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Failing fast
Why this is the last edition of Vine Journal
TONY PAYNE

Entrepreneur and writer Seth Godin says, “Fail fast and 
cheap. Fail often. Fail in a way that doesn’t kill you.”1

Starting anything new, he goes on to say, is about finding that 
sweet spot between leaning forward and falling on your face. And 
when you do fall on your face (as you sometimes will), it must be 
accepted as the necessary risk of leaning forward. 

When that happens, says Godin, “Be clear about it, call it by name 
and outline specifically what you learned so you won’t make the same 
mistake twice”.2

This is an excellent principle for life, for ministry, and for pretty 
much everything. You don’t achieve anything of significance without 
daring to fail. And fail you often will. 

Which brings me to Vine Journal. 
It has failed. This will be its final issue.
This makes all of us here at Matthias Media sad, and no doubt our 

small but appreciative fellowship of readers sad as well.  
Why has it failed? What lessons can we learn? 
Firstly, we’ve learned that seeing an obvious need doesn’t mean 

that you are necessarily the ones able to fill it. After the closure of The 
Briefing, we launched Vine Journal because we wanted to continue to 
meet what we saw as a real need—a place where longer-form, readable, 
well-edited and well-argued essays from Reformed-evangelical authors 
could be published and read, in digital and paper form. 

We saw a Christian ideas marketplace that was awash in memes, 
status updates and short posts on just about every conceivable 
question, but suffered from a real lack of thoughtful, substantial, 
theologically wise material that mounted an actual argument, that 

1 S Godin, The Big Moo, Penguin, New York, 2005, p. 144.
2 S Godin, ‘How to fail’, sethgodin.typepad.com, 11 April 2011 (viewed 24 October 2016): 

sethgodin.typepad.com/seths_blog/2011/04/how-to-fai.html

 E D I T O R I A L  F A I L I N G  F A S T
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did so on the basis of the Bible, and that was oriented to the disciple-
making mission that the Bible calls us to. We saw Vine Journal as an 
achievable way of at least partially filling that gap. 

Turns out that even the more modest ambitions we had—a journal 
published three times a year on a break-even user-pays basis—was 
more than we could sustain. 

That brings me to the second lesson—that magazine and journal 
publishing, especially of the long-form variety, is in an even tougher 
place than we thought. We never saw Vine Journal as a money-making 
exercise, but we were confident that we could operate at least at 
break-even. However, that goal has proved more challenging than 
we thought.

The third and main lesson is that there is a limit to how 
many new things you can squash into the workload of an already 
overloaded team. We embarked on Vine Journal at a point where 
our resources at Matthias were already stretched thin—which is 
corporate-speak for saying that everyone around here has been busier 
than a one-fingered teenager with a smart-phone.  

The tendency that we all know from our personal lives, and 
especially from church life, is to launch into a new opportunity or 
idea, assuming that we and all those around us will flex to find the 
time and energy to make it happen. But there comes a point where 
there is no flex left, and where making a new thing happen will 
mean deciding to let something else not happen. And what if there is 
nothing that can be dropped or discontinued? 

This is where we’ve come to with Vine Journal. We simply don’t 
have the money or the people to keep it going, as much as we’d like 
to. For the sake of our team and all the other important things they 
are juggling, it was time to face that reality. 

Time, in other words, to fail.  
Thankfully our failure meets most of Seth Godin’s criteria. It was 

certainly fast—only five issues in. It hasn’t cost us too much (except 
in disappointment and a blow to our pride). And it won’t kill us or 
anyone else.

All the same, we’re disappointed that we will no longer be able to 
provide you—the most discerning of readers!—with long-form quality 
Reformed-evangelical articles for your encouragement and growth. 

I’d like to thank everyone who has written for Vine Journal—there 
have been some outstanding pieces—as well as everyone who worked 
hard to make it a reality, both within Matthias Media (especially 
Karen Beilharz, Rachel Macdonald and Ian Carmichael) and without 
(Joy Lankshear, Mike Allen, Samuel Freney and Scott Newling). 

And most of all, to all of you who have subscribed and read and 
supported and encouraged us—a very sincere thank you. 

We’re disappointed  
that we will no 
longer be able to  
provide you with 
long-form quality 
Reformed-
evangelical articles.
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Western Christians are 
feeling an increased sense  
of hostility from those 

around them. Not that this is recent; 
in fact, the slow, steady withdrawal of 
Christian thinking and conscience from 
Western culture has been going on since 
the Enlightenment. Most of us have grown 
up and sought to minister the gospel in 
this cultural landscape where Christianity 
is pushed aside. So in one sense, none of 
this is sudden or new.

But more recently there has been a 
palpable upswing in antagonism. Even 
non-Christian commentators are taking 
note of the growing frequency of incidents 
in which Christian churches or ministries 
are not just being ignored or marginalized, 
but actively opposed, restricted and 
silenced—particularly because of our 
convictions on homosexuality and so-
called same-sex marriage.

It seems that we’re no longer the 
harmless religious types who can be left 
to carry on their primitive traditions 
in private. Rather, we are a harmful 

influence, purveyors of hate and insult and 
offence, not just to be ignored or tolerated 
but now to be more actively opposed: 
restricted, silenced and persecuted.

This is not just something to tut-tut 
about on Facebook. This is the pressure 
the people in our congregations are 
facing daily. They may work for one of 
the increasingly large corporations that 
have official policies promoting same-
sex marriage, and be anxious about 
whether they can maintain their position 
with integrity. They may be worried 
about raising their children in a society 
that seems increasingly descending 
into madness, or about sending them 
to schools where the homosexual and 
transgender agenda is ramping up.

As our society moves further away 
from attitudes based on morals originally 
instilled by God’s word, it is becoming 
clear that we are not residing in our 
homeland. If this is true, then where are 
we? Are we, like the Israelites before us, 
in exile? And if we are in exile, what can 
we expect for our witness and ministry?

Are we there yet? 
‘Exile’ in the Bible
LIONEL WINDSOR

This world is our God-created home, and yet it’s also not our home. 
How are we to understand this tension, and how are we to live and 
minister in light of it? In the first of several essays in this edition of 
Vine Journal that address this theme, Lionel Windsor looks at the 
place of ‘exile’ in the sweep of the Bible’s teaching. 
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As we turn to deal with the questions 
we have surrounding an exile, we’re going 
to begin where we should: with the Bible. 
We need to think theologically about the 
climate and landscape we’re living in, so 
that we think in God’s way about where 
we stand and how to react. Obviously the 
Bible doesn’t give us any detail about the 
rise and fall of Christendom. Yet exile, 
end-of-exile, and the related concept 

of living as aliens and 
strangers are significant 
themes through the 
biblical witness. It’s 
important to come 
to terms with these 
themes, to ground us in 
our thinking about the 
situation we face today.

My family has 
experienced what you 

could call an “exile” from our homeland, 
in a tiny way. The exile was self-imposed; 
with the help of generous friends we lived 
in the United Kingdom for three years 
as I studied theology. The UK is similar 
to Australia in many ways, but still, we 
often felt like foreigners in a strange and 
confusing land. The day after we arrived, 
we went out to the supermarket and 
bought a small television, and literally 
as we got home and walked in the door 
with our new television there was a 
letter waiting for us, informing us that 
court action had been initiated against 
us because we had not paid for a licence 
to watch it! Who needs a licence to 
watch television? Everyone in the UK, 
apparently. And the people were lovely, 
but we knew we were foreigners to them. 
You could see it as soon as they heard our 
Aussie accents—their deeply-ingrained 
assumptions came into play, involuntarily, 
because everything they knew about 
Aussies came from two places: school 
history and beach soap opera Home 

and Away. To them we belonged to the 
friendly yet uneducated surfing convict 
criminal class. It was confusing and weird.

But it was great, too. The Brits loved 
the flat white coffees I made for them—
the drink they drink on Home and Away! 
And they envied us for the magical land 
of sunshine that was our true home. We 
were accepted in their conversations. We 
could contribute positively to their lives. 
It was a friendly exile that started with 
misunderstandings but ended with strong 
bonds and mutual acceptance.

When you think about ministry in 
exile, you could possibly think about it 
that way, couldn’t you? Friendly exile. 
Yes, people think we’re strange, but if we 
just act nicely, and win them over with a 
smile, they’ll accept us in the end and we 
can make a positive home among them. 
But that is not the picture of exile that 
the Bible gives us.

Israel’s exile
Israel’s exile was not friendly at all. It was 
awful. It was tragic.

The event(s)
Exile was the event, or really the series 
of events, when the Kingdom of Israel—
God’s kingdom—was finished. Israel was 
attacked and overrun by enemies. The 
temple, the place God dwelled with his 
people, was destroyed, sacked and burned. 
People were killed and deported. The land 
of God’s promise was deserted.

The scattering of the northern kingdom 
by the Assyrian Empire happened first, in 
722 BC. The conquest of Jerusalem and the 
southern kingdom by Babylon took place 
over the span of ten years, 597-587 BC. 
2 Kings 25 describes what happened:

A R E  W E  T H E R E  Y E T ?

Exile, end-of-
exile, and the 
related concept 
of living as aliens 
and strangers are 
significant themes 
through the 
biblical witness.
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In the fifth month, on the seventh day 
of the month—that was the nineteenth 
year of King Nebuchadnezzar, king of 
Babylon—Nebuzaradan, the captain of 
the bodyguard, a servant of the king 
of Babylon, came to Jerusalem. And 
he burned the house of the Lord and 
the king’s house and all the houses 
of Jerusalem; every great house he 
burned down. And all the army of the 
Chaldeans, who were with the captain of 
the guard, broke down the walls around 
Jerusalem. And the rest of the people who 
were left in the city and the deserters 
who had deserted to the king of Babylon, 
together with the rest of the multitude, 
Nebuzaradan the captain of the guard 
carried into exile. (2 Kings 25:8-11)

It was a bitter and catastrophic time. 
It was the time that gave rise to Psalm 
137, a song of the exiles by the rivers of 
Babylon, who were mocked and taunted 
to the point of bitter despair, wishing for 
someone to avenge them and pay back 
what had been done to them. The agony—
the dashing of little ones against the rock.

That’s exile.

The reasons(s)
Why did it happen? We can offer 
historical reasons and discern political 
motives. We can describe empires and 
peoples and movements. We can use the 
tools of psychology and sociology. But 
the Old Testament prophets insisted that 
Israel cannot just speak and think and feel 
in human ways like these. To truly grasp 
the exile, the prophets said we must speak 
and think and feel theologically. The exile 
was God’s judgement against Israel’s sin.

Here is the prophetic voice of Moses in 
Deuteronomy, speaking about the reason 
for exile:

Then people will say, “It is because they 
abandoned the covenant of the Lord, the 
God of their fathers, which he made with 
them when he brought them out of the 
land of Egypt, and went and served other 
gods and worshiped them, gods whom 
they had not known and whom he had 
not allotted to them. Therefore the anger 
of the Lord was kindled against this land, 
bringing upon it all the curses written in 
this book, and the Lord uprooted them 
from their land in anger and fury and 
great wrath, and cast them into another 
land, as they are this day.” (Deut 29:25-28)

Here is the wailing of Lamentations, 
written in the aftermath:

The roads to Zion mourn, for none come 
to the festival;

all her gates are desolate; her priests groan;
her virgins have been afflicted, and she 

herself suffers bitterly.

Her foes have become the head; her 
enemies prosper,

because the Lord has afflicted her for the 
multitude of her transgressions;

her children have gone away, captives 
before the foe. (Lam 1:4-5)

This is Israel’s exile.

The response(s)
So how was Israel to respond to her exile? 
What did God want from them in exile?

Firstly there is the obvious and right 
response of mourning and grief at what 
was lost, as we just saw in Lamentations. 
But other responses were called for too.

God called his people to faith. To trust 
him in the midst of exile, to wait for him 
to act in the future.

Habakkuk says:

For still the vision awaits its appointed 
time; it hastens to the end—it will not 

A R E  W E  T H E R E  Y E T ?
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lie. If it seems slow, wait for it; it will 
surely come; it will not delay. “Behold, 
his soul is puffed up; it is not upright 
within him, but the righteous shall live 
by his faith.” (Hab 2:3-4)

In exile, the righteous one is the one 
who waits and by faith looks forward. 
Despite the fact that there are enemies—
unrighteous and arrogant people whom 
right now God is using to execute his 
purposes—the righteous should stand 
firm, and will live by faith.

As the end of their term approaches, 
the exiles are urged by Isaiah to look to 
the future in faith, not fear:

Fear not, for I am with you; 
I will bring your offspring from the east, 
and from the west I will gather you.

I will say to the north, Give up, 
and to the south, Do not withhold; 
bring my sons from afar 
and my daughters from the end of the 
earth… (Isa 43:5-6)

The prophet Daniel also realizes the need 
for confession and repentance. As the end of 
exile is in view, he begs God for mercy:

To you, O Lord, belongs righteousness, 
but to us open shame, as at this day, to 
the men of Judah, to the inhabitants of 
Jerusalem, and to all Israel, those who 
are near and those who are far away, in 
all the lands to which you have driven 
them, because of the treachery that 
they have committed against you… 
Now therefore, O our God, listen to the 
prayer of your servant and to his pleas 
for mercy, and for your own sake, O 
Lord, make your face to shine upon your 
sanctuary, which is desolate. O my God, 
incline your ear and hear. Open your 
eyes and see our desolations, and the city 
that is called by your name. For we do 

not present our pleas before you because 
of our righteousness, but because of your 
great mercy. (Dan 9:7, 17-18)

Daniel sees that the end of exile is coming, 
so he resists the temptation to be at home 
in Babylon—to capitulate, assimilate, and 
enjoy the good name and friendship of the 
king. He resists the temptation to avoid 
the lions. Instead Daniel prays for mercy 
and forgiveness and restoration.

What does exile mean?
So these were the facts of Israel’s exile. 
And these were the reasons: Israel’s sin 
and God’s judgement. And this was the 
response called for: faith and repentance.

But Israel’s exile was not just an 
isolated individual event in their history. 
Actually, there’s a wider context to the 
exile that we need to see that helps us to 
understand how exile fits theologically, 
and what it all means.

The clash of kingdoms
The exile of Israel is all about the clash 
of kingdoms. It’s about the clash of the 
kingdom of God and the kingdoms of 
the world. This is the burden of Daniel’s 
apocalyptic visions—visions which raise 
us above the politics of the exile and its 
aftermath to see the world God’s way. 
In Daniel, we see dreams and visions of 
kingdoms coming and going; visions of 
statues and trees and beasts, Babylon, 
Persia, the Greeks, the Romans, etc. The 
point Daniel drives home is that God is 
king and sovereign. He creates. He rules.

And yet there are other beastly 
kingdoms who rule this world, and these 
kingdoms also rule God’s people. These 
kingdoms come and go and fight with 
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each other, but they are still fierce and 
scary, and they are all opposed to the 
kingdom of God.

The exile is a deep crisis in God’s 
kingdom. Exile points out that God’s 
kingdom is in chaos.

You know the classic expression of 
biblical theology: God’s people, in God’s 
place, under God’s rule. Exile, for the 
prophets, for Daniel, means God’s people, 
not in God’s place, not under God’s 
immediate rule. And that is scary and awful.

The key questions
So exile raises questions for God’s people. 
Not just theoretical questions, but deeply 
existential questions.

The first question is this: Where are we? 
This is the question of place, of dislocation. 
In exile, God’s people are not where they 
should be. They are not at home, not in 
the place God had given them. That’s the 
first question.

But the second question raised by 
the exile is even more significant: Who 
is in charge? The kingdom of God, or the 
kingdoms of the world? This is an even 
deeper question, because for God’s people, 
‘home’ isn’t just a plot of land. It’s the 
place where God is, where he lives with 
them in his temple, with his presence. 
And with the exile, the temple had gone.

God had left the building. And the 
fierce enemies of God were in charge!

The broader focus of exile: 
Creation, fall and new creation
But let’s go onwards and upwards. In 
all this there is an even broader focus. 
Israel’s exile points to something beyond 
Israel. The exile is a microcosm of the 
things that underlie the existence of all 
people at all times: sin, corruption, death, 
judgement.

In Genesis 3, God’s judgement on Adam 
for his sin is actually described in exile-like 
terms—exile from God’s presence.

Then the Lord God said, “Behold, the 
man has become like one of us in knowing 
good and evil. Now, lest he reach out his 
hand and take also of the tree of life and 
eat, and live forever—” therefore the 
Lord God sent him out from the garden 
of Eden to work the ground from which 
he was taken. He drove out the man, and 
at the east of the garden of Eden he placed 
the cherubim and a flaming sword that 
turned every way to guard the way to the 
tree of life. (Gen 3:22-24)

For Adam, sin leads to ejection from 
God’s place. God’s judgement involves 
removing his blessing and life, a removal 
which leads to death. In that sense, all 
of us are away from God’s place and not 
under God’s immediate rule. That is why 
we mourn and weep: because we are in 
the flesh, we are separated from God’s life. 
Abraham grasped this truth. Exile points 
to sin, death and judgement.

That’s why the prophets have such 
massive expectations for the end of Israel’s 
exile. For the prophets, the end of exile isn’t 
just a political restoration but a huge deal 
for all humanity. When the prophets speak 
of the end of exile, they speak of three 
things. Firstly, the return of the people 
to the land. Where are we? We’re coming 
home! Secondly, the return of the temple 
and God’s presence. Who is in charge? 
God’s in charge, in the temple! But thirdly, 
they speak of the end of death itself: a new 
creation flowing from Jerusalem.

So Isaiah’s visions about end of exile 
(e.g. 27:12-13) include these even grander 
visions about the end of death:

And he will swallow up on this mountain 
the covering that is cast over all peoples, 
the veil that is spread over all nations. 
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He will swallow up death forever; 
and the Lord God will wipe away tears 
from all faces, and the reproach of his 
people he will take away from all the earth, 
for the Lord has spoken…

Your dead shall live; their bodies shall rise.
You who dwell in the dust, awake and 

sing for joy!
For your dew is a dew of light,
and the earth will give birth to the dead. 

