 
because I rudely demand an answer, and another is my own inability 
to understand. (But) here is a third explanation for divine silence: I am 
probably unable to safely handle some of the answers out there.”4

When God’s answer to your question is silence, it is impor-
tant that you keep asking the question over and over. Sometimes 
silence is God’s answer. Sometimes he is honoured by your re-
peatedly bringing the confusing and humbling matter before him. 
Sometimes he means for you to ask for a long time until peace has 
entered your heart, and you feel that you do not need to under-
stand; you can trust him.

Imagine, a little 5 year old boy asks his daddy, who works for 
NASA, how a rocket can fly. He simply says to the child, “Some-
day you will understand.” And it is true! Someday he will under-
stand, but right now the boy cannot understand the intricacies 
of the highly complex answer the father gives when he lectures 
aeronautics in university. The father is honoured by his child’s 
question, anyway. He gives him bits of the answer, but in child 
language, mind you. Since he does not have the full answer, the 
child keeps asking. It is a way for the two to communicate. It spells 
father-son communication, while at the same time honouring the 
difference between father and son. And someday, when the little 
boy has grown up maybe he will understand, too.

4. Be prepared for seasons during 
which you cannot pray
Every follower of Jesus has times when he cannot pray. These 

are hard times in which it feels like the prayer is stuck in your 
throat or is bouncing off the ceiling. Or days in which your mind 
and heart go blank as soon as you decide to pray. When this hap-
pens, it is easy to feel guilty. You might feel that you have a spiritual 
problem in your life, maybe unconfessed sin, maybe you are under 
attack from the devil, maybe God has removed himself from you 
out of disappointment or anger.

4 Ibid., p. 25.
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Before you fault yourself or give too much credit to the devil or 
doubt that God holds true to His promise to never leave you nor 
forsake you, recognize that seasons of prayerlessness happen in the 
Christian life. God even said they would. In Romans 8:26, 27 he 
expressly said, “In the same way, the Spirit helps us in our weakness. 
We do not know what we ought to pray for, but the Spirit himself inter-
cedes for us with groans that words cannot express. And he who searches 
our hearts knows the mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit intercedes for 
the saints in accordance with God’s will.”

God even gives these lonely times of prayerlessness in our 
Christian experience, so that we learn to yearn for him, to thirst 
after communication with him. This desire for God, for his near-
ness, for communication with him, honours God.

The English pastor, Richard Sibbes, who died in 1635, wrote 
in his famous The Bruised reed aNd smokiNg flax, “A Christian 
complains he cannot pray: ‘O I am troubled with so many distracting 
thoughts, and never more than now.’ But has he put into your heart a de-
sire to pray? He will hear the desires of his own Spirit in you. ‘We know 
not what to pray for as we ought’ (nor do anything else as we ought), 
‘but the Spirit helps our infirmities, with inexpressible sighs and groans,’ 
Romans 8:26, which are not hid from God…God can pick sense out of 
a confused prayer. These desires cry louder in his ears than your sins...
Let us not be cruel to ourselves when Christ is thus gracious.”5

I had a phase when I could not pray for weeks. Under con-
stant attack from fellow church leaders, I fell into deep depression. 
Daily, I sat in my white prayer-chair and tried to pray. No words or 
thoughts rose from my soul.

When something like that happens to you, do as I did: sit 
quietly, think about the things that trouble you and place your 
confidence in the Holy Spirit. He is doing something precious in 
those moments of prayerlessness: He is translating your confused 
thoughts and struggles of the soul into powerful expressions to 
God the Father. His descriptions of your sorrow and imploring 
for the Father’s intervention, is better, more accurately and more 
passionately stated than you could muster in your strongest mo-
ments of prayerfulness. Besides, the Father has never turned away 

5 Ibid., p. 65
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his own Holy Spirit, and he will certainly answer in time to his 
Spirit’s pleading for you.

Of course, being lazy in prayer is a spiritual problem. Refusing 
to develop the discipline of regular prayer is a sign of a rebellious 
and self-righteous heart. But when a prayerful Christian moves 
into a time of ‘blocked prayer,’ it is either God’s work in his life 
(for which he relies on the Holy Spirit) or a symptom of depres-
sion (for which he should see his doctor), or both. It is not a spiri-
tual problem.

 O What’s in it for me?

Francis Schaeffer challenged us in his classic True spiriTual-
iTy, “If we woke up tomorrow morning and found that all that the Bible 
teaches concerning prayer and the Holy Spirit were removed…what 
difference would it make in practice from the way we are functioning to-
day? The simple tragedy is that in much of the church of the Lord Jesus 
Christ—the evangelical church—there would be no difference whatso-
ever. We function as though the supernatural were not there.”6

None of us is an exception to the rule. Nobody has reached a 
point in their spiritual growth that he has attained all the strength 
needed for heated battles with the Enemy, and has achieved a de-
gree of self-sufficiency with which he can feel safe about tomorrow. 
If Abraham, Moses, David, Elijah, Daniel and Paul could not live 
without prayer being an essential part of their day; if Jesus, Son of 
God and our Lord and Saviour, felt the need to take everything to 
the Father, then you and I cannot deceive ourselves into thinking 
we can make it without prayer, both organized and spontaneous.

Prayer is essential to life. It is the spark that ignites other vital 
aspects of Christian spirituality

 $ Much prayer makes for great VISION: What God wants 
to accomplish through you for the benefit of others and to 
God’s glory.

 $ Much prayer increases your WISDOM: Wisdom is the 
ability to practically use the knowledge of truth you have. 
Through prayer God shows you how.

6 Schaeffer, p. 363.
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 $ Much prayer increases your FAITH in God: C.H. Spur-
geon once said, that much prayer is a sign of great faith, while 
little prayer is a sign of little faith.7

 $ Much prayer with your spouse will increase INTIMA-
CY with your spouse: Spiritual union through prayer makes 
for a deep uniting of souls.

Remember, Christian spirituality is about a romance with God. 
Just as Manuel went after Maria Elisa, God came for you, pro-
posed to you, and wants to have you as his bride.

Now go meet him in ‘no-man’s-land’!

7 http://www.recoverthegospel.com/Old%20Recover%20the%20Gospel%20Site/Spur-
geon/Spurgeon%202001-3000/2173.pdf.
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Toolbox

1. Memorize the Lord’s Prayer (Matthew 6:9-13). It is the prayer Jesus 
taught his disciples. He did not necessarily give it as a prayer Christians are to 
repeatedly recite, but more as a model from which to shape the contents of 
our prayers. Still, it is good to memorize it, as some churches like to use it as a 
prayer that draws all Christians together.

 • our Father in heaven: While God is personally God of every individual, 
he is the Father of the collective community of disciples world-wide: “our 
Father”.

 • Hallowed be your name: “Hallowed” is an old word meaning “revered”. 
 • Your kingdom come: “Kingdom” is not a reference to a place but to 

the “kingdominion” or “rule” of God over people. This phrase has a 
missional meaning, as we will see in chapter 12. This is a request for God 
to rule over every aspect of your personal life as well as expanding his 
rule over all the world.

 • Your will be done on earth as it is in heaven: A declaration of 
ultimate discipleship. As these were the words of Jesus to the Father 
shortly before his crucifixion, they are the declaration of allegiance and 
obedience to Jesus even unto death.

 • Give us this day our daily bread: The community of Jesus’ disciples 
knows that for everything big and small in life, they are completely 
dependent on the Giver of every perfect gift (James 1:17). This request 
shows that it honours God when we ask him for things we need.

 • And forgive us our sins as we forgive those who sinned against us: 
A vital element of worship is for the community of Jesus to ask God for 
forgiveness. Only those are forgiven of their sins whose hearts are so 
broken by their own sinfulness and God’s incredible grace, that they are 
ready to forgive their wrong-doers.
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 • And lead us not into temptation but deliver us from evil:  
“Temptation” here is not a reference to temptation to sin, but temptation 
to give up our faith. “Evil” can be a reference to the system of evil that 
prevails throughout the world, but could also be translated “evil one”, 
meaning Satan, who through his army of demons and the many sly 
strategies he uses, attempts to destroy our faith in and faithfulness to 
God. This line is a prayer for perseverance in faith.

 • For yours is the kingdom, and the power, and the glory forever: The 
Lord’s Prayer ends where all our building of our spiritual house takes 
us: the glory of God (chapter 13). Everything about us is about God; 
everything about world history is about God’s rule.

 • Amen! This little word means “so be it!” It is a way of saying, “everything 
I have prayed in this prayer could have been prayed by Jesus, therefore, 
O God, I may expect great and gracious things from you.”

2. What are different kinds of prayer that you read and learned about in this 
chapter?
 
3. isaiah 62:6-7 is a call to take God at His word and to pray until we get 
results: “You who remind the Lord, take no rest for yourselves; and give Him no 
rest until He establishes and makes Jerusalem a praise in the earth.”
What are promises you know that God has made, the fulfilment of which you 
long for? What are good and righteous things you would like God to do, for 
which you would like to regularly and boldly begin to ask Him? Start a list, and 
start to pray!
 
4. Memorize Philippians 4:6-7.
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09 

2nd Wall
Growing through Others 

into Maturity in God
Driving motivation:

Developing a spirituality of community

For Christmas 1999, friends gave Susan and me a gift certifi-
cate to one of the finer restaurants in Toronto. As we sat by 
candlelight with snowflakes falling outside, I felt anything 

but romantic or sentimental, because I was in depression. Those 
were dark days, where I could not pray, sleep or find the energy to 
do anything. I felt the raw harshness of life. And with that, I felt—
for the first time in my adult years—a sober sense of what were the  
most important and essential things in life.

“Honey, I’ve been thinking,” I started.
“That’s dangerous,” my wife quipped, as she looked at her food 

and wondered what half-brained idea I might spill onto the middle 
of our finely decorated table.

“No, seriously!” I countered. “I have been thinking that life is 
really like the Preacher said in Ecclesiastes: you know, this-that, 
this-that and ‘this too is vanity’ and blah-blah-blah and ‘this too is 
vanity’. I’ve come to the conclusion that there are really only four 
things that are important to me; everything else is just a puff of air. 
Four things that I still want to have or enjoy or still be doing when 
I am 80 years old.”

“And what are they?” my wife asked, half-afraid of finding out 
that she might not be one of the four things.

“First, when I am 80 years old, I want to still be romantically 
in love with you, sit as an old geezer in the subway (we are urban 
people), hold your hand even if you don’t know anymore who is 
holding your hand, and know that it was good being married all 
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these years to the girl who turned my head and set my heart spin-
ning when I laid eyes on you the first day in college in 1973.”

“I like that. Is the second one as good?”
“When I am 80 years old, I want to be preaching God’s Word, 

even if it is in a shaky voice, even if the only listeners are church 
mice, even if nobody is converted to Jesus through my preaching. 
I want to still have the honour of unfolding those deep truths of 
God’s Word and unload on the listeners (mice?) the richness of 
God’s grace and truth.”

“When I am 80 years old, I want to have a little house by a 
lake, to which I can regularly go and enjoy the quiet, away from 
all the noise of the city, the madness and rush of life, the stress 
of deadlines. Beside the lake I want to feel peace, tranquility and 
quietness. I want to be able to quietly talk to God, with the waves 
making their rhythmic splashing sounds to remind me that God 
is still in control. And I want to sit there and write books about 
God and life.

“That one I like! And where do you think we will get the money 
for a house by the lake?” my always practical, down-to-earth wife 
asked. When I did not answer, she smiled, patted my hand, and 
asked, “What is the fourth and final thing that is important to you, 
honey?”

“When I am 80 years old, I want to have had 3 or 4 really good 
friends. Friends who stuck with me over many years, with whom 
I can talk honestly and openly about anything, even the bad stuff 
in my life, without being judged. Friends with whom I can share 
vacations, friends who give me energy, have fun and laugh with me 
and who will weep with me when you die.”

“How soon do you hope that last part will happen?” my wife 
asked.

“Sometime after I have had the opportunity to hold your hand 
on the subway when I am 80,” I smiled.

That was over 11 years ago. A year after that dinner by candle-
light I had—with the help of a doctor—climbed out of my deep 
depression. What has remained unchanged throughout all the 
years, however, is that I still am pursuing those 4 things essential 
to my short existence. In reflecting on them, you might notice, 
that all 4 points, in one way or another, have to do with relation-
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ships. The second and third essentials are about my relationship to 
God, whether resting in him, hearing him or explaining him, and 
points one and four have to do with my relationship to others.

Truth be told, everything, in the end, has to do with relation-
ships. Relationships are everything. Yet precisely at this point, we 
are facing a tremendous crisis in our multi-everything age. Tech-
nology—which has so many marvellous benefits to it—has deeply 
curtailed our ability to be relational. Facebook is great, but face-to-
face relationships are essential. Add to that, in Western society our 
fragmented homes, the undermining of the family, clueless par-
enting, high divorce rates and lovers drifting disillusioned in and 
out of relationships, have produced a generation that is at worst, 
relationally dysfunctional and at best at a loss how to have deep 
and lasting relationships. A German psychiatrist has concluded 
that while in 1970, 10% of the population was “societally chal-
lenged” (gesellschaftsunfähig), in 2010 it is 70%. He speaks of an 
implosion of the relational fabric of society taking place right now.

Yet precisely this point of relationship-building is an essential 
part of the Christian spirituality.

Relationships are essential for maturing in Christian spirituality, because 
others are essential for achieving your own individual wholeness.

The BASIS for lasting relationships
Earlier in this book, as we analyzed the love of God for us, I 

mentioned the word ‘covenant.’ This concept—it can also be trans-
lated ‘testament’—is so basic to understanding Christian spiritual-
ity, that the entire Bible is divided into ‘the Old Testament (cov-
enant)’ and ‘the New Testament (covenant).’ The word appears 
over 300 times in the pages of Scripture, and runs like a thread 
through the entire contents of the Bible. Why? The warp and woof 
of the Bible’s content is how God has taken a universe in fragmen-
tation, and relationships in alienation, and by ‘covenant’ is putting 
all things back together again.

Someone might sceptically say, “We don’t do covenants today! 
We are modern or late-modern or postmodern. Covenants are pre-
modern!”
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That is not entirely true. Today we still sign contracts; we still 
say, “I promise”; we still expect the other person to honour an 
agreement. That is what a ‘covenant’ is. One catechism defines it 
as “an agreement between two or more persons.” It is an agree-
ment, but the force of that agreement is more like a ‘commitment.’

With that we come to the basis of the problem we are facing to-
day. We still do covenants or agreements, but we do them without 
commitment. Commitment has died. When I worked in retail in 
1981, a young co-worker expressed to me his surprise that I had 
survived the first 5 years of marriage. “Commitment,” I explained. 
His response was unforgettable to me, and marked our new way of 
defining the word: “Hey, I believe in commitment, too. I believe in 
being committed until I am no longer committed.”

One of Germany’s heroes on the national soccer team told the 
German public during the successful 2010 World Cup, that he 
promised to remain with his Stuttgart club for the next year, as 
he was still under contract. A few days later, one of the richest 
and most popular teams in Europe made the young German an 
offer of a few million to play on their star-studded team. Basking 
in the glory of newfound stardom, he apologized to disillusioned 
Stuttgart fans, “I know I made a promise, but I know you will un-
derstand, because it is an offer I cannot refuse.”

Apply that to marriage, to work and to everything else involving 
relationships, and we have a disaster on our hands: a fast-growing 
mass of deeply wounded and relationally disoriented individuals, 
and—well, as the psychologist said—a society that is socially im-
ploding.

The basis for healing, for restoring relationships, for staying 
connected when other things tear at the friendship, for making it 
through the dark nights of incompatibility, for being patient with 
someone who is being difficult, is in learning to live ‘covenantally.’ 
Commitment!

The solution is not in ourselves; it is in God. He is a covenant-
ing God. He covenanted within himself to go after us when we 
had alienated ourselves from him. He stepped into the relational 
gap through Jesus. He approached us as rightful king over our 
hearts by his Holy Spirit. He soothes our woundedness. He heals 
us. He is the One from whom we learn how to treat one another 
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‘covenantally’. From his example, as well as through his love in us, 
we are empowered to bring commitment that endures, heals and 
restores into our relationships.

You were created for relationships with others
God is a relationship. This is what I find so exciting in the bib-

lical teaching and mystery: that God is one substance, yet three 
Persons in that one substance. The three Persons are in relation-
ship to each other. They talk to and about each other, the Father 
speaking about his beloved Son during his baptism (Matthew 3), 
the Son addressing his Father in the high-priestly prayer of John 
17, the Spirit groaning to the Father the burdens that are on our 
hearts (Romans 8:26). The three Persons work together: “Let US 
make man in our image” (Genesis 1:26). The Father creates the 
world (Genesis 1:1) by his Son (Colossians 1:16), and the Spirit 
moved upon the face of the world and gave it shape (Genesis 1:2). 
The Father sent the Son into the world (John 3:16), and the Son 
asked the Father to send the Holy Comforter to us (John 14:16). 
What the Father is already working at is what the Son joins him in 
working, and he is led by the Spirit to accomplish that work (e.g., 
Matthew 4:1). What revelation is in the Father is in the Son, and 
the Spirit makes it known to us (John 16:15). 

You see then, the Trinity is a harmonious community of three 
Persons in deepest relationship to one another.

Here is why this theology is so essential to understanding our 
own make-up: When God created us, He made us in his image 
(Genesis 1:26). That means He created us to reflect God, to reflect 
God’s character (holiness, love, justice, compassion, kindness, an-
ger, etc.), and God’s way of functioning. And the way God func-
tions is socially. He is a relationship in himself, and he extended 
himself to make a relationship with each one of us. From this you 
know that being created in God’s image means you are a social be-
ing. You were made for relationships.

That social aspect of your true self expresses itself on two levels:

1. Relationship on the vertical level: 
That you are meant for a relationship with your Maker, Protec-

tor and Friend was emphasised in the first part of this book. Jesus, 
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in his high priestly prayer, spoke of how deeply intimate this rela-
tionship is: “Father, just as you are in me and I am in you, may they 
also be in us” (John 17:21). This union with God is spoken of also 
as God’s residing in us personally. Jesus stated that He will send 
us another Comforter, the Holy Spirit, and that this One would 
not only be with us—as Jesus was beside his disciples when he said 
this—but in us. Paul emphasises the intimacy of our relationship 
with God, when he speaks 3 times within 4 verses of the “Spirit 
who lives in you” (Romans 8:12, cf. 8:9,11). Yet in that same para-
graph the apostle says, “Christ is in you” (v. 10). What deep inti-
macy! The Son, who is in the Father, and the Spirit who is in the 
Son and the Father, reside in you.

Christian spirituality, as earlier chapters have shown, is about 
growing in this intimacy with the triune God in us. How does that 
happen, so that our relationship with God leads to the gratifica-
tion and fulfilment of our selves?

Years ago I officiated at the wedding of a young couple in our 
Toronto church, both of whom were heavily involved in serv-
ing the love of Jesus to people living on the street. For the wed-
ding sermon, I chose a rather unusual Bible text, the last verse of 
Genesis 2: “The man and his wife were both naked, and they felt no 
shame” (Genesis 2:25). I could not know that Erinn and Dion had 
invited a whole host of children from one of Toronto’s neediest 
neighbourhoods to attend their wedding. These kids all sat in the 
last row together, children of every colour. Picture the reaction of 
these already high-strung kids when I read the Bible text. Loud 
laughter bellowed from the last row of seats (“The priest said ‘na-
ked’, man!”). Every time I quoted the verse—and it was fairly of-
ten, in order to make my point about nakedness and the lack of 
shame—a wave of laughter erupted from the rear of the sanctuary.

The point of my sermon was that when a person can stand over 
against his opposite and bare it all—that means, show everything 
there is in his or her life; all the warts, the scars, the sins, the fail-
ures, the deep, dark secrets—and not feel ashamed, the door is 
open for intimacy. When you know that the other sees you as you 
really are, yet you are sure you will not be judged but one hun-
dred percent accepted, approved, even appreciated the way you 
are, there is intimacy.
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When Adam and Eve sinned against God, and God came into 
their Paradise Lost, they were both naked and ashamed. They 
reached for fig leaves and ran behind a bush. They did not want 
God to see them as they were. When God asked them what they 
had done, they both tried to cover over their fault by putting the 
blame on the other, on the devil, or even on God himself. God’s re-
sponse was to inform them of the horrible and ugly consequences 
of their sin, and then to speak about grace and forgiveness and the 
coming of the Messiah. Then God did something beautiful to com-
fort Adam and Eve. He gave them a sign that our covenant-God 
would hold His promise. He slew an animal, took the bloody skin, 
and clothed over the shame of two guilt-ridden people, so that they 
would feel safe in the presence of the Lord.

The fulfilment of that sign came in the person of Jesus at the 
cross. There God slew the Animal of Heaven, the Lamb of God. 
In the moment you turn to Jesus in faith, God dresses you in the 
perfect righteousness of Jesus. Protected by that righteousness you 
now can stand before God naked, but not ashamed. You can be hon-
est with Him about all the ugly things you have become, thought, 
said or done. Because the Lamb of God was slain in your place, 
you stand in his righteousness while being completely undressed of 
any of your own. This way you have absolute confidence that the 
Father will not judge you or think less of you for who you are or 
what you have done.

That fulfils the longing of every soul. That creates intimacy with 
God. Enjoy!

2. Relationships on the horizontal level
What you learned about relationship and intimacy with God, 

you now carry over to the horizontal level. The need for closeness 
with another human is underlined in the account of Adam’s cre-
ation. God told this lone individual to go hang out with the ani-
mals he had created, which is what Adam did. Yet all the animals in 
Paradise could not still Adam’s hunger for meaningful connection. 
He did not need more pets, he needed a woman (Genesis 2:18). 
She was the counterpart of his creation: “Male and female he created 
them” (Genesis 1:26).
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Here are some thoughts on meaningfully connecting in rela-
tionships:

 $ Only in relationship to others, can you come to know your-
self well. Seeing the scars of the fall of Adam in the lives 
of others helps you realize that those scars must be present 
somewhere in your life as well.

 $ Only in relationship to others can you mature to the indi-
vidual God wants you to be. “As iron sharpens iron, so one 
man sharpens another” counsels Proverbs 27:17. Rubbing 
shoulders with others shapes Christian traits in you, such as 
considerateness, sensitivity, kindness, goodness and loyalty, 
also stamina, resilience, brokenness, and sympathy. Only a 
fool despises the advice of others.

 $ Only in relationship to others do you learn to respect per-
sonal boundaries. This principle is inherent in the 8th com-
mandment, “You shall not steal.” You can steal from others 
in many different forms: by taking a possession that right-
fully belongs to someone else, by robbing them of their dig-
nity through physical mistreatment or cheating on them, by 
taking away their privacy, by not respecting the borders of 
countries or your neighbours or by sexually engaging with 
someone who is or will be the spouse of another. 

 $ Only in relationship to others do you learn to submit to 
authority. This principle is included in the 5th command-
ment, “Honour your father and your mother.” In this time and 
in our culture authority is suspect. But even though we can 
all point to horrible abuses of authority, the fact is that no 
person can live without authority. The opposite of authority 
is not freedom but chaos, not self-expression but personal 
confusion. Let’s be real about this! Everybody needs some-
thing or someone that will guide him, explain things to him, 
protect him, stand up for him or represent him to others. 
We need good parents, good teachers, good politicians and 
good police. Instead of trying to get rid of authority because 
we have authority-hating hearts, we need to learn and teach 
good authority. 
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Relationships are essential for maturing in Christian spirituality, because 
others are essential for achieving your own individual wholeness.

You were created for friendships
Friendships are great when they function well, but they rip us 

apart when they don’t. We cannot function as true humans without 
functional friendships. Friendships are meant to communicate to 
us, in very concrete and visible ways, the invisible love God has for 
us. Friendships are an avenue through which we can experience 
God’s friendship with us. In fact, the vertical friendship with God 
is the source for everything we need to enjoy meaningful friend-
ships horizontally: acceptance, security, significance and connect-
edness. Real friends communicate to us imperfectly the perfect 
characteristics of our best friend, Jesus. The German poet, Marie 
von Ebner-Eschenbach, wrote: “Real friends are people who know us 
exactly and still stick to us faithfully.” That’s precisely what Jesus does 
as our friend.

Knowing our need for friends, the Bible celebrates good friend-
ships. That the almighty and pure and holy God would call the 
father of our faith, Abraham, a “friend” (James 2:23)—and our 
faith-father did some pretty nasty things in his lifetime—shows less 
what a friend Abraham was and more what a tremendous friend 
God is. Abraham grew up a complete heathen, yet for reasons we 
will never know, God picked this common man with a lot of flaws 
out of a crowd of a million, and committed himself to being his 
intimate friend.

Nineteen hundred years later, Jesus picked a rough group of 
people to be His followers, and in a tender moment turned to them 
and said, “I have called you friends” (John 15:15). He was, for them, 
the fulfilment of Genesis 15.

