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North Star Theological 
Vision: Prolegomena 

F or thousands of years, a fixed point in the night sky guided 
travelers on their journey: the North Star. While other stars 
appear to shift with the passing of time, the North Star remains 

anchored in the same position. This celestial gift showed people both 
where they were and where they needed to go. We are seeking to create a 
theological North Star, a fixed point, which allows us to safely explore all 
it means to be the people of God.

We need this because most church leaders (not to mention mem-
bers) are confused. There are buzz words and best practices, but increas-
ingly few have clarity in regards to what God is doing, who we are, and 
where should we go. When hundreds of different, often contradictory, 
definitions for the basic elements of our faith abound there is a crisis of 
confusion. Failing to give clear definition and explanation to the terms 
and concepts we are using leaves not only God’s leaders but also God’s 
people in a perpetual state of uncertainty. This internal confusion in 
turn leads to vague communication. This vagueness leads to massive 
insecurities and divisiveness, leaving us floating adrift, only one gen-
eration away from ignorance and indifference. Into the confusion, we 
are seeking to bring clarity. Into the hype permeating our churches, we 
are seeking to bring sobriety rooted in the fundamentals of our faith. 
Where division and factions mark we are seeking unity through holistic 
Christianity. We are repenting of our pursuit for silver bullet solutions 
in the pages of best sellers and on the stages of conferences by grounding 
ourselves in the local church. We are putting off our pride that refuses 
to change by putting on Christ’s humility and acknowledging we must 
always be reforming. The North Star framework is our attempt at doing 
just that.

North Star as a Map, Light, & Lens

Confession alone is insufficient for healthy churches. Our affirma-
tions must also move us to action. We are in constant danger of the gap 
between what we believe and how we live becoming an ever widening 
canyon. Tim Keller argues that theological confession is our hardware 
and strategy is software. What we need is a “middleware” vision to bring 
the theological confession to bear on our methodology.

 One cannot be a Christian without a theological vision. Even the 
most seeker sensitive churches have goals and mission statements. 
The issue is we lack a grounding  reference point. We flock to the latest 
celebrity pastor because we have no center from which all of our efforts 



7

flow. “Our vision doesn’t seem to be working so well,” we think. “Let’s 
try his this year…Are we radical? Should we not waste our life? Maybe 
we need to be more purpose driven. That was exhausting, so let’s focus 
on the family now.” It is into this confusion that we propose the North 
Star Theological Vision. Our hope is that the North Star will serve you 
as a map, light, and lens. Maps outline borders so explorers know how to 
travel in safety. Lights shine into the darkness to expose hidden dangers. 
A lens brings blurry images into focus so we can see them with clarity. 
These tools clarify the world around us, yet it is still up to us to make 
connections. The North Star may remind us that we are worshipers 
becoming like Jesus at work, but it is up to us to make those distinct con-
nections in our own context. North Star is not church in a box nor is it 
the floor plan of the house everyone should live in. It is a map that shows 
us the core realities of who and why we are; it is a light that shows us the 
dangers of over reaction; it is a lens that helps us see God’s plan for our 
lives and churches with clarity.

As a map, North Star keeps us from the danger of reductionism by 
showing us the holistic landscape of life with God. It allows us to be both 
radical and regular. It frees us to proclaim the cross while resting in 
grace. As a light, it shows us that our penchant for God’s kingdom might 
lead us down the road of social activism. As a lens, it stirs our imagina-
tion with visions of attaining the full measure of Christian maturity. We 
don’t pick a mission or theological vision; instead we receive one from 
God. North Star is our best effort at organizing what we have received 
from God in a concise, helpful framework.

How it works

There are five fundamental categories of the North Star framework: 
Whole Vision, Whole Gospel, Whole Church, Whole World, and Whole 
Person. Various sub-points undergird each aspect of the framework. If 
the North Star is a map of God’s good country, look at each aspect as an 
individual state and the sub-points as the major highway of each state. 
You do not have God’s country in mind if you do not have each state pres-
ent. In the same way, you will not be able to navigate those states without 
reliable roads. We have left off the country roads like State Highway 
Speakingintongues and County Road Raptureiscoming because, while 
important, many of the roads in God’s country are not main roads. The 
lines we have drawn are the fundamental paths God has given to us. They 
are non-negotiable and interdependent. In other words, each aspect and 
sub-point is necessary for and connected to all the others. In order to 
accomplish his whole vision, God provided us with a whole gospel. The 
whole gospel gives birth to a new people, the whole church. The whole 
church is sent to live as whole people inside the whole world. The as-
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pects and sub points outline where we are, where God is sending us, and 
how the route we will take to get there. The invitation for each christian, 
pastor, and church is deciphering the unique contours that route will 
take in our specific contexts.

In the pages that follow, we seek to explain each aspect and sub point 
and show you how it relates to the others. We encourage you to flesh this 
out in practical ways with your pastors, staff, and families back home. So 
light a fire, grab a pipe, sit back, and see what God is inviting you to.
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Vision and Clarity Questions:

1. What is God’s universal vision for his church?
2. How we will live out this vision? (what is God’s mission?)
3. What is the gospel?
4. Who is the church?
5. How do we release people into the world?
6. How do we experience change? 

1. What is God’s universal vision for his church?

Vision is a picture of what could be, combined with the conviction that it must be. 

Glory

God’s Fame

Growth

Our Formation

Great Commission

Ends of the Earth

Glory God’s glory is his infinite worth made public through men and 
women conformed to his image. 

Growth

The Christian life is centered around Jesus, through the power 
of the Holy Spirit, recreates us into whole people. This is not a 
one time event, but rather a life-long process of growth being 
conformed to Christ likeness. 

Great Commission
We fulfill the Great Commission by serving as ambassadors who 
are sent with the authority of Jesus, expecting to be changed, and 
sustained by the power of the Holy Spirit. 

Who is responsible for this vision? 

This vision is the responsibility of the Triune God, the local Church, and the individual Christian.

“Therefore, having this ministry by the mercy of God, we do not lose heart . 2 But we have 
renounced disgraceful, underhanded ways . We refuse to practice cunning or to tamper 
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with God’s word, but by the open statement of the truth we would commend ourselves to 
everyone’s conscience in the sight of God . 3 And even if our gospel is veiled, it is veiled to 
those who are perishing . 4 In their case the god of this world has blinded the minds of the 
unbelievers, to keep them from seeing the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ, who 
is the image of God . 5 For what we proclaim is not ourselves, but Jesus Christ as Lord, 
with ourselves as your servants for Jesus’ sake . 6 For God, who said, “Let light shine out 
of darkness,” has shone in our hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God 
in the face of Jesus Christ… So we do not lose heart . Though our outer self is wasting 
away, our inner self is being renewed day by day . 17 For this light momentary affliction 
is preparing for us an eternal weight of glory beyond all comparison, 18 as we look not 
to the things that are seen but to the things that are unseen . For the things that are seen 
are transient, but the things that are unseen are eternal .” - 2 Corinthians 4:1-6, 16-18

2. How will we live out this vision?

What is God’s mission? 

The local church exists to reach people with God’s gospel, build them as his church, and release his 
church into the world.

Mission Vision Link

Gospel Reach people with his Gospel Glorify God by preaching his gospel 

Church Build his Church Pursue our Growth by building up his 
church 

World Release his church into the 
World Answering the Great Commission 
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3. What is the gospel?

What is the message of our mission? 

There is one gospel, but it has three vital aspects. The gospel both forms and fuels the church.

Kingdom

Life with God under the rule of God

Cross

Life & Work of Jesus

Grace

God’s acceptance of us given freely 
at Christ’s expense

Kingdom The gospel of God’s Kingdom announces that life with God has come near 
to us and is once again available to all who put their faith in Jesus.

Cross The gospel of God’s cross announces that, through the life, death, and 
resurrection of Jesus, we have been made right with God. 

Grace
The gospel of God’s grace announces that God accepts us and shares his 
life with us. We have not earned or deserved it. God gives it to us freely at 
Christ’s expense. 

“Paul, a servant of Christ Jesus, called to be an apostle, set apart for the gospel of 
God, 2 which he promised beforehand through his prophets in the holy Scriptures, 
3 concerning his Son, who was descended from David according to the flesh 4 and 
was declared to be the Son of God in power according to the Spirit of holiness by 
his resurrection from the dead, Jesus Christ our Lord, 5 through whom we have 
received grace and apostleship to bring about the obedience of faith for the sake of 
his name among all the nations,… 16 For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is 
the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes…” - Romans 1:1-5, 16a
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4. Who is the church? 

What do we do as the church?

We are the church and we have five identities. It’s vital that we begin with who is the church before 
we discuss what the church does. Because what we do flows from who we are. The secondary 
and necessary question is what we do.

Worshipers

Worshiping

Disciples

Word & Prayer

Witnesses

Witnessing

Servants

Serving

Family

Covenant Community

Identity Practice Measures Outcomes

Worshipers Worshiping Sunday Gathering Attendance

Disciples Word and Prayer Daily Word & Prayer

Family Covenant Community Community Group & Church 
Membership

Servants Serving Sharing Gifts & Finances 

Witnesses Witnessing Evangelism, Inviting, 
Conversions
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5. How do we release people into the world?

Where does are mission begin and end? 

Our world has five dimensions of where change occurs.

Location

VocationMultiplication

Recreation Restoration

Where we Live

Where we WorkWhere we Multiply

Where we Rest Where there is
Brokenness

Dimension Activity Description 

Location Where we Live Home, Neighborhoods, 
Local Campuses 

Vocation Where we Work Work, Career, Finances, 
Global & Local Context

Restoration Where there is Brokenness Need, Injustice, Brokenness

Recreation Where we Rest Play, Rest, Leisure, 
Creativity

Multiplication Where we Multiply Expansion, Growth, 
Stewardship

* Appendix A will merge this chart with primary measures of the church’s identities
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6. How do we experience change as people?

Change comes through the conduit of the head (knowledge), the heart (being), and the hands (do-
ing). Yet, we must think of ourselves as whole people in a confluence of:

Head

Knowledge

Heart

Be

Hands

Do

Whole Change

Time

PlaceSocial System

Story Body

We are in time

We dwell in a placeOur community has 
a story

We have a story We have a body (gender)

Whole Person
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Structuring for Theological Vision
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North Star Theological Vision Definitions

VISION
Glory  God’s glory is his infinite worth made public through men and women conformed to his 

image.
Growth  The Christian life is centered around Jesus, through the power of the Holy Spirit, recre-

ates us into whole people. This is not a one time event, but rather a life-long process of 
growth being conformed to Christ likeness.

Great Commission  We fulfill the Great Commission by serving as ambassadors who are sent with the au-
thority of Jesus, expecting to be changed, and sustained by the power of the Holy Spirit.

GOSPEL 
Kingdom  The gospel of God’s kingdom announces that life with God has come near to us and is 

once again available to all who put their faith in Jesus.
Cross  The gospel of God’s cross announces that, through the life, death and resurrection of 

Jesus, we have been made right with God.
Grace The gospel of God’s grace announces that God accepts us and shares his life with us 

not because we have earned of deserved it but because he gives it to us freely at Christ’ 
expense.

CHURCH 
Worshiper  A worshiper lives to glorify God the Father by the power of the Spirit through the work 

of the Son. 
Disciple  A disciple is someone who desires to be near Jesus to become like Jesus.
Family  Family is all about being children of God through faith in Jesus Christ and then incon-

sequence, brothers and sisters united by the Holy Spirit with other believers.
Servant  A servant has been created, saved, and called to serve, and their service is all about the 

gospel.
Witness A witness of God is sent by God to proclaim the gospel. 

WORLD 
Location  Where we live
Vocation  Where we work
Recreation  Where we rest, play, and enjoy
Restoration  Where there is brokenness 
Multiplication  Where we reproduce 

PERSON 
Time  We live in a certain time
Place  We live in a particular place
Body  We are embodied (and engendered)
Story  We have a story
Social System  Our community has a story





North Star
Theological Vision
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North Star Theological 
Vision: Whole Vision

T here are two necessary components to every journey: a start 
point and a destination. The first component can be determined 
easily enough—bend your head forward, stare at your feet, and 

there you have your starting point. The destination, clever girl that she 
is, remains much more elusive. If you drive down main street of Small-
Town USA, you’ll see the destination has remained slippery for most 
churches. You need only to look at the sign out front to see how confused 
most of us are. On your right is the First Presbyterian Church featuring 
Dr. William LaRue (his name is on the sign). They have Sunday Doctrine 
Class, Sunday Worship, Children’s Worship, and Wednesday Prayer. The 
building is a beautiful, mid-century brick structure with a single tower 
rising directly over the main entrance.

Across the street is the Free Will Independent Baptist Church. Rev. 
Billy Wilson oversees this flock meeting in a classically white old school 
house. Bishop Apostle Jon Drake leads the Apostolic Temple of Prophet-
ic Praise and World Transformation Worship Center down the street. 
Our Lady of Perpetually Sorrowful Virginity of Guadalajara gathers 
in a historic gothic building across from the courthouse. You see signs 
for Relevant Community (with BEAUTY, TRUTH, FAMILY writ-large 
across the bottom) outside the local elementary school and along the 
way there you saw another dozen First United this or thats from a pleth-
ora of denominations. Stepping inside each of these congregations likely 
leads to only greater confusion. One Sunday you hear all about caring 
for the poor and another you hear about prophetic healing. One Church 
is preparing for an Evangelism ExplosionTM while another is planning 
their next Emmaus Walk. Some talk about Jesus the social justice leader. 
Some talk about Jesus the righteous Judge. Some talk about Jesus the 
understanding, welcoming, affirming friend you’ve always wanted. Each 
church is using the same book to guide their congregations, yet each 
looks remarkably different. 

With so much diversity in one small town, what are we to make of 
God’s intentions for his people, his church, and his world? Does God 
have the same destination in mind for every person, every church, and 
every aspect of his world? Our individual churches all seem to have 
different destinations in mind. Does that mean, though, that the same 
is true of God? What we are fundamentally addressing is God’s vision 
for his creation. Scripture tells us “where there is no vision, the people 
perish” (Prov. 29:18). That is to say, when we don’t know where we’re 
going, we’ll never get there. Every vision requires both a destination and 
a commitment to get there. Vision is a picture of what could be that is fu-
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eled by the conviction that it must be.1 If God has a universal destination 
in mind for his church, what is it?

God’s vision begins with God. God is the only being in the Universe, 
though, that actually must be chiefly about himself. Because God is 
greater, more beautiful, more powerful, than anything that exists, he 
alone is the only legitimate destination. We do not create a vision and 
dictate it to the Almighty. He has a goal in mind, we are invited to receive 
it from him. God’s Word tells us that, “the heavens declare the glory 
of God” (Ps. 19:1), the “heavenly beings ascribe to the Lord glory and 
strength” (Ps 29:1), men and women were “created for [God’s] glory” 
(Isa. 43:7), and they are designed to “declare his glory among the na-
tions” (1 Chron. 16:24). Because he is greater than all that is, “the earth 
will be filled with the knowledge of the glory of the Lord as the waters 
cover the sea” (Hab. 2:14). God’s vision begins with God himself and that 
means his vision begins with his own glory. 

Glory can be a difficult term to pin down. It is something physical 
in the sense that it can be seen and experienced (see Moses’ encoun-
ter with God’s glory in Ex. 33:18-19). Yet it is also transformative (see 
Moses’ shining face after experiencing God’s glory in Ex. 34:34-35). The 
glory of God is his unmatched greatness and, in creation, he takes that 
infinite value and goes public with it. In human terms, when we experi-
ence something of great value, when we are attracted to it, and when we 
are changed by experiencing it, we call that something beautiful. The 
destination of all creation is to behold, experience, and be perpetually 
transformed by God’s glory, his beauty.

Our first parents, and each one of us since, took this goodness for 
granted. They had never known anything else and likely never consid-
ered the tragic impact exchanging the glory of the Creator for the glory 
of creation would have. As the glory of God faded from our eyes, our own 
beauty diminished. Triumphant nakedness was traded for shameful hid-
ing. Communion was traded for exile. Beauty was traded for ashes. Yet 
there remained a promise for “all who mourn in Israel,” that God would 
give them “a crown of beauty for ashes” (Isa. 61:3). Our brokenness, in 
experiencing God’s glory anew, would be transformed into wholeness. As 
we grow in this transformation process, the power, beauty, and glory of 
God shines forth. Because God’s vision is all about his glory, his vision is 
necessarily also about our growth. 

Jesus came, lived, suffered, died, and was raised to show us our 

1 Adapted from Andy Stanley’s definition which states “vision is a clear mental picture 
of what could be, fueled by the conviction that it should be.” Visioneering: God’s 
Blueprint for Developing and Maintaing Personal Vision (Sisters, OR: Multnomah, 
1999), 18.

Vision and Glory

Vision and Growth
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destination. He saw where our feet were firmly planted, came to us, put 
us on his shoulders, and has carried us to where we were always meant 
to be: the place where we experience God’s glory and are transformed by 
it. Now, we who “hope in Christ might be to the praise of his glory” (Eph. 
1:12). If we back up a few verses in Ephesians, we can see that God’s vi-
sion for his glory carries a beautiful gift with it, our transformation. We 
learn in Ephesians 1 that we have been united with Christ (v. 3), which 
makes us holy and without fault (v. 4) and results in our being adopted 
into God’s family (v. 5). This transfer from our sinful, broken lifestyle 
into the family of God results in the praise of God’s glory. It just so 
happens that God’s glory also transforms us. We are not naturally united 
with Christ. We are not by birth holy and without fault. Left to ourselves, 
we are not members of God’s family. Yet, because God’s plan all along 
was to fill the earth with his glory, God makes us something new. He 
throws away the old and forms us into holy and pure sons and daughters. 
We cannot separate this growth from the glory of God because it is the 
glory of God itself that changes us. 2 Corinthians 3:18 tells us that as we 
behold the glory of God we actually become like Jesus. When we become 
like Jesus, God is glorified and as we see that glory our transformation 
continues. God’s vision has always been a co-dependent one. Each as-
pect requires the others. In the church, there is no glory of God without 
the transformation of his children and there is no transformation of his 
children without his glory. 

Experiencing this transformation brings with it deep paradox, 
though. Experiencing the beauty of the Creator literally re-creates us 
moment by moment. Day by day, God’s goodness makes us more alive 
and more human than ever before. Yet, while new life emerges within us, 
death is at work all around us. Death surrounds us even as we are coming 
alive. While God is transforming us, those who are far from Christ suffer 
under minds that sin has blinded to the glory of Christ. 

For as long as there remain children of God with eyes blinded to 
the beauty of Jesus, our Father sends those who can see to call their 
brothers and sisters home. This means we go and, “make disciples of all 
nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of 
the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe” all that Jesus has commanded 
(Matt. 28:18-20). The final aspect of God’s vision, therefore, is the great 
commission. God’s vision begins with his glory filling the earth and this 
requires the transformation of his children. His children will not be 
transformed unless someone shares the invitation with them. God began 
this by sending us his son, revealing his glory and initiating our trans-
formation. We, in turn, do the same. God’s glory requires our growth and 
our growth requires the Great Commission.

What is God’s vision for every church in every place throughout all 
of time? God’s vision is for his glory to fill the earth as men and women 

Vision and Great Commission
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are transformed into the image of Christ as they gladly participate in the 
great commission. Simply put, God’s Whole Vision for his church is his 
glory, our growth, and obedience to the great commission. 

The Glory Game Show (Glory and Whole Gospel)

There comes a time in nearly every popular game show in which the 
contestant has a critical decision to make: door number one or door 
number two. Should they pick what’s behind the curtain or what’s in the 
box? Will I get a new car or the red snapper? Imaginations swirl with the 
unknown possibilities waiting on the other side of the right choice. We 
can see ourselves driving down the street in that BRAND NEW CAR, 
waving at people and smiling. Our perfect new life is waiting for us just 
around the corner…but then a fellow contestant guesses $1 more and 
we flop back into our seats while they strut onto the stage and into the 
showcase showdown.

Few of us have actually stood next to Bob Barker and had such an 
experience. All of us, however, know what it’s like to be on the wrong end 
of a bad deal. We all know that sinking feeling that comes from watching 
someone else receive what we thought would (or should) be ours. For 
some, this happens as a child on Christmas morning when your sis-
ter received everything she asked for, yet your parents forgot that one 
special gift you really wanted. Later in life, this feeling comes as others 
are promoted and you’re stuck on third shift, the girl you love chooses 
the jock, or your crazy neighbors keep having babies while you remain 
infertile. Many of us manage this pain by looking out for number one 
and, in so doing, only contribute to the disillusionment of others. We 
think we are entitled to that promotion, so we manipulate the books to 
make a coworker take the fall for us. We can’t delight in our brother en-
joying his Christmas gifts so we rip the arm off of his new Transformer 
toy. We are both partakers and participators in the let downs of life. The 
disappointment of missing out on the grand prize and the guilt of making 
someone else miss out on it slowly but surely teaches us that it’s not safe 
to imagine what’s behind curtain #1. It’s not safe to dream. It’s not safe to 
risk. Filled with a deep belief that the odds are never in our favor, we plod 
through life preparing for the disappointments while fearing we’ll pick 
the wrong curtain. 

Perhaps this kind of dream-less living is part of what Paul was 
referring to when he describes the results of sin in the book of Romans. 
As a result of our rebellion, we all “became futile in [our] thinking, and 
[our] foolish hearts were darkened” (Romans 1:21). Disenchantment has 
taken a seat in the foundations of who we are because we have traded 
the glory of God for the glory of his creation. Our emotions, our desires, 
our thinking, our reasoning, our choosing—all of this has become futile 
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and darkened. It has become twisted. Man’s whole ability to respond 
and function has been damaged.2 We’ve become enamored by the game 
shows prizes and paralyzed by the fear of making the wrong choice. And 
yet our God remains a God of the imagination. He remains the God of 
dreams and possibilities. 

Into our disillusionment and fear, God does not merely say to us, “it’s 
going to be OK in the end.” No, he does much more than that. He paints 
for us a beautiful tapestry that tells us the story of who we are and where 
we are destined to be. Into the despair of his people as they tried to make 
sense of their world crumbling around them, God sent a prophet. This 
prophet gave them a picture of what would happen. He didn’t just tell 
them God would fix everything. He told them a child would be born, and 
his name would be “Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Fa-
ther, Prince of Peace.” Are you hurting? A wonderful counselor is coming 
who will walk alongside you and care for your soul. Are you afraid at the 
rising powers surrounding you? A mighty God is coming who will crush 
all of your enemies. You worry this kingdom will be like David’s, full of 
promise but short lived? He is the Everlasting Father whose kingdom 
will never end. You are tired from the endless wars and suffering? He is 
the Prince of Peace. The cure to our darkened minds and futile thinking 
begins with this child and the promise that his kingdom will be marked 
by “justice and righteousness from this time forth and forevermore”(Is. 
9:6-7).

The picture of what could be that God gives to his people is one of a 
breathtaking kingdom. In this kingdom, our King wipes every tear from 
our eyes. He destroys death and mourning. Crying and suffering have 
been exiled. Pure water to quench our deepest thirst will be given free 
of charge. Every electric company will go out of business because the 
glory of God, like a precious jewel, will light the streets day and night. 
Even the sun will be sent on a permanent vacation. We will finally see 
the King’s face as it is and we will finally find rest. (Rev. 21) The vision of 
this kingdom is first and foremost the glory of the king. It is his glory that 
lights the streets. It is for his glory and to his praise that our tears are 
dried. It is his fame that we will sing of. This kingdom is filled with his 
glory and that is the best possible place for us to dwell for, “when we see 
him we will be made like him for we will see him as he is” (1 John 3). This 
kingdom is the place where we flourish because God’s beauty shines 
forth and his beauty causes his children to become more like Jesus. 
Citizenship in this kingdom is the invitation all of God’s children carry 
with them.

2 James Dunn, Word Biblical Commentary: Romans 1-8
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Despite the beauty of this invitation, there remains a voice in many 
of our heads that whispers “this is too good to be true. There’s nowhere 
like that and, even if there was, they’d never let you in.” Maybe you allow 
yourself to occasionally believe this kingdom might actually be com-
ing, but instead of bringing hope and peace into your life it only brings 
anxiety. What if I choose the wrong road and miss the kingdom? What if 
I pick box #2 and receive judgment instead of life? There is a picture of 
what could be that God gives to us, but then that voice reminds us that 
we don’t have enough conviction to get there. Remember, though, that vi-
sion belongs to God and it is God, not us, who will make it so. It is not our 
conviction that achieves this picture, but rather God’s. The mighty God, 
maker of heaven and earth, does not leave the citizens of his kingdom 
to gameshow chance. With a loud, authoritative voice he cries out over 
creation, “I am God, and there is none like me, declaring the end from the 
beginning…saying, ‘my counsel shall stand, and I will accomplish all my 
purpose’” (Is. 46:8-10). God looks over creation, tells them the story of 
his kingdom, and finishes by saying, “and this must be.”

In the greatest sign of conviction-fueled love in all of human history, 
the king himself steps into the world of the rebels. He is born as a help-
less, needy little baby. He learns, he goes through puberty, he takes a blue 
collared job and experiences the daily grind of life as a human. He shows 
us what loyal kingdom-living looks like. He loves generously, serves 
humbly, and then he dies horrifically. He’s put through a sham trial, beat-
en repeatedly, and then mockingly dressed in kingly garb (Matt. 27:27-
31). The religious people scoff and taunt him. “Oh, you’re a might king, 
are you? You can’t even save yourself!” they shout (Matt. 27:39-43). This 
king allows himself to be nailed to a cross, spat on, cursed, and humili-
ated before the watching world. From one side of the story, this would 
appear to be the ultimate act of humiliation and failure. 

Yet the same prophet who promised a baby-king would come also 
said that this king would be crushed: “Yet it was the will of the Lord 
to crush him; [God] has put him to grief…by his knowledge shall the 
righteous one, my servant, make many to be accounted righteous, and 
he shall bear their iniquities” (Isa. 53:10-11). This execution was no 
accident. Jesus himself said this must happen from the earliest days of 
his ministry. Even as he stands on trial, bloody and beaten, he declares 
that “no one takes [my life] from me, but I lay it down of my own accord. 
I have authority to lay it down, and I have authority to take it up again” 
(John 10:18). At the cross, the King experienced the full measure of our 
judgment. The King lays his life down so that we whose eyes are blinded 
might once again see the beauty of God. He does not come to be served, 
but to serve. He does not come to condemn or wage war on the rebels, 
he comes to lay his life down as a ransom for their souls (Mark 10:45). 
God imagines the whole earth filled with his glory while he watches his 

Vision and Cross
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children rebel against him. He imagines them restored, whole, and flour-
ishing. He declares “this must be.” He receives our punishment, he takes 
our darkened, futile hearts upon himself, and with his dying breath he 
proclaims the essence of the gospel: “It is finished.” (John 19:30)

The life, death, and resurrection of Jesus is God’s commitment to 
his vision on display. It is the cross—the sum of all that Jesus has done—
that allows us to be kingdom citizens. As the darkness still lingers on our 
hearts, however, the voice in our head continues to squeal and squirm, 
looking for any opportunity to refuse this invitation. “Ok, so you spun 
the wheel and it landed on bankrupt,” it tells us. “The cross gives you one 
more free spin,” it speculates. “Let’s not screw it up this time.” This is the 
voice that quietly prays,

Lord, please restore to me the comfort of merit and demerit . 
Show me that there is at least something I can do . Tell me 
that at the end of the day there will at least be one redeeming 
card of my very own . Lord, if it is not too much to ask, send 
me to bed with a few shreds of self-respect upon which I can 
congratulate myself . But whatever you do, do not preach 
grace . Give me something to do, anything; but spare me 
the indignity of this indiscriminate acceptance .3

We long for some personal achievement to stand on. What our blind eyes 
don’t see, though, is that God is first and foremost showing his glory at 
the cross. He does not leave any room for human exertion or conviction 
at the cross. He knows that if he did, we would find ways to steal his glory 
for ourselves. He knows that our striving to do better this time will only 
leave us more tired, more disillusioned, and more afraid. And so God 
makes it crystal clear what his kingdom is, what secures our entrance, 
and finally how we can get there. 

“You did not choose me,” Jesus tells his disciples, “but I chose you” 
(John 15:16). God does not leave the matter to chance. He does not set 
before us a lifetime of what’s- behind-the-curtain decisions while anx-
iously wringing his hands, waiting to see which we will choose. The God 
of all beauty “chose us in him before the foundation of the world” (Eph. 
1:4). He has opened the box for us and gives us life in his kingdom purely 
as a gift of his grace. He chose us, “for adoption as sons through Jesus 
Christ” (Eph. 1:5).  Life in this kingdom is made available through the 
cross of Christ and is established as a gift of his grace. The result of this 
one-way love of God is, “the praise of his glorious grace” (Eph. 1:6). There 
is no love as beautiful as sacrificial love. There is no mortar for relation-

3 Robert Capon, Between Noon and Three
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ships as strong as grace. There is no story as glorious as the gospel. 
In the depths of God’s love manifested in the gospel of Jesus Christ, 

we see the brilliance of God’s whole vision. He brings us into his king-
dom, through the cross of Christ, as a gift of his grace.  As our eyes are 
opened and we see his beauty, we become like Jesus and our growth 
brings glory to the king. Finally, he sends his sons and daughters to quiet 
the restless voices in the hearts and minds of the nations by announcing 
that life with God is once again available. God’s whole vision requires a 
whole gospel and what God has made whole must be kept together.

Gumming up the Game (keeping the vision together)

If we reduce God’s vision, we are necessarily reducing our experience of 
life with him. Just as some prefer Family Feud over Jeopardy, some of us 
will be inclined to gravitate to one aspect of God’s vision over another. 
The reason so many of our church signs are so different is because we 
all have the tendency to reduce what God has revealed to suit our own 
preferences. It is hard to go more than a few chapters through the Bible 
without hearing about the glory of God, so many will naturally think the 
destination God has for us is only about his glory. Because they want 
to understand the greatness of God, these people dive into study and 
theological reflection. Precision becomes a fundamental virtue for this 
life. To glorify God we must understand who he is with ever increasing 
clarity. We must study the scriptures, memorize verses, and get everyone 
on the same page. Glory of God people are probably Jeopardy people. 
Pouring over the Almanac trying desperately to memorize all the facts 
before the big day, anxious to get all the questions right, these people 
can find themselves with huge brains but little transformation. When 
divorced from our growth and the great commission, an emphasis on 
the glory of God can become cold intellectualism. Christian maturity 
becomes marked by big words, sophisticated thinking, and long winded 
explanations. 

Right answers do not result in right living and intellectualism often 
brings with it a holier-than-thou obnoxiousness. If we neglect God’s 
glory, though, similar perils await us. Some who get burnt by a glory-em-
phasis react by focusing on their own growth. This can lead to sentimen-
tal emotionalism. Growth-driven Christianity becomes an invitation to 
work through our family of origin issues and develop into the people we 
were meant to be. Feeling better transforms into a wolf in sheep’s cloth-
ing as we spend our lives chasing elusive goals like self-esteem and being 
happy. Perhaps growth-focused people prefer Family Feud over Jeop-
ardy. You don’t  need to know much on the Feud and no matter what you 
say, the people around you will clap and shout, “GOOD ANSWER! GOOD 
ANSWER!” You know that even when you make a mistake, Steve Harvey 
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will have a joke and silly face to lighten the mood and keep everyone 
happy to be a part of the show. 

Great Commission people don’t have time for game shows. They’re 
more discriminating in their television viewing. They are Extreme 
Home Makeover people. We don’t have time for reading Almanacs and 
no one cares how you feel! We have a job to do! Get the hammers! Get the 
volunteers! MOVE THAT BUS! Great Commission people don’t need to 
get smarter or healthier, they need to get on mission.  Their well-inten-
tioned passion is just a different flavor of the same perversion, though. 
Radical focus on God’s mission to the exclusion of the rest of God’s vi-
sion can become abrasive decision-ism where the goal is to get as many 
people as possible to “accept Christ.” From there, we train the recent 
converts how to make their friends say the prayer. Life with Jesus is 
reduced to a simple decision followed by slick marketing strategies. Life 
with Jesus is reduced to a burnt out, lifeless list of hills to climb.

If we keep God’s whole vision together, though, we can experience 
the beauty of each aspect while being guarded by the others. As we dive 
into the glory of God, we see that our own adoption and transformation 
is one of the chief ways our Father is glorified. Focusing on our own 
transformation necessarily leads to participation in God’s mission, too, 
because Christian maturity is marked by loving others and trusting 
Jesus. Out of our love for others and confidence in Jesus’ call we go not 
to make converts, but glory experiencing, glory radiating disciples of all 
nations. And as the nations come to Jesus, we see the promise of God 
through the prophet Habakkuk fulfilled: his glory covers the earth as the 
waters cover the sea. (Habakkuk 2:14)

The Brand New Car

Because this is God’s vision, because this vision is dependent on God, 
and because God has done all that is necessary for his vision to be 
accomplished through his whole gospel, we can receive our role in his 
vision for what it is: a brand new car. There is no chance involved and 
God is not waiting to see which curtain we will pick. God shows up at 
our door, tells us we’ve won the grand prize of a game we didn’t know 
we were playing, and hands us the keys to that stylish new automobile. 
Our destination is set and our transportation has been secured for us. 
The adventure begins from this place of safety. The boundaries have 
been fixed, the destination is in view, and now we go and explore what 
it means to receive God’s gospel, become God’s church, and be sent into 
God’s world.
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North Star Theology: Whole Gospel

T here are few sights more painful for younger generations than 
watching their parents muddle their way through the latest 
technology. Perhaps your mom has called you to tell you how 

pretty her new iPhone’s screen is and how easy those big letters are to 
read…right before she asks you for directions to the nearest Starbucks. 
The next day, you get an e-mail from your grandfather asking if you’ve 
ever used “high speed” internet and instructing you, once you do, to go 
to the YouTube and search “cat videos.” Smartphones that can speak 
directions to you from anywhere in the world to wherever you want to 
go are relegated to pretty colors and big words. The phenomenal cosmic 
powers of the internet are reduced to the itty bitty theatre space for cat 
videos. None of this is a result of older people being less intelligent or 
incapable of learning. This is a simple picture of what all humans do in 
thousands of different aspects of life: when we are faced with something 
mysterious, we simplify it in order to feel more comfortable with it. We 
respond to complex realities with overreaction and reduction in hopes of 
maintaining a sense of safety, clarity, or control. Few of us realize we are 
doing this, but that doesn’t change the fact that we are.