(Isa 25:7-8, 26:19)

Ezekiel’s vision in the valley of dry bones 
is about the end of exile. But it’s also 
about something beyond the end of exile. 
It’s about resurrection.

And you shall know that I am the Lord, 
when I open your graves, and raise you 
from your graves, O my people. And I 
will put my Spirit within you, and you 
shall live, and I will place you in your 
own land. (Ezek 37:13-14a)

Daniel speaks of the coming of the Son of 
Man to receive the kingdom of God over 
all the other kingdoms:

I saw in the night visions, 
and behold, with the clouds of heaven 
there came one like a son of man, 
and he came to the Ancient of Days and 
was presented before him. 
And to him was given dominion and 
glory and a kingdom, that all peoples, 
nations, and languages should serve him; 
his dominion is an everlasting dominion, 
which shall not pass away, 
and his kingdom one that shall not be 
destroyed. (Dan 7:13-14)

But this leads, in the end, to resurrection:

And many of those who sleep in the 
dust of the earth shall awake, some to 
everlasting life, and some to shame and 
everlasting contempt. (Dan 12:2)

That is why there was such profound 
disappointment when the exiled came 
back home. The prophets like Haggai and 
Malachi—we call them ‘post-exilic’, but 
they’re full of disappointment, aren’t they?

The book of Nehemiah, the book 
of restoration and building, ends in 
frustration and disappointment and 
Nehemiah pulling out people’s hair 
because they’re unholy. It’s not what they 
expected for an end of exile.

Yes, the people have returned home. 
But who’s in charge? God? Well, other 
kingdoms are in charge. Persia. Then the 
Greeks. Then the Romans. God’s temple is 
a bit of a joke. The people are not holy, let 
alone those promises of the end of death 
and new creation and resurrection.

Jesus and the end of exile—
for one man
When Jesus comes on to the scene, the 
exile is still casting a long shadow over 
Israel. For the godly and pious there is 
still weeping, mourning, and fasting.

The Gospels set up expectations for us 
of greater things, connected to the end of 
exile. Matthew opens by measuring Jesus’ 
genealogy according to the exile and the 
end of exile (1:17).

Mark relates Jesus proclaiming the 
gospel that the kingdom of God is near:

Now after John was arrested, Jesus came 
into Galilee, proclaiming the gospel of 
God, and saying, “The time is fulfilled, 
and the kingdom of God is at hand; repent 
and believe in the gospel.” (Mark 1:14-15)

Luke shows Jesus to be the consolation of 
Israel (2:25), the one who delivers Israel 
from her enemies (1:71), the bringer of 
salvation to Israel through the forgiveness 
of their sins (1:77). The kingdom of God, 
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the end of exile, is in view. But as the 
Gospels go on, we see something more 
than the end of exile.

Jesus reveals that the way to the 
kingdom is strange. It is hidden in riddles 
(Mark 4). It doesn’t come through a 
political king who defeats the kingdoms of 
the world and restores the land. It comes 
through judgement. It comes through 
death. The judgement and death of one 
man: the Son of Man.

And taking the twelve, he said to them, 
“See, we are going up to Jerusalem, and 
everything that is written about the Son of 
Man by the prophets will be accomplished. 
For he will be delivered over to the Gentiles 
and will be mocked and shamefully treated 
and spit upon. And after flogging him, 
they will kill him, and on the third day he 
will rise.” (Luke 18:31-33)

The kingdom arrives through the Son of 
Man coming under the harsh treatment 
of the nations—which is, of course, a 
reminder of the judgement of God meted 
out on Israel in the exile. Then he is 
vindicated on the third day.

This is how the kingdom of God 
comes: through a judgement, a death, and 
a vindication. But one man, Jesus, comes 
under the judgement of God. He, like 
Israel, is handed over to the nations. As 
the suffering servant, he himself suffers for 
the sins of the people. He takes the curse.

But as he predicted, he is also raised. 
Actually raised. Resurrection, the end of 
death, new creation. And so the Gospels 
proclaim that the kingdom of God has 
come in a concrete, tangible, real way.

Having suffered death and God’s 
judgement, Jesus rises. He has the 
kingdom of God, with all authority in 
heaven and earth, with death defeated.

Yet the great and strange surprise of the 
Gospels is this: death and judgement is over, 

but for just one man. New creation has come, 
but just for the Son of Man. The Son of God.

But he is not here. He is risen.

Believers in ‘exile’?
So what about us? What about those who 
follow this man? The church, believers?

A dual reality in Christ
The New Testament describes believers 
in two ways that seem contradictory at 
first; there’s a dual reality. Firstly, the 
New Testament proclaims that the new 
creation has come. God rules, and we are 
in his presence. But secondly, we are still 
living in bodies and a world subject to 
death and under God’s judgement.

Sometimes the dual reality is given 
to us with an emphasis on one or the 
other. In Ephesians 1 the emphasis is 
on new creation in Christ. In Christ we 
have every spiritual blessing now (Eph 
1:1-10). Life and victory now. Forgiveness, 
redemption. But we don’t have it all. We 
are still away from Christ and waiting for 
our inheritance in the future (Eph 1:13-14), 
and we are still fighting with the spiritual 
powers of the world (e.g. Eph 6:10-20).

1 Peter, on the other hand, has more 
of an emphasis on being sojourners and 
exiles in this world (2:11). The dual reality 
is there. There is new creation, new birth, 
life, through Jesus’ resurrection:

Blessed be the God and Father of our 
Lord Jesus Christ! According to his great 
mercy, he has caused us to be born again 
to a living hope through the resurrection 
of Jesus Christ from the dead… (1 Pet 1:3)

But Peter stresses that it is a ‘living 
hope’—an inheritance kept for the future, 
something we wait for:
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… an inheritance that is imperishable, 
undefiled, and unfading, kept in heaven 
for you, who by God’s power are being 
guarded through faith for a salvation 
ready to be revealed in the last time. 
(1 Pet 1:4-5)

1 Peter talks to aliens living under 
kingdoms that do not acknowledge and 
serve God or his Son. Sound familiar? We 
Christians live with a dual reality going on. 
In Christ we are victorious, we are above 
the powers of this world. In Christ we are 
God’s people, in God’s place, under God’s 
rule. But in ourselves and our concrete 
situation, we are aliens. We live under the 
shadow of death, of God’s judgement for 
our sin. And there are other kingdoms that 
do not acknowledge God and do not love 
us. We are not in God’s place. We are not 
under God’s immediate rule.

So the question is, how do we make 
sense of this dual reality?

“Now and not yet”: But how?
Now, at this point you could say it’s 
all solved by that phrase “now and not 
yet”. But we need to be precise here. It’s 
possible, isn’t it, for “now and not yet”  
to become a Jedi mind trick for ministers? 
Someone asks us a difficult theological 
question, and we answer “Now and not 
yet”, waving our hand as if to say, “This 
is not the theological question you are 
looking for.” But the problem is that 
different people use “now and not yet”  
to mean different things.

Sometimes, perhaps quite commonly 
now, the phrase “now and not yet” is used 
to mean something like “a bit now in God’s 
people, becoming much more later”. So, for 
example, God’s new creation is “now and 
not yet”. Some will say that means God 
brings about a little bit of creation renewal 
now through his people, and that gets 

bigger and eventually becomes a whole lot 
of creation renewal.1

But this is not the way the New 
Testament proclaims the now-and-not-
yet, because it can’t be understood just in 
reference to us, to his people, the church, 
to believers. It has to 
be understood firstly in 
reference to Christ. And 
we have to remember 
that Christ is not the 
same as his people. He 
is not here. He is risen.

For Christ, the judgement of God is 
now concretely, actually, physically over. 
He is seated at God’s right hand. But for 
his people, for us, the judgement is not 
yet physically over. We are not risen. We 
live in bodies of sickness, sin and death, 
and we do not rule. We live in a world of 
other rulers, opposed to God, and so we 
are often opposed and hated. Except (and 
this except really matters!) in Christ we 
are risen, and seated with him. In Christ, 
we are a new creation. Now. But only 
in Christ.

The Spirit and the word: Where 
God’s kingdom breaks in
How can anyone be in Christ? The New 
Testament is clear. We are in Christ 
through believing God’s word and 
receiving God’s Spirit. The risen Christ 
sends his Spirit to make his gospel word 
known and create that living faith in him.

What does the risen Christ say to 
his disciples? How does he express his 
authority over the nations?

And Jesus came and said to them, “All 
authority in heaven and on earth has 
been given to me. Go therefore and make 
disciples of all nations, baptizing them 

1 NT Wright, Paul and the Faithfulness of God, Fortress, 
Minneapolis, 2013, pp. 538-569.

We have to 
remember that 
Christ is not 
the same as his 
people.

A R E  W E  T H E R E  Y E T ?
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hearts and minds of us who hear and 
believe and turn and live for him.

And that word through the Spirit 
creates a response in us. It is the same 
response that the prophets urged on 
Israel’s exiles: faith and repentance.

Faith is looking to Christ. It is trusting 
his promises that will be fulfilled in the 
future. It is longing for eternal life when 
we come home and live in God’s place. This 
is the consistent message of 1 Peter, isn’t 
it? Entrust yourself to God’s goodness even 
when it’s hard and when the powers-that-
be accuse, the strong oppress, the culture 
shakes its fist at God, as it always does.

Repentance is realizing that God’s 
judgement is over in Christ and so turning 
to Christ in order to mourn and grieve and 
weep and wail at our own sin and the death 
that holds us captive. Turning to Christ 
means turning away from the kingdoms of 
the world, rejecting the powers that rival 
Christ and the strength that lures us and 
the culture that seduces us.

Isaiah urged the exiles as the time 
approached: “Go out from Babylon, flee 
from Chaldea!” That call to the exiles 
is picked up by Paul as he urges the 
Corinthians to flee (2 Cor 6:17), and John 
in Revelation, “Come out of her, my 
people!” (Rev 18:4).

Ministry in Christ, ministry 
in ‘exile’
So our own ministry happens in the midst 
of this dual reality. Our ministry is always 
a ministry in Christ, and our ministry 
is always a ministry away from Christ’s 
direct rule. It is a ministry by and among 
those who are aliens and strangers in this 
world. In that sense, it could be called a 
ministry in ‘exile’.

2 Corinthians 5-6
The Apostle Paul picks up this dual reality of 
ministry in 2 Corinthians 5-6. At this point 
the Corinthian church was falling out of 
love with Paul and his ministry. Yes, they’d 
heard the gospel from him. They’d come to 
know and love Jesus Christ through him. 
But frankly, they were a bit over Paul.

They were unimpressed by his 
weakness. They were starting to suspect 
he lacked actual ministry qualifications. 
They were taking offence at his actions 
and plans. They were being seduced by 
false apostles who were strong, winsome, 
impressive, and had proper qualifications.

Part of Paul’s response is to describe 
his ministry in terms of that dual reality: 
ministry away from Christ, and ministry 
in Christ.

At the start of chapter 5, Paul talks 
about being away from home:

For we know that if the tent that is our 
earthly home is destroyed, we have a 
building from God, a house not made 
with hands, eternal in the heavens. For 
in this tent we groan, longing to put on 
our heavenly dwelling… (2 Cor 5:1-2)

Paul affirms that his real home is not in 
this earthly tent, but a heavenly body and 
new creation. That means that he is in a 
situation like the exiles. He lives by faith, 
as the exiles did, longing for home:

So we are always of good courage. We 
know that while we are at home in the 
body we are away from the Lord, for we 
walk by faith, not by sight. Yes, we are 
of good courage, and we would rather be 
away from the body and at home with 
the Lord. (2 Cor 5:6-8)

This, you see, is the context of Paul’s 
ministry. Our ministry, too, is a ministry 
away from the Lord: a ministry not in 
God’s place, a ministry not obviously 
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under God’s rule. This is why weakness in 
the eyes of the world and opposition from 
it is just par for the course. Ministry is a 
ministry of weakness and suffering because 
we are away from home, away from the 
Lord. And that’s why we can’t guarantee 
that we will receive any endorsement from 
the world. It’s why we can’t even ensure a 
fair hearing. The Corinthians should have 
known better than to trust in strength and 
human qualifications.

But then, once Paul has established 
this first truth, the other side of the dual 
reality shines through. Paul moves on to 
speak about how his ministry actually 
brings new creation:

From now on, therefore, we regard no 
one according to the flesh. Even though 
we once regarded Christ according to 
the flesh, we regard him thus no longer. 
Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a 
new creation. The old has passed away; 
behold, the new has come. (2 Cor 5:16-17)

In Christ, we have new creation now. But 
notice that new creation has to be seen in 
the risen Christ, not in the world or the 
flesh, and not in the strength of this world. 
Paul’s ministry is a ministry of bringing 
new creation. It’s not a ministry of power 
or might (or of gardening or painting 
or building bridges, for that matter). It’s 
a ministry of preaching the message of 
reconciliation and forgiveness of sin:

All this is from God, who through Christ 
reconciled us to himself and gave us the 
ministry of reconciliation; that is, in 
Christ God was reconciling the world to 
himself, not counting their trespasses 
against them, and entrusting to us the 
message of reconciliation. (2 Cor 5:18-19)

And so Paul is confident that his ministry 
away from the Lord is bringing about new 
creation. It’s doing it through a message. 

Not through reforming the structures of the 
world, not through gaining the favour of 
the powers that be, but by proclaiming the 
forgiveness of sins in Christ and appealing 
for people to be reconciled to him.

In chapter 6 Paul quotes Isaiah twice. 
Isaiah was talking about the end of the 
exile and the new creation. The first 
quotation comes from Isaiah 49:

For he says, “In a favorable time I 
listened to you, and in a day of salvation 
I have helped you.” [Isa 49:8] 
Behold, now is the favorable time; behold, 
now is the day of salvation. (2 Cor 6:2)

Just as Isaiah proclaimed, the end of exile 
is at hand. So Paul proclaims the greater 
truth Isaiah also saw: new creation, 
salvation is here! And yet Paul continues 
by describing his ministry of new creation 
and reconciliation as the ministry of an 
alien rejected, beaten, despised. Just as 
Israel in exile were to conduct themselves, 
so Paul conducts his own ministry:

… as servants of God we commend 
ourselves in every way: by great 
endurance, in afflictions, hardships, 
calamities, beatings, imprisonments, 
riots, labours, sleepless nights, hunger; by 
purity, knowledge, patience, kindness, 
the Holy Spirit, genuine love; by truthful 
speech, and the power of God; with the 
weapons of righteousness for the right 
hand and for the left; through honour 
and dishonour, through slander and 
praise. We are treated as impostors, and 
yet are true; as unknown, and yet well 
known; as dying, and behold, we live; as 
punished, and yet not killed; as sorrowful, 
yet always rejoicing; as poor, yet making 
many rich; as having nothing, yet 
possessing everything. (2 Cor 6:4-10)

Here is ministry in Christ; a ministry 
which brings life and joy to the world, 

VineJournal-Issue5-txt-ART.indd   18 1/12/16   12:40 pm



V I N E  J O U R N A L  →  I S S U E  5  1 9

A R E  W E  T H E R E  Y E T ?

making many rich, but which is also 
ministry of alienation from the world. 
Beaten, shamed, slandered, seen as 
imposters. Not famous: punished.

In fact, here the dual reality becomes 
a series of paradoxes: Paul is away from 
Christ, yet in Christ; dying, yet living; 
sorrowful, yet rejoicing; destitute, yet 
dispensing great riches; rejected by the 
world, rejected by the Corinthians (who 
reject Paul because the Corinthians are too 
at home in the world), but bringing life 
and new creation. How? By bringing Christ 
by word and spirit. Calling people to be 
reconciled to God. Calling people home.

Spirit and Word
This is the theological understanding 
we need to minister in this world, isn’t 
it? Theologically, we do not expect just 
to move in and out of ‘exile’ at different 
times and seasons. No, until Jesus returns 
or we go to be with him, we are always 
away from the Lord; we are never at 
home. We are always new creation in 
Christ and bringing new creation in 
Christ by word and Spirit.

The kingdom of God is not an earthly 
entity. The kingdom of God is in Christ, 
and Christ is raised. Bringing in the 
kingdom is about the word and Spirit, by 
proclaiming Christ. That is the only way 
to bring the kingdom.

So then, how are we supposed to think 
about the powers-that-be? Our nation, our 
cities and towns and suburbs and farms? 
How do we think about our families, the 
workplace? Our church structures? The 
media, the laws of the land?

Well, these things are significant, of 
course. They are significant in two ways: 
they are the context of our ministry, and 
they will be impacted by our ministry.

Firstly, the context of ministry. We 
don’t proclaim the Word in a vacuum. We 

speak to real people in real situations with 
real families and jobs, who hear and read 
real things from the media. And we want 
to work as hard as we can to make that 
context a place where the gospel can be 
heard and believed, don’t we? Yes, as much 
as it’s in our power to do so.

Secondly, we can expect these things 
to be impacted by our ministry, often 
in a massive way, because as the Spirit 
and Word bring new creation they 
must change lives, mustn’t they? They 
must break through into our flesh, and 
transform our lives. And 
as they transform lives 
they heal relationships, 
and that will involve 
families and societies 
and the world. We must 
praise God for the deep 
impact of the gospel 
in our various cultures 
throughout history. The gospel in the 
West has made lives better in countless 
ways through truth and love flourishing.

But still, we must remember that 
these things will come and go. Until the 
Lord returns, we are always away from 
the Lord. We still minister through 
word and Spirit and call people to 
another home in Christ. The kingdoms 
of the world are still not the kingdom 
of God, and are threatened by the 
kingdom of God. They will still shoot 
the messenger at times, despite our 
best efforts to be nice and friendly and 
gracious and point out how terribly 
unreasonable they’re being.