Jesus shows us various degrees of friendships: there was his 
friendship to his disciples and then there was an even deeper 
friendship with three of the disciples. Jesus must have a felt a need 
in especially meaningful times (like Matthew 17, on the Mount of 
Transfiguration) and the most excruciating moments (like Mat-
thew 26:36-46) to only have Peter, James and John at his side. He 
also had a special friendship with Mary (not Magdalene), Martha 
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and Lazarus as well as several women who joined Jesus and the 
twelve disciples to personally take care of the travelling band.

Besides Jesus’ varied kinds of friendships, there are other com-
panionships described in the Bible that open our eyes to the im-
portance of befriending someone covenantally. One friendship, 
whose depths I am still trying to plummet, is that between Da-
vid and Jonathan. These two men had a remarkable love for each 
other. Some have tried to sexualize this love. The Bible gives no 
indication of that, and we ought to be careful not to assume that 
such deep companionship as theirs can only be possible if sex was 
involved. The sex act is not the ultimate expression of intimate 
friendship. The ultimate expression of friendship is the willingness 
to offer yourself up for the other person. This is the covenantal 
approach to friendship which God has modelled in Jesus for us on 
the cross. “Greater love has no one than this, that he lay down his life 
for his friends” (John 15:13).

This is precisely what Jonathan was willing to do for David: his 
love for David translated into a willingness to give up his life for 
the future king. It is almost strange by today’s standards how this 
friendship is described in the Bible: “Jonathan became one in spirit 
with David, and he loved him as himself…and Jonathan made a cove-
nant with David because he loved him as himself” (1 Samuel 18:1, 3).

The two men covenanted with each other not only to be there 
for each other, but to stand firm together in the righteousness of 
God. This stand on integrity set Jonathan at odds with his own 
father, Saul, the current king, who was opposed to David. It cost 
Jonathan his life.

When Jonathan died in battle, David was virtually inconsolable. 
With his gift for poetry, he cried to the heavens, “I am distressed for 
you, my brother Jonathan; you have been very pleasant to me. Your love 
to me was more wonderful than the love of women” (2 Samuel 1:26 

NAS).
Hold the horses! Stop the wagons! Did this married man just 

say, “your love to me was more wonderful than the love of women”?  
Was his wife such a disaster?

This is where some people make the assumption that these two 
men must have been homosexual. But as I already said, I think 
that is short-sighted and superficial, not taking into account the 
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depth and meaning of ‘covenant.’ David and Jonathan had an ex-
tremely deep friendship. Covenantal friendship can be a bonding 
at such a deep level David’s son Solomon would later write how “a 
friend loves at all times” (Prov. 17:17), and how “a real friend sticks 
closer than a brother” (Prov. 18:24 NLT). 

To be practical about this, let’s think through some principles of 
‘making friends’:

1. Giving to the other, not needing from the 
other, makes for healthy friendship.
Healthy friendships exist when two people fill their need for se-

curity and significance from God and not from each other. You 
have to be gospel-driven and let God, through Christ, be the source 
of your significance and the refuge for your security.

If a friendship—in or outside of marriage—is conducted on the 
basis of need, there is a progression the friendship goes through, 
where one person is demanding that their needs be filled, while 
the other seeks to fill those needs, because he gains his sense of 
worth from filling those needs.  Both demander and giver are op-
erating from a need-base. The demander operates with manipula-
tion (“if you love me…”), but the giver also gives out of manipula-
tion (“I give so that you will like me…”). Me-centredness creates 
need-based friendships, and need-based friendships generally do 
not survive. Persons end up feeling exploited, abused, rejected, or 
unappreciated. The cord is torn in two, because the tension be-
tween the demander and the giver has grown to the point where 
the friendship cannot handle it anymore. 

Now imagine a triangle with God the Giver at the top. Two peo-
ple (bottom right and left points) daily go to the Giver. They are 
driven by the gospel. Recognizing their bankruptcy and inability to 
give from any self-created resources (“in and of myself I am more 
sinful than I ever dared to believe”), they place themselves under 
the waterfall of God’s love in Christ and refuel (“in Christ I am 
more loved than I ever dared to hope”). Each person is now in a 
position to give to the other from the fullness received, able to ap-
proach the other with an attitude of ministry and service, instead of 
need. When you have the right chemistry, you have the beginning 
of a friendship. When you have the mindset of ministry, you have 
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the ongoing motivation for a healthy and ever deepening friend-
ship.

2. Follow certain steps to slowly 
form friendships…slowly.

1) Go to places where you can meet people. Plan social 
times, where you are in a “fishing pool” of potential re-
lationships: your church community, your school, your 
work place or a place where people go to pursue the same 
interests (e.g. a club pub or a café).

2) Take the need for friends to God in prayer. Remember, 
God wants you to have friends, through whom he wants 
to communicate his special love for you. Remember that 
God, the giver of your best friend, Jesus, is also the giver 
of the friends you need: “He who did not spare his own Son, 
but gave him up for us all--how will he not also, along with 
him, graciously give us all things?” (Romans 8:32).

3) Schedule time to get together with people with whom you 
feel chemistry or a spark of interest.

4) Take your time getting to know people. Suggest that you 
get together. Do not demand time or affection from an-
other person—that is manipulation that points to a hole 
in your soul for which you have not yet looked to God 
(see #2 above).

5) Put yourself into various situations where you can experi-
ence the other person in various modes, and let him/her 
experience you in times of fun and relaxation, times of 
sorrow and times of serious contemplation or learning.

6) Start to open yourself to a person, revealing something 
sensitive in your life. Make yourself vulnerable. If the per-
son judges you, you know that this person is not construc-
tive for your life. If this person begins uninvited to correct 
or instruct you, you know that this person may serve your 
spiritual growth as a counsellor or spiritual director in the 
future, but not as a friend. If this person listens, sympa-
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thizes, identifies with and accepts you as you are, you may 
have gained a special friend.

7) Enter into a covenant (spoken or unspoken) with your 
special friends. That means:

 $  You accept each other the way you are.

 $  You hold each other accountable to grow spiritually.

 $ You plan time with each other just hanging out, doing 
special and fun things together, delighting together in 
the pleasures of God.

 $  You will be there for each other in the hard times.

You were created for a big, 
bad, but beautiful community

I love the church! I really, really, really love the church. Not the 
building with a steeple, not a certain tradition, not a particular de-
nomination. What I love is church as the gathering of people into 
a community. The Bible envisions the church as one big collective 
whole that plunges itself into the glories of God, soaks them up, 
shares them with each other and goes out from each other to bless 
the world. It is rich and rewarding to be part of such a community.

There is so much I still have not figured out. I know that we in 
the West are extremely individualistic, while people in the eastern 
and southern hemispheres are strongly group-oriented. I under-
stand that group-oriented people have some things to gain from 
our individualism, and that we individualists are somehow not fully 
grasping God’s ways with mankind because we lack the group-
mentality. I’m sure I will be working at this for years.

In the meantime, let’s latch on to this reality: If you are “in 
Christ” you are connected to him as an individual, but being “in 
Christ” as an individual makes you concurrently part of something 
much bigger than any individual. You are part of a world-wide 
community, a universal group, a collective mass of millions. You 
are not swallowed up into an insignificant nothing by that mass. 
You are still an individual without whom the other members of 
the mass are incomplete. But by the same token, your individuality 
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cannot exist apart from your connection to the collective rest. It is 
a mystery, and it is called ‘the church.’ “In Christ, we who are many 
form one body, and each member belongs to all the others” (Romans 
12:5). In the community of God, individuality and being a part of 
all the others come together in an unparalleled dynamic.

Tim Keller writes that when we are converted to Christ, the 
first change that happens in us is a grammatical one: our focus 
shifts from “I” to “we”, from “me” to “us”.1 We become part of 
a new community. It is Jesus’ community, in which everyone has 
the righteousness of Jesus credited to his account and the life of 
Jesus flowing through his being. Our numbers are innumerable. 
Reach to the left and right and you are connecting with all your 
brothers and sisters of this present time. Reach behind you and 
you are connected to the millions who have gone before us. Reach 
to the front and you realize you are linked up with all who will 
come into the community after us. We all have something in com-
mon: the blood that flows from our head, Jesus, courses through 
us all, cleansing us from sin and curing us from all our spiritual 
sicknesses. As we all have the plague in us, we are all in “a hospital 
for sinners”—as the 17th century preacher, Richard Sibbes, used 
to describe the church to his congregation in London. Being sick, 
we are an ornery, obnoxious, self-serving, spiteful and unrighteous 
group of people. That means, we are not only an amazing commu-
nity, we are a frustrating one, as well. This is why the other thing 
we all have in common is the Holy Spirit of Jesus. He resides in 
every one of us as the physician of our souls, working into us the 
character of his own holiness. We need this treatment for the rest 
of our lives, until we are discharged from this hospital community 
and sent home completely healed.

I love the church! I need to stop here and say something to you, 
the reader:

 $ If you have been hurt by the church, I can understand your 
pain. I have also been deeply hurt by the church. And I am 
sure that I have also deeply hurt others in the church. 

1 Keller, Timothy & Thompson, Allen, ChurCh plaNTer maNual, New York: Redeemer 
Church Planting Center, 2002.
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 $ If you have been hurt by the church, I doubt very much that 
you have been hurt as much as Jesus has been. And it’s his 
church. And you are that church. And together, we have hurt 
Jesus a lot and we have hurt him deeply!

 $ About that statement, that you are the church: Everything 
bad that you can say about the church lies in some form in 
your own heart. If my experience tells me anything, what oth-
ers have done to you, you have probably done in some form 
to others. You just don’t notice it so quickly, because it didn’t 
hurt you. It hurt them.

What I am driving at is this: There must be something for us 
to learn from our Lord’s example, when he refused to walk away 
from this mangled mess called ‘the church’ and, instead, died for 
it. There are reasons for leaving a church, and I will list some under 
Toolbox. But gospel-driven spirituality calls us to get behind the 
action and ask what the motive is. If the motive is me-centredness, 
the action will lead to disappointment, frustration, and hurt within 
the church community and then you walk away from her. If the 
motive is God-centredness, the action will bring with it a willing-
ness to die for the church community, even while feeling disap-
pointment, frustration, and hurt within her.

1. You need to be part of a church community
The reason is simple: you are part of the church. Union with 

Christ the head means you belong to Christ the body. You are a 
very tiny part of the body, but you are an important part. 1 Corin-
thians 12:18 teaches us that the Holy Spirit gives you spiritual gifts 
and then places you into the body of Christ where your gift will 
benefit others. Become part of a church community, but not from 
the consumerist perspective, “What will this church do for me?” 
but from the ministry perspective, “What can I do for this church?”

Choose a church that unapologetically esteems, worships, and 
proclaims Jesus as God, as God in the flesh, as the only way to 
God, and as the only one who died for our sins and rose again.

Choose a church that is gospel-driven instead of legalistic to-
wards its members and self-righteous toward the world.
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Choose a church that is God-centred in worship, that has you 
coming away from every worship service amazed at the greatness 
of our God. Choose a church that reveres and teaches the Bible!

2. You need to be part of a church 
that is flawed and imperfect
This is good news, because there is no other kind of church. 

Imagine what would happen, if after all your searching for a per-
fect church, you suddenly found one. The people are perfect, the 
preaching is perfect, the worship is perfect, the community groups 
that meet throughout the week are all perfect. The ministries to 
your children and to your teenage kids are perfect. Everything 
about this church is perfect, so much so, that you never ever have 
to feel frustrated, irritated, disappointed or hurt.

There are two problems with this perfect church:
First of all, how are you going to be challenged to grow in holi-

ness if your church community is perfect? If everybody is perfect, 
how will you learn to deal with difficult people? If nobody wrongs 
you, how will you learn the cost of forgiveness? If everyone is per-
fectly pleasant, how will you learn to be patient? If the decisions of 
the elders are always perfectly right, how will you learn to submit 
to people who decide different from what you would prefer?

Secondly, the description above of the perfect church is a de-
scription of heaven. It is perfectly wrong, even arrogant for anyone 
to expect that there might be a church community that should be 
handed the prize before it has crossed the finish line. Until we get 
there, we may view the flawed and imperfect church as God’s gift 
to us. It is a sacred workshop in which we are chiselled and shaped 
by the hammer blows of challenging people and difficult situa-
tions. And the one holding the hammer is the Holy Spirit! Even 
Paul, when given the choice between going to the perfect(ed) 
church in heaven and dwelling amidst the imperfections of the 
Philippian church, said, “It is more necessary for you that I remain in 
the body…I know that I will remain, and I will continue with all of you 
for your progress and joy in the faith” (Philippians 1:24, 25).

If ‘ministry to’ not ‘getting from’ is your approach to the church 
community, then you will want to take the attitude of Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer. After he announced to his sceptical family in 1920—
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at the age of 14—that he had decided to study theology, his older 
brother Klaus reacted, calling the church nothing but a “poor, 
feeble, boring, petty, bourgeois institution.” Dietrich quickly re-
sponded, “In that case I shall have to reform it!”2

3. You need a church that expects you to live out 
Jesus’ guidelines for healthy relationships
Be part of a church that keeps things in balance: On the one 

hand, it is open and honest and pro-active about problem situa-
tions and problem people in its midst, and does not sweep con-
flicts and controversy under the carpet. It recognizes that conflict 
is a normal part of relationships (i.e., a church that is experiencing 
conflict is not a bad church), and that conflict resolution is a nor-
mal part of community life (i.e., a church that is not experiencing 
conflict resolution is a bad church).

On the other hand, it expects every member to be open and 
honest about his own sins and his need for accountability and cor-
rection, and to be pro-active about his responsibility toward all 
other members:

 $ to forgive freely when wronged, even if not asked for forgive-
ness;

 $ to forbear patiently with another person’s faults, if it is some-
thing that irritates you personally but is not bringing harm 
upon the whole community;

 $ to gently confront a fellow-Christian, if his false teaching or 
persistent sin is causing the church a bad reputation, or is 
bringing harm to several or all in the church community (see 
Matthew 18:15-17; Galatians 6:1; James 5:19, 20);

 $ and to pray regularly to God to give you his love for those 
who are hard to love (and impossible to like).

4. You need to become a member of a church community
The matter of ‘membership’ in the church is a bit controversial 

in some circles, complicated in others. In the German state church, 
for example, you are a member by virtue of living in the church’s 
town and paying the church tax. You do not need to believe in 

2 Metaxas, , p. 38
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God or participate in the church’s community, but you can get 
hatched-matched-and-dispatched (as the English express it), that 
is, baptized as an infant into the church, and married and buried 
by the church. This form of ‘membership,’ to say the least, poses 
certain challenges.

There are churches that prefer the other extreme. In response 
to the so-called ‘institutionalization’ of the church, they feel that 
keeping things loose is attractive to a generation that has difficulty 
with tight structures and top-down authoritarianism. Besides—so 
the argument goes—‘membership’ brings with it too much of an 
in/out or we/they categorization, which only brings feelings of es-
trangement to outsiders or visitors.

I personally think you need to be part of a church commu-
nity that takes ‘membership’ seriously. The reason for this takes 
us back to where this chapter began: the foundation for a healthy 
relationship is a ‘covenant,’ a commitment to love others even if it 
costs us our lives. A church community is in a position to function 
best when those who make up the community have sworn their 
allegiance to Jesus, and their undying love, loyalty and service to 
one another.

A church covenant is important in order to clarify lines of com-
munication, establish community-wide sense of responsibility to-
ward one another, and grant leaders the authority to pastor the 
members. It is good for you and others, and it embraces the prin-
ciples of relationships discussed in this chapter, if you officially, 
publically and formally make a commitment to the local church 
you decide to be part of.

Relationships are essential for maturing in Christian spirituality, because 
others are essential for achieving your own individual wholeness.
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Toolbox

1. Read “the love chapter,” 1 corinthians 13. Then pick 3 
characteristics of love expressed in this chapter that are still missing in 
your life. Begin to ask God to give you these characteristics of his love.

2. Read Romans 12:4-21 three times. After each time, write down 
principles you see for conduct or attitude in relation to others in the 
“body of Christ”, the church. Then pray through each one of those 
principles to God, asking Him to help you make them part of your 
ongoing relational way of living in community with others in the church.

3. conflict in relationships is a normal part of living in a sinful world. 
We should always seek to resolve the conflict, and God has given us 
guidelines and principles in Scripture to help us accomplish that. Many 
times a conflict can be resolved. But there are times when the only 
solution is to go separate ways. This, too, can be God’s will in a situation. 
Read Acts 15:36-41 about several godly men who could not come to a 
harmonious conclusion and went their separate ways as a result. What 
good do you think came out of this conflict situation?
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4. our connection to God’s covenant community is to be built on a covenant 
commitment. We stick together through thick and thin, through the great 
times and through the difficult times. Our unity in the church is a testimony to a 
watching world of who God is and what He has done (John 17:23). I think there 
are a few legitimate reasons to leave a local church for another:

 • if the church has become so moralistic, legalistic, authoritarian or 
emotionally abusive toward its members, that it is chronically destroying 
one member after another, leave the church

 • if the church does not take the teaching of the Bible seriously nor Jesus 
as God in the flesh, you will – along with all others in the church – begin 
to starve spiritually. Before you starve to death, leave the church (Romans 
16:17, 18)

 • if the church has no room for your gift of evangelism and your passion 
to reach non-Christians in the city, if it has no desire to engage with non-
Christians nor to feel a sense of honour when non-Christians show up 
because they are curious or searching, then before many people go to 
the grave without having heard the best news there is, leave your church 
and join one that will catapult you into the lives of the spiritually dead

5. For further reading: Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Life Together. London: SCM Press, 
1954; Ken Sande, The Peacemaker: A Biblical Guide to Resolving Personal 
Conflict. Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1997.
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10 

3rd Wall
Deciding to Live in the Will of God

Driving motivation:  
Learning the spirituality of obedience

When I was 7 years old and very attached to my father, he 
went away for 3 days to speak at a conference. I could 
not accompany him, because I had more important 

things to do, like going to school or pestering my older sister until 
she screamed for my mother to come and save her (this was always 
a highlight in my day!).

After two days of life without my dad, I had had enough. “When 
is Daddy coming home,” I whined at my mother. She answered, 
“Tomorrow, son.” “Well, tomorrow is too late,” I protested. Then 
I went to the bread box, took out a loaf of bread, and declared, “I 
am not coming home until my daddy comes home!” I tucked the 
loaf of bread under my arm and walked out the front door. I don’t 
know what my mother did, since I do not have eyes in the back of 
my head like some mothers do, but the fact is, she did not keep me 
from going out the door. If I were my mother, I would have at least 
wanted the loaf of bread back in the bread box.

I walked across the street (my mother was probably watching), 
and started up the pathway into the forest across from our house in 
Alsbach, Germany. About 50 metres up the path was a large boul-
der, and that is where I sat down. Today there is a golden sign on 
that rock on which is inscribed, “Here rested Stevie Beck in 1962.” 
No, I am just kidding; there never was such an engraving. But the 
rock is still there—nobody has removed it since that historic day in 
1962. On that rock I sat down, me and my loaf of bread. Together 
we would keep an eye out for when my father would return home 
the next day. I was determined to spend the evening and the night 
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up on that rock and protest my father’s absence. When he came 
home, I would come home. Not one moment sooner!

Two hours later, as the first signs of incoming darkness and a 
chill in the air were making themselves felt, my sister walked out of 
our house, down the steps, over the street and up into the woods 
to visit me. I knew she was coming to comfort me and assure me 
that I was right. “Hey stupid,” she said, “why don’t you stop being 
so childish and start to grow up! Get your butt off that rock and 
come home.”

Quietly I slipped off the rock and followed her home. My mother 
was very glad to see the loaf of bread safely back in the bread box.

This book is about building the “house of your spiritual life” on 
the solid rock that is Jesus and his teaching. But let us now change 
the picture a bit. While we would never want to forsake that rock, 
because it would mean certain destruction when the storms of life 
hit, we need to see ourselves as growing up in spiritual maturity 
by getting off of our old rock on which we used to sit in personal 
autonomy and protest against God, and go home to where we grow 
up in God’s family.

That raises the question: how do you know if you are growing 
up? How do you know if you are spiritually where you belong? 
How do you decide what your next step of growth should look like? 
These are questions every follower of Jesus faces in this present 
time during which the Master of the house has gone away.

What is spiritual maturity? In Hebrews 5:11-14, the author re-
ally digs at his readers. He is disappointed by them. He would love 
to tell them deeper things regarding Jesus, Son of God, but the 
recipients of this letter have not yet matured out of their spiritual 
infancy. They received Christ in the faith of a child, but they have 
never grown into spiritual adulthood. The sign of maturity, says the 
author, is to have your mind so well trained, that you can distin-
guish between good and bad and make decisions that please God. 
Let’s define maturity in a gospel-driven manner:

Christian maturity is the freedom to use your biblically informed mind 
to make decisions that glorify God, out of motives that honour Christ, 
and that are carried out in the fruit of the Spirit.
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The MORAL WILL is your basic 
parameter for decision-making
In the chapter on God’s holiness as a cornerstone to our lives, 

we already stated that sin is any thought, attitude, word or action 
that falls short of, or transgresses against, God’s measure of holi-
ness. The moral will of God has to do with your decision in any 
given situation to obey God and conform to his holiness, instead 
of following your own selfish path and thereby being out of confor-
mity to his holiness.

In a lot of situations, it’s easy to know God’s will for your life, 
because for many things God has already clearly stated what his 
will is. He made it so easy for us that He had it written down. Deu-
teronomy 29:29 states, “The secret things belong to the Lord our God, 
but the things revealed belong to us and to our children forever, that we 
may follow all the things of this law.” This verse speaks of two parts 
to God’s will: there are “secret things”, and these do not “belong to 
us.” There are the “things revealed” and they “belong to us and to our 
children forever.” More than our possession, they become our life-
style: “that we may follow all the things of this law.”

Where might we find these revealed things we are to obey? Deut. 
29:29 points to “this law.” A few verses later, in Deuteronomy 
30:14, God explains, “The word is very near you; it is in your mouth 
and in your heart so you may obey it.” The Law of God, as a guide-
line by which we lead our lives, is the Word of God. It contains all 
the guidelines every person on earth needs to live a life pleasing to 
God. This moral law of God is unchanging. It remains the same 
from one generation to the next. It transcends cultures, times and 
trends.

In the New Testament, Paul re-states this point in the passage 
we analyzed, even memorized earlier, 2 Timothy 3:16, 17. In refer-
ring to “all Scripture,” he says that it is “profitable for teaching, for 
reproof, for correction, for training in righteousness; that the man of God 
may be adequate, equipped for every good work” (NAS) Every good work 
would mean all the good works God could possibly wish you to 
do. The ‘moral will’ of God covers the entire territory of your life.

Where I used to live in Toronto, there is a major street down-
town called University Avenue. It is four lanes wide going each 
way. Driving north on University Avenue from the financial dis-



Section 3

220

trict with its huge bank towers, one drives by a number of hospi-
tals, then crosses over College Street, and has the Ontario Parlia-
ment building looming large in front of him. Approaching it by car, 
you could think that the whole volume of traffic might drive right 
through its front door, were it not for the fact that a hundred feet 
before the entrance, University Avenue makes a very sharp curve 
to the right and continues in a circle around the large government 
building and the park in front of it. During rush hour cars drive 
side by side in all four lanes around the parliament building. Fast. 
It is nerve-wracking. You have to keep your eyes on the lines that 
mark the right and the left of your lane. You have to keep your car 
between those lines. If you start looking to the right or the left at 
the other drivers, or if you take your eyes off of your lane and look 
at the majestic architecture of the parliament building or the lawn 
in front of it with all its beautiful flowers, you will quickly cross into 
another lane and sideswipe another automobile, bringing injury to 
yourself or the other driver.

God has revealed to us in writing what his holy nature and 
character are like. All the commandments in Scripture are nothing 
other than the extension of God’s holiness to us and descriptions 
of holiness God desires in us. These commandments are his moral 
will; they are the white lines to the right and the left of the car of our 
lives. If we obey them, we will arrive safely at life’s destination. I am 
afraid that viewing God’s moral will or the Bible’s commandments 
as mere freedom-inhibiting ‘rules and regulations’ is just as naïve 
and disastrous as the driver who rounds the parliament building in 
Toronto with the perspective “These lines only limit my freedom; I 
can decide for myself how I want to drive my car, thank you!”

The SOVEREIGN WILL is life’s big adventure
Deuteronomy 29:29 also referred to “the secret things of God”. 

