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by beaming it into everyone’s 
heads. In his wisdom, God  
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human beings. In this sense, we 
are God’s ‘social media’. ” 
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Delighting in difference
MIKE ALLEN

A recent viral video filmed on the campus of Washington 
 University by the Family Policy Institute of Washington  
 features a five-foot-nine inch white male asking others 

how they would respond to (what turns out to be) his increasingly 
ridiculous claims.1 Early on, he asks how they might respond if he 
told them that he was a woman. Representative answers included, 
“Good for you” and “Nice to meet you”. He then asked for responses 
to his claim to be Chinese. While these answers did express an 
element of surprise, the general tone continued to be one of 
affirmation. What about if he claimed to be seven years old? Though 
his listeners wouldn’t believe him, most were happy to affirm his 
decision: as one stated, “If you feel seven at heart, then, so be [it], 
good for you”. Opinions were more divided on his claim to be six feet 
five inches: while most would question his clearly incorrect belief, 
they were more than happy for him to continue to believe that, with 
not one of them willing to tell him he was wrong. The video sums up 
by saying, “It shouldn’t be hard to tell a five-nine white guy that he’s 
not a six-foot five Chinese woman, but clearly it is.”

There are many aspects of the prevailing western worldview 
on display in that video, such as the common, but unfortunate, 
insistence that we mustn’t ever offend others by disagreeing with 
them. But to pick on one strand, why are we so quick to ignore 
actual difference? Because notice how the moment others are allowed 
to arbitrarily define their own difference, we must simultaneously 
ignore and ultimately devalue actual difference. Which is to say, 
there is more going on here than people simply wanting to recognize 
differences. Ironically, in their desire to recognize difference, they 
don’t acknowledge actual differences. So why is the acknowledgement 

1 ‘College Kids Say the Darndest Things: On Identity’, Family Policy Institute of Washington, 
13 April 2016 (viewed 20 May 2016): www.youtube.com/watch?v=xfO1veFs6Ho.
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of actual difference such a bad thing that we will pretend not to 
notice when clearly false claims are made?

Why are we so quick to ignore difference? What’s the motivation? 
Why has our world embraced this denial of difference? I remember 
witnessing this curious trend for the first time on Frontline, the 
Australian Broadcasting Corporation’s comedy series from the 90s. 
In one episode, an unassuming academic was branded a racist and 
likened to a Nazi for simply publishing a statistical study highlighting 
certain differences between races.2 Now, in his defence, he was 
merely presenting what was verifiably true and was making no value 
judgements based upon those results. But even still, he endured 
ridicule for merely presenting the facts. Though the episode was 
fictitious and satirical, today it seems that the truth has become 
stranger than fiction.

Of course, we do recall times when differences were used to 
rationalize injustices. The Frontline episode made the link between 
the identification of distinct racial attributes and Nazi Germany’s 
horrific treatment of others based on race. Many more examples 
could be listed of evil perpetrated solely on the basis of difference. 
Perhaps it is in part because of this history that our world today is so 
sensitive toward difference: the identification of difference can be a 
precursor to inequality. Difference, therefore, must be denied. Yet as 
an overarching principle to life, not only is the denial of difference 
difficult to live by, it can also deny the good that God has built into 
this world.

So why is it hard to live by? Take, for example, the current 
debate about equal pay for equal work. Who would argue against 
men and women being paid the same for the same work? But 
there are hard cases. For example, since 2007, males and females 
have been paid the same prize money at the four Grand Slam 
tennis tournaments. However, the current world number one 
Novak Dojokovic has questioned whether this is fair: among other 
things, he has argued that since more people watch the men play 
and thus the games generate more money, men should be paid 
more. Now, his views are considered politically incorrect, but does 
he have a point?

Certainly more could be added to this argument: women need to 
win two sets rather than three, so one could question whether they 
are actually doing the same work. Furthermore, one could suggest 
that if women really wanted to be treated the same as the men, they 
should compete against the men. To put it another way, you could 
argue that the men are being unfairly discriminated against because 
of their gender difference: they aren’t allowed to compete in the 

2 ‘Heroes and Villains’, Frontline Season 2 episode 3. First aired on ABC TV 7 August 1995.

“It shouldn’t be 
hard to tell a five-
nine white guy 
that he’s not a six-
foot five Chinese 
woman.”
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women’s competition, which has a much lower standard of tennis, 
while offering the same prize money.3

Adding to the complexity is the reality that discrimination based 
on difference is not always wrong. We are right to discriminate 
against criminals by not allowing them to join the police force! 
Similarly, we reserve parking spaces for those with a disability. All of 
this is to say that our world struggles to live consistently by the belief 
that difference must be ignored.

However, as followers of Jesus, we don’t simply ignore all 
difference. Indeed, for us to deny certain differences is to reject the 
good that God has given us, for it is striking how profoundly good 
the Bible describes certain differences. God created marriage to be 
between one man and one woman; this gender difference is not one to 
be denied, but embraced and enjoyed. God didn’t give Adam another 
male, since Adam didn’t just need another pair of hands; the perfect 
partner for Adam needed to be like him (which is why none of the 
animals would do!), but also quite different from him (Gen 2:18-22).

In a similar manner, the New Testament’s picture of the earthly 
church outlines differences that are not to be denied, but treasured. 
Part of the argument of 1 Corinthians 12 is that God has made each 
of us different, and he did it for the benefit of the church: “If the 
whole body were an eye, where would be the sense of hearing? If 
the whole body were an ear, where would be the sense of smell?” 
(1 Cor 12:17). Imagine if we were all identically gifted: I can fairly 
safely say that we would have a terrible church. It takes a diversity 
of gifts to grow a church.

Which leads me to a critical point: contrary to what our world 
often believes, our individual differences don’t define our value. 
Though different, husband and wife are equal before God (Gal 3:28). 
Though different, every member of the church is equally needed to 
grow the church. Indeed, Jesus’ death on the cross teaches us that we 
are all equally and profoundly valuable. So can we learn to delight in 
our differences? 

3 Regarding the standard of tennis, don’t just take my word for it: after the Williams sisters 
claimed they could beat any male ranked outside the top two hundred, they were 
challenged to a match by 203rd-ranked Karsten Braasch. He played them one after the 
other and easily beat them, winning 6-1, 6-2. (Karsten Braasch, ‘How to... beat both Williams 
sisters in one afternoon’, Observer Sport Monthly, 2 September 2001 [viewed 20 May 2016]:  
www.theguardian.com/observer/osm/story/0,,543962,00.html.)

We are right to 
discriminate 
against criminals 
by not allowing 
them to join the 
police force.
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Broken bad
CLAIRE SMITH

I’ve noticed something of a cultural shift in the way we 
evangelicals talk about the human condition: more and more, 
we are ‘broken’, rather than ‘sinners’—people who act out of our 

‘brokenness’, not our ‘sin’, rebellion’, ‘disobedience’ or ‘rejection’ of 
God. And I’m not convinced this shift is all good.

Let me be clear: I’m not talking about the frequency with which 
actual words are used—as if there’s a bingo card with words on it and 
the winning sermon or church service is one that ticks each box. What 
we communicate is about much more than the individual words we 
use. I don’t have to mention the water, waves, sand and sunshine for 
you to know they’re included when I say, “The beach was nice.” So I’m 
not advocating a slavish adherence to a particular script or lexicon.

Nor am I advocating a slavish adherence to biblical vocabulary. 
My sense is that the Bible doesn’t use the language of ‘brokenness’ 
for the human condition the way we do. It mostly uses it for God’s 
acts of judgement against sinful people or nations (e.g. Ps 2:9, 51:8; 
Isa 1:28), and occasionally for the humbled and broken stance of true 
repentance (e.g. Ps 51:17). In addition, the language of ‘brokenness’ 
may be a culturally appropriate way to capture the meaning of words 
the Bible does use. Language changes, and we need to use language 
our hearers will understand.

As it happens, I think ‘broken’ and ‘brokenness’ are good terms 
to use with unbelievers, in public evangelism and in preaching to the 
flock. They make sense of how people feel about the world and their 
lives. Relationships are broken. Sleep is broken. Hearts are broken. 
Laws are broken. Families are fractured. Hopes are shattered. And our 
strength and will are broken by it all.

And yet while the words ‘broken’ and ‘brokenness’ resonate 
with us all and have some explanatory power, they’re not enough to 
describe the human condition, and don’t deserve to be our dominant 
go-to vocabulary for it. In fact, I’d go further and say that if ‘broken’ 
and ‘brokenness’ become our dominant vocabulary, we will lose gospel 
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While the words 
‘broken’ and 
‘brokenness’ 
resonate with 
us all and have 
some explanatory 
power, they’re 
not enough to 
describe the 
human condition.

clarity and effectiveness, rather than gain it. At worst, we lose the 
heart of the gospel itself and end up with a God who is, at best, 
domesticated or, at worst, unkind, unjust and uncaring.

An overstatement? Perhaps. But here are ten things to consider:
1. The words ‘broken’ and ‘brokenness’ do not have an obvious moral 

or ethical element, unlike the older terminology of ‘sin’, ‘rebellion’ 
and ‘disobedience’.

2. ‘Broken’ and ‘brokenness’ do not convey a relational framework—
at least, not in the way we commonly use them. We speak of us 
being broken, not our relationship with God. On the other hand, 
rebellion, rejection and disobedience clearly happen in a relational 
context, and damage and even break relationships (as we all know). 
They explain why we are enemies of God, alienated from him and 
objects of his wrath.

3. With the biblical terminology for sin (in both Greek and English), 
the noun can also become an adjective, an active verb and an 
adverb. So, for example, a sinner sins sinfully and a rebel rebels 
rebelliously. But ‘broken’ terminology doesn’t allow the same 
linguistic movements. The active verb ‘break’ doesn’t even feature 
in our use of this terminology, and a ‘broker’ is someone who deals 
with shares, not someone who is by definition broken.

4. The terms ‘broken’ and ‘brokenness’ are used passively—in the 
sense that someone is broken by something or someone else. This 
means that someone who is broken is a victim and not morally 
responsible for their own brokenness. Of course, our brokenness 
may be a result of God’s judgement upon us, but few entertain that 
possibility! We only know that we are broken, and not by us. We 
are victims of nature and nurture, life and love.

5. ‘Broken’ terminology focuses us on our pain and dysfunction, 
not on God’s holiness and righteousness. This is not inherently 
problematic. But on its own, it does nothing to challenge or correct 
the self-centred and humanity-centred worldview at the heart of 
human sin. It keeps us at the centre of the universe, not God.

6. It’s not obvious why someone who is broken needs to be forgiven. 
In fact, it seems a category error: they’ve done nothing wrong. 
Their greatest need isn’t to have their guilt removed, but for 
healing, sympathy, a helping hand, and a fair go, and for those 
responsible for their brokenness to be called to account.

7. If we are broken through no fault of our own, then it is unfair, 
unreasonable and unloving for God to judge us. We are victims, so how 
could it be right for us to bear the blame? Either God doesn’t know 
we’re not to blame, or he doesn’t care—and what sort of God is that?

8. And if God cannot be our judge, his response to our problem can 
only be one of pity, not of mercy or grace. Worse still, it’s pity for 
our suffering, rather than boundless mercy and grace expressed in 
his pardon.
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HAVE SOMETHING TO SAY? LETTERS AND 
ARTICLES ARE WELCOME.
Want to respond to something that you’ve read in 
Vine Journal? 

Drop us a line. We’ll prioritize the publication of 
letters that are: 

• thoughtful and godly in tone
• constructive when critical 
• enjoyable and helpful to read in their own right.

We’re also glad to receive essay submissions that:

• come from a Reformed-evangelical viewpoint
• dig into the Bible and its theology 
• have a helpful application to life and ministry
• are between 2000 and 5000 words (or 

possibly more)
• make you want to keep reading.

To send in a letter, float an article idea or submit a 
finished essay, contact vinejournal@gotherefor.com.

9. A gospel for broken people is one that offers healing, restoration 
and wholeness. Like the true gospel, it may be free, but there can 
be no call for repentance because there is no wrong to repent of. 
Like the true gospel, it may offer hope, but it is the hope of the 
good life in this world—of emotional, relational and material 
success—not the hope of eternal rest in Christ. Like the true 
gospel, it recognizes that relationships are broken, but doesn’t 
tell me how I became an enemy of God. And like the true gospel, 
it recognizes that there is something wrong with me, but fails to 
address the evil in my heart.

10. Finally, on this therapeutic model, it is not clear why Christ had to 
die. There is no penalty or ransom to be paid. No judge to satisfy. No 
holy love to appease. In fact, the cross seems to add more meaningless 
suffering to a broken world filled with meaningless suffering.

Now, I’m not saying that everyone who uses this language of 
‘brokenness’ drifts into all these errors! And I’m not saying that 
‘brokenness’ language isn’t sometimes helpful. What I am saying 
is that if all we ever (or mostly) use is ‘brokenness’ language, this 
is what our hearers might hear—and that would be a distortion of 
the truth. Not only does it make us the centre of the gospel and the 
world, it can place God on the wrong side of the ledger—in company 
with all those who are against us. At best, it portrays him as a 
celestial therapist who is there to help us put our lives back together.

It’s probably true that the older terminology of ‘sin’ and ‘sinners’, 
‘rebellion’ and ‘rebels’, disobedience, rejection, and so on, is not 
everyday language. It may need more explanation than it once did, 
and it may have cultural baggage attached that we need to unpack. It 
may also be that in our culture of pathologization and victimhood, 
it will jar to say that we have a fatal problem of the heart of our own 
making. But that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t say it.

Perhaps the way ahead is to combine the old and the new so that 
the strengths of both are harnessed: we are broken sinners living in a 
broken and fallen world. 

‘Broken’ 
terminology 
focuses us on 
our pain and 
dysfunction, not 
on God’s holiness 
and righteousness.
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In this much-anticipated book, Colin Marshall and 
Tony Payne answer the question they have been  
asked countless times by pastors and church leaders 
all around the world since the publication of  
The Trellis and the Vine. The question goes like this:

“Look, I’ve read your book, and it expresses 
what I have always thought about Christian 
ministry. But as I kept reading, I had this sinking 
feeling that what actually happens in our church 
is still a long way from the kind of disciple-
making ministry vision you outline and that 
I believe in. So my question is this: What can 
we do about it? How can we shape the whole 
culture of our church around disciple-making?”

The Vine Project provides a roadmap and resources  
for this sort of church-wide culture change. It 
guides your ministry leadership team through a 
five-phase process for growth and change, with  
biblical input, practical ideas, resources, case studies,  
exercises and projects along the way. 

The Trellis and the Vine proposed a “ministry mind- 
shift that changes everything”. The Vine Project 
shows how that mind-shift can and must shape  
every aspect of what you are doing as a congregation 
of Christ’s people to make disciples of all nations.

Available now from

The Vine Project takes you beneath technique and program to the heart of what  
matters in church life. And it does this in a way that is immensely practical. The book is  
so helpful, I think I can offer an ironclad guarantee that if you and a leadership team  
work through this book, things will change for the better. I guarantee there will also be  
pain! But it will be healthy pain. 

~ Andrew Heard, EV Church, Geneva Push, FIEC
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Words are not the first thing we think of when it comes to traditional 
building materials. Nevertheless, the New Testament writers 
encourage us Christians to ‘build’ one another up with our words. But 
what exactly does this mean? Tony Payne investigates.

Building with words
TONY PAYNE

Let no corrupting talk come out of your 
mouths, but only such as is good for 
building up, as fits the occasion, that it may 
give grace to those who hear. (Eph 4:29)

The idea that we should ‘build’ each  
other up with words is a common 

one in the New Testament. It’s expounded 
upon at length in 1 Corinthians 12-14. But 
how do words build?

At one level, it seems obvious: words 
can build people up, or discourage them 
and tear them down. But building is also a 
strange thing to do with words, when you 
think about it. Words are just words, after 
all: they have no physical existence in the 
world. There are so many materials or 
substances you can build with in order to 
construct something real and substantial—
bricks, cement, bamboo, LEGO. But 
what can you really construct or build by 
talking? Or, to put it another way, how do 
our words actually make any difference at 
all? Are they not just vibrations in the air? 
Isn’t it all just… talk?

In this article, I want to explain how 
Christianity makes a vast difference to 
understanding how you can ‘build’ with 
words.

Playing games
Secular humanism has come to be the 
dominant worldview in our culture 
over the past 200 years. Yet often we 
are unaware of the ways in which that 
worldview trickles down into our lives 
and communities—particularly in the area 
of words and language.

Secular humanism is the inherently 
dysfunctional attempt to make sense of 
the world and our lives without reference 
to the God who created everything 
and who, in fact, gives sense, meaning 
and purpose to all existence. Secular 
humanism shuts out that idea and tries to 
live and make sense of the world without 
any external reference point. All we have 
to work with is just this physical universe 
that we can see, touch and experience.

But when you take away God and 
the order and meaning that a creator 
God gives to his creation, all sorts of 
aspects of human life and experience 
become extremely difficult to explain and 
understand. For example, having rejected a 
Christian view of the universe, one of the 
problems that western thought has had 
to battle is whether we can actually know 
anything for sure about the world. After 
all, the only point of contact I actually 
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have with the world is via my senses and 
what my brain makes of it. But how can I 
possibly know if what is really out there 
actually matches my sense perception of 
it? Philosophically speaking, it’s very hard 
to be sure. Which means I’m left with the 
prospect that the only thing I really know 
for sure is my own knowledge—and that 
may or may not be reliable.

This radical scepticism about our ability 
to really know the truth about reality leads 
to a further difficulty: how can we ever 
be sure that the words we use to describe 
what our senses and brain tell us is out 
there correspond to anything real at all?

In the twentieth century, this sort of 
thinking led to the idea that language is 
really just a very complicated game with 
its own set of rules. We can do various 
things in this game (make promises, assert 
things, ask things, command things, and 
so on) and build up a complicated, but 
tacitly accepted, set of conventions to 
play this game together, but we shouldn’t 
make the mistake of thinking that our 
word games actually refer to anything 
real outside of themselves. Words are just 
symbols, like playing pieces, cards or dice. 
We can use them for different purposes 
in relation to all the other people in the 
game, but they don’t have any certain 
connection to something that is true—
something that is actually out there in the 
world. Words are not a means for naming 
something that is objectively true or real, 
but for making progress in the language 
game we’re playing.

These ideas have been bubbling away 
in the cauldron of intellectual debate for 
most of the 20th century. Inexorably, 
they have trickled down into the broader 
culture. For postmoderns, words are 
increasingly tools you use to exercise 
power in some way—to achieve something 
in the game that you’re in. They are not 
a means of saying something or arguing 

that something is actually and objectively 
true (and therefore relevant to both of us), 
but a means to achieve what I want to 
achieve—to gain an advantage in the game 
we’re playing.

We certainly see this in how our public 
discourse as a community has steadily 
but relentlessly diminished in quality 
over the past fifty years. It’s not Tony 
Abbott’s fault, David Cameron’s fault or 
Donald Trump’s fault; 
it’s a problem that’s been 
brewing for a long time, 
and is now becoming 
increasingly apparent. If 
words have no necessary 
connection to truth or 
reality, then my task 
is not to persuade you 
of the truth through 
argument or evidence, 
but to win you to my 
side through spin, 
manipulation, PR, sloganeering, irony, 
humour, snarkiness, excitement,  
or sometimes simply by silencing the 
other side and not letting them speak.  
If you’ve ever had the misfortune to be 
part of a Facebook or Twitter argument 
of any length, you’ll know what I mean. 
If you’ve observed carefully how our 
political discourse has been trending over 
the past two decades, you’ll also know 
what I mean.

What I’m saying is that in the late 
modern or postmodern period we’re in, 
truth is no longer the goal of speech, 
nor is rational or empirical argument 
the means to reach it. It’s simply about 
winning the word game, and any tactic 
is legitimate—including the ultimate 
sanction, which is forbidding you to speak 
(usually by classifying your speech as out-
of-bounds and no longer within the rules 
of the game). We see this happening more 
and more.

If words have no 
necessary connection 
to truth or reality, 
then my task is not 
to persuade you of 
the truth through 
argument, but to 
win you to my side 
through spin or 
manipulation.
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Building a world
Our loss of confidence in the capacity 
of words to represent truth is a form 
of madness. But that’s what happens 
when you embrace a big fantastical lie 
(namely, that God is not God and did not 
create this world) and build a life and a 
worldview on it. Things fall apart; the 
centre cannot hold; linguistic anarchy is 

loosed upon the world.
But the real world 

that is there is not the 
accidental, random, 
purposeless product of 
time and chance; it is the 
creation of a good God, 

who made it according to the good and 
wise order of his eternally good and wise 
mind.