And that may mean there will be 
certain times when our alien status is 
more obvious. When the dishonour, 
slander, treatment as imposters, infamy, 
death, punishment, sorrow, poverty and 
destitution that Paul talks about in his 
own ministry is just a bit more obvious 
and painful for us than at other times. 

We must 
remember that 
these things will 
come and go. Until 
the Lord returns, 
we are always away 
from the Lord.
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And maybe this season in our history is 
the time for more pain for us.

But we are still known by God; we can 
rejoice, we still make many rich.

Gospel-driven ministry
In all of this, what do we need? We need 
to be driven more and more by the gospel 
of Jesus Christ crucified and risen. We 
need gospel-driven ministry.

I’ve chosen that phrase deliberately 
to reflect a danger we face, especially 
when the world clearly opposes us. The 

danger is that we can 
have a ministry that 
seems gospel-centred, 
but is actually driven by 
something else.

We can think, “Yes I’m 
gospel-centred. I love the 

gospel of Jesus Christ. I teach the gospel. I 
would never deny the gospel.” But are you 
driven by the gospel? Is the proclamation 
to the world of Jesus Christ as Lord, and 
forgiveness and reconciliation in him, 
your driving force? Does the gospel drive 
your decision-making?

Does the gospel drive what you decide 
not to do? It’s easy to decide to do things 
in ministry, isn’t it? Real leadership comes 
into play when you decide not to do 
things. That’s hard. Does the gospel drive 
those decisions?

Is the gospel the driving force when you 
assess your own ministry and give feedback 
to others? Does the gospel give you hills to 
die on? Is the gospel your reason to suffer? 
Will the gospel give you a reason to be 

treated as an imposter, to be poor, to be 
slandered in your ministry in exile?

Because other things can so easily 
become the driving forces of our ministry, 
can’t they? Affirmation from unbelievers. 
Affirmation from fellow-believers. 
Affirmation from colleagues. The need for 
status and position. A desire to feel you’re 
making a difference in the world. The fear 
of conflict.

Brothers and sisters, we cannot have 
anything other than the gospel driving us, 
or we will not survive.

But if we have the gospel driving us, we 
can echo Paul’s words in 2 Corinthians:

We are treated as impostors, and yet 
are true; as unknown, and yet well 
known; as dying, and behold, we live; 
as punished, and yet not killed; as 
sorrowful, yet always rejoicing; as poor, 
yet making many rich; as having nothing, 
yet possessing everything. (2 Cor 6:8b-10)

Let’s end with Isaiah’s words to the soon-
to-be-restored exiles ringing in our ears:

A voice says, “Cry!” 
And I said, “What shall I cry?” 
All flesh is grass, and all its beauty is like 
the flower of the field. 
The grass withers, the flower fades when 
the breath of the Lord blows on it; 
surely the people are grass. 
The grass withers, the flower fades, 
but the word of our God will stand 
forever. (Isa 40:6-8) 

This article is adapted from a talk delivered at 
Nexus 2016.

We cannot have 
anything other 
than the gospel 
driving us, or we 
will not survive.
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If I was writing 20 years ago about 
how Christians should live in the world 
this side of Christ’s return, I don’t 

think Jeremiah 29 would have been on the 
radar. Perhaps Jeremiah 29:11 might have 
got a mention—“I know the plans I have 
for you, declares the Lord”—which has 
been on Christian posters with puppies 
and sunsets since time immemorial. 

However, it’s funny how certain 
passages capture the Christian zeitgeist at 
a particular time, for good or for ill. Right 
now among Reformed evangelicals, it is 
Jeremiah 29’s time. This is thanks largely 
to Tim Keller’s very well-known and 
generally amazing work in New York, and 
his appropriation of Jeremiah 29:7—“seek 
the welfare of the city”—as a mission 
statement for Christian engagement 
with the world. For many people, this 
verse (or phrase) has become key for 
understanding the role of the Christian 
and the church in the modern world; 
the key verse for what it means to live as 
exiles in a fallen world.

I have to admit that I have always felt 

uncomfortable when I see Jeremiah 29:7 
used in that way. Why? Because I am a 
child of Sydney evangelicalism, and that 
means I have been raised to understand 
the importance of biblical theology.

Moore College—from the days of 
Knox and Robinson through to Graeme 
Goldsworthy—is known for its focus on 
considering each part of the Scriptures in 
the light of the whole, 
and understanding each 
part through the lens 
of God’s great plans in 
Christ for all of history 
(which is what I mean by 
‘biblical theology’). So I 
am always uncomfortable 
when Old Testament verses are taken 
and applied directly to the new covenant 
believer, especially when they are used as 
a slogan. 

With that in mind, in this article, I 
want to look at Jeremiah 29:7 on its own 
terms, rather than as a mission statement. 
I want to see what it actually has to teach 
us—and not teach us—about living in exile.

Does Jeremiah 29 call 
us to seek the welfare of 
the city?
PHILLIP COLGAN

Jeremiah 29:7 has become something of a banner in recent years for 
evangelical cultural engagement and mission. But what does this now- 
famous verse actually mean? 

D O E S  J E R E M I A H  2 9  C A L L  U S  T O  S E E K  T H E  W E L F A R E  O F  T H E  C I T Y ?

I am always 
uncomfortable when 
Old Testament verses 
are applied directly 
to the new covenant 
believer.

VineJournal-Issue5-txt-ART.indd   21 1/12/16   12:40 pm



2 2  F E B R U A R Y  2 0 1 7

Judgement, hope, and false 
prophets
The first thing we need to do is remember 
what Jeremiah as a whole is about. There 
are three dominant themes in Jeremiah:

Firstly, more than anything, Jeremiah is 
about God’s judgement on his people: for 
their apostasy; for their false assurance; 
for their ungodliness. It is a judgement 
that took the form of exile.

Secondly, Jeremiah is also about a future 
hope. It is a message that judgement and 
exile are not the end of the matter for 
God’s people.

The third dominant theme in the book 
is what I call ‘the battle of the prophets’, 
which is probably better thought of as 
the context for the first two themes. The 
book of Jeremiah maps out a constant 
battle between Jeremiah, who is bringing 
God’s message to his people, and false 
prophets, who want to contradict and 
undercut Jeremiah at every turn. All 
through the book, Jeremiah isn’t speaking 
the word of God into a vacuum: there are 
always these other voices with their false 
messages at every point.

Leading up to the exile itself, Jeremiah 
was primarily a prophet of doom to 
Jerusalem. In many ways, this pre-exile 
message is best summarized in chapters 15 
and 16.

In chapter 15, the message is about 
God’s judgement for Judah’s sin and 
apostasy: some will die, some will starve, 
some will be exiled. However, the key 
thing is that God will be behind it all. 
The impending catastrophe, and all its 
consequences, are God’s doing.

Yet alongside this message of doom, 
there is also a prophecy of future hope. 
After the judgement, there will be salvation 
and restoration:

Therefore, behold, the days are coming, 
declares the Lord, when it shall no 

longer be said, “As the Lord lives who 
brought up the people of Israel out of the 
land of Egypt”, but “As the Lord lives 
who brought up the people of Israel out 
of the north country and out of all the 
countries where he had driven them”. For 
I will bring them back to their own land 
that I gave to their fathers. (Jer 16:14-15)

Jeremiah is speaking of a new exodus (out 
of exile and back to Jerusalem) which will 
make the first exodus seem hardly worth 
talking about. This promise is repeated in 
chapter 23, but this time with a Davidic 
or Messianic edge to the hope.

So these two themes—judgement 
and restoration—run through Jeremiah’s 
prophetic messages. 

However, nearly every prophecy 
Jeremiah shared is refuted and denied 
by his opponents. When Jeremiah says 
judgement is coming, his opponents say, 
“Don’t be stupid, God won’t judge his 
own people”. When God says through 
Jeremiah, “I’m finishing them all off—
by sword, famine and plague”, the false 
prophets say, “You shall not see the sword, 
nor shall you have famine, but I will give 
you assured peace in this place” (14:13).

These false assurances continue right 
through until the sword actually falls, the 
wave of exiles are taken off to Babylon, 
and Zedekiah is left on the throne in 
Jerusalem, effectively a puppet of Babylon.

Now by this point you would think 
that the false prophets would have learnt 
their lesson. But no, they keep at it:

Thus says the Lord of hosts, the God of 
Israel… I have given all these lands into 
the hand of Nebuchadnezzar, the king of 
Babylon, my servant… if any nation or 
kingdom will not… put its neck under the 
yoke of the king of Babylon, I will punish 
that nation with the sword, with famine, 
and with pestilence, declares the Lord, 

D O E S  J E R E M I A H  2 9  C A L L  U S  T O  S E E K  T H E  W E L F A R E  O F  T H E  C I T Y ?
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until I have consumed it by his hand. 
So do not listen to your prophets, your 
diviners, your dreamers, your fortune-
tellers, or your sorcerers, who are saying 
to you, “You shall not serve the king of 
Babylon”. For it is a lie that they are 
prophesying to you… (Jer 27:4, 6, 8-10)

Through Jeremiah, God has been telling 
them that he has put Nebuchadnezzar 
in place as the ruler of the world at this 
time, and that they must serve Babylon or 
die. But the false prophets tell Zedekiah, 
“No, you must not serve the King of 
Babylon. God doesn’t want us serving a 
foreign king!”

All this comes to a head with the 
message of the false prophet Hananiah, 
who prophesies in Jerusalem:

Thus says the Lord of hosts, the God 
of Israel: I have broken the yoke of the 
king of Babylon. Within two years I will 
bring back to this place all the vessels of 
the Lord’s house, which Nebuchadnezzar 
king of Babylon took away from this 
place and carried to Babylon. I will also 
bring back to this place Jeconiah the son 
of Jehoiakim, king of Judah, and all the 
exiles from Judah who went to Babylon, 
declares the Lord, for I will break the 
yoke of the king of Babylon. (28:2-4)

It is not hard to imagine why this 
‘prophecy’ of Hananiah might have been 
popular, and what damage it might have 
done. As chapter 28 continues, Jeremiah 
chronicles God’s judgement on Hananiah 
for his false prophecy. 

But Hananiah’s deceitful message wasn’t 
just heard in Jerusalem—it spread to the 
exiles who were in Babylon. And it is also 
not hard to imagine how those exiles would 
have received this message. If you were 
those exiles, being told that the message 
from God was “You’ll all be home in two 
years”, what would you do in response? 

You would say: “Well, there’s no use 
settling down here in Babylon. We’ll just 
sit here on the banks of the river and 
wait it out. We won’t make a life for 
ourselves here, because we won’t be here 
long enough. We’ll wait till we’re back 
in Jerusalem before we get married, have 
children, or do any work.” 

Or worse still, the response might have 
been: “Let’s fight then—let’s take on King 
Nebuchadnezzar—because we know that 
our victory is assured in two years’ time”.

In the face of Hananiah’s deception, 
and its likely effects, the exiles in Babylon 
needed to hear the 
truth. They needed to be 
told, “Don’t believe this 
rubbish; you’ve actually 
got 70 years in Babylon!” 

This is essentially 
what Jeremiah’s letter to the exiles in 
chapter 29 is about. It is a refutation of 
the fabricated hope of an imminent return 
to Jerusalem. It’s not a message to anyone 
and everyone about how to live in exile; 
it’s a response to this particular false 
prophecy they had been peddled.

Chapter 29
With that in mind, we can now turn to 
chapter 29. Verses 1-3 explain who is 
writing, the recipients, and how the letter 
reached them. Then the message gets 
started:

Thus says the Lord of hosts, the God of 
Israel, to all the exiles whom I have sent 
into exile from Jerusalem to Babylon: 
Build houses and live in them; plant 
gardens and eat their produce. Take wives 
and have sons and daughters; take wives 
for your sons, and give your daughters in 
marriage, that they may bear sons and 
daughters; multiply there, and do not 
decrease. But seek the welfare of the city 

D O E S  J E R E M I A H  2 9  C A L L  U S  T O  S E E K  T H E  W E L F A R E  O F  T H E  C I T Y ?

Jeremiah 29 is not a 
message to anyone 
and everyone about 
how to live in exile.
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where I have sent you into exile, and pray 
to the Lord on its behalf, for in its welfare 
you will find your welfare. (29:4-7)

Now without the context we have 
sketched, and if we just stopped there, you 
might think that the main point of this 
passage—the exiles’ primary calling—was 
to seek the good of the city of Babylon. 
Perhaps this could be a timeless teaching 
for the people of God: to misquote an old 
pop song: “if you can’t be in the city you 
love, love the city you’re in”.

But it doesn’t stop there:

For thus says the Lord of hosts, the God 
of Israel: Do not let your prophets and 
your diviners who are among you deceive 
you, and do not listen to the dreams that 
they dream, for it is a lie that they are 
prophesying to you in my name; I did not 
send them, declares the Lord. (29:8-9)

These verses bring us back to the context of 
the letter. The argument is that they should 
do this as opposed to what they would 
do if they listened to the false prophets. 
They should not be seeking the downfall 
of the city, nor be trying to overthrow 
Nebuchadnezzar and break off his yoke, 
nor be withdrawing into a quietist Jewish 
ghetto on the banks of the Euphrates.

Why? Because they have a much 
greater hope than the city of Babylon:

For thus says the Lord: When seventy 
years are completed for Babylon, I will 
visit you, and I will fulfil to you my 
promise and bring you back to this place. 
For I know the plans I have for you, 
declares the Lord, plans for welfare and 
not for evil, to give you a future and a 
hope. Then you will call upon me and come 
and pray to me, and I will hear you. You 
will seek me and find me, when you seek 
me with all your heart. I will be found by 
you, declares the Lord, and I will restore 

your fortunes and gather you from all the 
nations and all the places where I have 
driven you, declares the Lord, and I will 
bring you back to the place from which I 
sent you into exile. (29:10-14)

This is the main point of Jeremiah’s letter: 
it is an explanation of the purpose of the 
exile. God is behind it. He has put them 
there in Babylon, not Nebuchadnezzar. 
And he has done it to drive them back to 
him, to seek him and pray to him. In fact, 
they are the hope for the future of God’s 
people—because their brothers back in 
Jerusalem are about to be punished and 
made a curse.

Chapter 29 holds out the glorious hope 
of the fulfilment of God’s promises to his 
people. In 70 years’ time, God will answer 
their prayers and restore them to their 
true home. God still has a long-term plan 
for their salvation. Verse 11 is the main 
point of this chapter, not verse 7, because 
their hope is not that God will bring 
prosperity to Babylon, but that he will 
return them to Jerusalem.

When we understand that, we see 
that verses 3-7 are a corrective that flows 
from that main expectation. The exiles are 
being told to take hold of a future hope 
without letting that anticipation lead to a 
withdrawal from their current situation. 
Importantly, it is also a corrective based on 
self-interest for Israel, not based on concern 
for Babylon. The one reason that God 
explicitly gives to pray for the prosperity of 
the city is so that the Israelites will prosper.

As I have worked through 
commentaries on Jeremiah and listened 
to sermons, I have been amazed at how 
hard people will work to explain away 
this reason God gives for the exiles to 
seek the welfare of the city. God does not 
say, “Seek the welfare of the city because 
I want you to love your enemies”. God 
does not say, “Seek their welfare because 

D O E S  J E R E M I A H  2 9  C A L L  U S  T O  S E E K  T H E  W E L F A R E  O F  T H E  C I T Y ?
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I am just as much with you here as I am 
in Jerusalem”. It’s not even, “Seek their 
welfare so that you might win them to 
the worship of the Lord”.

All those things might be true of God 
and his character, but they are generally 
an example of reading the New Testament 
back into the Old. What God says here in 
Jeremiah makes us uncomfortable. It just 
doesn’t sound very like Jesus to say “Seek 
the welfare of the city—for your own good”.

Perhaps because we’re too quick to 
apologize for God and to gloss over the 
seemingly selfish motivation that is given, 
we don’t do the hard work of asking why 
God wants them to do this for their own 
benefit. I don’t think he is meaning to 
encourage selfishness in them. The answer 
is in biblical theology; it’s all tied to the 
fulfilment of God’s covenant promises.

Here is the key point in verses 3-7:

Take wives and have sons and daughters; 
take wives for your sons, and give your 
daughters in marriage, that they may 
bear sons and daughters; multiply there, 
and do not decrease. (v. 6)

God wants the exiles to have grown 
in number by the time he takes them 
back to Jerusalem, because they are the 
centre of the fulfilment of his covenant 
promises, not those who did not go 
into exile. He wants them to have had 
children who grow up strong—physically 
and in faith—to take back with them 
when he ends this exile. The welfare or 
prosperity of Babylon is a means to an 
end of preserving God’s people.

We see this even more clearly when 
we read Jeremiah from beginning to end, 
rather than just jumping in at this chapter 
out of context. Back in chapter 16, God had 
said to Jeremiah in Jerusalem, “Don’t get 
married, and don’t have children, because 
they’re all just going to die. My judgement 

is coming.” But now God is saying, “Get 
married, and have children again, because 
there is a future for them. And that future 
is in Jerusalem, not Babylon.”

The main message of Jeremiah 29 is in  
fact the old puppies-and-sunsets verse 11:  
“For I know the plans I have for you, 
declares the Lord, plans for welfare and not  
for evil, to give you a future and a hope”. 
The message is that they are not forgotten 
and will be restored, 
that they will have to 
wait for 70 years for that 
restoration to occur, and 
so they should be using 
that time to get ready. 

The currently popular 
verse 7, then, is not a general exhortation 
to seek the welfare of whatever city we 
might find ourselves in. It is a specific  
corrective to a false and over-realized hope,  
peddled by the false prophets like Hananiah.