God’s secrets take us back to the first cornerstone of our spiri-
tual house, the sovereignty of God. As I showed there from Isaiah 
46:10, God has determined the end from the beginning, and from 
the start what will come to pass, right down to the smallest detail, 
such as which bird of prey will pick apart which field mouse, and 
what man will move from one country to another. The wrong im-
plication to draw from the sovereignty of God is that man is not 
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free to choose. To say you will create man in your own likeness, but 
then not create him free to choose, would not only be an unethical 
creation, it would not be a creation in God’s likeness. Therefore, 
when people put God’s sovereignty and predestination on one side, 
and man’s responsibility and freedom of choice on the other side, 
they are creating false categories, the separation of which is not 
found in Scripture. The right implication of God’s sovereignty is 
to realize that since God controls every detail of every movement 
of every being, we are not only free to choose; we are also safe in 
choosing. People who know themselves to be kept safe in the sov-
ereign oversight of a good and loving God are not inhibited by His 
sovereignty, but are freed up to make decisions. Why? They know 
that as long as the human is human, he is created by God to choose 
and decide. And they know that as long as God is God, he is sover-
eign to protect and keep them in their decisions.

The previously mentioned Scottish theologian, John Murray, 
once wrote that one cannot know God’s will until after it has hap-
pened. He was not referring to God’s moral will, as that has already 
“happened”. Murray was referring to God’s sovereign will about 
the everyday events of our lives. Not one of us knows what will 
happen next, no one knows what tomorrow will bring, no one of us 
knows where we will be living next year, or if we will be living next 
year. But God knows! He knows everything, and in knowing these 
actualities of our lives, he has planned them. But he is not telling 
us what he has planned. It is all part of his “secret things,” all part of 
this journey we are on, trusting God with our lives moment by mo-
ment, trusting Him for strength and grace when we discover what 
the next moment brings.

This turns life into a big adventure with God. It also allows us to 
make decisions about our unknown future. Whether it is choosing 
where to attend university, where to live, whom to  marry or what 
job to take, here are some practical principles for making decisions 
about “the secret things of God”:

 $ First step: Be sure you are living within the moral will of God. 
This is always basic to your ability to follow the guidance of 
the Holy Spirit. If you are persistently not living within the 
moral will of God, you are quenching the Holy Spirit. It will 
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rob you of needed spiritual sensitivity; it will cloud your judg-
ment in situations that require the Spirit’s wisdom.

 $ Second step: Be in touch with the desires of your heart. Often 
God leads us to do something by giving us the desire for it. It 
may be an occupation, a particular person, a place or a thing. 
At this point, one might well ask, “But how do I know if the 
desire in my heart is from my own flesh or from God?” The 
answer is that God often leads us by placing His desire on our 
hearts, so that we will begin to desire in accordance with His 
desires. (a) Test the desire by asking yourself if it is within the 
moral will of God as revealed in the Scriptures; (b) test the 
desire by analyzing if there is evidence that you have the gifts 
or skill to carry out the desire; (c) test the desire by regularly 
asking God in prayer if he would have you move forward on 
your desire. If it is from him, chances are, the desire will only 
grow into a deep conviction; and (d) test the desire by asking 
wise Christians for their counsel.

 $ Third step: Decide. Make a plan for how you will proceed, 
always asking the Holy Spirit for guidance (James 4:13-15).

 $ Fourth step: Start moving toward the goal you desire to 
reach. Go according to plan, always in prayer, always ready 
to change your plan if the Holy Spirit changes the course or 
blocks your way (Acts 16:6, 7).

 $ Fifth step: If you reach the goal (the place, the person, the 
school, the occupation), thank God that his sovereign will 
has come to pass.

But in a fallen world you will face various disappointing sce-
narios:

 $ Scenario #1: What about situations where you have a strong 
desire, the desire is completely within Scriptural norm, oth-
ers think it is a smart move, but every door to the opportunity 
closes? Those can be discouraging, disappointing and painful 
times in life. Here, too, we may trust in our sovereign God 
that the closed door—painful as it may be—is God’s sover-
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eign will at work for us. It means that God has something 
even better and more constructive or fruitful in store for us.

 $ Scenario #2: What if you are in process toward a goal you 
want to reach, but shortly before arriving at the finish line 
everything falls apart (like a broken engagement just before 
the wedding, or making it to the final two candidates for a job 
and the other person is chosen)? Here, too, you acknowledge 
your deep pain to God, ask him for wisdom to recognize the 
lessons you should learn and thank God for what unknown 
disappointment he has protected you from.

 $ Scenario #3: What about the situation where the goal is met, 
God’s sovereign will is thereby revealed, but it very quickly 
becomes obvious that you have walked into a difficult situa-
tion (like finding out that the person you married has some 
scary ghosts in the closet of his soul, or discovering that the 
job or ministry you had longed for and received has some im-
possible people you have to work with)? Here, too, you may 
trust that God’s sovereign will for you was not a mistake. Dif-
ficult situations and disappointing relationships can be the 
very thing God wants you to live and work through, so that 
he can shape your character. Maturity is not the ability to be 
joyful when things are going well. Maturity is the ability to be 
joyful and content even when things are going painfully bad 
for you. It is the will to be and react in a godly way, indepen-
dent of your circumstances.

As long as God is sovereign, you are safe. You are safe to make 
decisions and you are safe to live with the decisions you have made. 
You are safe to learn from your decisions, and to grow from bad 
decisions. You are safe to take good risks, and when something does 
not work the first, second or tenth time, you are safe to try again.
Like I said, it’s an adventure!

Life in the grey zone requires spiritual fitness
Many people I know think in black-and-white. They believe that 

as long as God is absolute truth, everything must either be abso-
lutely right or absolutely wrong. The “black-and-white” people and 
churches find a black-and-white world very convenient. God stays 
in a black-and-white box, life becomes predictable, people can be 



Section 3

224

categorized as either ‘belonging to us‘ or ‘not belonging to us’, and 
everything feels like it is under control.

Thankfully, reality is not like that, neither is Christian spiritual-
ity, neither is God. There is a grey zone.

The Bible teaches us that one of God’s absolute truths is that ev-
erything he has created is absolutely good. But how a sinful person 
decides to put it to use either keeps it good or makes it bad. These 
are “matters of indifference,” or “adiaphora,” as the old theologians 
called them in Greek—a whole area of life, where every Christian 
has the freedom to decide for himself. The grey zone. Things in 
this area become right or wrong as soon as sinful man touches 
them with his life, but—and I admit that for the “black-and-white 
people” who like simple answers to everything, this is hard to swal-
low—they are not right or wrong for everybody. They may be right 
for one person and wrong for someone else, good in the one situa-
tion and bad in another.

In fact, Hebrews 5:14 speaks precisely to this category of spiri-
tual decision-making: “But solid food is for the mature, who by con-
stant use have trained themselves to distinguish between good and evil.”

As if we are part of an athletic team, we need to go to training 
camp. We need to get in shape and learn how to run certain plays. 
Then when the actual game is to be played, we know in matters of 
indifference precisely how to “distinguish between good and evil.”

Let’s practice some plays:

Practice-Play #1: Always follow the Bible’s command! Where 
God has pointed to something in his Word as sin, it is sin regardless 
of how you or others feel about it or the value your culture places 
on it. We need to trust God that behind the command is God’s 
understanding of what is good, what destroys and what benefits. 
Certainly the creator of all good things knows how they work. We 
may trust him, who is good, not to command because he loves to 
kill our joy and fun in life, but because he loves it when we feel the 
delight of living life to the fullest.

Practice-Play #2: Develop your conscience to a high degree of 
reliability. The conscience is part of the human self that God cre-
ated. While our consciences can be shaped by our surroundings, 
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parents and culture, the conscience is an innate part of every hu-
man being since conception. It is like a built-in voice God placed 
into our psyche to guide us to him.

We train our conscience by continuously feeding it biblical in-
formation. As this happens, our conscience may “change its mind” 
on things. What it once regarded as objectionable, it may begin to 
see as permissible and enjoyable. Or what it once applauded with 
no second thought, it may, through biblical information, come to 
see as adverse to the holiness of God. “Blessed is the man who does 
not condemn himself by what he approves. But the man who has doubts 
is condemned if he eats (meat sacrificed to idols), because his eating is 
not from faith; and everything that does not come from faith is sin.” 
(Romans 14:22, 23).

Practice-Play #3: Learn to think positively not reactionary. 
Everything God has made is intrinsically pure and good. In Chris-
tian spirituality we begin, not with Genesis 3 and the cosmic fall 
into sin, but with Genesis 1 and 2, the original goodness of all 
created things: nature, the body and every one of its shapely parts, 
bodily movement (whether it be sports or dancing), sex, music, 
wine, food…everything is originally pure. According to Titus 1:15, 
“To the pure, all things are pure.” 1 Timothy 4:4 adds that “every-
thing God created is good, and nothing is to be rejected if it is received 
with thanksgiving.” Romans 14:14 says “nothing is unclean in itself”. 
(NAS)

This is the reason...

…why in the Bible, a whole book is devoted to the beauty of 
the body and the enjoyment of sex in marriage (Song of 
Solomon): it is pure!

…why there is the call in the Old Testament to sound the in-
struments and to dance: it is pure!

…why there are biblical passages (e.g., in Proverbs) encourag-
ing us to enjoy the fruit of the vine: it is pure!

…why Paul commands us to eat anything sold in the meat mar-
ket (including meat that has been offered to idols) without 
raising questions of conscience, for, “the earth is the Lord’s, 
and everything in it.” (1 Corinthians 10:25, 26; Psalm 24:1). 
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…why Paul refuses to let highly religious people reduce Chris-
tian spirituality to a religion of ‘do this’ and ‘don’t do that’: “They 
forbid people to marry and order them to abstain from certain foods, 
which God created to be received with thanksgiving by those who be-
lieve and who know the truth. For everything God created is good, and 
nothing is to be rejected if it is received with thanksgiving, because it is 
consecrated by the word of God and prayer” (1 Timothy 4:3-5).

Practice-Play #4: Look behind the action and see what is in 
your heart. Here we return to the cement mix of your spiritual 
foundation; to the idea of being gospel-driven. What is your motive 
for wanting to do or say something? 

Are you acting out of self-righteousness? That means, do you 
want to do something in order prove yourself, to attain a certain 
image, or to please or fit in with others?

Or are you acting out of the gospel? In that case, you will do 
something, having placed your identity in the righteousness of 
Christ and the accepted standing it gives you with God. You will 
remind yourself in any given situation, that you do not need to 
prove yourself. You want to do what is right because it reflects the 
righteousness of Christ that has covered you. You want to do some-
thing (like go to the football stadium with Stephan), because it is a 
way for you to enjoy a righteous God and all the gifts he has given 
us to enjoy.

Practice-Play #5: Be on the lookout for how your actions af-
fect others. Paul told the Corinthians who insisted on the use of 
their freedom in indifferent matters, but ended up unnecessarily 
hurting others, “Everything is permissible to me, but not everything 
is beneficial” (1 Corinthians 6:12). That means spiritual maturity 
calls the Christian to think before he acts. He is to discern every ac-
tion with the question of whether or not it is necessary and useful. 
Someone will object, “Hey, I have the right to freely do as I please 
wherever the Bible does not forbid it, don’t I?” The Bible answers, 
“Not everything is constructive. Nobody should seek his own good, but 
the good of others” (1 Corinthians 10:23, 24).
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The more we practice these things, the more we mature spiritu-
ally. Christian maturity is the freedom to use your biblically informed 
mind to make decisions that glorify God, out of motives that honour 
Christ, and are carried out in the fruit of the Spirit (Hebrews 5:11-
14). Let’s take a ‘matter of indifference,’ and put our training with 
the practice-plays to work! Let’s take an issue that in many parts 
of the world remains controversial, regardless what religion you 
belong to: the consumption of alcohol.

You are in a group of people and everyone is enjoying a pint of 
beer. The host of the party has placed a full glass of full-bodied 
stout in front of you as well. You have never drunk beer before. 

As a follower of Jesus your…

 $ …first step is to ask yourself if the drinking of beer is ex-
plicitly forbidden in Scripture. You know that drunkenness 
is mentioned as contrary to God’s character of self-control. 
You know that there are passages in Proverbs that encourage 
the enjoyment of wine as part of merrily enjoying our King 
and Creator God. You have not signed any agreements or 
received any orders to not imbibe, which Scripture would 
command you to honour. You might, therefore, conclude 
that drinking a few sips of beer is not outside of God’s moral 
will.

 $ …second step is to check your conscience. If your conscience 
has always sought to bar you from drinking beer, ask yourself 
if this is due to biblical information or due to your upbring-
ing, peer pressure or moralism that characterizes your com-
munity and its teaching. You might, in all fairness, decide 
that your conscience has been shaped by God’s Word on this 
matter, and politely decline the glass of beer. But you also 
might decide in this moment that a more extensive search 
of the Bible has led you to conclude that your conscience 
has been wrongly informed and needs to be informed by the 
broader boundaries of Scripture.

 $ …third move is to ask yourself if beer is innately good. You 
think through the ingredients of beer. You might conclude 
that God is the Creator and Giver of the ingredients which 



Section 3

228

someone has brewed. Beer in and of itself must be pure, and 
Scripture says (Titus 1:15), “To the pure all things are pure”. 
But that is precisely the question: the beer is pure, but are 
you?

 $ …fourth step, therefore, is to look behind the action of drink-
ing the beer to what is in your heart. What is your motive for 
drinking this beer? Is it because you want to ‘fit in’ and be like 
everyone else in the group? Then you would be bowing to the 
idol in your heart that promises you the feeling of security 
if you remain in harmony with the group. Is it because you 
would attain the approval of those in the group or would feel 
grown up or macho? Then you would be bowing to the idol in 
your heart that promises you the sense of significance when 
others signal to you acceptance or desirability. Is it because 
you would like to get drunk? Then you would be bowing to 
the idol of rebellion that promises you happiness by following 
an ethic other than that which reflects God’s holiness. Or do 
you want to drink the beer because you would like to know 
how it tastes; and if it tastes good, you would like to add beer 
to your list of drinks that nourish, satisfy and bring you into 
an enjoyment of its creator?

 $ …fifth step is to celebrate your freedom in Christ. Being free 
means you are free to drink what is pure and good. But you 
are also free NOT to drink the beer, if wisdom would lead 
you to conclude that it is not beneficial.

So before your fingers wrap themselves around the glass’ handle 
and lift the desired ale to your lips ask yourself if this beer is really 
beneficial to you personally? While it is pure and good in and of 
itself, it might be harmful to you. It might add calories at a time 
when your health requires you to seriously limit your calorie intake. 

Consider the fact that Christians around you may be weak in 
the area where you wish to enjoy your liberty. Pulling them into 
your liberty may cause them to sin against their own conscience. 
You may enjoy beer as much as Luther did, but if you know that a 
person in the group is an alcoholic and will take your liberty as per-
mission to down a cool one, and a second one, and then get drunk, 
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that is “causing your brother to fall” (Romans 14:21). The Bible calls 
us to be sensitive toward others, not insisting on our own rights of 
freedom, but looking out for the spiritual well-being of others.

But let’s consider a completely different scenario: Imagine, the 
host of the party has served everyone beer, but none of the people 
around the table think kindly of Christians swallowing the “liquid 
from hell.” To the other guests, anyone who drinks beer is abys-
mally low on the holiness chart. You know that, and you also know 
that you like beer, and are convinced beer is innately pure.

My counsel is, we need to help other Christians stop acting in 
‘matters of indifference’ out of self-righteousness. This is a sticky 
point, I admit. But Jesus abhors any behaviour that is done or not 
done in order to prove “what a good Christian I am.” Where a 
brother hangs his sense of righteousness on how he has decided in 
a ‘matter of indifference,’ he is dabbling in a false gospel. Here we 
must not show tolerance. To paraphrase Luther: If a Christian in 
the group says, ‘I will not drink beer, because I cannot stop with 
just one glass, nor can I resist drinking if other Christians around 
me are drinking, be sensitive and courteous toward your ‘weaker 
brother’ and do not encourage him to drink the beer by your drink-
ing your glass of beer. If he says, ‘I will not drink beer, because 
good Christians do not drink such sinful stuff,’ then out of love 
for that Christian drink 3 glasses of beer in front of him, unless 3 
glasses gets you drunk. Then drink only 2!

 O What’s in it for me?

Decision-making within the will of God makes you FREE!

 $ When you order your life according to the moral will of God, 
following and obeying his commands and prohibitions in the 
Bible, you can be absolutely certain—regardless of what oth-
ers think of you—that you are doing what is right, what is 
healthy to yourself and helpful to others. That’s a wonderful 
freedom with which to handle life’s challenges! Where God 
has clearly spoken, follow his will.

 $ When you trust the sovereign will of God to guide and pro-
tect you, you become free to make decisions and plans in the 
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present and for the future on the basis of what you think is 
good for yourself, good for others and good for the reputa-
tion of the God who runs your life. You can make decisions in 
the confidence that God wants to bless you, he will guide you, 
and he will re-route your path if your good plan was not his 
good and perfect plan (the sovereign will). That’s being free!

 $ When you confront a matter that is in the grey zone, use the 
considerations we outlined to decide. You are free: free to be 
yourself, free to do what is good and enjoyable, free to respect 
the opinions and convictions of others, free to look out for 
the good of others, free to sacrifice your ‘right’ so that others 
might not sin. There is a lot of power in that freedom.

So you see:
Christian maturity is the freedom to use your biblically informed mind 

to make decisions that glorify God, out of motives that honour Christ, 
and that are carried out in the fruit of the Spirit.

For anybody who thought that living within God’s will was as 
simplistic as compartmentalizing everything and everyone into cat-
egories of don’ts and do’s, you have done no more than create a 
religion of legalism instead of following a gospel-driven Christian-
ity. It may look like you are building your spiritual house on a solid 
boulder, but I can already hear my sister’s approaching voice:

“Get your butt off that rock, go home where you belong, and 
start to grow up!”
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Toolbox

1. Read Romans 6:15-23 and meditate on each line. Note the 
emphasis – you WERE slave to sin, you ARE slave to righteousness.
What are results of being a slave to sin?
What does living out of the righteousness of Christ do for you?

2. Meditate on Proverbs 28:13, 14. What hidden sins are in your life? 
What would renouncing those sins look like?

3. in our definition of spiritual maturity, we said that our moment-by-
moment decisions are to be carried out in the fruit of the Spirit. The 
‘fruit of the Spirit’ are traits that make up the character of Christ. They 
are the result of the Holy Spirit’s work of reproducing Christ’s character in 
us. Read Galatians 5:19-26, noting the contrast between the acts of the 
sinful nature and the fruit of the Spirit.

4. Memorize the ‘fruit of the Spirit’ in Galatians 5:22-23. One way 
to do that is to bring this list of Christ’s characteristics to God in prayer 
daily, asking him to let these be what characterize your personality and 
decisions.

5. Here is another way to discern the motive in your decisions: James 
3:13-18 lists the characteristics of two kinds of wisdom and ambition. 
Read the passage and learn ‘wisdom from above’ by asking God in 
prayer to instil these characteristics into your decision making processes.
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11 

4th Wall
Carrying Your Cross through 

the Harshness of God
Driving motivation: 

Learning a spirituality of suffering

There is a reason why Joni Eareckson broke her neck at age 
17 and became a quadriplegic for life. 

There is a reason why Joe Pinzka, a wonderful husband 
to Karen and tender father to their one-year-old daughter, was di-
agnosed with sarcoma. There is a reason why we had to watch Joe 
deteriorate within 6 months from a robust 27-year-old to a skel-
eton that looked like something out of a labour camp, until he died 
one Sunday morning. 

There is a reason why the baby son of colleagues received a 
deficient amount of oxygen in the birth process, leaving him per-
manently unable to use his arms and legs.

There is a reason why in 2009, two German girls went to Yemen 
to serve less privileged Muslim families in a hospital. Together with 
a doctor, his wife and four children, the two ladies were kidnapped 
and ruthlessly shot to death by a group of Muslim terrorists. The 
German media jumped all over this case, labelling the two young 
ladies “Christian fanatics” and the Bible school at which they had 
studied “irresponsible” for letting them go to Yemen. There is a 
reason for their martyrdom in Yemen, as well as for their being 
slandered by the German media for their good deeds to Muslims.

There is a reason…

“Why does a good God allow good people to suffer?” This is the 
question philosophers and theologians have wrestled with as long 
as there has been suffering, philosophers and theologians. It is not 
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the purpose of this chapter to answer that question. Atheists, and 
all others who are looking for a reason to justify their rejection of 
God, often use this question as a reason for not believing in him. 
But there is—in the opinion of man—more difficulty in explaining 
the existence of evil without the existence of God than there is ex-
plaining the existence of evil with the existence of God. 

Suffice it to say, Christian spirituality reaches out with both 
hands and holds a particular consideration of reality in each one:

On the one hand is the reality of the fall: man, whom God ethi-
cally created free to choose his destiny, chose a self-centred spiri-
tuality in place of a God-centred life, and through this decision 
brought death into God’s living and life-giving creation. Death 
mastered everything, soiled everything, corrupted everything, 
twisted everything and debased everything, from nature to human 
bodies to human souls to emotions to intellect to relationships 
to thoughts to words and deeds. Nature began to destroy nature 
and to destroy humans, and humans began to destroy nature and 
one another. Death in every possible form has ruined what God 
originally created good. Romans 8:22 analyzes the situation, “all 
creation groans in its bondage to decay.” If you are looking to blame 
anybody for the evils of this world, look no further than our own 
human hearts.

On the other hand is the reality of a great and good God, who 
always has been, and always will be, great and good. Having—in 
his greatness and goodness—created man and woman as the crown 
of his cosmic design, he has responded to man’s decision to rebel 
against him and mar his pristine creation with death, by first prom-
ising a Saviour, then entering into our dark night in the Person 
of Jesus as Saviour, who by his death on the cross died the con-
summate death we had inflicted on the cosmos, and through his 
bodily resurrection from the dead gained mastery over the final 
enemy, and turned back the clock (as C.S. Lewis has said), so that 
the hope we have, as we groan presently for liberation from the 
presence of death, is to “wait eagerly for our adoption as sons, the 
redemption of our bodies” (Romans 8:23). We have this hope within 
us, because we know that while evil is bad, God is good, and while 
evil is strong, God is stronger yet, and is, therefore, able to turn 
evil to good.



Chapter 11: 4th Wall

235

“Why does a good God allow good people to suffer?” I am quite 
aware that both realities I just summarized for you will not com-
pletely satisfy your longing for an answer. I am also aware that no 
theologian to date has satisfactorily solved the impenetrable mys-
tery of why a great and good God could allow the entrance of evil. 
But the purpose of this chapter is to try to get to the bottom of a 
more specific question, namely, what meaning there might be in 
the suffering of those who follow after Jesus. What role do pain, 
sickness and death play in the life of a disciple of the Suffering 
Servant?

There are two things I would like to state:

 $ If you are a follower of Jesus, the Suffering Servant, you will 
more than likely be in for more suffering on this side of eter-
nity than non-Christians.

 $ If you are a follower of Jesus, the Suffering Servant, there are 
numerous glorious and redemptive reasons why you suffer as 
much as you do.

 $ The fact that I have just referred to Jesus our Master as the 
“Suffering Servant” gives us a hint of where the answer to all 
our suffering lies: In Jesus himself! It is absolutely essential 
that we stop right here, and drop a mental anchor precisely 
at this location. 

Jesus, the Suffering Servant, is the reason his followers suffer!

A true Christian spirituality listens to the disciple Peter: “Be-
loved, do not be surprised at the fiery ordeal among you, which comes 
upon you for your testing…but to the degree that you share the sufferings 
of Christ, keep on rejoicing…but if anyone suffers as a Christian, let him 
not feel ashamed, but in that name let him glorify God…Let those who 
suffer according to the will of God entrust their souls to a faithful Creator 
in doing what is right.” (1 Peter 4:12-19 NAS).

A true Christian spirituality takes into account the example and 
words of the apostle Paul, who describes walking in the power of 
the Spirit on the way to great glory as the clop-clop-clop of four-
legged creatures, bleating in frustration every time the farmer forc-
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es them closer to their bloody end: “For God’s sake we are being led 
to the slaughter all day long” (Romans 8:36, quoting Psalm 44:22).

There is a mystery involved in following Jesus. Do you hear those 
slow steps of a sober funeral procession? It is the redeemed, those 
whom Jesus purchased for God at the cross. They are marching to-
wards death. Their heads are bowed. Psalm 116:15 (we mentioned 
this verse under the cornerstone of God’s pleasures) pictures God 
over this sad parade with a look of pleasure on his face: “Precious 
in the sight of the Lord is the death of his godly ones.” (NAS) Mysterious!

Yet precisely here—standing with Jesus, the Lamb of God, at a 
cross-shaped butcher block—we sheep discover the meaning of our 
own dark moments of pain, suffering and frustration. Every form 
of righteous suffering into which every follower of Jesus enters, is 
a following after Jesus into his death. It is part of our union with 
Christ in his cross.

There you have it! That’s the reason! Our union with Jesus.
While the sufferings of people outside of Christ are merely the 

prelude to their entry into an eternity of the worst kind of suffer-
ing, the follower of Jesus “carries on his body all day long the death 
of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus might be revealed through our lives” (2 
Corinthians 4:10). United to Jesus by faith, “the sufferings of Christ 
flow over into our lives” (2 Corinthians 1:5).