In the church, we have developed a mild allergy to mystery. Despite 
the fact that the central figure of our religion is an omni-everything God 
who holds the thinking-cells of our brain together as we think about him, 
we are driven to pursue exhaustive understanding of the Man Upstairs. 
Because this is, well, not possible, our allergy kicks in, we overreact, we 
reduce, we draw lines, and then we claim understanding. Nowhere is this 
more true than the gospel.

If you ask 100 Christians to define the gospel for you, you’ll get a 
minimum of 62 different answers. If the gospel is the car which allows us 
to safely explore God’s invitation into his Whole Vision, how will we ever 
fully experience this journey when we aren’t sure how to turn the radio 
on? Fortunately, this car has side impact airbags, roll bars, and Recaro 
racing seats with a five point seat belt. In other words, the invitation into 
a whole gospel is not about making it home in one piece (which we will), 
or getting it perfectly right (which we won’t), it’s about how we will expe-
rience the journey there. Your mom can still make calls with her iPhone, 
but she’s settling for something far less than what’s available to her. Just 
as learning more about the features of your phone and how to use them 
leads to a better phone experience, the more clearly we understand God’s 
whole gospel the greater our experience living into his whole vision will 
be. 
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Calling the Kingdom

From the moment Jesus screeched into town in his jet black ’67 Mus-
tang, the word on the street was “the kingdom is here.” The hype-man 
sent to warm up the crowd, John the Baptist, started the show by shout-
ing, “Repent for the kingdom of heaven is near” (Matthew 3:2). Once 
Jesus rolled up, he said the exact same thing: “Repent for the kingdom 
of heaven is near” (Matthew 4:17). The message of the gospel begins 
with an announcement of God’s Kingdom. This announcement was not 
simply referring to a place, though, as if John and Jesus were saying 
“clear out folks: a castle’s gonna fall from the sky at Oh-Nine-Hundred.” 
This was a geographic announcement, but it was also a declaration of 
authority and association: the place where God dwells is Jesus; the ruler 
of God’s world is Jesus; the affection of God’s people is directed towards 
Jesus. These opening words of Jesus made his intentions crystal clear: 
he was here to establish God’s rule, secure the boundaries of his domin-
ion, and restore the people of God into relationship with himself. 

The beauty of this announcement is best seen in light of the story 
of humanity. In the beginning, God decided to fill the universe with the 
goodness he had within himself. The crown of this creation was human-
ity and they were intended to share in the abundance overflowing from 
God himself. Just as God existed in perfect harmony within the diver-
sity of the trinity, so too were men and women created to revel in the 
wonder of man, woman, and God united in deep communion: Unity and 
diversity harmoniously co-existing; beauty and glory eternally reflecting 
from one to the other in an endless dance of submission and adoration. 
At some point, humanity stopped reflecting. Perhaps Adam and Eve 
found themselves momentarily enthralled by the beauty of their spouse 
or of God’s creation. In the end, they were most captivated by their own 
desires and they turned from God. Those made to be like God covered 
themselves with objects from creation, hid in the darkness, and turned 
to accusations and denials. Perfection was traded for guilt, communion 
for fear, and approval for shame.4 They were expelled from the original 
kingdom, God’s garden in Eden. They were covered in the bloody skins of 
sacrificed animals. The earth was cursed, their bodies broken, and God’s 
creation was left in mourning.

Yet that image, that original intention, remained imbedded in their 
souls. A longing for freedom from fear, shame, and guilt—a return to 
God himself—marked the human experience from that day forward. 
Conscience cried out against murder and greed. Sunsets made hearts 

4 We see their fear in that they hid from God (Gen. 3:8-10), their guilt in the blame 
shifting that occurs (3:12), and shame as they seek to cover their newfound nakedness 
(3:7).

Gospel of the Kingdom
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leap and the sweet ache of human love reminded our souls of the great-
er love we once had. Perhaps the people of God thought these longings 
were pointing to a new garden, a new place where life would be as it 
should. They pursued this plan for years—seeking to build kingdoms, set 
up thrones and conquer enemies. Yet their kings failed and their walls 
crumbled. None of their kings could relieve the pain of our exile. Perhaps 
the centuries of suffering and disappointment were quietly telling God’s 
people that they were longing for more than high walls and a beautiful 
castle. 

It is into this story that a man from a no-name family in a no-name 
town leaves his blue-collar carpentry job to announce that the longed for 
kingdom has finally come. Yet there was no army with him, no borders 
were secured, and the people of God remained oppressed.

Jesus was announcing that castles were coming and a land would 
be secured. Yet he was also announcing that the kingdom was here right 
now. Jesus explains his announcement through his own life and gives 
it to us in the pages of the Bible. Continuing in Matthew’s gospel, Jesus 
paints a stunning picture of the Kingdom of God in his Sermon on the 
Mount (Matthew 5-7). His ministry begins with preaching and teaching 
about the kingdom and from there we are shown what this looks like. In 
chapters 8-9, Jesus heals the sick and restores the broken. The Kingdom 
of God is marked by a transformation from fractured to whole, sick to 
healthy, death to life. From there, disciples are invited to follow Jesus 
and live with him in order to become like him. In the true Kingdom, heal-
ing doesn’t come merely by edict, but by relationship. Their fear would 
not be quieted by a change in circumstance or location, but by an assur-
ance that there would be a lasting peace for them. This is what make’s 
some of Jesus’ final words to his disciples so powerful: “Peace I leave 
with you; my peace I give you. I do not give to you as the world gives. Do 
not let your hearts be troubled and do not be afraid.” (John 14:27) Peace 
would come in relationship. An end to fear would come through Jesus 
who promises our safety and goes on to provide it. 

The flourishing of God’s image bearers is not contingent upon a set 
of circumstances, it is contingent upon a relationship with their true 
Image. Life in Eden was so good because life in Eden was life with God. 
And so Jesus comes announcing that life with God—a life marked by res-
toration, healing, and communion—was once again available. He came 
saying that life with God meant listening to Him. Jesus would be their 
king. He would not be like the rulers of the world, corrupt and oppressive 
men, duplicitous tyrants, self-seeking dictators. He would be a loving, 
just, faithful king. His rule would be marked by intimacy with God and 
human flourishing. His commands would be for the good of his people, 
his way of life the most beautiful.

The gospel begins with the bold declaration that God’s Kingdom has 
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come and our fears are relieved. Life with God under the rule of God, the 
kingdom of Heaven, is now available to anyone who would turn from 
their rebellion and trust in King Jesus.5

Switching to Street View

If you let your imagination picture the kind of life you could have under a 
perfectly good and trustworthy king, you may find yourself so enthralled 
by that life that you simply stay there. The kingdom in its most true 
sense is life as it was meant to be lived, the good life, and who doesn’t 
want that? To only focus on this picture, though, is akin to painting 
a block of wood to look exactly like your mother’s new iPhone. With 
enough practice, commitment, and skill, you may be able to get that hunk 
of oak to look exactly like that iPhone. You may even be able to fool other 
people with an iPhone into thinking you have one, too. But the moment 
you try to make a phone call or get driving directions it becomes clear 
that you have settled for a counterfeit. In the same way, many become 
so enthralled with the beauty of life with God that they stop there and 
dedicate all of their efforts to manifesting that kingdom in their own 
world. There is no suffering in God’s kingdom, so they work themselves 
to the bone to serve the poor and care for the sick. There is peace and joy 
in God’s kingdom so they slap a smile on their face and try to maintain 
a positive mental attitude. In essence, they become just like Israel, think-
ing that a new set of circumstances will satisfy the longing in their soul. 
Behaviors in the kingdom of God are the outpouring of the relationship 
that is at the heart of it all. Jesus did not say that the kingdom of God 
would break into the world through acts of kindness and social activism. 
He said entrance into his kingdom was available through him. More spe-
cifically, there is no entrance into God’s kingdom apart from Christ and it 
is Christ’s cross that has lowered the drawbridge.

The kingdom paints us a fear-free picture of what life will one day 
soon be like. There remains echoes of our exile, though, for what will 
happen if we do not manifest that life well enough while we wait for 
Jesus? How will I know I have achieved enough to merit a place in his 
kingdom, especially after all my failures? Though our fears may be qui-
eted, the guilt of our rebellion still hangs heavy on many of us. The king 
dispels our condemnation in the most surprising of ways: he entered 
his creation as a baby. He grew and took a blue color job. He showed us 
life in the kingdom by living like a perfectly loyal native son of Eden. He 
showed us how good a life free from guilt is. And then he allowed him-
self to be betrayed, beaten, and executed. By pouring out his justice and 

5 Faithmapping, 43.
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wrath on the innocent, God was making way for the guilt of the criminals 
to be absorbed. If God’s only concern was for the legal ramifications of 
sin to be dealt with, if he only wanted us to stop feeling guilty, to receive 
payment for our debt, the story would have ended at the death of Jesus. 
Our king is not a loan shark, though. In his mercy, he had so much more 
in store for us than a “paid in full” stamp on our heavenly paperwork. 

After days of silence, the tomb was opened and Jesus woke up. He 
was restored. He was resurrected. Instead of bringing judgment onto 
those who handed him over to execution, Jesus reminded them of his 
love for them (John 20:19). He breathed on them the Holy Spirit (John 
20:22). He cooked them breakfast on the side of a lake (John 21:9). Jesus 
does not simply take away our guilt, he adopts us into his family. He does 
not simply forgive us our debt, he gives us a place in the family business. 
And so, having cleansed the souls of men, our great King returned to 
heaven and, satisfied, sat back down upon his throne. 

Whereas the gospel of God’s kingdom is an announcement of a new 
reality, the gospel of God’s cross is an announcement of a new route. The 
kingdom is not achieved through consistent behavior and faithful rule 
following. It is received by faith in the life, death, and resurrection of Je-
sus. The sad danger of only living in light of the gospel of God’s kingdom 
is that there is no amount of social activism that can wipe away the guilt 
of our rebellion. The gospel of the cross announces, though, that Jesus 
has secured our worthiness to be kingdom citizens. The kingdom tells us 
there is nothing to fear and the cross tells us we are liberated from our 
failures.

The gospel of the cross is good news for all of us, particularly those 
who toil under the burden of guilt. Our failures no longer define us, the 
victory of Jesus does. Because there is such a sweet relief in this mes-
sage, some will dwell only on this aspect of the gospel. Due to the pain 
of our failures and the beauty of Jesus’ success, people who focus on the 
gospel of the cross become enthralled with what Jesus has done. This 
leads to an emphasis on understanding with greater depth and clari-
ty all that took place in his life, death, and resurrection. These people 
metaphorically skip leg day. They work the bench press and curls and 
never do the squats. They see Christianity as being primarily a cognitive 
endeavor—it’s about what you know, not what you do or who you are. 
Church becomes a place where our heads are filled with knowledge but 
our hands are never put to work and our hearts are never filled with love 
for God. 

Enjoy the Ride

At some point in our gospel journey towards life with God, we find 
ourselves driving through a snowstorm. This is when the right answers 
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and behaviors stop working. Our fears have been quieted by the mes-
sage of the kingdom and our guilt has been relieved by the message of 
the cross…yet we find ourselves hunched over the steering wheel with 
chattering teeth, replaying the turn we missed or anticipating the wreck 
that’s waiting for us around the next snow covered bend. When our lives 
reflect barely a glimmer of God’s kingdom and we feel certain that Jesus, 
after all he went through, looks at our stumbling with disappointment 
and contempt, we begin wondering if it’s not what we’ve done that was 
the problem, but rather who we are. This is the voice of shame telling us 
that we simply are not valuable enough for God. We are less than. When 
we find ourselves in this place, our only recourse is to fall into the final 
announcement of the gospel: God’s glorious grace.

This grace is the heated seat that warms us on those long winter 
drives. It is the gentle, comforting reminder that God is with us. We 
cannot enter the kingdom without a cross and we could never earn or 
deserve the pardon of the cross, we can only receive it by grace. As one 
pastor subtly (yet powerfully) puts it, God’s grace is the announcement 
that:

There’s nothing you have to do. 
There’s nothing you have to do. 
There’s nothing you have to do.

The invitation into God’s kingdom by means of the cross is a gift that 
God has lovingly prepared for us since long before our first breath. The 
gospel of God’s grace announces that we are loved and accepted not 
because we have earned it or deserved it but because God freely embrac-
es us at Christ’s expense. This means that God doesn’t want you to do 
for him, he wants you to be with him. This is the true scandal in Eden—
communion with God was traded for alienation. Acceptance and rela 
relationship were replaced by shame and isolation. As victims of abuse 
will tell you, there is no amount of achievement or success that can wipe 
the stain of shame from your soul. The good news, though, is that God 
has planned to give us this gift of grace from “before the foundation of 
the world.” (Eph. 1:4). The giving was rooted in the pleasure of the Giver, 
not in the worthiness of the recipient. In other words, it is God’s love for 
his children, not their worthiness, that compels him to extend his grace. 
Pressing into the gospel of God’s grace makes this even more evident.

The scriptures don’t mince words when it comes to the consequenc-
es of our rebellion. Jesus says sin results in slavery (John 8:34) and is 
like being blind (John 8-9). Paul puts it more directly: in your sin, you are 
a rotting corpse (Eph. 2:1). Some like to think of Jesus as being a diligent 
member of the Coast Guard. He patrols the icy evening waters looking 
for stranded sailors. When he spots the faint glow of a tired head bob-
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bing inches above the water, precariously close to drowning, he shouts 
to them and throws the life preserver. Now, this sailor must choose—do 
I have strength enough to swim to the donut of hope? Do I trust that this 
man will in fact pull me into his boat? Is that boat a place I even want to 
be? And so the illustration is set: we are the sailors nearing our death in 
the water. Will we choose to cling to the life preserver and swim to the 
boat or will we remain in the water? 

If the imagery of the scripture is accurate, that decision will not go 
well for the sailor. Looking more closely, that bobbing head in the water 
belongs to a bloated, rotting corpse, not a weary man fighting for breath. 
When the scriptures say “by grace you have been saved”(Eph. 2:5), it 
is saying that Jesus found you in the open water, jumped into the sea, 
wrapped his arms around your corpse, pulled you up into the boat, and 
breathed new life into your lifeless lungs. Jesus loves you, and because 
he loves you, he “made [you] alive” (Eph. 2:4) when you were dead. 
God’s grace resurrects you from the dead by breathing new life into you 
through Jesus. 

There’s a reason you never see a dead person win an olympic gold 
medal, or even employee of the month. Dead people aren’t the most 
active bunch and they certainly don’t have much earning potential. You 
cannot earn God’s grace and you certainly don’t deserve it. Only the 
gospel of God’s grace has the power to free us from our shame because it 
first agrees with us—“yes, you are less than. You were supposed to be so 
much more!” and then goes on to tell us that our performance no longer 
matters—“and so I will unite you with Jesus, the perfect one. I love you 
too much to allow you to continue living this way, and so I will give him 
to you that you might live!”

Now sometimes on those long drives, that gentle heat warming 
your backside can seemingly fade away in the drone of highway driving. 
You’ve felt warm for so long that the heat feels normal now. Yet, without 
fail, the heat is still on and at some point you will feel its posterior im-
pact again. Put another way, your awareness of the heat has no bearing 
on whether or not it is there. God does not wait for us to get it together 
to send us his grace and he does not remove his grace once we forget it is 
there. 

There’s something inside all of us that squirms under this message. 
We want some scrap of performance to cling to, some accomplishment 
we can hold up to justify God’s decision to love us. The grace of God does 
not only resurrect corpses, it also overcomes all of our tendencies to 
keep acting like corpses post-resurrection. Perhaps it is here that we can 
most clearly see how each aspect of the gospel clings to the other. God’s 
grace says life with God does not depend on you, it depends on Jesus, 
and he has cried out “it is finished!” at the cross. If there is nothing left 
for you to do in order to be fully loved by God, fully accepted by God, and 
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fully kept by God, then we must reconsider the motivation behind our 
King’s decrees. For instance, if your standing with God is not contin-
gent upon whether or not you look at pornography, why does Jesus say 
it’s better to gouge out your eye than look at someone lustfully? Or even 
better, if you are supposed to read your Bible to make sure God is happy 
with you, why does Jesus condemn the religious people for having their 
nose in the Book so much? (John 5:39)

God sets his love upon us and gives us the life of his son to show us 
that the earning is over. Everything that can be done has been done. This 
means that by grace and through the cross we have come home to God’s 
kingdom. What are the decrees about? They are about the people of God 
learning to live in Eden again. They are about God’s people living into 
who God says we already are. God’s instructions are not the demands of 
a cosmic buzz kill, they are the invitation of a loving father into life as it 
was meant to be lived. It gets crazier, still. God wants you to experience 
the beauty of being fully alive, living like humans are meant to live, and 
he wants this for you even more than you do. There will be times when 
the cold seems more attractive than the heat. There will be times when 
Egypt sounds better than Sinai. The gospel comes to us, though, as 
people who thought we liked being dead. God’s committed to leading you 
into the fullness of life with him. Just as there was nothing you could do 
to earn his love and acceptance of you, there is nothing you could ever do 
to make him change his mind. God has set his love upon you and he will 
keep his arms wrapped around you forever. 

Keep the Hope Alive

“Salvation belongs to the Lord” cried the prophet Jonah. (Jonah 2:9) God 
built the kingdom, Jesus endured the cross, and the Spirit covers us in 
grace. The gospel of God’s kingdom quiets our fears and tells us there is 
a place where we are safe. The gospel of God’s cross removes our guilt, 
telling us that Jesus’ perfect scorecard belongs to us now. The gospel of 
God’s grace covers our shame, telling us that we are more loved and more 
important than we could ever hope to understand. Each aspect of the 
gospel is a staggering announcement on its own. On their own, though, 
each aspect of the gospel also carries with it the threat of simplification, 
reduction, and perversion. There is no kingdom without the cross and 
there is no cross without God’s grace. The whole gospel must be kept 
whole. As this three-fold gospel fills the earth with the best news we’re 
ever going to get, a new people spring to life. Wherever the gospel takes 
root, creation watches the human race appear once again. Glorious 
image bearers are revealed amidst the lumbering zombies wandering the 
earth. We carry the gospel, we become a new people, and the glory of God 
fills the earth as the waters cover the sea (Habakkuk 2:14). 
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North Star Theology: Whole Church

A s the message of who Jesus is and what he has done is pro-
claimed and received, something incredible happens: a new 
people is formed. These new people, once marked by rebellion 

and brokenness, are given a new identity as sons and daughters of God. 
When we are born again into God’s family, “he gives [us] a new identity, a 
new name, because [we] are a new creation.” This new creation, this new 
people, is called the church. The whole church is the people of God who 
have been saved from sin. This results in our union with Christ through 
the whole gospel. For those of us plodding through the fallout of a life 
marked by fear, shame, and guilt, the gift of a new identity sounds like 
good news. That is until we spend a little time in the church. After a few 
Sundays you’ll likely begin thinking it wasn’t the Cosby’s who adopted 
you after all. Even though we are given a new identity, our old ways of 
being ourselves still linger. The church is therefore a living paradox. 
This people are both saint and sinner. Visions of God’s beauty stir our 
souls, yet we still think that creation is better than the Creator (1 Cor. 
10:14). Jesus creates this people and promises that he will build his 
church (Matt. 16:18), yet we often turn from him to focus on our agenda, 
our strategy, and our plans. Though empowered by the Spirit of God, the 
church drifts towards self-reliance and grieves Him (Eph. 4:30). Jesus 
declares us holy and righteous, yet he still calls us to strive for greater 
holiness (Heb. 12:14). The church is created as a united people (Eph. 
4:4-6), yet Wilbur and Clarence get in fistfights after the service because 
they can’t decide if the carpet should be red or burgundy.6 In short, the 
church is a powerful, pathetic, paradoxical bunch. 

The madness doesn’t stop there, either, for the church has become 
experts at the blame game. “This mess is not my fault,” we love to think. 
“These people don’t understand what Jesus is all about...what a pathetic 
bunch of Christians!” We hide from our own life of hypocrisy by casting 
a critiquing eye on our so-called family. When everyone else is wrong, we 
begin our search for those other people (like us) who are getting it right. 
The paradox of living as the church leads many to a partisan wandering 
from the Methodists to the Baptists and back again. Each stop carries 
the hope of finding the place that satisfies our own perverted preferenc-
es. The church has experienced salvation, the knowledge of God, release 

6 Daniel Montgomery and Mike Cosper, Faithmapping, 102.
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from sin, and the power of the Holy Spirit—in part. We live in the church 
as broken people with twisted souls striving to live like the people 
God says we already are.  In our brokenness, we define and judge the 
church based on what we do instead of who we are. We play to our own 
hobbyhorse preferences and stick to the people just like us. We see the 
catastrophic results of this in cities all across America. Ministry leaves 
pastors exhausted and so pastors are leaving ministry. Churches jump 
from one strategy to another based on the latest hype. Congregations 
flock to the latest and greatest celebrity pastor and his flashy, silver-bul-
let conference. 

The antidote to this sickness in the church is not a new list of 
programs and activities, it is remembering who we are. What if, instead 
of starting with what we should do as the church, we started with a 
fresh understanding of who we are as the church? The journey towards 
becoming a whole church is the journey towards becoming the people 
God made us to be. We reject our broken proclivities and instead receive 
healthy boundaries from God. With borders in place, we can explore all 
it means to be the people who he says we already are. We are the whole 
church. We are worshipers, disciples, family, servants, and witnesses. 
The whole gospel announces Jesus has saved us from sin and united us 
with himself. We are now sent as heralds of redemption to the whole 
world.

Who We Are: Disciples

Growing for Glory

Disciples spend time with Jesus to become like Jesus. A disciple is 
someone who chooses to be with someone else so that they might be-
come capable of doing what that person does and living as that person 
lives.7 In our journey from brokenness to wholeness, we come to Jesus 
to learn from him and become like him. As we become more like Christ, 
the world sees what we are all longing to see—the glory of God. Men and 
women rejecting their old way of living and embracing life with God 
often turns societies’ norms upside down. The world stares in wonder 
when families pull out of the suburbs to immerse themselves with the 
urban poor. The young couple moving from Manhattan to plant a church 
in a rural farm town leaves their city friends scratching their heads. 
When disciples come to Jesus and leave shouting, “He is better than 
anything else!” the world sees the glory of God. Jesus himself shows us 

7 Dallas Willard, The Divine Conspiracy: Rediscovering Our HIdden Life in God, (San 
Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1998), 271.
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this when he prays to his Father, “all mine are yours, and yours are mine, 
and I am glorified in them” (John 17:9-10). As disciples, we are both 
partakers and peddlers of this glory. We see this pattern in Jesus’ great 
moonshine miracle in John’s gospel.

Toward the outset of his ministry, Jesus attended a wedding in 
which, as the juice ran low, he turned water into wine. According to the 
apostle John’s comment, “This, the first of his signs, Jesus did at Cana 
in Galilee, and manifested his glory. And his disciples believed in him” 
(John 1:11). The miracles of Jesus convinced the disciples that he was in 
fact the Son of God. They experienced the glory of God, it moved them 
to faith and trust in him, and it left the world stunned. We see this in the 
startled remarks of the master of the feast: “A host always serves the 
best wine first,” he said. “Then, when everyone has had a lot to drink, he 
brings out the less expensive wine. But you have kept the best until now!” 
(John 2:10-11) 

Disciples share their experiences of God’s glory because disciples 
are becoming more like Jesus. Glory sharing is one of Jesus’ favorite past 
times. We see this in one of his final prayers. “I glorified you on earth,” he 
prays, “now, Father, glorify me in your own presence with the glory that 
I had with you before the world existed” (John 17:4-5). God the Father 
sees the beauty of God the Son and can’t wait to tell God the Spirit. God 
the Spirit sees the glory of God the Father and can’t wait to tell God the 
Son. Since before there was time, the members of the trinity received 
glory only to share it. Since this glory is uncontainable, it spilled over 
to create an entire universe. From there, Jesus spread God’s glory even 
further by carrying out at all places and in all times his Father’s will. His 
commitment is best seen in his rescue of sinful humanity through his 
life, death, and resurrection. Experiencing and sharing the glory of God 
is not an obligation he gives us as a result of our adoption into his family. 
It is core to our nature as redeemed, in-process image bearers of God. 

God’s glory filling the earth as the waters cover the sea is the ulti-
mate goal of our discipleship. As disciples, we come to Jesus to become 
like Jesus so that the world will see the beauty of God.

The Beauty and the Becoming

Disciples cannot display the glory of God without first experiencing 
that glory. As followers of Jesus taste his goodness, it transforms us to 
be more and more like him. Disciples of Jesus Christ long for the day 
in which they will become just like him. The glory of God renews our 
minds so that our thoughts will be pure and commendable (Phil. 4:8). 
Our emotions will be transformed so that we will sense and long only for 
that which is good, true, and beautiful. Their bodies will be imperishable, 
glorious, powerful, and filled with the Holy Spirit (1 Cor. 15:42-44). In 
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short, disciples of Jesus will finally become human as sons and daugh-
ters of God. 

Consider this vision in light of what most of us have experienced 
in a church’s discipleship “program.” Sunday school teachers taught us 
to memorize verses and join an accountability group. Radio stations 
empowered us to start bumper sticker ministries to the lost soul in 
traffic behind us. For many, discipleship has become a list of activities 
and achievements, not our identity. created to line the way from baby 
Christian to mature “Christ-follower.” Yet discipleship is the Christian 
life, and the goal of the Christian life is to become like Jesus.8

Discipleship must involve new behaviors, such as serving and 
forgiving like Jesus (John 13:12-17, Eph. 4:32). Church-isms like legal-
ism and moralism never produce healthy new behaviors, though. New 
activities are an overflow of our new identity and they show up in two 
ways. First, disciples cultivate them in the presence of Jesus. We expe-
rience his glory and it reshapes our souls, reforming our nature. There 
is a divine transformation that takes place in the lives of all disciples. 
From there, we dig our heels in with Spirit-empowered effort and fight 
for change. The two approaches are intimately related. As we experience 
God, it increases our desire to be like him. “Beauty evokes desire,” writes 
one theologian, and “once this taste is learned, divine beauty...inflames 
desire, drawing one on into an endless...stretching out toward an ever 
greater embrace of divine glory.”9 God gives us a taste of his goodness 
and it inspires us to fight with everything we have for another sip. This 
is the dance of Christian discipleship. Christ himself makes the church 
grow. The church responds as leaders equip members for ministry.10 The 
music for the dance is the beauty of God. Jesus takes the lead, and we 
respond to him by dancing in time. The goal isn’t to perform a perfect 
tango or win Christian Dancer of the Year. The goal is to dance—to expe-
rience Jesus so that we become like Jesus. Our discipleship is a response 
to the glory of God we have experienced and the goal of our discipleship 
is becoming like Jesus. 

Filled to Overflowing

The opportunity to join Jesus in his dance brings with it potential 
joy-robbing temptations. Experiencing the wonder of becoming like 
Jesus leaves us longing for more. The temptation is to think that the 

8 Michael WIlkins, In His Image, (Colorado Springs: NavPress, 1997), 111.

9 The Beauty of God: Theology and the Arts, ed. Treier, Husbands, and Lundin, 19-20.

10 This pattern is best seen in Paul’s description of the church in Ephesians 4:11-16
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“more” we are longing for is only experienced personally. God’s sympho-
ny was meant to blast from heavenly boom boxes until the streets shook 
with joy. Many of us, however, have synced the divine soundtrack onto 
our iPhone and simply bob our head with our earbuds in. Jesus’s expe-
rience of God’s glory led him to obey all that the Father had commanded 
him. Now we experience the “more” we are longing by obeying Jesus 
. “As the Father has sent me,” Jesus said, “so I am sending you.” (John 
20:21) We grow as disciples when we go and make disciples (Matt. 28:19-
20).

God intended the dance to result in a constant cycle disciples 
making disciples until God’s glory fills the earth. We see this with the 
apostle Paul and his disciple, Timothy, to whom he commands: “You 
then, my child, be strengthened by the grace that is in Christ Jesus, and 
what you have heard from me in the presence of many witnesses entrust 
to faithful men who will be able to teach others also” (2 Tim. 2:1-2). The 
goal of the Great Commission does not end with leading people to Jesus 
Christ through the announcement of the gospel. It is leading people to 
Jesus so that they might become like Jesus and in turn invite others into 
the dance. Discipleship is not just evangelism explosions and altar calls. 
As we become like Jesus, we live like he lives. An endless pattern marked 
his life: experiencing the beauty of God and sharing that goodness with 
his creation. Our own experiences of divine transformation are instead 
intended to spill out into a world looking for a better dance. 

Two Left Feet

None of us enter this world with dancing shoes on. God’s symphony is 
often drowned out by the world’s competing score and so we learn to 
dance to a different rhythm. Those who respond to Jesus’ invitation 
soon realize how different these two soundtracks are. At some point, 
every Christian feels like they are dancing with two left feet—out of time, 
stepping on our partner’s toes, ready to throw in the towel. Heartache, 
suffering, and trials are all a part of the pilgrimage towards full entrance 
into the City of God. Part of Paul and Barnabas’s ministry to new church-
es included, “encouraging them to continue in the faith, and saying that 
through many tribulations we must enter the kingdom of God.” (Acts 
14:21-22). In other words, stepping on your dance partner’s toes is nor-
mal. 

In this kingdom, citizenship is no longer grounded on bloodlines or 
performance reviews. We are on the dance floor because Jesus invites us 
into a new way of being human. We follow God’s leading because we are 
citizens of his kingdom, not to achieve our way in. Citizens of the king-
dom don’t follow their own path but live under the rule of God and carry 
out his design. Trusting God’s divine provision for us allows us to seek 
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the kingdom , knowing full well how many toes we will step on. Striving 
from this place of acceptance and trust allows us to leverage everything 
we have for the sake of God’s kingdom. As we do so, we flourish, becom-
ing more and more like the people God made us to be. Though uncer-
tainty fills this new way of living, we need not be afraid. “Don’t be afraid, 
little flock,” Jesus says, “for it gives your Father great happiness to give 
you the Kingdom.” (Luke 12:32)

The Dangers of the Dance

Notice that Jesus did not say health, comfort, and sacks of money would 
mark kingdom citizens. Full entrance into life with God entails suffering 
and hardship. Jesus’ words of peace presuppose the disciples’ tempta-
tion to worry. Central to this new way of living, though, is a new perspec-
tive on the suffering our transformation brings with it. Like a pulsing 
kick drum underscoring the song, the cross of Christ sets the rhythm for 
each dancing disciple. At the heart of life in the kingdom is sacrifice—the 
polar opposite from the values of this world. If we come to Jesus to be 
like him, then we should expect to join him in his suffering. 

For some, suffering will mean persecution, physical violence, and 
loss. For every kingdom disciple, it means laying down our goals and 
plans and taking up God’s. This is not an arbitrary laying down, either, 
and we don’t renounce our own desires because God is tougher than 
we are. We learn this new dance because in it we experience the joy of 
being alive. Jesus explained the cost—and also the blessing—of this new 
rhythm to his disciples. “If any of you wants to be my follower,” he says, 
“you must turn from your selfish ways, take up your cross, and follow me. 
If you try to hang on to your life, you will lose it. But if you give up your 
life for my sake, you will save it.” (Matthew 16:24-45) Though it often 
feels like dying, the letting go life of discipleship teaches us how to live.  
Discipleship thus entails re-prioritization in light of God’s kingdom. The 
new dance requires a new perspective on life and it is in the cross that 
we see the new way forward. 

Such discipleship is not (and cannot!) be the result of mere human 
effort, though. There is only so much discomfort sane people will give 
themselves before  returning to a life of ease. Inviting people into the 
kingdom of God is thus a dangerous highway with steep cliffs on either 
side. Steer too far to the left and you get burned out, defeated Christians. 
Too far to the right and you get angry, cold legalists. Like anyone  careen-
ing off a cliff would, people driving off either side of the road are feeling 
tired, bitter, and afraid. As the water gets ever closer, rapid fire ques-
tions fill the soon-to-be-squashed brains of our driver: did I do enough? 
Did I re-prioritize the right way? Will God think I renounced enough 
of myself ? It is here that we must remember the whole gospel that 
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protects our lives as disciples. The cross of Christ brings us into God’s 
kingdom-highway. God’s grace is the guardrails that keep us safe on our 
journey there. 

Grace is the love of God demonstrated by the work of God in Christ 
and manifested in a personal relationship with God. The goal of our 
discipleship is to be with Jesus—that’s a relationship! And it is his love 
that speaks peace and comfort to we who are tired, bitter, and afraid. We 
learn the new dance steps because we are first loved by God and because 
we, in response, love him back. “If anyone loves me,” Jesus says, “he will 
keep my word, and my Father will love him, and we will come to him and 
make our home with him” (John 14:23).  The final exit on the highway of 
discipleship will not find a toll booth or security checkpoint. There will 
be no border agent asking us to take a citizenship test. Grace puts us on 
the highway home. Grace keeps us secure in our lane. Grace ensures we 
will make it back for dinner. It is the free love and acceptance of God that 
initiates, maintains, and completes our discipleship. When we get all the 
way there, we will not find an entrance exam. We will find crown roast 
of lamb. Jesus will be opening a bottle of Brunello di Montalcino and 
slicing french silk pie. He has a party waiting for us and his grace won’t 
let anything keep us from getting there right on time.

House Beautiful

When we consider discipleship this way, we can see some of the histor-
ic shortcomings of our churches. We have often seen discipleship as a 
program that must take place between the walls of our buildings.  We 
offer these  programs in an educational setting like Sunday school. This 
can result (unintentionally) in disciples who come to Jesus  to think like 
Jesus. We come to Jesus to learn  the right answers to God’s theology 
exam. If the goal of our discipleship is to come to Jesus to be like Jesus, 
though, then every place is a location for discipleship. Discipleship, no 
matter where it’s found, always begins in the same place, though: right 
where you are.

Living, and thus discipleship, never happens in the abstract. We are 
souled bodies who take up concrete space and time. We can only be one 
place at a time and there is only so much of us to go around. This means 
that the first place we begin dancing is the exact place we find ourselves 
right now. A would-be missionary approached one of our Sojourn 
pastors a few years back asking when he would send him to the field. 
He didn’t know a single one of his neighbors’ names, but he was ready 
to move to Istanbul. In his eagerness to cross an ocean he forgot to ever 
cross the street. Our grandiose visions of world-wide disciple making 
sometimes causes us to forget we live in a in a real city that needs Jesus. 
If our discipleship programs are not showing us how to be disciples right 
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where we are, they are not  discipleship programs. 