Chapter 29 today
How do we apply all this to ourselves, to 
Christians living this side of Christ? As 
with all Old Testament texts, we should 
do it carefully, looking to how this passage 
finds its fulfilment in Christ, and taking 
into account not only the similarities to 
our place in salvation history but also the 
very real differences.

Before I make three suggestions about 
how to apply this passage to us, let me first 
get out of the way a secondary, slightly 
polemical, point about how not to apply 
this verse. 

Contrary to the way it is used by 
some today, this verse has no relevance 
at all to the question of the priority of 
reaching cities over other places. It does 
not say “seek the welfare of cities”; it 
says “seek the welfare of the city where I 
have sent you into exile”. The only reason 
they pray for this city is that it is where 

The welfare or 
prosperity of Babylon 
is a means to an  
end of preserving 
God’s people.
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God has sent them into exile. In fact, the 
LXX doesn’t use the word city at all. Its 
translation is ‘land’ or ‘country’; perhaps 
seek the welfare of the ‘place’ I have 
deported you to.

Now there may well be arguments 
in other parts of Scripture as to why we 
should focus on mission to cities (though 
I haven’t found them). There may be 
current sociological or strategic reasons for 
focusing on reaching cities. But using this 
verse as a support or proof text for why 
we should plant a church in Sydney rather 
than in Broken Hill, or why Christians 
should move to the city rather than the 
suburbs or rural locations—that’s really 

one of those exegetical 
fallacies where we see a 
word and then import 
our agenda.

Having said that, 
let me make some 
comments about how 
this chapter is relevant 

to us, because we too are living in exile. 
We are “sojourners and exiles” in this 
world (1 Pet 2:11), and “our citizenship 
is in heaven” (Phil 3:20). But in assessing 
the relevance of Jeremiah 29, we need to 
carefully see the differences as well as the 
similarities in our situation.

1) Our exile is not a judgement on us.
God has not moved us from Jerusalem to 
Babylon as judgement for our apostasy. 
He has rescued us from within Babylon—
where we were born—and where we now 
live with a foot in two cities.

Why is that important? It means that 
for us the biggest reminder we need is 
that this city is not our home. We haven’t 
had an experience of Jerusalem to pine 
for. We naturally feel very much at 
home in Babylon. We don’t need much 
encouragement to build houses, grow 
wealthy, get married and have children.

That’s why Jesus gives no balance 
or corrective when he says to store up 
treasure in heaven; he knows where 
we naturally store our treasures. We 
don’t need any encouragement to make 
ourselves more at home in Babylon. We 
have a far greater need to be reminded 
that our home is in the new Jerusalem.

2) We have not had a specific word on 
how long our exile will last.
The call to the Jews in Jeremiah 29:7 was 
in light of the fact that God had revealed 
a very specific long-term timeframe for 
the end of their exile. We don’t have that 
certainty. In fact—at risk of sounding like 
Hananiah and the false prophets—the 
encouragement of the New Testament is 
to see the days as short. We should stand 
ready for Christ’s return at any moment; 
we should not be found sleeping. Peter 
tells us that the only reason for delay is so 
that more people can come to know Jesus 
and therefore not perish (2 Pet 3:9).

Now again, why is this important? 
It is important because it means that 
we should actually be slow to apply the 
corrective of Jeremiah 29 to us. This 
corrective is aimed at people who are 
withdrawing from the world because 
they think Jesus is coming sooner than 
he promised, and those who are fighting 
with the world because they believe the 
eschaton is more imminent than it is. 

There may be some Christians 
who do need to hear a new covenant 
version of Jeremiah 29:3-7, if they are 
so focused on the return of Christ that 
they have stepped back from the world 
into quietism. Some millennial views 
lead Christians in this direction. There 
could be Christians like the Thessalonians 
who Paul wrote to, who seemed to have 
stopped working and were scrounging off 
others because they thought the Day of 
the Lord was so imminent (1 Thess 5).

This corrective is 
aimed at people who 
are withdrawing from 
the world because 
they think Jesus is 
coming sooner than 
he promised.
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If that is us, then we might need a 
corrective like Jeremiah 29:7. But that’s 
not me and my church, it’s no Western 
evangelical I’ve met, and the New 
Testament suggests it’s not most Christians.

We really need challenges like 
1 Corinthians 7, to consider remaining 
single for the sake of the gospel rather 
than marrying and having children. We 
need to be challenged not to find our 
home here, rather than to build homes 
and settle. The New Testament and my 
experience suggests that most of us more 
naturally live as if Jesus will never return, 
rather than like he could come before you 
finish reading this page.

3) If we apply this to ourselves, we 
must let the application be shaped by 
the New Testament.
I’ve been astonished by people I’ve heard 
who make an argument from Jeremiah 
29:7 like this:

a)  They note that that word ‘welfare’ is 
the Hebrew word shalom, which has 
a wide possible range of meanings—it 
covers physical, emotional, spiritual 
and financial peace and prosperity.

b) They then assume that it has all those 
meanings here, and so expand it into 
various applications about work and 
money and involvement in civic affairs 
and the importance of helping buses 
run on time for the good of our city.

c) They then cast this vision for 
comprehensive, city-wide shalom as 
a bolder call for civic engagement 
than Jesus or the New Testament ever 
makes on new covenant believers.

d) And so this one verse becomes a 
charter for a program of Christian 
ministry that not only ignores its 
context in Jeremiah (as we’ve seen) 
but goes places where the New 
Testament simply does not go. 

We need to let the New Testament be our 
guide to what it means to seek the shalom 
of our world as we live as sojourners in 
it, rather than let an expansive out-of-
context application of Jeremiah 29 drive 
our understanding of the New Testament.

The primary message of Jeremiah 29 to  
us is to live in the light of our future hope— 
to live now in this world as citizens of the 
next world, neither ceasing to do good to 
all those around us now (Gal 6:10), nor 
becoming so friendly with our world that 
we find ourselves enemies of God (Jas 4:4). 

We should let the New Testament 
give us the correctives we need: don’t 
withdraw from the world, but overcome 
evil with good. Don’t hate your enemy; 
feed him instead. Don’t hide away, but 
love your neighbour in the broadest sense 
of that word. Don’t stand around waiting 
for Jesus to return while sponging off 
others, but work hard as if for the Lord.

Perhaps the closest message to 
Jeremiah 29:7 in the New Testament is the 
call to not fight the secular government, 
but to submit and pray for those in 
authority so that we can quietly get on 
with living godly lives (Rom 13:1-7; 1 Tim 
2:1-2). Don’t withhold your wealth from 
the world: pay your taxes. Live such good 
lives amongst the pagans that, though 
they accuse us of doing wrong, they will 
one day glorify God (1 Pet 2:12). 

But, more than anything, we should 
let our new covenant situation drive us to 
see that the most fundamental thing we 
can do for the welfare of our fallen world 
is not to contribute to the prosperity of 
our cities—it’s to share the reason for our 
hope, to offer other sinners the salvation 
we have found in Christ Jesus. 

This article is adapted from a talk delivered at 
Nexus 2016.
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MY SIX-WEEK REVIEW

These pages give you a chance to reflect on your recent studies. 

You may want to share one or two of these reflections with one 

another during your meetings for mutual encouragement.

What has God been teaching you?

How have you grown in Christ?

As you think back over the last six weeks, what are you thankful 

for?

What are you struggling with at the moment? What areas of 

godliness do you need to work on?

For further reflection:

Look back over group prayer points. How has God been answering 

prayer in your group?

Over the next month, I want to pray for an opportunity to share the 

gospel with:

As well as praying, one specific action I will take toward this goal is 

to:

Pray about and give thanks for some of the things you’ve written 

above.
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As the Judeo-Christian  
 foundations of Australian and  
  other Western societies are 

battered by progressive and powerful 
elites, it is tempting to feel that Christians 
have been banished into exile. Now, 
let us be clear from the outset that we 
are not in exile—in that strict sense 
of being physically banished from our 
homeland. But we can certainly feel a 
sense of existential dread at the prospect 
of serious alienation, prosecution and 
even persecution. How does a Christian 
person cope with this sense of alienation? 
One way to answer this question is to 
consider how Christians before us have 
endured similar circumstances, and one 
particularly good story to explore is that 
of the Marian exiles.

There was a reason why Mary Tudor 
earned the infamous nickname ‘Bloody 
Mary’. Many of us are familiar with the 
story of the Oxford Martyrs—Bishop 
Latimer, Bishop Ridley and Archbishop 
Cranmer—but there were almost 300 
evangelical martyrs and around 1000 
evangelical exiles under her reign 

(1553-1558). As we examine the responses, 
attitudes and theological endeavours of 
these Marian evangelicals we will see 
much in their turbulent experience that 
helps strengthen us for our own time as 
“strangers and aliens” in this world.

Evangelical responses
The first lesson concerns how evangelicals 
responded to Queen Mary’s reign. These 
were evangelical brothers and sisters who 
had seen the gospel flourish under the 
reign of Edward VI—idolatry had been 
purged from the land and the Scriptures 
were set loose in the common tongue for 
all to hear. With Mary’s accession to the 
throne it seemed that spiritual darkness 
had returned. The Bishop of Rome became 
the supreme head of the Church of 
England once again, and the blasphemy 
of the mass was restored. Evangelicals 
were in serious danger as they faced the 
growing wrath of newly installed Lord 
Chancellor, Stephen Gardiner. Would they 
stay and fight or would they take flight? 

Lessons from the 
Marian exiles
MARK EARNGEY

During Queen Mary’s reign in 16th century England, around 1000 
evangelicals fled the country. What can we learn from their time 
in ‘exile’?  
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Here was Cranmer’s advice to an enquirer: 

I exhort you, as well by Christ’s 
commandment as by the example of 
him and his apostles, to withdraw 
yourself from the malice of your and 
God’s enemies, into some place where 
God is most purely served: which is no 
slandering of the truth, but a preserving 
of yourself to God and the truth, and to 
the society and comfort of Christ’s little 
flock. And that you will do, do it with 
speed, lest by your own folly you fall into 
the persecutors’ hands.1

Initially the Marian government made 
it easy for the evangelicals to flee. Hugh 
Latimer was given ample notice of his 
intended arrest, but chose to remain on 
the basis of his role and responsibility for 
the religious changes made in the previous 
regime. Others rebelled but eventually 
left when resistance proved futile. Still 
others took early opportunities to flee 
and regroup in the cities of Frankfurt, 
Antwerp, Geneva, Strasbourg, Zürich, 
Padua and Venice. John Knox wrote:

Some will ask then, Why did I flee? 
Assuredly I cannot tell; but of one thing 
I am sure, the fear of death was not 
the chief cause... By God’s grace I may 
come to battle before that all the conflict 
be ended.2

In addition to those who went into 
exile and those who remained, there 
was a third category: those who wholly 
or in part conformed to the new 
order of things. This was the outcome 
approved of by Stephen Gardiner and 
disapproved of by the evangelicals: it 

1 T Cranmer, ‘To Mrs Wilkinson’, Miscellaneous Writings 
and Letters of Thomas Cranmer, Parker Society, 
Cambridge, 1846, p. 445.

2 J Knox, Life of John Knox, William Blackwood, 
Edinburgh, 1831, p. 122-123.

was the response of capitulation. Some 
of these compromisers were known 
as Nicodemites—evangelicals who 
would publicly subscribe to Roman 
Catholic rule and attend the mass but 
secretly believe otherwise in their 
heart. Tracts authored by Calvin and 
Vermigli warned against this response, 
but various evangelicals took this route 
in order to survive (posing a problem 
when the exiles returned later during 
the Elizabethan reign). An interesting 
example of this was John Jewel, who 
capitulated while at the University 
of Oxford. Ashamed of himself, he 
fled England and ended up publicly 
acknowledging his fault in Frankfurt: 
“But I have confessed it openly, 
and unrequired, in the midst of the 
congregation”.3

So the evangelical responses to 
the Marian regime were varied. Some 
remained precisely where they were and 
felt a sense of duty to face the music. 
Others took a tactical retreat in order to 
regroup and prepare for the longer battle. 
The former category involved many of 
the ecclesiastical leaders of the Edwardian 
regime, and the latter consisted of a few 
key leaders and a great deal of the younger 
evangelical reformers. Some made up their 
minds quickly, while others took more 
time. However, the only responses not 
generally approved of by the evangelicals 
were Nicodemism and apostasy, which 
were viewed as cowardly and involving 
a renunciation of all that was fought for 
under Edward’s reign. Thus, although 
the evangelicals encouraged a range of 
responses to the persecution, buckling 
under the tide of political and societal 
pressure was not one of them.

3 J Jewel, The Works of John Jewel, Parker Society, 
Cambridge, 1845, p. 61.
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Evangelical attitudes
When the exiles arrived at their respective 
destinations they had a fairly hard lot. 
Many had come from well-paid positions 
within church or university institutions, 
and few brought much with them. In 
terms of lodging and financial support 
they were at the mercy of others. A good 
example of this is Bishop John Ponet. 
Once the chaplain and theological advisor 
to Thomas Cranmer, he was deposed 
from the powerful episcopal see of 
Winchester and fled to Strasbourg, where 
an accidental fire destroyed his house 
and possessions. He wrote to Heinrich 
Bullinger on 14 April 1556:

The Lord God, I acknowledge, has taken 
from me all that I had, which indeed 
was most ample. But why should he 
not? He who gave has taken away. But 
what? Worldly, earthly, perishable 
things; while he is intending, I hope, 
yea, I do not doubt, to bestow upon 
me things heavenly and imperishable. 
What is exile? A thing which, provided 
you have wherewithal to subsist, is 
painful only in imagination. I know 
that it is the scourge of the Lord; 
but with what mildness and fatherly 
affection he deals with me, I can 
readily learn even from this, that he 
has afforded me for my comforters 
Bullinger, Melanchthon, Martyr, and 
other most shining lights of his church.4

In Strasbourg the exiles had to apply to the 
city magistrate for residency. There were 
two main applications: Grossbürgerrecht 
rights, which conferred full citizenship 
rights and responsibilities, and 
Kleinbürgerrecht rights, a right of residence 

4 J Ponet, ‘John Ponet to Henry Bullinger’, Original 
Letters Relative to the English Reformation, Parker 
Society, Cambridge, 1846, p. 116.

that required regular renewals. The 
magistrates were thorough, only accepting 
exiles for reasons of religious persecution 
and occasionally refusing residency where 
the applicant had questionable character. 

The Strasbourg government not 
only acted as the gatekeepers for the 
citizenship of the Strasbourg exiles, but 
also regulated a great deal of their daily 
existence. Their paternalistic care was 
exerted on one occasion to arbitrate 
between the exile John Burcher and some 
creditors who were calling for his arrest 
over an outstanding 1000 gulden debt. On 
another occasion a relative of Strasbourger 
Peter Bütsch had come to the city on 
account of the English doctor, Thomas 
Gibson. The city council had earlier barred 
Gibson from practising due to his illegally 
high costs, but permitted him to practice 
in this exceptional case of dropsy. 

Since only those citizens with 
Grossbürgerrecht rights could purchase 
property, this caused the English exiles—
who mostly held Kleinbürgerrecht rights—
to live in hostels or share in the generous 
hospitality of citizens like Peter Marytr 
or John Burcher. Others, 
such as Anthony Cooke, 
Richard Morrison and 
Edwin Sandys, were able 
to purchase their own 
accommodation without 
taking on Grossbürgerrecht 
responsibilities such as watch duty, fire 
service and bearing arms. This low level of 
home ownership was considerable among 
the English refugees, except in Frankfurt 
where some owned homes and lavish 
gardens.

The daily existence of the Strasbourg 
exiles was not only regulated by the 
council but also by their very limited 
finances. Many of them had lived with 
plenty in England but had to adjust to 
humble means largely dependent on the 

In terms of lodging 
and financial support 
the exiles were at the 
mercy of others.
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generosity of others, such as the Duke of 
Württemberg who sent them a provision 
of 200 gulden. In addition to the Duke, 
it is possible to identify 19 men and 
their wives who functioned as financial 
‘sustainers’ for the Marian exiles. Richard 
Hilles coordinated the fund from England 
and Richard Chambers held the purse 
on the continent. We can observe the 
way exile funds were regulated in a 
fascinating letter from Michael Reniger 
to Heinrich Bullinger, written during the 
spring of 1554. Reniger speaks of being 
denied an increase in his maintenance 
by Hilles, on the grounds that it “would 
introduce a most dangerous precedent” 
among the exiles: “others would claim a 
like addition for themselves”.5 This letter 
suggests that the funds for the exiles 
were very limited, for if a rising star of 
reformed scholarship could not secure 
additional finances from the general fund 
then surely many others could not either. 
The letter also suggests adherence to 
strict rules that regulated their finances—

again, emphasizing that 
funds were distributed 
with much thrift. 