Francis Schaeffer commented in True spiriTualiTy that the 
Christian life is a pattern of re-doing the stages of Christ’s life: 
serving others…going down to death …lying in the grave…ris-
ing up again…serving others…going down to death…lying in the 
grave…rising up again…serving others…going down to death…
lying in the grave…rising up again…and again…and again…No 
wonder Paul prayed for himself that he would experience Christian 
spirituality the way it normally functions: “That I may know him, 
the power of his resurrection, and the fellowship of his sufferings, being 
conformed to His death” (Philippians 3:10 NAS). 

For the Christian there is meaning in suffering. Every time! 
Following Christ means taking up your cross
The profound French theologian Calvin, though controversial, 

was a gentle pastor who loved his people deeply, and felt for them 
in their harsh experience with life and religious persecution. There 
was generally much suffering in Europe at that time, and many who 
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belonged to the movement of the Protestants, as did Calvin, suf-
fered additionally under the fury of the Roman Catholic Church. 
Serious physical ailments, accompanied by horrible pain, sidelined 
him at times. Then there was the death of his 1-year-old son, Ja-
cob, followed by the sudden death of his wife, Idelette. Life for the 
Genevan pastor was filled with the realities of insult, opposition, 
embarrassment, extended family tensions, fatigue and loneliness. 
Calvin worked himself to the bone, seeking to assist Protestants in 
prison, counselling multitudes of parishioners, preaching pastoral 
application from the Bible every day at St. Peter’s, plus founding 
and teaching in a school whose academic reputation became a 
magnet to children from everywhere.

Maybe it is his own experience with life’s deepest sorrows that 
is the reason he gave great focus to one of Jesus’ more poignant 
sayings about Christian spirituality: “If anyone wishes to come after 
Me, let him deny himself, and take up his cross, and follow Me” (Mat-
thew 16:24 NAS).

Whether it is sickness, abuse, poverty, loss or persecution for 
one’s faith, there are reasons why the Holy Spirit baptizes us daily 
into Christ’s crucifixion, by having us carry our own cross in Jesus’ 
name. In his famous work, The iNsTiTuTes of The ChrisTiaN re-
ligioN1, John Calvin lists several reasons. We can learn from him:

1. When you carry a cross,  
you can personally realize how close God is to 
you and how strong his arms are under you 
We very quickly develop pride in our own abilities. We overes-

timate ourselves. We become self-sufficient, forgetting that “our 
greatest comfort in life and in death is that we are not our own but belong, 
both body and soul, to our faithful Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ”2. 
Therefore, God shoulders us with burdens, through which he gra-
ciously holds before our eyes how fragile we are. Problems are like 
a needle in the balloon of our self-sufficiency. They take the air out 
of the lie that we can be self-made men and women who design 
our own destiny. Suddenly confronted with our inherent weakness 
and our inability to secure for ourselves a life without problems, 

1 Especially Book 3, section 8.
2 heidelBerg CaTeChism #1.
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conflict or illness, we are cast upon the grace of God. Only when 
we find ourselves in situations that show us our weakness, do we 
discover how insufficient our own strength is and how sufficient 
God’s grace is (2 Corinthians 12:7).

Calvin saw Simon the Cyrene as an illustration of the Holy Spir-
it. That’s the guy who stood with his sons in the crowd, watching 
Jesus lug that 2-ton cross and begin to stumble under its weight. 
In the spur of a compassionate moment, Simon lunged out of the 
crowd to Jesus, grabbed hold of the sacred wood and put his shoul-
der under it, giving Jesus needed relief. When we are feeling our 
fragility under the weight of suffering, the Holy Spirit comes to 
us as the Heavenly Comforter and helps us carry the load (John 
14:16). You do not see his shoulder, nor do you hear his footsteps 
next to your own. But someday you will look back at that awful 
time of suffering and will realize that the only reason you were able 
to come through it is because the Spirit of God was there. 

“God is faithful, who will not allow you to be tempted beyond what 
you are able, but with the temptation will provide the way of escape also, 
that you may be able to endure it” (1 Corinthians 10:13 NAS).

2. When you carry a cross,  
you can experience God’s faithfulness
When you have been suffering for awhile and have stayed close 

to God, you come to realize better than if you had never suffered, 
that God has kept and is keeping all his promises. When you feel 
forsaken by others you learn that God has not forsaken you, that he 
has not stopped loving you. Even if you become angry at God and 
forsake him, even if you accuse Him of having forsaken you in your 
suffering, the holy character of God remains constant: “When we 
are faithless, he remains faithful, for he cannot deny himself” (2 Timo-
thy 2:13 NAS).And so Jeremiah calls out in the middle of his lamen-
tation, “Great is Your faithfulness!” (Lamentations 3:23).

Honestly, this is the only reason why I am still a follower of 
Jesus: not because I have been consistently faithful—I have been 
terribly unfaithful numerous times—but he has been consistently 
faithful to me, in that he has been faithful to his promise to let 
nothing separate me from his love (Romans 8:38) or snatch me 
from his loving hold on me (John 10:28).
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Pastor Calvin comments that every time you come through a 
trial with the recognition of how faithful God has been to you, it 
strengthens your faith and prepares you for the next crisis in your 
life. The God who has proven himself faithful will always remain 
faithful at remaining faithful.

3. When you carry a cross,  
God tests your patience
God tests us to prove the authenticity of our faith. God tested 

Abraham, the father of our faith, by telling him to sacrifice his son, 
Isaac, on an altar on Mount Moriah (Genesis 22). Once it was 
clear that Abraham was willing to go to any lengths to remain faith-
ful and obedient to God, God intervened and would not allow the 
knife in Abraham’s hand to plunge into his son.

The apostle Peter teaches us, “In this you greatly rejoice, even 
though now for a little while, if necessary, you have been distressed by 
various trials, that the proof of your faith, being more precious than gold 
which is perishable, even though tested by fire, may be found to result in 
praise and glory and honour at the revelation of Jesus Christ” (1 Peter 
1:6, 7 NAS). The pressures of life put the squeeze on us. What comes 
out shows the substance of what is inside. True and saving faith is 
a gift from God (Ephesians 2:8), and God has injected into saving 
faith patience and perseverance. They are ingredients of authentic 
faith. Only when we are carrying our crosses, does the beauty and 
reality of God’s gracious gift of faith come to full expression.

4. When you carry a cross,  
you learn to obey God
When you have been turning in one particular direction every 

day for many years, you need something that will help you develop 
a new pattern and turn in the opposite direction. Suffering teaches 
us to give up our old ways and seek God’s new direction for us. 
King David, who throughout his life had to live with the painful 
consequences of the adultery he committed (he had sex with Bath-
sheba and when she got pregnant, had her husband murdered and 
married her to make it all look right), wrote, “Before I was afflicted 
I went astray, but now I keep your Word” (Psalm 119:67 NAS). If God 
only ever gave us easy days, only ever gave us what we wanted, 
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only ever held frustrations away from us, we would become lazy, 
spoiled and presumptuous in our relationship to him, just like a 
child who always gets from his parents what he demands. It is no 
surprise, therefore, that God gives us trials which make us more 
disciplined soldiers in spiritual warfare, and more ready to obey the 
commands of our Leader. By putting a bridle in our mouth, our 
Owner transforms us wild horses into useful stallions, who obey 
by trotting in the direction he wants to steer us. Afflictions are the 
bridle in our mouth.

5. When you carry a cross,  
you learn to pray
Most of us are terrible at praying. The root of this is our self-

sufficiency, our arrogant belief that in most situations of life we 
can do something in our own power. When God takes away your 
crutches of self-reliance by taking away your health or your money 
or a meaningful person, you are cast upon him alone. Instead of 
leaning on your flimsy crutches, you now cling to God. You recog-
nize how very much you are dependent on him for everything. You 
begin to cry to him. You plead with him. Then, when you realize 
that his strength alone is what is carrying you through the hard 
time, you begin to thank him. When you see that something sweet 
is developing through the hard experience you have come through, 
you begin to praise him for his faithfulness, his sovereignty, his 
mysterious ways, his love, his salvation. Suddenly you realize: you 
have developed an intimate relationship with your heavenly Dad in 
prayer. These moments of deep communion in prayer become so 
precious to you, that you plan to enter into them even when life is 
going well. Prayer becomes a way of life. 

6. When you carry a cross,  
you enter into Christ’s “suffering 
for righteousness’ sake”
Following after Jesus means turning the hateful deeds done to 

Jesus onto yourself. In this way, we are deeply united with him. It 
may be that you are defending God’s truth against Satan’s lies, or 
that you are seeking to protect the innocent or stand up for what is 
right. If in such situations people belittle you, curse or reject you, 
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even threaten to take away your job, your family, your possessions, 
your freedom or your life, “consider Him who endured such opposi-
tion from sinful men” (Hebrews 12:3). Jesus told us that when we 
are persecuted for being his followers, we are “blessed” (Matthew 
5:10). The blessing lies in this, that we are running on the very 
same track on which Jesus ran, toward the very same finish line that 
he crossed victoriously.

If you are “in Christ”, then anything that is done against you 
is done against Christ. It has the opposite effect in heaven as it 
does on earth. Are you being persecuted in that your possessions 
are being taken from you? Christ is increasing the real and eternal 
treasure for you in heaven. Are you being chased from home and 
family? Christ is preparing a place for you in heaven. Are you being 
rejected? Your roots of security and belonging are growing deeper 
into Christ. Are you being physically tortured? The bloody stripes 
on your body are the marks with which God brands you as his very 
own sheep (Galatians 6:17).

Some 50 years after Calvin’s death in 1564, Richard Sibbes 
made the same point in his sermon, “The Secret Presence of 
Christ.” The London preacher and scholar pointed out how Jesus, 
being present with us in every trial, turns every suffering, in the 
very moment it occurs, into a treasure waiting for us in heaven. 
Here is how Sibbes put it: “God’s people are gainers by all their losses, 
stronger by all their weaknesses, and the better for all their crosses, what-
soever they are.”

Martyrdom is not something we seek. But it will in some form 
or another mark the person who faithfully follows Jesus. Those two 
young German ladies followed Jesus to Yemen out of love for the 
Muslims there. When they were ruthlessly shot to death, Jesus re-
ceived them by placing a victor’s crown on their heads (Hebrews 
12:2). You couldn’t see it because it happened in the other reality, 
the one that is unseen to earthly eyes but someday will be fully 
revealed. Then you will also see and receive all that your losses on 
earth will have gained you for eternity.
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7. When you carry a cross,  
God is preparing you for an eternity with him
Every person longs for happiness. In searching for it, we allow 

ourselves to be blinded by the empty glamour of riches, power, and 
the acknowledgment of others. God knows how quickly we settle 
for those things. We are easily deceived. Consequently, the Father 
allows his own children to experience wars and upheavals, theft 
and poverty, sickness and disease, the disappointment of a difficult 
spouse, the infliction of hurts by our children, and the death and 
loss of dearly loved ones. These crosses put this present life into 
perspective for us. They show us how temporary everything is. The 
best of goods and possessions in this world are like smoke that 
blows off into nothingness with the mere shifting of the wind. But 
who of us would ever be able to tear himself away from the world’s 
offerings, and start for the place where our true citizenship lies, if 
in this exile in which we are, we experienced nothing but continu-
ous bliss?

Suffering whets our appetite for heaven, where that bliss is to 
be had.

Years ago, I taught a class in Cuba. Every morning and after-
noon, 140 Cubans would gather to study the Bible’s teaching 
about God. Then late afternoons, 3 of us, another Bible teacher, 
a Cuban lady and I, went to the city’s outskirts to visit the poor. 
That is when I met Ernesto. This 70-year-old man lived with his 
40-year-old mentally challenged wife and 12-year-old daughter 
in a three-room wooden shack with mud flooring. There was one 
bedroom for all three, consisting of two single mattresses. The only 
other thing the 12-year-old girl had in the way of furniture was a 
carton next to her mattress, which she used as her dresser for the 
few clothes she had. The kitchen had a few sticks in the middle of 
the room that served for a fire. The bathroom was a bucket that 
was filled daily from the nearby creek, so that the three could pour 
water over themselves and take a shower.

Through the translator, I spoke with Ernesto. We talked about 
life, its hardships and disappointments, about his wife who could 
not speak, and his daughter who longed for a university education 
and had no hope of ever getting one. We talked about God, about 
Jesus who had become Ernesto’s Saviour and about the church 
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to which the family walked 7 kilometers every Sunday morning. 
While we talked, a smile was on Ernesto’s worn face. I asked him 
how he could be happy in the midst of his misery. The old saint 
pointed to the sky and said, “Very soon it will all change. I am go-
ing to go to my real home, because God has promised it to me.”

That’s a wide-lens perspective! “Therefore we do not lose heart. 
Though outwardly we are wasting away…our light and momentary 
troubles are achieving for us an eternal glory that far outweighs them 
all. So we fix our eyes not on what is seen, but on what is unseen. For 
what is seen is temporary, but what is unseen is eternal” (2 Corinthians 
4:16-18).

Suffering teaches us to smart build our 
lives and to ask smart questions
Remember Bonhoeffer saying that the Christuswirklichkeit—the 

reality that Christ has paid it all, has risen, and is currently Lord 
over all—is the only reality that really is real? When we suffer, God 
is taking us deeper into the Christuswirklichkeit. In uniting us to 
the sufferings of Christ, God is showing us things about ourselves, 
about himself, about this world and about eternity that we other-
wise would not learn. Think about the person for whom everything 
always remains as desired, the person who can keep everything in 
a box, controlled and predictable. Would not that life be lived su-
perficially?

Calvin’s point is that sufferings take us into the challenges of re-
ality. We learn to navigate through the debris of a fallen and ruined 
world. We even begin to see good things we would have missed 
if bad things had not happened to us. For example, a number of 
parents were interviewed recently by a magazine.  All of them had 
been pregnant with special needs children, but although most had 
been counselled to abort, none did so, and all testified that their 
child, with all the challenges (even death in early infancy in a few 
cases), had opened the parents’ eyes to beautiful things they other-
wise would not have seen.

That is why God does not want us, in the face of suffering, to 
scream accusingly, “Why, God?” or arrogantly, “Why me, God?” 
When we react to suffering as if God were being unfair toward 
us, we blaspheme God by making us out to be his judge, instead 
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of the other way around. We also prevent ourselves from learning 
lessons God wants us to take from the suffering he places on us. 
Suffering is a course in the school of discipleship, through which 
we learn lessons we otherwise would never learn. Instead of “Why 
me, God?” our inquiry should be, “What, God, do you want to 
teach me through this?”

 $ Do you want to teach me how small I am and how great and 
mighty and powerful you are? (the lesson Job had to learn).

 $ Do you want to show me that every decision I make and ac-
tion I take has consequences, and you want me to learn to 
think twice next time, before doing what led to this painful 
experience? (the lesson David had to learn).

 $ Do you want me to learn that no matter how successful I am 
in what I do and how recognized I become by my peers, I can 
only do what you enable me to do and only be what you make 
me to be? (the lesson Elijah had to learn).

 $ Do you want me to learn to rely on your grace for the strength 
I need to take the next step? (the lesson Paul had to learn).

 $ Do you want to break me of my self-righteousness? Do you 
want me to learn humility and become the meekest person 
on earth? (the lesson Moses had to learn).

“It is good for me that I was afflicted, that I may learn your statutes” 
(Psalm 119:71 NAS).

Every moment of suffering is the opportunity to ask the right 
question, in order to grow in wisdom regarding God’s ways with 
us.

Don’t run and hide from suffering
Just as there are right ways to look at suffering, there are wrong 

perspectives and teachings:

 $ Suffering is not something the Christian seeks for himself. 
Suffering is not an end in itself. We do not suffer because 
there is virtue in suffering.
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 $ Suffering is not a reason to develop a “martyr complex” or 
a “victim mentality.” In our attitude, we are not to take on a 
defeatist mentality, but to live in the triumph of Christ’s res-
urrection and the confidence it gives us for tomorrow.

 $ Suffering does not add to our salvation, nor is it a means 
whereby we can win God’s favour. Every hermit’s self-inflic-
tion of pain or monk’s denial of pleasure for the sake of gain-
ing the approval of God has had no saving value and is a 
denunciation of the doctrine of grace.

With these safeguards in place, it is essential to note that no 
Christian is exempt from the honour of entering into the fellow-
ship of Christ’s sufferings. “For it has been granted to you on behalf of 
Christ not only to believe on him, but also to suffer for him” (Philippians 
1:29). When you decide to follow after Jesus, you decide to take up 
a cross daily.

Suffering calls for emotional expression and honesty
Stoicism is the philosophy that denies the reality of pain. It is the 

religion of pretending. But pretending is not a Christian response 
to suffering, not if suffering is part of the Christuswirklichkeit. Pre-
tending that it does not hurt is pretending to be strong when God 
wants you to be weak. God created us with emotions, and feelings 
are the voice of the soul. They tell us what is going on deep within. 
When our emotions ‘talk’, we need to listen to them.

Many of us have been taught, directly or indirectly, to silence the 
voice of the soul. Everything from the parent’s rebuke, “Oh, stop 
crying like a baby!” to a friend’s advice to “just grin and bear it,” 
teaches us to deny that we are in pain. Worse yet are the clichés, 
“It’s not going well? Maybe there is sin in your life,” or, “Hon-
our your mother and father, so don’t you ever criticise me again!” 
These kinds of statements encourage the person in pain to not ad-
mit his pain. They ingrain in us the unchristian idea that it is wrong 
to get angry, to feel frustrated, to be hurt, to sorrow, to weep.

Consequently, we learn to stuff away our emotions. We have to 
struggle daily with the drunken parent, the abusive father, the per-
fectionistic and unbearably strict mother, the unaffectionate and 
disappointing spouse, the suffocating and legalistic church com-
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munity, the ridiculing peers, the tragic loss of someone or some-
thing special…and always the message sounds: Stuff away your 
emotions! So you put a stranglehold on your feelings. The pain 
just lies there, smothered and handcuffed in the corner of the soul, 
whimpering for you to acknowledge it. But you are afraid to feel 
pain, afraid to admit pain, afraid to express pain. You have been 
conditioned to think the pain will hurt you, judge you and destroy 
you. You try to dampen the pain through alcohol or drugs, shop-
ping binges or overeating, anorexia or bulimia, or gambling, inde-
cisiveness or control-freakishness, promiscuous or abnormal sex, 
seething bitterness and angry words or violent actions. Then you 
pass your unhealthy way of handling pain on to your children, who 
pass it on to their children. It’s a downward spiral.

The beauty of our Redeemer is that he stepped into this down-
ward spiral to bring to our whole person the liberation we long for 
(Romans 8:23). That includes setting free your emotions! Here is 
how to apply his redemption of your emotions:

 $ Ask the Holy Spirit to help you move into your emotions and 
understand what emotions are there (you could begin with 
praying Psalm 139:23, 24). Name the emotion. As you do 
so…

 $ Stop differentiating between positive and negative emotions, 
as if only positive emotions are godly and negative emotions 
ungodly. All emotions are valid, because all emotions find 
their holy and redemptive parallel in God. Both Old and New 
Testaments testify to the fact that God feels wrath and anger, 
joy and laughter, love and compassion, regret and sorrow and 
jealousy and hatred. Learn to see ALL emotions as having a 
godly origin (before the fall twisted them into self-centred, 
self-serving emotions). All are part of our original created 
selves.

Look at Jesus! Gentle, mild and patient, he angrily calls the 
self-righteous Pharisees by some very harsh names (Matthew 23). 
Then he manhandles the money changers out of the temple, hurl-
ing the tables and religious ornaments through the air behind them 
(John 2). Do you remember your Master in the Garden of Geth-
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semane, how his soul was in the absolute deepest agony over the 
cross he was about to carry? Calvin says, “If we condemn emotional 
expressions of sorrow or anger, hurt or frustration, what shall we do with 
the reports of the gospels, that our own Lord’s body trembled, as he threw 
himself on the ground, wept before the Father at the sight of the cross, and 
wet the ground with his bloody sweat drops. He was in such agony! We 
are not called to be rocks that cannot be moved, but souls that follow Jesus 
into the tears of sadness, insult, rejection, pain, and abuse”.3

So: freely and safely acknowledge every emotion you feel!

 $ Now analyze the elements that surround your emotion. Ask 
yourself what gave rise to this emotion. Ask yourself what 
in your past is associated with this emotion. What does the 
emotion tell you that you believe in? Does that emotion speak 
about justice, because injustice was done? Does that emotion 
speak about faithfulness, because betrayal toward you was 
committed? Does it speak about dignity, because someone 
was devalued or treated like an object?

 $ Take your emotion before God in prayer. Tell him your emo-
tion and why you feel the way you do.

 $ Now do the God-centred thing: Look at the same emotion 
in God, be it compassion, hate, jealousy, regret, joy or sor-
row. Compare—what kinds of things would give cause for the 
emotion in God’s case, and how does that compare with what 
gave rise to the same emotion in your case? Are you angry 
for the same reason God gets angry? Are you rejoicing over 
something God would rejoice about? Are you weeping over 
the same kinds of things Jesus wept about? Do you feel hurt 
for the same reason God would feel insulted? 

 $ Ask God to help you align your emotions with his emotions. 

If God would have reacted differently than you did, ask God to 
forgive you for your selfish reaction. Ask him for help to express 
your feelings as he does.

If God would have reacted the same as you did, give vent to that 
emotion in a manner that is constructive to others, that is forgiving 

3 iNsTiTuTes, III.8.9.
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toward the wrong-doer, and that exhibits the fruit of the Spirit. In 
this way, even your emotions—as a very important part of your be-
ing—become Christ-like.

Is there really a reason for carrying a cross?
In February 2007, an email arrived from our colleague, whose 

son had been deprived of oxygen at birth: “Yesterday we brought our 
baby home. Finally, after 8 weeks in the hospital, we can begin to live a 
relatively ‘normal’ life…We continue to pray for healing, and trust God 
for what he will bring our way. We love our son, and are very blessed to 
have him as our son. This little guy has created so much joy for us, and 
in this short time we have learned more through this extraordinary trial 
than we could have in an entire life of ordinary happenings. God is so 
good.”

Honestly, I still do not understand why Joe Pinzka suffered so 
severely from cancer and died so young. Many of us were horrified. 
Joe’s wife, Karen, was deeply distraught. However, the way Karen’s 
grieving church community came around her and cared for her 
little daughter became a testimony to many in our town of the 
power of God’s love. Then tall and handsome Donn decided that 
Karen and her baby needed some “special attention.” The wedding 
that followed, a new dad for a kid who needed cuddling, the ad-
ditional two children, the happy home life…all gave evidence that 
life with God has some painful seasons followed by times of great 
blessings, that carrying your cross leads to a resurrection of sorts, 
that weeping may last for the night, but joy comes in the morning. 
That is much better than going through painful seasons without 
God or hope!

It has been decades since Joni Eareckson Tada had the terrible 
diving accident that left her a quadriplegic. Her well-documented 
life has included seasons of wrestling with God. Recently she ac-
knowledged in a book that things are not getting easier but harder 
for her, as her bones are beginning to crumble under the weight 
of quadriplegia for so many years, and cancer has added to her 
bodily woes. But she is keeping her focus on Jesus. In this way, her 
ministry to handicapped children, called Joni & Friends, and her 
multitudinous talks, seminars and books, have brought to a bat-
tered and bruised world of hurting people hope and comfort and 
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love for God whose plan A for our lives, as Joni recently wrote, is 
always “good and loving.”

Many years ago, Joni released an album of songs. The music ex-
pressed her emotion about living life in a wheelchair, with no part 
of her body able to move except her mouth and eyes. One song 
moved me so deeply in 1987 that I wrote down the words. I am 
glad I did and that I can share them with you now:

Joni’s Waltz
“Though I spend my mortal lifetime in this chair, 

I refuse to waste it living in despair,
And though others may receive gifts of healing, 

I believe that he has given me a gift beyond compare:

For heaven is nearer to me, And at times it is all I can see
Sweet music I hear coming down to my ear, 

And I know that it’s playing for me.
For I am Christ the Saviour’s own bride, 
And redeemed I shall stand by His side.

He will say ‘shall we dance’, And our endless romance
Will be worth all the tears I have cried.

I rejoice with him whose pain my Saviour heals, 
And I weep with him who still his anguish feels,

Earthly joy and earthly tears are confined to earthly years, 
But a greater good the word of God reveals

For heaven is nearer to me…
In this life I have a cross that I must bear, A tiny part of Jesus’ death I 

can share,

When some day I lay it down, He has promised me a crown
To which my suffering can never compare.