9-5 Disciples

Most Christians will spend 40 hours a week  underneath rusty Ford 
Galaxies or performing heart surgery. They will pull shots of espresso or 
or gum out of their daughter’s hair.  From the beginning of the church, 
Christians made disciples as they went about their everyday work. 
Christians living like disciples at work is in the top 3 of all time disciple-
ship strategies. 9-5-working Christians fueled the discipleship move-
ment in the early church and it can be the same for us today. 

This does not mean work is all roses, though. If you’ve worked a day 
in your life, you have experienced the hair-pulling effects of sin on our 
work. Maybe the board forced you into early retirement or your first 
paycheck bounced. Either way, sin has broken our places of employment. 
Is it any wonder, then, that God sends transformed disciples as employ-
ees into the world? Disciples join Jesus as he works to make all things 
new by bringing our transforming lives to work, but it doesn’t stop there. 
Christians bring new life wherever they go. We take part in the resto-
ration of creation  by meeting the needs we see all around us. Renewal 
comes as a disciples teach the Bible but it also comes as they do laundry 
for a sick brother. Restoration happens as Christians grieve together at 
a grave site and as they paint over graffiti downtown. A simple example 
of this is found in one of the most unfortunately named disciples in the 
New Testament, a woman named Dorcas. The book of Acts describes 
her as a woman, “full of good works and acts of charity” (Acts 9:36). At 
her funeral, we see the impact of her ministry of restoration as countless 
women came to Peter: “All the widows stood beside him weeping and 
showing tunics and other garments that Dorcas made while she was with 
them” (Acts 9:39).  

Sometimes, as we see in Dorcas, our acts of restoration remind 
hurting, needy people of the God who loves them and provides for them. 
Other times, our discipleship turns a culture on its head. Such was the 
case with Paul and Silas as they were starting churches in Philippi. 
There was a slave fortune teller in the city who kept getting on Paul’s 
nerves. Finally fed up with her one day, Paul performs a street-side ex-
orcism. “I command you in the name of Jesus Christ to come out of her!” 
he shouts (Acts 16:18). This seems like a good thing. The consensus view 
is that demon possession is  an undesirable state of being. Yet this wom-
an’s brokenness was an excellent source of income for her slumlords. 
In response to her emancipation, her master’s formed a mob. The mob 
dragged Paul and Silas before the police who, “ordered them stripped 
and beaten with wooden rods.” (Acts 16:19, 22)

Discipleship that restores may exact a toll (one, in this case, paid in 

Vocation and Restoration
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blood and bruises). Today, there are many who hate seeing women freed 
from sex trafficking. Those who used to profit from their enslavement of-
ten retaliate against the church. No matter the dangers, though, disciples 
go and shine the light of Christ into all the world’s broken places.

Deep Breath Discipleship

Our work and the world’s needs are not the only places disciples bring 
new life. The scope of our calling can be overwhelming. Yet, Jesus’ 
invitation remains true in the midst of our labor. “Come to me, all who 
labor and are heavy laden,” he says, “and I will give you rest. Take my 
yoke upon you, and learn from me... and you will find rest for your souls. 
” (Matt. 11:28-29). Rest is not a survival mechanism, it is a gift God gives 
his disciples. True rest is not about recharging batteries. True rest is 
about experiencing this promise of Jesus. Rest is another avenue of our 
transformation as disciples. If we want to stop working, it requires us to 
trust that the world will keep spinning. From that place of trust, we draw 
near to Jesus. In a place of trusting vulnerability, Christ transforms us in 
his presence. In the stillness, God exposes our addictions and compul-
sions. He reminds us we are fragile and human. He reminds us he alone 
is God and we can trust him. 

Knowing our limits, trusting God, and stopping is one of the most 
important movements in God’s symphony. Rest is a gift God gives us for 
our own enjoyment. Disciples take a day off to remember the goodness 
of God. Disciples feast to enjoy the provision of God. Disciples nap to the 
glory of God. How might the world, addicted to busyness, respond to dis-
ciples who knew how to rest? If peace of mind, body, and soul permeate 
our presence, we carry with us Jesus’ invitation to rest. Coming into our 
presence thus gives the world a taste of what Jesus is offering them. Je-
sus knew when to take deep breaths and rest. Following his lead moves 
us from burned out busy-bodies to deep breath disciples. In the deep 
breaths, we learn to trust God, lay down our work, and enjoy our Father.

The Beat Goes On

The first response to this kind of discipleship dance is to start moving 
to the music. As we learn a few steps, we go looking for dance partners. 
Jesus called and commissioned disciples to go and multiply. Our multi-
plication is never about the holy trinity of numbers (butts, budgets, and 
buildings). Christian discipleship is rather fueled by God’s vision to fill 
the earth with his glory. Disciples make other disciples. Churches multi-
ply community groups, launch new campuses, and plant new churches. 
These are not growth strategies, they are glory and growth opportunities.  
When we stop caring about multiplication, we aren’t disappointing God.  
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Nothing can change the pleasure he has for his children. When we stop 
caring about multiplication, though, we are robbing the dark places of 
light and starving our souls of joy. And so disciples come to Jesus, and 
while we are becoming like Jesus, we invite whoever is willing to come 
and dance, too. 

Who We Are: Worshipers

True worship is our loving response to who God is and all he’s done. 
Whatever it is we are most willing to sacrifice for, commit to, or cele-
brate over is what we are worshiping. God is the most worthy object of 
worship, but whether we worship God or something else, every human 
worships all day long. Humans have trapped themselves in a cycle of 
worshiping creation instead of the Creator. When we encounter and 
receive the gospel, though, the posture of our hearts shifts. God moves 
us from worshiping his stuff to worshiping him. No matter where this 
occurs, our worship has three audiences. First, there is the God we wor-
ship. Second, there is our family worshiping with us. Finally, there is the 
unbelieving world viewing our worship. 

The Original Audience

Imagine what it might have been like to be Adam seven seconds after 
taking his first breath. You brush some dirt off your knees, God chuckles 
and says, “that’s what you were about nine seconds ago.” Adam is then 
given a dose of divine laughing gas, passes out, and wakes up to find God 
with a naked woman next to him. God says, “I made this for you, son.” 
Adam responds with the first worship song. He sees his naked wife and 
sings! He sang at the sight of the woman and in response to the power of 
God. This was the first worship service in human history.

The original intention was for us to experience communion with 
God to such a degree that our response would be to worship him. From 
there, we were to go and “declare his glory among the nations, his 
marvelous works among all the peoples” (1 Chron. 16:24-25; Ps. 96:3-4). 
Instead, we listened to a talking snake and “exchanged the glory of the 
immortal God for images resembling mortal man and birds and animals 
and creeping things” (Rom. 1:23). Our affections and imaginations were 
more captivated by the stuff that was made than the Maker. Yet Christ 
has come and restored us to the original creation rhythm. 

When Jesus saves us, we are re-born in the Spirit.  As new creations, 
we are free to worship the original audience. “God is spirit,” Jesus 
taught, “and those who worship him must worship in spirit and truth” 
(John 4:24). Now, our Spirit-birthed identity as those who hope in Jesus 
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moves us to worship  “to the praise of his glory” (Eph. 1:12). This means 
that our worship, our loving responses to all God has done, declares the 
beauty and fame of God. Where once we declared the preciousness of 
that which was created, we now return to the original audience and give 
glory only to him.

Back to the Beginning

God didn’t arbitrarily declare that we were only allowed to worship 
him. It is reductionistic to say the problem with worshiping creation is 
idolatry. This is true, but it is only half the story. The real problem is that 
it doesn’t work. God created us to worship. That means worship is one 
of the avenues by which our souls experience satisfaction. True worship 
wasn’t about following the rules, it was about being human. God didn’t 
invent worship to get something he didn’t have and worshiping God is 
not just about God. He also invented worship for the sake of the wor-
shiper. When we worship anything but God, it leaves our souls thirsty 
and only exacerbates our brokenness. The gospel invites us back to the 
beginning, though, to true worship. This is not a new activity we take 
part in, it is a means by which God heals our brokenness. God transforms 
worshipers as they are worshiping him. One pastor describes it this way:

The better we know the Lord, the more we will love Him, and 
the more we love Him, the more we will worship and obey Him . 
As a result, we will become more like Him and experience what 
the apostle Peter called growing “in the grace and knowledge 
of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ” (2 Peter 3:18) .

Seeing the glory of God and responding to him with true worship moves 
us ever closer to full human living. Giving glory to God through worship 
is one of the greatest ways we foster our own growth. Lives marked by 
true worship, both in what we do and what we say, also spurs our broth-
ers and sisters along in their own growth as well. Scripture encourages 
us to “consider how to stir up one another to love and good works”(Heb. 
10:23). We respond together on Sundays for God, but also for eachoth-
er. We sing loud, we clap, we shout, to encourage our fellow Christians. 
Whether it’s as an individual or the entire church, worship fuels our 
growth.

Sent Worshipers

Worship glorifies God as its object and fuels the growth of the worshiper 
but it does not end there. Pastor John Piper reminds us that “mission 
exists because worship does not.” The ultimate purpose of the Great 
Commission is forming worshipers from every corner of the globe. The 
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danger in thinking of those who don’t worship “out there” is that we may 
miss the worship that doesn’t exist right here. Worship transforms the 
Christian and non Christian alike (1 Cor. 14:24-25).  Whether it be a visi-
tor on Sunday or a far off tribe, Christians obey the Great Commission by 
inviting all to become true worshipers.

Holistic Worship

Each audience of our worship sees that true worshipers are different. 
They belong to a different country, the Kingdom of God. The values 
of this kingdom are different. Kingdom citizens direct their greatest 
affections and best responses towards the creator, not creation. These 
responses are both a continuous action and a conscious choice. 

Harold Best describes the continuous nature of our worship when 
he writes, “we were created to continuously adore. We were created to 
do this as naturally as to breath in and out, to honor, to submit, to depend 
on, to fellowship, with our Maker.” In the kingdom, everything we do is 
an act of worship. Countless everyday decisions make up this lifestyle. 
In every choice we make, there is an opportunity to worship God or to 
worship something else. We can worship God by getting out of bed and 
going to church, or worship ourselves by hitting the snooze button. We 
can worship God with a simple lifestyle or we can worship the opinions 
of others with extravagant houses and shinier cars. Kingdom citizens are 
true worshipers of God who strive to both continuously and consciously 
give God their best praise.

Yet who among us has not hit the snooze button? The kingdom citi-
zens’ worship is often halfhearted. Lukewarm worship, though, is where 
we see our need for the cross of Christ. Jesus is the one who perfects our 
worship as he intercedes with God on our behalf. His faithful worship 
of God led him to sacrifice himself and it is his sacrifice that enables us 
to offer God true worship. A Roman guard saw Jesus dying on the cross 
and proclaimed “Truly this man was the Son of God”(Mark 15:38). The 
disciple Thomas felt Jesus’s crucifixion wounds, looked at Jesus, and 
cried “My Lord and My God!” (John 20:27-28). In both circumstances, 
the cross moved men declare Jesus was God. That’s worship! The cross 
is the great evidence of God’s love for us (Rom. 5:8) and experiencing this 
love moves us to worship.

The cross-shaped love of God frees us from the guilt of half-hearted 
worship. Upon removing our guilt, the cross calls us to live as kingdom 
citizens. We shape our gatherings around the cross because we all 
stumble in our worship and forget who we are. In baptism and commu-
nion, we see how the cross shapes our services. New believers lowered 
under the waters of baptism are identifying with the death and burial of 
Jesus. Rising up out of the water, they identify with the resurrection of 
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Jesus. Every week in communion, we rip off a piece of bread symbolizing 
Christ’s body broken on the cross for us. We dip the bread into the wine 
that symbolizes Christ’s blood shed for us. We place wine-dipped bread 
into our mouths and eat, remembering the Spirit unites us with with 
Christ. 

Participating in the mystery of communion reminds us it is the love 
of God that led him to save us at all. Worship takes place in the Kingdom. 
The cross enables our worship. And finally, God’s grace motivates our 
worship. Gathered together, the church first remembers that worship 
starts with God. We worship the God who loved us enough to send his 
son. We worship the Son who love us enough to die for us. We worship 
our Lord who adopted us into his family and made us citizens of his 
kingdom. We worship the Spirit who cleanses us and qualifies us to enter 
the presence of God. In our singing and responding, we are modeling life 
in the kingdom. In baptism and communion, we are remembering the 
cross that brought us home. Our gatherings call us back to the particular, 
passionate love of God for his church.

World-Wide Worship

The rhythm of true worship extends beyond the walls of the church. 
Many religions demand their adherents to worship in a specific, “sacred” 
place. This is nothing new. Jesus exposed a woman’s adultery and she 
responds with a theology debate about worship locations. Jesus rebukes 
this woman by saying, “neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem will 
you worship the Father.” (John 4:23) He’s telling her location does not 
matter anymore. Whether you’re in the temple of Jerusalem or on a holy 
mountain is of no consequence to God. “But the hour is…now here,” he 
continues,” where true worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and 
truth.” (John 4:24) Worship is not confined to a location but is rather 
about the identity of the worshiper. True worship always happens some-
where because it is a concrete act in real time. It just so happens, though, 
that the “somewhere” of worship is anywhere in the world. The church 
can worship in any location, but it always worships in a particular loca-
tion. Our houses are worship auditoriums. Our cars (even in bumper to 
bumper traffic) can be holy sanctuaries of praise. Aspects of our location 
can foster or hinder worship, but our worship is never determined by nor 
confined to a specific place. 

Our primary worship venue is thus the exact place we are right now. 
When God created us, He charged us with cultivating civilization. There 
are two aspects to this  responsibility: procreation and vocation. Fulfill-
ing these duties begins in our location as an act of worship. Thus, Jesus 
has transformed every activity of his  people. Our weeks are now jam 
packed with worship opportunities.

Worship and Location
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Worship While We Work

God has called all his people to culture make and civilization building.  If 
you are an employee, you offer true worship when you “work heartily, as 
for the Lord and not for men.” (Col. 3:22-25) If you are an employer, you 
offer true worship when you “treat your [employees] justly and fairly, 
knowing that you also have a Master in heaven” (Col. 4:1). Every voca-
tion, no matter how insignificant, transcends mere productivity for the 
true worshiper. Profit margins proclaim the glory of God. Meeting dead-
lines declare the Lord’s handiwork. Generous benefits packages point 
to the outrageous grace of the Father. God gives every image bearer the 
responsibility to build civilization. Yet it is only citizens of the Kingdom 
that God has freed to use their vocation as a vehicle of true worship. 

Work-based worship happens through our competence as a work-
er and the loving presence we bring to work. We worship at the water 
cooler by sharing with our coworkers what is most important to us. We 
worship God by providing a meal for a fellow employee whose husband 
has cancer. We respond to God’s compassion to us by listening to a man 
whose child has a birth defect. We bring a transformed presence into our 
work space and worship God by giving that presence to those around us.

Our work does not end when we clock out, either. God sends his 
worshipers into the brokenness of the world as agents of redemption.  
Kingdom citizens step into broken places and work to make that place 
more like God’s kingdom. Thus Trunk or Treat can be an act of worship. 
Tornado relief can be as pleasing as a praise chorus. Delivering a home 
cooked meal can be as honoring as a hymn. We sacrifice our time, our 
comfort, and our resources as an act of worship. As the author of He-
brews reminds us, “such sacrifices are pleasing to God.”

Pleasurable Praise

In his generous wisdom, God has made his world such that the acts of 
worship that please him also bring pleasure to his children. One of the 
primary ways worship is pleasing to the worshiper is through the gift of 
rest. The relationship between worship and rest stretches all the way 
back to the Ten Commandments. God demanded that his people devote 
an entire day to rest and pleasure…as an act of worship! We worship 
God by listening to him, and this includes listening to him when he says 
stop working and remember what I’ve done for you (Deut. 5:1-21). This 
stop-working day became the skeleton for the entire Jewish calendar. 
In the book of Leviticus, God sets milestones for the year to help Israel 
remember their God (Lev. 23). Each one of these milestones were cer-
tainly stop-working days, but they were much more than that. Of all the 
ways God could have organized the year for his people, he chose to do so 
through feasts. Seven feasts, sprinkled throughout the year, would be the 
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primary way God’s people would mark their time. These feasts were not 
like your brother-in-law’s awful Christmas parties, either. 

Imagine the crowds you see leaving the stadium after an NFL game 
and multiply them by five or six. This sea of people gathers together and 
then, right in the middle of the crowd, the band comes out. We aren’t 
talking about Nickelback here, either. This was U2, the Beatles, Jimi 
Hendrix (or whoever your favorite band is, just not Nickelback). The 
band starts rocking out, and everyone begins dancing. You notice huge 
semis pull up and they begin rolling out casks of wine. You see old labels 
written in Italian (this is the good stuff ). Tents begin popping up and the 
scent of exotic foods fills the air. As the night rolls on, you look around 
and see wild dancing. Elsewhere, men and women are feasting on the 
finest foods and laughing over long conversations. Smiling friends pour 
glasses of the best wine and children are catching fireflies in the fields. 
These were the kinds of parties we would all want to have been invited 
to. Through it all was one common ingredient—the goodness of God who 
gives us rest.

The entire focus of these feasts was God. The motivation behind 
the feasts was worship. God structured his people’s time to force them 
to remember who He was and what He had done. God wanted his people 
grounded in a clear understanding of who he was to ensure they would 
set their hearts on him alone. Of all the ways God could have set this up, 
he does so by creating extravagant, gut-busting worship feasts. Today, 
as the church, many of us have forgotten how to party to the glory of 
God because we have forgotten how to worship God in our resting. True 
worshipers can we put down our incessant striving for achievement and 
merit because we know God is in control. The gospel reminds us that 
God wants us to experience pleasure, not just productivity. He frees us to 
cease our striving to prove ourselves and instead take a drink and laugh 
a little. If we refuse to receive our new nationality as citizens of God’s 
Kingdom, we will never become true worshipers. 

Imagine living in the village across the street from Israel. Every few 
weeks, you wake up to the sound of hammers and saws, huge semis com-
ing and going, and men shouting plans and orders to one another. “Not 
again…” you mutter as you rub your eyes awake. What a hassle. What a 
nuisance…but what a party! These parties screamed “we have something 
better.” It is no stretch to imagine people on the outside peeking over the 
fence and wishing they could have some, too. Unlike then, the Church 
now has a free invitation for anyone and everyone who wants to join the 
party. All you need to come is to have faith in Jesus. God made the invita-
tion so broad because he knew packed rooms marked the best parties.

True worshipers want others to join the fun. True worship has led to 
multiplication since the Spirit first filled his people. As they worshiped 
God, “the Lord added to their number day by day those who were being 
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saved” (Acts 2:42, 47). Multiplication has always flowed from true wor-
shipers and the pattern holds true today. We sing songs that are sound 
familiar to the people attending our services. We play music that sounds 
like the cultures we inhabit. We worship in the day to day activities of 
the place where we live, all because true worshipers long for multiplica-
tion. 

In closing, consider the effects this all-encompassing life of worship 
will have on us. Worshiping at home, where we work, where there is 
brokenness, in our resting and celebrating, and all with an eye to see it 
happening in more places, will transform us. Our minds will need to be 
transformed so that our perspective on our homes, jobs, and relation-
ships can be changed. Our hearts will need to be transformed so that our 
greatest affections are redirected towards the Creator. Our hands and 
feet will need to be transformed so that we can give ourselves to the work 
and rest of God. The fame of God will fill the earth as men and women 
become like Jesus. Worship is one of the primary vehicles that take us 
from who we are today to who God has created us to be.

Who We Are: Family

The New Testament is replete with various images of what it means to 
be saved by God.We are redeemed from our rebellion (Titus 2:14), we are 
purified from our sin (Hebrews 9:14),and we are made part of a larger 
body (Romans 12:4), just to name a few. The clearest image, though, is 
that of a family. The goal of our redemption is the stunning reality that 
God adopts us into his family. 

Family Values

This new family is a reflection of the original family, God the Father, 
Son, and Holy Spirit. God made us in his image and said it’s not good for 
us to be alone to show us that  he created us to be a family. God created 
this family to show the world what he himself was like. In this way, God 
is the father of all humans and humanity is, in a general sense, one giant 
family designed to display the greatness of God. He cries out across his 
creation, saying “bring my sons from afar and my daughters from the end 
of the earth, everyone who is called by my name, whom I created for my 
glory, whom I formed and made.” (Is. 43:6-7) God created this family to 
reveal his glory. The way humans live with one another was to display 
how God himself lives. In response to the question, “what is God like?” 
we ought to be able to say, “look at what humans are like.” We twisted 
that almost immediately, though. The human family no longer shares 
God’s family values. We have chosen our own way instead of his. The 
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human family is no longer about the glory of God or displaying what he’s 
like. 

The life, death, and resurrection of Jesus forms a new family with 
new values, though. To those who trust him, Jesus, “gave the right to 
become children of God” (John 1:12).  Humanity in general is no longer 
the family of God.  It is the church that shares God’s family values. It is 
the church that lives and moves to show the world the glory of God. The 
church is a family and our fundamental family value is the fame of our 
Father.

The fame of God moves our family to be a place where the soil is 
fertile, too. As God plants the seed of faith in our life, the church is the 
place designed to foster the healthy growth of God’s sons and daughters 
(Eph. 4:11-16). Christ himself, as the head of the family who unites each 
member together, makes the family grow. Because God’s glory motivates 
our family, we are not content with our present state of growth. We long 
to become more like Jesus. Becoming like Jesus requires us to trust 
Jesus by obeying the growth strategy he has given us.

The Family Business

We grow in the family by taking part in the family business, the Great 
Commission. The purpose of the family business is to gather God’s 
children from the four corners of the earth. Serving in the great com-
mission also reorients our hearts by rooting our greatest allegiance in 
the family of God. The family business has always been counter cultural, 
though. The torturing, killing, and rejecting of men and women for the 
sake of the gospel fills the history of the church. Fathers scoff at their 
Ivy-League sons who forsake the board room for Belarus. Mother’s 
disapprove of their daughter marrying a seminary student. If you leave 
the comfortable confines of the United States, the situations become 
much worse. Enemies of the church drag pastors into the street in front 
of screaming children. Family members disappear in the night. Govern-
ments tear down church buildings and burn their schools. The last 100 
years of church history have been the most violent, bloody, and danger-
ous time to be a Christian since Pentecost. Jesus promised us persecu-
tion from the world and persecution from our families (Matt. 10:34-36). 
As the family of God engages in the Great Commission, it should expect 
that its announcement of the gospel will be met with persecution.

Into this persecution, Jesus tells his family that, “Whoever loves fa-
ther or mother more than me is not worthy of me, and whoever loves son 
or daughter more than me is not worthy of me. And whoever does not 
take up his cross and follow me is not worthy of me. Whoever finds his 
life will lose it, and whoever loses his life for my sake will find it” (Matt. 
10:37-39). The family business challenges disciples to give their ultimate 
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allegiance to Jesus, whatever it may cost. As we join together to “make 
disciples of all nations” (Matt. 28:19), we find that in the church we have 
new fathers and mothers, new brothers and sisters. Knowing the perse-
cution that is waiting for us, the presence of our family comforts us. We 
are not called to start our own small business, we are rather joining the 
family business. We work together, alongside one another, and are never 
alone in the family of God. We take part in the great commission togeth-
er, we grow as the family of God together, and God shows his greatness to 
the world through us. 

A Freaky Family

Perhaps you see a problem with this design, though. How many fami-
lies give you a reassuring picture of the God of the universe? How many 
churches give you a reassuring picture? How many churches have made 
you feel like you are “never alone”? It’s important to remember that, “a 
Christian’s life reflects and represents the church, just as the church’s 
life reflects and represents Christ.” This means the family relates to one 
another the same way Christ relates to us. The foundation of this family 
is the one-way love of God. We are not made a family because of our 
performance in the family business or our moral superiority. God saves 
us by grace. This news is so good that we struggle to believe it. Perhaps 
we are saved by grace, but then God must expect us to stay in the family 
through our grand performances! This is not the gospel, though. Grace 
creates our family and grace holds our family together.

Grace, not our performance, moved God to send Jesus “to buy 
freedom for us… so that he could adopt us as his very own children.” 
(Gal. 4:5). The cross is the means by which God adopts us into his family. 
Jesus lived as a perfect member of God’s family because we couldn’t. He 
always lived by the family values as he went about the family business so 
that we who are failures could be adopted into the family! Because God 
loves us, Christ has died for us. This is what makes us family and this is 
what allows us to endure despite our family’s dysfunction. Thus we pur-
sue life in the family knowing full well we will never be a perfect picture 
of God’s love until Christ returns. We can forgive one another because 
we ourselves have experienced forgiveness. 

It is from these realities that we live as family members and king-
dom citizens. The church is a family whose Father is also the King of the 
universe. The church thus desires and submits to the will of its Father/
King. As Jesus taught us to pray, we long for the day when the will of our 
Father is done on earth as it is in heaven—the essence of God’s kingdom. 
Membership in this kingdom demands living lives congruent with the 
values of this kingdom. Just as parents instruct their children in what it 
means to be a part of the family, so too does God instruct his family. He 
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tells us to commit to one another in a local context (Acts 2:37-47; Rom. 
12:13, 16:1-16; 1 Tim. 5:17), to love one another (John 15:12-17), to share 
our possessions with one another (Rom. 12:13), to bear with each other’s 
weaknesses ( Rom. 15:1), to show equal concern for one another (1 Cor. 
12:22-26), to  serve each other (John 13:14, Rom. 13:8-10) and much, 
much more.

Our life in the family of God  shows the world what God is like, but 
it also serves to show us what the fullness of God’s kingdom will be like.  
God promises “an inheritance that is imperishable, undefiled, and unfad-
ing, kept in heaven for [us]” (1 Pet. 1:4) As family members and kingdom 
citizens, we are “heirs according to the hope of eternal life” (Titus 3:7). 
Though we a freaky family surrounds us, we also catch glimpses of how 
beautiful our family will one day be. Those glimpses remind us of the 
inheritance that is waiting for us as children of the king and true heirs of 
his kingdom. 

Our Hometown

The common denominator shared amongst all families is a familiar four 
letter word…home. Home carries with it memories of a specific house 
filled with the right smells, the right furniture, and the right people. It 
is the place where we learned to be who we are. It is the place where we 
learned what love is and felt acceptance for the first time. At some point 
in life, though, we realize home is more than a physical place. As one 
author puts it, “[home] is a knowing in the soul, a vague premonition of a 
far-off country that we know exists but haven’t seen yet. Home is where 
we start, and whether we like it or not, our life is a race against time to 
come to terms with what it was or wasn’t.”

Every member of God’s family has this kind of home to reconcile 
themselves to, but each of us also has our true home waiting for us. Our 
family is no longer bound by lines of geography or blood. This means that 
the family of God can be anywhere and is in fact everywhere—wherever 
people call upon the name of their Father! Our present home is with 
the family of God and we gather to remind ourselves and each other of 
the true home we are sojourning towards. On this journey, we must see 
that the family is always in a particular place at a particular time with a 
particular people. Though you have a Christian brother in Botswana, you 
first need to be with your family right where you are. The family of God 
has always been a local family first. Paul shows us the global/local nature 
of our family in 1 Corinthians.  “To the church of God that is in Corinth,” 
he writes, “to those sanctified in Christ Jesus, called to be saints together 
with all those who in every place call upon the name of the Lord Jesus 
Christ, both their Lord and ours” (1 Cor. 1:2, emphasis added). The point 
is that God’s family can be anywhere (all those in every place) but it is 
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always somewhere (the church of God in Corinth). Given the local em-
phasis of God’s family, each member must commit to a local expression 
of the family.

Consider the role of our kingdom-family members in our work. If 
a family member is an inconsistent worker and they fall into a wasteful 
lifestyle, who carries out 2 Thessalonians 3? There, God tells us that if 
a man is not willing to work, he will not eat. Christians should not be 
idle but rather busy at work. Christians are to be models of hard work. 
God calls their fellow brothers and sisters who have committed to the 
same local body to encourage them to that end. Think of a Christian who 
attends another church who lost her job. The rebuke we offer her for her 
“laziness” might end up tearing down our defeated sister even more. Yet 
it is her commited fellow family members who know her story that can 
best rally around her to help her find another position. 

No job is off limits to the Christian, either. The Family business is 
not focused on a specific vocation. Christian work is rather based on an 
ethic birthed from our new identity.“Christians are to be models of hard 
work. Such diligence enables them to earn their own pay, take care of 
themselves (and their family, if they have one, 1 Tim. 5:18), and to not 
be a burden to others.” The vision is for strong men and strong women 
to work together, each engaged in his or her own specific responsibility. 
They all come together to exhort, equip, confront, encourage, motivate, 
and help one another. Through vocation-based-ministry, the place we 
are working experiences renewal and the local church flourishes. 

God has linked the flourishing of the church and the renewal of 
the city to one another. As the family of God grows both numerically 
and qualitatively, the place where God has located them is flooded with 
transformed and transforming children of God. In short, when the fam-
ily lives like the family, the brokenness of our world begins to mend. We 
press back the darkness by rescuing people from evil trades. We shine 
the light of Christ by creating affordable housing in suffering commu-
nities. The family of God brings restoration to their homes, their work, 
and even their family of origin. In Ephesians 5:22-6:4, Paul shows us that 
the design of godly families brings about renewal amongst our earthly 
relatives.We experience this renewal personally as we embrace this 
design and the world gets a clearer picture of God’s love for his family by 
observing us doing so. 

Personal experiences before the world’s watching eyes is the rhythm 
of God’s family. They see our love for one another, our restoration and 
reconciliation with one another, our renewal-driven work, and they see 
God. This is also true in how we spend our free time. Christians don’t 
demand constant productivity through activity. We don’t see busyness 
as a virtue but rather as a true danger to the health of our souls. The fam-
ily business has a generous vacation plan! By laying our work down and 
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prioritizing our enjoyment of God, the world sees our family values. As a 
brother carries extra burdens for a time so his sister can rest, the church 
offers a better way of being human.

God is wooing his lost children even in our rest and recreation. 
Thus, the church is an ever extending family. It extends in straightfor-
ward ways such as having children. God’s desire is not for more humans, 
though. He longs for an ever expanding church. The responsibility to 
procreate and raise god-fearing children is one of the greatest privi-
leges of a Christian marriage. Since our family extends beyond blood 
lines, this responsibility does not rest with the parents alone. The entire 
church shares in this privilege with every mom and dad.

The church expands in less biological ways, too. The proclamation 
and reception of the gospel has been the primary growth strategy from 
day one. Everywhere we go throughout our day, we men and women liv-
ing as orphans in the world surround us. We have the beautiful opportu-
nity of inviting them into a true family. We do this as a normal routine of 
our days by asking God to lead us into those conversations. There are no 
coincidences in the family of God. Perhaps your desire for a mid-morn-
ing cappuccino is also God directing you to one of his children standing 
in line behind you. Christians take a posture of willingness wherever 
they are. We are willing to be used by our father in the day in, day out 
routines of our lives. 

Yet we also take intentional steps to grow our family. In our com-
munity groups, for instance, we multiply the group to make room for 
new people to experience life in God’s family. This is a painful process 
as close friends part ways into different groups, yet it is also a sweet 
experience as we see God’s family grow. We feel his same pain as the 
church sends brothers and sisters to the nations. Just like we multiply 
our groups, we also multiply our churches so that gospel ministry can 
happen across the globe. 

Our family is a worldwide family that spans all times and places. 
God is calling his sons and daughters, whom he made to show his own 
beauty, from every corner of the earth to come to him. As his family, this 
vision motivates and sustains our lives both together and apart.

Who We Are: Servants

Spotlight Service

God’s design for life often reverses this world’s values. Paradoxically, 
God shows us throughout the scriptures that the way up is the way down. 
The way to glory is through suffering; the way to success is through 
service; the way to preserve your life is to lose it. Service is a popular 
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method of self-help today, but God’s design is not a self-help plan. Self-
help service is both subtle and sinister. Encouraging someone in hopes 
of easing your own insecurity or being generous in hopes that God would 
give you more stuff is not Christ’s way. 

The fundamental orientation of the Christian is away from them-
selves and towards God. We step out of the spotlight so that the light of 
Christ can shine all the brighter. That is way we pray “to [God] be glory 
in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout all generations, forever and 
ever. Amen” (Eph. 3:21). Christians are servants of Jesus and stewards of 
God’s mysteries (1 Cor. 4:1-2). We do not call ourselves into existence; we 
do not invent our own purpose; we do not give ourselves a mission. God 
calls his church into existence and gives us a purpose and mission. Thus 
the church as servants is men and women whom God has created, saved, 
and called to serve. The goal of this service is not a self esteem boost but 
rather filling the earth with the glory of God. 

This begins with the humble realization that we receive everything 
we have as a gift from the Lord (1 Cor. 4:6-7). From there, we take what 
God has given to us and use it in service to display his greatness. “As 
each has received a gift,” says Peter, “use it to serve one another, as good 
stewards of God’s varied grace:” (1 Pet. 4:10). God gives us what we have 
to serve one another and, in so doing, fill the earth with God’s beauty. 
Whereas the world “stoops down” to meet their own needs, the Church 
serves to glorify God . 

And yet our stooping down also lifts us up. The rhythm set out for 
the church is one in which gifted leaders teach, train, equip, and develop 
all the members of the church so that everyone functions as servants 
(Eph. 4:11-12). The result is the whole church grows, attaining “to the 
unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to mature 
manhood, to the measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ” (Eph. 
4:13). In our stooping down and serving, God transforms us into the 
image of Jesus. We will serve to glorify God and this will keep us “grow-
ing in every way more and more like Christ, who is the head of his body, 
the church.” (Eph. 4:15) The goal of all our service is to glorify God, yet 
scripture makes it clear that there is a glorious side-effect of this service: 
we become more like Jesus.

In one of his most stunning role reversals, Jesus stoops down to 
wash his own disciples’ feet. The disciples spend their meal wth Jesus 
worrying about who will be most important in Jesus’ kingdom (Luke 
22:24). In response, Jesus gets down on his knees and washes their filthy 
feet. “Those who are the greatest among you should take the lowest 
rank,” he says to them, “and the leader should be like a servant. Who is 
more important, the one who sits at the table or the one who serves? The 
one who sits at the table, of course. But not here! For I am among you as 
one who serves.” (Luke 22:26-27) The way up is the way down. If you 
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want to be great, step out of the spotlight, get on your knees, and wash 
each other’s feet. 