An important reason 
behind the frugality 
was the concerted 
attempt of the Marian 
regime to interrupt the 
links between England 

and the exile communities. Stephen 
Gardiner vowed with great passion 
that he would make them so hungry 
they would eat their finger ends. Those 
who attempted to aid or communicate 
with the exiles faced harsh penalties, 
and there were various acts of attainder 
introduced against the exiles. Indeed, 
some of the Strasbourg exiles needed 

5 M Reniger, ‘Michael Reniger to Henry Bullinger’, 
Original Letters, pp. 375.

to ensure that their whereabouts 
remained hidden; the kidnapping and 
imprisonment in the Tower of London 
of John Cheke and Peter Carew spread 
fear of similarly being arrested and 
returned to England. John Brett’s 
pursuit of Sir Thomas Wrothe created 
enough nervousness in Strasbourg that 
the English exiles procured a “Riter 
kneght” to monitor his movements and 
scare him out of the city. In January 
1558 Anthony Cooke wrote to Peter 
Martyr (who was then in Zurich):

I intended to come and see you, and 
I may probably pass a month with 
you during this next Lent. But do not 
mention a word of this to any one; for 
I am not yet sufficiently able to form 
my plans, and if I should undertake 
this journey, it will be known to very 
few persons beforehand.6

With this kind of subsistence living and 
constant anxiety, it is little wonder that 
when Edwin Sandys—who lost his wife 
and child in the first year of his arrival—
preached in Strasbourg, he attributed 
much to the grace of God:

Could we wish for more at the hands 
of God than, being banished and 
constrained to forsake all the profits 
and comforts which we enjoyed at 
home in our native country, here 
amongst aliens and strangers to find a 
city so safe to dwell in, maintenance 
so competent for our needful and 
reasonable sustentation, such grace in 
the eyes of the godly magistrates under 
whom we live, such favour and respect 
to our hard estate, such free liberty 
to come together, to call upon God in 
our common prayers, to hear his word 

6 A Cook, ‘Sir Anthony Cook to Peter Martyr’, Original 
Letters, pp. 140.

One reason behind 
the frugality was the 
concerted attempt of 
the Marian regime 
to interrupt the links 
between England  
and the exiles.
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sincerely and truly preached in our 
own natural tongue, to the great and 
unsearchable comfort of our souls.7

Evangelical theology
Theological work was the major 
occupation of the English exiles. In 
Strasbourg and armed with “pen, 
ink, paper and quietness”, John Ponet 
himself wrote a number of theological 
publications aimed at the Marian 
regime, and advised John Bale from 
the neighbouring exile community in 
Frankfurt to do likewise: “blow therefore 
boldly the trumpet of God’s truth”.8 These 
two exile communities neatly demonstrate 
the dynamics operating behind the 
theological publications and reflections of 
the banished reformers.

Strasbourg was a city with deep 
theological tensions during the time 
of the Marian exile. After subscribing 
to the Tetrapolitan Confession (1530) 
it later subscribed to the Augsburg 
Confession (1536). This bi-confessional 
stance created such volatility that when 
the English exiles arrived in Strasbourg 
they encountered a fairly public debate 
over sacramental theology between the 
‘Calvinist’ Girolamo Zanchi and the 
‘Lutheran’ Johann Marbach. However, 
there was a notable absence of English 
involvement. The only two English 
works on the Lord’s Supper were careful 
to avoid the sensibilities of the public 
debate: Thomas Becon’s The resurrection 
of the masse was a piece of poetic theology 
directly attacking the Roman Catholic 
mass, while John Ponet’s Diallacticon was a 

7 E Sandys, The Sermons of Edwin Sandys, Parker Society, 
Cambridge, 1842, p. 296.

8 ‘John Ponet to John Bale, 6 July 1555’, Additional MS 
29546, fo. 25, Western Manuscripts, British Library.

conciliatory work of sacramental theology 
which would have likely mediated the 
theological positions of both Zanchi and 
Marbach. The English exiles were content 
to publish various political pamphlets 
and tracts aimed squarely at the Marian 
regime, but they took great care not to 
upset the Strasbourg 
magistrates who gave 
them residence. 

A dramatically 
different series of events 
transpired in Frankfurt. 
The French congregation 
from Glastonbury had 
also arrived in Frankfurt 
and been granted the same premises as 
the English exiles—with separate days and 
times of use. The major condition laid out 
by the magistrates was that “the English 
should not dissent from the Frenchmen 
in doctrine or ceremonies”.9 However, 
the English congregation drew up their 
own liturgy based on the Book of Common 
Prayer (1552), stripped of surplices, the 
litany and congregational responses. 
The Frankfurt exiles sent out a letter 
to the neighbouring exile communities, 
encouraging them to join them “free from 
all dregs of superstitious ceremonies”.10 
This ecclesiastical arrangement produced 
some consternation among the exiles 
at Strasbourg, who urged the Frankfurt 
congregation to choose more moderate 
leaders, sending Richard Cox after John 
Knox arrived from Geneva. Two rival 
groups emerged in Frankfurt: those intent 
on preserving the order of the BCP and 
aligned with the magistrates, and those 
intent on reforming the order of the 
BCP. Adding to the irritation produced 

9 W Whittingham, A brieff discours off the troubles 
begonne at Franckford in Germany Anno Domini 1554 
... and what was the cause off the same, Revised Short 
Title Catalogue 25442, p. 43.

10 Whittingham, Brieff discours, p. 9.

The English 
congregation drew 
up their own 
liturgy stripped of 
surplices, the litany 
and congregational 
responses.
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by defying the conditions laid down by 
the magistrate, Knox brought further 
difficulties upon himself by publishing 
An Admonition or Warning, which likened 
Charles V to that of Nero. These incidents 
provided sufficient grounds for the 
magistrates to revoke Knox’s residential 
rights, and he promptly removed himself 
to Geneva on 26 March 1555. However, 
the ‘Prayer Book party’ were not entirely 
victorious: Cox returned to Strasbourg 
after Knox’s departure, and a subsequent 
debate between Robert Horne and Thomas 
Ashley over congregational polity ensued. 
Ashley’s insistence for a board of elders 
over superintendents won the day, and 
Horne retired to Strasbourg. 

The exile communities at Strasbourg 
and Frankfurt differed significantly in 
terms of ecclesiastical sensitivities. The 
former group was attuned to the demands 
of their paternalistic city magistrates 
and had a theological outlook in basic 
harmony with the ecclesiastical vision of 
the Edwardian church. The latter group, 

under the leadership of 
Knox and Ashley, were 
more zealous and abrasive 
in relation to their 
magistrates and desired 
to reform the English 
liturgy well beyond the 
Edwardian church. The 
Strasbourg refugees were 
largely establishment 

men from the Edwardian reign, and the 
Frankfurt refugees were mostly comprised 
of outsiders to the former ecclesiastical 
hierarchy. Indeed, it is possible to roughly 
trace these two groupings into the 
‘Puritan’ and ‘Prayer Book’ parties during 
the Elizabethan reign.

Evangelicals then and now
Queen Mary’s short five-year reign left 
an indelible mark upon the English 
evangelicals. They demonstrated a variety 
of responses to the pressures placed upon 
them, but only Nicodemism and outright 
apostasy were shunned for being ungodly 
options. There is scant evidence that any 
of the reformers had serious objections 
to another’s choice over whether to 
fight or take flight—but rolling over on 
gospel issues was a grievous offence. This 
in itself is instructive for 21st century 
evangelicals facing the prospect of serious 
political or societal pressures. Those 
who capitulate on matters of primary 
theological importance will be seen as 
Nicodemites at best and apostates at 
worst. But among those who “contend 
for the faith” there ought to be a bond 
of unity and respect strong enough to 
bear with the variety of responses that 
brothers and sisters may have, depending 
on myriad life circumstances and personal 
characteristics. In short, we will have 
various tactics, but so long as we are in 
the trenches together fighting for the 
gospel, that will do.

The attitudes of the English exiles 
were marked with a deep sense of 
humility—again, enlightening for us 
today. Most of them lost all they had—
homes, incomes, relatives—indeed, 
some lost wives and children. They 
were content to live together in hostels 
with nothing, under constant anxiety 
of future recriminations. They received 
modest monetary handouts from their 
few faithful friends and sympathizers. 
But in all of this they had their great 
God and they had each other. They could 
echo the words of Psalm 46: “God is our 
refuge and strength”. And they could 
say—as John Cheke warmly commented 
to John Calvin—that Strasbourg was a 

Those who capitulate 
on matters of 
primary theological 
importance will be 
seen as Nicodemites 
at best and apostates 
at worst.
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“society of my old friends”.11 For all of the 
awful prospects facing the churches in 
our countries, this kindles hope: the sort 
of community that offers physical relief 
from the spiritual battle. This is living 
like little children wholly dependent on a 
heavenly father for our daily bread. This 
is the attitude of humility which must 
accompany “strangers and aliens” in this 
passing world.

Lastly, the theological production and 
reflection from the period of exile yields 
some lessons for today. The theological 
treatises of the exiled reformers 
were products of their historical 
circumstances—conciliatory treatises 
on the Lord’s Supper and bombastic 
polemical pieces against the Marian 
regime. However, these moments of 
particularly focused circumstances can 
produce significant outcomes that would 
not otherwise have occurred. When John 
Ponet wrote his treatise on Politike Power 
he authored the first piece of political 
theology by an English reformer that 
argued for a limited monarchy—indeed, 
for tyrannicide in the case of ungodly 
rulers. Little did he know that many years 
later John Adams, the second President 
of the United States of America, would 
identify this treatise as containing “all the 
essential principles of liberty, which were 
afterwards dilated upon by Sidney and 

11 J Cheke, ‘John Cheke to John Calvin’, Original Letters, 
p. 142.

Locke”.12 Nevertheless, while theological 
gold may be refined out of the fire, there 
shall be much heat in the process. The 
Marian exiles were not always in perfect 
peace and concord with each other. This 
serves as another important lesson—
during periods of intense theological 
controversy there must also be intense 
love and forgiveness among those who 
“hold fast to what is good” (Rom 12:9).

It is unlikely that we will find 
ourselves properly exiled during our 
lifetimes. But it is incredibly likely that 
we—not to mention our children—will 
face all sorts of pressures and alienations 
currently unforeseeable. 
It would serve us well to 
remember these lessons 
from the Marian exiles—
the variety of responses, 
the attitudes bound 
up with true humility, 
the dynamics involved in theological 
publication and reflection. And yet the 
bass note underneath these lessons from 
the English reformers was a true and 
unshakable belief in the importance 
of salvation through Christ alone. The 
kingdom of heaven truly was a treasure 
hidden in the field to them—especially in 
their time of exile. Will the same be true 
of us in our time of testing? 

12 J Adams, The Works of John Adams, vol. 6, Charles C 
Little and James Brown, Boston, 1851, p. 4.

This kindles hope: the 
sort of community 
that offers physical 
relief from the 
spiritual battle.
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us would welcome a helping-hand in the 
property market, but not Abraham. 

Abraham’s request is in verses 3-4:

And Abraham rose up from before his 
dead and said to the Hittites, “I am a 
sojourner and foreigner among you; give 
me property among you for a burying 
place, that I may bury my dead out of 
my sight.”

And so comes the first offer of assistance 
in verse 5, where Abraham is offered 
the choicest of their tombs—but not to 
purchase or to keep, merely to use. The 
Hittites respond generously to Abraham’s 
plight because he is like a mighty prince 

among them. They see a 
purchase as unnecessary.

But Abraham wants 
to make an unambiguous 
purchase. Using someone 
else’s property for free isn’t 
good enough. It might look 
like a generous offer, but it 

isn’t what Abraham was after.
And so in verses 7 to 9 we see how 

Abraham wants them to talk with Ephron 
son of Zohar and see if he will sell him the 
cave of Machpelah—for the full price. He 
wants to make a purchase.

The second offer of assistance comes 
from Ephron himself, who was sitting at 
the gate:

“No, my lord, hear me: I give you the 
field, and I give you the cave that is in 
it. In the sight of the sons of my people I 
give it to you. Bury your dead.” (v. 11)

Abraham wants to make a purchase but 
Ephron wants to offer a gift.

You can understand Ephron’s 
generosity—he just wants to help 
Abraham bury his dead wife. But Abraham 
again rejects the offer. Very politely, 
bowing down, in front of everyone—so 

everyone knows—he says he wants to pay 
the price of the field, and is very keen 
for the amount to be accepted—for the 
transaction to occur.

The third offer of assistance comes in 
verse 15, with Ephron’s response:

“My lord, listen to me: a piece of land worth 
four hundred shekels of silver, what is that 
between you and me? Bury your dead.”

Four and a half kilos of silver—a huge 
amount, particularly when you look at the 
seventeen shekels Jeremiah pays for a field 
in Jeremiah chapter 32.

It is likely that Ephron is inflating the 
price to force the acceptance of the land as 
a gift. Nobody pays that much—and Ephron 
doesn’t want it anyway. Surely Abraham 
will now accept the gift.

But for a third time Abraham rejects 
the offer of help, and—without negotiating 
down the price, without questioning the 
amount—counts out the 400 shekels, and 
pays for the field and tomb.
Our text meets its resolution with 
everyone witnessing the purchase and 
Abraham burying Sarah. The narrator 
reminds us twice that the land is now 
Abraham’s. The ESV translates it as being 
‘made over’ to him; the Holman says it 
‘passed to’ him; the NIV has ‘deeded’. 
The big thing is, it wasn’t given to him 
by the Hittites, but acquired by him for 
the entire purchase price in a fully legal 
fashion. The large amount reinforces the 
clear possession that Abraham has of it. 
No one can question the validity of this 
purchase or his ownership of the land.

Why is this here?
Why is this episode recorded for us in 
Genesis 23?  Why such an effort to buy a 
place to bury Sarah? Why recount it?

T H E  F O R G O T T E N  P R O M I S E  T O   A B R A H A M

Ephron is 
inflating the 
price to force 
the acceptance 
of the land  
as a gift.
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These were the questions buzzing 
through my mind as I tried to make 
sense of the passage and get my sermon 
written. Putting on my biblical theology 
hat (thanks Graeme Goldsworthy), I 
started down the path of seeing Genesis 
23 as showing how the promises of God 
were beginning to be fulfilled. At the start 
of this chapter Abraham owned no land. 
At the end of the chapter the promises 
of God begin to unfold, with Abraham 
gaining possession of just a small part of 
the land God had promised. Not receiving, 
but validly taking possession of it by 
purchasing it. Given by God, not the 
Hittites. That’s the direction I was headed.

Plus, I suppose those in exile in 
Babylon would have been encouraged as 
they read Genesis, as they saw Abraham 
as a foreigner and stranger no longer, 
as he began to own the land and really 
settle. They would have been encouraged 
that one day they would return to the 
promised land, no longer as exiles, to 
belong. The application running around 
my head was: “Christians, you too can 
trust that God’s promises will be fulfilled”.

I was keen on leaving the sermon 
there, quite frankly. It was a busy week 
and it was a pretty good dive into Genesis 
23, with a valid action point for my 
congregation.

But something irritated me. 
Hebrews 11.

What was Abraham really 
looking forward to?
The writer to the Hebrews saw things 
differently. He saw Abraham looking 
forward to something more than the 
promised land. 

I spent a couple of days grappling with 
Hebrews and Genesis, talking with my 

ministry trainee about the message, and 
then the penny dropped. Let me share it 
with you.

Abraham was not solely looking 
forward to the promise by God that 
he would own the land to be fulfilled. 
Abraham was looking forward to the 
resurrection of the dead—just like you and 
I do. Buying the land from Ephron did 
not stop Abraham being a foreigner and 
stranger, but was an expression of him 
looking forward to the resurrection.

So let’s go on the journey that the 
writer to the Hebrews took me on. Look 
at Hebrews 11:8-9:

By faith Abraham obeyed when he was 
called to go out to a place that he was to 
receive as an inheritance. And he went 
out, not knowing where he was going. 
By faith he went to live in the land of 
promise, as in a foreign land, living in 
tents with Isaac and Jacob, heirs with 
him of the same promise.

We have seen this already. Abraham was 
a stranger—he didn’t own the land, he 
didn’t belong. And then we are told what 
he is looking forward to:

For he was looking forward to the city 
that has foundations, whose designer and 
builder is God. (v. 10)

Abraham was looking forward to a city 
that God would build. But what is the city 
he is anticipating? Surely it is Jerusalem? 
Have a look at verse 13:

These all died in faith, not having 
received the things promised, but having 
seen them and greeted them from afar, 
and having acknowledged that they were 
strangers and exiles on the earth.

You might say “Yes, they were looking 
forward to the promised land, but hadn’t 
received it yet. There is no Jerusalem, no 

T H E  F O R G O T T E N  P R O M I S E  T O   A B R A H A M
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temple, no kingdom.” That is what they 
were looking forward to and why they 
were still foreigners and strangers. But the 
writer to the Hebrews sees more going on.

In verse 14, he highlights the 
significance of being a stranger, a 
foreigner—of the place where they are not 
being the place which is home:

For people who speak thus [that is, as 
being a foreigner and stranger] make it 
clear that they are seeking a homeland.

Now, is that homeland Haran? No. Look at 
verse 15:

If they had been thinking of that land 
from which they had gone out, they 
would have had opportunity to return.

No, Haran is not where they belong.
Now, what threw me was the next 

verse. When I read it I thought it was 
going to say—“instead they were longing 
for a better country: the promised land”. 
But that’s not what it says.

But as it is, they desire a better country, 
that is, a heavenly one.

The author of Hebrews sees them longing, 
not for the promised land, but for the 
future heavenly city itself. A new creation.

That was my first 
penny-drop moment. 
Abraham wasn’t longing 
to own the land as much 
he was longing for heaven 
itself—the heavenly city.

But has the writer 
of Hebrews overstated the case? Is this 
too much of a stretch? Do we get any 
hints in Genesis that Abraham was 
looking forward to a heavenly reality—to 
something that was more and beyond the 
promised land? I started reading from 
Genesis 12 to see what I could find. Thus 
came my second penny-drop moment.

T H E  F O R G O T T E N  P R O M I S E  T O   A B R A H A M

Abraham knew 
his future was 
going to be with 
God forever.

The missing promise
When I read Genesis 15, it leapt out of the 
page. The promise I had missed, forgotten 
about.

When I teach the Abraham story I 
focus on the promises of land, people, 
and blessing to all nations. But there is 
another promise. I missed it because it 
didn’t seem relevant to me, but was very 
relevant to Abraham. It is not a small 
thing either, but is at the centre of the 
promise that God gives to Abraham—it’s 
expressed at the very time the covenant is 
‘cut’ in Genesis 15. What jumped out was 
verse 15.