For heaven is nearer to me…”

There are a lot of unanswered questions and plenty of mystery 
in our sufferings. But one thing is crystal clear: Every form of righ-
teous suffering into which a follower of Jesus walks like a sheep, 
bleating in frustration and about to be slaughtered, is a following 
after Jesus into his death. It is part of our union with Christ, an 
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aspect of our being identified with our Saviour, the Suffering Ser-
vant. We go through every cross down into a grave and back up to 
a resurrection…through a cross down into a grave and back up to 
a resurrection…through a cross down into a grave and back up to 
a resurrection…through a cross…

…until the final resurrection, and then it is all glory forever.
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Toolbox

1.Memorize Matthew 16:24 and 2 corinthians 4:10-11.

2. is God’s way with his children harsh? Sometimes it definitely feels 
that way. Read and meditate on Job 27:2; Psalm 38:1-3.

3. Read Psalm 66:8-12 and 68:18-20. What do you think, is the 
distinction many people make between God giving us bad experiences 
and God allowing (permitting) bad experiences a correct or false one?

4. in this chapter the basic premise we pursued was that Jesus is the 
reason his followers enter into (his) sufferings. 

 • Read Psalm 69. What indications in this Psalm are there, that 
king David’s expressions of suffering are somehow tied in with the 
suffering Jesus underwent for us (and David)?

 • Read Acts 9:1-5. How is the connection between the persecution 
of Jesus’ followers and the persecution of (the ascended) Jesus 
expressed?
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5. Meditate on Hebrews 4:14-16

6. our own suffering prepares us for effective ministry: 2 corinthians 1:3, 4. 
How?

7. For more reading:

 • Nancy Guthrie, ed., Be Still My Soul: Embracing God’s Purpose and 
Provision in Suffering. Wheaton, Illinois: Crossway, 2010. I highly 
recommend the book I referred to above as containing Joni Eareckson 
Tada’s perspective, in that it also contains brief chapters on the topic 
of suffering by some of the most noteworthy authors in the history of 
Christian spirituality.

 • Randy Alcorn, If God is Good: Faith in the Midst of Suffering and Evil. 
Portland, OR: Multnomah, 2009. Alcorn asks the questions many ask 
about God and suffering: Is God a sadist? Does the problem of evil and 
suffering really disprove the existence of God?  Alcorn argues, that what 
we may have, is God already restraining 99% of evil and suffering that 
could happen and would happen if there were no good and sovereign 
God. If God were to eliminate any one evil, the result might be worse. 
Maybe the child’s disability leads him and his parents to become servant-
hearted rather than self-absorbed. I.e. pointless suffering may have a 
point we don’t see. Example: abortion pandemic. Apparently useless, it 
does reveal the breadth of human selfishness and people have come to 
Christ because of aborting their baby. Alcorn writes: “It is all speculation. 
We will never know, at least in this life, why so many have died so young. 
At some point we need to return to two basics: the Old Testament 
teaching in Job and other books that God is much wiser than us, and the 
New Testament teaching that God did not watch from a distance but took 
on extreme suffering Himself two millennia ago.
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Section 4

We are here to change the world. 
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12 

The Ceiling
Doing the Mission of the 

Smart_Builder_God
Driving motivation: 

The practice of a public spirituality

I walked into Starbucks for a late-afternoon jump start to my 
drained battery. As the young lady behind the counter asked 
how she might help me, I was totally oblivious to the clothes 

I had on.
“A tall Caramel Macchiato, please.”
“So how are you going to change the world?” the lady with a 

long blond ponytail on the other side of the counter asked, while 
her eyes were glued to the cash register.

I was taken off-guard by her question, and for a second my brain 
went into overdrive, trying to figure out what she might mean. 
Then my head popped downward and I saw the white writing on 
my blue T-shirt. I had been given this shirt as an honorarium a 
few years earlier by one of the Christian campus organizations, for 
whom I frequently spoke at the University of Toronto. 

“Oh, this...yeah…well, hmmm, I would like to change the world 
by letting as many people as possible know that in 33 AD, some-
thing happened that completely changed the world forever and 
changes it for each one of us today: the resurrection of Jesus. Like, 
if he really resurrected from the dead three days after he died on 
the cross, then he really is God and powerful and able to change 
anything in our lives that has died.”

As I paid for my coffee, I asked in return, “So how are you going 
to change the world?”
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Quick as lightning the lady responded with a smile, “I am going 
to change the world by serving coffee to people who are changing 
the world!”

I am sure that the Starbucks lady felt she wasn’t in an ethical 
position to have a conversation about spirituality with me. She was 
being paid to serve people coffee, and there were other custom-
ers and co-workers standing around. Religion is not something a 
secular society deems publically discussable, and people with mes-
sages on their shirts like the one I had can be considered fanatical 
and dangerous to the public equilibrium.

But the reality is: we are here to change the world! The Latin 
words missio Dei were coined in 1952 at a world missions confer-
ence in Willingen, Germany. They mean ‘the mission of God.’ The 
intent of these words was to set a certain fuzzy and sometimes 
misrepresented reality into the clearest of lights: History, all of his-
tory, and every aspect of history, is His-story. It is God’s story of 
seeking, saving, and rebuilding a creation that is lost and in ruins. 
That means that missions is not—or certainly should not be—an 
arrogant and imperialistic forcing of one’s ideas and way of life on 
another culture. Instead, it is God—out of grace and in his holy 
love—pursuing people’s hearts in the many various cultures he 
created, appreciates, respects and preserves.

You will notice that I said “rebuilding a creation that is lost and 
in ruins”. The missio Dei cannot be confined to evangelizing the 
souls of men and women. It goes much further. Missio Dei has to 
do with all that has fallen under the curse of sin and groans for its 
liberation (Romans 8:22, 23). God is on a grace-crusade to liber-
ate every aspect of creation, to engage with, even fight for Paradise 
Lost until it has fully become Paradise Regained. Everything that 
is still undergoing decay, whether men, women and children; mas-
culinity and femininity; nations and races; the environment in all 
of its many facets; world economies; social issues, politics; educa-
tion; medicine–, God has it all in view.

Missio Dei: God is on a mission to change the world
Hebrews 3:1-6 describes God’s mission in the picture we 

painted at the outset of this book: He is building himself a house. 
Strictly speaking, the house of God is not bricks and mortar with 
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a steeple on top, but a household, a family. To the Jewish recipi-
ents of the letter to the Hebrews, this would not be a new con-
cept. Already in Numbers 12:6 in the Old Testament, we see Israel 
presented as the household of God. But with the New Testament 
house, God is building something even better, something much 
bigger and far more international. It is an enormous house, span-
ning the globe, filled with a tremendous diversity of people, a great 
variety of styles and the many languages, dialects and skin colours 
of the world. It is the unity of nations that the United Nations has 
wanted to create for years. Since God dwells in this house and this 
house is part of his story, it is the house that celebrates Jesus as its 
true Lord, orients itself to his Word, unites itself around his cross 
and experiences ongoing transformation through his Holy Spirit 
and his resurrection power.

The New Testament defines this household as a big family. There 
are ‘brothers’ and ‘sisters,’ the older people are called ‘fathers’ and 
‘mothers,’ and when they usher people into this household of faith, 
those new entries are called ‘sons’ or ‘daughters’ of the ‘fathers’ 
and the ‘mothers’ who ushered them in. I have been in this family 
long enough that I am a ‘brother’ to many and a ‘father’ to a few. 
Like any family, including my own in which my older sister called 
me ‘stupid’ when I sat on a rock with a loaf of bread, there are spats 
in the family of God that have to be worked through and resolved. 
But we are a family. To many people, it is the only family they have.

Sandy Scott is a friend of mine. Susan and I were part of a 
home fellowship group that met regularly in Sandy and Melody 
Scott’s condo in downtown Toronto. It was a wonderful group of 
people; some of us were very new to Christian spirituality, oth-
ers of us long-time adherents. Two members of the group lived 
in a bad neighbourhood of the city in the simplicity of lifestyle 
that bordered on poverty. One woman was terribly sick with a life-
threatening tumour on her spinal cord. One man could not see 
straight. Some of us were white, a few were brown and some were 
somewhere between white and brown. We met every Sunday eve-
ning for potluck supper, worship, laughter, serious Bible study and 
prayer for our city and one another. I was the pastor of the church, 
but Sandy was the pastor of this home fellowship group.
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I will never forget a speech Sandy gave one evening. It was a 
spontaneous expression Sandy made at the end of yet another 
wonderful and harmonious evening. As usual, Sandy expressed 
his heart in tears. Here is how I remember it:

“Before you all go, Melody and I want to tell you how very impor-
tant each one of you is to us. I am—what many would call—a loser. I 
was educated by one of the best universities in North America, had a de-
cent marriage and family and a great career ahead of me, but as you all 
know, I became an alcoholic and lost everything. For years I lived and 
slept along the railroad tracks. My wife understandably divorced me, 
my children were embarrassed by me, and all of them hated me. I was 
a homeless man for so long and so completely lost in a world of booze, 
mindlessness and unconsciousness, that all connections to my family 
were severed. Some years ago God met me in a deep and profound way. 
Through a man, who sought me out at the railroad tracks, God over-
whelmed me with his irresistible grace. He pulled me from my grave. 
Like a miracle he healed me from my addiction. He led me to Melody, 
who was equally broken from an abusive relationship. God brought us 
into a deep and personal relationship with Jesus and with each other. 
Maybe you have noticed that we can hardly keep our hands off of each 
other. We are at the age of 60 enjoying a passionate marriage, and that is 
the reason why by 9:30 tonight you will all have left our condo. But the 
truth is, I basically have no family. My ex-wife is remarried and wants 
nothing to do with me. My children think of me as an embarrassing mo-
ment in their lives, and ever since they heard that I am passionately in 
love with Jesus, they think of me as more than an embarrassment—they 
think of me as a fundamentalist idiot. I have no family. So here is what 
I want to say:

You are my family. You are my sons and daughters, my brothers and 
sisters. When we eat, talk and laugh together Sunday evenings, I think, 
‘This is like the happy meal time a Christian dad loves to have with his 
kids.’ When we pray for each other I think, ‘This is like kneeling with 
your sons and daughters at their beds and praying together before they 
go to sleep.’ When we sit and discuss the harsh realities of our lives, like 
Joe’s poverty or Martha’s tumour, my heart leaps with the thrill that 
I—like a dad—am privileged to discuss in honesty and vulnerability 
with my children, how God would lead us and heal us and change us 
through our circumstances.
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You are my family. You are the only family I have, and you are the 
best family I could have asked for, because we are so real and authentic 
with each other. When we are finished being family on this side of eter-
nity, our family life together will go on and expand vastly on the other 
side of eternity. I am absolutely thrilled and deeply thankful to God for 
you, my dear family.”

The guy who couldn’t see straight had tears rolling down his 
cheeks, identifying with much in Sandy’s story. We were all deeply 
touched by the reminder that our home fellowship group func-
tioned as a ‘home’ to Melody and Sandy. Melody led us in a prayer 
of thanks to Jesus for this mystical expression of grace and truth he 
was building in the middle of urban skyscrapers. In fact, Jesus is 
the whole reason this family even exists and continues to be built. 
Hebrews 3:1 calls Jesus God’s “apostle” and “high priest”: “Holy 
brothers, who share in the heavenly calling, fix your thoughts on Jesus, the 
apostle and high priest whom we confess.” The word “apostle” means 
“sent out”, similar to the meaning of our word ‘missionary’. Before 
there were Jesus’ 12 apostles, and then a wider body of so-called 
‘apostles’ (Romans 16:7), there was God’s one great Apostle. 

Let’s look at a few important aspects of Jesus’ apostleship:

Jesus was APPOINTED to be God’s Apostle to us
Hebrews 3:2 describes him as having been “appointed” by God. 

This appointment takes us back into eternity past. There is a hint 
of this in Hebrews 2:11-13, but other passages in the Bible refer 
to an agreement between Father and Son as well, such as Psalm 
2—to where a covenant of redemption is made within the Trinity. 
What was this unbreakable commitment they made to each other? 
It was that the Father would send the Son (John 8:16, 18)—as 
Jesus would describe it—to “do the work of Him who sent me” (John 
9:4). This is crucial for understanding the missio Dei: Jesus’ work 
was intricately and inseparably tied to the Father. He did not come 
with his own agenda. His task was to mirror the ongoing work of 
God. Jesus imaged on earth the very thing the Father was doing in 
the heavenlies. His words, while his own, were the words the Father 
was speaking at the same moment. His deeds, though completely 
the result of his movements, were the actions of the Father. His life 
and character was the exact replica of the Father’s, so that if you 
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wanted to know who God is, what he is like and how he functions 
you can look to Jesus and find it there (see John 14:7-11). Jesus 
carried out in the visible, earthly realm what the Father was secur-
ing and sealing forever in the heavenly realm. 

Jesus TESTIFIED about God as God’s Apostle to us 
Jesus referred to his mission as “testifying” or “giving witness” 

to the work of the Father (e.g., John 3:11). He specifically said on 
numerous occasions, that his purpose was not to ultimately direct 
people to himself but to be the Father’s revelation to us (cf. John 
1:1, 14). Not only did his words echo truth and grace (John 1:17) 
as found in the Father, not only did his works point to the sover-
eignty, power and mercy of the Father, but his character of integri-
ty, compassion and joy revealed the holiness, love and pleasures of 
the Father. To that end, Jesus was anointed and empowered by the 
Holy Spirit to enter into the work the Father had sent him to do.

Jesus OFFERED HIMSELF as God’s Apostle for us
This aspect of his apostleship is described in Hebrews 3:1 with 

the second designation of Jesus: “high priest.” The Old Testament 
understanding of a priest was someone who stood before God on 
behalf of the people and prayed for them. Even more—and I think 
this is the emphasis in Hebrews—he brought a sacrifice to God. A 
Hebrew high priest would slay a lamb, lay it on the altar and offer 
it up to God as a sin-offering, praying for the forgiveness of the 
nation’s sins, and sprinkling the blood on the people standing by.

This is how Jesus accomplished his apostolic mission. As our 
priest he made a sacrifice of a perfect lamb to God, crying out, 
“Forgive them!” But the startling thing about Jesus was that he, 
the priest, carried himself as a lamb to the altar. He offered up 
himself, sprinkling his people with the blood that cleanses us from 
all unrighteousness.

God is on a mission! He sent Jesus as a priestly apostle into 
the world in order to build himself a beautiful house. Hebrews 
3:6 celebrates this grand building project of God: “And we are 
God’s house, if we keep our courage and remain confident in our hope 
in Christ.” (NLT)
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Missio Dei: We are partnering with 
God to change the world
Jesus is the head of the house which we are. As his life blood 

mystically flows from his headship to us, we, the occupants of the 
house, “share in the heavenly calling” (Hebrews 3:1). This is not an 
invitation to participate in the mission of God; it is an announce-
ment that, as a matter of fact, we do. It is not an option given to 
those who follow Jesus and confess his name; it is the reality into 
which confessors of Jesus have been transferred. We see this specifi-
cally in that the very things that are said of Jesus’ apostleship are 
said of ours. Due to our union with Jesus, his apostleship is shared 
with us and carried out by us.

You are APPOINTED to be God’s apostle to the world
Like Jesus was the ‘appointed’ one of God (Hebrews 3:2), so 

God’s children are referred to in the Bible as ‘appointed’ or ‘elect’ 
or ‘called out.’ We need to be careful and discerning at this junc-
ture: being ‘the called out ones’ or ‘the elect’ does not make Chris-
tians the elite, nor does it mean some kind of removal from the 
world. It means we have been taken out of the world, fused into 
Jesus and sent back into the world to impact the world with the 
character, words and deeds of Jesus. Along these lines, a significant 
missiologist of the 20th century, Leslie Newbiggin, made the radi-
cal claim that mission has at its core the doctrine of election. This 
may startle you at first, but read what one of Newbiggin’s students 
wrote in a magazine about his professor’s understanding: 

“I discovered that his entire missiology revolved around that idea. 
God’s people are elected to join in God’s mission to call others to God 
in keeping with the Abrahamic calling, ‘blessed to be a blessing.’ There is 
therefore a dual purpose: God wants to reconcile people to himself, but 
also to reconcile people to each other. The election of individuals cannot 
be separated from God’s election of the church: we are elected to be God’s 
missionary people. The church is, by its very nature, missional.

This has two major implications. First, the church, not the individual, 
is the basic unit of evangelism. A community that lives out the truth of 
the gospel is the best context in which to understand its proclamation…
Second, the unity of the church matters to the mission of the church. Dis-
unity undercuts the gospel of reconciliation that we claim to bring to the 
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world…Whatever we need to do to help this generation to hear the gospel 
(John 8:16, 18), we need to do it together.

As Newbiggin wrote, ‘I have been called and commissioned, through 
no merit of mine, to carry this message, to tell this story, to give this 
invitation. It is not my story or my invitation. It has no coercive intent. 
It is an invitation from the one who loved you and gave himself up for 
you. That invitation will come with winsomeness if it comes from a com-
munity in which the grace of the Redeemer is at work.’”1

The force of this is staggering. Let’s consider several implica-
tions: 

1. You are an apostle of God
If you have decided to be a follower of Jesus, you have no choice 

but to be a missionary.
This explains why Scripture not only describes Jesus, the ap-

pointed (elect) One, as God’s mission-partner, but every follower 
of Jesus, as well. 1 Corinthians 3:9 calls us ‘co-workers with God’, 
who are being built into ‘God’s building.’ That means we are not 
only the object of God’s mission, but we are simultaneously build-
ing partners with God in his home-expansion project. Just as Jesus 
did not come with his own agenda, neither do we carry out our 
own. We carry out his, mirroring—as Jesus did—God’s character, 
words, and works wherever we are.

For that reason, we are identified as ‘witnesses’ of our Lord. 
Jesus said, “You will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon 
you, and you will be my witnesses” (Acts 1:8 NLT). Again, to witness of 
Christ is not an option for a follower of Jesus. It is our calling! It is 
our identity! Clear and simple! For this reason Jesus said. “Who-
ever acknowledges me before men, I will also acknowledge him before my 
Father in heaven.  33 But whoever disowns me before men, I will disown 
him before my Father in heaven.” (Matthew 10:32, 33).

2. The unity of the household community matters
There are many who decry denominations. To be sure, I, too, 

am discouraged with denominations that have come about by 
church splits or hot-headed behaviour. But all in all, I think de-
nominations are a good thing. They are—simply put—the mani-

1 Krish Kandiah, in ChrisTiaNiTy Today, January 2010, p. 47.
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fold expressions by which this world-wide house of God seeks to 
stress the many sides of truth. If it takes four gospel accounts to 
stress the various sides of Jesus, why not many denominations to 
stress the multitudinous aspects of God?

What we desire is an end to the divisive spirit of denomination-
alism! Otherwise, our apostolic witness of Jesus will continue to 
suffer badly.

Allow me to take the situation of the German church as an ex-
ample of what shows the need for reformation within Christian 
spirituality everywhere. In Germany, as in other countries, we have 
various histories of ‘various churches’. We have the history of the 
state church—both Protestant and Catholic—with its gradual de-
cline since the late 19th century. There is a certain arrogance with 
which many pastors in the German state church operate, namely 
the attitude that the true church of Germany is the state church, 
and that all other expressions of church outside the German state 
church are of lesser quality or even illegitimate. Meanwhile, the 
free churches of Germany, with their own history, exhibit a similar 
arrogance, and for the most part have sought to distance them-
selves from anything liturgical that would remind one of the state 
church.

I know that similar sparring between church bodies goes on in 
other countries, as well. But I would ask the question: Is it possible 
that in God’s mind there are many forms of church and worship, 
ALL of which are valid applications of biblical ecclesiology? If so, 
we are instructed in Scripture not to draw bold lines between the 
one and the other, while declaring our particular version of church 
as the one closest to the truth. Instead, we are called to enjoy our 
denomination’s tradition and emphasis while being respectful and 
grateful for all other ‘expressions of church.’ More, we should join 
with other expressions in cooperative ministries that bless the city. 
Yet more, we should point people who wish to enter the household 
God is building to an expression of church we think will best fit 
their point of development, instead of unthinkingly bringing them 
to our own. And by all means, we should be praying for each other, 
Free Churches asking God to bless state churches that are holding 
true to his Word, state churches requesting of God to bless the city 
through the local free churches.
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Such a show of unity is a vibrant apostolic witness before the 
unchurched world to the Trinity of God (John 17:20-23). When 
the world sees such diverse forms of worship yet one world-wide 
church, and such diversity of people, races, styles, emphases and 
historical traditions, but one unified household God, it can start 
to make sense of the Trinity, which is a diversity of three Persons 
in one Godhead.

Unity is the strategy the builder of the house had in mind for 
his missio Dei.

“And we are his house!” (Hebrews 3:6)

3. Only churches that are gospel-driven 
can fulfil the apostolic mandate
Those steeped in a legalistic sub-culture and a fundamentalist 

attitude may look good to their self-righteousness, but they are no 
good to the world. Quite the opposite!

Winsomeness toward the world does not come by compromise 
or accommodation. It arises out of a gospel-driven spirituality in 
the heart, which in brokenness recognizes that…

In and of myself I am more sinful 
than I ever dared to believe, 

but 
in Christ I am more loved and accepted 

than I ever dared to hope.

Gospel-driven churches will not see the lost and pagan person 
as a threat to the church’s holiness, but will find a reflection of 
the sins of the lost and pagan person in his own heart. Church 
members will not see themselves as better than the lost and pagan 
people “out there”, but as privileged to be “sharers in the heav-
enly calling” (Hebrews 3:1), honoured by the presence of non-
Christians and welcoming toward all who wish to search out the 
unfathomable riches of Jesus. After all, it is only by grace that 
the Christian’s poverty-stricken soul has received a filling of the 
Christ-treasure himself. 

As the church engages with the unchurched in grace and love, 
while holding on to holiness and truth, it is fulfilling its mission to 
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the world. Churches that are not gospel-driven need to stop play-
ing church, because they have stopped participating with God in 
his mission, the missio Dei.

4. The church is by nature missional
One of the phrases of Bonhoeffer that has stuck with us is 

“Kirche für andere,”2 the church for others. The point this 20th 
century church reformer was making bears even more weight 
when we remember that he was making the point while many in 
the church had capitulated to the Nazi pressure of its time and 
were turning a blind eye to the abuses and persecution heaped on 
people, instead of protecting them. Bonhoeffer actually found the 
inspiration for being the “church for others” in a late 19th century 
German theologian. He furthered the point by underlining that 
Jesus had come for ‘others,’ that he was for ‘others.’ He was, in fact, 
for everyone who felt a need for God out of recognition of his own 
spiritual bankruptcy. 

That could be—and was—the poor and the rich, the housewife 
and the prostitute, the business man who uses the prostitute, the 
upstanding citizen and the convicted pervert, the alcoholic and the 
non-drinker, the homeless and the man who has two homes and 
a butler, and the soldier and the pacifist. The one group of people 
for whom Jesus had no time was the Pharisees who saw themselves 
as ‘having arrived’ spiritually, as spiritually healthy and as good 
enough for God. Jesus was not for such, he was ‘for others.’ The 
church that follows its Lord Jesus, is present for ‘others’ (“Für-
andere-Dasein”). It is, therefore, by nature outward-looking. In 
representing the Jesus-for-others, it becomes the ‘the church for 
others.’ It becomes missional! It fulfils its biblical mandate, wheth-
er Old Testament or New, to take care of the poor, the orphans and 
the widows in distress, because “this is pure and undefiled religion” 
(James 1:27). The church is called to “do good to all” (Galatians 
2:10).

This should not imply that the apostolic role of the church is 
merely doing good to society. The church, in fact, is called to evan-
gelism and social responsibility without prioritizing the one over 
the other or dichotomizing between one and the other. We are mis-

2 Eberhard Bethge, „Was heißt Kirche für andere?” In pTh 58, 1969, pp. 94-105.
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sional in word-and-deed, in character, verbal testimony, and ac-
tions of justice and service. Bonhoeffer’s warning to the church of 
his time and of ours was that if we turn our congregations into a 
“huddle of the comfortable” instead of the church for others, we 
have ceased to be the church of Jesus Christ.

Missio Dei: We are priestly apostles 
who change the world
A new word has been coined in the past several decades, and 

I have made reference to it already: “missional”. It emphasises 
the teaching of Christian spirituality, that neither select people 
nor especially spiritual people are called as missionaries, but that 
every follower of Jesus is called by God to be a missionary; and we 
are not merely called to be missionaries to a distant land—though 
such a calling may well come to anyone of us from God—but we 
are for sure called to be missionaries to our immediate surround-
ings. Wherever God has us living and breathing, we are his priestly 
apostles there with the mandate to change the world. Let us stress 
the point again, that God has not made being missional an option. 
Every follower of Jesus and every local church is, by nature a mis-
sional priestly apostle.

This has monumental implications for living out Christian spir-
ituality in a pluralistic, secular culture. 