Furthermore, the expression of that 
mind and the content of the good order by 
which God made the world is something 
that the Bible calls ‘the Word’:

In the beginning was the Word, and the 
Word was with God, and the Word was 
God. He was in the beginning with God. 
All things were made through him, and 
without him was not any thing made 
that was made. In him was life, and the 
life was the light of men. (John 1:1-4)

The world is built according to the good 
word of God. It bears his stamp. It really 
is there, and we know not only that it is 
there, but what it is truly like—because 
the God who created it has made it so and 
has testified that it is so.

In addition, the world has an 
order that expresses God’s own mind, 
rationality and character. That’s what the 
writer of Proverbs was talking about in 
this extraordinary passage:

“The Lord possessed me at the beginning 
of his work,

the first of his acts of old.

Ages ago I was set up,
at the first, before the beginning of 

the earth.
When there were no depths I was 

brought forth,
when there were no springs 

abounding with water.
Before the mountains had been shaped,

before the hills, I was brought forth,
before he had made the earth with its 

fields,
or the first of the dust of the world.

When he established the heavens, I was 
there;

when he drew a circle on the face 
of the deep,

when he made firm the skies above,
when he established the fountains 

of the deep,
when he assigned to the sea its limit,

so that the waters might not 
transgress his command,

when he marked out the foundations 
of the earth,

then I was beside him, like a master 
workman,

and I was daily his delight,
rejoicing before him always,

rejoicing in his inhabited world
and delighting in the children of man.

“And now, O sons, listen to me:
blessed are those who keep my ways.

Hear instruction and be wise,
and do not neglect it.

Blessed is the one who listens to me,
watching daily at my gates,
waiting beside my doors.

For whoever finds me finds life
and obtains favor from the Lord,

but he who fails to find me injures himself;
all who hate me love death.”

(Proverbs 8:22-32)

Who or what is the writer talking about 
in this passage? It is wisdom. ‘Wisdom’ 

The world has an 
order that expresses 
God’s own mind, 
rationality and 
character.
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is the name the Bible gives to the kind of 
words that explain and teach the truth 
about the world that God has made. If you 
listen to wisdom—to words that describe 
the way things really are—then you will 
find life. You will know how to live in 
God’s world.

It’s no surprise that throughout the 
wisdom literature, words play such an 
important part in the good and successful 
life. True, right and apt words—the 
right word for the right time—bring life, 
healing, success and joy, because these 
true and wise words connect you to what 
is really there, to the good created order 
that God has made.

Building a life
The words of biblical wisdom, built on 
the fear of the Lord, are foundations for 
building a life upon, because they are not 
just signs or part of a game; they convey 
the truth about reality. What the wisdom 
literature foreshadowed, we see coming 
to a majestic fulfilment in Christ, who is 
God’s wisdom made flesh:

“Everyone then who hears these 
words of mine and does them will be 
like a wise man who built his house 
on the rock. And the rain fell, and 
the floods came, and the winds blew 
and beat on that house, but it did not 
fall, because it had been founded on 
the rock. And everyone who hears 
these words of mine and does not do 
them will be like a foolish man who 
built his house on the sand. And the 
rain fell, and the floods came, and 
the winds blew and beat against that 
house, and it fell, and great was the 
fall of it.” (Matt 7:24-27)

The gospel of Jesus Christ is something 
you can build a life on in this creation 
because it is the key to all knowledge: it 
explains where everything fits and how 
to understand everything. It orients you 
towards real life—to what is really there, 
to where the whole of reality is going, and 
to what it all means.

So to speak the truth of Jesus Christ 
to someone is to provide them with the 
material to construct a life that is solid—a 
life that fits with reality and participates 
in the kingdom of God.

As the New Testament unfolds, we see 
the constant importance of using words—
the right words—to build other people. 
True words help people to understand 
reality, and to participate in it rightly 
and successfully. True words help us to 
construct a life that fits with how things 
really are.

All this radically challenges the way 
we speak. It challenges us to reconsider 
the content of what 
we speak in light of 
the truth about reality 
that the spectacles of 
Scripture allow us to 
see. It challenges us 
to reform the manner 
in which we speak in 
light of the neighbour love that Christ 
exemplifies and teaches. And it challenges 
us to rethink the goals of our speech so 
that they are in line with the purposes of 
God for us and other people.

The following essay by Lionel Windsor, 
for which this short article serves as 
something of an introduction, explores 
how a Christian view of speech should be 
worked out in one particular sphere—the 
online world, in which so much speech is 
cast around, but so little of it builds. 

The gospel of Jesus 
Christ is something 
you can build a life 
on in this creation 
because it is the key 
to all knowledge.
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The public reading of Scripture is a pretty 
standard part of most church services—or at 
least it should be, according to 1 Timothy 4:13. 

But ‘pretty standard’ doesn’t mean ordinary 
or insignificant. Indeed, the apostle Paul thinks 
it is so important that he urges Timothy to be 
“devoted” to the task. 

What about your church? 

If a visitor came to your church would they 
conclude that you take the Bible readings 
pretty seriously? Or would they perhaps walk 
in and notice someone frantically scanning 
the Bible passage for the first time just before 
church starts, desperately hoping there is no 
reference to Onesiphorus or Mephibosheth or 
the region of Shittim? 

Available now from

WORKBOOK

new

In this new short course, you’ll think through 
the why and how of communicating God’s word 
clearly and meaningfully for the benefit of those 
to whom you are reading. You’ll see what it 
looks like, in other words, to be devoted to the 
public reading of Scripture in a practical and 
achievable way, and you’ll gain a vision for Bible 
reading that is more helpful to the listeners, 
more satisfying to us as readers, and more 
honouring to God and his word. The course also 
provides valuable input and tips for learning to 
read with expression, clarity and conviction.

The course is designed for group use over two 
sessions of around 1½ hours each, although it 
could also be used personally or in pairs.
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This article was first given as a talk for the 
Centre for Christian Living at Moore College, 
17 March, 2016.1

1. Speaking in an online world
When we become Christians—when we 
put off the old self and put on the new 
self—one of the key things we learn is a 
new way to speak. In Ephesians, Paul says,

Therefore, having put away falsehood, let 
each one of you speak the truth with his 
neighbour... Let no corrupting talk come 
out of your mouths, but only such as is 
good for building up, as fits the occasion, 
that it may give grace to those who hear. 
(Eph 4:25, 29)

These verses are a just a small sample of a 
theme that keeps coming up in Ephesians: 

1 To view the talk online and the rest of the talks from 
‘Learning to speak Christian in an online world’, visit 
www.moore.edu.au/ccl/learning-to-speak-christian-in-
an-online-world

speech or ‘speaking Christian’. Paul calls 
it ‘speaking the truth’, which means 
speaking the gospel, speaking in light of 
the gospel and speaking in line with the 
gospel. It’s one reason why I’m focusing 
on Ephesians as we think about one 
particular form of speech: speech in the 
online world.

This is a huge topic, and we can’t cover 
everything. I’m definitely not an internet 
guru or social media expert. I’m not even 
a true ‘digital native’. I’m a minister and 
New Testament lecturer. I’m also a user 
of social media who, to some extent, has 
made mistakes and learned some things. 
So in this article, I’m going to take the 
Bible—in particular, Paul’s letter to the 
Ephesians—and use it to help us come to 
grips with what Christian speech is all 
about and how that affects our speech in 
the online world.

I’m going to concentrate on 
Facebook in particular because it is 
big and influential and affects most 

Learning to speak 
Christian in an online 
world
LIONEL WINDSOR

The paradoxes of social media can make speaking Christianly online 
quite a challenge, even as social media opens up many opportunities 
for Christians to speak the truth in love. Drawing on the wisdom of 
Paul’s letter to the Ephesians, Lionel Windsor outlines a way forward.
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of us. But you won’t hear much about 
Twitter, Instagram, Snapchat or other 
platforms. That’s because this article is 
about learning principles, rather than 
specific techniques for certain platforms. 
Anything I say about the technology will 
be out of date anyway in a few months, 
but the biblical principles will last.2 
So let’s orient ourselves to this ‘online 
world’—in particular, the online world of 
social media.

Engaging with social media is just 
another form of speech. Yes, sometimes 
it can feel like it’s not: there’s the 
anonymity, the distance, the fact that 
the speech is happening on a screen, and 
so on. But when it boils down to it, it’s 
communication. It’s speech.

a) The paradoxes of social media
So social media is a form of speech. But it’s 
a particular form of speech, with particular 
characteristics, assumptions and an ever-
evolving etiquette. It’s important to come 
to grips with some of those characteristics 
so we know how this form of speech 
works. There are great opportunities for 

2 There are a bunch of things I’m not going to do in this 
essay—partly because they’ve been done so well by 
other people, for example:
• Tim Challies’ The Next Story: Life and Faith After 

the Digital Explosion (Zondervan, Grand Rapids, 
2011) presents an excellent overall theology of 
communication, as well as how to avoid some of the 
personal spiritual pitfalls of online communication.

• Peter  Tong has written an excellent essay on how to 
do theological debates in ‘Doing Theology in a Digital 
Culture’ (Women, Sermons and the Bible: Essays 
Interacting with John Dickson’s ‘Hearing Her Voice’, 
edited by Peter G Bolt and Tony Payne, Matthias 
Media, 2014).

• For advice on protecting children, see James 
P Steyer, Talking Back to Facebook: The Common 
Sense Guide to Raising Kids in the Digital Age, 
Scribner, New York, 2012.

• And you can find some great wisdom in Steven 
Kryger and Andrew Cameron’s ‘From the Archives: 
Face to Face or Facebook’, Centre for Christian 
Living, 15 February, 2016 (viewed 12 May 2016):  
www.moore.edu.au/ccl/ccl/14-02-2016/from-the-
archives-face-to-face-or-facebook

Christians on social media to “put on the 
new self” and “speak the truth” (Eph 4:24, 
25). But there are also huge challenges for 
Christians on social media to stop going 
back to the “old self”—the “corrupt” self 
with its ‘corrupting’ talk (Eph 4:22). A 
good way to get a handle on social media 
is to realize that it’s full of paradoxes and 
contradictions.

i. Mediated socializing
Firstly, the phrase ‘social media’ is a 
paradox: when we say ‘social’, we’re 
talking about humans being connected—
people relating to one another. This is 
what makes social media great: it helps 
humans to connect—including connecting 
with the gospel. As Andrew Cameron 
has pointed out, we are ‘social beings’.3 
But there’s a paradox: normally the best 
kind of socializing involves true closeness 
and authenticity, with nothing between 
us. But social media is ‘media’, which 
means, literally, ‘things in between’: it’s 
technology that helps people connect 
with other people by constantly coming 
between people!

ii. Broadcast conversations
Secondly, social media is full of ‘broadcast 
conversations’: on social media, you have 
conversations, but these conversations 
are broadcast to other people. So it’s 
both a conversation and a broadcast. But 
in practice that means it’s not quite a 
conversation and not quite a broadcast.

It’s a conversation because people chat 
with each other about things. But it’s not 
quite a conversation, because you never 
know who’s listening in and you never 
quite know who’s going to join in at any 
time. The conversation you’re having is 
being broadcast—sent to other people, 
who can treat it like a broadcast show if 

3  Steve Kryger and Andrew Cameron, ibid.

L E A R N I N G  T O  S P E A K  C H R I S T I A N  I N  A N  O N L I N E  W O R L D

VineJournal-Issue4-txt-ART.indd   18 4/07/2016   5:02 PM



V I N E  J O U R N A L  →  I S S U E  4  1 9

they want. They can watch it, enjoy it, 
criticize it, make their own comments 
about it and join in if they feel like it. But 
at the same time, the conversation is not 
quite broadcast, because it’s only being 
sent to the people whom Facebook wants 
to see it.

Just think about the various reactions 
people have to other people’s Facebook 
posts. I might say to Tony, “Tony, why did 
you share that picture of your lunch? Who 
cares about your lunch!” and Tony might 
reply, “Because I like lunch, and I thought 
I was just having a conversation with a 
few of my friends who like lunch too. But 
obviously you thought it was a broadcast 
show and found it boring.”

Or Tony might say to me, “Lionel, do 
you usually take this long to respond to 
comments about that link you shared? 
Don’t you care about your friends?” And I 
might reply, “It’s because I just thought I 
was sharing an interesting article with the 
world, and then I went to bed. I didn’t 
expect the Spanish Inquisition!”

So social media is a weird hybrid of 
broadcasting and conversations. It’s both 
and it’s neither. I suspect that the people 
who are the most successful at using 
Facebook are the people who have come 
to terms with this.

iii. Hyperconnected, but misconnected
A third paradox of social media is that it 
makes us hyperconnected, but so often 
misconnects us. The opportunities to 
connect and share on Facebook are exciting, 
wonderful and (from a purely technical 
point of view) amazing. It’s easy to connect 
with anyone anywhere in the world 
instantly. Wow! And there are so many 
wonderful opportunities for speaking the 
truth of the gospel. But then we realize it’s 
also so easy to misconnect. The connections 
happen so easily, but they’re often strange, 
weird or awkward—or worse.

For example, you’re having a 
conversation with a friend you know 
from school or church about the rain. 
Then someone else you know from work 
randomly joins in and says how outraged 
they are that the rain wrecked their 
picnic. Suddenly you’re having a bizarre 
disagreement, and the challenge to our 
“old self” is to react angrily.

iv. Together alone
Fourthly, social media 
brings us all together, 
but it can also make us 
more alone. When you’re 
on Facebook, you feel 
like you’re in a universe 
with other people, with 
whom you can connect 
and communicate. But 
at the same time, we’re 
not all actually in the same universe: 
we’re not all on the one Facebook. Each 
of us has our own Facebook: everything is 
filtered and tailored to us. So you don’t 
see what other people are seeing; you’re 
having your own experience.

Facebook has to be filtered, of course. 
You can’t keep up with everything your 
friends are saying; there’s too much and 
you’d go mad. We need filters. Facebook 
filters, tailors and gives us a private 
experience based on what they know we 
like (which, of course, means they can 
advertise to us). But that means it’s not 
exactly a shared experience. It’s not like 
TV, for example. Even though Facebook 
feels like an online universe, it’s more like 
a multiverse full of parallel universes, each 
with a population of one.

This can be a great challenge for us. 
Here’s a hypothetical scenario: Jill has a 
baby and shares some baby photos. Bill is 
Jill’s single friend. Bill says to Jill, “Your 
baby photos are all over Facebook. Can’t 
you think of people who are single or 
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Even though 
Facebook feels 
like an online 
universe, it’s more 
like a multiverse 
full of parallel 
universes, each 
with a population 
of one.

VineJournal-Issue4-txt-ART.indd   19 4/07/2016   5:02 PM



2 0  A U G U S T  2 0 1 6

L E A R N I N G  T O  S P E A K  C H R I S T I A N  I N  A N  O N L I N E  W O R L D

struggling with infertility?” But Jill says 
to Bill, “Can’t you share my joy? Anyway, 
my baby photos are not all over Facebook. 
What’s all over Facebook is your photos 
of your parties, nice food and wine. I see 
it all the time when I’m up half the night 
with my screaming baby.” Here are two 
friends who think they’re in the same 
world, but they’re not. They’re together, 
but they’re alone. And it’s easy for their 
“old self”—the one characterized by lack 
of love and envy—to come out.

v. Words multiplied, communication divided
Fifthly, a further paradox of social 
media is that words are multiplied, but 
communication is often divided. With 
Facebook, you can get your point across 
easily, quickly and often. A few seconds 
of typing and suddenly your friends know 
what you’re doing, where you are and what 
you care about. This is amazing and it really 
helps us share our message and our lives.

But speech isn’t just about literal 
words. When you hear someone, you 
always want to know why they’re saying 
what they’re saying. What are their 

motives? What’s their 
purpose? In face-to-face 
communication, we have 
all kinds of social cues, 
we can hear the speaker’s 

real emotions more easily and we’re 
more likely to get their motives right. 
But on Facebook, when the words come 
to us quickly without a context and, at 
best, with only a cartoon emoji, we react 
quickly and without reflection, and we 
tend to automatically presume that we 
know the writer’s purpose.

Your friend shares that they’re on a 
plane to Melbourne. Why are they doing 
that? Are they boasting that they can afford 
a trip to Melbourne? Are they wanting 
their friends to rejoice with them that 
they’re going to a place of culture? Or is it 

a cry for help: there are no good beaches 
any more? Maybe they just accidentally 
downloaded an app that automatically 
posts whenever they enter an airport. We 
don’t actually know what their motives 
are, but we fill in the reasons. That can 
bring out the “old self”: it can inflame 
conversations. You tell me you’re on a 
plane to Melbourne. I envy you. I think 
you’re a rich snob. And so on.

vi. Manufactured authenticity
Sixthly, social media creates the paradox 
of manufactured authenticity. Facebook 
is a place to share your life. You can 
even share the little details. You have 
the opportunity to be honest, real and 
authentic. And that means, of course, that 
you can share how the truth about Jesus 
impacts your life.

But it’s not that simple is it? Whenever 
you share something in this high-speed 
hyperconnected place, you have to think 
about how other people will take it. It’s 
going to be broadcast, after all! So how’s it 
going to come across? Are people going to 
read your motives correctly? Will people 
get the wrong idea? Will you make people 
sad or envious? You have to consider those 
things. But that means your authenticity 
needs to be calculated.

That has a dark side: the actor George 
Burns once said, “In acting, sincerity is 
the key. If you can fake that, you’ve got 
it made.” In social media, sincerity is the 
key. And if you’ve worked out exactly how 
to appear authentic to other people—if you 
know how to get liked—if you can fake 
the cues so people really see how authentic 
you are—it’s no longer the truth.

vii. Controlled freedom
Seventhly and finally, social media is 
controlled freedom. Facebook gives you 
great freedom: you can see so many ideas 
and connect with so many people easily, 

There’s no law that 
says you have to 
be on Facebook.
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at a click. It’s like flying. But we need 
to remember that Facebook is a highly 
controlled world. It’s like the Matrix 
movies: the premise of The Matrix is that 
sentient machines have placed humans 
in a gigantic virtual reality game where 
the humans live a virtual life, while the 
machines feed off their energy, using 
them as batteries.

Facebook is bizarrely similar. This isn’t a 
conspiracy theory (I know Mark Zuckerberg 
isn’t actually a sentient machine). But 
we need to realize that Facebook is a 
business: it uses us. Facebook makes 
money by feeding off our conversations. 
Conversations create ‘energy’ for them—
that is, clicks—which means advertising 
revenue. It’s not free; we are the product.4

The challenge for us putting off our ‘old 
selves’ is that angry, heated conversations 
generate even more energy for Facebook. 
They want you to talk outrageous drivel, 
because that’s more interesting and will 
get more conversations going, which will 
cause more people to click. They want 
things to be public, not private, and they’ll 
fight with you to make that happen, 
literally changing your privacy settings. 
And they will show you things—things 
not in line with the truth in Jesus—things 
they want you to click on.

b) Attitudes to social media
So the online world of social media is 
complex. Not surprisingly, people have 
reacted differently to it. On the one hand, 
there are the embracers—those who see the 
opportunities of social media: “It’s a new 
world, full of promise! It’s where people are 
at. We should embrace and use this media 
for all we’re worth!” Embracers take into 

4 “If you’re not paying for something, you’re not the 
customer; you’re the product being sold.” Andrew 
Lewis writing on MetaFilter, cited by Eli Pariser in The 
Filter Bubble: What the Internet Is Hiding from You 
(Viking, Penguin, London, 2011), p. 21.

account the opportunities, but they can be 
naïve when it comes to the challenges.

On the other hand, there are the 
naysayers:5 they see the world of social 
media as evil, twisting our message and 
our lives so much that it is pointless to be 
a part of it. The naysayers have a point: 
they see the challenges. But they don’t see 
the opportunities. Facebook has billions of 
users. It’s where people are at. Can we and 
should we leave this world behind?

Less extreme than the naysayers  
are the conscientious objectors—people 
who deliberately leave social media behind 
because it’s bad for them. There’s Essena 
O’Neill, an Australian teenager who had 
half a million followers on Instagram, but 
who realized the drive for attention was 
consuming her, so she quit.6 There’s Louis 
CK, who quit Twitter because it made 
him depressed.7 There’s Tina Fey and Amy 
Poehler, who deliberately don’t use social 
media.8 Similar points are often made by 
Christians too.9

5 See chapter 3: ‘Harbingers of Gloom and Glory: 
Christian Responses to Media Technology’ in Andrew 
Byers, Theomedia: The Media of God and the Digital 
Age, Cascade, Eugene, Oregon, 2013, pp. 29-41.