This invitation moves us outward—away from ourselves and 
towards others. The more we become like Jesus the more we will find 
ourselves compelled to people and places that the world has overlooked . 
The more we become like Jesus, the more we will be willing to lay down 
our rights so that others might know him. When Jesus thus sends us 
out to make disciples of all nations, there are now no people beneath us, 
no act of service too distasteful for us. We do not go and proclaim life in 
these places to make people like us or to build our resumé. We go and 
place the focus on Jesus to spread his fame as men and women come to 
him. We enjoy our place in the background of the story and point others 
to the beauty of the Author. This is most evident in the message we pro-
claim which also compels our service.

Suffering Servant

By washing their feet, Jesus showed the disciples both his love for them 
as well as the model they are to follow as Kingdom-servantsAs Michael 
Card underscores, “In the upside-down kingdom, true greatness is found 
in the servant’s kneeling with the basin and the towel.”11 Jesus modeled 
humble service for us and now our service is meant to help people un-
derstand and experience Jesus’ particular love for them. Service wasn’t 
all Jesus had in mind during this meal, either. 

A few moments before the disciples’ argument, Jesus gives them 
another shocking picture of life in the kingdom. Jesus opens this meal 
by taking a simple loaf of bread, breaking it into pieces, and handing it to 
his disciples. “This is my body, which is given for you,” he says. “Do this 
to remember me.” (Luke 22:19) Conversation keeps rolling on, but then 
he gets up and does something strange to close the meal. He grabs a cup 
of wine and says, “This cup is the new covenant between God and his 
people—an agreement confirmed with my blood, which is poured out as 
a sacrifice for you.” (Luke 22:20) Likely confused, the gospel-writers tell 
us nothing of their response. Jesus cleared up any confusion when he 
walked out of his grave three days later.

To serve Jesus is to sacrifice our own lives for the sake of others just 
as Jesus sacrificed his life for ours. Jesus came to offer his life as a pay-
ment to redeem fallen people out of the clutches of sin and death (1 Pet. 
1:18-19). The church is thus called to lay down its life as it announces the 
good news of salvation accomplished by Jesus. We do not place the spot-

11 Michael Card, Scribbling in the Sand: Christ and Creativity (Downers Grove, IL: 
InterVarsity, 2002), 85.
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light on our service or sacrifice. We do not proclaim our achievements as 
the key to new life. We proclaim Christ’s service, suffering, and sacrifice.

If you have ever attended a college lecture or some type of public de-
bate, you’ve likely encountered Harry the Hijacker. Harry is the well-in-
tentioned yet obnoxious young man in attendance.  He thinks his ideas 
are more valuable than the speakers. So Harry, at just the right moment, 
hijacks the forum in a subtle way. Under the guise a question, he informs 
the speaker of the merits his unique perspective offers in the face of the 
main event’s folly. Here’s what Harry doesn’t understand, though: no 
one came to hear him. To put it another way, no one believes he has the 
answer to the questions they are asking. They trust the experts, not the 
longwinded post-grad down front. The church is filled with these kind of 
hijackers: men and women who think they have the answer, not Jesus. 
Their mission strategy thus relies on having the right answers or the 
loudest voice. Eloquence takes the place of service. Knowledge takes the 
place of suffering. Harry takes the place of Jesus.

Paul shows us how to avoid being a hijacker. He says we are “always 
carrying in our body the death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may also 
be manifested in our bodies.” (2 Cor. 4:7-12, emphasis added) We em-
brace cross-like suffering and service so that the world might see Jesus 
in us. Our service cannot save anyone, but the service of Jesus can. We 
do not have the answers for broken humanity, but we know the one who 
does. And so we serve because we are kingdom citizens and the cross 
is our model of service. The ultimate goal of our service is for people to 
come to Jesus and find their salvation in him. The goal is not achieved in 
our strength through our own resources. Yet we serve like Jesus served 
us to show the world what he is like. Jesus serves us, the Father supplies 
the grace we need, and the Holy Spirit empowers our service. 

We are kingdom citizens through the cross of Christ and this is a 
gift of God’s grace. God’s free acceptance of us is both the means and the 
motivation of our service. “According to the grace of God given to me,” 
Paul writes, “I laid a foundation, and someone else is building upon it. 
Let each one take care how he builds upon it. For no one can lay a foun-
dation other than that which is laid, which is Jesus Christ” (1 Cor. 3:10). 
Grace saves us and grace extends the invitation to come to Jesus. We do 
not serve to make something happen because we cannot make anything 
happen. We serve to become like Jesus. We serve to experience great-
er depths of God’s love for us. We serve as a joyful response to Christ’s 
suffering in our place. 

Sent Servants

The gospel forms a new service oriented people. The gospel inspires our 
service and God sends us into the world as hearlds of the good news. He 
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calls us to take the posture of a servant in our homes, where we work, in 
our rest, amongst the broken, and to the ends of the earth. We don’t stop 
being a servant at work anymore than we stop being a parent when we 
take a nap. From the reality of our new identity as servants flows con-
crete acts of service and these acts always begin right where we are.

Service begins in our homes through small, everyday acts. Servants 
wake up early to make breakfast for their spous. They leave work ear;y to 
help a child with a school project. Perhaps you give up watching football 
on a Saturday to help your elderly neighbor clean his gutters. Each day, 
opportunities to serve our local community surround us. We can deter-
mine the next step can often by asking ourselves a few simple questions: 
How can I show that Jesus is beautiful today? What opportunities has 
God given me to serve someone today? How will I live as a servant today?

One of the most difficult places to answer these questions is our 
workplace. Many Christians think that ministry requires a paycheck 
from a church. Take a moment and ask yourself if God is happier with a 
pastor or a butcher. Whose work is more pleasing to the Lord? There is 
no work that is more pleasing to God than any other. The invitation is to 
bring our new identity to bear on the exact place and circumstances in 
which God opened our eyes to the glory of Jesus. Education philosopher 
Dorothy Sayers describes the kind of work that pleases God when she 
writes, “The only Christian work is good work well done.” Christians 
don’t serve because others are watching nor do they serve in hopes of 
being seen and garnering favor. Christians serve by doing excellent work 
and being good employees because Jesus is the one for whom we are 
working.  

The fame of Jesus compels us to leverage the fruits of our voca-
tion for even greater acts of service. One of the first ways we direct our 
income towards service is by giving to our local church. Christians serve 
by giving for the support of their pastors (1 Tim. 5:17-18; Gal. 6:6; 1 Cor. 
9:6-18), for sending missionaries, for widows (1 Tim. 5:3-16), for helping 
the poor (Gal. 2:10) and poor churches (2 Cor. 8-9). God has designed 
our giving to support the local church and, from there, in works of 
restoration. It is often in these acts of restoration that the unbelieving 
world first sees the glory of God. Shortly after the birth of the church, 
we read that “The apostles were performing many miraculous signs and 
wonders among the people. And all the believers were meeting regularly 
at the Temple in the area known as Solomon’s Colonnade. But no one 
else dared to join them, even though all the people had high regard for 
them.” (Acts 5:12-13) Even though the church frightened them, , the city 
respected these early Christians. The catalyst for this high esteem was 
the Apostles’ caring for the poor and healing the sick. We serve Jesus 
through hard work and then we leverage the resources he gives us to 
serve the hurting and broken.

Servants and Location
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Many Christians have an easier time embracing a lifestyle of serving 
others than one in which Jesus serves us. It somehow feels inappro-
priate to call Jesus our servant and we live from a deep insecurity that 
we must earn his love. We must receive two truths if we want to be 
more than a flash in the pan servant. First, Jesus serves us both now 
and forever. He did not stop being a servant after his death on the cross. 
Hebrews reminds us that Jesus, “lives forever to intercede with God 
on [our] behalf.” (Heb. 7:25) Christ serves us today by interceding with 
God on our behalf and by giving us his presence to live in and guide us. 
Second, we must remember that there is “a special rest still waiting for 
the people of God.” (Heb. 4:9) God calls us to take the posture of a servant 
now, yet there is also a rest waiting for us. Hebrews goes on to describe 
this rest as a “Peaceful harvest of right-living.” (Heb. 12:11) Serving often 
entails long hours, hard work, and little thanks. This can only be discour-
aging unless we keep our eyes fixed on the reality that our rest is growing 
closer day by day. 

Embracing these realities does not require us to refuse a day off 
until we die or Jesus comes back. Jesus is the model of our service and 
he went off to be alone for times of rest and refreshment. These realities 
do, however, move us to expect that our service will be grueling and often 
thankless. Understanding our identity as servants does not keep us from 
rest but it does in fact transform our rest. As servants, we do not take a 
break so we can recharge for the mission field. Instead, we rest as one 
way of tasting the rest that is to come. We receive Jesus’ service and rest 
to give ourselves a greater experience of the rest that God has prepared 
for all his servants. 

While there is still time, we therefore go about our father’s business. 
God gave us gifts to use, not squander. The design of each gift involves 
the building up of the church and the making of disciples.  A young 
Christian may serve by cleaning his neighbor’s yard while he is recov-
ering from surgery. As he becomes matures though, he may serve by 
training up a team of young men to clean the yards of every house on the 
street. Multiplying our service requires us to look for opportunities to 
equip and empower others. 

Throughout history, service has often been the tip of the spear that 
God used to pierce the hearts of unbelievers. As Christians gathered un-
wanted babies from Roman rocks, contracted Leprosy, sold themselves 
into slavery, and engaged in countless other endeavors, God’s church has 
multiplied. As Christians embrace our identity as servants, the church 
will continue to multiply until the fame of God fills the entire earth. 
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Who We Are: Witnesses

A witness is someone who has seen and experienced something and then 
declares what they have seen and experienced to others. As God’s wit-
nesses, we experience restored relationship with God. As we experience 
this redemption, we go to the far reaches of the globe inviting others to 
share in life with God. The entire earth is God’s “mission field” and so 
witnesses see every aspect of their lives as an opportunity to declare who 
God is and what he has done.

Can I get a witness?

Imagine God as the great gospel-choir director in the sky. He’s wearing 
a flowing black robe, waving a sweat-soaked handkerchief, and dancing 
to the swirling sounds of drums and organs. At one point, he turns, looks 
into the universe and shouts, “CAN I GET A WITNESS?!” Scripture 
tells us that, yes, God in fact can get a witness. The entire universe is 
God’s choir and that choir is constantly witnessing to the wonders of its 
Creator. “His invisible attributes,” writes the Apostle Paul, “have been 
visible, ever since the world began…in the things he has made.” (Romans 
1:20) Every moment of every day, creation engages in a call and response 
sing-along with the Choir Director. The sky above sings of the skillful-
ness of the master-craftsman’s hands. The day and the night chant the 
bottomless depths of the wisdom of Him who fine-tuned the universe. 

This creation-chorus takes up the bass line of the song, providing 
a constant rhythm so that the Director is always being praised. As he 
raises his hand for the tenor section to chime in, the words of the song 
become more clear. “So the Word became flesh; he came to dwell among 
us, and we saw his glory, such glory as befits the Father’s only Son, full 
of grace and truth…No one has ever seen God; but God’s only Son, he 
who is nearest to the Father’s heart, he has made him known” (John 
1:14, 18). The incarnate Jesus carries the tenor section and brings with 
him a score of backup singers, too. John the baptist is doing a temp-
tations-worthy two-step while singing “he is the lamb of God; it is he 
who takes away the sins of the world” (John 1:29). Paul takes a solo and 
sings “He is the image of the invisible God” (Col. 15). Scripture, Jesus’ 
miracles, and the Holy Spirit are all  witnessing to the beauty of who 
God is and what He has done. That is the essential lyric of the Director’s 
song: God is beautiful and no can do what he does. As the choir swells 
and soars, the song fills the universe “to the praise of his glorious grace” 
(Eph. 1:6). 

God is conducting the universe in the greatest song ever sung and 
that song is all about his glory. Creation is singing. Jesus is singing. 
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Through his Son, God is inviting the church to raise their voices and join 
the chorus. 

Let me clear my throat

Perhaps the idea of singing in a choir frightens you. Perhaps the idea 
of singing in a gospel choir horrifies you. Your voice is scratchy and 
off-pitch. You just remembered you have strep throat and bronchitis. It 
would be best for you to sit this one out. The first invitation that comes 
to us in our new identity as witnesses is the invitation to hear the song 
ourselves. Before we ever start singing, we must begin by hearing and 
experiencing. God intends the Great Commission to bring more mem-
bers into his choir. It is more than that, though. The Great Commission 
is a divine singing lesson for we who couldn’t carry a tune in a bucket. 
God knows that reading a book helps you become a better singer about 
as much as eating a burrito makes you a better dancer. We learn how to 
be witnesses by witnessing. By stepping out, as pathetic as it may feel, 
our voices grow stronger, our harmonies become tighter, and the song 
becomes more beautiful. 

The Director knows how the song should sound and he knows how 
far he needs to bring us to make it sound that way, too. That is why he 
has not left us alone. “When your Advocate has come,” Jesus tells us, “he 
will bear witness to me and…he will guide you into all truth” (John 15:26; 
16:13). We have a voice coach that never leaves us and is always forming 
our voices to make the right notes. Once we hear the song, the natural 
overflow is to begin singing ourselves. This is not a duty given to us by 
God, it is who we are. Often, our hesitation comes not from our singing 
ability but from our shallow experience of God. Consider what happened 
when a close friend of yours became engaged. Typically, a ring is placed 
on a finger, perhaps a few smooches are smooched, and then out comes 
the phones and the calls are made. The couple needs to call their parents 
and their pastor and their community group leader and their friends and 
their little sister and their butcher and their mechanic…and anyone else 
who will answer the phone. Something life-altering is experienced and 
the natural response is to share what has happened. Witnessing does not 
require training because it is hard-wired into our DNA. Witnessing only 
requires experiencing—the rest takes care of itself.

This is the pattern we see in the early church. The apostles were 
brought up on charges and commanded to stop preaching about Jesus. 
“We must obey God rather than men,” the apostles responded. “[He] 
raised Jesus, whom you killed by hanging on a tree…to give repentance 
to Israel and forgiveness of sins. And we are witnesses to these things” 
(Acts 5:27-32). Cost what it might cost, the disciples experienced some-
thing too fantastic to keep their mouths shut. This pattern continues 
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today. When Sojourn baptizes a man off the street, you can take it to 
the bank that his street friends will surround him at church next Sun-
day. See, our singing always begins with our experiencing. Hearing the 
good news of salvation, receiving, and responding to the gift of the Holy 
Spirit empowers us to stand up, clear our throats, and begin singing. The 
witnessing church, empowered, supported, and conducted by the Divine 
Director, sings until the ends of the earth are filled with the music of our 
maker.

The Center of the Song

Thankfully, it is not the choir’s responsibility to write the lyrics. The 
Christian, as one songwriter puts it, is free to say “I am like a mocking-
bird; I’ve got no new song to sing. I am like an amplifier; I just tell you 
what I’ve heard.” The lyrics are set by the three fold announcement of 
God’s Kingdom made available through God’s cross as a gift of God’s 
grace. Jesus, as associate director, not only enables our song but also 
modeled it for us in his life. Early in his ministry, Jesus decided it was his 
turn for special music. He walks into the temple on the Sabbath, grabs a 
scroll of the prophet Isaiah, stands up and says, “the spirit of the Lord is 
upon me because he has anointed me; He has sent me to announce good 
news to the poor, to proclaim release for prisoners and recovery of sight 
for the blind; to let the broken victims go free, to proclaim the year of 
the Lord’s favor” (Luke 4:16-19). This is the first and greatest instance of 
dropping the mic. Jesus announces who he is and what he will do, drops 
the mic, and walks off the stage. 

He sings that song, but doesn’t stop there. He proceeds, empow-
ered by the Spirit, by showing them this kingdom he has announced. He 
makes disciples (Mark 1:16-20), casts out demons (Mark 1:21-28), and 
heals the sick (Mark 1:29-34). People heard the kingdom-song and Jesus 
gave them a picture of that kingdom through his work. As witnesses, the 
church proclaims the message of the kingdom in the same way. Witness-
es share what they’ve experienced by telling the story and also by man-
ifesting God’s kingdom where they are. The Apostles lived as witnesses 
both by preaching sermons and  by serving the poor. They taught the Bi-
ble and provided for one another’s needs. They evangelized and they met 
the practical needs of their city. Kingdom citizens are not accepted into 
an exclusive, secret society. Instead, God brings us in so he can send us 
out. The choir has open enrollment. The drawbridge is down. The gates 
are open. Pick whichever analogy you like—the good news is that God’s 
kingdom is available to anyone and everyone who desires it. Witnesses 
experience life in this kingdom and then go proclaim the goodness of 
that life. 

The kingdom-invitation is a liberating one, too. You are not the only 
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one afraid of singing in the choir. Regardless of your favorite analogy, the 
doorway into God’s kingdom is always shaped like a cross. This means 
membership in the choir is not dependent upon anyone’s performance 
or ability. It is instead contingent upon the work of the associate director 
at the cross. Jesus moves into the neighborhood and makes his home 
with us through his life, death, and resurrection. In turn, he sends the 
church out not to earn salvation, but to announce it. Witnesses need 
not be winsome, sophisticated, or graduates of seminary. Paul himself 
makes this plain when he says, “First and foremost, I handed on to you 
the facts which had been imparted to me: that Christ died for our sins… 
that he was buried; that he was raised to life on the third day…and that he 
appeared” (1 Cor. 15:3-5). Witnesses only need to experience what Jesus 
has done and then be willing to share only what Jesus has done. 

The reason so many of us are reluctant, fearful witnesses is because 
we think our lives are one long, drawn-out episode of American Idol. We 
must perform and then bite our nails waiting for Simon to blow us up. 
When we sing, though, it is the voice of Jesus that is heard (and he sings 
better than Bocelli). Our song is a song of grace. Grace makes us wit-
nesses to the gospel and now, by grace, the content of our witness is only 
the gospel. It is not our life we proclaim but Christ’s. It is not our sin we 
proclaim, but Christ’s death. It is not our achievement we proclaim, it is 
the victory of Jesus. 

The World Tour

This message is on a worldwide tour and the show must go on until the 
song fills every corner of the earth. Even so, we always become witnesses 
in a particular place and we are always sent to witness in a particular 
place. Every place we go colors the song with its unique textures. The 
band adds a telecaster, cowboy boots, and a little twang in Texas. They 
put on dark suits, drop their instruments, and break out the hymnal in 
London. We trade risers for street corners in Harlem and drum kits for 
sitars in India. Paul writes, “I have become all things to all people, that 
by all means I might save some. I do it all for the sake of the gospel, that I 
may share with them in its blessings” (1 Cor. 9:22-23). Paul offers a sim-
ple message to uneducated peasants in Lystra (Acts 14:8-18) and then 
whips out quotes from philosophers to the elite of Athens (Acts 17:16-
34). Witnesses today must make similar choices.

This begins in simple ways with language and location. If you only 
speak English, your best opportunities to proclaim the gospel will come 
to people who understand English. If God calls you to France, you should 
learn to speak French. The location we find ourselves in always provides 
contour to our witness. That is not to say our location re-defines what 
the gospel is but rather our location shapes our method of sharing the 
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gospel. We engage different audiences in the clearest, easiest to under-
stand ways we can. Christians often fall into the trap of thinking there is 
“one way” to share the gospel. If you talk with a six year old and a Viet-
nam veteran in the same day, though, you know this is not true. 

A healthy first step is realizing that you are always witnessing to 
something. By understanding what our context most cherishes, we can 
learn to witness in light of that value. Most American cultures hold up 
money as the end all be all. Paul made it clear that everyone of our dollars 
can become little missionaries we send out into the world.  Paul won-
ders, “Did you ever hear of a man serving in the army at his own expense? 
or planting a vineyard without eating the fruit of it? or tending a flock 
without using its milk?” (1 Cor. 9:7). The clear answer is no. He is telling 
us that our dollars become missionaries when we support the local 
church. When Christians are generous with their money, they transform 
their dollars into missionaries. 

Witnesses also have the power to transform their money into agents 
of renewal. Each dollar has the potential to be a key on the piano God 
presses in his grand symphony. Our words, actions, and finances all have 
the opportunity to show the world who God is. The opportunity for this 
to happen is perhaps greatest where suffering is most severe. Witnesses 
form committed relationships to those who have been abandoned, offer 
tender care to those who have been hurt, provide nourishing meals for 
those who are hungry, and share a better story with those who feel de-
feated in hopes of showing them the beauty of God. Witnesses lay down 
their work to enjoy the life God has given them as a way of proclaiming 
to tired, busy people that God is good. Witnesses cry while they watch 
their missionary-friends board planes to far away countries because 
they believe others need to experience relationship with God. Witnesses 
scheme for ways to for God’s music to extend to the ends of the earth 
because they know He has a better song.  

Each morning, the choir director hands us a fresh robe and a brand 
new book of music. Each morning, we have a new opportunity to live as 
a witness. Are we willing to experience the goodness of God again? Who 
can we share that experience with? How am I transforming my resourc-
es and relationships into witnessing opportunities? The Church joins of 
all creation in the great gospel choir in the sky. We are witnesses formed 
and fueled by the gospel who are sent to invite everyone who will to 
come and join the song.

Witnesses and Vocation

Witnesses and Restoration





North Star
Scholar



70

North Star Theology: Whole Vision

According to Scripture, “where there is no 
vision, the people perish” (Prov. 29:18 KJV).1 
What is a vision, and why in the absence of a 
vision do the people of God perish? 

What is your vision for your life, your fam-
ily, your work, and your church?

What is the vision of your church for God, 
its own people, its city, its state, its nation, and 
the world?

Definition

According to Andy Stanley, “vision is a clear 
mental picture of what could be, fueled by 
the conviction that it should be.”2  Modifying 
this definition in the direction of a theological 
vision, whole vision is an all-encompassing, 
imaginative construal of a gospel-transformed 
and Christ-conformed reality yet to come, 
fueled by a God-given conviction that such 
a reality must be and indeed will be realized. 
Additionally, this vision is conveyed to others 
in such a way that it grips their imagination, 
drives their conviction, and directs their life 
and course of action. For the church that em-
bodies the new identities of disciples, worship-
ers, family, servants, and witnesses, this whole 
vision encompasses the glory of God, its own 
growth, and its engagement in the Great Com-
mission. Moreover, this whole vision encom-
passes the whole world—location, vocation, 
restoration, recreation, and multiplication—
and is intended for the transformation of the 

1  The ESV version renders this proverb as “where 
there is no prophetic vision the people cast off 
restraint,” with an alternative ending “the people are 
discouraged.” 

2  Andy Stanley, Visioneering: God’s Blueprint for 
Developing and Maintaining Personal Vision 
(Sisters, OR: Multnomah, 1999), 18.

whole person. 

Story

The three aspects of this whole vision are 
the glory of God, our growth, and the Great 
Commission, and each aspect has its own story 
recounted in Scripture. In terms of the first 
element, the glory of God could be defined as 
the infinite beauty that is God’s because of who 
he is in his perfections—triune, self-existing, 
eternal, everywhere present, unchanging, im-
material, all-powerful, all-knowing, truth-tell-
ing, faithful, good, loving, gracious, merciful, 
patient, holy, righteous, jealous, wrathful—an 
infinite beauty that is put on display as he 
manifests himself as God through creation, 
redemption, and consummation. Further-
more, the divine glory seems to be the radiant 
splendor that emanates from, or surrounds, 
God’s revelation of his character and mighty 
acts.3 Indeed, when Moses requested to be 
shown the divine glory, God responded, “I will 
make all my goodness pass before you and will 
proclaim before you my name, ‘The Lord.’ And 
I will be gracious to whom I will be gracious, 
and will show mercy on whom I will show 
mercy” (Ex. 33:18-19). Thus, the glory of God 
is a physical, visible reality associated with his 
nature or character (his name “The Lord”) and 
his powerful work (pouring out his grace and 
mercy). 

God’s glory is revealed through what he 
has created; indeed, “the heavens declare the 
glory of God” (Ps. 19:1), and his people living 
in a sin-spoiled creation pray, “Be exalted, O 
God, above the heavens! Let your glory be over 

3  See John Piper, ??; Wayne Grudem, ST, ??
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all the earth” (Ps. 108:5; 72:19).4 Within the 
heavenly sphere, the created beings known as 
angels are commanded to give God glory: “As-
cribe to the Lord, O heavenly beings, ascribe 
to the Lord glory and strength. Ascribe to the 
Lord the glory due his name; worship the Lord 
in the splendor of holiness” (Ps. 29:1-2). With-
in the earthly sphere, divinely created human 
beings are “crowned . . . with glory and honor” 
(Ps. 8:5; cf. 1 Cor. 11:7). Speaking of his peo-
ple—“everyone who is called by my name”—
God describes them as those “whom I created 
for my glory, whom I formed and made” (Isa. 
43:7); they are designed to “declare his [God’s] 
glory among the nations, his marvelous works 
among all the peoples!” (1 Chron. 16:24; Ps. 
96:3-4). Accordingly, God’s glory that is put 
on display is intended to prompt a response of 
giving glory to God: when angelic beings and 
human beings encounter the radiant splendor 
surrounding God’s being and activity, they are 
to engage in praising him, giving him honor, 
exalting him—such adoration is what is meant 
by “giving God glory.”

Tragically, all human beings fail to realize 
this divine design, having “exchanged the glory 
of the immortal God for images resembling 
mortal man and birds and animals and creep-
ing things” (Rom. 1:23). Because of such idol-
atry, the divine assessment is “all have sinned 
and fall short of the glory of God” (Rom. 3:23). 
Through the gospel, however, this nightmarish 
situation is reversed for Christians, so that 
they who “hope in Christ might be to the praise 
of his glory” (Eph. 1:12). If such glory-giving 
is true of individuals whose lives have been 
reoriented by Jesus, how much more is the 
church to be characterized by the same orien-
tation.orientation? Indeed, Paul prays that to 
God “be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus 

4  Some of the following material has been adapted 
from Allison, SS, 106-107. 

throughout all generations, forever and ever” 
(Eph. 3:21). Beyond the tabernacle that was 
filled with the glory of God (Ex. 40:34) and the 
temple that was similarly filled (1 Kings 8:11), 
the church has been established as a temple in 
which the fullness of Christ the Lord dwells 
through the Holy Spirit—“the Spirit of glory” 
(1 Pet. 4:14)—and is thus to be oriented to the 
glory of God.

Ultimately, at the consummation of all 
things, when God will be all in all (1 Cor. 15:28). 
The divine glory that was envisioned as filling 
the entire earth (Num. 14:21; Isa. 6:3) will 
actually be manifested throughout the new 
creation. Indeed, “the holy city, new Jerusa-
lem, coming down out of heaven from God, 
prepared as a bride adorned for her husband” 
(Rev. 21:2) will be characterized as “having the 
glory of God, its radiance like a most rare jewel, 
like a jasper, clear as crystal” (Rev. 21:11). In 
this new creation, there will be no temple, “for 
its temple is the Lord God the Almighty and 
the Lamb” (Rev. 21:22), and there will be no 
sun or moon, “for the glory of God gives it light, 
and its lamp is the Lord. By its light will the na-
tions walk, and the kings of the earth will bring 
their glory into it, and its gates will never be 
shut by day—and there will be no night there. 
They will bring into it the glory and the honor 
of the nations” (Rev. 21:23-26). The glory of 
God manifested in creation, redemption, and 
consummation prompts giving God glory.

The glory of God is one aspect of whole 
vision.

The second element, our growth, en-
compasses several themes. From the very 
beginning of the creation, the expansion of 
the human race has been emphasized. Having 
completed his fashioning of human beings in 
his image, God commands them, “Be fruitful 
and multiply and fill the earth” (Gen. 1:28). 
That is, the originators of humanity were 
charged with the responsibility to increase 
their creaturely line—physically, in terms of 
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reproducing themselves (more image bearers), 
and spiritually, in terms of multiplying other 
human beings of integrity like them (more 
image bearers). 

A second theme was woven together with 
the first and again expressed as a command 
to “subdue it [the earth] and have dominion 
over the fish of the sea and over the birds of 
the heavens and over every living thing that 
moves on the earth” (Gen. 1:28). Indeed, from 
the outset Adam (followed later by Eve) had a 
job to do: “And the LORD God planted a garden 
in Eden, in the east, and there he put the man 
whom he had formed. And out of the ground 
the LORD God made to spring up every tree 
that is pleasant to the sight and good for food. . 
. . The LORD God took the man and put him in 
the gardenGarden of Eden to work it and keep 
it” (Gen. 2:8-9, 15). Accordingly, the first work-
ers of the human race were charged with the 
responsibility to expand the boundaries of the 
garden into and throughout the world beyond. 
They were to “Edenize” the world by building 
civilization. 

The race of divine image bearing, civiliza-
tion building human beings was commanded 
to grow through procreation and vocation. 

Tragically, this dual-aspect growth was 
rendered horribly complicated through the 
fall of Adam and Eve (and, consequently, of 
the entire human race) into sin. Procreation 
was disturbed by sin, as God cursed the first 
woman and all those who would follow her: “To 
the woman he said, ‘I will surely multiply your 
pain in childbearing; in pain you shall bring 
forth children’” (Gen. 3:16). Vocation became 
problematic because of sin, as God curse the 
first man and all who would follow her: “And to 
Adam he said . . . ‘cursed is the ground because 
of you; in pain you shall eat of it all the days of 
your life; thorns and thistles it shall bring forth 
for you; and you shall eat the plants of the field. 
By the sweat of your face you shall eat bread, 
till you return to the ground” (Gen. 3:17-19). 

To add to these miseries, another curse was 
pronounced on the relationship between Adam 
and Eve (and, henceforth, on the relationship 
between all husbands and their wives)—“Your 
desire shall be for your husband, and he shall 
rule over you” (Gen. 3:16)—with their ultimate 
demise (and, thereafter, the destiny of all 
humanity) being the loss of physical life itself: 
“for you are dust,  and to dust you shall 
return” (Gen. 3:19). Procreation would be 
painful; vocation would be vexed; communion 
would be competition; life would be deadly. 

The divine project for humanity’s growth 
sighed a deep groan.

Fail it would not, however, and the imme-
diacy of the divine response to this changed, 
corrupted situation clues us into the fact that 
part of the divine project all along was to per-
mit this catastrophic fall into sin so as to bring 
even greater and deeper growth out of disaster. 
Indeed, in the midst of his pronouncement of 
the above noted curses—fostered by the con-
niving trickery of the “ancient serpent, who is 
the devil and Satan” (Rev. 20:2)—God offered a 
promise of hope even as he condemned the evil 
one: “I will put enmity between you and the 
woman, and between your offspring and her 
offspring; he shall bruise your head,  
and you shall bruise his heel” (Gen. 3:15). The 
offspring of Eve—the Son of God incarnate, Je-
sus Christ, who would be wounded in battle—
would eventually come and crush Satan and all 
who belong to him and all that work with him. 
And he would accomplish his stunning victory 
in such a way as to magnify divine glory and 
multiply human growth. It is this growth as 
hope for and progress of victory over disaster 
for the ultimate realization of the divine pur-
pose for all things that is the third and predom-
inant theme of the story of our growth.

Specifically, Paul explains God’s plan from 
all eternity: “For those whom he foreknew he 
also predestined to be conformed to the image 
of his Son, in order that he might be the first-
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born 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. 8:29-30). 
Foreknowledge—God’s eternal thought of his 
people in a saving relationship with him-
self5—and predestination—God’s eternal and 
gracious choice of some to become his people 
in Christ—speak of a divine decision from 
eternity past. Calling—God’s effective sum-
mons of his people to himself through the gos-
pel—and justification—God’s declaration that 
his people are no longer guilty but righteous 
instead—speak of a divine work in space and 
time. Glorification—God’s final work of giving 
his people new resurrection bodies—speaks of 
a divine work in the future, at Christ’s return. 

Importantly, Paul’s affirmation focuses on 
the purpose for the divine predestination: God 
graciously elected his people for salvation so 
that one day, they would be fully conformed 
to the image of Jesus Christ—eminent people, 
fully grown up to be the way he had designed 
them to be. In this regard, C. S. Lewis chal-
lenges us to “remember that the dullest most 
uninteresting person you talk to may one day 
be a creature which, if you saw it now, you 
would be strongly tempted to worship.”6 It 
is for this perfect completion of the divine 
work leading to human growth that the entire 
creation groans (Rom. 8:18-22). It is for this 
perfect completion of the divine work leading 
to human growth that Christians long (Rom. 
8:23-25). And it is for this perfect completion 
of the divine work leading to human growth 
that the church labors:

until we all attain to the unity of the 
faith and of the knowledge of the Son 

5  See Wayne Grudem, Systematic Theology, 676. 

6  C. S. Lewis, The Weight of Glory ??? 

of God, to mature manhood, to the 
measure of the stature of the fullness 
of Christ, so that we may no longer 
be children, tossed to and fro by the 
waves and carried about by every 
wind of doctrine, by human cunning, 
by craftiness in deceitful schemes . 
Rather, speaking the truth in love, 
we are to grow up in every way into 
him who is the head, into Christ, from 
whom the whole body, joined and held 
together by every joint with which it is 
equipped, when each part is working 
properly, makes the body grow so that 
it builds itself up in love . (Eph . 4:13-16)

Far removed from the penalty, power, and even 
presence of sin, human beings will one day 
fully “bear the image of the man of heaven” 
(1 Cor. 15:49), being totally conformed to the 
image of Jesus Christ. Human growth, long ago 
interrupted and still today stunted by sin, will 
be complete.  

Not to be overlooked in Paul’s discussion 
is something that even goes beyond the divine-
ly and wonderfully restored portrait of human 
growth just painted. The restoration of fallen 
human beings into complete image bearers 
of Christ will be outshined by something far 
greater: Jesus Christ, to whose image human 
beings will be fully conformed, will then be 
“the firstborn among many brothers” (Rom. 
8:29); that is, he will enjoy the highest, exalted, 
paramount status among his family members. 
As glorious will be his eminent brothers and 
sisters, infinitely more glorious will he be as 
the preeminent one. Indeed, as Christians then 
fully bearing the image of their Redeemer will 
gaze upon one another in all their splendor, 
their eyes will ultimately be drawn elsewhere 
to gaze upon the slain Lamb standing in their 
midst, the dominantly glorious one to whom 
they all are perfectly conformed.  