The first is this: Christian spirituality is not a privatized reli-
gion. Instead, it must be, by its very nature, a personal spirituality 
gone public. Let’s take up a matter that was already introduced in 
chapter 6. Since the Enlightenment, we have been differentiating 
between secular and sacred. Following Kant, we have placed in 
the so-called lower storey, “objective facts”, things of the “pub-
lic square”, things that are to be taught in our schools, that are 
deemed scientific and empirically verifiable and need no “I be-
lieve” as a preface. In the upper storey, we have placed subjective 
values and beliefs of the private world of ethics and religion.

But thinkers like Francis Schaeffer, Leslie Newbiggin, Corne-
lius van Til, Dietrich Bonhoeffer and a host of others have exhort-
ed us to challenge the 2-storey thinking as a wrong world-view. It 
is irrational and a false compartmentalization. Bonhoeffer’s medi-
tations in prison, that would end up becoming the manuscript 
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for his eThiCs, sounded like this: “All things appear as in a distorted 
mirror if they are not seen and recognized in God.”3 God is not merely 
a religious reality or religious concept. God invented reality, and 
reality can only be seen truly as it exists in God. Nothing exists 
outside his realm. Sound strange? The apostle Paul said the same 
thing to the agnostic philosophers of Athens: “it is in him that we 
live and move and have our being” (Acts 20:28).

Bonhoeffer goes on: “In Jesus Christ the reality of God has entered 
into the reality of this world. The place where the questions about the 
reality of God and about the reality of the world are answered at the 
same time is characterized solely by the name: Jesus Christ (remember 
Bonhoeffer’s concept of Christuswirklichkeit?). God and the world are 
enclosed in this name…we cannot speak rightly of either God or the 
world without speaking of Jesus Christ. All concepts of reality that ignore 
Jesus Christ are abstractions.”4

Excuse me, did a bomb just drop on your world view? Bonhoef-
fer is saying that the world and Jesus Christ are not two realms that 
bump up against each other. Instead, the world can only under-
stand itself if it is sees itself in relation to Christ. Any different way 
of viewing its world is heinous rebellion and complete distortion. 
But God, in his missional grace, is “bringing all things in heaven and 
on earth together under one head, even Christ” (Ephesians 1:10). On 
the basis of this one and only reality, the so-called Christuswirklich-
keit, Bonhoeffer called the Christian to a “this-worldliness.” Not 
allowing for the distinction between sacred and secular, he wrote:

“The Christian is not a homo religiosus, but simply a man…I am still 
discovering right up to this moment, that it is only by living completely in 
this world that one learns to have faith… By this-worldliness I mean liv-
ing unreservedly in life’s duties, problems, successes and failures, experi-
ences and perplexities. In so doing we throw ourselves completely into the 
arms of God, taking seriously not our own sufferings, but those of God in 
the world – watching with Christ in Gethsemane.”5

I think with ‘this-worldliness’ Bonhoeffer was trying to catch Je-
sus’ mandate to not be of the world (we are born of God) but in the 
world (we are ambassadors of God). The church needs to humbly, 

3 Metaxas, p. 469.
4 Ibid.
5 Letter to Bethge, July 21, 1944. Quoted from meTaxas, p. 484.
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yet boldly, enter the public sphere with a persuasive retelling of the 
Christian story. The public sphere is part of the only reality that 
exists. It is also where God exists. In fact, it cannot exist outside 
of God, though it is in rebellion against God. In this one reality is 
also where the church is. In reality she has never been anywhere 
else. The moment the church thinks she is on the fringe or re-
moved, or pretends she should have nothing to do with the culture 
in which she dwells, she is disobedient and following the voice of 
our Enemy, the devil, instead of the voice of her true shepherd.

Since the only reality is God’s reality in Christ, our persuasive 
retelling is not merely telling God’s story as a spiritual option we 
have chosen, but as public truth. Just as a scientist does not pres-
ent his findings as a personal preference, but as something that 
merits universal agreement, we present God’s story as he revealed 
it in and through Jesus Christ. Its public and historical truthful-
ness is confirmed by the resurrection. We do not speak of it as a 
personal preference, but as truth that should gain universal accep-
tance. We commend the faith once given and passed on, with the 
humble admission that we might not have exhaustively grasped 
the truth, but that we have truth that needs to be investigated and 
seriously engaged. 

The second radical implication is this: As witnesses to the truth 
of God in Jesus, the crucified and risen Lord of all, we must learn 
to take on suffering as part of our daily experience. We must write 
over our personal lives: “What cost God everything, cannot be cheap 
for us…

“…Cheap grace is the grace we bestow on ourselves. Cheap grace 
is the preaching without requiring repentance, baptism without church 
discipline, Communion without confession. Costly grace is the treasure 
hidden in the field; for the sake of it a man will gladly go and sell all 
that he has. It is the pearl of great price to buy for which the merchant 
will sell all his goods. It is the kingly rule of Christ, for whose sake a 
man will pluck out the eye which causes him to stumble…Such grace 
is costly because it calls us to follow, and it is grace because it calls us 
to follow Jesus Christ. It is costly because it cost a man his life, and it 
is grace because it gives a man the only true life. It is costly because it 
condemns sin, and grace because it justifies the sinner. Above all, it is 
costly because it cost God the life of his Son: ‘you were bought at a price,’ 
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and what has cost God much cannot be cheap for us…Costly grace is the 
incarnation of God.”6

All of God’s people—every single one of us—are called to ‘in-
carnate the gospel’ through our lives. This means all of us, no 
matter where we live, are called into persecution and suffering. In 
countries where the church of Jesus is growing fast or is under 
tremendous pressure from the state or other religions, followers of 
Jesus are experiencing ridicule and oppression or expulsion from 
their families or are being brutally assaulted and killed for their 
faith. But in the West, and under the subtle sway of secularism, a 
rich part of Christian spirituality has been lost in the privatization 
of faith and the silence of God’s ‘apostles’. We have moved into a 
survival mode, thinking that it is an option for us to believe the 
Christian faith without people around us knowing we are followers 
of Jesus. And many of us ‘Christians’ have swallowed unthinking-
ly the western consumer-mentality so deeply into ourselves—the 
mentality of always ‘needing’ to have a little more, a little better, 
a little faster with as little discomfort as possible—that we think it 
normal to approach the church community as one who owes us the 
satiation of our needs and wants.

This kind of Christian spirituality is impossible! It is cheap grace, 
and what cost God everything cannot be cheap for us. In the book of 
Revelation such spirituality is described as making Jesus so nause-
ated, he vomits us out. Instead, biblical descriptions of Christian 
spirituality sound like this:

“Trouble or hardship or persecution or famine or nakedness or dan-
ger…For your sake we face death all day long” (Romans 8:35, 36). 
“For Christ’s sake I delight in weaknesses, in insults, in hardships, in 
persecutions, in difficulties. For when I am weak then I am strong” (2 
Corinthians 12:10 TNIV).

The challenge of Christian spirituality is for followers of Jesus to 
take up the cross of public and priestly apostleship. The cost of our 
discipleship, work and ministry may translate into mental fatigue, 
physical exhaustion, economic duress, emotional stress, deep bouts 
of discouragement, personal sacrifice for others, sudden interrup-
tions, opposition and criticism (sometimes even from your family). 

6 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, The CosT of disCipleship, New York: Macmillan Publishing, 1977, 
p. 46.
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It may mean having to take a stand for which others ridicule you, 
saying “yes” to what all others say “no” to, and “no” to what all 
others say “yes” to. It may get you beat up, barred from a job, 
thrown off the team. It may get you killed. We must learn that this 
is the norm of Christian spirituality. Anything less is something 
other than true spirituality. 

In no way should this be interpreted as a call to rabid funda-
mentalism, intentional martyrdom, a politicized version of Chris-
tianity, or obnoxious or strange behaviour on street corners. It is 
simply a challenge for a robust faith and authentic spirituality: 
What Jesus experienced as God’s priestly apostle to us, cannot be 
different for Jesus’ priestly apostles to the world. 

Practically speaking, what does it look like to be missional?

1. You ARE a priestly apostle in the world
 You testify to the beauty of Christ through your Christ-like 

character. Your integrity, ethical values and priorities mirror to the 
world who Jesus is in his grace and truth.

We used to have cultural exchange students live with us. It was 
a great way for our daughters to learn to appreciate other cultures, 
and for us to share with others the happiness of our family. Most 
of our visitors were Japanese or Korean. One Japanese girl, Yako, 
on the first evening of her stay with us was confused when we all 
took hands at the dinner table to give thanks to God for the food. 
Yako asked us in very broken English what it means to pray. Susan 
simply explained that prayer is when we talk to God.

“God? What is that?” That is how six delightful weeks with this 
19-year-old girl began. She had never heard of God, and had no 
concept of what God is. Over the ensuing weeks we had a few 
conversations about God, but not many. Mostly she just watched 
us, listened to our prayers, and enjoyed our family life. And we 
laughed a lot together. At the end of her stay with us, we all drove 
in silence to the meeting place where the group of cultural ex-
change students was to be driven to the airport. As we stood in 
the parking lot waiting, Yako cried. Just before she turned to climb 
into the bus, she tapped my wife on the chest and said, “I believe 
there is a God. I saw him in there.”
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One way we testify to Jesus in the world is through our character.

2. You are WHERE you are as a priestly apostle
If God calls you to another country to serve him and the people 

there, go! But the fact is that every Christian is an apostle wherever 
he or she is.

We are apostles to our city. We live in the city to love the city, 
pray for the city, and do good in the city.

We are apostles to our neighbours. As we share with them 
through hospitality how good God has been in our lives, as we 
serve them in kindness and goodness, and treat them with a char-
acter that expresses the fruit of the Spirit, we let them know that 
God is calling them into the blessing of his love.

We are apostles to our growing network of non-Christian friends. 
We are intentional about being in places where we can move into 
the lives of people who do not know God, build relationships and 
naturally express through character, words, and deeds of compas-
sion, the God who has inhabited our lifehouse.

3. You DO what you do as a priestly apostle
This applies to your occupation. In German we have a helpful 

distinction between Beruf and Berufung. The former word means 
‘career’ or ‘occupation’, the latter word means ‘calling’. In English 
we have the word ‘vocation’—‘career’ as a derivative from the latin 
vocare, ‘to call.’ Your career is your calling. Your Beruf is not an end 
in itself, but the means God has given you to fulfil your Berufung. 
We are apostles to our workplaces. Where we work is the mission 
field to which we are called. We impact supervisors, fellow work-
ers, customers, clients and patients through character, deeds, and 
conversations that point people to the holiness and love of God.

It also applies to Jesus’ mandate to ‘love your neighbour as your-
self,’ by serving people in need. As individuals and churches, we do 
deeds of mercy and compassion, as we move into people’s lives and 
serve them at their point of need.

My father taught me this when I was a young boy. He regularly 
drove to the other side of town to pick up Herr Grünewald who 
lived on the outskirts of our city in a cardboard shack he had built 
for himself. Dad, an educated theologian, brought this smelly man 
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home, personally bathed him, then had him eat at our table and 
enjoy our family. My dad was a priestly apostle to an utterly des-
titute man.

One of my daughters taught me this also. When she saw a 
homeless man lying on our front lawn taking a nap, she made a 
peanut butter and jelly sandwich and took it out to him. That was 
being a priestly apostle to the ‘neighbour’, the next person in need.

While our kids were growing up, it was our custom at Christ-
mas time to ask ourselves, “What will we give Jesus for his birth-
day this year?” One year we purchased warm socks and filled them 
with many different necessities for teenagers who live on the street 
in the cold winter. On Christmas day we drove around the city and 
gave gifts to Jesus: What you do unto the least of these, you do unto 
me, he taught us, so we looked for those many considered the least 
of these. A 17 year old homeless teenager ended up driving home 
with us and eating a sumptuous Christmas dinner with us. That 
gave us the opportunity to allow the young man to experience a 
family where the children were not called demeaning names or 
beaten up. For me it was the only Christmas meal I have never 
forgotten!

Remember the nightmare of a house we purchased in Toronto? 
It was big enough that we eventually built a separate apartment 
in the basement. That is where our exchange students lived. That 
is also where we were able to house Cuban refugees. Many years 
ago, Susan and I were able to take a vacation in Cuba. It was 
God’s way of placing his burden for the Cuban people and coun-
try on our hearts. When word got out about our love for Cubans, 
the telephone started ringing: would we take this or that Cuban 
couple that had just fled from the oppressiveness and poverty of 
the Communist rule there? It became a wonderful way to share 
our home and food, our love and family with delightful people 
who had lived in fear and poverty.

I have given you just a few small examples of how we, who have 
followed Jesus into the world he has come to save, can express our 
apostolic identity. But mercy, compassion and justice are equally 
the domain of the church. Whether it be trained church members 
ministering regularly to people dying of AIDS, giving shelter to 
refugees, visiting immigrants and caring for them, going weekly 
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into poor neighbourhoods and doing an after-school-program for 
children, working at freeing prostitutes from the slave trade they 
are caught in, cleaning up trash in the neighbourhoods, or what-
ever it is, the church is God’s elect bearer of hope and joy, peace 
and love to the city. Under the leadership of a team of deacons, 
who provide training, encouragement, prayer support and follow-
up, church members move into and sacrifice themselves for their 
surroundings as God’s priestly apostles.

4. You SAY what you say as a priestly apostle
What if we were to adopt a lifestyle in which talking about God-

in-our-world was our normal, everyday way of conversation? Since 
God-in-our-world is the only reality that really exists, what would 
it be like if we turned our public conversation into conformity with 
that reality?

We would spontaneously remark about the greatness of God by 
giving him credit for good things that happen and we would do 
it as if the bystanders would view the content of our remarks as 
obvious.

We would point to the costly grace of his mission through the 
life, cross and resurrection of Jesus, wherever and whenever we find 
ourselves around people of a different outlook, and we would do 
it with no worry about the consequences we would have to bear.

We would enthusiastically share with a friend about the latest 
bit of transformation the Holy Spirit has caused in our lives, and 
we would do it with the attitude that we, ‘the chief of sinners’ (1 
Timothy 1:15 NKJ), need all the transformation we can possibly ex-
perience.

We would turn to the person in distress, and courteously ask, 
“Would you like me to pray for you right now?” and we would 
thank him for his honesty if he said “no!”

Missio Dei: a different way of measuring success
Years ago a campus organization asked me to lead a discovery 

group at the University of Toronto, much like the one I was to 
lead a few years later in Frankfurt. The organization appealed to 
Christian students at the university to come and bring their stu-
dent friends. For six weeks in a row I showed up in a classroom 
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on campus ready to discuss. The group was hardly a success, cer-
tainly nothing worth mentioning in a book! Only one Christian 
young man came to most of the meetings. The other 1-3 people 
who came were different people every time, so that any kind of 
continuity was lost. I wasn’t sure if I needed to change to a differ-
ent deodorant or if I had lost my ability to interact with people the 
age of my children or what precisely the cause of this discouraging 
development was. But I was discouraged!

Weeks after the discovery group had run its 6-week course I 
was sitting in one of the libraries at the university, when one of the 
student leaders of the campus organization spotted me.

“Hey, Dr. Beck, great to see you. I have been wanting to con-
nect with you and tell you that I am really sorry that I could never 
make it to any of the discovery group sessions. How did it go?”

Something happened to me in that moment. Normally I would 
have lamented how poorly things had run on the basis that few 
had come and that nobody had shown interest in giving their life 
over to Jesus. Instead, the Holy Spirit reminded me of a passage 
from the Bible, and I came out with a response that even surprised 
me: “I think we could call it a success!”

“That’s cool! Tell me about it!” he said with a wide smile.
I then referred to the Bible passage that had just registered in 

my head: “Thanks be to God, who always leads us in triumphal proces-
sion in Christ and through us spreads everywhere the fragrance of the 
knowledge of him. For we are to God the aroma of Christ among those 
who are being saved and those who are perishing. To the one we are the 
smell of death; to the other, the fragrance of life” (2 Corinthians 2:14-
16). Then I said, “I think I successfully stank up the classroom to 
the glory of God every time.”

The young man’s smile had noticeably faded as I recited the 
verses, and with my last sentence it was completely gone. With 
a troubled look he asked, “But how is being a smell of death to 
people a success?”

“Well,” I started thoughtfully, “I can see how it glorifies God if 
students attend the group and decide against him and with that 
decision seal their destiny of eternal death.” 

“What?” The student could not believe his ears.



Chapter 12: the Ceiling

277

I tried to explain my thoughts, “I think what Paul is driving at in 
this passage is that every person will stand before God on the Day 
of Judgment, including every student who came to our discovery 
group and decided against following Jesus, and who will eventually 
die without ever changing that decision. At the judgment seat, God 
will say: ‘why did you not give your life to him who gave his life for 
you?’ The student will answer something like, ‘hey God, I did not 
know that I was supposed to.’ God will answer, ‘You are without 
excuse! In 2001 you sat in a classroom at U of T and heard that 
in Jesus I had made my way to you to bring you the way to me. 
You decided against my way. Since I am just, I must give you what 
you have decided for: an eternity without me!’ No accusation can 
be made against God for giving the student for all eternity what 
the student freely decided for. In fact, the bystanders around the 
judgment seat will applaud God for being so fair with everyone, 
not forcing his ways on the student but giving the student what 
he always wanted. The justice of God at the judgment seat will be 
vindicated by the decision the student made in 2001. It means that 
my ‘smell’ glorifies God’s justice in the end.”

I admit, the student looked shocked. He said, “But how could 
the student know in the discovery group that Jesus was the only 
way God was enabling the student to come to God?”

“How much clearer can God speak than through a resurrec-
tion?” I reflected.

“Well, I guess if you see from the perspective of what it does for 
God,” the startled student responded.

“But that is just the point,” I went on. “Everything we do, we 
do from the perspective of what it does for God. Naturally, every 
person goes at something with the question: what will it do for 
me? I have lived my own life for many years this way, searching for 
my own significance in large and impressive numbers and results 
with which I could wow people. But if we start there, we will be 
quickly disillusioned. We will have to consider our lives as having 
brought us very little. But if we do everything from the perspective, 
‘whether smell of death or aroma of life, what is it doing for God…
did it glorify God in some way or another,’ then we always end up 
getting something out of our actions. We will end up feeling that 
somehow it was a rewarding experience.”
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I was as startled over my thoughts as the student from the cam-
pus group was. Maybe I surprised myself how thinking about my 
apostolic mission from the perspective of God’s glory, allowed me 
to see what the world would call ‘failure’ as ‘success.’ The measure 
of success is in our own faithfulness in mission—whoever we are, 
wherever we are, whatever we are doing—as being unto the Lord. 
God is glorified by the results, even if the world would measure 
those results as failure.

 O What’s in it for me?

 $ The thrill of experiencing the power of the gospel when 
it changes people through YOUR life:  When your testi-
mony through character, words, and deeds has been instru-
mental in pointing someone to God and to the experience of 
becoming a spiritual house inhabited by God, you feel ab-
solutely elated. It is not pride, or getting all puffed up about 
an ability to impact others. Instead, it is the amazement over 
God’s power to change lives through little you; it is a shar-
ing in the dance that the angels do in heaven when God has 
once again brought someone into his house and enlarged 
the family.

 $ The thrill of giving generously to others: Giving comes 
in many forms. The reason the Bible says, “It is more blessed 
to give than to receive” (Acts 20:35) is because God’s Word 
knows our hearts. We are wired by God in his image, and 
that means that we naturally love to give. We naturally love to 
share; we naturally love to sacrifice for the good of someone 
else. Our sinful me-centredness into which we have fallen 
has defaced all that naturalness and twisted it into self-con-
sumption and selfish self-preservation. But as an archaeolo-
gist gently brushes away the dust from the colourful pieces 
and glues them together into a beautiful vase (whose lines 
of brokenness are always visible), God’s supernatural salva-
tion restores the naturalness of the self. That is why giving, 
sharing and sacrificing starts to feel so good! It is the real me 
expressing itself.
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Since giving generously is so foreign to the me-centred self, God 
sought to give his people in the Old Testament a guideline for giv-
ing. He expected them to regularly give 10% of their belongings 
(called a ‘tithe’) to the priests to cover their daily needs. Since the 
new covenant is a bigger, better, more spiritual covenant, the New 
Testament sets the guideline for giving even higher. We are called 
to give freely and as we are able. That means, the more God gives 
us, the more we give to others. We give generously and liberally. 
We give to others in faith that God will give us every day our daily 
bread. We take pleasure in God the Giver by feeling the pleasure 
of giving.

When that happens, our lifestyle changes:

 $ We are no longer driven by materialism, the philosophy 
that the experience of things can satisfy our deepest longings. 
Instead we are driven by the vision expressed in the Lord’s 
Prayer, “Your kingdom come.” Our desire in life is that the 
benevolent rule of God find its clear expression through what 
we do with what we own. Our goal is no longer possessing a 
comfortable home but sharing the comfortable home we pos-
sess…no longer amassing wealth and things and a big bank 
account to live like kings and queens but to ask ourselves how 
our wealth and money could express to someone what a lav-
ish Giver the King of kings is. The goal is not simply to give 
10% of our income to our church community as a weekly 
offering but to increase our giving with every pay raise or 
unexpected income we receive.

 $ We make modesty our standard of living but not of giv-
ing. This is not to say that God frowns on wealth. He doesn’t! 
But he does frown on self-consumption. The wealthy are just 
as important in the kingdom of God as the poor. In fact, the 
wealthy have a very special and envious opportunity. My wife 
calls it ‘financial freedom,’ and encouraged me years ago to 
set it as a goal in our marriage. ‘Financial freedom’ is not hav-
ing so much that you can buy whatever you want. It is to have 
as much as you need to cover basic expenses plus enough 
over and above that to regularly help others have enough to 
cover their basic needs.
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‘Financial freedom’ is what I see in my friend Igor, who lives 
with his wife Mary in Frankfurt and could be a wealthy banker, 
but who doesn’t accept promotions, the accompanying pay raises 
and increased hours of work, so that he has more time to enjoy his 
wife, raise his three children and help his church community ac-
complish some vital ministries to the city.

‘Financial freedom’ is what I experience in my physician-friend 
Michael, who years ago was so deeply touched by the gospel of 
grace when his personal life was in ruins, that since then he has 
been volunteering his weekly day off at a shelter for street youth in 
Toronto, providing them with free medical care and counsel.

‘Financial freedom’ is what I witness in my sister, who with 
her husband moved into the financial and economic despair of 
Reykjavík, Iceland. They took on a huge financial risk in buying a 
house while many were losing theirs, in order to come alongside 
a country that was rocked heavily by the financial crisis, and to 
move into the lives of the people who feel helpless and hopeless.

 If we were to look at the lifestyles of these people, we 
would characterize them as ‘fairly modest’. They would also tell 
us that they are content with life and deeply gratified by the con-
tribution they are making toward others.

 $ We trust God for our daily needs. A high-powered finan-
cial advisor in Toronto once encouraged a group of us Chris-
tians: “Give away a little more than what you can afford to 
give away, so that you are ‘forced’ to trust God for your daily 
bread.” I don’t think she was telling us to be reckless or ir-
responsible with our money. Her point was that many of us 
have so much that we do not need to trust God for things. 
Or at least we tell ourselves that we have no cause to be anx-
ious about tomorrow and no cause to make requests to God 
(Philippians 4:6, 7), because the paycheque tomorrow is se-
cured. But if you give away a little more than you can afford 
to give away, you will start praying to God daily to ‘give us 
this day our daily bread.’ It seems somehow Jesus envisioned 
that for us in the Lord’s Prayer. The financial advisor’s point 
was: “Giving more than you ‘can’ is the easiest way to learn 
faith.”
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Think about it: What would it look like if you started acting 
generously toward others by giving to people in need and to your 
church a little more than you can afford to give? What things could 
you give away? How much would you give? 

 $ The thrill of knowing that your life is leaving an eter-
nal legacy for others: You may never know on this side of 
eternity what your legacy is. But if you are living for Jesus as 
a priestly apostle in this world, you will most definitely leave 
one.

Watkin Roberts was born in 1886 in Caernarvon, Wales. As 
a young man, he studied law and medicine and could have had 
a great career in either. Against the advice of the Welsh mission 
board, he went to India in 1908 as a medical dispenser. His heart 
was overwhelmed with a burden for the vast unevangelized areas 
of India. After reaching Manipur, in northeastern India, and after 
several days of trekking over hills and steep mountain passes, he 
arrived at the Mizos people, located in southwestern Manipur. It 
was a dangerous region of 40 tribes, many of them headhunters. 
The religion of the region was spiritism.

A woman in Wales had sent Roberts 5£ to cover personal needs. 
Because he felt he had none, he purchased Gospels of John, trans-
lated by his Indian coworker, Dala, with the money. He sent the 
Gospels to chiefs in the northern parts of the Lushai hills. Most 
people in the region were illiterate, but many chiefs could either 
read or had personal readers. In each copy of the Gospel of John, 
Roberts attached a note that he was willing to come and serve the 
people as the chiefs saw fit.