6 Elle Hunt, ‘Essena O’Neill Quits Instagram Claiming 
Social Media “Is Not Real Life”’, The Guardian, 3 
November, 2015 (viewed 12 May 2016): www.theguardian.
com/media/2015/nov/03/instagram-star-essena-oneill-
quits-2d-life-to-reveal-true-story-behind-images

7 Jon Blistein, ‘Louis C.K. on Why He Quit Twitter’, 
Rolling Stone, 16 April 2015 (viewed 12 May 2016):  
www.rollingstone.com/tv/news/louis-c-k-on-why-he-
quit-twitter-20150416

8 Kate Dries, ‘Non-Social Media Users Tina Fey and 
Amy Poehler Cover Glamour’s “Social” Issue’, Jezebel, 
1 December 2015 (viewed 12 May 2016): http://jezebel.
com/non-social-media-users-tina-fey-and-amy-poehler-
cover-g-1745445433

9 Alan Jacobs, ‘My year in tech’, Snakes and Ladders, 23 
December, 2015 (viewed 12 May 2016): http://blog.ayjay.
org/uncategorized/my-year-in-tech/ and ‘I’m Thinking 
It Over’, The American Conservative, 4 January, 2016 
(viewed 12 May 2016): www.theamericanconservative.
com/jacobs/im-thinking-it-over/; cf. Justin Taylor, 
‘The 8-Point Social-Media Apostasy of Alan Jacobs’, 
The Gospel Coalition, 4 January, 2016 (viewed 
12 May 2016): www.thegospelcoalition.org/blogs/
justintaylor/2016/01/04/the-8-point-social-media-
apostasy-of-alan-jacobs/
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Running away from social media may 
well be something you need to do too. 
If that’s you, do it. You’re allowed to. 
There’s no law that says you have to be on 
Facebook (at least, not yet).

Another reaction, which I think has a lot 
of merit, is the ‘disciplined 
user’: these are people who 
don’t see social media as 
inherently evil, but realize 
we need to regulate it and 
discipline ourselves to 
not have too much of it.10 
They advocate practices 
including removing apps 

from our phones, not being connected all 
the time, keeping the smartphone away 
from the bedroom, and taking whole days 
off social media to enjoy the sunshine. If 
you take this approach, I think you could go 
a long way towards avoiding the pitfalls and 
making use of the opportunities of social 
media.

2. To speak Christian
But how exactly do we make the most of 
opportunities on social media? What does 
it mean to speak Christian in this online 
world?

a) The word of truth
Ephesians has a lot to tell us about what 
it means to speak Christian. Firstly, it 
tells us that there is definitely something 
worthwhile to speak. In Ephesians, Paul 
calls this message, “the word of truth”. 
It’s a word that has come to Christians 
and turned their world upside down: “In 
him you also, when you heard the word 
of truth, the gospel of your salvation, and 

10 John Dyer, ‘New Year’s Technology Resolutions of 
the Internet Famous’, Don’t Eat The Fruit, 5 January, 
2016 (viewed 12 May 2016): http://donteatthefruit.
com/2016/01/new-years-technology-resolutions-of-the-
internet-famous/

believed in him, were sealed with the 
promised Holy Spirit…” (Eph 1:13).

The “word of truth” is another way 
of talking about the gospel. What is the 
gospel? First and foremost, it’s a message 
about salvation: it tells us that there is 
rescue and relief from something. What 
are we rescued from? Ephesians 2:1-10 
says we’re rescued from the futile life of 
this world, from our sins and the greed 
and envy of this world,  from God’s wrath 
against our sin, and from being under the 
control of the powers of this world. We’ve 
been forgiven through Jesus’ death for us; 
we’ve been made alive; we’ve been given a 
new life, which is secure because our true 
status is that we are actually seated with 
Christ, far above all rulers and powers; 
and we’ve been given a whole new life 
to live—in which to honour God and to 
walk and talk in new ways. This is the 
“word of truth” in Ephesians—the gospel 
message. And when Paul refers to ‘truth’ 
in Ephesians, he’s talking about this 
gospel message and the implications of 
that gospel message in our lives.11

How does this “word of truth”—this 
gospel truth—come? God has broadcast 
it to the world. But he didn’t broadcast 
it like a TV show; God doesn’t just beam 
the gospel into everyone’s heads. No, this 
gospel truth, in God’s wisdom, is broadcast 
through human beings. In a sense, God 
uses human beings as ‘social media’.

Firstly, there’s Paul himself: he’s 
an apostle of God and he calls himself 
a “minister”, which actually means 
something like a ‘go-between’:

Of this gospel I was made a minister 
[or ‘go-between’]12 according to the gift 

11 Peter T O’Brien, The Letter to the Ephesians, The 
Pillar New Testament Commentary, Eerdmans, Grand 
Rapids, 1999, pp. 473-474.

12  John N Collins, Diakonia: Re-Interpreting the Ancient 
Sources, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1990, p. 233; 
cf. pp. 77-132.

This gospel truth, 
in God’s wisdom, is 
broadcast through 
human beings. In 
a sense, God uses 
human beings as 
‘social media’.
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of God’s grace, which was given me 
by the working of his power. To me, 
though I am the very least of all the 
saints, this grace was given, to preach 
to the Gentiles the unsearchable riches 
of Christ… (Eph 3:7-8)

But it’s not just Paul who brings this 
word of truth. In Ephesians 4, we see that 
Christ equips the saints for the ‘work of 
ministry’—that is, Christ creates a whole 
people who are to be a kind of social 
medium: “And he gave the apostles, the 
prophets, the evangelists, the shepherds 
and teachers, to equip the saints for the 
work of ministry, for building up the body 
of Christ” (4:11-12). Indeed, all Christians 
need to be ready to act as God’s ‘social 
media’, knowing and speaking the truth: 
“Stand therefore, having fastened on 
the belt of truth, and having put on the 
breastplate of righteousness, and, as shoes 
for your feet, having put on the readiness 
given by the gospel of peace” (Eph 6:14-
15). We’re all commanded to be part of 
God’s great spiritual battle by wearing 
the “belt of truth”—that is, the gospel. 
Furthermore, the command for us to put 
on those gospel shoes is about preaching 
the gospel, like in Isaiah 52:7: “How 
beautiful upon the mountains are the 
feet of him who brings good news, who 
publishes peace”.13

 At the end of the Book of Ephesians, 
Paul returns to his special role as a 
mediator of the gospel. He asks the 
Ephesians to “[pray] also for me, that 
words may be given to me in opening my 
mouth boldly to proclaim the mystery of 
the gospel, for which I am an ambassador 
in chains, that I may declare it boldly, as I 
ought to speak” (Eph 6:19-20). Notice how 
Paul feels the need to speak this message: 
the world is in darkness and in need of 

13  O’Brien, p. 477.

the gospel message. People need to hear 
that message in order to be saved from 
sin and God’s wrath, and in order to have 
life. This salvation comes by a message—a 
word. It’s a word that needs to get out 
there. It needs to be broadcast. And God 
uses people to do just that.

By the way, notice how Paul also uses 
technology: Paul’s letter to the Ephesians 
is a letter—an ancient social medium. 
Paul uses this ancient social medium to 
encourage his church and get this message 
to others. The same is true today: people 
need this message. That’s why Christians 
need to be online—or, at least, some of 
us do. There are real people in the online 
world, and these people need to hear (or 
read!) the saving gospel of Jesus Christ.  
If we Christians aren’t there with them, 
they will not hear this truth of the gospel. 
All they will hear is the ‘noise’—the  
endless frivolous chatter, the corruption  
of the old self.

Social media creates 
opportunities for the 
saving gospel of Jesus 
Christ to be broadcast 
and heard by people 
who otherwise might 
not know of him. Even 
better, it’s a medium 
that isn’t just for 
the ‘experts’; it’s for 
everyone to use. You don’t have to be a 
professional speaker to say something 
about the gospel of Jesus Christ on  
social media; you just need to know Jesus 
and speak.

But there are challenges too: because 
anyone can use this medium, there are 
many opportunities for misinformation, 
slander, corruption, lies, degradation and 
worse to be given a voice, perpetuated 
and believed. That noise can drown out 
the truth far too easily. The gospel is a 
message of peace—peace between people 

You don’t have to 
be a professional 
speaker to say 
something about 
the gospel of 
Jesus Christ on 
social media; you 
just need to know 
Jesus and speak.
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and God, and peace between one another. 
But Facebook feeds on controversy and 
drivel. Facebook fans the flames of anger, 
but tends to quench the words of peace. 
So it can be hard for the gospel to get a 
hearing. The challenge for us Christians is 
to try to speak the gospel online and make 
clear that the gospel opposes many of the 
world’s values, without getting caught up 
in the anger and needless arguments.

b) Speaking the truth in love
This leads us into my next point, which is 
summed up by an important phrase found 
in Ephesians 4:15. At this point, Paul is 
talking about what the truth of the gospel 
does to us when we hear it and believe 
it: the gospel doesn’t leave us as isolated 
individuals; the gospel actually unites us 
to Jesus Christ and gathers us together 
into a church, which Paul describes as a 
body. That body is the place where the 
truth makes its biggest impact and grows:

Rather, speaking the truth in love, we 
are to grow up in every way into him 
who is the head, into Christ, from whom 
the whole body, joined and held together 
by every joint with which it is equipped, 
when each part is working properly, 
makes the body grow so that it builds 
itself up in love. (Eph 4:15-16)

The phrase I’d like to focus on is 
“speaking the truth in love”. The original 
is actually “truthing in love”, but clearly 
the truth is a spoken message. Sometimes 
people use the phrase ‘speak the truth 
in love’ to mean something like ‘say true 
things in a nice way’. That’s not wrong, 
but “speaking the truth in love” is far 
more than that: that truth isn’t just any 
old truth, it’s the gospel. And “in love” 
isn’t only about the way we speak, it’s 
about the whole context and arena of our 
truth-speaking. It’s a network of loving 
relationships in the body of Christ, 

created by the love of God himself 
(Eph 1:4-5).

This love of Christ is enormous and 
something that Christians need to grasp. 
Paul prays:

that you, being rooted and grounded in 
love, may have strength to comprehend 
with all the saints what is the breadth 
and length and height and depth, and to 
know the love of Christ that surpasses 
knowledge, that you may be filled with all 
the fullness of God. (Eph 3:17b-20)

So in Ephesians, the meaning of “speaking 
the truth in love” is more like speaking 
the gospel, speaking the implications of 
the gospel and speaking in a gospel-shaped 
way within the whole network of loving 
relationships characterized by God’s love 
for us in Jesus, which should be seen most 
clearly in the church, where that love is 
lived out in the presence of one another.14 
Speaking Christian happens in the context 
of loving relationships.

c) Opportunities in the online world

i. Speak the truth
What opportunities does the online 
world create for us to speak the truth in 
the context of love? Well, social media 
creates connections for you. It’s not just 
broadcasting, it’s relationships: you have a 
network of relationships—‘friends’—and 
when you post, you speak into this context. 
Yes, it’s not the same as being physically 
present, and it has problems, which we’ve 
talked about a bit already. But it also gives 
people a connectedness that they might 
not otherwise have had—especially people 
who would otherwise be isolated by their 
location or life circumstances. I’m in touch 
with all sorts of people I would have 
forgotten otherwise, and in a small way, I 

14 Ibid., pp. 310–312.
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have the opportunity to speak the truth in 
the context of these online relationships.

Ephesians 4:25 says, “Therefore, having 
put away falsehood, let each one of you 
speak the truth with his neighbour, for 
we are members one of another” (Eph 
4:25). What is “speaking the truth” here? 
In one sense, it’s just generally being 
honest. But it’s more than that: we have 
to put away the ‘lie’ that the devil holds 
the world captive to—the lie of the world 
that life is found in greed and living for 
yourself. We don’t have to pretend any 
more; we have the truth—the truth that 
we were sinners under God’s wrath, that 
we have been saved by grace, and that 
we have a life that’s secure and found in 
God and a relationship with his Son Jesus 
Christ (Eph 2:3-5, 4:23-24).

On Facebook, if you don’t have the 
truth of the gospel, you have to keep 
lying about yourself. You have to project 
an image to make people like you and 
commend you and to make you feel good 
about yourself. If you have the truth of the 
gospel, you can and should be honest—
honest about the fact that you’re a failure 
and a sinner, and that life’s hard. But 
God’s shown you grace: you’re actually 
secure with Christ and that’s fantastic. You 
don’t have to do any photoshopping or 
airbrushing—either of your profile pictures 
or your life. You can speak the truth.

I know Ephesians 4:25 seems to be 
talking more about speaking to fellow 
Christians. But that’s the beauty of social 
media: you can’t easily separate what you 
say to Christians from what you say to 
non-Christians. Facebook doesn’t respect 
those kind of boundaries. If you speak the 
truth, you’re essentially speaking the truth 
both to Christians and non-Christians. If 
you hide the truth, you hide it from both. 
But if you are just honest in light of the 
gospel, that’s powerful.

ii. Walk in the light
Paul also talks about this sort of behaviour—
our actions and speech—as “light”:

for at one time you were darkness, but 
now you are light in the Lord. Walk as 
children of light (for the fruit of light 
is found in all that is good and right 
and true), and try to discern what is 
pleasing to the Lord. Take no part in the 
unfruitful works of darkness, but instead 
expose them. For it is shameful even to 
speak of the things that they do in secret. 
(Eph 5:8-12)

Like the world, the online world is full of 
darkness—darkened hearts that don’t know 
the love of God and haven’t experienced 
(or won’t experience) God’s love and the 
honesty and truth that 
it brings. But the truth 
of the gospel shines a big 
light on that darkness. 
Notice that it’s not 
just the gospel that’s 
called “light” here: we 
Christians are also called 
“light” (v. 8)!

Light illuminates the 
darkness. On Facebook, simply speaking 
the truth—speaking about your life in 
light of the gospel—is like a light shining 
in the darkness. Posts of joy in the midst 
of sorrow—posts of thankfulness to God 
in the midst of darkness—are like opening 
up the curtains in a dark room and letting 
the bright morning light flood in.

Light also exposes the darkness and 
shows it up. There’s certainly a place for 
speaking about an issue or getting involved 
in an exchange or a disagreement. But 
when you do, make sure that the truth 
of the gospel and your life in light of the 
gospel shines brightly. Ultimately it will be 
that light and not your clever arguments 
that will expose the darkness.

On Facebook, 
simply speaking 
the truth—
speaking about 
your life in light of 
the gospel—is like 
a light shining in 
the darkness.

 L E A R N I N G  T O  S P E A K  C H R I S T I A N  I N  A N  O N L I N E  W O R L D
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d) Challenges in the online world
This leads us into talking about the 
challenges of online speech. Ephesians 
talks a lot about the pitfalls for 
Christians—the traps and sins that stop 
us from speaking in a godly way. Firstly, 
there’s the challenge of not sinning in 
anger. In Ephesians 4:26-27, Paul says, 
“Be angry and do not sin; do not let the 
sun go down on your anger, and give 
no opportunity to the devil”. We’ve 
already seen that part of the problem of 
online speech is that it is, in many ways, 
disembodied. Speaking the truth online 
in the context of loving relationships 
is harder, because the means of relating 
itself can be shallower. The socializing is 
mediated, the conversations are broadcast, 
there are misconnections everywhere 
and the non-verbal communication cues 
are gone. That makes anger so much 
easier—not just righteous anger, but 
sinful anger—anger at those people out 
there who are just wrong. Ephesians tells 

us not to let the sun go 
down on our anger. In 
other words, don’t let the 
anger fester. Sometimes 
that means stopping our 
involvement in an online 
conversation and maybe 
picking up the phone 
or arranging a personal 
chat. At the very least, it 

involves praying and remembering that 
we are all sinners in need of grace.

Secondly, there’s the challenge to be 
mindful of others. In Ephesians 4:29, 
Paul writes, “Let no corrupting talk come 
out of your mouths, but only such as is 
good for building up, as fits the occasion, 
that it may give grace to those who 
hear”. Notice his emphasis on thinking 
about others when you speak. This is 
other-person-centred speech: you are 
not thinking of yourself, but of what is 

good for others. This is a huge challenge 
in the online world, because the ‘others’ 
aren’t physically present, so it can seem 
like it’s just you. Your selfishness can take 
over. You just want to look good. You just 
want to be liked. But as Christians, our 
motivation in speaking is not to make 
ourselves look good; it’s to help and build 
others through our speech. That means 
we might not be liked. Not being liked: 
that’s the worst possible fate on Facebook! 
But the gospel reminds us that we don’t 
need to be liked on Facebook! People who 
crave being liked are insecure. We’re all 
emotionally insecure in some way, but 
the gospel reminds us that in actual fact, 
we’re as secure as we can possibly be, 
because God has loved us and rescued us. 
We’re not just ‘liked’ by God, we’re loved 
by God. We’re seated with Christ above 
all rulers, above all authorities and above 
Facebook—above the people we fear and 
the people whose attention we crave. So 
when you post and comment, pray and 
consider why are you doing it? Is it to 
build others up and give grace to those 
who hear? Your security in Christ means 
you can do that.

This is a very serious matter: if you are 
not speaking to build others up, you are 
actually grieving the Spirit. Consider the 
next verse: “And do not grieve the Holy 
Spirit of God, by whom you were sealed 
for the day of redemption” (Eph 4:30). 
If we are not speaking to build others 
up, we are not speaking in line with the 
word of truth—the gospel, through which 
the Spirit came to us in the first place. 
Isn’t that a terrible thing! A clear way to 
ensure that we’re speaking to build others 
up appears in the next few verses: “Let 
all bitterness and wrath and anger and 
clamour and slander be put away from 
you, along with all malice. Be kind to one 
another, tenderhearted, forgiving one 
another, as God in Christ forgave you” 

Not being liked: 
that’s the worst 
possible fate on 
Facebook! But the 
gospel reminds 
us that we don’t 
need to be liked on 
Facebook!
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(Eph 4:31-32). Please consider printing 
these verses out and putting them on the 
back of your phone or on your computer 
screen. Then before you post or comment, 
just run it by these verses. Are you being 
kind? Or are you bitter? Are you angry? 
Are you seeking to slander someone?

We need to be different in this regard. 
Instead of grieving the Spirit by our 
speech, we should be filled with the Spirit 
in our speech:

And do not get drunk with wine, for 
that is debauchery, but be filled with 
the Spirit, addressing one another in 
psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, 
singing and making melody to the Lord 
with your heart, giving thanks always 
and for everything to God the Father 
in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ… 
(Eph 5:18-20)

Our singing, prayer, thanksgiving—these 
are forms of speech too, and what Paul 
says about them also applies online. 
Christians talk different; we should 
be seen and heard as people who talk 
different.

e) Learning to speak
So how can we learn to speak the truth 
in love in this online world? Here are 
some further ideas arising from what I’ve 
said above:

 » Remember that you are speaking to 
people and that you are in some kind 
of relationship with them. The online 
medium might make them seem 
remote, but they are still people.

 » Speak out of a desire to love, not a 
desire to be liked. That can be very 
hard. But you can only really do it if 
you have security in the gospel.

 » Slow down your speech. Facebook 
doesn’t want you to slow down; they 
want fast-paced action. They want 
controversy. They want speed. You 
don’t have to play their game.

 » Before you post or comment, make a 
habit of showing a trusted friend or 
your spouse (if you have one) what 
you’re going to post or write. They can 
often see things you might not see.

 » Break out of the medium. Take the 
red pill and leave the Matrix. Go 
offline. You’re still officially allowed 
to. There’s no law yet that says that 
if somebody says something on 
Facebook, you have to respond on 
Facebook. There are still other media 
in the world: give the person a call. 
Offer to meet. Send an email. Speaking 
the truth in love can mean affirming 
the relationship by a voice on the 
phone or a bodily presence.

I want to finish with a reminder from 
Ephesians. It’s a reminder that we’re 
engaged in a spiritual battle, and the 
gospel, the truth and the word of God are 
key weapons in this battle. A friend of 
mine who had been bullied online once 
described Facebook as the pit of hell. 
In some ways, it is. But it’s not because 
Facebook is particularly possessed by 
Satan; it’s because Facebook is just a part 
of the world, and the world is temporarily 
under Satan’s control (Eph 2:1-3). But 
we have these weapons: the word of 
truth, the gospel of peace, righteous lives 
changed by the gospel. We have the shield 
of faith, the helmet of salvation, and the 
sword of the Spirit, the word of God, and 
we pray at all times in the Spirit (Eph 
6:10-20). Facebook is a great place to 
wield these weapons. 
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We have a confession 
to make.
“For with the heart one believes and is 
justified, and with the mouth one confesses 
and is saved.” ~ Romans 10:10

We all have a different relationship with speech. 
Some of us love it, some of us... not so much. 
For some it depends a lot on the context: 
speaking on the phone with a friend is perfectly 
enjoyable; speaking publicly in front of an 
audience is our worst nightmare. Some of us 
speak at a million miles an hour, while some of 
us have a slow and measured pace, choosing 
every word carefully. In many ways, speech 
really is a reflection of who we are as individuals.

But if our speech really is a reflection of who we 
are, and if being a Christian is a fundamental and 
even primary way we describe ourselves, should 
we expect gospel speech to be on our lips?

In this refreshingly different look at what the 
Bible has to say about evangelism and our 
speech patterns as Christians, Lionel Windsor 
shows the connection between faith and 
speech, and encourages us to confess the Lord 
Jesus with our lips.