Our growth is a second aspect of whole 
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vision. This has particular reference to hope 
for and progress of victory over disaster for the 
ultimate realization of the divine purpose for 
all things. 

The third element of this whole vision, the 
Great Commission, was established by Jesus 
during the period of his post-resurrections ap-
pearances. It is commonly known and referred 
to by Matthew’s account of it: 

Jesus came up to them [the eleven 
disciples] 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 in the name of the 
Father and of the Son and of the Holy 
Spirit, teaching them to observe all 
that I have commanded you . And 
behold, I am with you always, to the 
end of the age .” (Matt . 28:18-20)

Accordingly, the Great Commission can be 
defined as Jesus’ authoritative directive con-
cerning the task of the missional church: as it 
constantly reaches beyond itself by traveling 
away from its location, the church bears the 
responsibility to make fully devoted followers 
of Jesus Christ in every corner of the globe. 
This task involves the significant ministries 
of preaching the gospel, calling for repentance 
from sin and faith in Jesus’ death and resur-
rection, baptizing new converts, catechizing 
them with the whole counsel of God, rebuking 
and correcting them, mentoring and caring 
for them, engaging them in the worship of the 
triune God, providing for their needs, employ-
ing them in the strengths of their spiritual gifts 
for service, equipping and sending them to 
make other disciples, planting other church-
es—all the ministries that are presented for the 
church’s involvement in Scripture. 

Before developing this specific commis-
sion itself, a brief look at its precedents in the 

biblical story is needed. The rightful starting 
place is with God himself who, from the mo-
ment of his creation of the world, is a missional 
God. Out of the fullness of his infinite great-
ness, the triune God purposed to create a world 
teeming with creatures of every kind. One 
must bear in mind that God did not have to cre-
ate anything, because he is absolutely perfect 
in himself. Such greatness of God “is the re-
pleteness of his life, the fullness or complete-
ness of his being, the entirety with which he is 
himself. As the perfect one, God is utterly real-
ized, lacks nothing, and is devoid of no element 
of his own blessedness.”7  Accordingly, while 
under no internal compulsion to create, and 
not moved by any external force or necessity to 
create, out of the fullness of his own perfection 
God purposed to create this world. Indeed, 
the creation is a gift of this abounding great-
ness, the overflow of God’s goodness and love 
by which he “consecrates first by willing the 
creature, then by creating, by preserving the 
creature, by reconciling it to himself, and by di-
recting it to its perfection.”8 Eternal purposing, 
creation, providence, redemption, consum-
mation—the past, present, and future realities 
of this world and everything it contains as the 
creature flow from the superabundance of the 
divine goodness and love, God’s greatness and 
perfection. Such is the broad sweep of the mis-
sional God as the Creator of the creature. 

Narrowing our focus to the divine mission 
for human creatures, God purposed to make 
a being that would be more like him than any 
other created being: “Then God said, ‘Let us 
make man in our image, after our likeness. And 
let them have dominion over the fish of the 
sea and over the birds of the heavens and over 

7  John Webster, “On Evangelical Ecclesiology,” 
Ecclesiology 1/1 (2004):12-13. 

8  Ibid., 17. 
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the livestock and over all the earth and over 
every creeping thing that creeps on the earth’” 
(Gen. 1:26). This divine deliberation—the 
eternal purpose of the Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit—was actualized: “So God created man in 
his own image, in the image of God he created 
him; male and female he created them” (Gen. 
1:27). Accordingly, human beings—individual 
male human beings and female human beings, 
and the dual gendered human race corporate-
ly—are the divine image bearers, reflecting or 
mirroring God in the world in which they live. 

To these human creatures God gave his 
first commission: “And God blessed them. And 
God said to them, ‘Be fruitful and multiply and 
fill the earth and subdue it and have dominion 
over the fish of the sea and over the birds of 
the heavens and over every living thing that 
moves on the earth’” (Gen. 1:28). This “cul-
tural mandate,” or the commission to engage 
in civilization building, contains two aspects: 
procreation (“be fruitful and multiply and fill 
the earth”) and vocation (“and subdue it and 
have dominion over . . . ” ). As discussed else-
where, this human responsibility for civiliza-
tion building means that most men and women 
will be married and have children whom they 
will raise, and they will work in professions 
like manufacturing, education, farming, sales, 
computer technology, mining, movie produc-
tion, and the like. 

The divine mission for the human race 
was for godly men and women to raise godly 
children and engage in godly vocations in godly 
ways for the glory of God and the expansion of 
the godly creation. This idyllic vision was shat-
tered by the introduction of sin into the world 
through the rebellion of our first parents. The 
fall inaugurated not only the corruption of all 
human creatures but also wreaked havoc with 
human relationships, human work, human 
health and productivity—indeed, the entire 
created order was subjected to futility as a 
result of human sin (Rom. 8:18-23). Adam and 

Eve, rebelling against God, ruined his original 
mission.

Yet, the divine mission could not be 
thwarted. In accordance with his plan from 
all eternity, God inaugurated a rescue mis-
sion to redeem his fallen creatures from their 
self-inflicted destruction. It began with a 
divine promise as a proto-gospel: “I will put 
enmity between you (the serpent/Satan) and 
the woman (Eve), and between your offspring 
and her offspring; he shall bruise your head, 
and you shall bruise his heel” (Gen. 3:15). This 
first announcement of the good news pointed 
to Jesus Christ’s ultimate victory over Satan 
and sin, the climax toward which the upcom-
ing mission of God would point and in which it 
would find its fulfillment.

This divine mission focused first on a pa-
gan, Abraham of Ur, to whom God would give 
this commission: 

Now the Lord said to Abram, “Go 
from your country and  yourand your 
kindred and your father’s house to 
the land that I will show you . And I 
will make of you a great nation, and 
I will bless you and make your name 
great, so that you will be a blessing . 
I will bless those who bless you, and 
him who dishonors you I will curse, 
and in you all the families of the 
earth shall be blessed .” (Gen . 12:1-3) 

The divine promise to make of Abraham a 
great nation was fulfilled eventually in the 
people of Israel; yet, while sojourning in Egypt, 
they became enslaved in that land. To call them 
out of this predicament and lead them into the 
promised land so that they could worship him, 
the missional God himself liberated his people 
and brought them safely through the waters of 
the Red Sea as though on dry land. He estab-
lished a covenant with them, raised up leaders 
( judges, kings, prophets) for his people, grant-
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ed mercy to those who were not his people 
(Rahab, the Ninevites), cast out his rebellious 
nation from the promised landPromised Land 
into exile, and reconstituted that nation. 

In keeping with his vow that through 
Abraham, all the families of the earth would be 
blessed, the missional God promised the Mes-
siah who would ultimately renew and regather 
his people and reach out to the non-people: “It 
is too light a thing that you should be my ser-
vant to raise up the tribes of Jacob and to bring 
back the preserved of Israel; I will make you as 
a light for the nations, that my salvation may 
reach to the end of the earth” (Isa. 49:6). 

And I will have mercy on No 
Mercy, and I will say to Not My 
People, “You are my people” and 
he shall say, “You are my God .” 
(Hosea 2:23; cf . 1 Pet . 2:10)

To actualize this mercy and peopling so as 
to be acknowledged and acclaimed as God 
throughout the world, the missional God acted 
decisively: the Father sent his own Son into the 
world: 

The true light, which gives light to 
everyone, was coming into the world . 
He was in the world, and the world 
was made through him, yet the world 
did not know him . He came to his own, 
and his own people did not receive 
him . But to all who did receive him, 
who believed in his name, he gave 
the right to become children of God, 
who were born, not of blood nor of 
the will of the flesh nor of the will 
of man, but of God . (John 1:9-13) 

“During his earthly ministry, Jesus Christ in-
tentionally engaged the Jewish people and not 
the Gentiles. ‘He came to his own’ (John 1:11), 
as evidenced by the narrative of Zaccheus, 
about whom Jesus said, ‘Today salvation has 

come to this house, since he also is a son of 
Abraham. For the Son of Man came to seek and 
to save the lost’ (Luke 19:9-10).”9 In keeping 
with his own focus, Jesus commanded his 
disciples, “Go nowhere among the Gentiles and 
enter no town of the Samaritans, but go rather 
to the lost sheep of the house of Israel” (Matt. 
10:5-6). Accordingly, the biblical narratives 
that recount Jesus’ ministry to non-Jews—
“the woman at the well (John 4:1-42), the 
demon-possessed Gerasene (Mark 5:1-20), the 
Roman centurion (Matt. 8:5-12), the Canaanite 
woman (Matt. 15:21-128), the Samaritan leper 
(Luke 17:11-19)”—should be understood “as 
unusual events that were harbingers of things 
to come. Unsurprisingly, then, the early church 
followed the pattern of their Lord in preaching 
the gospel and building disciples among the 
Jews first (Acts 1-11). But this pattern was not 
to continue for long.”10 

Indeed, Jesus commissioned his disciples 
to “make disciples of all nations” (Matt. 28:19). 
Having come full circle, we have arrived at the 
Great Commission. Still, Matthew’s account 
is only one of several, so a glance at its other 
formulations will be instructive. Luke’s rendi-
tion is again a post-resurrection appearance of 
Jesus to his disciples:

Then he said to them, “These are my 
words that I spoke to you while I was 
still with you, that everything written 
about me in the Law of Moses and 
the Prophets and the Psalms must be 
fulfilled .” Then he opened their minds 
to understand the Scriptures, and 
said to them, “Thus it is written, that 
the Christ should suffer and on the 
third day rise from the dead, and that 

9  Allison, Sojourners and Strangers, 438. 

10  Ibid.. 
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repentance and forgiveness of sins 
should be proclaimed in his name to all 
nations, beginning from Jerusalem . 
You are witnesses of these things . And 
behold, I am sending the promise of 
my Father upon you . But stay in the 
city until you are clothed with power 
from on high .” (Luke 24:44-49)

From this account the church learns that its 
commission has a scriptural basis: the Bible of 
Jesus and the apostles—our Old Testament—
not only prophesied the death and resurrection 
of the Messiah, but also foretold the worldwide 
expansion of the gospel of the forgiveness of 
sins through him. Accordingly, just as certain 
as is the fulfillment of the prophecy of the 
Messiah’s death, and just as certain as is the 
fulfillment of the prophecy of the Messiah’s 
resurrection, so is certain the fulfillment of the 
prophecy of the Great Commission to an-
nounce forgiveness to Messiah’s people. 

Equally important for the church’s en-
gagement in and the fulfillment of the Great 
Commission is the divine resource provided: 
the power of the Holy Spirit. And this promise 
of divine enablement is underscored in Luke’s 
second account: “But you will receive power 
when the Holy Spirit has come upon you, and 
you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in 
all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the 
earth” (Acts 1:8). The church of Jesus Christ, 
filled with and empowered by the Holy Spirit, 
is to—indeed, will—constantly reach beyond it-
self by traveling away from its location and will 
make fully devoted followers of Jesus Christ in 
every corner of the globe.

The apostle John’s account of the Great 
Commission is again a narrative of one of 
Jesus’ post-resurrection appearances, specifi-
cally one of his first appearances on Sunday: 

On the evening of that day, the first 
day of the week, the doors being locked 

where the disciples were for fear of the 
Jews, Jesus came and stood among 
them and said to them, “Peace be with 
you .” When he had said this, he showed 
them his hands and his side . Then the 
disciples were glad when they saw the 
Lord . Jesus said to them again, “Peace 
be with you . As the Father has sent 
me, even so I am sending you .” And 
when he had said this, he breathed 
on them and said to them, “Receive 
the Holy Spirit . If you forgive the 
sins of any, they are forgiven them; if 
you withhold forgiveness from any, 
it is withheld .” (John 20:19-23)

The Father commissioned his Son with the 
mission of accomplishing salvation, and the 
Son in turn commissioned his disciples—the 
church—with the same mission with which he 
had been commissioned by the Father, with 
this modification: the church’s mission is not 
to accomplish salvation, but to announce how 
to appropriate the salvation accomplished by 
the Son. For this missional task, the church is 
equipped by the Holy SpiritHoly Spirit equips 
the church. Jesus proleptically breathed the 
Spirit—a foretaste or harbinger of his send-
ing of the Spirit on the day of Pentecost—and 
commanded his disciples to receive the Spirit 
forwardly on that day. The concrete terms 
of engagement for this upcoming mission 
are clearly noted: “There is no doubt from 
the context that the reference is to forgiving 
sins, or withholding forgiveness. But though 
this sounds stern and harsh, it is simply the 
result of the preaching of the gospel, which 
either brings men to repent as they hear of the 
ready and costly forgiveness of God, or leaves 
them unresponsive to the offer of forgiveness 
which is the gospel, and so they are left in their 
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sins.”11 Accordingly, the Great Commission is 
centered on the announcement of the gospel 
and its appropriation. To people who repent of 
their sins and embrace Jesus Christ by faith, 
the church proclaims, “youYou are forgiven of 
your sins and have eternal life.” To those who 
refuse the offer of salvation, the church pro-
claims, “you are still in your sins and primed 
for divine condemnation.”

Such understanding of and engagement in 
the Great Commission is exactly what we see 
the apostles and members of the early church 
doing. Peter preached the gospel on the day 
of Pentecost, directing his listeners, “Repent 
and be baptized every one of you in the name 
of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins, 
and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit” 
(Acts 2:38). That day about three thousand 
people believed in Jesus (Acts 2:44 uses the 
term “all who believed”) and were baptized, be-
ing incorporated into the church of Jerusalem. 
Missional outreach to the Jews continued, 
with thousands of more people embracing the 
gospel, bringing the total of new believers to 
about five thousand men (Acts 4:4).

Philip was the first to reach out with the 
gospel to the Samaritans (Acts 8:4-25), and 
he later led an Ethiopian eunuch to faith in 
Christ (Acts 8:26-40). Peter engaged the first 
Gentiles with the good news, grasping through 
a vision that “God shows no partiality, but in 
every nation anyone who fears him and does 
what is right is acceptable to him” (Acts. 10:34-
35). A bit later on were “men of Cyprus and 
Cyrene, who on coming to Antioch spoke to 
the Hellenists also, preaching the Lord Jesus. 
And the hand of the Lord was with them, and 
a great number who believed turned to the 

11  John Marsh, The Gospel of St. John 
(Harmondsworth, UK: Penguin, 1968), 641-42; 
cited in D. A. Carson, The Gospel According to John 
(Leicester, UK: Inter-Varsity; and Grand Rapids, MI: 
Eerdmans, 1991), 656-57. 

Lord” (Acts 11:20-21). Saul, later to be called 
Paul, was chosen to be the missionary to the 
Gentiles, sent “to open their eyes, so that they 
may turn from darkness to light and from the 
power of Satan to God, that they may receive 
forgiveness of sin and a place among those who 
are sanctified by faith in me” (Acts 26:16-18). 
During their missionary journey, Paul and 
Barnabas encountered resistance from their 
Jewish listeners: 

And Paul and Barnabas spoke out 
boldly, saying, “It was necessary that 
the word of God be spoken first to you . 
Since you thrust it aside and judge 
yourselves unworthy of eternal life, 
behold, we are turning to the Gentiles . 
For so the Lord has commanded us, 
saying, ‘I have made you a light for 
the Gentiles, that you may bring 
salvation to the ends of the earth’ 
[Isa . 49:6, quoted earlier] .” And when 
the Gentiles heard this, they began 
rejoicing and glorifying the word of the 
Lord, and as many as were appointed 
to eternal life believed . And the word 
of the Lord was spreading throughout 
the whole region . (Acts 13:46-49)

As Christopher Wright notes, “Jesus’ earthly 
ministry was launched by a movement that 
aimed at the restoration of Israel. But he him-
self launched a movement that aimed at the 
ingathering of the nations to the new messi-
anic people of God. The initial impetus for his 
ministry was to call Israel back to their God. 
The subsequent impact of his ministry was a 
new community that called the nations to faith 
in the God of Israel.”12 This missional church, 
in accordance with the Great Commission and 

12  Christopher J. H. Wright, The Mission of God: 
Unlocking the Bible’s Grand Narrative (Downers 
Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2006), 506. 
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empowered by the Holy Spirit, continues to 
march outward, announcing the good news of 
Jesus Christ everywhere.

In summary, God is from the beginning a 
missional God. To his people he gives the Great 
Commission, Jesus’ authoritative directive 

concerning the task of the missional church: as 
it constantly reaches beyond itself by traveling 
away from its location, the church bears the 
responsibility to make fully devoted followers 
of Jesus Christ in every corner of the globe.

Whole Vision: God’s Glory

Whole Vision of God’s Glory 
and Whole Gospel

The whole vision in its aspect of the divine 
glory is all about God putting on display his in-
finite beauty as he manifests himself through 
creation, redemption, and consummation. 
This revelation of glory is intended to prompt 
a response of giving glory to God. As noted 
above, the human fall into sin necessitates the 
divine intervention to rescue sinful people 
from divine judgment and condemnation, and 
this intervention comes through the gospel of 
Jesus Christ. Accordingly, the whole vision of 
God’s glory is intimately linked to the whole 
gospel, which consists of kingdom, cross, and 
grace of him “who for a little while was made 
lower than the angels, namely Jesus, crowned 
[kingdom] with glory and honor because of the 
suffering of death [cross], so that by the grace 
of God [grace] he might taste death for every-
one” (Heb. 2:10). 

Whole Vision of God’s Glory and Kingdom

The kingdom of God, being life with God 
under the rule of King Jesus, is the people 
and place in which the divine glory is mani-
fested in redemptive activity in the midst of 
human fallenness. As noted above, whereas 
God created humanity “a little lower than the 
heavenly beings, and crowned him with glory 
and honor” and has “given him dominion over 
the works of your [God’s] hands” (Ps. 8:5-6), 
humanity’s sinfulness disrupts the realization 

of this joint divine purpose of glory living and 
kingdom ruling. To reverse this curse and 
establish a functioning kingdom, God called Is-
rael into existence, setting forth this challenge: 
“If you will indeed obey my voice and keep my 
covenant, you shall be my treasured possession 
among all peoples, for all the earth is mine; and 
you shall be to me a kingdom of priests and a 
holy nation” (Ex. 19:5-6). Prone to wander, the 
people of Israel broke this covenant, yet God 
continued to be merciful to them by forgiving 
their sins. 

God also raised up kings—Saul, David, Sol-
omon—to rule over his kingdom people. Atten-
tion became focused on king “David:” “I have 
made a covenant with my chosen one; I have 
sworn to David my servant; I will establish 
your offspring forever; and build your throne 
for all generations. . . . And I will make him the 
firstborn, the highest of the kings of the earth” 
(Ps. 89:3-4, 27). The actual king David, as well 
as all the earthly heirs of the Davidic kingdom, 
failed to a greater or lesser extent to fulfill this 
vision, thus setting the stage for one ultimate 
Davidic king. He was the theme of Old Testa-
ment prophecy: 

For to us a child is born, to us a son 
is given; and the government shall 
be upon his shoulder, and his name 
shall be called Wonderful Counselor, 
Might God, Everlasting Father, 
Prince of Peace . Of the increase of 
his government and of peace there 
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will be no end, on the throne of David 
and over his kingdom, to establish 
it and to uphold it with justice and 
with righteousness from this time 
forth and forevermore . The zeal of the 
Lord of hosts will do this . (Is . 9:6-7) . 

Behold, the days are coming, 
declares the Lord, when I will raise 
up for David a righteous Branch, 
and he shall reign as kind and deal 
wisely, and shall execute justice and 
righteousness in the land . In his days 
Judah will be saved, and Israel will 
dwell securely . And this is the name 
by which he will be called: The Lord 
is our righteousness . (Jer . 23:5-6)

My servant David shall be king 
over them, and they shall all have 
one shepherd . They shall walk in 
my rules and be careful to obey 
my statutes . (Ezek . 37:24)

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)

The fulfillment of this Old Testament vision 
of one ultimate Davidic king was Jesus of 
Nazareth. His royal birth was announced by 
the angel Gabriel at his visitation of Mary: 
“And behold, you will conceive in your womb 
and bear a son, and you shall call his name 
Jesus. He will be great and will be called the 

Son of the Most High. And the Lord God will 
give to him the throne of his father David, and 
he will reign over the house of Jacob forev-
er, and of his kingdom there will be no end” 
(Luke 1:31-33). He viewed himself as the Good 
Shepherd who would sacrifice himself so as 
to join into one the conflicted people of God: 
“I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd 
lays down his life for the sheep. . . . I am the 
good shepherd. I know my own and my own 
know me, just as the Father knows me and I 
know the Father; and I lay down my life for the 
sheep. And I have other sheep that are not of 
this fold. I must bring them also, and they will 
listen to my voice. So there will be one flock, 
one shepherd” (John 10:11, 14-16). Being the 
incarnation of the eternal Second Person of 
the Trinity and crucified as the sacrifice for 
sins, Jesus rose again on the third day; accord-
ingly, he is the Son “who was descended from 
David according to the flesh and declared to be 
the Son of God in power according to the Spirit 
of holiness by his resurrection from the dead” 
(Rom. 1:3-4). 

Though his earthly ministry was pri-
marily directed toward his own people the 
Jews, Jesus’ sacrificial death and resurrection 
accomplished salvation for all people who, 
repenting of their sin and embracing Christ by 
faith, become incorporated into his body, the 
church, which is composed of both Jews and 
Gentiles, former enemies now joined together: 
“For he himself is our peace, who has broken 
down in his flesh the dividing wall of hostility 
by abolishing the law of commandments and 
ordinances, that he might create in himself 
one new man in place of the two, so making 
peace, and might reconcile us both to God in 
one body through the cross, thereby killing 
the hostility” (Eph. 2:14-16). Such marvelous, 
enmity destroying and unity creating work is 
made know to both Jews and Gentiles through 
the gospel of Jesus Christ: “And he came and 
preached peace to you who were far off and 
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peace to those who are near. For through 
him we both have access in one Spirit to the 
Father” (Eph. 2:17-18). The celestial realm 
surrounding the throne of God acknowledges 
the glory of this crucified Lamb who inter-
vened so as to redeem a new people and unite 
them to himself, singing to and about him: 
“Worthy are you to take the scroll and to open 
its seals, for you were slain, and by your blood 
you ransomed people for God from every tribe 
and language and people and nation, and you 
have made them a kingdom and priests to our 
God, and they shall reign on the earth” (Rev. 
5:9-10). Jesus the crucified Lamb, resurrected 
and ascended back into heaven, is the true, 
ultimate Davidic king, to whom all creation 
owes allegiance: “God has highly exalted him 
and bestowed on him the name that is above 
every name, so that the name of Jesus every 
knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and 
under the earth, and every tongue confess that 
Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the 
Father” (Phil. 2:9-11). All those who so confess 
Christ as they hear about him through the gos-
pel become “a chosen race, a royal priesthood, 
a holy nation, a people for his own possession, 
that you might may proclaim the excellencies 
of him who called you out of darkness into his 
marvelous light” (1 Pet. 2:9). Captivated by 
the glory of God displayed in his Son, Jesus 
Christ, the church turns around and proclaims 
his mighty redemptive work—it gives glory 
to God—in fulfillment of the whole vision of 
divine glory in relationship to the gospel of the 
kingdom: it lives life with God under the rule of 
King Jesus.

Whole Vision of God’s Glory and Cross

As noted above, God’s glory is intimately con-
nected with the gospel focused on the death of 
Jesus Christ, so it is not a far stretch to con-
nect the whole vision in its aspect of the divine 
glory with the cross. But how can it be that the 

cross—mechanism of a disgraceful, notori-
ous, and torturous execution—is all about 
God putting on display the infinite beauty of 
his goodness? Isn’t the cross about dishonor, 
ugliness, and evil?

From a human point of view, of course, Je-
sus’ crucifixion appears as the ultimate ill-fat-
ed act of humiliation and infamy. The biblical 
narratives of the events leading up to and 
including the crucifixion present a shameful, 
atrocious scene: the soldiers’ dressed Jesus up 
in kingly garb, mocked him, and stripped him 
of all clothes (Matt. 27:27-31). The crowd cried 
out words of derision and the religious leaders’ 
taunted and ridiculed him: “He saved others; 
he cannot save himself. He is the King of Israel; 
let him come down now from the cross, and we 
will believe in him. He trusttrusts in God; let 
God deliver him now, if he desires him. For he 
said, ‘I am the Son of God’” (Matt. 27:39-43). 
The robbers’ reviled him (Matt. 27:44). Pilate 
placed a placard above his head on which 
was written, “Jesus of Nazareth, the King of 
the Jews” (John 19:20). Moreover, Scripture 
affirms that, in going to his death, Jesus “en-
dured the cross, despising the shame” (Heb. 
12:2). Without minimizing the depravity and 
dishonor surrounding the crucifixion, this is 
only one side of the story.

The other side of this story focuses on the 
glory of the divine plan for Jesus’ crucifixion, 
from which would flow the glorious work of 
salvation for sinful people. As prophesied 
centuries beforehand with respect to the cross, 
“Yet it was the will of the Lord to crush him 
[the suffering servant]; he [God] has put him 
to grief; when his soul make an offering for sin, 
he shall see his offspring, he shall prolong his 
days; the will of the Lord shall prosper in his 
hands. Out of the anguish of his soul he shall 
see and be satisfied; by his knowledge shall 
the righteous one, my servant, make many 
to be accounted righteous, and he shall bear 
their iniquities” (Isa. 53:10-11). Jesus himself, 
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pressing onward toward the cross, emphasized 
that his upcoming crucifixion would not be 
an accident, something outside of his con-
trol. Speaking as the suffering servant, Jesus 
explained that “the Son of Man came not to be 
served but to serve, and to give his life as a ran-
som for many” (Mark 10:45); of this ransomed 
life, he underscored, “No one takes it from 
me, but I lay it down of my own accord. I have 
authority to lay it down, and I have authority 
to take it up again. This charge I have received 
from my Father” (John 10:18). Furthermore, 
in the laying down of his life as an offering 
for sin, Jesus was empowered by the Holy 
Spirit (Heb. 9:14). Addressing the people who 
had been complicit in the crucifixion, Peter 
focused on “this Jesus, delivered up according 
to the definite plan and foreknowledge of God, 
you crucified and killed by the hands of lawless 
men” (Acts 2:23). As the early church prayed 
to God, “for truly in this city [Jerusalem] there 
were gathered together against your holy 
servant Jesus, whom you anointed, both Herod 
and Pontius Pilate, along with the Gentiles 
and the peoples of Israel, to do whatever your 
hand and your plan predestined to take place” 
(Acts 4:27-28). Accordingly, the crucifixion of 
Jesus was (1) designed by God the Father, who 
crushed his own Son as an anguished sacrifice; 
(2) accomplished by God the Son himself, who 
was in full control of the events of his death, as 
he obeyed the plan of his Father; (3) empow-
ered by God the Holy Spirit; and (4) enacted 
by human co-conspirators—Herod, Pontius 
Pilate, the Jewish leaders, the Roman execu-
tioners—in full accordance with the divine 
plan predestined from all eternity. If it is true 
that God is glorified by the accomplishment 
of his will, then the cross of Christ puts God’s 
glory on display. 

This point enables us to understand Jesus’ 
words about his “hour.” As his days were draw-
ing to a conclusion, he resolutely faced the 
horror of his impending death and explained, 

“Now is my soul troubled . And what 
shall I say? ‘Father, save me from this 
hour’? But for this purpose I have 
come to this hour . Father, glorify your 
name .” Then a voice came from heaven: 
“I have glorified it, and I will glorify it 
again .” The crowd that stood there and 
heard it said that it had thundered . 
Others said, “An angel has spoken to 
him .” Jesus answered, “This voice has 
come for your sake, not mine . Now is 
the judgment of this world; now will 
the ruler of this world be cast out . And 
I, when I am lifted up from the earth, 
will draw all people to myself .” He said 
this to show by what kind of death he 
was going to die . (John 12:27-33)

Jesus had been explicitly sent by the Father 
to die on the cross—be “lifted up from the 
earth”—for the salvation of the world. Because 
he had always obeyed the will of the one who 
sent him, thereby glorifying God, Jesus would 
once again glorify his Father through his sac-
rificial death on behalf of others. Again, at the 
outset of his high priestly prayer, Jesus “lifted 
up his eyes to heaven, and said, ‘Father, the 
hour has come; glorify your Son that the Son 
may glorify you’” (John 17:1). Jesus’ “hour” was 
his ultimate act of accomplishing salvation 
through his crucifixion.

Specifically, the cross of Jesus Christ puts 
on display the infinite beauty of God by man-
ifesting certain of his attributes. One divine 
characteristic magnified by Jesus’ death is 
love: “For while we were still weak, at the right 
time Christ died for the ungodly. For one will 
scarcely die for a righteous person—though 
perhaps for a good person one would dare 
even to die—but God shows his love for us in 
that while we were still sinners, Christ died 
for us” (Rom. 5:6-8). Another divine attribute 
revealed is righteousness or justice: “God put 
forward [Jesus] as a propitiation by his blood, 
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to be received by faith. This was to show God’s 
righteousness, because in his divine forbear-
ance he had passed over former sins. It was to 
show his righteousness at the present time, 
so that he might be just and the justifier of the 
one who has faith in Jesus” (Rom. 3:25-26). 
At the cross, where love and justice meet and 
are exhibited, the glory of God is revealed and 
prompts a response of giving glory to him 
(Eph. 1:3-14). 

Accordingly, the writer to the Hebrews 
speaks of “Jesus, crowned with glory and 
honor because of the suffering of death, so that 
by the grace of God he might taste death for 
everyone” (Heb. 2:9). The glory of God shines 
with great splendor in the cross. 

Whole Vision of God’s Glory and Grace

From this glorious cross flows divine grace 
that, rescuing fallen human beings from sin 
and judgment, redounds to the glory of God. A 
compelling vision of this glory and grace was 
revealed to Isaiah:

In the year that King Uzziah died I saw 
the Lord sitting upon a throne, high 
and lifted up; and the train of his robe 
filled the temple . Above him stood the 
seraphim . Each had six wings: with 
two he covered his face, and with two he 
covered his feet, and with two he flew . 
And one called to another and said:

“Holy, holy, holy is the LORD of hosts; 
the whole earth is full of his glory!”

And the foundations of the thresholds 
shook at the voice of him who called, 
and the house was filled with smoke . 
And I said: “Woe is me! For I am 
lost; for I am a man of unclean lips, 
and I dwell in the midst of a people 
of unclean lips; for my eyes have 

seen the King, the LORD of hosts!”

Then one of the seraphim flew to me, 
having in his hand a burning coal 
that he had taken with tongs from 
the altar . And he touched my mouth 
and said: “Behold, this has touched 
your lips; your guilt is taken away, 
and your sin atoned for .” (Isa . 6:1-7)

The glory of God, that is, the infinite beau-
ty that is God’s because of who he is in his 
perfections—here, his holiness and mercy are 
highlighted—is put on display as he manifests 
himself as the Lord of redemption. Through 
atonement for sin and removal of guilt, the 
divine grace is expressed to a sinful human 
being by the God of glory for the exaltation of 
his gloryGod of glory for the exaltation of his 
glory expresses the divine grace to a sinful 
human being. 

This vision of glory through grace was 
actualized in space and time through the 
incarnation of the eternal Son of God: “And 
the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, 
and we have seen his glory, glory as of the only 
Son from the Father, full of grace and truth” 
(John 1:14). The glorious Son, sent from the 
Father, became a real and fully human being 
as Jesus of Nazareth. Through his miracle of 
turning water into wine, he “manifested his 
glory” (John 2:11). Similarly, when confronted 
with the illness of his friend, Lazarus, Jesus 
explained, “This illness does not lead to death. 
It is for the glory of God, so that the Son of 
God may be glorified through it” (John 11:4). 
Indeed, his raising of Lazarus from the dead 
manifested “the glory of God” (John 11:40) and 
led many to believe in him (John 11:45). 

Such faith in the incarnate Son of God 
leads to justification, or the divine declara-
tion that sinful human beings are no longer 
guilty, but righteous instead. Justification 
is the divine solution for the plight of every 
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person, “for all have sinned and fall short of 
the glory of God, and are justified by his grace 
as a gift, through the redemption that is in 
Christ Jesus” (Rom. 3:23-24). The result is a 
changed relationship: “Therefore, since we 
have been justified by faith, we have peace 
with God through our Lord Jesus Christ” 
(Rom. 5:1), but even this new harmony is only 
part of Christ’s work: “Through him we have 
also obtained access by faith into this grace in 
which we stand, and we rejoice in hope of the 
glory of God” (Rom. 5:1-2). Christ’s disciples 
stand with great assurance before God because 
of the grace of Christ, and they are charac-
terized by a celebratory confidence that the 
glory that is theirs now by faith will one day 
give way to gazing on God in the fullness of his 
glory by sight. Indeed, as they contemplate the 
glory of Jesus Christ by faith now, Christians 
themselves become more and more like him 
through a glorious transformation: “And we 
all with unveiled face, beholding the glory of 
the Lord, are being transformed into the same 
image from one degree of glory to another. For 
this comes from the Lord who is the Spirit” (2 
Cor. 3:18). Indeed, Christ’s disciples live “to the 
praise of his glorious grace” (Eph. 1:5). 

Even the ministry of Christ’s followers 
is characterized by grace and glory. As the 
apostle Paul reflects on his missional work of 
preaching the gospel to those who have not yet 
believed in Jesus, he explains, “For it is all for 
your sake, so that as grace extends to more and 
more people it may increase thanksgiving, to 
the glory of God” (2 Cor. 4:15). As the gospel 
expands, grace is extended to an increasing 
number of people and God is greatly glorified. 
So it is with the ministry of giving for the sup-
port of others, for such giving is called an “act 
of grace . . . for the glory of the Lord himself and 
to show our good will” (2 Cor. 8:19). 

God’s gracious character and gracious 
action to rescue fallen human beings redound 
to his own glory and establish his people who 

live for his glory.

Whole Vision of God’s Glory 
and Whole Church

The whole vision in its aspect of the divine 
glory is all about God putting on display his in-
finite beauty as he manifests himself through 
creation, redemption, and consummation. 
Specifically, God’s glory is displayed in and 
through his church with its five identities: 
disciples, worshipers, family, servants, and 
witnesses. 