Then the Lord said to Abram, “Know 
for certain that your offspring will be 
sojourners in a land that is not theirs 
and will be servants there, and they will 
be afflicted for four hundred years. But 
I will bring judgment on the nation that 
they serve, and afterward they shall 
come out with great possessions. As for 
you, you shall go to your fathers in 
peace; you shall be buried in a good 
old age. And they shall come back here 
in the fourth generation, for the iniquity 
of the Amorites is not yet complete.” 
(Gen 15:13-16)

This is not just a polite way of God saying 
that Abraham will kick the bucket and his 
bones will be laid in the same place that 
his ancestors’ were. This is the promise of 
God that he will have shalom—everything 
set right and good and proper; being with 
those that have gone before and being 
with God.

You see, Abraham knew his future 
was going to be with God forever. When 
he described himself as a foreigner and 
stranger to the Hittites, it wasn’t that 
he was yet to get land the way they had 
land. He was a foreigner and stranger 
on earth, knowing that God’s promise 
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would extend beyond his death. He had 
a resurrection hope, the hope of a ‘better 
country’. As Hebrews puts it, “the city 
that has foundations, whose designer and 
builder is God” (11:10). 

Even after purchasing this small plot 
of land for Sarah’s and his own grave, 
Abraham was still a foreigner and stranger 
looking forward to life beyond the grave. 

Why was Abraham so concerned about 
owning land as a place to bury his dead? 
Because he wanted future generations 
to know that the dead will not miss out 
on the promises of God. Death is not the 
end. There is real life for those that die 
trusting the promises of God. Calvin says 
in his commentary on this chapter:

Abraham however, seeing he has the 
hope of a resurrection deeply fixed 
in his heart… did not desire to have a 
foot of earth whereon to fix his tent; 
he only took care about his grave… for 
the purpose of bearing testimony to 
posterity, that the promise of God was 
not extinguished either by his own 
death, or by that of his family; but 
that it then rather began to flourish; 
and that they who were deprived of the 
light of the sun, and of the vital air, yet 
always remained joint-partakers of the 
promised inheritance. For while they 
themselves were silent and speechless, 
the sepulchre cried aloud, that death 
formed no obstacle to their entering on 
the possession of it.1

In the days to come, Abraham, Isaac, 
Rebekah, Leah and Jacob were all buried 
in that same tomb. Abraham’s purchase 
of this burial site was because of his 
hope in the resurrection from the dead. 
His gravesite was like a testimony to 

1 Calvin, Commentaries on the first book of Moses called 
Genesis, vol. 1, trans. J King, Banner of Truth Trust, 
Edinburgh, 1975, p. 579.

future generations of this hope—that the 
God of Israel was the God of the living, 
not the dead.

This was certainly how Jesus thought 
of the faith of Abraham. When quizzed 
by the Sadducees, who did not have a 
resurrection hope, Jesus said:

And as for the resurrection of the dead, 
have you not read what was said to you 
by God: ‘I am the God of Abraham, and 
the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob’? 
He is not God of the dead, but of the 
living. (Matt 22:31-32)

Through his death for sins and 
resurrection to new life, Jesus secures 
for us that hope of our resurrection—the 
same hope the patriarchs had and looked 
forward to.

Meanwhile, we are in a place that is 
not home. We are in exile, strangers and 
foreigners.

This earth is not your final address. 
I am only a temporary resident, and our 
future is forever with God. The new 
creation is our home. The heavenly city 
is our home. We look forward to a better 
country, a heavenly one.

Our vision for ministry
What do you long for? What is the vision 
you have for your life and ministry?

I don’t know about you, but there is 
part of me that longs to own my own 
home. We live in our Sydney parish’s 
church rectory, and I often ponder how 
good it would be to have our own house. 
But is that really security? I need to 
be reminded that this world is not my 
home. Any property you or I own is only 
temporary. As the writer to the Hebrews 
can say, you have something better:

T H E  F O R G O T T E N  P R O M I S E  T O   A B R A H A M
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For you had compassion on those in 
prison, and you joyfully accepted the 
plundering of your property, since 
you knew that you yourselves had a 
better possession and an abiding one. 
(Heb 10:34)

You have something better.
Or do you long for a bigger church? 

I often do. Sometimes my motives 
are good—more people trusting Jesus. 
Sometimes my motives aren’t. A bigger 
church, so often in the culture we live 
in, means a better reputation. A bigger 
church means a bigger, more impressive 
building to put it all in. 

We need to be people who keep 
ourselves fixed on the new creation, and 
help others long for their heavenly home. 

Our churches are just staging posts. 
They are temporary, and on judgement 

day our church buildings 
will be empty but the 
heavenly gathering, to 
which we point people, 
will be filled with 
multitudes. 

Do you long for a 
legitimate place within 

Australian society? I know I often do. 
I’d love it if Christian ministers, the 
Christian pattern of life, and Christian 
morality were deemed valuable by our 
wider community. 

But Australian society isn’t our home. 
Don’t expect a legitimate place.

Long instead for the inheritance you 
have kept in heaven for you. You are 

exiles, you are refugees, you are foreigners 
who are looking forward to something 
better and inviting others to join you. 

A few days after preaching on Genesis 
23, I visited my uncle one morning. It 
was always fun seeing him. I loved his 
intelligence, his wit and we had a lot of 
shared interests—electronics, science, 
astronomy, history, and philosophy of 
religion. He trained himself in Koine Greek 
and Hebrew. But the reason I was visiting 
was that he was dying from cancer. That 
morning I shared the message of Genesis 
23 with him—that he, like Abraham 
longed for a better country: a heavenly 
one. That he, like Abraham, shared that 
resurrection hope. Earlier this year he died, 
filled with the resurrection hope.

I love my kids. We have eight. Seven 
with us, and one with the Lord. When 
you have a dead body in front of you—
holding your own dead child, maybe 
weeping over your dead spouse—the 
resurrection hope of the gospel is what 
counts. 

Do you long for the resurrection the 
way Abraham did?

Do you long for a better country—a 
heavenly one?

Do you long that people might also 
share this resurrection hope as they come 
to know Jesus?

Hang on to this promise from our 
faithful-to-all-generations God. 

This article is adapted from a talk delivered at 
Nexus 2016.

When you have 
a dead body in 
front of you the 
resurrection hope 
of the gospel is 
what counts. 
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Pip and I married in 2009. 
We discussed trying for children 
after one year of marriage. We 

saw children as a blessing from God 
(Ps 127:3-5), and we wanted to have them 
while we were relatively young and bring 
them up knowing Jesus—a testimony 
to the goodness of God’s purpose for 
children. With great excitement and 
anticipation, Pip wrote her first letter to 
our future baby on our honeymoon, and 
we began to compile a small collection of 
tiny baby clothes, thinking that—being 
young and seeing children as one of God’s 
purposes for marriage—there was no 
reason why we wouldn’t fall pregnant 
quickly. However, after a year of trying, 
we began to ask whether there was a 
problem. We went through all the tests, 
and were diagnosed with ‘unknown 
infertility’. This diagnosis only added to 
the deep sense of grief that we had already 
begun to feel in being unable to conceive.

Such barrenness is hard to explain. 
It’s grieving the loss of a person you 
have never known and yet have prayed 
for every single night. The loss of a 

person who seems very real in your 
imagination—someone you have pictured 
when observing the joy of other parents 
playing with their children and teaching 
them to trust the Lord Jesus Christ. 

We questioned why God would 
withhold children from us when we were 
committed to raising them to love Jesus, 
while at the same time give children to 
parents who did not know Christ and had 
no intention of teaching their children to 
know him. Whilst we were able to rejoice 
with our married friends as they began 
having children, such rejoicing was mixed 
with an abiding sense of grief. Even those 
we knew who struggled with infertility 
eventually fell pregnant—all while we 
waited and longed for this answer to 
prayer. It felt like everyone was on a 
highway, but our car had run out of gas 
and veered off the side of the road as our 
married friends zoomed past us. 

We soon discovered a gaping hole 
in the churches that we went to. With 
the exception of a few supportive 
Christians, people generally didn’t talk 
about this problem unless we initiated 

Glorifying God with 
infertility 
MICHAEL TAYLOR

The ‘infertilty club’ is not an exclusive one. It has many members from 
all walks of life, even though no-one wants to join it. But As Mike and 
Pip Taylor discovered, finding themselves in this unwelcome club taught 
them profound lessons they would never have learned otherwise. 
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it. There didn’t seem to be many younger 
Christians who had thought about how 
to minister to people with infertility, 
and there didn’t seem to be many older 
Christians who talked about their 
experience with it. The result was that 
people often didn’t know what to say to 
us. In fact, sometimes people were just 
plain insensitive. Once I was chatting to a 
minister who asked me whether we were 
trying to have children. I said that we 
were trusting God with it. This man then 
asked, “You’re a Calvinist, aren’t you?” I 
said, “Yes I am”. He replied, “Well, maybe 
if you were more Arminian you would do 
something about it!”

On another occasion, after a really 
helpful lecture on infertility, IVF and 
adoption, a friend (who knew my wife and 
I were undergoing IVF), rather than asking 
how I found the lecture and whether it was 
hard to sit through, said “I really think you 
should be adopting instead; it’s much more 
ethical.” Thankfully they realized they had 
been insensitive and came and apologized 
to me the next day.

I don’t share these examples to make 
anyone feel guilty. I’m sure these people 
meant well. I put my foot in my mouth 
with the best of intentions as much as 
anyone else. But what such comments 
reflect is a general lack of understanding 
of how God’s word teaches us to view 
suffering and how it therefore teaches us 
to minister to those who are suffering in 
this way. 

It’s not just the fertile that are 
unhelpful in how they talk. Over the 
past six years, we have met some who 
have been so overwhelmed by the grief 
of long-term infertility that they fail to 
recognize and reflect on how God may, 
in his sovereign control over all things, 
be purposing their infertility for their 
good and his glory. Their grief shortens 
their gaze away from the great need of 

G L O R I F Y I N G  G O D  W I T H  I N F E R T I L I T Y

those around them who are going to 
hell without the gospel of our Lord Jesus 
Christ, preventing their vision from lifting 
any higher than their own personal loss. 
Don’t get me wrong. There is a time when 
grieving is appropriate and inevitable, 
especially considering that we live in a 
fallen world. But if we fail to place our 
trust in God and his sovereign goodness 
then we miss out on using our suffering 
for the purposes God intended it for, and 
we fail to use this opportunity to build up 
other Christians. 

While there are people who have asked 
after and prayed for us, the general silence 
around the topic highlights the fact that, 
for most, infertility is a silent struggle. 
In light of this, I thought it would be 
helpful to share some lessons Pip and I 
have learnt from the school of suffering, 
so that those who struggle might glorify 
God with their infertility, and those who 
don’t might have confidence to minister 
to those who do. 

Lesson #1: Infertility comes from 
the hand of a father who is too 
wise to err and too loving to be 
unkind
The first and possibly most important 
lesson we learnt in our struggle with 
infertility is how critical it is to have a 
robust understanding of the providence of 
God before encountering suffering, so that 
we might believe and trust that, whatever 
suffering we undergo, God has purposed 
it for his glory and our good. Following 
a number of years of testing and various 
infertility treatments, Pip and I had made 
six embryos through IVF, thinking that 
we would be happy to have six children. 
However, one after another, our embryo 
transfers came back negative. I remember 
my response to a negative blood test after 
our fifth embryo. I was filled with anger. 
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I refused to entertain the possibility of 
giving up on IVF. Why would God fail 
to answer our prayers in this way when 
my desire for children was a good desire? 
In my heart of hearts, I wasn’t willing to 
submit myself to God’s good and perfect 
will (Rom 12:2).

My wife and I read a book on Job by 
Christopher Ash called Out of the Storm: 
Grappling with God in the book of Job, and 
found Job’s struggle with his suffering 
very helpful as it reminded us that we 
are in a spiritual battle.1 Satan’s words in 
1:9, “Does Job fear God for no reason?”, 
issue a challenge to God, but also recalls 
the Bible’s characterization of the truly 
wise man as one who fears the Lord. In 
one sense the whole book is a vindication 
of God through the faithfulness of his 
servant Job. In the end we find that Satan 
is proved wrong because Job holds onto 
his integrity and never curses God.

That being said, Job does question 
God. At many points Job is angry with 
God. In fact, a key question in the book 
of Job is “Are God’s ways always just?” 
(9:22). Although Job questioned God, he 
always suffered in conversation with God. 
He took his questions, his anger and his 
doubts to God. And he sought deliverance 
through God alone. This gave us a helpful 
example of how our suffering should lead 
us to petitioning God rather than turning 
away from him. 

We found that what enabled Job to 
hold fast his integrity and direct his anger 
to God was his unwavering conviction 
that God is absolutely sovereign. For Job 
acknowledges that it is the same God who 
had once hedged Job in with protective 
blessing who now surrounds him with 
trouble from which there is no apparent 

1 I am indebted to Paul Williamson’s fantastic Moore 
College lectures for my understanding of God’s 
providence in the book of Job.

escape (1:10, 3:23). This is reflected in 
Job’s statement of humble submission:

“Shall we receive good from God, and 
shall we not receive evil?” In all this Job 
did not sin with his lips.” (Job 2:10)

It is Job’s certainty of God’s sovereign 
providence over the calamities that have 
befallen him that enables him to hold 
fast his integrity amidst such horrific 
suffering. 

The temptation is to think God isn’t 
good, or doesn’t care, or isn’t listening. 
Amidst such temptation it is easy to try 
and take matters into our own hands by 
placing our hope in IVF rather than God. 
As a result, some have rushed into making 
decisions that compromised their integrity 
and left them with a guilty conscience. 
But God has made his goodness known 
to us, so that we might trust him. While 
God revealed his greatness to Job through 
the incomparability of 
his works of creation 
and sustaining, God 
has provided a fuller 
revelation for us in 
working our salvation 
through the darkest 
moment in history, 
the cross of Christ 
(Acts 2:23). In the middle of our feelings 
of anger and disappointment, Job’s 
response should be our response. Looking 
to the cross, we are assured that “for those 
who love God all things work together 
for good” (Rom 8:28, cf. Ps 57:1-2). As 
Arthur Pink says, “If I really believe that 
‘all things’ are for God’s glory and by His 
invincible and perfect will, then I shall 
receive submissively, yea, thankfully, 
whatsoever He ordains and sends me.”2

2 AW Pink, Exposition of Hebrews, vol. 1, Baker Publishing 
Group, Grand Rapids, 2003, p. 112.
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What enabled 
Job to hold fast 
his integrity was 
his unwavering 
conviction that 
God is absolutely 
sovereign.
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In The God I Don’t Understand, 
Christopher Wright explains:

Faith seeks understanding, and faith 
builds on understanding where it 
is granted, but faith does not finally 
depend on understanding. This is not to 
say, of course, that faith is intrinsically 
irrational (quite the contrary), but 
that faith takes us into realms where 
explanation fails us—for the present.3

Job was never enlightened about why 
such terrible tragedy befell him. But the 
primary aim is not to supply us with all 
the answers, but to encourage us to trust 
in God even when we cannot comprehend 
his purpose for our suffering. This is the 
wisdom Job wants us to embrace. As John 
Walton says in his commentary on Job, 
“This wisdom does not ease our suffering, 
but it will help us to avoid the foolish 
thinking that might lead us to reject God 
when we need him most”.4

One of Pip’s favourite verses in our 
struggle with infertility was 1 Timothy 
6:6-7, which echoes Job 1:21: “Godliness 

with contentment 
is great gain, for we 
brought nothing into 
the world, and we 
cannot take anything 
out of the world”. We 
both found that a firm 
conviction of God’s 
good providence gave us 
a sense of contentment 

and peace throughout our struggle—at 
the deepest level we knew that our lives 
were safe in the hands of the one who 
made us and who had redeemed us. Arthur 
Pink reflects that “Faith… endures the 

3 CJH Wright, The God I Don’t Understand: Reflections 
on Tough Questions of Faith, Zondervan, Grand Rapids, 
2009,p. 22.

4 JH Walton, Job, Zondervan, Grand Rapids, 2012, p. 437.

disappointments, the hardships, and the 
heart-aches of life, by recognizing that all 
comes from the hand of Him who is too 
wise to err and too loving to be unkind.”5

Such was the response of John Brown 
of Haddington, and his wife, Janet:

… who knew well the grief attending the 
death of a child. “Often had the angel of 
death visited their roof, and had borne 
away six of their children in infancy.” 
Only two of their children survived to 
adulthood. Despite these unpleasant 
providences, Brown was able to write:

Let us keep waiting on God in the way 
of His judgments; in patience possessing 
our souls; seeing the Lord’s hand in all 
that we meet with; humbling ourselves 
under humbling providences; mourning, 
but never murmuring under His hand; 
and ever remarking how the minutest 
circumstances of our lives are directed by 
the overruling providence of God.6 

No one possesses this unwavering trust in 
God’s sovereign purpose more than Jesus 
Christ in the Garden of Gethsemane. He 
didn’t turn away from God but directed his 
fears directly to him. Though he pleaded 
with his father to take away the cup of 
wrath that he was about to have poured 
out onto him on the cross, he nevertheless 
resigned himself in humble submission 
to God, saying “Not my will, but yours 
be done” (Luke 22:42). He could say this 
because he firmly believed what Samuel 
Rodigast’s hymn says so beautifully:

Whate’er my God ordains is right:
Here shall my stand be taken; 
Though sorrow, need, or death be mine,

5 AW Pink, The Sovereignty of God, Wilder Publications, 
Blacksburg, 2009, p. 10.

6 JW Bruce III & EJ Alexander, From Grief to Glory: 
Spiritual Journeys of Mourning Parents, Crossway 
Books, Wheaton, 2002, p. 123.
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We found that a 
firm conviction 
of God’s good 
providence gave 
us a sense of 
contentment and 
peace throughout 
our struggle.
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Yet I am not forsaken.
My Father’s care is round me there;
He holds me that I shall not fall:
And so to Him I leave it all.