“When we start asking whether 
we’re commanded to evangelize... 
we’re treating evangelism like kids 
treat eating vegetables. We’re saying 
that evangelism is technically a 
good thing to do, but we’d prefer 
not to do it unless we really have to. 
That should tell us that something 
has gone wrong somewhere.”

About the author…
Lionel Windsor has served as a church 
pastor, but currently works as a full-time 
lecturer at Moore Theological College, 
where he teaches Greek, Hebrew, and 
New Testament.

Available now from
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When we first learned to 
think in terms of doctrine, 
we discovered that every 

biblical doctrine is an aspect of every 
other. So, for instance, our doctrine of 
Scripture is deeply rooted in our doctrine 
of God. The idea of a God who can speak 
to us is rooted in the idea of a Triune God 
who has spoken, throughout eternity, 
through and to God the Word. That is a 
blessed confidence.

But by the same token, because those 
doctrines are interconnected and feed into 
each other, a faulty doctrine of Scripture 
will therefore feed into a skewed doctrine 
of God. That is a perilous and pressing 
problem, because constructing our doctrine 
of Scripture has become tougher. Like 
many evangelicals of my generation, I 
began to discover just how tough it was in 
the late 1970s when we became aware of 
the complexities of hermeneutical theory—

complexities not only of interpreting the 
biblical texts, but also interpreting the 
hermeneutical textbooks. We learned the 
hard way that for some thinkers (notably 
the philosophers of deconstruction), this 
complexity was by design: they wanted to 
teach us to learn to distrust a text—even 
their own.

We have learned, too, to distrust the 
word ‘interpretation’, because it also needs 
interpreting. There was an illuminating 
set of parallel examples on the BBC 
during the past month—both involving 
Shakespeare. On one side, there was a 
series of plays called The Wars of the Roses 
that ran through Henry VI parts 1, 2 and 3, 
and Richard III. I’ve never seen the Henrys, 
although I’ve seen lots of Richards, and 
it was impressive to see the alignment of 
characters through the cycle, which gave 
even the familiar final play a new lucidity. 
There were cuts and trimmings, but the 

The authorship of  
God and bridging the 
hermeneutical gap
CHRIS GREEN

People often describe the evangelical view of the inspiration of 
Scripture as ‘mere mechanical dictation’. But what does God’s 
authorship actually look like? And furthermore, what does 
this mean for how we read God’s word?
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overall experience was of humble, Bard-
led interpretation. In contrast, the BBC 
also screened a version of A Midsummer 
Night’s Dream, which changed the sex of 
one of the characters to feature a lesbian 
kiss (yawn) and cut lines that are not 
acceptable to a 21st-century viewership.

What we have to notice (because this is 
played out in parallel in churches, synods 
and presbyteries) is that this is not a 
matter of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ interpretation, 
but of fundamentally different tasks that, 
confusingly, use the same word. In musical 
terms, one is classical and the other is 
jazz; one is ballet, the other is parkour. 
For one, ‘interpretation’ means a willing 
subservience to the authorial intent; for 
the other, it means using the author’s 
product as a playground for one’s own 
creativity. And because of our culture’s 
preference for novelty and individuality, 
the former is increasingly seen as 
hidebound and rigid while the latter has 
all the fun. They pull our tails, like Baloo 
pulling Bagheera’s in The Jungle Book, 
telling us to “Get with the beat, Baggy!”

I switched to 
‘us’/‘our’ in that last 
sentence because 
evangelicals are seen 
as some of the worst 
sourpusses in the first 
group. It’s not just that 
we spoil a good party; 
in church circles, we 
are allegedly getting 
God wrong. If the 
second group is right, 

then God is a jazz musician and we are 
at liberty to improvise joyfully with the 
elements s/he has provided—no doubt to 
God’s surprise and delight. That means we 
need to revisit our doctrine of Scripture as 
it relates to our doctrine of God—to check 
the theological interconnections that 
produce our theology of interpreting the 

Bible. If we are wrong on Scripture, we 
will be wrong on God.

Of course, the evangelical view is not 
identical with even the best Shakespearean 
scholars in the first group, and we are 
certainly not cultural conservatives 
resisting anything new. It is not that 
sticking closer to the text is a way of 
being closer to Jesus, Paul, or Moses. Our 
view is that God has so bound himself 
to Scripture that careful and submissive 
interpretation is a mark of God-honouring 
faith and of maintaining ourselves in his 
covenant love. And the reason we are 
keen on doing that work and we still 
need commentators is that we distrust 
ourselves in front of a God-breathed 
text: our position on something as 
fundamental as the Trinity, or as pressing 
as same-sex marriage, will always be held 
with the caveat that we will change our 
minds if someone can show us a better 
interpretation. I don’t mean better in a 
‘jazz’ sense, but better in the sense that 
we take one step closer to the original 
meaning of the author.

This position is world-moving, because 
if an omniscient, omnipotent, eternal 
God has spoken in a once-for-all way and 
has simultaneously promised to guard his 
people throughout history if they adhere 
to that Scripture, then the difficulty of 
the hermeneutical task becomes radically 
simpler. If we operate with the confidence 
that that eternal God authored the 
Scriptures, that carries the assumption 
that he foresaw our current issues with 
gender fluidity and prosperity gospels 
in detail and with perfect provision. He 
knew these things would arise and gave 
us—in advance—the tools to respond.

But many of us will have misgivings—
misgivings that are hard to pin down, but 
that are definitely there and that make us 
cautious about over-embracing that point. 
Our misgivings have to do with human 

For one, 
‘interpretation’ 
means a willing 
subservience to the 
authorial intent; 
for the other, it 
means using the 
author’s product 
as a playground 
for one’s own 
creativity.
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authorship. When evangelicals are asked 
to describe our view of the inspiration of 
Scripture, we do so with a long history 
behind us and with some cautions. One 
is that we need to defend the place of the 
human author, their context, personality 
and creativity. From BB Warfield 
onwards, we have balked at the language 
of ‘dictation’—as if in an imaginary 
cartoon God was a busy executive and, 
say, Luke was an obedient secretary, 
taking shorthand notes, which he then 
typed up. No, we say Luke was explicitly 
involved in the process, as he says in the 
opening of both his books, and he has 
stylistic fingerprints we can trace. And 
then we press into the implications of 
sinful human authorship and our sceptical 
friends encourage us to see that that must 
necessarily produce error. Mustn’t it?

That has echoed concerns in wider 
theological circles—most notably in the 
wake of Karl Barth—about whether human 
language can have the capacity to talk 
properly about God without objectifying 
him and idolizing the text.1 So in turn it 
has become common to talk about not 
wanting to imprison God inside a book, 
especially when hermeneutical theory has 
persuaded us how hard it is to read a book 
in any normative way. And that creates the 
possibility of saying that the necessarily 
limited human words of Scripture contain, 
if not errors, then understandings of God 
that were of their time and place.

1 Karl Barth’s fear of making the word of God an object—
something that we can study irrespective of God 
himself—is what drove him, and he therefore drew the 
distinction between the human word and the word 
of God—the latter being, variously, the Scriptures, the 
preached message or the second person of the Trinity. 
There is always with Barth a sense that the word 
of God is elusive—announced by the preacher, but 
never engaged with and only submitted to as a word 
from outside. For a penetrating analysis of Barth, see 
David Gibson, ‘The Answering Speech of Man’, in The 
Enduring Authority of the Christian Scriptures, edited by 
DA Carson, Apollos, Nottingham, 2016, pp. 266-291.

But the biblical data is more stubborn 
and contains numerous examples of 
God speaking human words without 
compromise. Take Paul’s account of his 
conversion before Agrippa. Since by this 
point of Acts, readers are quite familiar 
with the story, we can be tempted to skim 
this retelling. But for our question, there 
is a fascinating detail: “And when we had 
all fallen to the ground, I heard a voice 
saying to me in the Hebrew language, 
‘Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me? It 
is hard for you to kick against the goads.’” 
(Acts 26:14). On other occasions, people 
hearing God’s speech might have mistaken 
it for thunder (John 12:29), but on this 
day, it was a recognizable human language, 
which Paul identified. The Greek phrase 
could mean either Hebrew or Aramaic, 
but whichever it was, Paul knew it, its 
grammar and its vocabulary. So (and 
here is why this is such an illuminating 
example) the risen, ascended and reigning 
Lord Jesus, full of infinite splendour and 
perfection, did not find human language 
an imperfect vehicle. He is not too holy to 
speak actual, transcribable words.

This confidence in human language 
being the exact and direct bearer of God’s 
thought, not needing a human agent 
except as a passive hearer, may be rare 
today, but it is biblically grounded. What 
else can explain Paul or Jesus making an 
argument on the presence or absence of 
one letter (Gal 3:16; Matt 5:18)?

Take, as another example, the giving of 
the Ten Commandments: “And he gave to 
Moses, when he had finished speaking with 
him on Mount Sinai, the two tablets of the 
testimony, tablets of stone, written with 
the finger of God.” (Exod 31:18). Of course, 
there is anthropomorphism here: we are 
not supposed to think that a bodily God 
has fingers or vocal cords. More broadly, 
we can see Moses as a human agent of 
dictated speech, who “wrote down all the 

VineJournal-Issue4-txt-ART.indd   31 4/07/2016   5:02 PM



3 2  A U G U S T  2 0 1 6

T H E  A U T H O R S H I P  O F  G O D  A N D  B R I D G I N G  T H E  H E R M E N E U T I C A L  G A P

words of the Lord” (Exod 24:4). But (and 
this is the critical issue) the words on the 
two stone tablets were physical products 
of God’s work, without any human 
agents. God did not need a human author 
to produce a written text. And to make 
sure we understand what was happening, 
exactly the same is said of the replacement 
copies: “The Lord said to Moses, ‘Cut for 
yourself two tablets of stone like the first, 
and I will write on the tablets the words 
that were on the first tablets, which you 
broke.’” (Exod 34:1; cf. Deut 5:22, 9:10, 
10:2-4). Moses’ contribution was to make 
the tablets, but God wrote the words. The 
fact that even these second tablets are no 
longer extant, as far as we know, does 
not remove the fundamental point that 
for hundreds of years, they were there as 
tangible items, the direct physical product 
of an infinite, speaking, writing God.

Andrew Shead has recently shown a 
similar issue of confidence in God’s ability 
to communicate in human language in 
Jeremiah.2 In a sustained engagement 
with Barth, Shead shows that Jeremiah 
not only encountered the word of the Lord 
(that is, the burden of God’s message), but 
that what the prophet wrote down (the 
words of Jeremiah) are, on occasion, directly 
identical to the words of God. We cannot 
reduce the process to Jeremiah having 
a mystical encounter with God, which 
he then captured in human words. No, 
Jeremiah’s claim is that God spoke exact 
words, which Jeremiah then himself spoke, 
and subsequently wrote and rewrote as 
necessary. “I am making my words in your 
mouth a fire” (Jer 5:14). Again, notice the 
plural ‘words’: God communicated perfectly 
by using the elements of human language.

2 Andrew Shead, A Mouth full of Fire: The word of God in 
the words of Jeremiah, Apollos, Nottingham, 2012. This 
is a brief summary of only one of the threads in Shead’s 
book, which even busy pastors who are not preaching 
through Jeremiah will find enormously enriching.

So when we hear people describing the 
evangelical view of inspiration as ‘mere 
mechanical dictation’, we should pause 
before we redefine our position to make it 
more acceptable. True, those three words 
are chosen to demean, and true, none 
of them is one we would have chosen. 
But one of those three—‘dictation’—is 
actually defensible—at least, as part of 
the experience of some Scripture writers. 
There is plenty of evidence of human 
creativity in the writing of Scripture: the 
closing verses of Ecclesiastes (12:9-12) are 
probably the fullest description of the 
human process of producing Scripture: 
there we find a process of research, study, 
thinking and careful, creative writing to 
produce a rhetorical effect. But that is not 
the only full description, and Jeremiah’s 
experience of having God’s actual words 
put into his mouth must be taken into 
account as well. Presumably, he is 
describing an experience that any of the 
prophets would have recognized.

Nor is God only an author. He is also 
an architect, and one whose plans are 
just as detailed and final as his words. 
Hebrews tells us that Moses was warned, 
“See that you make everything according 
to the pattern that was shown you on 
the mountain” (Heb 8:5; cf. Exod 25:40). 
Stephen understood that too: “Our fathers 
had the tent of witness in the wilderness, 
just as he who spoke to Moses directed 
him to make it, according to the pattern 
that he had seen” (Acts 7:44; cf. Exod 
24:18, 25:9, 25:40, 26:30). So think about 
the process: if Moses had to give the 
designs to the carpenters, silversmiths 
and embroiderers with sufficient clarity 
so that they could build exactly what 
was wanted, then God must have been 
able to communicate that with sufficient 
clarity to Moses. This is the same issue, 
even though the outcome is design, rather 
than a book: God can communicate with 
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sufficient clarity to humans, that they 
can communicate that same content 
to another human exactly, with no 
distortion of meaning or content.

The process was also at work in the 
building of the temple:

Then David gave Solomon his son the 
plan of the vestibule of the temple, and of 
its houses, its treasuries, its upper rooms, 
and its inner chambers, and of the room 
for the mercy seat; and the plan of all 
that he had in mind for the courts of the 
house of the Lord.” (1 Chr 28:11-12)

Each article was described in detail to 
Solomon, and David concluded, “All this 
he made clear to me in writing from the 
hand of the Lord, all the work to be done 
according to the plan” (1 Chr 28:19).

‘Dictation’, then, is not an embarrassing 
word for us. Provided we allow that it is not  
always how God produced Scripture, it is  
present on sufficient occasions and at hinge  
moments in the plot line of the Bible that we  
should affirm that it is there. ‘Mechanical’ 
implies that there was never any human 
contribution to this process. But again, 
provided that we allow that we can see 
creativity—and even playfulness—in some of  
the Bible’s word games (I’m thinking of  
acrostics, riddles and suspense), nevertheless, 
there are plenty of occasions when 
‘dictation’, line-by-line, is the right word.

The word I dislike is ‘mere’: God 
giving Moses the law or the plans for the 
tabernacle, or his giving David the plans 
for the temple, are not ‘mere’ events. The 
final product is “The law of your mouth” 
(Ps 119:72), and throughout Psalm 119, it is 
“your” word/rules/law/testimony/statutes 
in almost every verse. God’s dictation is a 
guarantee of perfection and accuracy.

So when we say, “God speaks”, both 
words are illuminating. The biblical God is 
omniscient and omnipotent, which means 
that there is nothing in our doctrine of 

him that requires us to limit his ability 
to achieve what he wants flawlessly. 
Furthermore, since we know he speaks 
within the Trinity, the communication of 
meaning is not something alien to him. He 
is truth, and he speaks truth to himself.

This is important precisely because 
our experience of language is finite, as 
creatures of Genesis 1. And our language 
is fallen, because we live after the lies of 
Genesis 3. After the dispersion of Babel, 
we have always experienced language 
as a blunt, broken tool. By God’s plan, 
human language has become frustrated 
and humans far-flung. We cannot speak 
to one another without 
miscommunication 
happening at some point.

But we do not need 
to apply those limits to 
God: he is not finite, 
fallen, frustrated, nor 
far-flung in his speech 
to himself. The Father 
knows the Son perfectly—in the Spirit 
and in infinite and intimate truth. Having 
conceded that, we therefore do not need 
to apply any necessary limitation to God’s 
speech to and through his chosen human 
agents. Because he can know us perfectly, 
he could override all of a prophet’s human 
limitations by his personal guarantee. It’s 
not that the prophet became omniscient, 
but that he, the omniscient God, could 
speak a flawless word through the prophet— 
a word strong enough to achieve millennia 
of international gospel work (Jer 1:4-10).

The issue always tracks back to our 
doctrine of God: if our problem is that 
an infinite God would find human 
language too restrictive, then our God is 
not infinite enough. Nor is he personal 
enough. The infinite, personal God, as 
Francis Schaeffer saw so clearly, can and 
does speak flawlessly.

The infinite, personal God has another 

God can 
communicate with 
sufficient clarity to 
humans, that they 
can communicate 
that same content 
to another human 
exactly.

VineJournal-Issue4-txt-ART.indd   33 4/07/2016   5:02 PM



3 4  A U G U S T  2 0 1 6

T H E  A U T H O R S H I P  O F  G O D  A N D  B R I D G I N G  T H E  H E R M E N E U T I C A L  G A P

attribute that crosses hermeneutical 
distance: he has the authority make 
unbreakable promises, because he shapes 
the circumstances under which his word 
will be kept. He explained this to Isaiah 
(Isa 41:21-29). Notice how his knowledge of 
the future and his ability to shape it mean 
that he is in a unique position to make 
an unqualified promise. This is a stark 
contrast to an idol’s inability to speak, 
promise, predict or act in any way. Seeing 
that should humble us appropriately. Our 
plans and promises—even those dearest to 
our heart—are always qualified—not least 
by the fact that we will die at some point. 
Our promises experience constant flux.

Not so God’s, and we will gasp in 
wonder if we understand this. God’s 
plans are so perfect, his foreknowledge so 
detailed and his control so magnificent 
that whichever part of Scripture you 
read this morning, your need was met by 

his word, because 
he orchestrated 
history to make that 
meeting happen. 
I am not denying 
the need for careful 
exegesis, and it is 
probably the case 
that what you 
learned is exactly 

what any other humble Christian would 
draw from the same text. But still we can 
move from the general to the particular 
in a dazzling way: thousands of years 
ago, God inspired the author of the 
passage you read, because he knew from 
eternity that you, in particular, would 
need to know that truth, in particular, 
today. Maybe he knew that you would 
have a pressing concern and arranged 
it so that you had one of those startling 
Quiet Times when the relevance of the 
passage is unmissable. Or maybe God 
knows it is an important part of a pattern 

of truth you are unconsciously building, 
because you will need it in ten years’ time. 
Either way, we need to press home God’s 
sovereignty here: not only is the Bible 
true, it is therefore necessarily personally 
and individually true.

Preachers need the same confidence. 
For a few years, I was often preaching 
in unfamiliar churches, and I came to 
realize that the reason why I found it 
so frustrating was that I was preaching 
general truth, with no pastoral experience 
that God’s word ‘fitted’ that Sunday. 
But regular pastors know that as they 
prepare and preach, there is frequently a 
stunning relevance in God’s word. What 
we discover is that the doctrine of God’s 
loving providence means that although 
we could have preached any passage, he 
arranged that we preach on that one that 
Sunday, with that person present. I learned 
to trust that God would do his work 
among the people he knows, even though 
I didn’t know them. Had I known them, I 
could have crafted the message with more 
pastoral skill, but even without that, the 
shepherd still fed his sheep.

Is our God big enough for this? I say this 
because one of the strongest elements of a 
‘hermeneutical gap’ is distance in time and 
a general perception that we today know 
much more than ancient men and women, 
so their insights, even if they truly heard 
God, are no longer necessarily relevant. 
This is such a widely held assumption that 
pastors need to challenge it constantly, 
principally by enlarging their vision of God. 
Is a sovereign Lord surprised by the size of 
the universe, the invention of the mobile 
phone or the questions of gene therapy? Of 
course not, because he has infinite power, 
knowledge and foreknowledge. There is, 
therefore, in principle, no reason why God 
could not speak truths in 1500 BC that are 
directly and perfectly true in the London or 
Sydney of 2016. 

Thousands of years 
ago, God inspired the 
author of the passage 
you read, because 
he knew that you, in 
particular, would need 
to know that truth, in 
particular, today.
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One of my favourite seminary 
professors used to tell a story 
intended to warn students of the 

dangers of preaching like seminarians 
once in the pastorate. I don’t recall the 
precise details, but it went something 
like this: as a young pastor, fresh out of 
seminary with his Masters of Theology, 
this professor had taken his first pastorate 
in a small country church. For his 
inaugural sermon series, he decided to 
preach sequentially through the Book of 
James. Since all he had ever known was 
seminary, he thought he’d proceed through 
James in a manner similar to the New 
Testament introduction classes he’d taken. 
So after a good 15-20 hours of preparation, 
he devoted his entire first sermon to 
defending James the brother of Jesus as the 
author of the epistle bearing that name.

After the sermon when this young 
pastor was standing at the door, saying 
goodbye to his congregants, an elderly 
farmer came up and put his hand on his 
shoulder. In words none-too-subtle, he 

barked, “Young man, I thought James 
wrote the Book of James before I got here 
this morning!” The man walked out the 
door without saying another word.

This professor learned his lesson: 
from that time onwards, he attempted to 
compose his sermons not for seminarians or 
professors, but for the sheep entrusted to his 
care by our Lord. This professor encouraged 
us, his students, to go and do likewise.