Whole Vision of God’s Glory and Worshipers

According to the apostle John, to whom was 
granted a vision of what is and what is to come, 
heavenly worship now and then helps the 
present-day church in its worship. One vision 
of worship of heaven focuses on God who is 
seated on throne, about whom the heavenly 
worshipers “never cease to say, ‘Holy, holy, 
holy, is the Lord God Almighty, who was and is 
and is to come’” (Rev. 4:8). His sovereignty in 
creation is lauded as well: “Worthy are you, our 
Lord and God, to receive glory and honor and 
power, for you created all things, and by your 
will they existed and were created” (Rev. 4:11). 
Such majestic praise is also directed toward 
the Lamb, as a new song is sung: “Worthy are 
you to take the scroll and to open its seals, for 
you were slain, and by your blood you ran-
somed people for God from every tribe and 
language and people and nation, and you have 
made them a kingdom and priests to our God, 
and they shall reign on the earth” (Rev. 5:9-10). 

As God’s glory is honored and praised in 
by heavenly worshipers, so to it is to be lauded 
and acclaimed by the church of Jesus Christ.

Whole Vision of God’s Glory and Disciples

God’s glory is revealed in his disciples through 
Jesus Christ: “For it was fitting that he, for 
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whom and by whom all things exist, in bringing 
many sons to glory, should make the founder of 
their salvation perfect through suffering. For 
he who sanctifies and those who are sanctified 
all have one origin” (Heb. 2:10-11). To prepare 
for rescuing fallen human beings, ultimately 
restoring them to the divine image and raising 
them to eternal life in his presence, God the 
Father purposed to send his Son as the incar-
nate God and to render him fully ready for his 
work of salvation through hardship, perse-
cution, betrayal, and finally death. Through 
this project, the Father made it such that both 
Jesus, who saves fallen human beings, and re-
deemed human beings, who are saved by Jesus, 
have him—the Father—as their starting point. 

As a consequence, a unique and wonder-
ful relationship exists between Jesus and his 
disciples: “That is why he [Jesus the Savior] is 
not ashamed to call them [those whom Jesus 
has saved] brothers, saying, ‘It will tell of your 
name to my brothers; in the midst of the con-
gregation I will sing your praise.’ And again, ‘I 
will put my trust in him.’ And again, ‘Behold, 
I and the children God has given me’” (Heb. 
2:10-13). Indeed, because “the children share 
in flesh and blood” (Heb. 2:14), the Son of God 
became incarnate, taking on the fullness of 
human nature, “made like his brothers in every 
respect so that he might become a merciful 
and faithful high priest in the service of God, 
to make propitiation for the sins of the people” 
(Heb. 2:15). As the God-man, fully God and 
fully human, he offered himself as atonement 
for sins, and those who embrace his sacrifice 
are related to him as his brothers. 

This brotherhood joins the one who has 
been tried and tested in all things with his 
brothers who are similarly tried and tested 
in all things, with this result: “For because he 
himself has suffered when tempted, he is able 
to help those who are being tempted” (Heb. 
2:16). The Brother comes to his brothers’ aid, 
not as one “who is unable to sympathize with 

our weaknesses, but one who in every re-
spect has been tempted as we are, yet without 
sin” (Heb. 4:15). Accordingly, his brothers 
are issued this invitation: “Let us then with 
confidence draw near to the throne of grace, 
that we might receive mercy and find grace to 
help in time of need” (Heb. 4:16). Jesus died for 
the sins of his family, a sacrifice for which he 
was completely prepared by means of his own 
suffering. As the suffering Brother who com-
pletely understands the plight of his suffering 
brothers, he helps them, not only with empa-
thy, but with concrete mercy and grace. 

By these means—the salvation of fallen 
human beings from sin, the brotherhood be-
tween the Savior and those whom he saves, the 
aid offered by the suffering Son to his fellow 
sufferers—the glory of God is displayed in and 
through the church in its identity as disciples. 

Whole Vision of God’s Glory and Family

As the children whom God created as the 
Father of all human beings, the human family 
was designed as the divine image-bearer to 
display the glory of God in all that it was and 
did—its image-bearing nature, its relation-
ship to God, its procreation and expansion, 
its vocation and establishment over all the 
earth, and much more. Though wrecked by sin, 
through salvation in Jesus Christ members of 
this human family are restored to their divine 
calling and enabled to rightly worship God, 
who is both their Creator and Redeemer. As 
Jesus explained, “But the hour is coming, and 
is now here, when the true worshipers will 
worship the Father in spirit and truth, for the 
Father is seeking such people to worship him. 
God is spirit, and those who worship him must 
worship in spirit and truth” (John 4:23-24). 
Fallen human beings—those who exist in the 
realm of “the flesh”—are recreated by means 
of the new birth and enter into the realm of 
the “the spirit,” as Jesus taught Nicodemus: 



86

“Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born of 
water and the Spirit, he cannot enter the king-
dom of God. That which is born of the flesh 
is flesh, and that which is born of the Spirit 
is spirit” (John 3:5-6). This regeneration, or 
new birth, by the Holy Spirit prompts belief in 
Jesus Christ, who unites all who receive him 
into one family as children of God: “But to all 
who did receive him, who believed in his name, 
he gave the right to become children of God, 
who were born, not of blood, nor of the will 
of the flesh nor of the will of man, but of God” 
(John 1:12-13). Qualified as those who are in 
the realm of “the spirit”—the realm in which 
God himself dwells—through the new birth, 
and as those who know Jesus as “the way, and 
the truth, and the life” (John 14:6), Christians 
gather together as family to worship God “in 
spirit and truth” and to give him glory. 

Whole Vision of God’s Glory and Servants

Christians are also servants who seek to 
display the glory of their master, proclaiming, 
“Your name, O Lord, endures forever; your 
renown, O Lord, throughout all ages. For the 
Lord will vindicate his people, and have com-
passion on his servants” (Psa. 135:13-14). As 
they engage others as servants, the fruit that 
results redounds to the glory of God. Paul de-
scribes one specific example, the service of giv-
ing to support other Christians and their needy 
churches: “For the ministry of this service is 
not only supplying the needs of the saints, but 
is also overflowing in many thanksgivings to 
God. By their approval of this service, they 
will glorify God because of your submission 
flowing from your confession of the gospel of 
Christ, and the generosity of your contribution 
for them and for all others” (2 Cor. 9:12-13). As 
Christians are servants toward other Chris-
tians, their service both helps their needy 
brothers and sisters and prompts them to 
glorify God.

Whole Vision of God’s Glory and Witnesses

Paul notes one other matter in his above 
discussion: this ministry in which servants 
are engaged is an act of obedience that flows 
from the gospel of Jesus Christ. Again, at the 
heart of the glory of God is the gospel and those 
who bear witness to it through their words and 
their works. 

God, who as Creator is worthy of all praise 
and honor, is the one who said, “Let light 
shine out of darkness” (2 Cor. 4:6), which has 
reference not only to the original creation, 
when he created light and separated it from the 
darkness (Gen. 1:3-5), but also to the recre-
ation of fallen human beings, in whose “case 
the god of this world has blinded the minds of 
the unbelievers, to keep them from seeing the 
light of the gospel of the glory of Christ, who 
is the image of God” (2 Cor. 4:3). Their spiri-
tual blindness, foisted on them by the evil one, 
has plunged them into spiritual darkness. But 
“God who said, ‘Let light shine out of dark-
ness,’ has shone in our hearts to give the light 
of the knowledge of the glory of God in the 
face of Christ” (2 Cor. 4:6). Witnesses of Jesus 
Christ have the light shining in them as they 
communicate the good news of salvation, and 
God himself, through the announcement of 
that good news, dispels the spiritual darkness 
and causes light to shine in the lives of new 
believers. At last, they are enabled to grasp the 
gospel, which is all about the glory of Christ. 
Accordingly, witnesses are all about the divine 
glory. 

Whole Vision of God’s Glory 
and Whole World

God’s glory is put on display throughout all 
of thethe entire universe that he created, and 
this glorious manifestation has particular 
reference to the whole world in its aspects of 
location, vocation, recreation, restoration, and 
multiplication. 
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Whole Vision of God’s Glory and Location

In one sense, God’s glory is everywhere located 
in the created order, because it is his infinite 
beauty as he manifests himself through cre-
ation, redemption, and consummation. It is 
in this sense that we should understand the 
shouts of the seraphim: “And one called to an-
other and said: ‘Holy, holy, holy is the LORD of 
hosts; the whole earth is full of his glory!’” (Isa. 
6:3; emphasis added). 

In another sense, God has caused his glory 
to be located in particular places at particu-
lar times, because he purposed to manifest 
himself in particular ways in those space-time 
realities. For example, God’s glory was asso-
ciated with the tabernacle. Having followed 
carefully all of the divine instructions for its 
construction, “Moses finished the work. Then 
the cloud covered the tent of meeting, and the 
glory of the LORD filled the tabernacle. And 
Moses was not able to enter the tent of meeting 
because the cloud settled on it, and the glory of 
the LORD filled the tabernacle” (Ex. 40:33-35). 
Similarly, Solomon carefully constructed the 
temple according to all that God had pre-
scribed, and Solomon consecrated the building 
to the Lord through offerings and sacrifices 
and in prayer (2 Chronicles 6). 

As soon as Solomon finished his 
prayer, fire came down from heaven 
and consumed the burnt offering and 
the sacrifices, and the glory of the 
LORD filled the temple . And the priests 
could not enter the house of the LORD, 
because the glory of the LORD filled 
the LORD’s house . When all the people 
of Israel saw the fire come down and 
the glory of the LORD on the temple, 
they bowed down with their faces to the 
ground on the pavement and worshiped 
and gave thanks to the LORD, saying, 
“For he is good, for his steadfast love 
endures forever .” (2 Chron . 7:1-3)

Following the destruction of this Solomonic 
temple, Ezekiel had a vision for a new temple, 
again associated with the divine glory: “As the 
glory of the LORD entered the temple by the 
gate facing east, the Spirit lifted me up and 
brought me into the inner court; and behold, 
the glory of the LORD filled the temple” (Ezek. 
43:4-5). In all of these cases, the glory of 
God was manifestedmanifested, as God was 
pleased to dwell with his people in a special 
way.

Both in continuity and discontinuity with 
this pattern, the glory of God next became 
associated not with a place, but with a person: 
“And the Word became flesh and dwelt among 
us, and we have seen his glory, glory as of the 
only Son from the Father, full of grace and 
truth” (John 1:14). In the incarnate Son, “all 
the fullness of God was pleased to dwell” (Col. 
1:19), and thus the glory of God was put on 
veiled display—housed in humble humanity—
in Jesus Christ (Phil. 2:5-11). Moreover, as his 
followers are gathered together into his body, 
the church—both people and place13—is the 
new temple of the Holy Spirit (1 Cor. 3:16-17), 
“a dwelling place for God by the Spirit” (Eph. 
2:22). As God is in the midst of his assembled 
people, the prayer is “to him be glory in the 
church and in Christ Jesus throughout all 
generations, forever and ever. Amen” (Eph. 
3:21). Accordingly, the church as both people 
and place glorifies God for his work of creation 
and redemption.

What is true of the people of God gathered 
together is also true of the individuals who 
compose this church, whom Paul urgesurges, 
“your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit within 
you, whom you have from God? You are not 

13  To borrow the title of Michael Horton’s fine work 
on the church, People and Place: A Covenant 
Ecclesiology (Louisville, KY: Westminster John 
Knox, 2008). 
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your own, for you were bought with a price. 
So glorify God in your body” (1 Cor. 6:19-20). 
Accordingly, in whatever location the church 
and Christians find themselves—in rural areas, 
suburbs, urban centers, in a neighborhood, at 
the office, enjoying a meal with family mem-
bers—the glory of God is on display. 

Still, this glory that is veiled, visible only to 
the eyes of faith, will one day be fully mani-
fested for all see. At the consummation, the 
church will be completely transformed, being 
composed of people who have been completely 
conformed to the image of Christ (Rom. 8:29). 
Then, it will appear as “the holy city, new Jeru-
salem, coming down out of heaven from God, 
prepared as a bride adorned for her husband” 
(Rev. 21:2) and “having the glory of God, its 
radiance like a most rare jewel, like a jasper, 
clear as crystal” (Rev. 21:11). 

The glory of God, which is present every-
where, shines with particularity in locations of 
his special presence—wherever the church of 
Jesus Christ and his followers are located. 

Whole Vision of God’s Glory and Vocation

The creation of human beings in his image, and 
the accompanying call to vocation, is a blessing 
given by God: 

So God created man in his own image, 
in the image of God he created him; 
male and female he created them . 
And God blessed them . And God said 
to them, “Be fruitful and multiply 
and fill the earth and subdue it, and 
have dominion over the fish of the 
sea and over the birds of the heavens 
and over every living thing that 
moves on the earth .” (Gen . 1:27-28)

Creation in the divine image entails human 
beings reflecting God and representing him in 
the world. Such reflection means that as image 
bearers look upon other image bearers, they 

catch a glimpse of God—his love, goodness, 
truth telling, faithfulness, knowledge, power, 
and the like—partial, weak, and muddied as 
that glimpse may be. Putting God on display by 
bearing his image means that human beings 
give God glory, because anything or anyone 
who displays God’s character glorifies him. 

Moreover, representing God involves both 
procreation and vocation. Procreation—being 
fruitful and multiplying and filling the earth—
underscores the importance of marriage and 
childbearing/child raising. Accordingly, when 
a man and a woman commit themselves to 
one another and enter into the covenant of 
marriage, they glorify God, and if their union 
produces children, God is glorified, because 
anything or anyone who obeys the will of God 
glorifies him. Vocation—engaging in the work 
of subduing the world and exercising domin-
ion over the rest of the created order—is often 
called the “cultural mandate” or, to contem-
porize this expression, “civilization building.”  
Accordingly, when human beings work as edu-
cators, business people, medical professionals, 
farmers, construction workers, inventors, 
computer technicians, athletes, homemak-
ers, graphic designers, auto mechanics, and 
the like, God is glorified, because anything or 
anyone who follows the divine call to vocation 
glorifies him. 

God’s glory shines as people reflect him, 
marry and multiply, and engage in their voca-
tions. 

Whole Vision of God’s Glory and Restoration

The whole vision of the divine glory is closely 
associated with human restoration, specif-
ically in terms of the mighty acts of God to 
rescue fallen human beings from their sin 
and condemnation. Justification is the divine 
declaration that sinful people are not guilty but 
righteous instead: “Therefore, since we have 
been justified by faith, we have peace with God 
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through our Lord Jesus Christ” (Rom. 5:1). 
Regeneration is the divine work to cause sinful 
people to be born again (John 3:1-8). The Holy 
Spirit removes their old nature characterized 
by darkness and death and replaces it with 
a new nature characterized by light and life: 
“Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new 
creation. The old has passed away; behold, the 
new has come” (2 Cor. 5:17).  

Adoption is the mighty work of God to take 
enemies who are alienated and separated from 
him and embrace them as beloved children 
into his family forever. Jesus redeems such 
sinful people “so that we might receive adop-
tion as sons. And because you are sons, God 
has sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, 
crying, ‘Abba! Father!’ So you are no longer 
a slave, but a son, and if a son, then an heir 
through God” (Gal. 4:5-7; cf. Rom. 8:14-17). 
What had been lost because of sin is restored—
better, restored beyond imagination—as an 
intimate, personal relationship with God 
himself and an inheritance of eternal life in his 
family forever. 

Union with Christ is the divine act in 
which God identifies us with Jesus in the key 
aspects of his career—his death, burial, resur-
rection, and ascension. United with Christ, his 
people are promised the indwelling presence 
of God himself, “If anyone loves me, he will 
keep my word, and my Father will love him, 
and we will come to him and make our home 
with him” (John 14:23). Furthermore, because 
of this union with Christ and the glory associ-
ated with it, Christians are united as brothers 
and sisters in restored relationships, in accor-
dance with the prayer of Jesus to the Father: 
“The glory that you have given me I have given 
to them, that they may be one even as we are 
one, I in them and you in me, that they may 
become perfectly one” (John 17:22-23).  

Sanctification is the ongoing work of 
God—joined with the Spirit-empowered 
efforts of Christians to read and memorize 

Scripture, pray, wrestle against temptation, 
and the like—to render Christians more free 
from sin and more fully holy, obedient, faithful, 
and loving. For these disciples, God promises 
to “equip you with everything good that you 
may do his will, working in us that which is 
pleasing in his sight, through Jesus Christ, to 
whom be glory forever and ever. Amen” (Heb. 
13:21). From this divine commitment flow an 
exhortation and a promise: “Therefore, my be-
loved, as you have always obeyed, so now, not 
only as in my presence but much more in my 
absence, work out your own salvation with fear 
and trembling, for it is God who works in you, 
both to will and to work for his good pleasure” 
(Phil. 2:12-13). Importantly, this divine-human 
synergy is focused on God’s glory and results in 
glorious restoration: “And we all, with unveiled 
face, beholding the glory of the Lord, are being 
transformed into the same image from one 
degree of glory to another. For this comes from 
the Lord who is the Spirit” (2 Cor. 3:18). 

Accordingly, as the divine glory is man-
ifested through the mighty acts of the triune 
God on behalf of sinful people—justification, 
regeneration, adoption, union with Christ, and 
sanctification—restoration takes place in con-
crete ways: in place of enmity, peace with God 
is restored; in place of fallenness, a new nature 
is restored; in place of loss and enslavement, 
family status together with an inheritance is 
restored; in place of emptiness and discord, 
the very presence of God himself and unity 
between brothers and sisters are restored; in 
place of insignificance and ugliness, the glory 
of God is exalted and the glory of his people is 
restored. 

The glory of God manifested in his mighty 
works of salvation brings great restoration. 

Whole Vision of God’s Glory and Recreation

In his Confessions, Augustine acknowledges 
before God, “You move us to delight in praising 
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you; you have formed us for yourself, and our 
hearts are restless till they find rest in you.”14 
Restless hearts, full of anxiety, fear, agitation, 
worry, tension, addictions, burdens, nervous-
ness, functional idols, and vain imaginations, 
prompt restless people to engage in self-de-
structive activities in a futile attempt at 
calming their restlessness. The worship of the 
glorious God, who has created his people for a 
relationship with himself and prompts them to 
engage in such worship, fills the void created 
by their restless hearts and is restorative for 
them.

In one sense, this rest is enjoyed now, at 
least in part, during this earthly pilgrimage 
as Christians. Jesus himself promised such 
rest: “Come to me, all who labor and are heavy 
laden, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke 
upon you, and learn from me, for I am gentle 
and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for 
your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my burden 
is light” (Matt. 11:28-30). Such rest is received 
by coming to Jesus or, as presented elsewhere, 
through believing and obeying the gospel: 

Therefore, while the promise of 
entering his rest still stands, let us 
fear lest any of you should seem to 
have failed to reach it . For good news 
came to us just as to them, but the 
message they heard did not benefit 
them, because they were not united 
by faith with those who listened . For 
we who have believed enter that rest, 
as he has said, “As I swore in my 
wrath, ‘They shall not enter my rest,’” 
although his works were finished 
from the foundation of the world . 
For he has somewhere spoken of the 
seventh day in this way: “And God 
rested on the seventh day from all his 

14  Augustine, Confessions, 1.1.1. 

works .” And again in this passage he 
said, “They shall not enter my rest .” 

Since therefore it remains for some 
to enter it, and those who formerly 
received the good news failed to enter 
because of disobedience, again he 
appoints a certain day, “Today,” saying 
through David so long afterward, in 
the words already quoted, “Today, 
if you hear his voice, do not harden 
your hearts .” For if Joshua had 
given them rest, God would not have 
spoken of another day later on . So 
then, there remains a Sabbath rest 
for the people of God, for whoever 
has entered God’s rest has also rested 
from his works as God did from his . 

Let us therefore strive to enter that 
rest, so that no one may fall by the same 
sort of disobedience . (Heb . 4:1-11)

By believing and obeying the gospel, there-
fore, Christians enter the rest provided by 
God. They cease their hard-hearted rebellion, 
obeying the call of God. They give up their 
futile strivings to merit God’s favor and their 
worthless attempts to make themselves wor-
thy before God, having faith in the promise of 
God. As a result, they enter the rest provided 
by God and rest like he rests. 

In another sense, this rest is not yet; 
rather, it remains a future blessing to which 
Christian pilgrims look forward in hope. Going 
to be with Christ at one’s death is a partial 
realization of such hope; indeed, being in the 
presence of Christ following death is present-
ed as being “at home with the Lord” (2 Cor. 
5:8), “gain” and “far better” than remaining in 
this earthly life (Phil 1:21, 23), and a source of 
encouragement to those who have lost Chris-
tian family members and friends (1 Thess. 
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4:13-18). But this intermediate state between 
one’s death and the return of Christ is not 
the ultimate hope, because it will give way to 
something far more splendid: the resurrection 
from the dead and the re-embodiment of the 
resurrected with glorified bodies (1 Cor. 15:42-
49; Rom. 8:11; 2 Cor. 5:1-9). Even this personal 
hope of resurrection is part of a larger, cosmic 
vision of the glorious recreation of all things: 

For I consider that the sufferings of this 
present time are not worth comparing 
with the glory that is to be revealed to 
us . For the creation waits with eager 
longing for the revealing of the sons of 
God . For the creation was subjected 
to futility, not willingly, but because 
of him who subjected it, in hope that 
the creation itself will be set free from 
its bondage to corruption and obtain 
the freedom of the glory of the children 
of God . For we know that the whole 
creation has been groaning together in 
the pains of childbirth until now . And 
not only the creation, but we ourselves, 
who have the firstfruits of the Spirit, 
groan inwardly as we wait eagerly for 
adoption as sons, the redemption of our 
bodies . For in this hope we were saved . 
Now hope that is seen is not hope . For 
who hopes for what he sees? But if we 
hope for what we do not see, we wait 
for it with patience . (Rom . 8:18-25)

This whole vision of the glory of God hopes 
for and awaits patiently the recreation of the 
world that now languishes in futility due to hu-
man sinfulness. When fully redeemed human 
beings experience the resurrection of their 
bodies, the world itself will be fully redeemed 
from the curse. Then, it will experience rec-
reation, becoming the new heaven and new 
earth, full of the glory of God (Rev. 21-22). 

Whole Vision of God’s Glory and Multiplication

On the one hand, because the glory of God 
is his infinite beauty and thus everywhere 
present—as they angels cry out to one an-
other “Holy, holy, holy is the LORD of hosts; 
the whole earth is full of his glory!” (Isa. 6:3’ 
emphasis added)—talk of adding to, increasing, 
or multiplying the divine glory is meaningless. 
God is infinitely glorious, and nothing hu-
man beings can say or do or be can contribute 
something to his glory so that it abounds all the 
more. 

On the other hand, because God has cre-
ated human beings in his image for his glory, 
the expansion of this glory corresponds to the 
divine design. Such multiplication is seen in 
several ways. As noted earlier, the divine com-
mand to his image bearers to engage in civi-
lization building includes the multiplication 
of physical life—“be fruitful and multiply and 
fill the earth” (Gen. 1:28). Accordingly, when 
men and women marry and have children, 
God’s glory is multiplied through such phys-
ical expansion of the human race because it 
corresponds to his will for humanity. Further-
more, the second part of his command—“and 
subdue it [the earth] and exercise dominion” 
over the rest of the created order (Gen. 1:28)—
underscores the multiplication of God’s glory 
through the growth and development of human 
vocation. Accordingly, when men and women 
engage in work as farmers, engineers, automo-
bile mechanics, musicians, manufacturers, and 
the like, God’s glory is multiplied through the 
exercise of human vocation because it corre-
sponds to his will for humanity. 

The glory of God also increases through 
the multiplication of his faithful and obedient 
people. To Abraham God gave the promise 
of an expanded nation: “Now the LORD said 
to Abram, ‘Go from your country and your 
kindred and your father’s house to the land 
that I will show you. And I will make of you 
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a great nation, and I will bless you and make 
your name great, so that you will be a blessing. 
I will bless those who bless you, and him who 
dishonors you I will curse, and in you all the 
families of the earth shall be blessed’” (Gen. 
12:1-3). The promise had two facets: first, the 
multiplication of one particular nation—as 
will become clear later in Scripture, this would 
be the nation of Israel—which would become 
instrumental in, second, the multiplication of 
blessing to the entire world—as will become 
clear later in Scripture, this would be through 
the coming of the Messiah to the people of 
Israel and the inclusion of the Gentiles in 
the Abrahamic covenant. Accordingly, as the 
Jewish people swelled, was taken captive 
and grew in Egypt, conquered the promised 
landPromised Land, expanded during the 
united kingdom, and so forth, the glory of God 
multiplied as well. 

Turning to the people of God as the 
church, the glory of God multiplied as the 
handful of about one hundred and twenty 
original disciples (Acts. 1:15) grew by about 
three thousand on the day of Pentecost (Acts 
2:41), with daily addition following this launch 
(Acts 2:47), and thousands of more added soon 
afterwards (Acts 4:4). The quick pace and 
impressive quantity of this amassment finds 
constant refrain in the book of Acts:15

 › Now many signs and wonders were regu-
larly done among the people by the hands 
of the apostles. And they were all together 
in Solomon’s Portico. None of the rest 
dared join them, but the people held them 
in high esteem. And more than ever believ-
ers were added to the Lord, multitudes of 
both men and women. (Acts 5:12-14)

15  The following emphases are added. 

 › And the word of God continued to in-
crease, and the number of the disciples 
multiplied greatly in Jerusalem, and a 
great many of the priests became obedient 
to the faith. (Acts 6:7) 

 › So the church throughout all Judea and 
Galilee and Samaria had peace and was 
being built up. And walking in the fear of 
the Lord and in the comfort of the Holy 
Spirit, it multiplied. (Acts 9:31)

 › When he [Barnabas] came [to Antioch] 
and saw the grace of God, he was glad, and 
he exhorted them all to remain faithful 
to the Lord with steadfast purpose, for he 
was a good man, full of the Holy Spirit and 
of faith. And a great many people were 
added to the Lord. (Acts 11:23-24)

 › But the word of God increased and multi-
plied. (Acts 12:24)

 › And when the Gentiles heard this [the gos-
pel was for them, not only the Jews], they 
began rejoicing and glorifying the word of 
the Lord, and as many as were appointed 
to eternal life believed. And the word of 
the Lord was spreading throughout the 
whole region. (Acts 13:48-49)

 › As they [Paul and Timothy] went on their 
way through the cities, they delivered to 
them for observance the decisions that 
had been reached by the apostles and 
elders who were in Jerusalem. So the 
churches were strengthened in the faith, 
and they increased in numbers daily. (Acts 
16:4-5)
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 › And fear fell upon them all, and the name 
of the Lord Jesus was extolled. Also many 
of those who were now believers came, 
confessing and divulging their practices. 
And a number of those who had practiced 
magic arts brought their books together 
and burned them in the sight of all. And 
they counted the value of them and found 
it came to fifty thousand pieces of silver. 
So the word of the Lord continued to 
increase and prevail mightily. (Acts 19:17-
20)

The increase of disciple-making Christians 
and the expansion of growing, church-planting 

churches through the escalation of the gospel 
throughout the world spells the multiplication 
of the glory of God.16

16  Such affirmation should not be misconstrued to be 
an endorsement of the church growth movement 
and its principles. At the same time, it should be 
considered as a challenge to churches that are 
not oriented toward growing, whose structures 
and values are obstacles to church growth, and/or 
that argue that church growth is optional or even 
unbiblical. Scripture thematizes the expansion of 
the people of God in the Old Testament and the 
multiplication of Christians in churches in the New 
Testament, and this thematic insistence must be 
embraced by Christians in churches today so that 
they seek to multiply themselves. 

WHOLE VISION: OUR GROWTH

Whole Vision of Our Growth 
and Whole Gospel

The whole vision in its aspect of our growth is 
about hope for and progress of victory over di-
saster for the ultimate realization of the divine 
purpose for all things. The divine plan was for 
growth to be actualized through procreation 
and vocation, resulting in the multiplication 
of divine image bearing, civilization building 
human beings. The debacle of the human 
fall introduced sin into this design, neces-
sitating the divine rescue mission through 
Jesus Christ to achieve victory over defeat. 
Accordingly, the whole vision of our growth is 
intimately linked to the whole gospel, which 
consists of kingdom, cross, and grace: “And 
you, who were dead in your trespasses and the 
uncircumcision of your flesh, God made alive 
together with him, having forgiven us all our 
trespasses, by canceling the record of debt that 
stood against us with its legal demands [grace]. 
This he set aside, nailing it to the cross [cross]. 
He disarmed the rulers and authorities and put 
them to open shame, by triumphing over them 

in him [kingdom]” (Col. 2:13-15).

Whole Vision of Our Growth and Kingdom

Growth is either hindered or advanced accord-
ing to the kingdom to which one belongs, as 
affirmed by the following parable of Jesus:

He put another parable before them, 
saying, “The kingdom of heaven may 
be compared to a man who sowed good 
seed in his field, but while his men were 
sleeping, his enemy came and sowed 
weeds among the wheat and went 
away . So when the plants came up and 
bore grain, then the weeds appeared 
also . And the servants of the master 
of the house came and said to him, 
‘Master, did you not sow good seed 
in your field? How then does it have 
weeds?’ He said to them, ‘An enemy 
has done this .’ So the servants said to 
him, ‘Then do you want us to go and 
gather them?’ But he said, ‘No, lest 
in gathering the weeds you root up 
the wheat along with them . Let both 
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grow together until the harvest, and 
at harvest time I will tell the reapers, 
Gather the weeds first and bind them 
in bundles to be burned, but gather the 
wheat into my barn .’” (Matt . 13:24-30)

For citizens of this earthly kingdom—children 
of the evil one, so to speak—growth is distort-
ed; they are like a strain of mutant beings who, 
while looking normal on the outside, are gro-
tesque mockeries of what they were intended 
to, and should, be. “In their case the god of this 
world has blinded the minds of the unbeliev-
ers, to keep them from seeing the light of the 
gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the image 
of God” (2 Cor. 4:4). 

Release from this hellish blindness is tied 
to the communication of the gospel: “For what 
we proclaim is not ourselves, but Jesus Christ 
as Lord, with ourselves as your servants for 
Jesus’ sake. For God, who said, ‘Let light shine 
out of darkness,’ has shone in our hearts to give 
the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in 
the face of Jesus Christ” (2 Cor. 4:5-6). To this 
announcement of the gospel, several respons-
es are possible, as Jesus illustrates with his 
parable of seeds sown along a path and eaten 
by birds, seeds sown on rocky ground with-
out sufficient soil to enroot them, seeds sown 
among thorns that chocked them out, and 
seeds sown on good soil that produced crops 
(Matt. 13:3-9): 

“Hear then the parable of the sower: 
When anyone hears the word of the 
kingdom and does not understand it, 
the evil one comes and snatches away 
what has been sown in his heart . This 
is what was sown along the path . As 
for what was sown on rocky ground, 
this is the one who hears the word and 
immediately receives it with joy, yet 
he has no root in himself, but endures 
for a while, and when tribulation or 

persecution arises on account of the 
word, immediately he falls away . As 
for what was sown among thorns, this 
is the one who hears the word, but the 
cares of the world and the deceitfulness 
of riches choke the word, and it proves 
unfruitful . As for what was sown on 
good soil, this is the one who hears the 
word and understands it . He indeed 
bears fruit and yields, in one case a 
hundredfold, in another sixty, and in 
another thirty .” (Matt . 13:18-23 )

In the first three cases, growth is thwarted and 
the seed of the gospel withers because of the 
evil one, trials and attacks, or the concerns of 
this life and the idols of wealth. In the fourth 
case, however, growth occurs and abounds, as 
was intended when the seed was sown in the 
first place. 

Accordingly, citizens of this earthly 
kingdom hear the gospel yet either fail to 
understand it or, though understanding it, 
do not continue to the point of bearing good, 
abiding fruit. Citizens of the kingdom of Jesus, 
by contrast, hear the gospel, understand it, and 
bear good, abiding fruit. Indeed, they escape 
the first kingdom and become citizens of the 
second kingdom by God’s marvelous deliver-
ance: “He has delivered us from the domain of 
darkness and transferred us to the kingdom 
of his beloved Son, in whom we have redemp-
tion, the forgiveness of sins” (Col. 1:13-14). 
As fruit-bearing citizens living under the rule 
of Jesus, they participate in a kingdom, the 
growth of which knows no end, as two other 
parables of Jesus underscore: 

He put another parable before them, 
saying, “The kingdom of heaven is like 
a grain of mustard seed that a man 
took and sowed in his field . It is the 
smallest of all seeds, but when it has 
grown it is larger than all the garden 



95

plants and becomes a tree, so that the 
birds of the air come and make nests 
in its branches .” He told them another 
parable . “The kingdom of heaven is 
like leaven that a woman took and 
hid in three measures of flour, till it 
was all leavened .” (Matt . 13:31-33)

Not the speed of growth of the kingdom 
of God, but the amazing contrast between its 
miniscule size at its inauguration and its im-
mensity at its consummation, is emphasized. 
Through the advancement of the gospel, the 
kingdom grows, as do its citizens. 

Growth is advanced by being and living as 
citizens of the kingdom. 

Whole Vision of Our Growth and Cross

The gospel stands at the crossroads between 
the kingdom of this world and the kingdom 
of God. Furthermore, it is Jesus who delivers 
citizens from the former “domain of darkness” 
into the latter reign through his work of sal-
vation. As growth is tied to this new kingdom 
reality and redemption, the cross is critical for 
growth.

Specifically, the cross (crux) is crucial 
for the cross-bearing life and the cruciform 
growth of kingdom citizens. With respect to 
the first matter, both the gospel and growth 
start with the cross. At one juncture in his 
ministry, Jesus confronted his disciples: “And 
he strictly charged and commanded them to 
tell this to no one, saying, ‘The Son of Man 
must suffer many things and be rejected by 
the elders and chief priests and scribes, and 
be killed, and on the third day be raised” (Luke 
9:21-22). Having underscored the centrality 
of his impending death on the cross, Jesus 
challenged his followers: “If anyone would 
come after me, let him deny himself and take 
up his cross daily and follow me. For whoever 
would save his life will lose it, but whoever 

loses his life for my sake will save it. For what 
does it profit a man if he gains the whole world 
and loses or forfeits himself ?” (Luke 9:23-25). 
The gospel of the cross borne by Jesus calls for 
a cross-bearing life for all of Jesus’ disciples. 
Specifically, they yield their rights to posses-
sions, fortune, and fame; they surrender the 
control of their destiny; they renounce their 
earthly hopes and dreams; they exchange their 
own life for a cross-bearing life.  