Because of God’s faithfulness we are not 
forsaken by God. In fact, in Christ God 
has suffered with us and for us. This 
enables Samuel Rutherford, the Scottish 
pastor and theologian to say in a letter to 
a grieving mother:

I was indeed sorrowful when I left you, 
especially since you were in such heaviness 
after your daughter’s death; yet I am sure 
you know that the weightiest end of the 
cross of Christ that is laid upon you, lies 
on your strong Savior… Take courage. 
When you tire, he will bear both you and 
your burden (Ps 55:22). In a little while 
you shall see the salvation of God.7

As we look to the cross, we are reminded of 
the cross-shaped way God is at work in the 
world. That God is often most near when 
he seems most absent. That God reveals 
himself most fully in suffering. And that 
God disguises his victories in defeat. So we 
can say with Paul “When I am weak, then 
I am strong” (2 Cor 12:10), and we can take 
hold of Jesus’ promise: “Blessed are those 
who mourn, for they shall be comforted” 
(Matt 5:4). I remember Pip once saying to 
me jokingly, “There’s a thorn in my uterus 
and I’ve asked God to take it away three 
times.” And while God chose not to remove 
our thorn right away, we have certainly 
come to find God’s strength to be sufficient 
for us in our weakness.

A transformation occurred in our 
marriage as the truth of this cross-shaped 
reality sunk further into our hearts. One day 
Pip came home from a night course at Moore 
College challenged by 1 Thessalonians 5:18, 

7  Ibid., p. 92.

which says that we are to “give thanks in 
all circumstances; for this is God’s will for 
you in Christ Jesus”. She said, “I don’t 
think we have been thanking God for 
infertility. Why don’t we start thanking 
him for this gift and all 
God has done for us 
through it?” I was so 
encouraged—there was 
much to thank God for. 
For example, I 
remember we were 
asked by someone how 
infertility had impacted on our marriage. 
To my delight, Pip said she thought it had 
brought us closer together.

The Pilgrim’s Progress (1678) by John 
Bunyan is the tale of a man named 
Christian and his long spiritual journey 
to the Celestial City of God. At the end 
of the story, Christian and Hopeful come 
within view of the gates of heaven, but 
there is a deep river with no bridge. The 
two try to walk through the waters, but 
Christian begins to sink:

Christian: “The sorrows of death have 
compassed me about.” …

Hopeful: “These troubles and distresses 
that you go through in these waters are 
no sign that God hath forsaken you; but 
they are sent to try you whether you will 
call to mind that which heretofore you 
have received of His goodness recall that 
goodness, and live upon Him in your 
distresses... Be of good cheer; Jesus Christ 
maketh thee whole.” 

With that Christian break out with a 
loud voice, “Oh, I see Him again! And He 
tells me, “When thou passeth through the 
waters, I will be with thee; and through 
the rivers, they shall not overflow thee” 
(Isaiah 43:2).
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As we look to 
the cross, we 
are reminded 
that God reveals 
himself most fully 
in suffering.
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Then they both took courage, and the 
enemy was after that as still as a stone, 
until they were gone over.8

Lesson #2: God is our good and 
our portion
Tied to the question about God’s seeming 
absence in our distress is a question about 
the goodness of God. This is important 
because we will not submit to the 
providence of God, ascribing to him the 
glory he is due in such times, if we are not 
thoroughly convinced that—no matter 
what hardships may come our way—God is 
good; and as such, always intends our good.

It is easy to doubt God’s goodness 
when the very thing you desire most is 
withheld from you even though you pray 
most earnestly for it. Pip and I read a John 
Piper devotion on Psalm 84:11, which says 
“No good thing does [God] withhold from 
those who walk uprightly”. It was easy 
for us to think that children were a good 
thing that he had been withholding. But 

Piper went on to reflect 
on Psalm 73, which 
says “it is good to be 
near to God” (v. 28). 
What a great reminder 
this was that God had 
not withheld any good 
thing from us since he 
had drawn near to us 

through his Son. God is the source of life 
and joy and our salvation. Through taking 
away the gift of children for a time, he 
had given us a greater appreciation of his 
sufficiency. As such, our suffering shifted 
our gaze away from worldly things and 
fixed our hope upward to heaven where 
God dwells (Ps 27:13-14; Rom 8:18; Heb 

8 J Bunyan, The Pilgrim’s Progress (ed. Rosalie De Rosset), 
Moody Publishers, Chicago, 2007, pp. 209-211.

6:19; 1 Pet 1:3-5) knowing that “earth 
has no sorrow that heaven cannot heal”.9 
We learnt to pray with the Psalmist 
that, though he may choose to withhold 
children from us, “the Lord is my chosen 
portion and my cup” (Ps 16:5) and he has 
not withheld himself. With this in mind 
we may glorify God with our infertility, 
knowing that for those who trust in 
Christ, whatever God may take away, 
God—the source of all that is good—will 
never leave us or forsake us (Rom 8:31-39; 
Heb 13:5).

Lesson #3: Comfort others with 
the comfort we receive
In coming to trust that God is good, and 
is working all things for his glory and 
our good, we can then begin to think 
about how we might use our suffering 
as an opportunity to glorify God by 
encouraging others with what God has 
taught us through our infertility. Richard 
Baxter once said “Suffering so unbolts 
the door of the heart, that the Word 
hath easier entrance”.10 I have seen this 
in action as God has removed all worldly 
props and thrown us back on his Word 
and his promises. It has been from this 
humbled vantage point that Pip and I have 
been able to more easily view the vast 
mountains of God’s grace and provision 
for us in Jesus Christ. And it is from such 
a view that God has comforted us. Paul 
says “Blessed be the God and Father of our 
Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of mercies 
and God of all comfort, who comforts us 
in all our affliction, so that we may be able 
to comfort those who are in any affliction, 

9 ‘Come, Ye Disconsolate’ by Thomas Moore, found 
in Christian Reformed Church, The Psalter Hymnal 
Worship Edition, Faith Alive Christian Resources, Grand 
Rapids, 1987.

10 Quoted in DA Carson, How Long O Lord, Inter-varsity 
Press, Leicester, 1991, p. 107.

It is easy to doubt 
God’s goodness 
when the thing 
you desire most 
is withheld even 
though you pray 
for it.
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with the comfort with which we ourselves 
are comforted by God” (2 Cor 1:3-4). As 
God taught us these precious truths, we 
were excited to tell others. He also gave us 
compassion and empathy for others who 
struggle with infertility. This is one of 
the great blessings of the Christian family 
that God has saved us into. In many ways, 
the Christian community is a reservoir of 
God’s comfort to and through his people. 
The English Reformer Hugh Latimer knew 
this truth well:

Shortly before being martyred for his 
faith in 1555, he sent a farewell letter to 
fellow sufferers in which he wrote, “Set 
before you that though the weather is 
stormy and foul, yet you do not go alone; 
many others pass by the same path; their 
company might cause you to be the more 
courageous and cheerful.” 11

We hosted an infertility support night, 
and were very encouraged by a couple 
who had struggled even longer than we 
had. They had applied for adoption—and 
had been denied because they didn’t 
exhibit the usual desperation like most 
other adoption candidates. Such news 
would have been crushing, however the 
couple told us this with a smile as they 
reflected on how this rejection testified 
to the contentment they had in their 
relationship with Christ: a peace the 
world does not know or understand. 
They went on to say how such hardships 
refined their faith, a truth reflected 
in their plans to do mission work and 
the fact that they had sold their house 
in another country to pay for their 
theological studies. To see such rejoicing 
throughout trial, and such gospel 
priorities, was a real comfort to us as we 
considered the prospect of life without 

11 From Grief to Glory, p. 15.

children. We glorify God when we 
comfort others with the comfort we have 
received from God, that they might trust 
God’s word in the darkest moments of 
their struggle with infertility.

Lesson #4: Weeping must not 
hinder sowing
The fourth lesson we learnt was that 
we must not let our weeping prevent us 
glorifying God through the proclamation 
of his gospel. I remember that after one of 
our IVF transfers Pip organized a meal at 
a nice restaurant to celebrate what we had 
hoped would become our first child. We 
then received the news that the embryo 
didn’t take, and she had to ring the 
restaurant to cancel. What had promised 
so much left us with a deep sense of 
loss. I shared my sadness over this with 
one of my lecturers, and couldn’t help 
bursting into tears of utter sorrow. One 
of the temptations when our souls are 
downcast is to lose sight of our place in 
God’s purpose and neglect our greatest 
responsibility: loving our neighbours by 
proclaiming the gospel.

I remember hearing a Mother’s Day 
sermon a few years ago on a biblical 
theology of children and motherhood. 
It really helped bring our childlessness 
into perspective. The creation mandate 
in Genesis involved Adam and Eve 
multiplying through childbirth in order 
to fill the earth and subdue it (Gen 1:28), 
that all might be placed under God’s rule. 
In the Old Testament, children were 
evidence of God’s blessing, and barrenness 
was evidence of God’s curse (Deut 28:4; 
Ps 127:3-5; Hos 9:11-14). This was partially 
due to the fact that God’s covenant 
purposes were tied to the physical nation 
of Israel, so that as Israel multiplied God’s 
covenant purposes were evidenced and his 
renown went out to the nations. 
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However, in the New Testament, 
physical blessings no longer represent 
true blessedness. This is because Jesus 
became a curse for us on the cross, so that 
through faith in him we now become the 

true spiritual children 
of Abraham and inherit 
the blessing of Abraham 
promised to the nations 
(Gal 3:13-14; cf. Eph 
1:3). While children are 
still a physical blessing, 
they are no longer a sign 

of covenant blessing and inclusion; now 
those outside Christ are cursed, rather 
than the barren.

This is why the language of 
multiplying is transformed in the book 
of Acts to describe the gospel going out 
(Acts 6:7, 12:24); as people trust in the 
gospel they become the true offspring 
of Abraham. When we go out and make 
disciples of all nations (Matt 28), God’s 
creation mandate is fulfilled as people 
from throughout the world are placed 
under the headship of Christ (Ps 8; 1 Cor 
15:28; Heb 2:6-9).

This conviction has helped Pip and I 
see our childless state in light of God’s 
gospel purpose for us, which caused us to 
view our infertility as an opportunity for 
a greater amount of gospel proclamation 
than if we did have kids. Such an outlook 
also transforms the way we view having 
children. No longer is child-bearing 
a sign of covenant blessedness but an 
opportunity for gospel ministry, as we 
raise our children in the instruction of 
the Lord. Becoming thankful for our place 
in God’s mission should counter-act the 
silence so often associated with infertility, 
as we declare God’s salvation in Christ. 
As the Psalmist says “I will give thanks 
to the Lord with my whole heart; I will 
recount all of your wonderful deeds” 
(Ps 9:1). So whatever you do, please don’t 

let your struggle with infertility prevent 
you from taking part in God’s ultimate 
plan of glorifying himself through the 
proclamation of the gospel! As Matthew 
Henry once said, “weeping must not 
hinder sowing”.12

Lesson #5: The word is sufficient 
for ministering to those who 
suffer
The fifth lesson we learnt is that every 
Christian is equipped through God’s 
word to minister to those who struggle, 
that they might glorify God with their 
infertility. There is a tendency to become 
resistant to the encouragement and 
support of those who don’t struggle with 
infertility because we think to ourselves 
“They don’t understand what it’s like”. I 
remember reading an article by Marshall 
Segal, where he wrote:

Pain becomes proud because it believes 
no one else understands. No one feels 
what I feel. And so pain distances itself 
from anyone who might try and speak 
into its suffering. 13 

However, Segal rightly goes on to say that 
such an attitude succumbs to Satan’s ploy, 
that we build a wall that cuts ourselves 
off from God’s word ministered by 
others. Of course, others most often don’t 
know what it’s like to be in our shoes, 
just as we don’t know what it’s like to 
be in theirs. We can’t walk in everyone’s 
shoes, so we should stop playing the “you 
don’t know what it’s like” game, which 
is fueled by pride and circumstantial 
arrogance. Such a way of thinking is 
deeply unchristian, and is rooted in a 

12 Ibid., p. 77.
13 M Segal, ‘Pain: A secret garden of pride’, DesiringGod.

org, 19 August 2015 (accessed 25 June 2016): www.
desiringgod.org/articles/pain-a-secret-garden-of-pride

We can’t walk in 
everyone’s shoes, 
so we should stop 
playing the “you 
don’t know what 
it’s like” game.
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fundamental misunderstanding of God’s 
providence. The Holy Scriptures are 
breathed out by our Creator God, who is 
all-knowing, all-loving, and all-powerful, 
and who not only authored every moment 
of our lives—including our suffering—but 
who entered into this world and suffered 
in our place. His word can be trusted to 
minister to us in our pain. For this reason 
we can joyfully receive the encouragement 
of God’s word from others, as through his 
Word “the man of God may be complete, 
equipped for every good work” (2 Tim 
3:16-17). In this sense, God can minister 
to us through both the sympathetic 
Christian friend and the empathetic 
Christian friend alike. No matter what 
your situation is in life, be confident that 
as you speak the gospel to your grieving 
friend, God will “supply every need of 
[theirs] according to his riches in glory in 
Christ Jesus” (Phil 4:19).

The infertility club: The club no 
one wants to join, but that God 
uses to produce godly people for 
his glory
After six years of battling with infertility, 
and on our final IVF embryo, we are 
praising God that Pip has fallen pregnant! 
As we reflected on our time struggling 
with barrenness, Pip pointed something 
out that she had come to cherish: the 
infertility club is the club that no one 
wants to join, but is producing some of 
the most godly people in the world. The 
lessons they have learnt from the school 
of suffering, having humbly submitted 
themselves to God’s good hand of 

providence, have produced in those we’ve 
met a faith, refined by fire, that is more 
precious than gold (1 Pet 1:6-7).

At the beginning of this article I 
discussed a problem we witnessed in the 
church: the silence of those who struggle 
with infertility. Pip and I believe that 
as people come to see even infertility 
as a cross-shaped gift from their loving 
heavenly Father, they will view their 
lot as a refining work that leads them 
to break the silence, to start supporting 
others who struggle, 
and to proclaim the 
sufficiency of Christ. 
And as Christians come 
to see the sufficiency of 
the word of God, they will be given the 
confidence to minister the gospel of the 
suffering Messiah to those to whom he 
was sent to comfort and save, and all this 
to the glory of God. 

I will now close with a letter from a 
friend to a grieving Dr Robert Dabney, 
who had lost two sons in less than a 
month, that reminds us that as we hear 
and trust in the gospel, no matter how 
hard we are struggling, God will work in 
us what is pleasing to him:

No doubt affliction now seems to you 
a far more intense and real thing than 
it ever did before; the griefs of human 
life are far more awful and terrific to 
you now than they ever before seemed. 
But the power of grace is the master of 
them… I do hope and pray that God may 
give you grace to exercise a faith which 
will humble, comfort and cheer your 
inmost soul.14 

14 From Grief to Glory, p. 61.

His word can be 
trusted to minister 
to us in our pain.
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church, who is chatting and eating 
with a boy who is openly homosexual.

The banner being waved in each of the 
scenarios above is “Truth above unity!” 
And I sympathize deeply. I used to wave 
it too, and still have that same banner 
packed away in my ‘in case of emergency’ 
box of tools for the Christian life. The 
people who have the guts to wave this 
banner—both when necessary and when 
not—are often zealous, loyal, dedicated 
Christians who know the gospel divides 
even families (Luke 12:51-53, 14:26) and 
they are eager to demonstrate their 
allegiance to Christ by standing by him 
and forsaking all others.

But this reaction—or over-reaction—
to relativism can end up being equally 
unbiblical. Out of a desire to maintain 
doctrinal and moral purity, some 
Christians swing to another extreme. 
They’re giving up altogether on the 
priority of oneness, even in the body 
of Christ. ‘Unity’, in fact, has become a 
bad word, like ‘tolerance’ or even ‘love’, 
with far too many strings attached to the 
world. These Christians are certain that 
binding themselves to others will mean 
selling out on their principles in one way 
or another. Unity is bound to fail. Better 
to be right, alone. 

It seems to me that we who are most 
alarmed at the offenses of relativism are 
the most in danger of committing this 
equally offensive error against Christ’s 
headship and body. 

Worse yet, when we reject the concept 
of unity, we may be shooting ourselves 
in the foot, because in the Bible unity is 
the prized outcome of increasing holiness 
and purer truth. The Bible’s recipe for 
unity includes a hefty portion of holiness; 
likewise, the Spirit uses our commitment 
to Christ’s body to accomplish our 
sanctification. You can’t have one without 

the other. And yet, sadly, we feel forced to 
choose. 

But the Bible doesn’t call us to choose; 
it calls us to submit to Christ as his Spirit 
accomplishes both unity and holiness 
simultaneously in us. How is this going 
to work?

The marriage of truth and unity
True, the gospel divides believers from the 
world, however it’s not meant to divide 
believers from one another but rather to 
unite us. Without negating the command 
to “be holy”, the New Testament exhorts 
us frequently to renew and pursue unity 
with fellow believers (1 Cor 1:10; Eph 4:3; 
Col 3:14; Phil 2:2; 1 Pet 3:8).

This is no small task. By definition, 
holiness divides, setting apart the clean 
from the unclean. Unity, on the other 
hand, adds and even multiplies. How are 
we to accomplish both at once?

Here’s the key: the unity built by the 
gospel is holy because it is constructed 
from parts made holy through Christ. 
God has separated each of us out from the 
world to put us together with one another 
in Christ. We’re set apart for unity in him 
so that he will be “over all and through all 
and in all” (Eph 4:6). 