Please don’t misunderstand me: I am 
a firm believer in seminaries, theological 
colleges and rigorous academic training 
for pastors. However, seminary-trained 
pastors can breathe academic air so much, 
they lose sight of the reason they attended 
seminary in the first place. We can come 
to the point where we can’t imagine 
any true Christian not being eminently 
interested in the composition of the 
Diatessaron or how intrusion ethics should 
inform our discussions of enhypostasis. If 
we’re not careful, our preaching could 
wind up sounding strangely similar to 
Charlie Brown’s school teacher.

How to preach to 
normal people
TIMOTHY RAYMOND

Bible college graduates often fall into the trap of preaching like 
academics, assuming an interest in the ins and outs of scholarly 
debates and linguistic subtleties in their congregations. As an 
antidote, Timothy Raymond presents six suggestions for how to 
preach quality expositional sermons to everyday churches.
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While I make no claim to being an 
expert in this area, in his mercy, the Lord 
has taught me a thing or two. Although 
I’m naturally somewhat of a bookworm 
and still gravitate toward academic studies 
(sometimes unhelpfully so), I’ve learned 
something about communicating solid 
research to those without formal academic 
training. To help you, my brother pastors 
and theological students, to preach quality 
expositional sermons to normal people, 
here are my suggestions:

1. If at all possible, preach or teach 
regularly in an ordinary local church 
during seminary
In retrospect, one of the greatest privileges 
I had during my seminary years was the 
opportunity not only to attend, but to teach  
and preach regularly in a small rural church.  
I had no idea how beneficial this would be  
until years after graduation. Frankly, I 
think this was more helpful and did more 
to prepare me for real ministry than most 
of my pastoral ministry classes. First, I had 
the opportunity to teach the teen Sunday 
school class: for around a year, I took two 
to four farm kids through a lengthy series 
on soteriology. After this, I was entrusted 
with the Wednesday night Bible study and  
prayer meeting. For about two years, I had  
the opportunity to preach once a week to the  
entire congregation (about 20-30 people) 
and took them through most of 2 Peter and  
a number of Psalms. This experience not 
only sharpened my preaching skills, but 
helped me learn how to speak to ordinary 
Christians. I was forced to digest my exegesis  
and communicate it to elderly widows, 
factory workers, self-employed carpenters, 
the mentally disabled and, sometimes, 
recovering drug addicts. I’ve come to see 
this experience as being so helpful that if I 
were the Pope of Evangelicalism, I’d make it  
an absolute decree that all seminary students 
preach and/or teach in ordinary local 

churches concurrent with their education. 
This not only gives them the opportunity 
to practise their skills, but perhaps more 
importantly, it keeps their feet on the ground.

(You may notice I keep referring to 
ordinary local churches: some churches 
in seminary communities are 75 per cent 
seminary students and professors. While 
those are certainly true local churches 
and God uses them profoundly, I’d 
encourage you to go out of your way and 
find a congregation comprised mostly of 
ordinary Christians who have never spent 
time in the academy. In all likelihood, 
that’s the kind of church you’ll pastor for 
the rest of your life, Lord-willing.1)

2. Learn to rely on both exegetical and 
pastoral commentaries
I recognize that this is going to sound like 
a terrible over-generalization (and perhaps 
it is), but it seems to me that exegetical 
commentaries and pastoral commentaries 
approach the Bible seeking to answer 
very different questions. Exegetical 
commentaries, such as the New International 
Commentary on the Old Testament (NICOT) 
and the New International Greek Testament 
Commentary (NIGTC), tend to query the 
text by asking grammatical, linguistic, 
historical and text-critical questions, such 
as, “What is the significance of this aorist?”, 
“Was this passage in the autograph?”, “How 
does this verse correlate with what we 
know from Phoenician archaeology?”, and 
so forth. Pastoral commentaries, such as 
John Owen on Hebrews or James Boice’s 
commentaries, tend to ask theological, 
devotional and spiritual questions of the 
text, such as, “How does this passage feed  

1 If you’d like to do more thinking on this issue, I 
recommend this thought-provoking and somewhat 
related article by Tim Keller entitled ‘The Country 
Parson’ (The Gospel Coalition, 2 December 2009 
[viewed 6 May 2016]: www.thegospelcoalition.org/
article/the-country-parson).
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my soul?”, “How might this passage help my 
congregation endure through suffering?”, 
“How can God’s Spirit actually enable me 
to obey this command?,” and so forth. 
Occasionally you’ll discover a commentator 
who is highly skilled in both exegesis and 
pastoral application, such as John Calvin or 
Don Carson, but the generalization I just 
described seems to hold true.

If a pastor wants to do responsible 
expositional preaching to ordinary people, he  
needs to rely on both types of commentaries.  
Since all pastoral application is dependent 
on right exegesis, the faithful preacher will 
need to use academic commentaries to 
ensure proper interpretation. Yet pastors are 
not mere exegetes; we must comprehend 
how a passage speaks to the ploughboy, 
the housewife, the university student and 
the businessman. Commentaries of a more 
pastoral nature can be priceless for training 
your mind to think this way toward the 
text. So, for example, if you’re preaching 
through Romans, don’t read only Doug 
Moo, but also Robert Haldane; if you’re 
teaching through the Psalms, peruse both 
VanGemeren and Spurgeon; if you’re 
studying Mark, rely not only on RT France, 
but also JC Ryle. Now admittedly there 
will be times when a pastoral application 
isn’t grounded in responsible exegesis and 
therefore it will need to be discarded (so 
read with discernment). But if you desire to 
pastor your people truly in your preaching, 
you need to consider how your exegesis 
helps them to love God with all their heart, 
soul, mind and strength (Mark 12:30).2

2 For help in selecting the best academic commentaries 
see DA Carson, New Testament Commentary Survey, 6th 
Edition, Baker Academic, Grand Rapids, 2013 or Tremper 
Longman III, Old Testament Commentary Survey, 4th 
Edition, Baker Academic, Grand Rapids, 2007. For help 
in selecting the best pastoral commentaries, see Charles 
H Spurgeon, Commenting and Commentaries, 1876, 
and Derek Thomas, The Essential Commentaries for a 
Preacher’s Library, First Pres Press in conjunction with 
Reformed Academic Press, 2006.

3. Study your preaching text until you 
feel the pastoral burden of the passage 
on your own soul
One of the greatest temptations those of 
us who regularly preach face is to create 
sermons merely to get a pay cheque. (I 
confess to my shame that I have fallen 
into this pit on many occasions.) Sunday 
is quickly coming, it’s already Thursday 
afternoon, you’re tired from last night’s 
too-long deacons’ meeting, and you 
haven’t yet begun your exegesis. So you 
hastily run through a passage, skim over 
your best commentary, jot down a couple 
of interesting ideas, throw in that funny 
story about your kids, insert that catchy 
introduction you heard at a conference 
last year, close with a moving exhortation 
to share the gospel with 
your neighbours, and 
you’re good to go.

While this temptation 
is admittedly strong 
and succumbing to it 
is rather easy, in the 
long run, it is positively 
satanic. It may be 
initially imperceptible, 
but when you study the Bible as a 
professional sermon-producer and not 
as a Christian seeking to commune with 
God, your entire outlook and posture 
toward the Bible changes. You begin 
querying the text only to find tidbits you 
think your hearers might find interesting. 
You regurgitate the data you recall 
from your New Testament Introduction 
classes instead of mining for new gold. 
You ignore or avoid difficult doctrines 
or verses because they don’t make for 
good messages. You begin to justify an 
improbable reading of a passage simply 
because it makes for a stimulating sermon. 
You begin tacking on applications at the 
end of the sermon that have little or 
nothing to do with the text (e.g. “Let’s 

Pastors are not mere 
exegetes; we must 
comprehend how 
a passage speaks 
to the ploughboy, 
the housewife, the 
university student 
and the businessman.
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all pray more”) since you really don’t 
understand how this passage applies to 
the normal Christian life.

We preachers must fight this temptation 
tooth and nail. To paraphrase John 
MacArthur from an old 9Marks audio 
interview, “Never study a passage to prepare 
a sermon; always study a passage to get to 
know the God who inspired the passage”.3 
The Lord did not give us his word so that 
we could turn it into cutesy 45-minute 
infomercials; he gave it to us to save sinners 
from hell and to prepare the sheep for 
heaven (2 Cor 4:1-6). And if that doesn’t 
begin with the preacher, it will never 
translate into life-transforming sermons.

What this means is that you need 
to steep your soul in your passage long 
enough until you feel its pastoral burden. 
You need to ask yourself not just “What 
kind of aorist is here in verse 3?”, but 
“Why did God include this passage in 
the Bible?”, “What does this passage 
teach me about the Lord and how I 
should commune with him?”, “If I truly 
believed this passage, how would I live 
differently?”, “How should this passage 
affect the way I love my wife/raise my 
kids/treat my neighbour?”

To do this effectively, you should really 
start your exegesis as early in the week 
as possible. (I admit I don’t always follow 
this advice.) This will allow the passage 
to sit on your subconscious, and you’ll 
start to realize—perhaps as you mow the 
lawn or stand in the shower—how this 
passage should transform your life. Pray 
through your passage and truly meditate 
upon it. Pray through it again. Chew 
on your passage in this contemplative 
way until you feel in your soul how you, 

3 9Marks, Four Decades of Ministry with John Macarthur, 
9Marks, Washington, 11 July 2002 (viewed 6 May 2016): 
www.9marks.org/audio/four-decades-ministry-john-
macarthur

as a Christian living coram Deo,4 should 
respond to God.

Perhaps more than anything else, this 
practice will free you to preach with 
power, life-transforming application and 
heart-penetrating conviction. And from 
the limited biographies I’ve read, it seems 
to me that history’s truly great gospel 
preachers (e.g. Calvin, Bunyan, Whitefield, 
Spurgeon, Lloyd-Jones, etc.) studied the 
Bible primarily to commune with God and 
secondarily to produce sermons.5

4. Devote a significant part of sermon 
preparation time to brainstorming 
applications
At the risk of sounding like an anti-
intellectual heretic, I want to say 
something to those of us heady types 
who are more comfortable with books 
than people: consider decreasing the time 
you spend on exegesis and increasing 
the time you devote to imagining how 
your passage applies to your flock. 
Again, please don’t misunderstand me: 
rigorous exegesis is absolutely essential 
for quality preaching, and that can’t be 
done during the commercial breaks of 
Wheel of Fortune. I devote at least a third 
of my overall sermon preparation time 
to pure exegesis. But we pastors are not 
mere exegetes; we have been sovereignly 
summoned to pastor the church of God 
under our care lovingly, primarily through 
our preaching. Therefore, some time must 
be intentionally dedicated to thinking 
through how this passage applies to my 

4 “In the presence of God”.
5 If I could recommend a resource that’s very much 

related to this point, listen to the sobering message by 
Donald S Whitney entitled ‘The Almost Inevitable Ruin 
of Every Minister… and How to Avoid It’, The Southern 
Baptist Theological Seminary, 15 September 2005 
(viewed 6 May 2016): www.sbts.edu/resources/chapel/
chapel-fall-2005/the-almost-inevitable-ruin-of-every-
minister-and-how-to-avoid-it/. It will give you much to 
ponder.
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particular congregation. In a fantastic 
series of lectures on the primacy of 
expository preaching, DA Carson claims 
that John Stott, who so many look to 
as a model of expository preaching, 
devoted around 50 per cent of his sermon 
preparation time to application.6 That may 
be excessive, but then again, maybe it’s 
not. We should consider thoughtfully how 
this passage speaks to the specific needs of 
our congregations as part of our sermon 
preparation.

So maybe during the week before 
your sermon, discuss how your exegesis 
applies with selected individuals in your 
congregation. Ask Grandma Gertrude, 
Louie the truck driver, young mother 
Wendy and university student Gavin how 
this passage might apply to their specific 
struggles and temptations. Perhaps flip 
through your church directory and 
contemplate how this or that member 
might incarnate your exegesis. A tool I 
have used for years with great benefit is 
the Application Grid produced by 9Marks 
Ministries and modeled by Mark Dever.7 
There’s no one way to do it. Nonetheless, 
some part of your sermon preparation 
time must be devoted to thinking through 
how your exegesis speaks to the people 
in your pews. Otherwise, you might as 
well just read a commentary to your 
congregation.8

6 DA Carson, ‘The Primacy of Expository Preaching,  
Part 1’, Desiring God 1995 Conference for Pastors, 
Desiring God, 30 January 1995 (viewed 6 May 2016): 
www.desiringgod.org/messages/the-primacy-of-
expository-preaching-part-1

7 9Marks, ‘What’s this “sermon application grid” that 
9Marks keeps talking about?’, 9Marks, Washington 
(viewed 6 May 2016): https://9marks.org/answer/whats-
sermon-application-grid-9marks-keeps-talking-about/

8 A resource that I have found to be particularly strong 
in this area is Jay E Adam’s little gem, Preaching with 
Purpose, (Zondervan, Grand Rapids, 1986). It’ll give you 
some great insights for preaching with application.

5. Schedule time to listen regularly to 
the sermons of preachers who excel 
at both exegesis and heart-searching 
application
I practise a spiritual discipline that I would 
heartily commend to all readers who are 
the primary or exclusive preachers at 
their church: every week upon returning 
to work, the very first thing I do is sit 
down at my desk with my open Bible 
and computer before me, and listen to 
or (preferably) watch in its entirety the 
sermon of a preacher I consider gifted at 
both exegesis and application.

This practice was recommended to me 
by another preacher and I had a couple 
of reasons of my own for commencing 
it. Firstly, good preaching has been one 
of the most powerful means the Lord has 
used for my own spiritual transformation. 
Secondly, as the preacher at our church, 
I missed sitting under good sermons. 
But thirdly, and perhaps even more 
importantly, I came to realize that if my 
own sermons were the only ones I ever 
heard, my preaching would eventually 
become stale, ingrown and stagnant.

I’ve been practising this discipline 
every week for nearly eight years and 
the rewards are obvious: in his grace, the 
Lord has used these sermons profoundly 
in my own soul to teach, reprove, correct 
and train me in ways I never anticipated. 
Moreover, I’ve grown modestly in certain 
areas of my preaching (most notably, heart-
searching application) and my congregation 
has commented favourably to me about the 
change. Perhaps most interesting of all, I’ve 
come to look forward eagerly to beginning 
my work week.

If any of you are considering taking 
up this practice, there are a couple 
of comments I would make. Firstly, 
try to listen to sermons preached to 
ordinary congregations, as opposed to 
conference messages. I love conferences 
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as much as the next pastor, and my 
church generously sends me to a couple 
a year. But I think we all recognize 
that conference messages are generally 
not sermons you should preach in a 
church. Conference messages are usually 
longer than your typical sermon, they’re 
frequently not expositional, and they’re 
often more technical than what you’d 
preach to ordinary people. Therefore, if 
you’re looking to grow as a preacher to 
normal people, listen to sermons delivered 
to normal people.

Secondly, listen to those preachers 
who excel at connecting biblical 
exegesis to your soul; don’t just listen 
to the preachers who are captivating 
communicators. We all know that some 
of the most charismatic communicators 
employ the worst exegesis and 
hermeneutics. Similarly, don’t just listen 
to preachers who are master exegetes. If 
he’s as dull as dust or if he can’t take his 
exegesis and use it to nourish your soul, 
he won’t help you grow as a preacher. So 
look for those who excel at both.

I have about eight or ten preachers I 
return to again and again because they’re 
able to massage biblical truth into my 
heart. The preachers God uses in your life 
might be different from those he uses in 
mine, therefore, I won’t bother listing the 
names of my favourite preachers (though if 
you’ve been around conservative Reformed 
Evangelicalism for any length of time, you 
probably listen to them too). But identify 
a few ‘model’ preachers and schedule 
time to listen to their expositions on a 
regular basis. Eventually you (and your 
congregation) will be very glad you did.

6. Labour to get to know and love your 
congregation as well as you possibly can
I have a fundamental conviction about 
pastoral ministry that I don’t believe 
is emphasized nearly enough in most 

seminaries: pastoral ministry cannot 
function properly if there is not a healthy 
love-bond between the pastor and his 
congregation, and vice versa. God in 
his mercy has taught me this lesson 
powerfully through personal experience. 
I have the privilege of pastoring a church 
that loves me, and have in turn developed 
a sincere love for my congregation. As a 
result, I’ve been freed to provide strong 
pastoral leadership and to preach difficult 
truths, even when it may prove painful.

But this is not just something I’ve 
learned from experience; it’s obvious 
in God’s word. How did the apostles 
preach Christ? “What we proclaim is not 
ourselves, but Jesus Christ as Lord, with 
ourselves as your servants for Jesus’ sake” 
(2 Cor 4:5). In what manner did Paul 
proclaim the gospel? “Being affectionately 
desirous of you, we were ready to share 
with you not only the gospel of God but 
also our own selves, because you had 
become very dear to us” (1 Thess 2:8). 
Mutual Christian love between minister 
and congregation is the fertile soil in 
which healthy gospel ministry flourishes.

Furthermore, truly knowing and 
loving your congregation will enable you 
to preach more intelligently and helpfully 
to them. You’ll know where they’re at in 
their walks with the Lord and what truths 
will best feed their souls. You’ll know the 
struggles and trials they’re enduring and 
where to apply the balms of Scripture. 
You’ll know who is in error or wayward or 
doubting, and how to lovingly point them 
back to the Saviour. If you’ve taken the 
time to really get to know your people and 
if the Lord enables you to honestly love 
them, you’ll be free to “admonish the idle, 
encourage the fainthearted, help the weak, 
be patient with them all” (1 Thess 5:14).

If such things are so, how shall we 
then live? Well, you must, my brother 
pastors, work to know and love your 
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people. Certainly you can go overboard 
here and neglect time in the study, but I’m 
speaking particularly to those of us who 
are more comfortable around books than 
people. Put away the books for a couple of 
hours and make conscientious efforts to 
get to know your flock. Visit them in the 
hospital. Attend their children’s football 
games. Go chop wood or sit on the tractor 
with them for an hour or two. Play soccer 
with the teens in the church parking lot. 
Go to that holiday barbecue to which you 
were invited. Invite some families over for a 
Scrabble night. Take a different guy out for 
lunch every week. I heard recently about an 
old Puritan who spent his mornings in the 
study and the afternoons in the fields with 
the farmers. There are countless possibilities, 
but however you do it, make it your 
expressed goal to get to know your people so 
you might shepherd them lovingly.

A particular practice that I would 
strongly recommend in this regard 
is something I learned from Brian 
Croft’s incredibly helpful blog Practical 
Shepherding. In a post entitled ‘How can 
I make sure I am regularly shepherding 
everyone in the church?’, Brian outlines 
a simple method of systematically 
praying for every member of your flock 
and then contacting them to let them 
know.9 I have followed this advice for 
several years now and the benefits have 
been phenomenal. People with whom I 
previously had essentially no relationship 
are now calling me to share important 
prayer requests. Members who were 
formerly distant are now open and 
transparent with me. It’s really a practice 
I wish I had been engaging in from the 

9  Brian Croft, ‘How can I make sure I am regularly 
shepherding everyone in the church?’, Practical 
Shepherding, Louisville, 31 May 2010 (viewed 6 May 
2016): http://practicalshepherding.com/2010/05/31/
how-can-i-make-sure-i-am-regularly-shepherding-
everyone-in-the-church/

very first day of assuming the pastorate. 
But better late than never! And obviously 
all these deeper, richer, more sincere 
relationships only enable me to better 
connect my exegesis with the needs of my 
congregation.

Conclusion
Throughout this article, my goal has been 
to encourage a stronger marriage between 
exegesis and exposition, doctrine and 
worship, research done in the academy 
and the spiritual life of the ordinary 
Christian in the pew. What drives this, in 
part, is something I perceive to be an odd 
and unhealthy trend in the contemporary 
evangelical church: it seems to me that 
there currently exists a fairly strong 
division between the seminary and the 
pew, between the exegete and the pastor. 
For whatever reason, most of the popular 
pastors in wider Evangelicalism today 
are either theological lightweights or 
borderline heretics, while most Christians 
have never heard of our stellar scholars. 
If I know anything about church history, 
this is a dangerous anomaly. Historically, 
the church’s greatest theologians and 
defenders of the faith—Paul, Athanasius, 
Augustine, Anselm, Luther, Calvin, Owen, 
Edwards, Fuller—were also pastors of 
ordinary congregations, motivated in part 
to carefully expound and defend the Word 
by their love for their sheep. My concern 
has to been to encourage you, my brother 
pastors, to move towards that ideal. If 
the Lord so chooses to bless my feeble 
words and fallible suggestions, I will be 
profoundly grateful. 

This article was first published as a series 
in Credo Magazine (www.credomag.com) 
September-November 2011.
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When it comes to the 
resurrection of Jesus, most 
contemporary Christian 

writing has been centred on its 
historicity. Preaching often tends to focus 
on the historical details and the fact that 
it really happened, rather than its meaning. 
As a result, the average pew sitter might 
have a robust apologetic in response to the 
historical claim of the resurrection, but 
be somewhat cloudy when it comes to its 
theological significance.