With respect to the second matter, the 
ongoing development of kingdom citizens is 
about growth that is identified by and con-
formed to the cross. Specifically, their growth 
is identified with Jesus’ cross as vividly por-
trayed in baptism and explained by Scripture: 
“What shall we say then? Are we to continue in 
sin that grace may abound? By no means! How 
can we who died to sin still live in it? Do you 
not know that all of us who have been baptized 
into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death? 
We were buried therefore with him by baptism 
into death, in order that, just as Christ was 
raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, 
we too might walk in newness of life” (Rom. 
6:1-4). As new believers are immersed under 
water, they are identified with the death of 
Jesus: they die to sin, no longer to be identified 
with and dominated by sin. Put in another 
way: “We know that our old self was crucified 
with him in order that the body of sin might be 
brought to nothing, so that we would no longer 
be enslaved to sin. . . . So you also must consid-
er yourselves dead to sin and alive to God in 
Christ Jesus” (Rom. 6:6, 11). But baptism does 
not halt with plunging under water. As these 
new believers rise up out of the water, they are 
identified with the resurrection of Jesus; they 
now live a new life, forever to be identified as 
new creatures (2 Cor. 5:17). Their growth is 
identified with the cross. 

And that growth is conformed to the shape 
of Jesus’ cross as well. Such cruciform growth 
is underscored in Scripture: “Since therefore 
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Christ suffered in the flesh, arm yourselves 
with the same way of thinking, for whoever 
has suffered in the flesh has ceased from sin, 
so as to live for the rest of the time in the flesh 
no longer for human passions but for the will 
of God” (1 Pet. 4:1-2). Christ’s suffering as 
a human being becomes the pattern for his 
disciples to suffer as redeemed human beings, 
breaking with sin and living for God’s purposes 
instead. A concrete example of such cruciform 
growth is Christian employees submitting to 
their non-Christian employers when mistreat-
ed: “Servants, be subject to your masters with 
all respect, not only to the good and gentle but 
also to the unjust. For this is a gracious thing, 
when, mindful of God, one endures sorrows 
while suffering unjustly. For what credit is it if, 
when you sin and are beaten for it, you endure? 
But if when you do good and suffer for it you 
endure, this is a gracious thing in the sight of 
God.” The reason for such a response is pro-
vided next: “For to this you have been called, 
because Christ also suffered for you, leaving 
you an example, so that you might follow in 
his steps” (1 Pet. 2:18-21). Cruciform growth 
models itself after the suffering of Christ on 
the cross. 

This has important implications for gospel 
ministry and those engaged in it. Paul paral-
lels the way he engages in his missional work 
with the way athletes train for and compete 
in athletic contests like the Olympics:17 “Do 
you not know that in a race all the runners 
run, but only one receives the prize? So run 
that you may obtain it. Every athlete exercises 
self-control in all things. They do it to receive a 
perishable wreath, but we an imperishable. So 
I do not run aimlessly; I do not box as one beat-
ing the air. But I discipline my body and keep 

17  Paul’s reference is to the Isthmian games, but my 
contextualization of his point to the Olympic games, 
with which we are familiar, is appropriate. 

it under control, lest after preaching to others 
I myself should be disqualified” (1 Cor. 9:24-
27). Cruciform ministry is necessary because 
there are proper ways of engaging missionally 
as well as improper ways (e.g., “Some indeed 
preach Christ from envy and rivalry, but others 
from good will;” Phil. 1:15 -18). Proper mis-
sional engagement is cross-centered ministry 
done by cross-bearing servants who preach 
the cross of Jesus Christ and not themselves 
using cross-approved means—for example, re-
nouncing “disgraceful, underhanded ways and 
“refus[ing] to practice cunning or to tamper 
with God’s word, but by the open statement of 
the truth” of the gospel (2 Cor. 4:2).  

Growth begins with the cross and the 
cross-bearing life, and it develops as it is iden-
tified by and conformed to the cross.

Whole Vision of Our Growth and Grace

Such growth, to be genuine and lasting, must 
be—and can only be—fostered by the grace of 
God. This grace, first and foremost, is incar-
nated in the God-man, Jesus Christ: “For the 
grace of God has appeared, bringing salvation 
for all people, training us to renounce un-
godliness and worldly passions, and to live 
self-controlled, upright, and godly lives in the 
present age, waiting for our blessed hope, the 
appearing of the glory of our great God and 
Savior Jesus Christ, who gave himself for us to 
redeem us from all lawlessness and to purify 
for himself a people for his own possession 
who are zealous for good works” (Titus 2:11-
14). At his first appearance, the incarnate Son 
of God accomplished salvation by yielding his 
life so as to rescue us from our sin and evil. At 
his second appearance, our returning “great 
God and Savior” will complete his work of sal-
vation by destroying all sin and evil once and 
for all. In the meantime, God supplies us with 
sufficient grace so as to equip us to reject sin 
and evil and to live holy and upright lives as his 
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very own purified people who are fervent for 
doing good for others. 

This grace, second and noted above, is the 
divine activity to produce and foster holy liv-
ing that please God and results in even greater 
grace. To the question, “Who shall ascend 
the hill of the LORD? And who shall stand in 
his holy place?”—that is, who may worship 
God without fear of rejection and remain in 
his presence without shame and guilt?—the 
psalmist replies, “He who has clean hands and 
a pure heart, who does not lift up his soul to 
what is false and does not swear deceitfully. 
He will receive blessing from the LORD and 
righteousness from the God of his salvation” 
(Psa. 24:3-5). This is a graced life, and it leads 
to more grace. For those living in God’s grace, 
the blessings of God flow: “For the LORD God 
is a sun and shield; the LORD bestows favor 
and honor. No good thing does he withhold 
from those who walk uprightly. O LORD of 
hosts, blessed is the one who trusts in you!” 
(Psa. 84:10-12). 

Of course, no one lives this life of grace 
completely in this earthly existence, but it is 
the aim of all who know God and his grace, 
with this perspective: “Not that I have already 
obtained this or am already perfect, but I 
press on to make it my own, because Christ 
Jesus has made me his own. Brothers, I do 
not consider that I have made it my own. But 
one thing I do: forgetting what lies behind and 
straining forward to what lies ahead, I press on 
toward the goal for the prize of the upward call 
of God in Christ Jesus” (Phil. 3:12-14). Quick 
glances backward prompt us to forget what 
is in the past; at the same time, they remind 
us of just how far we have come by the grace 
of God and inspire us to thank him for such 
progress, which has come only by his grace. 
Steady gazes forward underscore that we have 
not yet arrived at the goal and thus compel us 
to keep pressing on by divine grace to be all 
that God intends for us to be. Accordingly, we 

welcome the apostolic prayer: “Now may the 
God of peace himself sanctify you completely, 
and may your whole spirit and soul and body 
be kept blameless at the coming of our Lord 
Jesus Christ. He who calls you is faithful; he 
will surely do it” (1 Thess. 5:23-24). 

Growth comes about, and is fostered by, 
the grace of God, and his grace alone. 

Whole Vision of Our Growth 
and Whole Church

The whole vision in its aspect of growth is all 
about hope for and progress of victory over 
disaster for the ultimate realization of the 
divine purpose for all things. Specifically, 
growth comes in and through the church with 
its five identities: disciples, worshipers, family, 
servants, and witnesses. 

Whole Vision of Our Growth and Disciples

The church grows and develops fully devoted 
disciples of Jesus through both divine trans-
formation and Spirit-empowered human min-
istry and effort. These two intimately related 
elements of growth are underscored together 
in this description of the divine design for, 
and the proper functioning of, the church, its 
leaders, and its members:

And he [Jesus Christ] gave the 
apostles, the prophets, the evangelists, 
the shepherds and teachers, to equip 
the saints for the work of ministry, 
for building up the body of Christ, 
until we all attain to the unity of the 
faith and of the knowledge of the Son 
of God, to mature manhood, to the 
measure of the stature of the fullness 
of Christ, so that we may no longer 
be children, tossed to and fro by the 
waves and carried about by every 
wind of doctrine, by human cunning, 
by craftiness in deceitful schemes . 
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Rather, speaking the truth in love, 
we are to grow up in every way into 
him who is the head, into Christ, from 
whom the whole body, joined and held 
together by every joint with which it is 
equipped, when each part is working 
properly, makes the body grow so that 
it builds itself up in love . (Eph . 4:11-16)

The church is envisioned as the people 
who belong to Jesus Christ and, being united 
in the faith and in knowledge of him, move 
from immaturity to maturity, with the goal 
of being fully conformed to the God’s image. 
This vision is actualized by a process of growth 
involving both divine and human aspectsA 
process of growth involving both divine and 
human aspects actualizes this vision. As for 
the former, Christ himself makes the church 
grow. He gives gifted people, and he supplies 
whatever resources are needed for the church 
to become mature. As for the latter, the church, 
equipped by Christ for growth, builds itself 
up. Specifically, this occurs as the church’s 
leaders—apostles, prophets, evangelists, and 
pastor-teachers—prepare its members for 
ministry. These leaders guide the church, 
teach sound doctrine, preach the good news, 
shepherd the flock, and much more. In turn, 
all the members grow up into Christ, and each 
member does its part by working properly: 
teachers teach, prophets prophesy, exhorters 
admonish, givers give, helpers serve, healers 
pray for the sick. In other words, each member 
exercises the spiritual gift or gifts distributed 
to him/her by the Spirit. Additionally, mem-
bers speak the truth in love, which is especially 
related to communicating sound doctrine; they 
seek the well beingswell beings of the others 
above their own, they work diligently to main-
tain unity (Eph. 4:3), and so forth. Through the 
dual dimensionality of divine transformation 
and Spirit-empowered human ministry and 
effort, the disciple-making church develops 

fully devoted disciples of Jesus Christ. 

Whole Vision of Our Growth and Worshipers

The Psalms emphasize a principle about 
idolatry: people become like the idols that they 
fashion and like the idols in which they trust. 
As one psalm describes: “Their idols are silver 
and gold, the work of human hands. They have 
mouths, but do not speak; eyes, but do not see. 
They have ears, but do not hear; noses, but do 
not smell. They have hands, but do not feel; 
feet, but do not walk; and they do not make a 
sound in their throat. Those who make them 
become like them; so do all who trust in them” 
(Psa. 115:4-8). The next few verses are a bold 
contrast: “O Israel . . . O house of Aaron . . . You 
who fear the Lord . . . trust in the Lord!” (Psa. 
115:9-11). 

The lesson to be learned is clear: As wor-
shipers of the Lord, Christians grow to become 
like Jesus Christ. Indeed, as Paul underscored, 
Christians, “beholding the glory of the Lord, 
are being transformed into the same image, 
from one degree of glory to another” (2 Cor. 
3:18). Should Christians deviate from the Lord 
as the object of their worship—should they 
and the churches in which they are involved 
become idolatrous—their growth will be 
distorted, and they will resemble more the 
idols of their heart than the Lord himself. No 
wonder that John warns Christians, “Little 
children, keep yourselves from idols” (1 John 
5:20). And no wonder that Paul expresses grave 
concern for the church: “But I am afraid that as 
the serpent deceived Eve by his cunning, your 
thoughts will be led astray from a since and 
pure devotion to Christ. For if someone comes 
and proclaims another Jesus than the one we 
proclaimed, or if you receive a different spirit 
from the one you received, or if you accept a 
different gospel from the one you accepted, you 
put up with it readily enough” (2 Cor. 11:3-4). 

Genuine growth for Christians and the 
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church comes only from their worship being 
directed jealously and fervently toward God 
the Father, through God the Son, in step with 
God the Holy Spirit. 

Whole Vision of Our Growth and Family

Christians grow together as family members, 
with numerous beneficial results flowing to 
and from this family dynamic. One fruit is 
family unity, for which Jesus prayed (John 17), 
and which is fostered by the Holy Spirit, who 
stimulates love (Rom. 5:5) and an atmosphere 
of “righteousness and peace and joy” (Rom. 
14:17). Such family unity contradicts the racial 
and ethnic diversity that usually separated 
people (e.g., Jews and Gentiles; Eph. 2:14-
18) and, while not destroying each person’s 
uniqueness, places that uniqueness in a new 
context, that is, in Christ: “There is neither 
Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, 
there is neither male nor female, for you are all 
one in Christ Jesus” (Gal. 3:28). Another result 
is a common voice in worship, as the church 
prays that it “may with one voice glorify the 
God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ” 
(Rom. 15:6). 

Additionally, family members grow in 
empathy and concern for one another, as 
Paul urges, “If one member suffers, all suffer 
together; if one member is honored, all rejoice 
together” (1 Cor. 12:26; cf. Rom. 12:15). Looking 
concretely at these latter moments, the church 
as family celebrates births, marriages, gradu-
ations, promotions, retirements, and the like, 
honoring its members in these special times 
and occasions. As for the former moments, the 
church as family comforts and sustains with 
concrete acts of support members who are 
facing sickness, trials, persecutions, divorce, 
miscarriage, and death. “The desire is that its 
strong community life will somewhat ease the 
pain encountered in such trying circumstanc-
es, further the process of discipleship, and 

stimulate hope.”18

The church as family grows together in 
good times and bad times. 

Whole Vision of Our Growth and Servants

According to Scripture, all growth is divinely 
given, and this means that growth that is asso-
ciated with servants is God given as well. Paul 
underscores this reality as he addressed the 
factionalism that had taken root in the church 
of Corinth, with some of its members lining 
up behind him, others aligning themselves 
with Apollos, others affiliating with Peter, and 
still others boasting of their belongingness 
to Christ (1 Cor. 1:12): “What then is Apollos? 
What is Paul? Servants through whom you be-
lieved, as the Lord assigned to each. I planted, 
Apollos watered, but God gave the growth. So 
neither he who plants nor he who waters is 
anything, but only God who gives the growth” 
(1 Cor. 3:5-7). Servants clearly bear the respon-
sibility, given them by God, to minister in the 
way assigned to them: preaching the gospel, 
launching the church plant, teaching sound 
doctrine, exhorting and showing mercy, lead-
ing the church, shepherding the flock through 
counseling and care, and much more. And as 
servants engage accordingly, growth occurs, 
but the question at the heart is always, “Where 
does the growth come from?” The answer, 
which echoes throughout Scripture, is that all 
growth is from God.

So, as servants engage in their leading, 
preaching, teaching, administering, admon-
ishing, caring, discipling, and other types of 
service, they grow by a growth that comes from 
God, and the fruit from their ministry grows by 
a growth that comes from God.

18  SS 445. 
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Whole Vision of Our Growth and Witnesses

Growth as it relates to the expansion of the 
church so as to touch the lives of those out-
side the church is especially associated with 
witnesses. Again, if all growth comes from 
God, then the evangelistic fruitfulness of the 
church’s witnesses depends completely on 
God as well. This point was driven home by 
PaulPaul drove this point home: 

And I, when I came to you, brothers, did 
not come proclaiming to you the testimony of 
God with lofty speech or wisdom. For I decided 
to know nothing among you except Jesus 
Christ, and him crucified. And I was with you 
in weakness and in fear and in much trem-
bling, and my speech and my message were not 
in plausible words of wisdom, but in demon-
stration of the Spirit and of power, that your 
faith might not rest in the wisdom of men but 
in the power of God. (1 Cor. 2:1-5). 

Such reliance on divinely given growth 
through bearing witness to the gospel, rather 
than dependence on human ingenuity and 
audience manipulation, stood against the 
practice of some witnesses, from whom Paul 
distanced himself: “But we have renounced 
disgraceful, underhanded ways. We refuse 
to practice cunning or to tamper with God’s 
word, but by the open statement of the truth 
we would commend ourselves to everyone’s 
conscience in the sight of God” (2 Cor. 4:2). In 
our day, televangelists are notorious for their 
sloganeering and slick promotional cam-
paigns; their selling out of the gospel for one 
that promises health, wealth, and prosperity 
(if its adherents will sell out for the televange-
lists); and their luxurious lifestyles (with the 
brash explanation that such wealth is available 
for everyone who, like them, trusts God for 
such overabundance). But such is not the way 
of the gospel of Jesus Christ.

Growth that is associated with witnesses 
comes from God.   

Whole Vision of Our Growth 
and Whole World

The whole vision in its aspect of our growth is 
about hope for and progress of victory over di-
saster for the ultimate realization of the divine 
purpose for all things. The divine plan was for 
growth to be actualized through procreation 
and vocation, resulting in the multiplication 
of divine image bearing, civilization building 
human beings. The debacle of the human fall 
introduced sin into this design, necessitat-
ing the divine rescue mission through Jesus 
Christ to achieve victory over defeat. Because 
this divine purpose is global in scope, and 
because fallenness into sin affects everyone 
everywhere, the whole vision of our growth 
encompasses the whole world in its various 
aspects of location, vocation, restoration, rec-
reation, and multiplication. This whole vision 
of our growth is reflected in the prayer of Jesus 
to the Father for his disciples: 

And I am no longer in the world, but 
they are in the world, and I am coming 
to you . Holy Father, keep them in your 
name, which you have given me, that 
they may be one, even as we are one . 
While I was with them, I kept them in 
your name, which you have given me . 
I have guarded them, and not one of 
them has been lost except the son of 
destruction, that the Scripture might 
be fulfilled . But now I am coming to 
you, and these things I speak in the 
world, that they may have my joy 
fulfilled in themselves . I have given 
them your word, and the world has 
hated them because they are not of the 
world, just as I am not of the world . I 
do not ask that you take them out of the 
world, but that you keep them from the 
evil one . They are not of the world, just 
as I am not of the world . Sanctify them 
in the truth; your word is truth . As you 
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sent me into the world, so I have sent 
them into the world . And for their sake 
I consecrate myself, that they also may 
be sanctified in truth . (John 17:11-19)

On the verge of his departure from this 
world (a reference to his ascension, or return 
back to his glorious existence in heaven with 
the Father and the Holy Spirit), Jesus prays 
for his disciples whom he was leaving in this 
world. Though his followers are located in the 
world (because he does not wish to take them 
out of it), he prays that they would not be of 
the world, that is, that they would so grow—be 
sanctified—by his truthful Word that they 
would not be conformed to the world. Jesus 
envisions his world-sojourning disciples as 
united (one, as the Father, Son, and Spirit are 
one), protected from ultimate destruction by 
Satan (unlike lost Judas), full of joy (while 
being hated by the world, of which they—like 
Jesus—are not a part), and sent into the world 
(as Jesus was sent into the world). Located and 
growing in, but not living and grasping for, the 
world, they are instead to engage in vocation, 
restoration, recreation, and multiplication 
wherever they sojourn.

Whole Vision of Our Growth and Location

Accordingly, Christians individually, and to-
gether as the church, grow in every location as 
they hope and work for the progress of victory 
over disaster for the ultimate realization of 
the divine purpose for all things. As Scripture 
underscores, they encounter two audiences—
the world and the church—with the following 
orientation: “For our boast is this, the testi-
mony of our conscience, that we behaved in 
the world with simplicity and godly sincerity, 
not by earthly wisdom but by the grace of God, 
and supremely so toward you” (2 Cor. 1:12). 
Without fanfare, characterized by authentic 
godliness (not for show or by external righ-

teousness), and relying not on the wisdom of 
the world but divine grace, Christians behave 
uprightly toward citizens of this world and 
especially toward fellow brothers and sisters 
in Christ. 

Such an orientation that relies on God’s 
grace begins with an acknowledgment that 
Christians, as followers of the one who was 
rejected by people in the world, have been res-
cued for the purpose of forming a new people 
for the worship of God: “As you come to him 
[Jesus Christ], a living stone rejected by men 
but in the sight of God chosen and precious, 
you yourselves like living stones are being built 
up as a spiritual house, to be a holy priesthood, 
to offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God 
through Jesus Christ” (1 Pet. 2:4-5). By honor-
ing him, the chosen and precious cornerstone 
of the church, believers “in him will not be put 
to shame” but honored instead (1 Pet. 2:6-7). 
At the same time, Christians should not be 
perplexed by the persecutions they experi-
ence at the hands of unbelievers, nor even be 
disturbed by the reality of unbelief itself, as if 
somehow outside of God’s plan. Rather, they 
know that unbelievers who reject Christ the 
cornerstone—“a stone of stumbling, and a rock 
of offense”—“stumble because they disobey 
the word, as they were destined to do” (1 Pet. 
2:7-8). That is, not only persecutions by unbe-
lievers, but the very presence of unbelief itself, 
has been designed by GodGod has designed not 
only persecutions by unbelievers, but the very 
presence of unbelief itself.

By contrast, Christians receive honor from 
the Savior whom they honor: “But you are a 
chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, 
a people for his own possession, that you may 
proclaim the excellencies of him who called 
you out of darkness into his marvelous light. 
Once you were not a people, but now you are 
God’s people; once you had not received mercy, 
but now you have received mercy” (1 Pet. 2:9-
10). Such honor brings with it great respon-
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sibility in the world: “Beloved, I urge you as 
sojourners and exiles to abstain from the pas-
sions of the flesh, which wage war against your 
soul. Keep your conduct among the Gentiles 
honorable, so that when they speak against 
you as evildoers, they may see your good deeds 
and glorify God on the day of visitation” (1 
Pet. 2:11-12). Sojourners are those who are to 
live their short (earthly) lives away from their 
home so as to be on mission for Another. They 
refuse to be entangled by their own worldly na-
ture and embroiled in the affairs of the world. 
Rather, they conduct themselves honorably—
engaging in good deeds—toward the citizens 
of the world so that even when maligned as 
engaging in evil deeds, the charges will not 
stick. Indeed, sojourners will be vindicated at 
the time of Christ’s return, when the citizens 
of this world admit that they have been recipi-
ents not of evil deeds, but good ones, and glory 
will redound to God. 

Practically speaking, Christians have spe-
cific instructions for their earthly pilgrimage, 
wherever in the world they may be located:

Be subject for the Lord’s sake to 
every human institution, whether it 
be to the emperor as supreme, or to 
governors as sent by him to punish 
those who do evil and to praise 
those who do good . For this is the 
will of God, that by doing good you 
should put to silence the ignorance 
of foolish people . Live as people who 
are free, not using your freedom 
as a cover-up for evil, but living as 
servants of God . Honor everyone . 
Love the brotherhood . Fear God . 
Honor the emperor .  (1 Pet . 2:13-17)

Christians are to be upstanding citizens by 
obeying whatever government they are under 
and submitting to its laws. Though ultimate-
ly free people, they are not free from all laws 

(antinomians) so as to engage in evil under the 
guise of freedom; rather, they freely submit to 
earthly authority and wisely do good, silenc-
ing their unwise critics. Though ultimately 
servants of God, they serve all people who are 
near them, giving honor to everyone—particu-
larly their president, queen, prime minister, or 
the highest earthly authority—and especially 
loving their fellow Christians. Above all, the 
fear of God establishes their heart wherever 
they are located.  

Whole Vision of Our Growth and Vocation

In keeping with their responsibility as human 
beings to engage in civilization building, Chris-
tians grow in their vocations. Such growth 
entails several matters. One area of develop-
ment concerns the perspective with which 
they engage in their work: “So, whether you eat 
or drink, or whatever you do, do all to the glory 
of God” (1 Cor. 10:31). Connecting with the first 
element of whole vision—the glory of God—
growing Christians become more and more 
focused on the ultimate goal of their vocation: 
to spread the fame of God in their workplace.

A second area of growth regards how 
Christians relate to their colleagues at work. 
They should be more and more directed by this 
biblical command: “Give no offense to Jews 
or to Greeks or to the church of God, just as I 
try to please everyone in everything I do, not 
seeking my own advantage, but that of many, 
that they may be saved” (1 Cor. 10:32-33). By 
bad attitudes or wrongful actions, followers 
of Christ are never to cause those around 
them—non-believers and believers alike—to be 
scandalized. That is, their co-workers should 
not be able to point to Christians as hypocrites, 
professing one thing while acting oppositely. 
Rather, in all that they do, Christians are to 
seek more and more to please their fellow 
workers. This command obviously does not in-
clude engaging in sin, but it does call for Chris-
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tians to respect their co-workers, encourage 
them, and seek to advance their welfare and 
position. By so doing, growing disciples foster 
a work environment and personal relation-
ships with their fellow workers that will result 
in the salvation of those who don’t yet know 
Christ. Indeed, it seems that as Christian 
workers demonstrate a sincere character and 
sacrificial attitude, and yield their own rights 
while deferring to those around them, an 
atmosphere favorable to the gospel develops 
and their non-Christian co-workers embrace 
Jesus Christ. 

A third area in which Christians are to 
grow vocationally is their conduct with respect 
to those in authority above them, as Scripture 
commands (with “servants” being the equiv-
alent of employees, and “masters” being the 
equivalent of employers): 

Servants, be subject to your masters 
with all respect, not only to the good 
and gentle but also to the unjust . For 
this is a gracious thing, when, mindful 
of God, one endures sorrows while 
suffering unjustly . For what credit is 
it if, when you sin and are beaten for it, 
you endure? But if when you do good 
and suffer for it you endure, this is a 
gracious thing in the sight of God . For 
to this you have been called, because 
Christ also suffered for you, leaving 
you an example, so that you might 
follow in his steps . (1 Peter 2:18-21)

In their vocation, Christian employees are to 
submit respectfully to their employers, wheth-
er those bosses are fellow Christians or unbe-
lievers, and whether those bosses are good or 
evil. What appears to be quite difficult, if not 
impossible, on the merely human level—obey-
ing cruel employers who make unreasonable 
demands, exact bone-wearying labor, lie, show 
favoritism, engage in nepotism, and the like—is 

made possible as Christian workers keep their 
mind focused on God and remember that such 
stellar obedience is a thing of grace—which 
is all that they as Christians have anyway! 
Moreover, Christians acknowledge a particu-
lar call on their life—to suffer as Christ suffer—
and this “vocation” enables them to conduct 
themselves appropriately in their vocation, no 
matter how hard it becomes.19 

Just to be clear, such demanded and 
demanding obedience must not be merely 
feigned submission; rather: “Bondservants, 
obey in everything those who are your earth-
ly masters, not by way of eye-service, as 
people-pleasers, but with sincerity of heart, 
fearing the Lord” (Col. 3:22). Thus, the case of 
Christian workers who outwardly obey their 
unjust bosses while seething with anger, plot-
ting revenge, and fomenting rebellion among 
the ranks is precluded. This excluded scenario 
is especially underscored by another biblical 
command to Christian employees: “Bondser-
vants, obey your earthly masters with fear and 
trembling, with a sincere heart, as you would 
Christ, doing the will of God from the heart, 
rendering service with a good will as to the 
Lord and not to man, knowing that whatever 
good anyone does, this he will receive back 
from the Lord, whether he is a bondservant 
or is free” (Eph. 6:5-8). Feigned obedience to 
earthly leaders is wrongheaded because the 
ultimate object of Christian obedience is their 
heavenly leader, Christ the Lord, to whom gen-
uine obedience is due. Thus, good will service 
is rendered secondarily and derivatively to 
human bosses, because it is rendered primarily 
and foundationally to Christ. An additional 
motivation is provided: a well-deserved and 

19  This biblically-enjoinedbiblically enjoined response 
to evil employers does not entail Christians passively 
responding to and tolerating unethical practices, but 
that is a discussion for another day.   
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rightly anticipated reward for righteous deeds 
is awaiting Christians who work righteously in 
their vocation. 

A fourth area of vocational development 
reverses the above scenario and addresses 
the case of Christian employers and how they 
are to conduct themselves in relation to their 
employees. Again, Scripture speaks to growth 
in this vocational situation: “Masters, do the 
same to them [bondservants/employees], and 
stop your threatening, knowing that he who is 
both their Master and yours is in heaven, and 
that there is no partiality with him” (Eph. 6:9). 
While not calling for a radical restructuring of 
the vocational framework itself, Scripture does 
demand a radical reorientation of the attitude 
toward, and treatment of, employees by their 
Christian employers. Such renewal begins 
with the recognition that both employees and 
employers ultimately have the same heav-
enly Lord, and both groups owe an ultimate 
accountability to him who judges impartially. 
Thus, Christian bosses must demonstrate 
proper attitudes and actions toward their 
workers, with a special call to those bosses to 
avoid intimidating and menacing their work-
ers. Put positively, “Masters, treat your bond-
servants justly and fairly, knowing that you 
also have a Master in heaven” (Col. 4:1). Antici-
pating that Christian employees might attempt 
to take advantage of the goodness of their 
Christian employers, Paul offers this caution: 
“Those who have believing masters must not 
be disrespectful on the ground that they are 
brothers; rather they must serve all the better 
since those who benefit by their good service 
are believers and beloved” (1 Tim. 6:2). Not lax 
service as the response to Christian kindness, 
but even more diligent and productive service 
is demanded of Christian workers toward their 
fellow Christian bosses. 

Accordingly, well-illustrated growth is to 
take place in our vocation. 

Whole Vision of Our Growth and Restoration

In addition to growing vocationally, Chris-
tians are to grow in the area of restoration. An 
emphasis here is on engagement in good works 
for the sake of others: “And let us not grow 
weary of doing good, for in due season we will 
reap, if we do not give up. So then, as we have 
opportunity, let us do good to everyone, and 
especially to those who are of the household of 
faith” (Gal. 6:9-10). Very realistically, Scrip-
ture acknowledges that doing good becomes 
exhausting. Being constantly on the alert for 
opportunities to help others, engaging with 
very needy people who have very many needs, 
distinguishing between true needs and merely 
apparent needs so as to seek the meet the for-
mer and not to get caught up in the latter, being 
watchful because of living in dangerous areas 
where many needed people live—all this reality 
is taxing physically, emotionally, spiritually, 
and volitionally. To address this fatigue of 
doing good, Scripture enjoins Christians not to 
give up and holds forth the treasure that awaits 
them for their grueling labor: they will reap the 
good that they have sowed. 

As they keep on and do not collapse in 
their ministry of restoration, Christians seek 
to do good to everyone, and especially to fellow 
Christians. Concretely, they pray, specifically 
for those in political authority so that peace 
may reign in society: “First of all, then, I urge 
that supplications, prayers, intercessions, 
and thanksgivings be made for all people, for 
kings and all who are in high positions, that we 
may lead a peaceful and quiet life, godly and 
dignified in every way” (1 Tim. 2:1-2). They 
pray for their enemies and persecutors (Luke 
6:28), as Jesus prayed for those who executed 
him (Luke 23:34). Second, they care for the 
marginalized in society, following James’ 
reminder: “Religion that is pure and undefiled 
before God, the Father, is this: to visit orphans 
and widows in their affliction, and to keep 
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oneself unstained from the world” (James 
1:27). Christians advocate for and support the 
adoption of orphans, and churches provide 
financial assistance for their qualified widows 
(1 Tim. 5:3-16).20 Third, churches come to the 
aid of struggling, poorer churches by providing 
financial support (2 Corinthians 8-9). 

In these and many other concrete ways, 
growth in good works brings about restoration. 

Whole Vision of Our Growth and Recreation

Vocation, good works, restoration—this 
concentration on engagement in human and 
Christian responsibilities may be considered 
to minimize or even exclude recreation and 
rest, but such would be a misunderstanding. 
Indeed, in the midst of God’s own responsible 
work of creating the world and everything that 
is contained in it, he rested: “Thus the heavens 
and the earth were finished, and all the host 
of them. And on the seventh day Gold finished 
his work that he had done, and he rested on 
the seventh day from all his work that he had 
done” (Gen. 2:1-2). This divine rest was not 
needed because God was exhausted from the 
immensity of the labor of creation; the om-
nipotent God—“the Creator of the ends of the 
earth”—“does not faint or grow weary” (Isa. 
40:28). Rather, God’s work of six days followed 
by rest established a pattern for human rest 
and work: “So God blessed the seventh day and 
made it holy, because on it God rested from all 
the work that he had done in creation” (Gen. 
2:3). This divine blessing by consecrating a 
Sabbath rest was for the sake of God’s human 
creatures, as would become explicit in the Ten 
Commandments: “Remember the Sabbath day, 
to keep it holy. Six days you shall labor, and do 
all your work, but the seventh day is a Sabbath 

20  For an extended discussion of widow care, see 
Allison, Sojourners and Strangers, 453-59. 

to the Lord your God” (Exo. 20:8-10). Spe-
cifically, this day is to be set apart for resting 
from the regular six day grind of work (Deut. 
5:12-15). Though Christians do not set apart 
the specific period of time from sundown on 
Friday to sundown on Saturday as do the Jews, 
they are to observe this weekly rhythm of work 
and rest because they designed to grow by 
regular recreation.

Such growth is prompted through rest as 
Christians remind themselves and experience 
the reality that their lives are ultimately out of 
their hands and belong to God: By not engaging 
in work—teaching, selling, leading meetings, 
performing, building, communicating with col-
leagues—we acknowledge and live the fact that 
God’s will is being accomplished apart from 
us. So it is when we nap on a day off: “When we 
sleep, the world spins along on its axis, and we 
wake to find that any number of things could 
have happened, but God hasn’t nodded off 
once.”21 God will undertake and complete his 
purpose even when we are disengaged from 
active duty, and Christians at rest humbly rec-
ognize and rejoice in his providential outwork-
ing of his plan. 

Furthermore, recreation is not something 
that is begrudgingly conceded by God, nor 
should Christians begrudgingly concede rest 
to themselves. Oppositely, rest should be em-
braced and enjoyed, and it is to be so through 
the gospel: “Because the gospel transforms 
our identity, its impact isn’t primarily on what 
we do, but how we do it, or rather, who we are 
as we do it.”22 Christians relax and enjoy their 
rest because their vocation, good works, res-
toration, and the like do not ultimately deter-
mine their relationship with God: 

21  FM, 208-209. 

22  FM 209. 
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Recreation, paradoxically, is one 
of those little ‘works’ we do that 
don’tdoesn’t try to prove anything to 
God or even ourselves . We have been 
proven, more accurately approved, 
by Christ . Therefore we are free to 
play wholeheartedly . We can really 
get into it . The gospel frees us to rest 
because God’s achievements are what 
count in the end . We are free to enjoy 
recreation not with a heavy heart 
(wishing we were out doing really 
‘Christian’ works) but exuberantly 
because we have gospel confidence .23  

Christians grow through recreation that is 
thoroughly enjoyed!