Little did he know that he would be seen as the personification 
of a legend from the history of the Mizos: a man with an important 
book would arrive and he was to be received as a great teacher and 
the book was to be believed and followed. Another tradition of the 
Mizos prepared them for the gospel of Jesus. Civil war ruled among 
the savage tribes, and usually over the issue of territory. Whenever 
one tribe wished to make peace with the enemy, the chief would 
beat a drum three times loudly from the top of a mountain. If the 
neighbouring tribe was willing to enter into a state of peace, its 



Section 4

282

chief would hit the tribal drum from its mountain top in response. 
Then the heads of the tribes would meet at the boundary line for 
a bloody ceremony: The chiefs would slay animals and spray the 
blood along the boundary line between the two tribes, establishing 
peace, peace at a cost.

As the chiefs read the Gospel of John, they learned about Jesus, 
sent from God to become our ‘lamb of God’ (John 1:29, 36), who 
was slain for our sins and whose blood, applied at the moment 
of personal faith in Jesus, cleanses us and forever demolishes the 
boundary line between two warring tribes, us and God. The chiefs 
saw in the gospel of Jesus the ultimate fulfilment of their tradition 
of peace making, and in the Gospel of John they saw the realiza-
tion of the legend about the book that would show them the way 
to God.

Late in 1909 four persons from Senvawn carried the Gospel 
of John back to Watkin Roberts, with the following message: “Sir, 
there is no one to teach the children; no one to help us. Will you come 
and tell us about God and establish work in our midst?” Government 
officials strongly advised Roberts not to go. Those were dangerous 
jungle people, and their words could not be taken at face value. 
Roberts responded that he needed to go, “even at the risk of my 
own life.”

Roberts, age 22, headed off with Dala and a third man, Dr. 
Peter Fraser, for whom Roberts worked. Roberts was warmly 
received by the headhunters, who affectionately called him ‘Mr. 
Youngman’. For the next two years, the three men travelled 
through the region, explaining the gospel and organizing seminars 
to teach the other books of the Bible. A number of families com-
mitted themselves to Jesus.

In 1912, the three men returned to Wales, as Frasier needed 
special medical care. In 1915, Watkin married Gladys Dobson, 
who sailed to India with him. Their marriage started happily. Cal-
cutta became their permanent residence, and soon the first child 
came into the world. 

Life was hard for the family. Two children died in infancy. 
Discouragement set in for Gladys. Their fourth child, Paul, gave 
Gladys much stress due to his so-called ‘energetic boyhood.’ She 
was weakened through malaria and typhoid fever. 
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Roberts viewed Christian spirituality as a holistic faith that in-
forms all of life. Consequently, he helped the former headhunters 
build schools, and trained people to become teachers. He brought 
in physicians who taught medicine, and the first hospitals were 
built. He brought in economists and nutritionists who helped 
people create a better infrastructure and healthy eating habits. He 
himself had good business skills and began to teach people how to 
start and run a business. Electricity came to the land. The first uni-
versities were built. Today this part of India has the highest number 
of Ph.D.s and engineers in the entire country.

In 1917, a great awakening swept the Senvawn region. Roberts 
and his mission agency were Presbyterian, a church denomination 
known for its emphasis on order and decorum over spontaneity 
and emotional expression. But he did not stand in the way of peo-
ple being so filled with the Holy Spirit that they would travel from 
place to place singing, dancing, and sharing the good news about 
the Lamb of God. People became bold in turning against the evil 
spirits they had served for many generations, casting out demons 
in Jesus’ name and denouncing the practice of sacrifices to appease 
the spirits. The gospel spread to numerous regions.

In 1929, however, darkness descended upon Roberts’ ministry 
in the form of a man named H.H. Coleman. Funds were scarce, 
and missionaries, including the Roberts, were going without pay 
for long periods of time. Coleman and two others from the mission 
board came to India to investigate. Tensions had already been brew-
ing between Roberts and the mission board’s home council. Now 
Coleman spread a rumour among both church leaders in Senvawn 
and the mission board that Roberts had misappropriated funds for 
personal use and had lied when he reported that 9000 people in 
the region were now following Jesus. The church members in Sen-
vawn believed Coleman and asked Roberts to leave India.

It was a dark day in November, 1929, when Watkin Roberts 
walked away from Senvawn, a banner behind him reading, “Go 
home, Youngman!”

Broken and broke, Roberts went to America to settle matters 
with the mission board and seek new support funds. Gladys and 
the children stayed in Calcutta, living in abject poverty until a busi-
ness man gave her the money to travel to England. It would be an-
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other 2 years until she could pay for a trip to America. The mission 
board forced Roberts’ resignation and Coleman took over as the 
new director. A defeated man, Roberts moved with his family to 
Toronto, Canada and did not return to India until 1957, allowing 
him to see some of the fruit of his hard labours before he died.7 

Years went by. More years went by.
In February 2010, the Christians in Manitur celebrated 100 

years of knowing Jesus. Ninety percent of the entire region—sons 
and daughters and grandchildren of headhunters—had embraced 
Christian spirituality and had been freed of generations of bur-
densome taboos and superstitions and the worship of demons, all 
associated with spiritism. A 5-day-long feast and celebration was 
planned. 

But another development gave this party special meaning: the 
people of Senvawn had discovered several years after Watkin Rob-
erts’ death that they had been guilty of a terrible misinterpretation 
of Roberts. They had believed Coleman’s distortion of the facts. 
So regretful were they of their actions against the man who had 
once been their hero and spiritual father, that they sought God for 
forgiveness. Their Christian understanding taught them that they 
needed to make things right with Roberts, or risk the loss of God’s 
blessing. But Watkin Roberts was already dead. His son, Paul, who 
had served many years as a highly revered physician in Ecuador, 
was 88 years old and unable to make the 2-day flight to India. The 
only other Roberts in the family who was a Christian and could 
be invited to represent the Roberts family at the celebration was 
Watkin Roberts’ grandson. This is how David Roberts and his wife 
were invited to come to India in February 2010.

After a long flight, David and Evelyn Roberts arrived at the 
airport in Calcutta exhausted. All they wanted was someone with 
a heavy foot on the gas pedal who could get them to their destina-
tion. When they passed through customs something strange hap-
pened. The man who had sat beside them quietly during the entire 

7 Information from the following sources: D. Ruolngul, The adVaNCe of The gospel, 
Part 1: History of the Coming of the Gospel in Manipur South with special reference to the 
Independent Church of India, Manitur: Smart tech Offset Printers, 2009; Jonathan Pudaite, 
The legaCy of waTkiN r. roBerTs: The Pioneer Missionary who advocated and empowered 
indigenous Christian leader. Meghalaya: Partnership Publication, 2009; n.a. Thukna Ropui: 
Amazing Deep, Hmar Christian Fellowship, Delhi, 2010.
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flight came running back to them from the reception area in order 
to vigorously shake their hand. He kept bowing and saying, “Mr. 
Roberts, Mr. Roberts.” The explanation of this curious moment 
lay on the other side of the doors, as David and Evelyn stepped 
into the receiving area. What greeted them was not a driver with a 
heavy foot, but a banner that read, “Welcome back, Mr. Roberts,” 
and 1800 cheering people. Like heroes, the shocked Roberts were 
escorted out of the airport and into a motorcade, led by 12 police 
motorcycles, which ushered them to their destination (This is no 
lie, I am not making this up!).

The motorcade made a surprise stop in Senvawn. Here they 
were met with the next shock of their lives. Thousands of people 
gathered around their car, all with white sashes around their necks. 
They represented peace and forgiveness. As David and Evelyn 
stepped out of the limousine, everyone got on their knees in a plea 
to the grandson to receive forgiveness for their maltreatment of 
Watkin Roberts. The town mayor took the Roberts by the hand, 
and led them in a solemn ceremony up the steps of the town hall. 
In a room on a decorated table lay 7 copies of a document, describ-
ing the sin of Senvawn against Watkin Roberts and God, and out-
lining the repentance of the inhabitants. It was read by the mayor, 
and then David Roberts was asked to sign all 7 copies. After he 
had done so, the town got up off its knees. The people cheered and 
many wept. The days of a boundary line between the people of 
Senvawn and the Roberts was washed away by the blood of God. 
Now everyone longed to shake Watkin Roberts’ grandson’s hand 
and embrace him.

The next several days’ celebration of 100 years of faith in Je-
sus was dizzying for David and Evelyn. With many having trav-
elled for several days, 24,000 people gathered in praise of God and 
thanksgiving for Watkin Roberts. There were concerts, sermons, 
worship, pig roasts, more worship and thanksgiving, sermons, pig 
roasts, more worship and on and on. David Roberts, who had been 
asked to prepare one speech, had to give four. Evelyn Roberts was 
treated as if she were the wife of the apostle Peter. As she took in 
this joyous spectacle, overwhelmed that something of this historic 
magnitude could—of all people—be happening to her, she thought 
back one brief moment to a conference on a particular Saturday in 
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1995, when—confused by many years of new age occultism and 
convinced that she desperately needed the liberation of the God 
of the Bible—she had leaned over to the man who would become 
her pastor, and had asked, “what is a parasite?”

A few years after her conversion to Jesus she met and married 
David and became Evelyn Roberts. With that, she joined a family 
line that humbly and self-sacrificially walks the path of missio Dei: 
The legacy of Watkin Roberts has touched Evelyn’s heart. What 
he did and modelled in India, she does today in the Dominican 
Republic. She resides in Toronto, but she has 300 poor children in 
the DR, whose spiritual mother she has become.

And the missio Dei goes on! Not just in the Roberts family 
but in and through God’s entire family. We are the ever increasing 
household that lives its identity and understands its mandate to be 
priestly apostles of Jesus. Whether we are explaining the impact of 
the resurrection of Jesus to someone in Starbucks, or are serving 
coffee to someone who is explaining the impact of the resurrec-
tion, WE ARE HERE TO CHANGE THE WORLD, because the 
resurrection of Jesus changed everything!
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Toolbox

1. Learn to tell God’s story by learning to tell your story with God. 
How did you come into a personal relationship to God? What prompted 
you to seek God? What has it changed? Write out your story and learn to 
tell it to someone in 4 minutes.

2. Memorize Matthew 28:18-20.

3. Recommended reading: John Piper, Let The Nations Be Glad: The 
Supremacy of God in Missions, Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1993.
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13 

The Roof
Living Your Utmost for the Glory of God

Driving motivation:  
The fulfilment of a God-centred me

Every person wants his life to be about the greatest thing 
there is. The question is: what do you think is the greatest 
thing to live for?

The great quest of philosophers for thousands of years has been 
the Summum Bonum, the highest good. This is a worthy quest. It is 
the ‘holy grail’ of all quests. If Christian spirituality is—as I defined 
it for Maria at the café several years ago—every person’s attempt 
to attain righteousness, meaning an assurance that you are accept-
ed, approved and appreciated by the highest standard of goodness 
there is, then the philosopher’s quest is ultimately the search of 
every human heart: Everyone wants to know the Summum Bonum 
and longs to be found fully acceptable and appreciated by that 
highest standard of goodness.

What is the highest, most glorious good in life?
The first words of the Old Testament are, “In the beginning God 

created...” I love these words because of what they mean:

 $ They mean there actually was a beginning. There was a point 
at which time began, in which a big bang of some sort hap-
pened, and every original animate and inanimate thing be-
gan.

 $ They mean that before that beginning, there already was 
God. Eternally there, uncreated, self-existent, self-defined, 
self-generating, self-sufficient.
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 $ They mean that this God made a big bang happen. He was 
real creative and brought into being what was not yet. He 
spoke, “Let there be,” and—bang—it was.

The rest of the Bible describes what a glorious God our God is. 
Psalm 8:1 proclaims, “O Lord, our Lord, how majestic is your name 
in all the earth.” The psalmist sees God’s glory expressed through 
what he created (v.3): “When I consider your heavens, the work of your 
fingers, the moon and the stars, which you have set in place,…” Seeing 
how glorious our God is, the writer now shifts from viewing God to 
looking at the human being (v.4): “What is man, that you are mindful 
of him?” He is so enthralled with the majesty of our Creator that he 
cannot fathom that God would rate man as high as he does (v.5): 
“Yet You have made him a little lower than God”. (NAS) What a position 
of dignity every human being holds in the universe, and all because 
God holds the highest position above him!

The psalmist has developed a cosmic hierarchy in this psalm: 
God created man to be “a little lower” than his Creator. Yet “You 
made him ruler over the works of your hands; you put everything un-
der his feet” (v.6). That means over the breathtaking snow-capped 
mountain ranges, over the humongous whales in the sea, over the 
wild animals roaming the jungles, the cattle on the ranch and the 
sheep on the farm. Man rules over it all. But in the last verse, the 
singer-writer-composer returns to where he began: God! He ends 
with the refrain with which he began: “O Lord, our Lord, how majes-
tic is your name in all the earth.” (v.9).

In his work, god glorified, Jonathan Edwards answers the phi-
losopher’s quest for the Summum Bonum, the greatest Good:

“God Himself is the great Good to which they (by ‘they’ Edwards re-
fers to people who have entered into a relationship with God) are brought 
to the possession and enjoyment by redemption. He is the highest good, 
and the sum of all that good which Christ purchased. God is the inheri-
tance of the saints; he is the portion of their souls. God is their wealth 
and treasure, their food, their life, their dwelling place, their ornament 
and diadem, and their everlasting honour and glory. They have none 
in heaven but God; he is the great good which the redeemed receive at 
death, and which they rise to at the end of the world. The Lord God is the 
light of the heavenly Jerusalem; and is the ‘river of the water of life’ that 
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runs, and ‘the tree of life that grows in the midst of the paradise of God.’ 
The glorious excellencies and beauty of God will be what will for ever 
entertain the minds of the saints, and the love of God will be their ever-
lasting feast. The redeemed will indeed enjoy other things; they will enjoy 
the angels, and will enjoy one another; but that which they shall enjoy in 
the angels, or each other, or in any thing else whatsoever that will yield 
them delight and happiness, will be what shall be seen of God in them.”1

What is the most glorious, majestic, high-ranking being or thing 
or person or object there is? Our great God! He always has been 
the Summum Bonum and always will be. Postmodern thinking be-
gins and ends with the ‘me’, claiming there is nothing outside ‘me’ 
that can give ‘me’ meaning in life. Christian spirituality, however, 
begins and ends with God. As in Psalm 8, the majesty of God is the 
first bookend and the majesty of God is the last bookend. And man 
has been placed in between the majesty, and in man God is writing 
his-story. It is when we esteem God as the beginning and end of all, 
that we are esteemed into the magnificence of God. 

God’s glory is the answer to the postmodern quest for the real 
me.

What is the most glorious meaning of life?
The answer the Bible gives is clear and logical: Since every-

thing comes from a glorious God, and everything is made possible 
through a glorious God, and everything will return to the glorious 
God, then God is the only one for whom it is worthwhile to make 
your life count. Romans 11:36 says it like this: “For from Him, and 
through Him, and to Him are all things. To Him be the glory forever.”

In this book we put it like this:
If you want to trust the most powerful good there is, then you 

will make the sovereignty of God the first cornerstone of your life-
house.

If you want to become the most beautiful person there is, then 
you will make the holiness of God the second cornerstone of your 
lifehouse.

If you want to love the loveliest thing there is, then you will make 
the love of God the third cornerstone of your lifehouse.

1 Owen Strachan and Doug Sweeney,  JoNaThaN edwards: loVer of god. Chicago: 
Moody Publishers, 2010, pp. 63-64.
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If you want to take pleasure in the most enjoyable thing there is, 
then you will make the pleasures of God the fourth cornerstone of 
your lifehouse.

It is all about God. Therefore, the Westminster Shorter Cate-
chism’s first question asks, “What is the chief end of man?” and 
answers with a phrase coined in 1647: “To glorify God and enjoy 
him forever.”

But what does it mean to glorify God?

1. We glorify God by expressing his 
holy character in all we do
One of my early professors for New Testament studies explained 

to the class once that the Hebrew background for the word ‘glory’ 
in the Gospel of John brings with it the meaning of ‘weight.’ Which 
reminds me of my wife.

Ever since I married Susan over 34 years ago, I have had weight 
issues. I am not saying my weight problems are Susan’s fault. It’s 
just the way things are. Whenever I stand on the scale, and ner-
vously await the results in the form of a number (which I would 
rather not mention here), it becomes clear to me that her cook-
ing has had a deep internal impact on me. Someone may want to 
console me by saying, ‘Don’t worry, be happy, it’s just a number!” 
But the fact is the number on the scale is not simply a number. It 
is the expression of what I am bodily. All of me. Every bit of me, 
expressed by a number on the scale.

That is how it is with glorifying God. Imagine you are the scale, 
and God stands with his great, sovereign, righteous, loving weight 
on top of your life and expresses himself through your life. What 
you do and how you do it is like the number on the scale: it re-
veals for all who see and experience you what the weight of God is. 
Through your actions, words, attitudes, thoughts and the integrity 
of your character, you are an expression of God’s personhood: how 
gracious he is, how good he is, how forgiving he is, how joyful he is, 
how creative he is, how fair he is in his righteousness, how sad or 
angry he is about unrighteousness, how humble his attitude is and 
how self-controlled he is in his reactions.

To glorify God means to express his glorious personhood in all 
of life’s situations, in every moment, in all deeds done and words 
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spoken. That is the reason why God created us men and women, 
and why he created us in his image and according to his likeness: to 
glorify him. Even in the smallest things, “Whether we eat or drink 
or whatever we do, we do everything to glorify him” (1 Corinthians 
10:31).

When anyone asks me what the meaning of life is, there’s my 
answer. “I do my work in a manner...treat my spouse in a man-
ner...drive my car in a manner...spend my money in a manner...
enjoy my luxuries in a manner...love and raise my children in a 
manner...organize my time in a manner...I seek to do everything in 
a manner THAT GIVES FULL EXPRESSION TO WHAT GOD 
IS LIKE.”

2. We glorify God by worshipping him 
with worship that is truly worthship
 When we glorify God, we praise his character. We focus on his 

wonderful works and we celebrate his wonderful person. If the 
first meaning of ‘glorify’ is ‘to express the full weight of God,’ then 
the second meaning has to do with esteeming God, with throwing 
compliments at God. In English we are helped by the original word 
for ‘worship’, which was worthship. Worship is declaring to God 
his worth.

Let’s see how biblical writers describe this aspect of glorifying. 
Psalm 115:1 exclaims, “Not to us, O Lord, not to us but to your name 
be the glory, because of your love and faithfulness.”

Then there’s Psalm 136. It takes us into a worship gathering 
about 1,000 years before Jesus. The leader faces the congregation 
and starts off: “Give thanks to the Lord, for he is good,” and the con-
gregation responds, “His love endures forever.” 

Then the leader of worship calls out, “Give thanks to the God 
of gods,” and the congregation calls back, “His love endures forever.”

The leader says, “To him who alone does great wonders,” and the 
congregation bellows, “His love endures forever.” It just keeps going 
like this for quite a while.

Psalm 145 jubilantly resounds, “I will exalt you, my God and 
King; I will praise your name for ever and ever. Every day I will praise 
you and extol your name for ever and ever. Great is the Lord and most 
worthy of praise; his greatness no one can fathom.” NLT In the Psalms 
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the congregation focuses all its attention on the amazing qualities 
of our glorious Summum Bonum.

I love how this theme of glorifying God runs through the last 
book of the Bible, Revelation. Revelation 1:5,6 says: “To him who 
loves us and has freed us from our sins by his blood, and has made us to 
be a kingdom and priests to serve his God and Father—to him be glory 
and power for ever and ever! Amen.”

Revelation 5:12 translates us into the heavenly realm. A great 
mass of enthusiastic people are gathered. All those who as God’s 
household finished the journey here on earth have joined the tri-
umphant community above. Together they euphorically raise their 
voices, “Worthy is the Lamb, who was slain, to receive power and wealth 
and wisdom and strength and honour and glory and praise.”

In Revelation 19:1,2, we are at the end of history. Evil has been 
vanquished once and for all. All deceivers and deceptive systems 
that held people in their sway have been laid bare and condemned 
at the bench of Truth. The wrong has been righted. Righteousness 
reigns! “After this I heard what sounded like the roar of a great mul-
titude in heaven shouting: ‘Hallelujah! Salvation and glory and power 
belong to our God, for true and just are his judgments’.”

Throughout all of history, both on earth and in the heavens, 
people have recognized that God is so staggeringly beautiful in his 
person and amazing in his ways that they feel the need to declare 
to him how worthy he is. That is worship! What strikes me is how 
the entire emphasis of glorifying God is on God. The instruments 
play a role, but only a supporting one. The composer of the liturgi-
cal piece and the leader of the chorale have an important role, but 
only a secondary one. The congregation plays a significant role but 
not the major one. The primary place in worship belongs to God. 
He is at centre stage.

This is a point where I must admit I need to change. I am so 
beguiled by the consumerism of our me-centred world that I tend 
to approach the worship of God from the perspective, ‘is it worth 
it for me?’ From that perspective, what determines the quality of 
worship is the quality of the instrumentation, the style of the ser-
vice, how interesting the preacher could make a dry topic and how 
warmly I was greeted. When someone asks me, “So how was wor-
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ship?” I begin to speak about the things I liked and did not like 
including that it went 15 minutes too long.

But where is the perspective that this is about God? Where is the 
sense of having been smitten to the core with the beauty of God? 
Where is the experience of being so overwhelmed with his holi-
ness that I feel small? Where is the brokenheartedness from being 
moved by his awful and terrifying hatred of my sin that moved him 
in wrath to rip his Son apart at the cross? Why am I not on my face 
before him in humility and gratitude?

We are so taken up with our own trivialities that we miss being 
awed and filled and thrilled by the sight of God’s glory. However, 
we do the best for our little selves when we discipline ourselves to 
step into God’s presence and declare to him his worth. It puts the 
whole universe with all its problems and challenges into proper 
perspective. It puts us in our place and helps us realize that since 
God is great, and my life belongs to him, my life has great value.

This is not true for Sunday worship services only. It’s a lifestyle. 
Worshiping God by declaring to him his worth is something we do 
daily, all week long, 52 weeks a year. We praise and exalt him in our 
prayers, in our sudden thoughts about him, in our spontaneous 
thanks either audibly or inaudibly, in our songs, in our outbursts 
of joy or amazement of what we see, as well as in our silence and 
reverence. We can glorify his great name in the shower, at the table, 
at the workplace, in the car, in class, in the pub, in front of the TV 
and with our Bible study group.

If it is the greatest thing we can do, and we will do it forever, 
then the time to begin is now, and the place to declare to God his 
worth is wherever you happen to be.

3. We glorify God by finding our satisfaction in him
We dealt with this under the 4th cornerstone. As Piper is prone 

to say, “God is most glorified by us when we are most satisfied in him.”
It glorifies God when you laugh your heart out over a great joke, 

because humour finds its origin in Him. 
It glorifies God when you can walk away from an exam and 

know, regardless of the result, that you gave your best, because God 
gave you strength and wisdom.
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It glorifies God when you work hard and with integrity, not 
extending breaks and lunchtime beyond company rules, because 
God gave you the job, and the way you reflect his righteousness at 
work exalts him.

It glorifies God when you enjoy a sumptuous steak (all vegetar-
ians, please replace ‘steak’ with ‘tomato’), because God is the giver 
of that good and perfect gift. 

It glorifies God when you have sex with your spouse, because 
God created sexual euphoria to give marriage pleasurable mo-
ments to celebrate oneness, such as Christ enjoys with his bride, 
the church.

It glorifies God when you walk through the woods on a cold 
autumn day, breathe in the fresh air with delight and kick up the 
colourful leaves that lie on the path, because you are basking in the 
joys of nature’s creator.

It glorifies God when you honestly and authentically tell him 
that you feel too tired to talk to him and that you feel too dry to lift 
your voice in enthusiastic praise to him.

It glorifies God when you thank him for the good things you 
have, and for what the bad things can teach you, because you are 
thereby declaring your complete dependence on him in good as 
well as bad times.

What is the most glorious grand 
finale you could imagine?
I have seen many great movies. mr. hollaNd’s opus is defi-

nitely one of them. This 1996 award-winning movie stars Richard 
Dreyfuss as the reluctant teacher, Glenn Holland.

Glenn Holland is a passionate musician who wants to write one 
great piece of music in his life. He begins his career as a music 
teacher in a high school and gets hooked on teaching. For thirty 
years he invests himself in students, instilling in them a love for 
music, teaching them to play instruments, imparting to them an 
ability to keep in concert with other orchestral sections. The movie 
shows the setbacks Mr. Holland experiences throughout his career, 
the tensions at home with his deaf son, the temptation to throw it 
all away. The biggest disappointment, though, is when the decision 
is made to cut the school’s music program due to lack of funds. Mr. 
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Holland is forced into early retirement. Despondent, the 60-year-
old man feels like a failure.