Partly this is right and necessary in our 
modern age of scepticism. Furthermore, 
Christianity is rooted in historical events 
and therefore cannot be separated from 
those events. As BB Warfield states, “If 
Christianity is entirely indifferent to the 
reality of this fact, then ‘Christianity’ is 
something wholly different from what it 
was conceived to be by its founders”.1 In 
this sense, we must continue to affirm 
that Jesus really did rise bodily from the 
dead. The historical is of great importance.

However in emphasizing the historical, 

1 Fred G Zasper, The Theology of B.B. Warfield: A 
Systematic Summary, Crossway, Wheaton, Illinois, 
2010, p. 320.

the theological can often be neglected 
or underplayed. In this article, I seek to 
stimulate thought about the theological 
significance of Jesus’ resurrection by 
making five points. These will by no 
means cover all of the important truths 
the resurrection affirms, but hopefully 
they will encourage you to think and talk 
about the importance of this event.

1. Jesus’ resurrection shows that 
his work in dealing with our sin 
was successful and effective
The New Testament makes some pretty 
bold claims about what Jesus’ death 
achieves. It claims that his death for sin 
was once for all (Rom 6:10; 1 Pet 3:18) and 
that in his death, he satisfied God’s right 
anger at sin (Rom 3:25; Heb 2:17; 1 John 
2:2, 4:10). It also claims that by the death 
of Jesus, we are reconciled to God (Rom 
5:10; Eph 2:12-13; Col 1:22). These are 
some pretty big claims!

But how do we know if Jesus’ death 
was actually effective? How can we be 
assured that, in his death, the price for sin 
has been paid and that we are reconciled to 

Easter: It really happened! 
But so what?
MIKE LEITE

Christ has risen! But what does that have to do with us? Mike 
Leite explores five theological truths about the resurrection. 
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God? If there was no resurrection of Jesus, 
then all we can be confident about is that 
Jesus was willing to die and that he did die. 
Without the resurrection, we have no way 
of knowing if his death actually worked!

The confirmation of the work of Jesus 
on the cross is given by his resurrection: 
by rising from the dead, his death on the 
cross is declared effective. As Romans 4:25 
declares, “[he] was delivered up for our 
trespasses and raised for our justification”. 
The same idea is found in passages like 
Philippians 2:5-11 and Ephesians 1:20-23, 
where Jesus’ exaltation and lordship are 
in view. It is because Jesus’ death was 
effective that he was exalted to the highest 
place, raised from the dead and given “the 
name that is above every name” (Phil 2:9). 
The resurrection shows that Jesus’ atoning 
work actually worked. As Paul declares, if 
there is no resurrection “you are still in 
your sins” (1 Cor 15:17).

This means that the believer can 
have complete assurance: our sins have 
been paid for. God’s right anger has 
been satisfied. Our guilt because of 
our sin no longer needs to reign in us. 
Through Jesus’ death and resurrection, 
we have forgiveness of sins and we can 
be confident of that forgiveness. As 
Bruce Milne helpfully points out, “real 
atonement has been attained and hence 
righteousness, reconciliation and freedom 
are truly brought to sinners”.2

2. Jesus’ resurrection declares 
the death of death
Secondly, Jesus’ resurrection also declares 
the death of death. Death is one of those 
things in our modern western world that 
people like to ignore—until a friend or 

2 Bruce Milne, Know The Truth: A Handbook of Christian 
Belief, third edition, IVP Academic, Downers Grove, 
Illinois, 2009, p. 219.

family member dies. For the majority of 
the human race who live in the rest of the 
world, however, death is often front and 
centre, with many regularly losing family 
and friends to disease or famine. Those 
outside the west seem to take death more 
seriously. Perhaps this is why they take 
Jesus more seriously as well!

The Bible presents death as a necessary 
consequence of sin. Paul tells us that death 
came through the sin of the one man—
Adam (Rom 5:12-14; 1 Cor 15:21-22)—and 
that “death spread to all men because all 
sinned” (Rom 5:12). Romans 6:23 declares 
that “the wages of sin is death”. Death, 
then, is a result of human sin. It’s a reality 
for all humankind, and even though 
many today wouldn’t like to admit it, 
death scares us. For many, death is the 
end and brings with it great mystery and 
uncertainty. The Bible’s analysis here lines 
up with our experience: human beings are 
held in slavery by their fear of death (Heb 
2:15). We express this fear by spending 
all the money we have on the ‘now’ and 
trying to stay alive for as long as we can.

But again, this is where a proper 
understanding of Jesus’ resurrection helps. 
The resurrection of 
Jesus declares the death 
of death! Hebrews 2:14 
says, “Since therefore the 
children share in flesh 
and blood, he himself 
likewise partook of the 
same things, that through death he might 
destroy the one who has the power of 
death, that is, the devil”. The reason why 
we can so triumphantly announce that 
death has been defeated is because Jesus 
has risen. Jesus didn’t simply go to death, 
but through death. By rising from the 
dead, Jesus showed that death could not 
hold him down and that he has abolished 
it (Acts 2:24; 2 Tim 1:10). At the very 
moment when it looked as though the 
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The resurrection 
shows that 
Jesus’ atoning work 
actually worked.
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powers of evil had won in crucifying 
Jesus, three days later he was raised!

Not only that, but as Hebrews 2:14 
proclaims, the devil himself has been 
defeated. Figuratively speaking, Jesus 
has invaded the strong man’s fortress, 
disarmed and bound him, and robbed him 
of his spoil (Luke 11:21-22). The devil and 
his entourage have been disarmed and his 
work destroyed (Col 2:15; 1 John 3:8).

This means that death is 
no longer the end for those 
who are in Christ. Death  
and the devil are no longer 
to be feared. We do not need 

to “eat and drink, for tomorrow we die”  
(1 Cor 15:32), because the dead are raised!  
As Herman Bavinck puts it, “His 
resurrection was a birth from death and 
hence a victory over death and over him 
who had the power of death, the devil”.3

3. Jesus’ resurrection is a 
precursor to our resurrection
Thirdly, Jesus’ resurrection foreshadows 
our bodily resurrection. Jesus’ resurrection 
really was bodily: Thomas was able to 
observe and touch Jesus’ hands and side 
(John 20:27); Jesus himself declared that 
he was “flesh and bones” and not some 
ghost (Luke 24:39); and Jesus was even 
able to eat (Luke 24:43). Also, let’s not 
forget that the tomb itself was empty.

In a world that has always been sceptical 
about the resurrection, this great truth must 
continue to be proclaimed. The temptation 
to alter what the Scriptures say must be 
resisted just as strongly. And so even though 
most find it absurd to think that Jesus 
rose from his tomb, attempts to make the 
message more palatable should be rejected; 
Jesus rose bodily! And one day we will too.

3 Herman Bavinck, Reformed Dogmatics Volume 3, Baker 
Academic, Grand Rapids, 2003, p. 438.

Who wouldn’t love a new body! It seems 
that most of the world today is in search of 
a newer, better, stronger, younger-looking 
body. From the latest CrossFit seminar 
to yoga paddle boarding (yes, yoga paddle 
boarding!) to mums and bubs work-out 
groups, most of us are trying to stop the 
natural ageing process of our bodies. The 
problem is, we’ll never be able to stop 
our perishable bodies from doing exactly 
that: perishing. But what if someone was 
to guarantee us a body that was not only 
perfect, but also immortal? Sounds too good 
to be true, doesn’t it? But this is exactly 
what Paul claims in 1 Corinthians 15.

In verses 42-44, Paul declares that our 
perishable bodies will be raised imperishable 
and changed from dishonoured to 
glorious—from weak to powerful. Our 
natural bodies will be raised as spiritual 
bodies. Furthermore, in verses 52-53, Paul 
tells us that when the dead are raised, our 
mortal bodies must put on immortality. 
Sounds unbelievable, doesn’t it? But Paul 
insists that on the day of our resurrection, 
our bodies will be perfected and made 
immortal. Just as a seed becomes a plant, so 
will our current bodies change (vv. 36-39).

It is important to notice that it is our 
current bodies that will be transformed; 
we won’t be some new creation. This 
means that our eternal state will be a 
physical, bodily affair. We will not be in 
some fluffy spiritual existence, but rather 
a perfected bodily existence. As Michael 
Horton puts it, Paul’s point here is “not 
disembodiment versus embodiment, but 
this body in its mortality versus this 
body in its immortality”.4 Our decrepit, 
decaying, wrinkly bodies (well, wrinkly, 
depending on how old you are!) will be 
perfected and made immortal!

4 Michael Scott Horton, The Christian Faith: A Systematic 
Theology for Pilgrims on the Way, Zondervan, Grand 
Rapids, 2011, p. 707.
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Jesus rose 
bodily! And one 
day we will too.
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Now, what gives Paul the confidence 
to make such a bold claim? Well, it’s 
because of Jesus’ bodily resurrection: it 
is because Jesus is risen that we can be 
confident of our resurrection to come. 
Jesus’ resurrection is the firstfruits of our 
resurrection (1 Cor 15:20). That is, just 
as the firstfruits of the harvest guarantee 
the rest of the harvest, so too does Jesus’ 
resurrection guarantee our resurrection 
to come. Jesus’ resurrection begins our 
resurrection: it is not that there are two 
resurrections; there is only one. Jesus’ 
bodily resurrection marks the beginning 
of the great end-time general resurrection.

We get hints of this general resurrection 
in Old Testament texts like Job 19:25-27 and 
Daniel 12:2. Job tells us that at the last, the 
Redeemer will stand upon the earth: “And 
after my skin has been thus destroyed, yet 
in my flesh I shall see God” (19:26). Daniel 
also declares that “many of those who sleep 
in the dust of the earth shall awake, some 
to everlasting life, and some to shame and 
everlasting contempt” (12:2). Furthermore 
in the New Testament, John 11:24 indicates 
that people expected there to be an end-
time general resurrection.

What we have in Jesus, then, is the 
arrival of this end-time expectation. His 
resurrection marks the coming of the 
last days. Thus the resurrection has now 
begun with Jesus. As BB Warfield puts it, 
Jesus’ resurrection from the dead “drags 
ours in its train”.5

4. Jesus’ resurrection is a 
precursor to the renewal and 
redemption of creation
Fourthly, Jesus’ resurrection is a precursor 
to the renewal and redemption of 
creation. It may come as a surprise, but 

5 Fred G Zasper, p. 323.

Jesus’ bodily resurrection actually says 
something about creation. This was 
especially important in Jesus’ day: at a 
time when some taught that matter was 
inherently evil, Jesus’ bodily resurrection 
spoke a different message. Instead of 
teaching that all things material were to 
be rejected in pursuit of the spiritual, the 
bodily resurrection affirmed the material.

What we have in Jesus’ physical 
resurrection is an affirmation and 
approval of God’s creation. Contrary to 
the teaching that humanity needs to be 
redeemed from creation, Christianity 
teaches the redemption of creation. The 
bodily resurrection shows that God has 
not abandoned his good creation, but 
rather has redeemed it in the person and 
work of Jesus. God is not in the business 
of writing off creation or humanity. This 
becomes even clearer when we consider 
God’s commitment throughout the 
Scriptures to rebellious humanity. So the 
bodily resurrection of Jesus reveals God’s 
commitment to what he has created: God 
will not do away with human physicality 
or creation; rather, he will transform and 
renew it.

One of the best places to see this truth 
is in Romans 8:19-23. Here, Paul describes 
creation as being subject to frustration—in 
“bondage to corruption” and “groaning”. 
But Paul also says that creation is waiting 
“with eager longing for the revealing of the 
sons of God” (Rom 8:19). That is, tied up 
with the revealing of the people of God and 
the redemption of our bodies is the renewal 
of the whole creation. So just as we will be 
changed and clothed with the imperishable 
upon our resurrection (1 Cor 15:51-54), so 
too creation, along with us, will be liberated 
and made new. Thus because Jesus’ bodily 
resurrection is the firstfruits of our coming 
resurrection (1 Cor 15:20), Jesus’ bodily 
resurrection is then also a guarantee of the 
renewal of creation to come.
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At this point, however, care must be 
taken regarding the ethic drawn from 
the affirmation of creation through Jesus’ 
bodily resurrection. It is important to 
remember that creation still groans and has 
not yet been redeemed. The redemption of 
creation will not come until God’s sons are 
revealed. Jesus’ bodily resurrection simply 
affirms that it will come and that it is 
guaranteed to come. On this point, there 
are two potential errors.

One is to say that because creation will 
be renewed and is passing away and will 
be made ‘new’ (2 Pet 3:10; Rev 21:1), we 
can use and abuse creation all we want. 
But this misunderstands the responsibility 
we have to rule and subdue creation (Gen 
1:28-31). It also misunderstands what it 
means to love our neighbour (Mark 12:31): 
if we abuse creation and ruin it for others, 
this isn’t loving towards our current 
neighbours or future generations.

On the flip side, however, the eternal 
value of creation must not be so over-
emphasized that the value of works done 
now for eternity is misplaced. Paul’s 
point in 1 Corinthians 15 is to highlight 

the eternal value of the 
work of proclamation 
and edification in light of 
the resurrection, not the 
eternal value of all work 
(1 Cor 15:58). Creation 
will be made new. This 
puts the things done 

now and the time spent doing them into 
eternal perspective. We must not get so 
caught up in the problems associated with 
creation in the present that we forget 
that God will set the creation free from 
bondage at the resurrection of our bodies. 
God is bigger and far more powerful than 
the problems we have created in creation. 
If God is able to give us renewed, glorious 
bodies (1 Cor 15:35-44), then surely he will 
also be able to renew creation gloriously. 

E A S T E R :  I T  R E A L LY  H A P P E N E D !  B U T  S O  W H A T ?

In light of Christ’s 
resurrection, now 
more than ever 
there is no excuse 
for continued 
defiance.

Again, as stated above, this is not to say 
that we can abuse and misuse creation. 
But care needs to be taken about the ethic 
drawn from Jesus’ bodily resurrection. 
What can be affirmed with all confidence 
is that God is committed to his creation 
and will not abandon it.

5. Jesus’ resurrection declares 
him the judge on the day of 
judgement
Fifthly, Jesus’ resurrection makes him 
the judge on the day of judgement. God 
has assigned a day when he will judge 
the world by the man he has appointed, 
and he has revealed who that man is by 
raising him from the dead (Acts 17:30-31). 
Jesus himself declared this truth when he 
said in John 5 that “The Father judges no 
one, but has given all judgement to the 
Son” (v. 22). What the resurrection does, 
then, is affirm that Jesus is the one who 
will judge all the earth. He is the one who 
will gather all the nations before him and 
separate the sheep from the goats (Matt 
25:32). It is because of the resurrection 
that we can be assured of the coming of 
judgement day.

The second thing to notice is how this 
revealing of Jesus as judge in Acts 17 is 
tied to God’s command for all people to 
repent:

The times of ignorance God overlooked, 
but now he commands all people 
everywhere to repent because he has 
fixed a day on which he will judge the 
world in righteousness by a man whom 
he has appointed; and of this he has 
given assurance to all by raising him 
from the dead. (Acts 17:30-31)

In light of Christ’s resurrection, now more 
than ever there is no excuse for continued 
defiance. Judgement is coming and the 
world will be held to account.
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It must be asked, however, has 
this godly command slipped from 
gospel proclamation today? In trying 
to be sensitive to our world, have the 
implications of the death and resurrection 
of Jesus been diluted or, worse still, 
forgotten? Are people made aware of their 
need to turn from sin and of the eternal 
importance of responding correctly to 
Jesus? Does ‘repent and believe’ still resound 
as part of gospel proclamation today? If not, 
can we still call that ‘the gospel’?

How people respond to Jesus now is 
of eternal significance. As Jesus declares 
in John 3:36, “Whoever believes in the 
Son has eternal life; whoever does not 
obey the Son shall not see life, but the 
wrath of God remains on him”. The 
way in which people respond to God’s 
appointed judge now will determine 
whether God’s wrath remains on them 
or not. It is a question of true life or 
true death. And so it is of absolute 
importance that the call to repentance 
and the reality of the coming judgement 
remain a part of our gospel proclamation. 
God has appointed Jesus as judge, this 
judge will judge the world, and he will 
separate those who love him from those 
who have rejected him.

One final implication is that with 
the resurrection, judgement has already 
begun: those who know Jesus and confess 
faith in him have already passed over 
from death to life. As Jesus declares in 
John 11:25-26, “I am the resurrection and 
the life. Whoever believes in me, though 
he die, yet shall he live, and everyone who 
lives and believes in me shall never die”. 
Those who are in Jesus now already know 
the verdict of the judge! They have been 
declared righteous before God. This is a 

great truth that all Christians can find 
abundant comfort and assurance in.

This great truth is, of course, only a 
comfort to the believer; the verdict for 
the non-believer is not so positive. In 
fact, the verdict for the non-believer is 
‘guilty’, which means an eternity spent 
in hell. This truth should grip our hearts, 
bring us to tears and lead us to gospel 
proclamation. That is why Paul exhorts us 
to abound in “the work of the Lord” (1 Cor 
15:58)—the specific work of proclamation 
and edification that brings people from 
death to life. The same is true for us today: 
the resurrection gives us a task to do. It 
declares that Jesus is risen, that he is Lord 
and judge, and that by this judge, God 
will judge the world. It is through this 
gospel that Jesus draws people near to him 
so that they too can know the comfort 
and assurance of salvation in him. The 
resurrection teaches us that the judgement 
day is coming and that only those who 
hear and trust in the risen Jesus through 
the gospel will be saved.

The historical truth that Jesus rose 
from the dead is important. However, 
without understanding its theological 
significance, Jesus’ resurrection has no 
meaning for us. As I’ve demonstrated 
in this article, Jesus’ resurrection shows 
that his work in dealing with our sin 
was successful and effective; it declares 
the death of death; it is a precursor to 
our resurrection; it is a precursor to the 
renewal and redemption of creation; and 
it declares Jesus the judge on the day of 
judgement. Such theological truths, then, 
cannot help but leave us both rejoicing 
and trembling with godly fear, and drive 
us to share the good news with the lost. 
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1. Morality: good! Moralism: bad!
I want to urge you to always be moral, 
but never ever be a moralist. If you are 
passionate about being moral, but just as 
passionate about never being a moralist, 
you will be following the lead of Jesus 
Christ himself. But what’s the difference?

a) Morality
To be moral is a good, wholesome thing. It 
is what we were created to be. It is to live 
according to the Creator’s good design for 
us and be who we are supposed to be—
truly human at last.

Not to be moral is to live like a 
beast—an unreasoning animal led only 
by instincts (Jude 10). It is to follow our 
bodily desires (Jude 16; Rom 6:12)—as if 
that is the only guidance we have in life—
and to follow them with the urgency that 
comes from a deep sense of dread that our 
time on this planet will soon be over. Like 

a beast, we live according to survival of 
the fittest, pursuing the fulfillment of our 
bodily desires to quench the deep anxieties 
provoked by our mortality (Heb 2:15). We 
are like the beasts that perish (Ps 49:20), 
and so, we struggle with one another: 
we bite and devour and kill (Gal 5:15; Jas 
4:1-2; cf. Dan 7). Because we die like the 
beasts, we end up living like the beasts.

So not being moral is a bad thing—an 
unwholesome thing. It is to live contrary 
to what we were created to be—contrary 
to our creator’s good design for us. It is to 
live like a beast. It is a failure to be truly 
human.

b) Moralism
But even though being moral is a good 
thing, being a moralist is a bad thing—one 
of the worst things you can ever be. The 
devil loves moralism: in Genesis 3:1-5, he 
sets the pattern for all moralists for all 
time. First, he questions God’s word: “Did 

How to be moral without 
being a moralist: the 
Gospels and Christian 
living
PETER BOLT

If you lived as a moralist, surely God will be pleased with you. After all, 
you are being upright and moral. Peter Bolt disagrees and argues that 
moralism is the complete opposite of the gospel.
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God actually say …?” (v. 1). Then he denies 
God’s word and in doing so, trivializes 
it—as if it is no longer a matter of life or 
death to listen to it: “You will not surely 
die!” (v. 4). In the process, he throws 
doubt on God’s goodness by proposing 
an alternative theory about why God 
would have said what he said: it’s not for 
the good purposes of the man and the 
woman, but for God’s own self-protective 
purposes, and these have nothing to do 
with human welfare. If that is what God’s 
ways are like, who would want to follow? 
Having listened to the devil’s spin on God, 
the man and the woman reject God’s ways 
and replace them with what seems to be 
the only sensible alternative: instead of 
listening to God, they want to be like God 
(v. 5), and they begin to determine good 
and evil for themselves.

And so moralism is born. Viewing 
God’s ways as arbitrary rules imposed to 
restrict human life, rather than enhance 
it, and therefore viewing God as harsh 
rather than good, moralism becomes 
like God and decrees its own standards, 
values and practices. Rather than trusting 
in God—that he knows what is best for 
human life—moralism determines what is 
moral on purely human terms and builds 
a culture of motivation, enforcement and 
power to support it.