The centrality and priority of Christ 
is why God is incredibly protective about 
this project. Says Paul:

I appeal to you, brothers, by the name 
of our Lord Jesus Christ, that all of you 
agree, and that there be no divisions 
among you, but that you be united in the 
same mind and the same judgement... 
Is Christ divided?... Do you not know 
that you are God’s temple and that God’s 
Spirit dwells in you? If anyone destroys 
God’s temple, God will destroy him. For 
God’s temple is holy, and you are that 
temple. (1 Cor 1:10, 13; 3:16-17)

T H E  H O L I N E S S  T H A T  L E A D S  T O  U N I T Y
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Nevertheless, there’s a reason the call 
to unity makes sincere Bible-believing 
Christians nervous: it sounds like the 
familiar yet nebulous, faith-wrecking 
gospel of compromise. “Look what we can 
do if we just put aside our differences and 
work together!” (Applause.) 

But that is not the unity of the Bible, 
it’s the unity of Babel. Although it’s true 
that when people put their heads together 
they can achieve all sorts of incredible 
things (Gen 11:6), that’s not necessarily 
great, because the things they achieve 
never, ever lead to holiness, righteousness, 
and new creation. Unity that results from 
the combined wisdom of man, apart from 
the gospel, produces only chaos. 

Contrary to relativism’s lie and the 
legitimate Christian paranoia it produces, 
holiness is unity’s best friend. In fact, 
commands given to believers in the 
New Testament go way beyond simply 
telling us to woodenly do the right thing 
“because God said so”. Those of us who 
aren’t willing to sell out on truth need 
to avoid swinging all the way over into 
the idolatry of truth-for-truth’s sake. We 
need to stay centered on Christ, because 
completely aside from i-dotting and 
t-crossing, truth and obedience have their 
own pragmatic function in God’s agenda: 
to restore all things to working order in 
and by and through his Son. 

Before we get too pious about our 
own personal holiness, we need to stop 
to remember where it comes from… and 
where it is going.

How Christ’s holiness became 
cosmic unity
Holiness is more than a discipline, more 
than the ‘gratitude’ with which we 
respond to God for his grace. Our personal 
obedience is part of God’s mega-plan to 
bring all things together under one head. 

In that plan, we are the chief beneficiaries 
of the blessing of his obedience. Obedience 
is not our gift to God, but his gift to us, 
and the burden of that gift—the way it got 
from God to us—rested on the shoulders 
of Jesus. 

He was God before it all, and as God 
he was always over it all. But as God, he 
was also separate from 
it all. He was holy, and 
his holiness divided him 
necessarily from sinners, 
from decay, from 
death. God’s dividing, 
isolating holiness is 
pictured throughout 
the Bible: in the flashing swords of the 
cherubim which prevent mankind from 
obtaining eternal life; in the curtain of 
the tabernacle which guards the presence 
of God from sinful man; in the inevitable 
instant death of anyone who would stand 
in his presence.

The incarnation was a radical and 
unprecedented initiative of unity on God’s 
part. He became like us in order to be 
“God with us”. But this was accomplished 
not through a compromising of his holiness 
and word, but through a fulfilment of it:

For God has done what the law, 
weakened by the flesh, could not do. By 
sending his own Son in the likeness of 
sinful flesh and for sin, he condemned sin 
in the flesh, in order that the righteous 
requirement of the law might be fulfilled 
in us… (Rom 8:3-4)

The thrust of what follows in this 
passage is that our holiness goes way 
beyond mere legal status. We’re not just 
counted righteous: we’re actually being 
made righteous (Rom 8:5-8). We’ve had, 
in essence, a head transplant, and we’re 
beginning to live and move and act and 
speak in ways that show it. As a matter 
of fact, the entire purpose of everything 

Contrary to 
relativism’s lie 
and the legitimate 
Christian paranoia it 
produces, holiness is 
unity’s best friend.
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from our election to our calling to our 
justification and all the way to what’s yet to 
come—all of it has one unified purpose in 
God’s mind: to fill the world with his Son:

And we know that for those who love 
God all things work together for good, 
for those who are called according to his 
purpose. For those whom he foreknew he 
also predestined to be conformed to the 
image of his Son, in order that he might 
be the firstborn among many brothers. 
And those whom he predestined he also 
called, and those whom he called he also 
justified, and those whom he justified he 
also glorified. (Rom 8:28-30)

What this means is that God is making 
us into his sons in the image of his one 
and only Son—the holy one. If we find 
ourselves engaged in acts of holiness or 
loving the truth, it is not because we are 
holy or true, it’s because Jesus is; by faith 
we’re grafted to him—to his head—and his 
spiritual blood has begun to run through 
our veins. We do what he does because, 
by his merciful, condescending grace, we 
are part of him. Our holiness, both legal 
and actual, stems from his initiating act 

of holiness and unity. 
He is the vine; we are 
the branches.

The prophets 
saw the reign of the 
Messiah as producing 
extensive, cosmic unity 

and holiness—a universe set apart for 
one purpose: to love and obey God. They 
saw it in the rejoicing of the land, freed 
from the effects of God’s wrath on sin 
(Joel 1:10-12, 2:21-29). They saw it in the 
animals, with lambs and babies having 
no reason to fear wolves and snakes 
(Isa 11:6-9). They saw it in the peaceful, 
productive mingling of nations in the 
city of God (Mic 4:1-2, 7:11-12; Jer 4:1-2; 

Zech 8:20-23). They saw it in the way 
people loved, trusted, and enjoyed one 
another (Isa 65:18-23; Zech 8:4-5). They 
saw it in the pervasive, penetrating power 
of God’s law, like oceans upon the earth 
and light across the heavens, spreading 
the knowledge of God to every corner (Isa 
11:10, 60:1-4). 

Clearly we’re not there yet. But our 
Messiah’s kingdom is here, and the rays 
of his holiness have already begun to fill 
the earth, making all things new. Starting 
with us.

That’s why in Romans 8, Paul casts 
an immeasurably long tether-line from 
our own grueling present-day process 
of sanctification (8:12-15, 26) all the 
way forward to our miraculous bodily 
resurrection (8:10-11), which he then 
connects to the resurrection of the earth 
(8:22-23). It’s all one thing, held together 
by God in Christ through the ministry of 
his Spirit. One.

The resurrection that proved Christ’s 
sonship according to the Spirit of holiness 
will also prove ours according to the 
obedience of faith (Rom 1:4-5). This 
sonship means wholeness and rightness for 
the whole cosmos, which was promised 
to the son of God who would represent 
humanity before God (Ps 2:7-8; Heb 2:5-11).

For Jesus, holiness is personal. For 
us, it is obtained only through abiding 
in him: through unity. We are sons, we 
are holy, because we are in him and he 
is the one and only holy Son. For us, 
holiness is not personal: it is in every 
possible way a corporate undertaking. 
Jesus made this clear: 

Already you are clean because of the 
word that I have spoken to you. Abide in 
me, and I in you. As the branch cannot 
bear fruit by itself, unless it abides in the 
vine, neither can you, unless you abide in 
me. I am the vine; you are the branches. 

For us, holiness is 
not personal: it is 
in every possible 
way a corporate 
undertaking.
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Whoever abides in me and I in him, he it 
is that bears much fruit, for apart from 
me you can do nothing. (John 15:3-5)

For us, holiness is always a work of unity. 
There is always our head, and there is 
always the body that abides in him.

Holiness means being set apart 
together, and, like all things God has 
made holy, we are set apart for a purpose. 
That purpose is to join with all creation 
together under one head. Our unity is his 
inheritance, his reward, his vindication 
against the wisdom of his enemies in the 
spiritual realm. 

We ought not to think he is gratified 
when we so readily amputate each other.

How personal holiness becomes 
corporate unity
If I can see the work of God in my own 
life—how he has brought me from this 
or that sin into holiness, how he has 
instructed me through his word and is 
constantly renewing my mind by it—then 
surely I can assume he is doing the same 
thing in every other member of his body. 
The problem (or so it seems) is that he 
isn’t doing the same thing to each one 
of us at the same time. He may be doing 
chemo on my lack of patience today, 
meanwhile his knife hovers over your 
sin of laziness. Even as I’m grieved and 
broken over my sin, fully aware of the 
excruciating, violent, division he must 
perform in order to root it out, I may 
wonder piously how you can go on in 
yours. (Astonishingly, we are able to look 
down our noses at one another even when 
we’re at rock bottom. What’s your problem?)

But here’s where the wisdom of God 
comes in. In his hands, holiness and unity 
are used together for one purpose, like 
a fork and knife. Your laziness problem 
provides the perfect workout for my 

patience problem. Meanwhile, my lack of 
patience works in you as we remain yoked 
to one another in love—for the love of 
Christ, who is our yoke. Holiness deepens 
and Christ’s headship is exalted. The 
principalities in the spiritual realms ooh and 
ahh as sin—the very thing that separated us 
from God and each other—is used by God 
to increase the power of his Son’s rule and 
the potency of his holiness in us. 

But the second I remove the yoke from 
my neck—thinking, what an unmotivated 
slob, I’m never going to get anywhere in my 
faith if I stay connected to this lazy good-for-
nothing—I’ve just yanked what might have 
been God’s best tool for my own good 
right out of his hand.

The New Testament abounds with this 
teaching. In his first letter, John weaves 
love for brother and obedience to God 
together like a möbius strip; no matter 
how impossible it seems, they’re always 
on the same side (1 John 1:6-7, 2:4-11, 3:8-
12, 4:7-21, 5:1-5, 16-18). 

James’ insight on the matter is so well 
put it’s worth memorizing:

Who is wise and understanding among 
you? By his good conduct let him show 
his works in the meekness of wisdom. 
But if you have bitter jealousy and selfish 
ambition in your hearts, do not boast 
and be false to the truth. This is not the 
wisdom that comes down from above, 
but is earthly, unspiritual, demonic. 
For where jealousy and selfish ambition 
exist, there will be disorder and every 
vile practice. But the wisdom from above 
is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, open 
to reason, full of mercy and good fruits, 
impartial and sincere. And a harvest of 
righteousness is sown in peace by those 
who make peace. (Jas 3:13-18)

In 1 Corinthians, Paul comes in with guns 
blazing against anyone who would divide 
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the church (1 Cor 1:10, 13), especially 
those who would do so for the love of 
being right (1 Cor 8:1)—what James calls 
“selfish ambition”. Without love, our 
piety, gifts, and wisdom are worthless to 
God (1 Cor 13:1-3). We’re his temple, his 
body, his lump of dough (1 Cor 3:16-17, 
5:6-8, 12:12-13ff). (What, I ask, could be 

more inseparable than 
a lump of dough?)

Paul tells us in 
Ephesians that God 
“put all things under 
his feet and gave him 
as head over all things 
to the church, which is 
his body, the fullness 

of him who fills all in all” (Eph 1:22-23). 
The unity of Jews and Gentiles—divided 
beyond hope by the law—is evidence of 
the manifold wisdom of God (Eph 2:14-22, 
3:8-10), and we are to eagerly maintain it 
because that unity is consistent with the 
purpose for which we have been called 
(Eph 4:1-3), namely, for all things to be 
one in Christ (Eph 4:4-6). The gospel is 
in the business of restoring us to “true 
righteousness and holiness” (Eph 4:24)—
which means, practically speaking, that 
God is equipping the church 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).

This health and life is the end purpose 
for all we are commanded to obey, no 
matter our differences in age, gender, 
status, position, or gifts (Eph 5:1-6:9). We 
submit to one another “out of reverence 
for Christ” who is our head and from 
whom all holiness flows (Eph 5:21). We 
carefully remember that our battle is not 
with each another (Eph 6:10-20).

The New Testament never pits 
holiness against unity. Yes, there are 
times to separate out from those who call 
themselves Christians but show no vital 
connection to the head (1 Cor 5:9-13). But 
even then, the hope is that such drastic 
measures will lead to repentance and 
an increase in holiness for the member 
who has been removed, and, in the long 
run, greater unity in the body (1 Cor 5:5). 
Likewise, those who spread false teaching 
in the church should be asked to leave 
(1 Tim 1:6-7). But even then, there is the 
possibility that such discipline will be used 
in their lives as instructive, producing 
further holiness and unity (1 Tim 1:19-20). 

We’d be fools to expect this work to be 
easy or quick. Still, bringing together all 
things under Christ is God’s project, and 
it will succeed. There are a few principles 
we can follow to help us avoid cynicism 
and despair, or to give up on either 
holiness or unity.

Continually grow under the headship 
and within the body of Christ
Because Christ is our head and source for 
holiness, pursuing holiness in him will 
necessarily land us in the company of 
other sinners. This is not an unfortunate 
oversight on God’s part; it’s an aspect of 
his wisdom and key evidence that the 
gospel works.

In order for this to work, Christ must 
remain central, his word our authority 
and priority, and his position as head 
over all things our chief ambition. 
Personal holiness counts for nothing if the 
person whose holiness we are counting 
is someone other than Christ. His 
holiness surpasses obedience. His holiness 
results in the wholeness of all things, 
his righteousness in the rightness of all 
things. On our own, obedience is merely 
piety and religion; in Christ, holiness 
makes all things new.

Paul comes in with 
guns blazing against 
anyone who would 
divide the church, 
especially those who 
do so for the love of 
being right.
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Don’t settle for the unity of Babel
The church has rightly recognized that its 
backstabbing and in-fighting have resulted 
in bad publicity to the world. However, 
in an attempt to make this right, too 
many churches abandon doctrine and 
holiness because, they assume, these are 
the culprits that get peoples’ blood boiling 
and cause all kinds of trouble. They put 
an unspoken ban on discussions that 
venture deeper than a centimeter and 
foster ‘community’ through friendly social 
events rather than potentially divisive 
Bible studies.

This is unity, but it is Babel unity. It 
accomplishes nothing of new-creation 
substance. If you want to build Bible 
unity, build with the uncut stones of 
holiness and truth among the people who 
hold fast to the gospel and headship of 
Christ (1 Pet 1:14-2:11). 

Reject the “don’t judge me, don’t 
change me” fallacy
Whereas Babel-unity increases pride 
and makes everyone feel good about 
themselves, Bible-unity increases humility 
and makes everyone feel good about 
Christ. To pursue biblical unity is a 
vulnerable, pride-swallowing endeavor.

We can preserve our unity if we 
are careful to imitate the bedside 
manner of our Lord and of his Spirit. 
God’s sanctifying work is restorative, 
compassionate, gentle, and affirming. 
His discipline reminds us that we are his 
children (Heb 12:5-10); likewise, when we 
rebuke and admonish one another it ought 
to be a reminder to us that we are siblings 
(Gal 6:1). We strive to become like one 
another in our mutual likeness to Christ, 
not by shoving aside our differences but 
by placing them all under the scrutiny 
of God’s word with the help of his Spirit 
and the gifts of his body. If we’re all 
striving for the same thing—to become 

like Christ—we can trust each other, and 
in humility we can submit our differences 
and faults to one another for his sake. We 
can be open to rebuke, knowing we have 
one another’s best interest at heart, and 
we can humbly repent without a sense of 
defeat because we know that repentance is 
the first step to Christ-likeness.

Converse with others who are building 
unity on a biblical foundation
As you consider joining yourself to 
other believers in church membership, 
ministry, or fellowship (in person or 
online), evaluate whether or not this is a 
group that’s set up for success. The more 
clearly defined a group’s articulation and 
commitment to doctrine, ethics, and 
purpose, the more easily you’ll be able 
to navigate potential conflicts that arise. 
Better a clear definition that narrows the 
scope than a vague definition that leaves 
room for anything and everything. Keen 
self-awareness makes for more productive 
conversations.

When perfect strangers begin 
dialoguing online or in conferences on 
important issues of faith, the etiquette of 
gospel unity becomes even more critical. 
Blogs, discussion groups, 
conferences… all of 
these are profitable for 
increasing our doctrinal 
and ethical purity, 
but the fruit of purity 
is oneness in Christ 
(Eph 4:14-16). Demonstrate to others that 
you’re in the conversation because you 
love Christ, not because you love being 
right. Accept critiquing or disagreement 
with class and good manners, and give 
criticism in the spirit of peace.

Sow a harvest of righteousness in peace
When we find opportunities to extend 
true Christian fellowship beyond our 

If we’re all striving 
for the same thing—
to become like 
Christ—we can trust 
each other.
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home turf, between churches and 
ministries, we ought to do so in an 
affirmation of God’s agenda to bring all 
things under Christ. Granted, the greatest 
degree of unity will be achieved with the 
people God has put us in closest proximity 
to in our local church fellowships, and 
among like-minded friends where the 
finer points of our faith can be hammered 
out in more meticulous detail. But as 
ambassadors of reconciliation, we ought 
not to regard anyone according to the 
flesh. Instead, on the basis of the gospel of 
peace, we cultivate peace (2 Cor 5:16-20). 

James’ advice is especially helpful 
here (Jas 3:13-18). Even while remaining 
firm in our convictions, we can be 
gentle, merciful, and open to reason. 
We can keep our pride in check and 
love others sincerely, even as we are 
openly disagreeing with them. As Peter 
exhorts, we can show brotherly love, 
a tender heart, and a humble mind; 
we can bless those who revile us even 

while defending the truth gently and 
respectfully (1 Pet 3:8-17). These are all 
gestures of peace, and though peace isn’t 
necessarily full-blown unity, it’s a step 
in that direction. Peace is the soil in 
which a harvest of righteousness is sown 
(Jas 3:18).

To pursue holiness under Christ we 
have to understand the empowering cause 
and the glorious effect of holiness, which 
are new creation. Christ is “making all 
things new” because the right and power 
to do so is his reward for his obedience. As 
Son of God and Son of Man, he will have 
all things in heaven and on earth brought 
together as one under his headship (Ps 
2:7-8, 22:27-28; Dan 7:13-14; Heb 1:8-13; 
Rev 21:5-7). One day even the universe 
itself will be set apart completely for his 
glory. Our obedience now, worked out in 
the context of Christ’s body by the power 
of the gospel, is his first work of that 
new creation. 
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“  Do you long for a 
legitimate place in 
our society? Long 
instead, like an exile 
or refugee, for the 
better country, the 
heavenly city that is 
ours in Christ. ” 
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