On his last day, his wife and grown son arrive at school to help 
Glenn Holland carry his belongings out of the building. To his sur-
prise, his son and wife usher him instead into the assembly hall. He 
enters to a standing ovation of cheering students, alumni and par-
ents. A banner in front of the closed stage curtain reads, “30 Years. 
Thank you, Mr. Holland.” The music teacher is moved to tears as 
his wife escorts him to the front row. The governor of the state, a 
former student of Glenn Holland, arrives. She takes the stage and 
speaks of how everybody in the assembly hall over several genera-
tions of students has been impacted by Mr. Holland. “We are your 
symphony, we are your notes,” she says. To Mr. Holland’s utter sur-
prise she announces the first performance of Mr. Holland’s com-
position, “The American Symphony.” The guest of honour slowly 
ascends the stage. The governor hands him a baton. The curtain 
rises. Seated on stage is a large orchestra of students who have been 
taught and impacted by Glenn Holland over three decades.

The performance begins. It is a rousing piece of music. The 
looks on the musicians’ faces make it clear: this orchestra is not 
playing the conductor’s symphony for the audience but for the 
conductor himself. They are playing his symphony to honour him. 
The last grand notes are sounded triumphantly to the standing 
ovation of the entire assembly hall. The orchestra rises to join in 
the applause for the man who sacrificed much and gave his all to 
make out of nothing beautiful music, out of undiscovered talent 
good musicians and out of a sad music class a highly respected 
music program.

I remember the vain thoughts I had as I was moved by the cli-
mactic ending of this movie. Our church in Toronto had experi-
enced numerous people converting to Jesus. The numbers in our 
fledgling church plant had grown to the point that people in this 
Canadian city were talking about us. I would never admit it at the 
time, but I was proud of what was happening in ‘my’ church. Maybe 
my name would enter the hall of fame of successful church plant-
ers some day. Maybe now I would feel like a man of significance. 
As I watched the assembly hall stand to applaud Mr. Holland, I 
wondered if my opus might turn out the same way when I would 
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enter the assembly hall of heaven. Would angels and saints rise to 
applaud me? Would Jesus escort me to the front row and then ask 
me up on stage? Would all my hard labour for Jesus gain me some 
appreciation in the end? I had longed for it all my life.

It was 1996. The gospel had not sunk from my head into my 
heart like it would 10 years later. In two years I would come under 
attack from other church leaders and in three years my soul would 
be so beat up that I would spiral into depression. In six years I 
would leave ‘my’ church and in nine years I would leave the city for 
Germany, feeling like a failure. When I left Toronto in 2005, I was 
nowhere near the assembly hall and there was no orchestra in sight.

Every one of us goes through times in life where it looks and 
feels like God is stripping us of the glory we sought for ourselves. 
Vain glory! Like fool’s gold. It is part of our nature to desire secu-
rity and significance. It is the deep quest of every soul for approval 
and appreciation from the highest standard of goodness, from the 
Summum Bonum. Until the gospel sinks into our hearts and begins 
deconstructing our self-righteousness and reconstructing Christ’s 
righteousness, we can sit in front of movies and wish the orchestra 
and audience would be applauding us.

Years ago I was reading through one of the volumes of John 
Owen’s Works, when a few sentences leaped off the page at me. 
Owen said that the church of Jesus is the main focus of history. 
It takes front and centre stage in His-story of cosmic restoration.2 
That was a new thought for me. It hit me like the brick falling onto 
my shoulder the day I, the mud boy, wished I would have stayed 
in bed.

Owen’s point, written during a turbulent time in England’s his-
tory, is that all of history has but one purpose. At centre stage is 
God’s work of making all things new by bringing all things under 
the lordship of Jesus (Revelation 21:5). The church—by which I do 
not mean some powerful, rich, cathedral-building institution with 
red-robed men, but people who have taken up their cross to follow 
Jesus—this church is the main movement of God’s symphony of 
cosmic restoration. In and through God’s people, and by the power 
of God’s Spirit, God is moving forward. All politics, wars, eco-

2 William Goold, ed., The works of JohN oweN, Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1983, Vol. 
XV.
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nomic developments, technological advancements, environmental 
beautification programs, architectural improvements and educa-
tional progress, all are merely precursors to God’s final restoration 
of all things.

One day—at the 2nd Coming of Christ—we will hear the final 
movement of his symphony. In fact, we will be the orchestra. Jesus 
will be escorted to the front row of the assembly hall. The seed of 
the woman promised in Genesis 3:15, the Messiah, the Lamb of 
God, King of kings and Lord of lords, our Redeemer, Conqueror 
and Victor: He will mount the stage, he will take the conductor’s 
baton, and he will direct the symphony of restoration he has com-
posed throughout history. We will play for him. We will stand with 
all angels and saints and applaud him.

Yet while we are playing the fabulous notes something will begin 
to dawn on us all. Jesus wrote the notes for which he is getting the 
glory, but (to quote the governor in Mr. Holland’s Opus) we are his 
notes. We are his symphony. We the redeemed along with all our 
works done for Jesus as priestly apostles will be the melody and 
harmony, the rhythm and tempo of Jesus’ composition. Every one 
of us will find ourselves somewhere in the grand symphony. All the 
deeds done for him, all the setbacks, disappointments and sacri-
fices because of him, all the people we led to Jesus and who now sit 
in the orchestra with us and for him, everything will show up and 
sound out in the symphony of praise. We are the reason his music 
is so beautiful.

When Jesus is done conducting, and the last triumphant note 
has been sounded, he will hand the pages of his composition with 
all of us notes in it over to God the Father. There will be a standing 
ovation and rousing applause in the great assembly. Then the hall 
will grow quiet. Everyone will sit down, except the Three-in-One. 
Jesus has taken his place at the side of the Father and the Spirit. In 
a surprise move, they will stand. The Father will tuck the sympho-
ny of restoration under his arm near his heart, and the Trinity will 
break into applause. They will applaud us, the orchestra, rewarding 
us for persevering through the journey of being transformed into 
Christ’s image. The smile of the Trinity will fall on us for having 
become such a beautiful symphony of praise. The Son will form 
his fingers into a ‘perfect-sign’ and mouth to us, “you were great.”
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In that moment, all our longing for highest approval and ap-
preciation will be satisfied forever. We will bow to the Trinity. We, 
the orchestra, will have found our significance in the conductor. 
We will have found our place in his symphony. We will feel forever 
honoured and esteemed, that our little lives and all our deeds for 
him have become his celebrated symphony.

Maybe the longing for significance I felt at the end of Mr. Hol-
land’s Opus wasn’t so vain, after all. It’s just that you and I are not 
the conductors. We are the magnificent music!

“Lord, you are their glory and strength, and by your favour you exalt 
our horn” Psalm 89:17.

“Pinocchio, come home!”
That is the bottom line: we were created to glorify God, to 

dance around him with adoration, to express his beautiful char-
acter through our character, to find our security and significance 
in him. That is what is natural to us. That is the real self. He is our 
real self.

But we became unnatural. In the moment we crowned ourselves 
‘in Adam’ as the Supreme Being and fashioned our own Summum 
Bonum we crashed into the putrid cesspool of self-love, self-pride, 
self-absorption and self-indulgence. Humanism and secularism 
were born in our self-centred hearts. Sin gave birth to post-mod-
ernism, with its metarule that there is ‘no metarule over this life–, 
baby!’ What was from the start the most natural thing for a God-
created being, namely glorifying God, became the most unnatural 
thing. Mankind created the me-world.

We are horribly self-centred and self-indulgent, and the deeper 
we reach into ourselves, the farther in we get sucked. For all the ad-
vances in technology, biology, psychology, anthropology, philoso-
phy and theology, we have become imprisoned to our self-absorbed 
selves. We cannot get out of the problem, because we created the 
problem. We are the problem!

The dance in our self-made prison cell goes on and on. The 
wearier we get dancing around our golden selves the more we fall 
into exhaustion and despair. The gold we thought we might find in 
ourselves was only ‘fool’s gold’ all along. We have come to the end 
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of ourselves. Our only hope is that someone outside of ourselves 
reaches into our self-absorbed dance and pulls us out. 

That is precisely what God did! God invented our humanity. 
We sinned, so he entered into our humanity through Jesus in or-
der to redeem it. When you come humbly and repentantly to God 
through the God-man, Christ Jesus, you participate with God in 
his re-creation of your humanity. It is the reason why your heart 
feels a sense of fulfilment when it starts to dance around God, why 
you feel right when you act, live and become more and more like 
Jesus. You are becoming free. Free to be the authentic me, the me 
that does not need to cover up to preserve an image and pretend 
everything is okay. This is the paradox of Christian spirituality: 
life only makes sense when the self orbits not around the me but 
around his Highness, the true Supreme Being, the King of Hearts, 
the Restorer of Paradise Lost. God-glorification, not self-glorifica-
tion, leads the self to a full heart, to joy and peace, because God’s 
glory is the fullness, joy and peace for which the me was created. 
It’s the real Me. 

Like Pinocchio, the wooden creation of Geppetto, who rebelled 
and tried it his own me-centred way: When he returned to the 
workshop he became a real boy.
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Toolbox

1. Memorize Psalm 19:1 and Romans 8:31.

2. Memorize Psalm 103 (either alone or as a family). It is a wonderful 
psalm of praise that summarizes so many things God has done and does, 
for which our lives should praise him and centre on him.

3. Add to your times in prayer a time of praise. Learn to frequently 
tell God what a wonderful God he is and what wonderful works he has 
done. Point out to him specifics of what makes him so great. This will do 
several things for you:

 • It will lift your spirit. Self-pity drags down the human spirit, but 
praising God lifts it up, because it puts reality in perspective.

 • It will develop in you a positive spirit.
 • It will teach you how to compliment people. Compliments—

pointing out to others things in them that are praiseworthy—are 
a way we encourage people. When we learn to compliment God, 
it carries over into noticing and pointing out positive things in 
others.
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Maria’s Journey #5
An Extraordinary Life  
in an Ordinary World

Maria is 30 now, Monica 5. I met with Maria in a Starbucks 
not far from her small apartment north of Toronto. The young 
woman sitting in front of me on a sofa showed no signs of 
poor health. Her neatly kept blond hair, bright blue eyes and 
easy smile gave no evidence that she had been suffering from 
chronic fatigue for the last five years. Maria lives on disability 
today. She has—by her own admission—virtually destroyed 
her body through years of sniffing cocaine, chain-smoking 
cigarettes and binging on alcohol. Through the power of God 
she has come clean of it all. But all our decisions and actions 
have consequences. Some leave permanent scars. Maria is 
learning to carry the scars and to heal from the wounds.

The moment was right for me to ask a painful question: 
“What happened when you were 17, Maria, that you decided 
to throw away your religious upbringing?”

The young woman started in thoughtfully: “Remember 
how you once talked to me about Bonhoeffer’s notes he 
wrote in jail about ‘religionless Christianity’?” I nodded in the 
affirmative, but I had no idea where Maria was going with that 
thought.

“I look back now on my teenage years and I realize that 
what I was searching for was a religionless Christianity. A 
Christianity that had a living and powerful and righteous God 
at the centre, whose purpose with us was not to choke us with 
religious rules and rituals but to enjoy with us a relationship. 
Instead, what I saw and experienced in most Christians was a 
religion-full Christianity, full of dos and don’ts. I started feeling 
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pretty beat up by this version of Christianity, by the whole 
image-thing and the consumer mentality that surrounded me. 
Life was about getting, getting, getting; having more and 
more; having it better and better; having it faster and faster…
It was all so fake.”

“How do you mean that?” I jumped in.
“Well, what I was hearing from your sermons was that 

Christianity is about experiencing a relationship of grace with 
a holy and righteous God, and then turning to your world 
with the grace received from God and extending it by serving 
people. But I did not feel grace coming from my Christian 
friends, neither to me nor toward the world. Most of my 
friends’ Christianity was moralistic, like always doing the right 
thing in order to be accepted as good Christians. What was 
missing was grace, compassion, the freedom to be real, to 
struggle, to fail, to forgive. Then when someone in our church 
hurt me badly, I had enough. Enough of church, enough of 
religious Christianity, enough of being nice and fitting in. I 
basically bolted!”

I responded: “What brought about the difference in your 
life?”

Without hesitation, Maria answered: “Monica! She was a 
turning point in my life.”

“Really? How so?”
Maria looked down at the floor for a moment. “I was so 

lost in the me-hole I had dug for myself. I felt like I needed 
someone to save me by loving me out of my hole. I was 
desperate for someone to fill my needs. I poured my hopes 
into my boyfriend, that he could sort of save me, that he 
could give me the love I longed for. But he was just as lost 
and needy for deliverance out of his hole as I was. Then I 
got pregnant with Monica. At first that looked like disaster, 
especially when he left me.”

“So how was it not a disaster?”
“Monica turned out to be a gift from God. With her, I 

began to realize that God is not one who wants to withhold 
good from us but loves to share his goodness with us. When 
I was pregnant, I viewed her as an interruption to my plans, 
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as a bad result of my self-destructive ways. When I held her, 
I thought, “How gracious of God to respond to my self-
destructiveness with such a beautiful gift.” Then I began to 
have such love for Monica that I started to put her needs in 
front of mine. I wanted to take care of myself, sure, but taking 
care of Monica became more important to me than my own 
wellbeing. My love for her felt so good to me. It felt good to 
be generous and self-sacrificing. I had never loved anyone 
like that before. Then this thought hit me: loving someone so 
lavishly is the way God must love us. The second thought I 
had was that to love someone so selflessly feels natural, as if 
to love others as God has loved me is somehow the real me.”

As I listened to Maria, I realized that grace, relationships 
and forgiveness are themes that run through her entire story. 
Any spirituality that emphasises self-enhancement and self-
actualization, or stresses moralism and religious performance 
to gain God’s approval, would have had no power on Maria’s 
existence. Worse, it would have driven her deeper into her 
sinkhole of despair. She needed Jesus’ resurrection power 
to get her out of her self-consumption. She needed Christ’s 
‘alien righteousness’ instead of her self-righteousness to 
turn her upside-down-world right-side-up. She needed the 
intervention from God with his scandalous crucifixion love to 
absolve her of guilt and let her feel clean inside.

Andrew turned out to be the way she would have to learn 
the cost of forgiveness.

He seemed like a very nice Christian man at first. Maria 
felt delighted that he took interest in her and decided quickly 
to give him her heart. But Maria’s pursuit of Andrew was 
driven by the motive to find herself a husband and Monica a 
father. The first few times together were very special. Andrew 
seemed like a Christian gentleman.

The downward spiral began with a punch on Maria’s 
shoulder. She justified his action by accusing herself for 
having provoked him. A few weeks later it happened again. 
This time he was angry at her for being late to the movie 
theatre. When he told her that he was disappointed in her 
inconsiderateness toward him by keeping him waiting in front 
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of the movie theatre, and she snapped at him that she could 
not help it, Monica had suddenly gotten sick just as Maria was 
intending to leave the house, Andrew suddenly gave Maria 
a push, causing her to careen into the wall. Regaining her 
balance, she pointed her finger in his face and warned him, 
that if he would ever physically mistreat her again, she would 
register a complaint to the police. That sent Andrew over the 
top: He started hitting her alongside her face with both hands, 
yelling, “if you ever complain to the police, I will turn you into 
a cripple!”  

Maria was frightened and immediately turned around 
and  rushed home. At a loss, she wrote to me in Germany and 
asked for advice. I counseled her that she needed to stay away 
from Andrew, register to the elders of his church a complaint, 
and  immediately call the police, if he started to harass or stalk 
her. 

My email reached her about the time her 2 year old 
Monica told her one night that “that man always tells me I am 
bad and then touches me here,” pointing between her legs. 
Maria was horrified, enraged, scared. Andrew had not only 
been physically abusive toward her, he had deeply scarred 
her little girl. That precious gift God had given her, and a sick 
person was ruining it! Maria started showing signs of deep 
anxiety and depression. She worried if Andrew might seek 
some form of revenge.   

But the comfort of God met Maria in some unusual places.
One of those unusual places was in a book. “I was deeply 

wounded in 2008 from that horrible experience,” Maria 
explains. “I heard William Paul Young speak at a conference 
and was absolutely spellbound. Here I was, a young mother 
of a little girl who had been molested by a man who was 
preparing for the priesthood, and the speaker was talking 
about the abuse he experienced in his childhood at the hands 
of his father who was a missionary. His talk was so raw. He 
talked about growing up and hating Christianity, just like I did. 
He spoke of his deep-seated rage, his falseness and pretence 
of who he was and his betrayal of his wife. God personally 
confronted him and brought him to a humbling recognition 
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that God wanted to redeem him, forgive him and have a 
relationship with him. But to have a righteous relationship 
with God, Mr. Young needed to get clean about his father. 
He needed to forgive his abuser. For him that became an 
excruciating process. He wove it into a novel about a man 
whose child is murdered, and God appears to him and wants 
him to forgive the murderer, the now famous bestseller, The 
Shack.”

“What a book, eh?” I erupted. “A lot of people have 
criticised it. How was your experience reading The Shack?” I 
asked her.

“It is such a helpful book! There are some spots in the 
book where the theology is a bit obscure. Nobody should 
take every line from the book as an outline of classical, 
biblical, orthodox theology…”

“Exactly my assessment,” I jumped in. “But the way God 
is described in the book—well, I think I fell in love with God 
in a deeper way as I read how he approached this deeply 
wounded man and explains his own heart for him and about 
relationships and forgiveness.”

Maria beamed, “That was my experience, too. I felt 
God’s incredible love throughout this book,” her smile faded, 
”until I came to the part on forgiveness. At that point I grew 
angry, threw the book in the corner and said, ‘too simplistic!’ 
I guess I was not yet ready to face my own need to forgive 
Andrew’ Only several months later, after God met me in a 
very profound way during a worship service in my church, did 
I pick up THE SHACK again and continue to read the section 
on forgiveness. It just seems so unnatural, that God— who is 
a big, black woman called ‘Papa’ in the book —would want 
the father of the murdered girl to forgive the murderer. I think 
I had such a hard time with that, because I knew deep down 
inside that God wanted me to forgive those who have treated 
me unjustly. Including Andrew!”

“You mentioned there were several unusual places where 
God met you.”

“I could not have worked through my need to forgive 
Andrew without my church community.”
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Maria went on to explain how after moving into her 
apartment and praying for God’s direction regarding a 
church community, she felt a strong sense that she should 
visit the church her friend had suggested to her. The priest’s 
warm-hearted reception of her and his relational way toward 
everyone; the way he preached from the Bible with theological 
depth, passionate conviction and heart-felt practicality; and 
the prayer-ministry the church offered to all spelled out to 
Maria that she had walked into what she called ‘a hospital for 
the hurting.’ When she returned the following Sunday, the 
priest began a preaching series from the Bible on forgiveness. 
His exhortation to the forgiven to be forgiving struck Maria’s 
heart like an arrow.

“I knew I needed to forgive Andrew before my bitterness 
destroyed me. That does not mean that I do not desire justice. 
I do! Every human desires to see justice done. I had to let 
go of getting revenge. Andrew should go to jail for what he 
has done. But even if he did, it cannot pay back his debt to 
us. The damage is done. The first thing our pastor helped 
me understand in his sermon series on forgiveness was that 
nothing anybody does to me can take away the fact that in 
Christ I am—I think you used to say this to us, didn’t you?—
more loved, valued, accepted and appreciated than I ever 
dared to hope. Getting raped or beaten or having your child 
molested cannot take that away from me. That fact allowed 
me to put my trust in God by releasing Andrew from his debt 
to me and leaving that debt with God. God will see to justice; 
I no longer carry the burden to get even. That has given me a 
deep-seated freedom. It also made me aware that there are 
other people in my life I need to forgive. Every time I do, I feel 
more and more free.”

“How do you forgive someone like Andrew?”
“In a dream I once saw Andrew as an abused child. That 

helped me understand that behind this abusive man is an 
abused person. He needs God’s healing from the abuse he 
received, just like I need healing from the abuse he dealt me. 
He may never acknowledge that he needs help, may never 
come to terms with the monster he keeps hidden in the closet 
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of his spiritual basement. But I can deal with the monster in 
the basement closet of my life, because of the assurance that 
regardless how this monster looks, I need not fear it. It will 
not destroy me because Christ’s resurrection power protects 
me. With the security that in Christ I am more loved than I 
ever dared to hope, I can open the basement closet, let the 
monster growl at me with his threats and curses, laugh in his 
face and say, ‘In Jesus’ name, you are as good as dead to 
me.’”

“Do you feel like you have really forgiven Andrew?”
“Yes! Seeing Andrew as an abused child in that dream 

has filled me with compassion for him. I have communicated 
to him that I forgive him and exactly what that means. I pray 
for him every day, because I realize God wants to redeem 
Andrew from his shattered and abused image just like he 
wants to redeem me from my abusive rage toward others, like 
my parents.”

Now I dug a little deeper. “Tell me, Maria; has this left 
noticeable psychological scars with Monica?”

The young mother looked down at the floor again 
in a moment of silence, then spoke slowly in a soft tone, 
“Through counselling we are trying to work through the 
damage. One of the main ways I notice the damage is in her 
difficulty to trust men, especially men who appear strong and 
authoritative. She basically ignores their presence, pretends 
they are not around. She also feels sudden panic attacks. 
Then she calls me and asks me to pray to God with her. The 
trauma will take years of counselling to reverse, a tragedy of 
so many children in this unjust world. 

“But here, too, there is a positive flipside because I can 
tell God is not removed from Monica’s life but involved in it 
at every step. The kid has become fascinated with the death 
of Jesus, as if she senses that here lies the mystery that, if 
unravelled, will unleash the power to live and heal. She asks 
me many detailed questions about what happened at the 
cross.”

Maria shared how she once asked Monica, “What do you 
think Jesus did to the soldiers who killed him?” Monica didn’t 
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think long for the answer. “He’s God, so he killed them!” Maria 
then asked Monica if she would like to look with mommy 
into the Bible to find out the answer. Together they read the 
account. Maria tells of Monica’s reaction: “She was absolutely 
stunned that Jesus cried out to God on behalf of those who 
wronged and killed him, ‘Father, forgive them!’ Then Monica 
wanted to know, ‘But mommy, how could he forgive them?” 
For the next half hour I tried to explain in childish terms what 
is indescribable for us adults: how God’s ‘scandalous love’ 
and ‘burning righteousness’ kissed each other in Jesus at the 
cross.”

Maria guessed, mother and daughter will have that 
conversation many times in the next several decades.

Much in Maria’s life has gone wrong, but she does not 
view her life as a tragedy. The young woman not only believes 
in the sovereignty of a loving God in every bad circumstance, 
she knows she is wiser about life and all its difficulties as a 
result.

I asked Maria how she views her future. She was honest 
with me. She told me how much she would like to feel physical 
strength again. A house in the country with a big garden in 
which she could work for hours a day and live organically—
this is her dream. A husband who loves her safely, and with 
whom she could have several more children—“they are such 
wonderful gifts”—and she could stay at home and be their 
mommy 24 hours a day. She does not want to get sucked into 
the me-hole again or the trap of a consumer-driven lifestyle. 
She values simplicity, a stable home, family and investing in 
relationships, in people, in her church community. She wants 
to delight in God’s grace and extend it to as many people as 
possible.

“What if you never get a husband?” I asked the sensitive 
question.

Maria’s face had a beautiful glow to it: “I have given my 
desires to God. He gave me my life back by instilling his life 
into me. I feel the pleasures of God in so many things daily. 
If I never have a husband and consequently never have more 
children, then I want to take in foster children. I feel a deep 
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compassion for children. Maybe that came from the dream 
I had of Andrew being abused as a child. Maybe my life is 
supposed to be about caring for many little Andrews and 
helping them heal.”

I let the power of Maria’s last remark settle in. A Geppeto 
to many little Pinocchios…maybe that is the reason for all her 
misery.

It was time to go. I offered to pray for Maria and I began 
to speak to Papa about the girl I have known since she was 
12. I am grateful for her, for the progress in spirituality, for the 
many ways God has dealt kindly with her. I said ‘Amen’ and 
her hand reached for mine: “And now I want to pray for you,” 
and she started into a compassionate prayer, asking God to 
heal me after my surgery, and thanking God for the friendship 
we have enjoyed for 18 years.

As I watch her walk out of Starbucks I cannot help but 
think: There goes a real smart builder!

As the ruin falls by C. S. Lewis

All this is flashy rhetoric about loving you. 
I never had a selfless thought since I was born. 

I am mercenary and self-seeking through and through: 
I want God, you, all friends, merely to serve my turn. 

 
Peace, re-assurance, pleasure, are the goals I seek, 
I cannot crawl one inch outside my proper skin: 

I talk of love --a scholar’s parrot may talk Greek-- 
But, self-imprisoned, always end where I begin. 

 
Only that now you have taught me (but how late) my lack. 

I see the chasm. And everything you are was making 
My heart into a bridge by which I might get back 

From exile, and grow man. And now the bridge is breaking. 
 

For this I bless you as the ruin falls. The pains 
You give me are more precious than all other gains. 
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