Moralism is a very bad thing. It is 
based on a completely distorted view of 
God. It is not God who is behind such 
things; the devil is behind it all.

On the other hand, Jesus Christ 
was not a moralist. Although he was all 
for being moral (because being moral 
enhances human life), he hated moralism 
and attacked it for the inhumanity it is. 
Even more importantly, Jesus Christ came 
to do away with moralism altogether: he 
dealt so effectively with the problem of 
human sin, that it would be completely 
misguided for anyone anywhere at any 

time to even think about being a moralist 
ever again! He came to solve the problem 
that moralism caused—the problem that 
moralism could never solve itself.

2. Jesus’ critique of moralistic 
religion
One of the best places to find Jesus’ critique 
of moralistic religion is in Mark 7:1-23:

Now when the Pharisees gathered to 
him, with some of the scribes who had 
come from Jerusalem, 2 they saw that 
some of his disciples ate with hands 
that were defiled, that is, unwashed. 
3 (For the Pharisees and all the Jews do 
not eat unless they wash their hands 
properly, holding to the tradition of 
the elders, 4 and when they come from 
the marketplace, they do not eat unless 
they wash. And there are many other 
traditions that they observe, such as the 
washing of cups and pots and copper 
vessels and dining couches.) 5 And 
the Pharisees and the scribes asked 
him, “Why do your disciples not walk 
according to the tradition of the elders, 
but eat with defiled hands?” 6 And he said 
to them, “Well did Isaiah prophesy of you 
hypocrites, as it is written,

“‘This people honours me with their lips,
but their heart is far from me;

7 in vain do they worship me,
teaching as doctrines the 

commandments of men.’

8 You leave the commandment of God 
and hold to the tradition of men.”

9 And he said to them, “You have a 
fine way of rejecting the commandment 
of God in order to establish your 
tradition! 10 For Moses said, ‘Honour your 
father and your mother’; and, ‘Whoever 
reviles father or mother must surely die.’ 
11 But you say, ‘If a man tells his father or 
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his mother, “Whatever you would have 
gained from me is Corban”’ (that is, given 
to God)—12 then you no longer permit him 
to do anything for his father or mother, 
13 thus making void the word of God by 
your tradition that you have handed 
down. And many such things you do.” 

14 And he called the people to him 
again and said to them, “Hear me, all of 
you, and understand: 15 There is nothing 
outside a person that by going into him 
can defile him, but the things that come 
out of a person are what defile him.” 
17 And when he had entered the house 
and left the people, his disciples asked 
him about the parable. 18 And he said 
to them, “Then are you also without 
understanding? Do you not see that 
whatever goes into a person from outside 
cannot defile him, 19 since it enters 
not his heart but his stomach, and is 
expelled?” (Thus he declared all foods 
clean.) 20 And he said, “What comes out of 
a person is what defiles him. 21 For from 
within, out of the heart of man, come 
evil thoughts, sexual immorality, theft, 
murder, adultery, 22 coveting, wickedness, 
deceit, sensuality, envy, slander, pride, 
foolishness. 23 All these evil things come 
from within, and they defile a person.”

What did Jesus find so objectionable in 
moralistic religion?

a) Behaviour, rules, rituals
Firstly, moralistic religion is focused on 
behaviour, rules and rituals. This was the 
context of the discussion (vv. 1-5): the 
Pharisees were into washing themselves—
not just for cleanliness, but as ritual 
demanded by the rules of their religion. 
Their religion focused on behaviour, 
protected that behaviour by rules, and 
protected rules by developing rituals—
repetitive patterns of life designed to 
ensure the rules are kept.

H O W  T O  B E  M O R A L  W I T H O U T  B E I N G  A  M O R A L I S T

In the discussion, Jesus refers to 
another Pharisaic practice: things—
objects—could be declared to be ‘Corban’ 
—devoted to God—and so they could not 
be used for other purposes (vv. 11-12). 
So even if your dear old mum and dad 
could have benefitted from them, too 
bad: that’s Corban! So for the Pharisees, 
these moralistic religious rules were more 
important than relationships.

b) External, nonsensical and empty
Secondly, Jesus condemned moralism 
as external, nonsensical and empty. 
Moralism can only ever deal with the 
external behaviour—what is outside a 
person. It controls the trivia of life: it’s 
very good at washing hands and other 
body parts, and it’s great at declaring 
objects ‘Corban’, despite the problems 
that might cause your mum. In his usual 
devastating fashion in verses 14-19, 
Jesus points this out with a very simple 
observation about eating from ordinary 
human life: what defiles a person is not 
what goes in, but what comes out of 
him (vv. 20-23). Moralism is all about 
the externals, so how can washing your 
hands, declaring objects ‘Corban’ or any 
one of the hundreds of rules and rituals 
of Pharisaism ever do anything to change 
the real problems of human behaviour? 
How can controlling the outsides get to 
the insides?

c) Covering all of life and none
Thirdly, with its focus on human 
behaviour, moralism appears to cover all 
of life (e.g. v. 4). Specifically, moralism 
concerns the nitty-gritty details—for 
example, tithing the herb garden (Matt 
23:23; Luke 11:42). It appears to treat all of 
life seriously, being scrupulously righteous 
and overly concerned to do the right 
thing. Moralism is not only to be without 
reproach, but even beyond reproach!
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True to form, Jesus also popped that 
balloon easily, saying that moralism 
is empty (v. 7). Even though try-
hard moralistic religion acts as if it is 
concerned about all of life, it is really 
about nothing that matters. Why? It’s 
because, once again, moralism is utterly 
powerless to change the problem of 
human behaviour: it cannot touch the 
human heart (vv. 20-23).

So much for Jesus’ critique of moralism 
in its religious form. But make no mistake: 
when Jesus critiqued moralistic religion,  
he was critical of something larger: the 
moralistic enterprise of human culture.

3. Jesus’ critique of human 
culture
a) Religion is human culture
Now, religion is not a part of human 
culture, it is human culture—but in a 
religious mode. It is human culture writ 
large and reinforced by the faint smell 
of God. But that smell is an illusion: 
remember, it is not God you are smelling; 
it is the devil.

How did Jesus refer to moralistic 
religion? His opponents spoke of “the 
tradition of the elders” (v. 5). Jesus agreed: 
that’s exactly what that was—human rules 
and human traditions (vv. 6, 8, 9, 13). It’s 
everything we get from our world—what 
we inherit from the past from elders, 
our families, our cultures and our world. 
‘Human traditions’ is all they are. Or, 
as 1 Peter 1:18, puts it, “the futile ways 
inherited from your forefathers”.

Jesus put his finger on the real problem 
of human culture: they are voiding the 
word of God by their traditions (v. 13). In 
order to do this, however, tradition has to 
appear very powerful—so powerful that it 
actually succeeds in nullifying God’s word 
for whole generations, societies, nations 
and cultures.

b) Religion, politics and ever-beastly 
power
Secondly, because moralism deals only 
with externals, with no power to change 
the heart, it collects external power. So 
in this world, it has the appearance of 
power, because it is often connected to 
the external structures of human power. 
Firstly, the Pharisees were something of 
a political party of the people, as well as 
a religious party: in Jerusalem, they were 
connected to the power centre of the 
city and, more distantly, to the military 
muscle of Rome. Secondly, the phrase 
“the tradition of the elders” (vv. 3, 5; cf. 
vv. 8, 9, 13) shows us that moralism is 
backed up with the weight of the past, the 
pressure of society and close relationships, 
and the force of numbers in the present. 
Thirdly and finally, the moralists of 
Jesus’ day claimed to be speaking for 
God—serving God, worshipping God (v. 
7) and dedicating stuff 
to God (‘Corban’: v. 
11). Moralistic religion 
hijacks God so that he 
becomes the one who 
appears to reinforce 
their system. So if 
someone doesn’t want 
to follow their rituals, 
rules and behaviours, they can expect the 
full weight of human power to fall on 
them, along with (so it is claimed) the full 
weight of God!

But remember this is not God at 
all; it’s the devil. He is the one behind 
the power structures of this world—
both moralistic religion and moralistic 
human culture (Luke 4:5; John 12:31). 
Furthermore, if we go behind Mark 7 
to the prophet Daniel or forward to the 
book of Revelation, we find human power 
portrayed as a succession of bloodthirsty, 
destructive beasts, biting and devouring 
one another across the globe and 
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Moralism is all 
about the externals, 
so how can washing 
your hands ever do 
anything to change 
the real problems of 
human behaviour?
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throughout history. They have a political 
form and a religious form, and each form 
reinforces the other (Dan 7; Rev 13). The 
beastly power of human religion, culture 
and politics is human moralism.

But despite its external might and 
oppressive force, moralism has no power 
to bring about true humanity. With no 
power to change hearts, moralism is 
destructive of human life.

c) The end result of moralistic humanity
We begin to understand this when we see 
the end result of moralistic humanity in 
Mark 3:1-6. It was the Sabbath day—the 
day of rest. The Pharisees had rules about 
that. Jesus asks them a simple question: 
is it lawful to do good or to do harm on 
the Sabbath—to save life or to kill? They 
do not answer. Jesus’ answer to his own 
question comes with the healing of the 
man with the withered hand in verse 5. 
It shows why he came into this world, 
why he did miracles and why he taught 
about the kingdom of God. He came into 
this broken world with its broken people 
as the great physician (Mark 2:17; cf. 
Matt 9:12; Luke 5:31), bringing healing, 
forgiveness, restoration and resurrection.

 The moralists didn’t like that, hence 
their actions in Mark 3:6. Apparently 
it was not okay to save or to bring life 
on the Sabbath, but it was okay to do 
evil—to plan to kill. So religion (the 
Pharisees) joined forces with politics (the 
Herodians)—beastly powers working in 
harmony towards the evil destruction of 
the Messiah, our Saviour.

If you are a moralist, you don’t need 
salvation; you can do it on your own. You 
have your rules, rituals and behaviours; 
there’s no need to be saved by someone 
else. You don’t need God’s grace or mercy; 
you are not doing too badly on your own. 
Human effort and achievement is what 
you are good at and what you trust in.

Here is the end result of moralistic 
humanity: religion and politics combine 
to murder the Messiah. They do it by 
envy, deception, bribery, treachery, jury 
tampering and all kinds of travesties of 
justice. By the end of Mark’s Gospel, they 
have put Jesus on the cross. Moralistic 
humanity crucified the Messiah.

Moralism began in the Garden of Eden 
with the rejection of God and his goodness. 
When the Saviour came into the world, 
doing good where there was evil, saving 
where there was sinfulness, and bringing 
life where there was death, moralism 
reached its absolute depths in rejecting 
God’s climactic display of his goodness.

But that rejection of God began a lot 
earlier and perhaps in what seems to be a 
much more insignificant way.

4. Jesus and the liberating word 
of God
Let’s return to Mark 7. Remember Jesus’ 
critique of religious moralists? “You leave 
the commandment of God and hold to 
the tradition of men” (v. 8), “making void 
the word of God by your tradition that 
you have handed down” (v. 13). They are 
just like the devil in the garden of Eden: 
“Did God actually say …?” “You will not 
surely die!” (Gen 3:1, 4). “God is not good, 
so let’s go our own way!” By questioning 
God’s word, denying the seriousness of 
God’s word and doubting that God’s word 
is good for us, moralism voids the word of 
God. Human traditions are more sensible, 
more serious and better for us. So the 
good word of God is nullified in favour of 
our own traditions!

a) Don’t void; liberate
But Jesus’ plea is don’t void; liberate. The 
Pharisees’ moralism had absolutely no 
hope of helping this flawed world, for it 
had no power to change the human heart. 
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So instead of voiding God’s word, they 
should have liberated it.

This is what Jesus did. Like in the 
parable of the sower, where the word is 
scattered on the ground all around (Mark 
4:1-9), Jesus came to proclaim the gospel 
of God, calling people to “repent and 
believe” and ready themselves for the 
coming of God’s kingdom (Mark 1:14-15). 
He came to teach (Mark 1:21-22), and 
his word brought salvation, restoration, 
healing and the hope of resurrection. 
And unlike the traditions of moralistic 
humanity, his words had proven power 
and authority (1:22, 27).

The word works its power to change, 
heal and save. As it is liberated (not 
voided), it liberates human beings to be 
the people God made us to be—citizens of 
the coming kingdom, in which death will 
finally be defeated. But even now in the 
present time, as we wait for that day, it 
begins to heal our brokenness.

b) Liberate by listening
How do you gain access to this powerful 
liberation? It’s not by rules, regulations or 
rituals, or by following human traditions 
inherited from the past, our culture, 
society or religion. No! We gain access to 
this liberation by listening to the gospel 
word and accepting it (Mark 4:3, 9, 20; 
cf. vv. 23, 24). The renewal of human life 
comes as we listen to the gospel of the 
kingdom (Mark 1:15). The gospel is all 
about the forgiveness of our sins, won by 
Jesus Christ. It is all about the kingdom 
of God—the hope of eternal life. It is not 
about what we have to do; it is about all 
that Jesus has already done for us!

c) Jesus, gospel, Gospel
What we see Jesus doing in the parable of 
the sower is exactly what Mark’s Gospel 
does to us. Jesus called upon people of 
his day to listen, so that they might 

find liberation. The gospel message goes 
out to the world across the centuries to 
today, calling upon people to listen so 
that they might find liberation. Mark’s 
Gospel records that gospel message so that 
whenever it is read, it calls upon people to 
listen and find liberation.

5. The Gospels and Christian 
living
This helps us understand how the Gospels 
(not just Mark’s) promote Christian living. 
The Gospels do not promote the usual 
moralistic strategies of behaviours, rules 
and regulations—external and powerless 
to really help human life. No, the gospel 
word addresses the heart and brings real, 
eternal change. The Gospels bring us 
into relationship with God through the 
Saviour. That is the key to being moral 
without being a moralist: we come to 
know God and God transforms us into 
our true humanity.

How this happens can be found in 
Mark 4:12, but in reverse!

a) Hear!
The Gospels are not primarily about 
us at all; we need to read them as the 
account of Jesus Christ. Furthermore, as 
we read about Jesus, we don’t read them 
so that we can be like Jesus, but so that 
we like Jesus: we read them to hear what 
Jesus has done for us. They are all about 
him! But he is all about us: everything he 
did was for us.

So Step 1 of the Gospels and Christian 
living is “Hear!” Hear the good news 
about the Son of God, the great physician, 
who came to us sinners to give his life as a 
ransom for many (Mark 10:45).

b) See!
Our hearts are not changed by a simple 
decision we make or any act of our will; 
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our hearts are changed as we hear the 
gospel word and as that gospel word 
helps us to see. The gospel word speaks of 
the kingdom of God being near, causing 
us to see and understand life from that 
point of view.

The gospel tells us that the future is 
not uncertain or doubtful. It does not 
consist of a grave for eternity. The future 
is the kingdom of God and the renovation 
of all things, and it is guaranteed by Jesus’ 
resurrection from the dead. Furthermore, 
through Jesus, we are guaranteed a place 
in that kingdom. This hope, strong, real 
and true, transforms our hearts and floods 
life anew with good things from God.

c) Turn!
Once we hear the gospel of the Son and 
see the coming kingdom of God as the 
ultimate reality, then our hearts turn. That 
is, we are changed from the inside out.

I am talking about repentance. 
‘Repentance’ is a word often used by the 
religious moralists to speak of repentance 
from our sins. But notice how Jesus uses 

it in Mark 1:15: “The 
time is fulfilled, and 
the kingdom of God 
is at hand; repent and 
believe in the gospel”. 
Repentance is turning 
towards the coming 
kingdom of God and 
living in the light of 
that coming kingdom. 

(That, of course, also means turning away 
from your sins.) Christian repentance is 
oriented towards that future reality: we 
hear of Jesus Christ, we see the kingdom 
he has brought near for us, and we turn 
towards that kingdom, for it is our future 
eternal home.

d) Be forgiven!
And so God forgives us. This is the key 

event: as sinners, we were under the 
sentence of death—the wrath of God. We 
deserved God’s judgement. Our lives were 
filled with fear, and that fear led us into 
sin, moralism and seeking to live life our 
own way without God.

But Jesus changed all that. He died 
as the ransom for many (Mark 10:45). 
He saved us from God’s judgement and 
gave our hearts assurance of salvation—
assurance that we have a place in God’s 
kingdom. God is not harsh towards us; 
he is good to us. But even more than 
that, because we are undeserving sinners, 
God is overwhelmingly gracious towards 
us. This assurance fills our lives with a 
transformed morality.

The moralist throws us back on our 
own resources and urges us to change 
ourselves: perform or perish. But Jesus 
removes us from that perform or perish 
treadmill by announcing to us in the 
gospel word that he has already died as 
our ransom, so now we can be completely 
forgiven. Life is no longer about what we 
do or don’t do. Life is now about being 
forgiven and knowing the living God as 
our loving heavenly Father.

e) Liberated to be truly human
By that message of forgiveness, we are 
liberated to be truly human. Moralism will 
never change the human heart, no matter 
what human structures of power it enlists 
along the way. In the end, it is destructive 
of human life, just as it destroyed the 
Messiah. But the gospel of Jesus Christ 
announces that we can be forgiven, 
that we can have a place in the coming 
kingdom of God, and that death is not the 
end! That message—when we hear it—
when we see it—when we turn because of 
it—liberates us to be truly human.

Hear, see, turn, be forgiven: that’s 
how we can be moral without being a 
moralist. 

That is the key 
to being moral 
without being a 
moralist: we come 
to know God and 
God transforms 
us into our true 
humanity.
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When it comes to thinking about art and its place in Christian thought, 
there are many pitfalls and minefields. Guan Un helps us navigate the 
terrain to where Christ is firmly rooted at the centre.

Towards evangelical 
aesthetics
GUAN UN

There’s a distinct awkwardness 
between the world of the church and 

the world of art. There’s a few historical 
and social reasons for this, but you might 
be surprised to learn that at the heart of it 
lies a theological issue.

Consider this quote from Catholic 
theologian Hans Urs von Balthasar: 
“Contemporary Protestant theology 
nowhere deals with the beautiful as a 
theological category”.1 (Whatever else 
you say about Balthasar, he was someone 
who put his money where his mouth is: 
this is part of a seven-volume treatise 
on theological aesthetics.) Or consider 
the following from sociologist James 
Davison Hunter: “A commitment among 
Christians [to excellence in aesthetics and 
the production of art] generally has been 
weak over the past century, and among 
Protestants all but absent”.2

In essence, the argument goes some-

1 Hans Urs von Balthasar, The Glory of the Lord: A 
Theological Aesthetics, edited by Joseph Fessio, SJ and 
John Riches, translated by Erasmo Levia-Merikakis, T & 
T Clark, Edinburgh, 1982, Volume I, pp. 56-7.

2 James Davison Hunter, To Change the World: The Irony, 
Tragedy and Possibility of Christianity in the Late Modern 
World, Oxford University, New York, 2010, p. 265.

thing like this: because evangelical 
Christianity shines the spotlight on 
salvation as an internal transaction 
focusing on what Jesus has done for 
me, everything outside of that spotlight 
(what Balthasar would call the ‘beauty’ of 
Christ’s self-giving love) gets ignored. The 
flow-on effect of this thought process is of 
salvation as intellectual and internal; the 
physical and the external remain ignored. 

My argument here should not be 
thought of as denying in any way the 
gospel that states that Jesus Christ is Lord 
and that our individual acknowledgement 
of him is central to Christian life. Rather, 
while retaining the centrality of the 
lordship of Jesus, I wish to attempt to 
brighten our understanding of an issue that 
is both peripheral and important: what does 
it look like to have a Christian aesthetic?

Three quick notes at this point. Firstly, 
I am using the word ‘aesthetics’ in this 
article in a more technical sense to mean 
‘the underlying philosophy of art’, not 
the more popular, but related usage of 
‘how a thing looks’. Secondly, consider 
this a brief sketch in admittedly broad 
brushstrokes; therefore, I am not able 
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to consider the complex outworkings of 
aesthetics through different media, such 
as dance, literature, music, theatre, and so 
on. Thirdly, in arguing that it is important 
that we should think about how an 
evangelical aesthetic functions, I am not 
arguing for an exclusive importance. 
That is, saying ‘art is important’ is not 
the same as ‘artists are more important’, 
as all are one in Christ Jesus (Gal 3:28). 
Nor am I saying that all art, regardless 
of its content, form or craft, is somehow 
important simply because it is art.

Indeed, the central issue of the 
gospel—how we make disciples and how 
we bring the word of life to a world in 
death—remains the heart of the issue. Yet 
if we are to serve and bring the gospel 
to all people in our community, the 
artistic community is one that has been 
historically under-served and ignored. 
(For example: I suspect most would be 
hard-pressed to name just two influential 
evangelical artists.) This can lead 
Christians who pursue creative vocations 

or occupations to feel like second-class 
citizens and think that pursuits of the 
aesthetic and imaginary are a waste of 
time and labour and are somehow less 
important than ‘real jobs’, whatever those 
are. As I will argue below, a church that 
is able to welcome and foster the creative 
and the artistic will be stronger for it.

Five poles
But why is an evangelical aesthetic 
necessary? The answer is that no other 
theological aesthetic truly has Christ at 
the centre. Interestingly, as I researched 
other attempts at a theological aesthetic, 
I found that you can map each attempt 
to one of the major ‘poles’ of Christian 
belief.3 In other words (and as always), 
their theology bleeds out into life—in this 
case, in the focus of their art (see figure 1).

For example, the Dutch Neo-Calvinist 
movement bases its aesthetics on God’s 
act as creation. If you’ve ever heard 
someone explain, “God is a creator, 

3 The map of the ‘poles’ is based on Andrew JB Cameron, 
Joined-Up Life (Inter-Varsity Press, Nottingham, 2011, p. 175).

Figure 1
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therefore we should be creative”, this is 
where it comes from. However, it never 
really adequately comes to grips with the 
role of eschatology in aesthetics.4

The Catholic tradition, of course, has a 
long history of considering the aesthetic, 
even aside from Balthasar. This thinking 
is largely based on the Incarnation and 
ways of considering the beauty of the Son 
come to earth. However, in doing so, this 
aesthetic bleeds into idolatry and begins 
to diminish the true Incarnation of Jesus 
as the only way to the Father.5

The humanist or futurist movement 
tries to untether art from its religious 
history, founders in this pursuit and then 
attempts to use it to make sense of death 
(Heb 2:15). The essence of the movement 
is neatly captured in this quote from the 
Gertrude Stein character in Woody Allen’s 
film Midnight in Paris: “The artist’s job is 
not to succumb to despair, but to find an 
antidote for the emptiness of existence.” 
However, inevitably, this movement 
discovers that art is unable to provide any 
true redemption. Art is able to provide 
expression for the longing to fill that 
existential void, but is unable to fill it itself.

For an evangelical aesthetic, we must 
first attend to Jesus, the Lord of Creation 
(Col 1:15-17). So let’s take the declaration 
of his Lordship (in his resurrection: 
Rom 1:4) as the foundation stone of our 
account.6 From here, I will work through 
resurrection and creation, resurrection 
and sin, and resurrection and new 
creation. Finally, I will ask how this 
aesthetic speaks to us practically.

4 Jeremy Begbie, Voicing Creation’s Praise: Towards a 
Theology of the Arts, T&T Clark, Edinburgh, 1991, p. 87.

5 Begbie, Voicing Creation’s Praise, p. 74.
6 For some of what follows, thanks to Rory Shiner for 

providing his unpublished work on an evangelical 
Christian poetics.

Resurrection and creation
I begin with resurrection, for the 
resurrection of Jesus from the dead 
vindicates creation itself: it’s a bridge 
from Eden into the new creation.7 Jesus’ 
resurrection affirms creation in its glory, 
its order and its beauty.

My favourite word that I learned 
in the process of writing this article is 
‘supernumerary’, which means ‘overly 
excessive’. This is the perfect word for 
describing the creation of God in the 
world: creation has a supernumerary 
beauty, because each and every sunset is 
extravagantly unnecessary. It would make 
no particular material 
difference if we saw the 
glorious tinctures of the 
sunset in monochrome. 
But there is a theological 
difference: this 
supernumerary beauty 
reminds us, every day, that “the heavens 
declare the glory of God” (Ps 19:1).

Now, sometimes a defence of art can use 
this point as a way to begin: “Art is good 
because it is beautiful, just like creation is 
beautiful”. There is some sense to this, as 
it sidesteps our cynical reaction to reduce 
everything to its utilitarian value.8 However, 
this is not enough—firstly, because beauty 
is notoriously difficult to encapsulate, and 
secondly, because we must understand what 
God’s word says on beauty.

The first thing we see is that we relate 
to beauty through sight. God ordained 
the very goodness of creation by ‘seeing’ 
its good order in Genesis 1. The trees of 

7 Oliver O’Donovan, Resurrection and Moral Order: An 
Outline for Evangelical Ethics, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 
1994, p. 16.

8 For more on this point, see Lauren Winner, ‘The Art 
Patron: Someone Who Can’t Draw a Straight Line Tries 
to Defend Her Art-Buying Habit’, in For the Beauty of 
the Church, edited by W David O Taylor, Baker, Grand 
Rapids, 2010, p. 79.

Art is able to provide 
expression for the 
longing to fill that 
existential void, but is 
unable to fill it itself.
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Eden were not merely practical provision, 
but “pleasant to the sight” (Gen 2:9). 
In Christ’s example, sight sees the lilies 
and draws from them the character of 
the creator God (Luke 12:27). (Of course, 
at the same time, we are also reminded 
over and over again that when it comes 
to people, character trumps beauty every 
time: Prov 31:30; 1 Pet 3:4.)

However, art, of course, is not 
restrained to what is beautiful. Art, in its 
visual form, creates to be seen. But it is 
different from creation, because it layers 
beauty with symbolism and meaning. In 
the words of TF Torrance, this is part of 
man’s role in Genesis 1:28 as a “priest of 
creation” with the “specific vocation... to 
articulate it in all its wonder and beauty, 
and thus to lead the creation in its praise 
and glorification of God the Creator”.9 
And so as we come to interact with art, 
we also come to interact with ourselves as 
art dwells within us through imagination, 
emotion and interplay and helps us to 
relate with our inner world.

But this does not mean that art can be 
reduced to its symbols. This is why the 

question “But what does 
it mean?” is so banal. 
Imagine if somebody 
reduced Edvard Munch’s 
famous painting The 

Scream10 to “a man screaming on a bridge 
against a squiggly background”. That 
sentence describes the content (sort of), 
but does nothing to explain the emotion 
and affect of actually seeing the art itself.

This understanding of art should serve 
as a warning against rigid propositionalism 

9 TF Torrance, Reality and Evangelical Theology: The 
Realism of Christian Revelation, IVP, Downers Grove, 
1982, p. 25.

10 Edvard Munch, The Scream, 1893, oil, tempera, pastel 
and crayon on cardboard, 91 cm × 73.5 cm (36 in × 28.9 
in), National Gallery, Oslo, Norway.

as the only way to represent reality.11 
Propositional truth is important, as long 
as “Jesus Christ is Lord” remains true. 
However, part of the importance of 
art is to prod us to notice that there is 
a part of God’s reality that can only be 
rendered, explored and known apart from 
propositional truth. And one of the best 
ways to know this reality is through art.

Except of course, when art deceives us.

Resurrection and sin
The resurrection announces Christ’s 
victory over creation, but also the disorder 
in creation (Rom 8:18-27). Notice that this 
disorder also begins with sight: Eve “saw 
the tree was good for food, and that it was 
a delight to the eyes” (Gen 3:6; emphasis 
mine). Because of sin, things of this 
world will set themselves up as false idols 
against the true God. Art is not immune 
to this: because some art is created for 
sight to invite wonder, it has the potential 
to invite both disorder and misuse.

So art deceives us when it invites 
worship of something other than the 
Creator, such as a false creator or created 
things (Isa 44:12-17; Rom 1:23). This is 
captured most vividly in Exodus 31-32: in 
chapter 31, God gives his Spirit to Bezalel 
and Oholiab for the creation of art that 
will be used to adorn God’s own temple. In 
the very next chapter, the foolish Israelites 
worship a golden calf that they have made.

Historically, the danger for Christians 
is that we read either chapter without 
the corrective of the other. We think that 
because Bezalel and Oholiab had the Spirit, 
all creative pursuits are therefore spiritual, 
without being warned against the terrible 
dangers of idolatry. Or we think that all 

11 Kevin Vanhoozer, The Drama of Doctrine: A Canonical 
Linguistic Approach to Christian Doctrine, Westminster 
John Knox Press, Louisville, 2005, p. 280.

Art deceives us when 
it invites worship 
of something other 
than the Creator.

VineJournal-Issue4-txt-ART.indd   58 4/07/2016   5:03 PM



V I N E  J O U R N A L  →  I S S U E  4  5 9

 T O W A R D S  E VA N G E L I C A L  A E S T H E T I C S

art is a distraction from the one true God, 
without seeing God’s ordination of artists 
within his good temple.12

In contrast to these approaches, a 
more rewarding template for art is art 
that resists easy sentimentalism and 
rather, through technique, understanding 
and form, is created to resonate with 
new, generative meaning over time. 
You may have had this experience with 
the visual arts, or with a movie or book 
that rewards you when you encounter 
it again—repeated viewings or readings 
revealing nuances you missed the first 
time, or reflecting life experiences that 
you hadn’t had on first reading. This is 
art as exploratory, but also as revelatory, 
reflecting back through the prism of art 
the complex reality that God has created.

This should also serve as a warning 
against attempts to dress up the gospel 
message in art’s clothing: this sort of 
art usually fails as art, because the art is 
constrained by the message it is trying 
to impose, and it can leave the artist 
unable to make the artistic discoveries and 
explorations that they might otherwise 
make. In addition (and at the risk of stating 
the obvious), it should be noted that the 
Christian artist is not free from Christian 
ethical strictures, so, for example, creating 
pornography behind the defence of 
“making art for art’s sake” is not right.

This is not to say that the gospel should 
not be reflected within the Christian artist’s 
art. But we’ll come back to that at the end.

Resurrection and new creation
With the resurrection, Christ has 
ordained the coming of the new creation 

12 This is most notably seen in church history in the 
Iconoclastic Controversy of the 8th century. See Robin 
Jensen, The Substance of Things Seen: Art, Faith, and 
the Christian Community, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids 
2004, pp. 55-58.

and sight itself has been replaced. For 
those in Christ, faith, rather than sight, 
is the way that knowledge of the new 
creation is mediated to us (2 Cor 5:7).

This is art’s limitation: a painting 
of how we imagine the new creation 
can never be the way we get to the new 
creation. The creative artist can never 
surpass the Creator’s work of new 
creation. In short, art cannot save us.

I wonder, then, if an evangelical 
aesthetic would prefer to be less focused 
on trying to depict heaven and more 
focused on the exploratory power of 
what it feels like to be part of the people 
who are waiting for heaven with the 
“conviction of things not seen” (Heb 11:1).

This is not to say that evangelical 
aesthetics can only focus on the positive 
and not the negative; we are the ones able 
to look upon death and see that it has 
been conquered. Showing others what this 
hope is like will always be powerful.

Surprisingly, this sort of art is not 
new, but is a heritage that reaches back 
to the earliest Christian artists. Historian 
Owen Chadwick observes that the earliest 
discovered Christian art in catacombs 
in Rome shows Christians facing death 
and that “the images are serene, not sad, 
confident in life after death, and full of 
peace”.13 This is art not simply describing 
what life was like for them, but also 
helping to prescribe what life should be like 
for other believers facing that same fate.

This reminds us that a Christian 
aesthetic will resist the modern temptation 
for art as individualism, but prefer instead 
to be a symbol for community. It can help 
others to explore together what they could 
or should be. Again, using the example 
of books, it’s that feeling of having read 
the voice of a divorced woman or an 

13 Owen Chadwick, A History of Christianity, Weidenfeld 
& Nicolson, London, 1995, p. 56.
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immigrant orphan and understanding 
better who someone else is, and therefore 
understanding better how to love them. 
O’Donovan writes, “Love… achieves its 
creativity by being perceptive”.14 If art can 
help us to perceive—to see—maybe it can 
also help us to love.

And if all of this were done well—
if Christian communities supported 
Christian artists in their work—then 
perhaps it would help them to be a “light 
of the world” in the artistic community 
(Matt 5:14), a space where so many cannot 
imagine God to be and cannot see past the 
haunting darkness of death.

The tree of life
One problem with an article like this is 
that it is one thing to write about what 
art should be like and quite another to 
create art that achieves any of these ends. 
For this reason, I offer you an example 
of what Christian art can be.15 In the 
British Museum, there is a ten-foot metal 
sculpture called Tree of Life.16 Birds and 
animals (also made of metal) have come 
under the tree for shelter.

But as you learn more about it, 
meaning is generated: artists from 
Mozambique crafted it after the end of 
their fifteen-year-long civil war. As you 
get close, you can see that the sculpture is 
not just made from metal, but fashioned 
from decommissioned guns, bullets and 
knives—the horrific paraphernalia of 
war. And so this tree is at once a layered 
glimpse of the horrors of war wrought 

14 O’Donovan, Resurrection and Moral Order, p. 25.
15 Example drawn from a sermon by NT Wright, 

‘Apocalyptic and the Beauty of God’, delivered at 
Harvard Memorial Church, October 22 2006 (viewed 
25 October 2012): http://ntwrightpage.com/sermons/
Harvard_Beauty.htm

16 Kester, Hilario Nhatugueja, Fiel dos Santos and Adelino 
Serafim Maté, Tree of Life, 2005, recycled weapons, 
height: 3.5m, British Museum.

by the tragedy of sin and the beauty that 
can be rendered by human hands. Yet it is 
also a tangible symbol of the promise that 
God will turn swords into ploughshares 
and has turned the death of his Son to 
everlasting life (Isa 2:4, Rom 6:10).

This is a witness by way of aesthetics—
that under God, even the things that 
ripped a country apart can stand for the 
leaves of the tree for which it is named—
the Tree of Life that lives in the centre of 
the new creation, with leaves that are “for 
the healing of the nations” (Rev 22:2).

In all things, theology matters 
because our theology will emerge into 
our practice. If our theology says that 
art doesn’t matter, then our practice will 
sideline artists and tell them that they 
don’t matter. It will ignore the fact that 
God has made us beings of creativity 
and imagination, and misunderstand the 
biblical passages of poetry and beauty. We 
run the risk of ignoring reality.

So in conclusion, here is a plea to 
churches: work out your aesthetics, for 
your theology will emerge into how you 
treat artists. It will emerge in whether 
you love them well, whether you allow for 
the possibility of their gifts to be nurtured 
and whether you give space for art. Resist 
the idolatry of art being the object of 
worship, but also resist the simplicity of 
relegating art to the sideline because it is 
supposedly ‘unimportant’ or ‘impractical’.

And here is a plea to artists: work 
out your aesthetics, for your theology 
will emerge in your artistic practice. 
But also work at your art. Neither be 
ignorant of the power of your craft, nor 
of the potential you have to shape human 
imagination to gospel possibilities. But 
make sure that you are being shaped by 
the gospel first, for then your art will also 
resonate with the freedom, generosity and 
hope that only the gospel of resurrection 
can provide. 
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When someone walks into your church as a 
newcomer, what do you want them to know?

Well, most of all you want them to know God 
as their Father—if they don’t already—and 
Jesus Christ as their Saviour and Lord, and 
the Holy Spirit as their advocate and guide.

But you’d also want a newcomer to get to 
know you and your congregation. You’d want 
them to meet some people and get to know 
them; and you’d probably like them to get 
to know what your church is really on about, 
what makes you tick, and why this might be a 
spiritual family that they will be glad to join.

Over coffee or a meal, GTK participants 
get to know some other newcomers as well 
as some of the regulars, do a simple Bible 
study in each session that focuses on a key 
aspect of the God who made us and redeems 
us through Jesus, and get to know the 
fundamentals of church and what you stand 
for (bouncing off the big central Bible truths 
in the sessions), as well as the specifics of 
how you organize things and what it means 
for them to join you.

We’ve worked hard to make GTK as widely 
and generally useful for as many different 
churches as possible. But the neat thing is 
that it’s fully customizable. Just download the 
Microsoft Word files, make whatever changes 
you think necessary, print out the sheets, put 
them in a nice folder, and you’re ready to go!

What you get with your download:
- leader’s notes
- participant’s notes
- sample invitation
- sample partnership document

Purchase of the download includes a license 
to print and use all of the material in a single 
site church.

There’s one course we publish that we really want you to modify to make it more 
helpful. In fact, that’s why you can’t buy this course in printed form in our online 
store. It’s only available as a downloadable file because you need to change it 
before you print it for people. The course is called Get to Know, and it’s a simple 
four-week program for newcomers to your church.

Available now from

The newcomers’ 
course we really want 
you to change

get to know
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Grapevine
Thank you for the thought-

provoking and substantial 
articles in Vine Journal issue #2. 
As one engaged in the ministry 
of Christian education, the 
exploration of 1 Corinthians 

and other passages in the articles by Mark 
Thompson and Phillip Colgan resonated 
strongly. In Christian schools, we are seeking 
to live out and introduce our students to the 
reality of a cross-centred life where Jesus is 
acknowledged and glorified as the Lord of 
every aspect. As Geoffrey Wheaton puts it, we 
seek to have a ‘cross-eyed’ view of the world.

We want our students to understand the 
reality of the world as revealed in God’s word, 
rather than in the false images and patterns 
presented by the society and culture around 
them. It is easy to shy away from the dichotomy 
that this presents, especially given the false 
distinctions propagated through history by 
both church and secular thinkers. But this is 
the reality expressed by Paul as wisdom and 
foolishness in 1 Corinthians. Only one viewpoint 
can be true, despite what postmodernists and 
pluralists would have us believe.

We recognize that understanding the 
difference between wisdom and foolishness is 
the work of the Holy Spirit. But like all those 
who teach in the name of Christ, we endeavour 
to be faithful to the word and the Spirit of 
truth, prayerfully committing our work to the 
Lord. This brings me to Phillip Colgan’s article: 
I would have liked him to go further and 
apply the doctrine of the representative nature 
of Christ to an understanding of Christian 
mission and gospel proclamation.

Christian teachers, like parents, have a 
special expectation placed upon them. This is 
not just a reference to James 3:1 or Titus 2:7-8, 
although these are relevant, I believe, to school 
teachers as much as to Bible teachers. Unlike 
ordained clergy, we are with our students 
five days of every week for many hours a day. 
How we live in relationship, interact with 
our subject material, meet the diverse needs 
of our students, engage in discipline, conduct 
assessment and partner with parents are all 
on display all the time. The authenticity of 
our faith and our faithful living should serve 

to commend our Lord and demonstrate his 
love. We are keenly aware of our roles as 
ambassadors. We are also humbly aware of 
our sinful inadequacy to invite our students to 
imitate us as we seek to imitate Christ, but also 
all too aware that our students are considering 
the validity of that choice anyway.

In Christian schools, we find ourselves 
at the crunch point between gospel values 
and the values of human institutions, such as 
government and curriculum authorities. We 
recognize these as being under God’s authority 
(1 Pet 2:13), but still failing to honour Jesus as 
Lord (Rom 1). But there is also pressure within 
the school community to replace kingdom 
models of leadership, discipline and success 
with non-kingdom models. This problem 
is not exclusive to schools; many Christian 
organizations and churches have been similarly 
drawn to such models and practice, usually 
with good intentions. Sadly, some have failed 
to exercise the care and standards expected by 
both the Lord and the government.

It is interesting how the term 
‘accountability’ has come to be interpreted. 
In one form, it encapsulates what Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer referred to as ‘cheap grace’—
living in fear of incurring guilt. In another, 
it expresses humble and thankful obedience 
to God and the recognition of judgement and 
unqualified grace and forgiveness in the cross.

Jesus said that he came to bring not peace, but 
division (Luke 12:49-53). We see this increasingly 
in our society today as the divide between 
those who follow Jesus and those who don’t 
grows more and more strident (as explained in 
Sandy Grant’s excellent article). This should not 
surprise us. We need to exhort and encourage one 
another to continue to run the race set before 
us faithfully. Thank you to all the Vine Journal 
contributors who humbly take on this task.

Philip Cooney
Wentworth Falls, NSW, Australia

DECEMBER 2015  ISSUE 2

  

“  He who does not know 
Christ does not know 
God hidden in suffering. 
Therefore, he prefers 
work to suffering,  
glory to the cross,  
strength to weakness, 
wisdom to folly, and,  
in general, good to evil. ” (Martin Luther)

Write to us at vinejournal@gotherefor.com. 
Please also include your location (suburb, state/
province and country). If your letter is private, 
please mark as ‘Not for publication’.
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“  God has broadcast his ‘word of 
truth’ to the world. But he didn’t 
broadcast it like a TV show 
by beaming it into everyone’s 
heads. In his wisdom, God  
broadcasts his gospel through 
human beings. In this sense, we 
are God’s ‘social media’. ” 

  

Fresh thinking about theology and 
practice from GoThereFor.com

At Vine Journal, we want to see the gospel grow like 
a fruitful spreading vine, bringing life and hope and 
salvation to people from every nation. 

Our contribution is to provide rigorous, fresh, Bible-
based essays that bring theology and practice 
together. We want to look at the dilemmas and 
challenges of Christian life and ministry with a 
view to the theology behind them; and we want to 
address biblical and theological issues with one eye 
on their practical implications. 

Vine Journal is published three times a year in 
digital and print editions by GoThereFor.com. For 
more details, go to gotherefor.com/vinejournal. 
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