Whole Vision of Our Growth and Multiplication

A final aspect of growth takes its starting point 
from Jesus’ emphasis as he spoke about his 
upcoming crucifixion: “Truly, truly, I say to 
you, unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth 
and dies, it remains alone; but if it dies, it bears 
much fruit” (John 12:24). For growth of a seed 
to take place resulting in much fruit, the seed 
must be sown, be buried in the soil, and “die.” 
Counter intuitively, for Christians to grow 
with a development producing much fruit, they 
must first “die,” as intended by Jesus: “Whoev-
er loves his life loses it, and whoever hates his 
life in this world will keep it for eternal life” 
(John 12:25). Denying oneself, yielding one’s 
right, repudiating one’s own agenda, rejecting 
one’s own self-determined plans—“hating 
one’s life in this world” is, according to Jesus, 
the way to true life. 

This life will be multiplied many times 

23  R. Paul Stevens, The Complete Book of Everyday 
Christianity: An A-to-Z Guide to Following Christ 
in Every Aspect of Life, ed. Robert Banks and R. Paul 
Stevens (Downers Grove, IL: IVP, 1997), 853. 

over, resulting in much fruit benefitting the 
one who surrenders all: “If anyone serves me, 
he must follow me, and where I am, there will 
my servant be also. If anyone serves me, the 
Father will honor him” (John 12:26). Eternal 
life in the presence of Jesus, being honored by 
the Father—this is the harvest reaped by those 
who give up all to follow Jesus. Moreover, 
the life sacrificed for Jesus will be multiplied 
many times over, resulting in much fruit 
benefitting others. Indeed, Paul describes 
Christians who give their all for the gospel, de-
scribing them as “always carrying in the body 
the death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may 
also be manifested in our bodies. For we who 
live are always being given over to death for 
Jesus’ sake, so that the life of Jesus also may 
be manifested in our mortal flesh. So death is 
at work in us, but life in you” (2 Cor. 4:10-12). 
Sacrificial living for Jesus’ sake—“dying” from 
affliction, perplexity, persecution, beatings—
will bear much fruit in the lives of others as the 
gospel makes progress in them and they grow 
into the fullness of Christ. So growth comes 
through death, and from death comes life, and 
that life multiplies fruit that benefits oneself 
and others.

Growth leads to multiplication.    
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Whole Vision: Great Commission

Whole Vision of the Great 
Commission and Whole Gospel

Discussion of this whole vision turns now to 
the last of its three aspects, the Great Commis-
sion, specifically focused on the Great Com-
mission and its intersection with the whole 
gospel, composed of kingdom, cross, and grace.

Whole Vision of the Great 
Commission and Kingdom

Because God is from the beginning a missional 
God, it was always his intention to reach out 
to all the nations and invite the peoples of this 
world into his everlasting kingdom, which is 
life with God under the rule of God, specifical-
ly, under the reign of King Jesus. This future 
reality was prophesied centuries before Jesus 
lived, as evidenced by the following psalm. At 
first, God addresses the nations of this world 
that have aligned themselves together “against 
the Lord and his anointed,” saying, “As for me, 
I have set my King on Zion, my holy hill.” The 
psalmist, speaking as this king, then announc-
es, “I will tell of the decree: The Lord said to 
me, ‘You are my Son; today I have begotten 
you. Ask of me, and I will make the nations 
your heritage, and the ends of the earth your 
possession. You shall break them with a rod of 
iron and dash them in pieces like a potter’s ves-
sel’” (Ps. 2:2, 6, 7-8). But not only destruction of 
these enemy nations is envisioned; universal 
worship of God is the end hoped for: “All the 
ends of the earth shall remember and turn to 
the Lord, and all the families of the nations 
shall worship before you. For kingship belongs 
to the Lord, and he rules over the nations” (Ps. 
22:27-28). Toward this end the psalmist prays, 
“May he [the king, the royal son; Ps. 72:1] have 
dominion from sea to sea, and from the River 
to the ends of the earth! May desert tribes bow 

down before him and his enemies like the dust! 
May the kings of Tarshish and of the coast-
lands render him tribute; may the kings of 
Sheba and Seba brings gifts! May all kings fall 
down before him, all nations serve him! (Ps. 
72:8-11; cf. Ps. 97:1). 

This universal worship of and service for 
the king became associated with a message 
of good news concerning salvation and the 
beauty of the messenger of that gospel: “How 
beautiful upon the mountains are the feet of 
him who brings good news, who publishes 
peace, who brings good news of happiness, 
who publishes salvation, who says to Zion, 
‘Your God reigns’” (Isa. 52:7). The identity of 
this kingly messenger came into even focus: 
“Rejoice greatly, O daughter of Zion! Shout 
aloud, O daughter of Jerusalem! beholdBe-
hold, your king is coming to you; righteous and 
having salvation is he, humble and mounted on 
a donkey, on a colt, the foal of a donkey. . . . [A]
nd he shall speak peace to the nations; his rule 
shall be from sea to sea, and from the River to 
the ends of the earth” (Zech. 9:9-10). 

These prophecies pointed to and were 
fulfilled in the Son of God who became incar-
nate as the God-man, Jesus Christ. While he 
would eventually depart from this world as 
the resurrected and ascended Lord and King 
giving the Great Commission to his disciples 
(Matt. 2818-20), he began his ministry with 
these words, “The time is fulfilled, and the 
kingdom of God is at hand; repent and believe 
in the gospel” (Mark. 1:15). Accordingly, the 
Great Commission engages the church in the 
expansion of the kingdom of God, as more and 
more disciples enter into it through the regen-
erating work of the Holy Spirit (John 3:1-8), 
develop as kingdom citizens (e.g., 1 Pet. 2:9-12; 
Titus 2:11-14), and in turn make disciples of 
all nations. Following the apostle Paul’s pat-
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tern, the church engages in “proclaiming the 
kingdom of God and teaching about the Lord 
Jesus Christ with all boldness and without 
hindrance” (Acts 28:31). 

The Great Commission is a timely direc-
tive, however, and access into the kingdom of 
God will not be open forever, as God “has fixed 
a day on which he will judge the world in righ-
teousness by a man whom he has appointed” 
(Acts 17:31). The king will return to execute his 
righteous judgment: “Christ, having been of-
fered once to bear the sins of many, will appear 
a second time, not to deal with sin but to save 
those who are eagerly awaiting for him” (Heb. 
9:28). Seated on his glorious throne with all the 
nations gathered before him, the king will say 
to his citizens, “Come, you who are blessed by 
my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for 
you from the foundations of the world.” But 
to those who refused to enter the kingdom, he 
will announce, “Depart from me, you cursed, 
into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and 
his angels” (Matt. 25:31-32, 34, 41). As this 
present reality gives way to the new heaven 
and new earth, then will the visions of the eter-
nal and universal kingdom be realized in full: 

And I saw no temple in the city, for its 
temple is the Lord God the Almighty 
and the Lamb . And the city has no 
need of sun or moon to shine on it, 
for the glory of God gives it light, and 
its lamp is the Lamb . By its light will 
the nations walk, and the kings of 
the earth will bring their glory into 
it, and its gates will never be shut by 
day—and there will be no night there . 
They will bring into it the glory and 
the honor of the nations . But noting 
unclean will ever enter it, nor anyone 
who does what is detestable and false, 
but only those who are written in the 
Lamb’s book of life . (Rev . 21:22-27) 

Whole Vision of the Great 
Commission and Cross

This vision of the eternal kingdom being 
universal reminds us that it was always God’s 
intention to reach out to all the nations and in-
clude all the peoples of this world. Even before 
Jesus accomplished his work of salvation and 
gave the Great Commission to underscore the 
global nature of the missional church’s task, 
this theme of worldwide outreach resounded 
throughout Scripture. Furthermore, it was 
attached to a sacrifice for sin. For example, as 
David sang, 

O you who hear prayer, to you shall 
all flesh come . When iniquities 
prevail against me, you atone for 
our transgressions . Blessed is the 
one you choose and bring near, to 
dwell in your courts! We shall be 
satisfied with the goodness of your 
house, the holiness of your temple! By 
awesome deeds you answer us with 
righteousness, O God of our salvation, 
the hope of all the ends of the earth 
and of the farthest seas . (Psa . 65:2-5)

Such sacrifice for sin, or atonement, would be 
necessary because of the waywardness of all 
people in all the nations, who refused to wor-
ship the one, true, living God:

O LORD, my strength and my 
stronghold, my refuge in the day 
of trouble, to you shall the nations 
come from the ends of the earth and 
say: “Our fathers have inherited 
nothing but lies, worthless things 
in which there is no profit . Can 
man make for himself gods? Such 
are not gods!” (Jer . 16:19-20)

For the people of the nations to be able to ac-
knowledge their idolatry, repent, and embrace 
the one, true, living God, Jesus offered his life 
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by dying on the cross as an atoning sacrifice for 
their sins: “all have sinned and fall short of the 
glory of God, and are justified by his grace as a 
gift, through the redemption that is in Christ 
Jesus, whom God put forward as a propitiation 
[an atoning sacrifice] by his blood, to be re-
ceived by faith” (Rom. 3:23-25). The universal 
problem of sin was met head on by the sacri-
fice of Jesus on the cross, the act that rescues 
out of sin all who put their faith in him and 
are thereby declared not guilty, but righteous 
instead. Again, this provision of forgiveness 
flows from the work of Jesus on behalf of all 
people: “For God so loved the world, that he 
gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him 
should not perish but have eternal life. For God 
did not send his Son into the world to condemn 
the world, but in order that the world might be 
saved through him” (John 3:16-17). 

But how are the people of this world—men 
and women in all the nations—to know about 
this divine provision of salvation through the 
cross of Jesus Christ? To his church Jesus 
gave the Great Commission, his authoritative 
directive concerning its responsibility to make 
fully devoted followers of Jesus Christ in every 
corner of the globe. This task is one of ambas-
sadorship: 

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 . Therefore, we 
are ambassadors for Christ, God 
making his appeal through us . We 
implore you on behalf of Christ, be 
reconciled to God . For our sake he 
made him to be sin who knew no sin, 
so that in him we might become the 
righteousness of God . (2 Cor . 5:18-21)

The church has not taken to itself this min-
istry of reconciliation; rather, “It is that 
which God gave. That is to say, it is a matter 
of election or appointment. It does not spring 
into being as an activity of a busy imagined 
community with a lively sense of the need for 
alternatives to oppression and marginaliza-
tion. . . . The church is not simply as it were a 
volunteer, willing to spend itself in a task for 
which others are also suited but in which they 
decline to involve themselves.”24 Moreover, 
this commission is a worded ministry: to the 
church has been delivered “the message [Gr. 
logos = word] of reconciliation.” Accordingly, 
the church bears witness to Jesus Christ and 
his work on the cross as a sacrifice for sins. By 
a divine accounting, Christ is reckoned as the 
sin-bearer, though he personally bore no sin in 
himself. By his death he atoned for the sins of 
the world. The church, then, has been entrust-
ed with the announcement or recitation—not 
the accomplishment or re-presentation—of 
Christ’s atoning sacrifice through his death on 
the cross, the message that God in Christ has 
done what was needed for the former enmity 
between himself and his sinful people to be 
removed and peace and friendship restored. 

As the church as ambassador obediently 
discharges its responsibility to engage in the 
Great Commission, the vision of the cross 
work of Jesus Christ bearing fruit in the lives 
of people everywhere is being realized, provid-
ing more voices to sing the eternal song: 

“Worthy are you to take the scroll and 
to open its seals, for you were slain, 
and by your blood you ransomed 
people for God from every tribe and 
language and people and nation,

24  John Webster, Word and Church: Essays in 
Christian Dogmatics (Edinburgh and New York: T & 
T Clark, 2001), 221-22. 
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and you have made them a kingdom 
and priests to our God, and they shall 
reign on the earth .” (Rev . 5:9-10)

Through the cross of Jesus Christ, and with 
the cross as its theme, the Great Commission 
is being fulfilled. 

Whole Vision of the Great 
Commission and Grace

Clearly, apart from the grace of God—his char-
acter of goodness toward his fallen people and 
his activity of extending de-merited favor to 
them25—there would be no Great Commission. 
As the giver of the Great Commission and the 
one who is announced in the Great Commis-
sion, Jesus as the Word of God incarnate was 
“full of grace and truth” (John 1:14-17). The 
message proclaimed by the church as it engag-
es in the Great Commission can be described 
as “the word of his [God’s] grace” (Acts 14:3; 
20:32) and “the gospel of the grace of God” 
(Acts 20:24) because it is focused on Jesus 
Christ and his demerited favor. Furthermore, 
the church’s ability to participate in the Great 
Commission is the fruit of divine grace: “And 
with great power the apostles were giving their 
testimony to the resurrection of the Lord Je-
sus, and great grace was upon them all” (Acts 
4:33; cf. 14:26). At times the announcement of 
the gospel of grace is accompanied by mighty, 
tangible divine acts, as in the case of Stephen 

25  Brian Vickers argues convincingly that the common 
notion of grace as “unmerited favor” does not rightly 
capture the full biblical picture of the actual plight of 
human beings fallen into sin (e.g., Rom 3:23; 5:8, 10; 
6:14; Titus 3:3, 7). Referring to the word grace as used 
often in Scripture, he avers “in the context of God’s 
saving acts it is applied to those who are morally 
broken, undeserving to receive God’s favor because 
of their rebellion against him.” Brian Vickers, 
Justification by Grace through Faith: Finding 
Freedom from Legalism, Lawlessness, Pride, and 
Despair. Explorations in Biblical Theology, ed. Robert 
A. Peterson (Philipsburg, NJ: P & R, 2013), 27. 

who, “full of grace and power, was doing great 
wonders and signs among the people” (Acts 
6:8). Of course, whenever and wherever the 
church engages in the Great Commission 
and its message of reconciliation is received, 
its recipients are “saved through the grace of 
the Lord Jesus” (Acts 15:11); moreover, it is 
through God’s grace that they are called (Gal. 
1:16) and believe in the gospel (Acts 18:27). 

Appropriately, then, the apostle Paul 
described his Great Commission ministry in 
terms of grace. He was 

set apart for the gospel of God, which 
he promised beforehand through 
his prophets in the holy Scriptures, 
concerning his Son, who was descended 
from David according to the flesh 
and was declared to be the Son of 
God in power according to the Spirit 
of holiness by his resurrection from 
the dead, Jesus Christ our Lord, 
through whom we have received 
grace and apostleship to bring about 
the obedience of faith for the sake 
of his name among all the nations, 
including you who are called to 
belong to Jesus Christ (Rom . 1:1-6) .

Accordingly, with the apostle, the church 
should view is participation in the Great 
Commission as “the gift of God’s grace” (Eph. 
3:7, 8). As it engages in making disciples in all 
nations, the church rejoicesrejoices, “that as 
grace extends to more and more people it may 
increase thanksgiving, to the glory of God” (2 
Cor. 4:15).

Whole Vision of the Great 
Commission and Whole Church

The Great Commission is given to the church 
of Jesus Christ, and to it alone. Just as God the 
Father has given to his exalted Son the cosmic 
headship of all things, so too the Son has given 
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to his body, the church, the global responsibil-
ity to carry out the Great Commission. This 
church, to whom has been given the mandate 
to make disciples in all nations, consists of five 
aspects: disciples, worshipers, family, servants, 
and witnesses.  

Whole Vision of the Great 
Commission and Disciples

Simply put, the Great Commission entails dis-
ciples of Jesus Christ making new disciples of 
Jesus Christ, who in turn make new disciples 
of Jesus Christ, and so on. It is the multiplica-
tion of disciples—an exponential growth—that 
is the church’s responsibility throughout 
the entire world.  Contemporaneously, it is 
the maturing of disciples—a development of 
fully-formedfully formed disciples—that is the 
church’s responsibility throughout the entire 
world.

The church falls short of this mandate if it 
views its work as doing evangelism only—an-
nouncing the good news to non-Christians, 
calling them to repentance and faith, leading 
them to embrace Jesus Christ, baptizing them 
and incorporating them into the church, with 
the task ending there. This outreach ministry 
by itself fails on at least two accounts: it fails 
to obey Jesus’s instructions to teach these new 
Christians to observe all that he commanded, 
and it fails to prepare these new disciples to 
make other new disciples through their testi-
mony, in word and deed, to the gospel. 

The church also falls short of this commis-
sion if it relegates it to a select group of church 
members—an evangelism team or outreach 
committee. This approach fails to grasp that 
the church itself is missional—one of the 
church’s identity markers is being missional. 
This means the church as a whole, and each 
individual member of it, is to be engaged in 
missional endeavors. Without such full partic-
ipation that flows from the church’s identity as 

a missional community, the Great Commission 
is not obeyed and will not be fulfilled. 

In place of evangelism only or delegat-
ing responsibility to a evangelism team, the 
church fulfills the Great Commission as ful-
ly-devoted disciples of Jesus Christ make new 
fully-devoted disciples of Jesus Christ, and so 
on, throughout the whole world. 

Whole Vision of the Great 
Commission and Worshipers

As the church pursues its task of obeying and 
fulfilling the Great Commission, it produces 
new worshipers of God. Part and parcel of the 
announcement of the gospel and the mighty 
work of God in applying it to the lives of 
non-Christians is the Holy Spirit’s work of re-
generation. As Jesus explained to Nicodemus, 
“Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born of 
water and the Spirit, he cannot enter the king-
dom of God. That which is born of the flesh 
is flesh, and that which is born of the Spirit is 
spirit” (John 3:5-6). Referring to the prophe-
cy of Ezekiel (36:25-27), which anticipated a 
new day in which the people of God would be 
cleansed from their sin by the sprinkling of 
clean water on them, and in which they would 
be given a new spirit, indeed, in which they 
would be given the Spirit of God himself, Jesus 
associates this “water-spirit-Spirit” promise 
with the upcoming work of the Holy Spirit to 
effect the new birth. All those who would be 
born again/born of the Spirit would newly 
exist in the realm of “spirit.” 

Building off this great promise, Jesus 
instructed the Samaritan woman at the well, 
“But the hour is coming, and is now here, when 
the true worshipers will worship the Father in 
spirit and truth, for the Father is seeking such 
people to worship him. God is spirit, and those 
who worship him must worship in spirit and 
truth” (John 4:23-24). Genuine worshipers 
who genuinely worship God are those who 
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worship in spirit and truth, that is, who exist 
in the realm of “spirit” like God through Jesus 
Christ, who is “the way and the truth and the 
life” (John 14:6). Thus, as non-Christians 
embrace the good news and are born again by 
the regenerating work of the Holy Spirit, they 
become new worshipers who are qualified by 
God to worship him and who are those whom 
God is seeking to worship him. 

Whole Vision of the Great 
Commission and Family

As the church pursues its task of obeying and 
fulfilling the Great Commission, the new disci-
ples/worshipers who emerge constitute a new 
family—they are children of God through faith 
in Jesus Christ and brothers and sisters united 
by the Holy Spirit. 

As for the first aspect, which is foremost 
and foundational for the second, the apostle 
John explains, “But to all who did receive him 
[the Word of God, Jesus Christ], who believed 
in his name, he gave the right to become chil-
dren of God, who were born, not of blood nor of 
the will of the flesh nor of the will of man, but 
of God” (John 1:12-13). New family members 
are not so because of any human lineage, or 
any human enterprise, or any human plan, but 
because they are born of God and thus become 
his children. In addition to knowing God as 
their Father according to creation (a reality 
that is true for every human being who has 
ever lived, lives now, and will ever live), these 
family members know God as their Father in 
the sense of redemption: “Of his own will he 
brought us forth by the word of truth, that we 
should be a kind of firstfruits of his creatures” 
(James 1:18). Out of all the human beings 
whom God the Creator fashioned in his image, 
God the Redeemer has willfully chosen to 
bring forth some to enjoy supreme status (the 
idea of “firstfruits”) as his dear, beloved chil-
dren. This standing is not earned or merited in 

any way, but is a privilege conferred on them 
solely by grace. By grace and grace alone, these 
children belong to God forever.

In consequence of this privileged standing 
before God, his children are united as broth-
ers and sisters by the Holy Spirit. Quoting the 
Old Testament, Paul underscores this divine 
promise: 

“I will make my dwelling among them 
and walk among them, and I will 
be their God, and they shall be my 
people . Therefore go out from their 
midst, and be separate from them, 
says the Lord, and touch no unclean 
thing; then I will welcome you, and I 
will be a father to you, and you shall 
be sons and daughters to me, says 
the Lord Almighty .” (2 Cor . 6:16-18)

As the children—the sons and daughters—of 
God, Christians are also rendered brothers and 
sisters in the same family. Not of the world, 
but still in it, they engage as family members in 
taking the gospel to the world. The Holy Spirit 
gives them the gift of unity (Eph. 4:3) and 
Christ gives them the gifts that are necessary 
for the expansion and development of the 
church (Eph. 4:11-16). They regard one anoth-
er as fathers, mothers, brothers, and sisters (1 
Tim. 5:1-2) and they flourish in a Spirit-fos-
tered atmosphere of “righteousness and peace 
and joy” (Rom. 14:17). 

With all of these gifts and resources, and 
as family members, Christians obey and fulfill 
the Great Commission, thereby extending the 
family of God to which they belong.

Whole Vision of the Great 
Commission and Servants

The Great Commission not only produces a 
family of disciples/worshipers, but also sons 
and daughters who serve their Father and 
brothers and sisters who serve one another 
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and those not yet in the family. 
In their service to their Father, servants 

are always conscious of the truth that “[t]he 
God who made the world and everything in it, 
being Lord of heaven and earth, does not live 
in temples made by man, nor is he served by 
human hands, as though he needed anything, 
since he himself gives to all mankind life and 
breath and everything” (Acts 17:24-25). As 
completely independent and self-existent, 
God does not need human beings to serve 
him; indeed, he could not need human beings 
to render him service. Yet, God has created 
people in his image to be significant to him 
and, when they are redeemed by Jesus Christ, 
he uses them as his servants. They love him, 
worship him, give him glory, and fellowship 
with him, not in the sense of filling up what is 
lacking in God, but in trusting and obeying him 
out of hearts full of gratitude for his gracious 
salvation. 

In addition to serving their Father as 
sons and daughters, Christians also serve 
one another as brothers and sisters through 
loving one another (e.g., John 13:34-35; 15:12, 
17, Gal. 5:13-14; 1 John 4:7-12), praying for 
one another (e.g., 2 Cor. 1:10-11; Phil. 1:18-19), 
sacrificially giving to support one another (e.g., 
Acts 2:44-45; 4:32-35), teaching and admon-
ishing one another (Col. 3:16; Heb. 3:12-13; 
10:24-25), helping one another (Heb. 6:10; 
Acts 9:36), sharing their lives with one another 
(Rom. 12:15; 2 Cor. 7:6), providing examples for 
one another (1 Cor. 11:1; Heb. 6:12; 13:7), and 
building up one another (Rom. 14:19; 15:1-3; 
2 Cor. 12:19). When they disagree as to spe-
cific scruples—some find a particular activity 
appropriate for them to participate in, while 
others consider it inappropriate—they refuse 
to judge but instead accept one another (Rom. 
14:1-15:7). They abhor favoritism; that is, they 
treat one another without partiality (James 
2:1-5), even preferring the lesser brothers and 
sisters in their midst (1 Cor. 12:14-26; Rom. 

12:16). They work diligently to maintain their 
unity (Eph. 4:3), seeking to be like-minded (1 
Cor. 1:10; Phil. 2:1-2; Rom. 15:5-6; 1 Pet. 3:8) 
and highly valuing family harmony. When they 
irritate, fail, hurt, and sin against one another, 
they bear with one another (Eph. 4:2), show 
compassion to one another (Eph. 4:31-32), 
confess sins to one another (James 5:16), and 
forgive one another (Col. 3:12-14). When one 
of their members spirals deeply into sin, they 
move to correct and even discipline him, lov-
ingly refusing to allow him to go down the path 
of destruction (e.g., Gal. 6:1-2; Matt. 18:15-20). 
They practice hospitality with one another, 
opening their hearts and their homes to their 
brothers and sisters (Rom. 12:13; Heb. 13:1-2; 
1 Pet. 4:9). In these and many other concrete 
ways, Christians serve one another as brothers 
and sisters.

While loving and doing good to their other 
family members, servants also orient them-
selves to those outside the family, in accor-
dance with Paul’s instructions: “So then, as we 
have opportunity, let us do good to everyone, 
and especially to those who are of the house-
hold of faith” (Gal. 6:10). They leverage their 
resources, obeying the command “to do good, 
to be rich in good works, to be generous and 
ready to share” (1 Tim. 6:18). The ways to fulfill 
this admonition concretely are inexhaustible: 
micro-lending to help start-up small busi-
nesses, provision of medical and dental aid 
at health clinics, intervention to deal with 
entrenched sinful patterns through redemp-
tion groups, financial seminars to teach about 
budgeting, training for resume writing and 
interviewing, and the like, with such good 
deeds always being accompanied by words of 
the good news. 

As servants encounter non-Christians, 
they don’t regard them as aliens, but as fellow 
image bearers of God who are in need of re-
demption through Jesus Christ. And they take 
to heart the continuation of Paul’s above-cited 
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message: “And he [God] made from one man 
every nation of mankind to live on all the 
face of the earth, having determined allotted 
periods and the boundaries of their dwelling 
place, that they should seek God, and perhaps 
feel their way toward him and find him. Yet he 
is actually not far from each one of us, for ‘In 
him we live and move and have our being’; as 
even some of your own poets have said, ‘For we 
are indeed his offspring’” (Acts 17:26-29). As 
servants engage in the Great Commission, they 
acknowledge that God has revealed himself 
to all peoples at all times and in all places, 
through various ways, like the innate sense 
of himself with which God has hard-wired all 
human beings (which even the pagan poets in 
Paul’s day acknowledged, as he quoted above). 
At the same time that Christians embrace his 
inclusivity—God is known and experienced 
in some sense by all people everywhere in the 
world—they also support the exclusivity of 
Jesus Christ for salvation: As Jesus himself 
affirmed, “I am the way, and the truth, and 
the life. No one comes to the Father except 
through me” (John 14:6). And as the earliest 
disciples underscored, “And there is salvation 
in no one else, for there is no other name under 
heaven given among men by which we must be 
saved” (Acts 4:12). 

 Accordingly, servants of Jesus Christ 
announce the good news, believing that “every-
one who calls on the name of the Lord will be 
saved.”

How then will they call on him in whom 
they have not believed? And how are 
they to believe in him of whom they 
have never heard? And how are they 
to hear without someone preaching? 
And how are they to preach unless 
they are sent? As it is written, “How 
beautiful are the feet of those who 
preach the good news!” But they have 
not all obeyed the gospel . For Isaiah 

says, “Lord, who has believed what he 
has heard from us?” So faith comes 
from hearing, and hearing through 
the word of Christ . (Rom . 10:13-17)

Servants are sent to preach the gospel and, 
as faith is ignited by the word about Christ, 
non-Christians become disciples/worshipers, 
part of the family of servants engaged in the 
Great Commission.

Whole Vision of the Great 
Commission and Witnesses

Indeed, this multiplication of witnesses so as 
to become more witnesses joining together in 
obeying and fulfilling the Great Commission 
is the vision that captivates the church of 
Jesus Christ. To take but one example from the 
church of Thessalonica: 

For we know, brothers loved by God, that 
he has chosen you, because our gospel came to 
you not only in word, but also in power and in 
the Holy Spirit and with full conviction. You 
know what kind of men we proved to be among 
you for your sake. And you became imitators of 
us and of the Lord, for you received the word 
in much affliction, with the joy of the Holy 
Spirit, so that you became an example to all the 
believers in Macedonia and in Achaia. For not 
only has the word of the Lord sounded forth 
from you in Macedonia and Achaia, but your 
faith in God has gone forth everywhere, so that 
we need not say anything. For they themselves 
report concerning us the kind of reception we 
had among you, and how you turned to God 
from idols to serve the living and true God, 
and to wait for his Son from heaven, whom he 
raised from the dead, Jesus who delivers us 
from the wrath to come. (1 Thess. 1:4-10)

The apostle Paul, during one of his mis-
sionary journeys, planted a small church in 
the city of Thessalonica (Acts 17:1-9). Those 
Christians proved to be God’s chosen people as 
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the gospel took deep root in their lives, which 
were totally transformed by Jesus Christ: The 
Thessalonians became stellar Christians who 
suffered for Christ while imitating him, thus 
becoming examples for others. Through visits 
to the church and two letters to its members, 
the apostle was able to help build it up so that 
the Thessalonian church became a communi-
cator of the gospel, which sounded forth from 
it to other nearby regions. Indeed, Paul did not 
need to concern himself about going to those 
areas, because their residents had already been 
reached with the gospel through the Thessalo-
nians’ witness. 

The church of Thessalonica was not an 
isolated case, as Paul underscored when he 
wrote to the church in Rome: “I thank my God 
through Jesus Christ for all of you, because 
your faith is proclaimed in all the world” (Rom. 
1:8). Bearing witness to the gospel of Jesus 
Christ is not an individual matter, but a reality 
for churches whothat embrace the good news 
and in turn become multiplying churches that 
continue and increase the witness throughout 
the entire world, until the Great Commission 
is fully obeyed and fulfilled.  

Whole Vision of the Great 
Commission and Whole World

Whole Vision of the Great 
Commission and Location

Simply put, the Great Commission envisions 
its fulfillment, and Jesus commands the 
church to be engaged in the realization of this 
vision, in every location. He will not permit his 
followers to be concerned merely with paro-
chial matters; they are called to “make disci-
ples of all nations” (Matt. 28:19). 

Practically speaking, churches like to cap-
ture their centrifugal missional engagement 
in terms of expanding concentric circles, often 
in conjunction with Jesus’ statement “you will 
be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea 

and Samaria, and to the end of the earth” (Acts 
1:8). The innermost circle—often referred to as 
the church’s “Jerusalem”—corresponds to its 
local outreach: the church’s ministries of evan-
gelism and mercy; church members’ intention-
al engagement of the gospel with their neigh-
bors, colleagues at work, family, and friends; 
community groups’ service projects and invi-
tation to unbelievers to be involved with them; 
multiplication of community groups and other 
sites in new neighborhoods in the city. Moving 
out from this inner core, the second circle—of-
ten called the church’s “Judea”—corresponds 
to its missional endeavors in a wider geograph-
ical area such as its state and would include 
participation in church planting efforts in this 
zone, funding evangelistic outreaches, cooper-
ating with like-minded churches in reaching 
refuge populations, and the like. 

Still further out, the third circle—often 
called the church’s “Samaria”—corresponds 
to its missional task within its nation, with 
church planting efforts and the establish-
ment of or participation in a church planting 
network being significant examples of involve-
ment. At the outmost edge, the fourth and 
final circle corresponds to the church’s global 
responsibility to take the gospel “to the end of 
the earth” and encompasses sending and sup-
porting church members in church planting 
overseas, providing resources for indigenous 
churches to grow and expand through church 
planting in their own countries, establishing 
businesses as mission in other countries, 
financing Bible translation projects, and much 
more. 

Whatever the church calls these expand-
ing opportunities in local, regional, national, 
and international contexts, the key is that it 
engages in the fulfillment of the Great Com-
mission in all locations—through its own 
efforts, its support of the efforts of others, its 
partnership with other churches, and the like. 
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Whole Vision of the Great 
Commission and Vocation

As the church engages in the Great Commis-
sion, the fruit of making disciples is seen in the 
impact it has on human vocation. As people are 
rescued from the guilt of sin and the corrup-
tion of their fallenness through the gospel, as 
they become associated with the triune God 
and identified with Jesus Christ through bap-
tism, as they are instructed in the whole coun-
sel of God, as they enjoy the ongoing presence 
of Christ especially through the sanctifying 
and empowering work of the Holy Spirit, they 
are transformed in their vocation. 

Indeed, whereas once they stole from their 
employers or embezzled funds from their own 
companies, they now “labor, doing honest work 
with [their] own hands” (Eph. 4:28). Although 
they used to be slothful and were prone to 
laziness, they take to heart the biblical injunc-
tion: “If anyone is not willing to work, let him 
not eat. For we hear that some among you walk 
in idleness, not busy at work, but busybodies. 
Now such persons we command and encour-
age in the Lord Jesus Christ to do their work 
quietly and to earn their own living” (2 Thess. 
3:10-12). Though they were formerly uncon-
cerned about their families and uncaring about 
the needs of their relatives, they hear the scrip-
tural warning: “If anyone does not provide for 
his relatives, and especially for members of his 
own household, he has denied the faith and is 
worse than an unbeliever” (1 Tim. 5:8). That is, 
the fruit of the Great Commission is move-
ment from being consumers to being contribu-
tors, from being users to being producers, from 
being takers to being givers. 

Moreover, from among Christ-followers 
who are governed by the Great Commission, 
the God calls some to engage in the full time 
vocation of ministry. An example comes from 
the church of Antioch: “While they were wor-
shiping the Lord and fasting, the Holy Spirit 

said, ‘Set apart for me Barnabas and Saul [later, 
Paul] for the work to which I have called them.’ 
Then after fasting and praying they laid their 
hands on them and sent them off ” (Acts 13:2-
3). Thus began the first missionary journey of 
the early church, with these two men engaged 
in vocational missions work. Similarly, Paul 
underscores the establishment of certain men 
as church leaders as he commands the elders 
of the church of Ephesus, “Pay careful atten-
tion to yourselves and to all the flock, in which 
the Holy Spirit has made your overseers, to 
care for the church of God” (Acts 20:28).  Thus, 
the Great Commission sometimes engages 
Spirit-directed leaders who labor vocationally 
in church ministry and missional endeavors. 

Whole Vision of the Great 
Commission and Restoration

As the church engages in the Great Commis-
sion, the people who are made into disciples of 
Jesus Christ obviously experience restoration 
on a personal level. Their minds are renewed 
as error gives way to truth, false views about 
God and his ways yield to sound doctrine, and 
as evil thoughts give way to right thinking. 
Their emotions are renewed as anxiety surren-
ders to peace, as hatred gives way to righteous 
anger, and as fear and uncertainty give way to 
assurance. Their wills are renewed as wrong 
choices surrender to right choices, as purpose-
lessness gives way to purposefulness, and as 
self-centeredness yields to living for the glory 
of God. Their bodies are renewed as tongues 
that lied become speakers of the truth, as 
hands that stole engage in useful work, and as 
feet that were “swift to shed blood” (Rom. 3:19) 
give way to beautiful feet bringing the gospel 
(Rom. 10:15). 

The restoration that is wrought by the 
Great Commission is not confined to person-
al renewal, however, for God is concerned to 
rebuild a people for himself. Such commit-
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ment can be seen in the original purpose of the 
ministry of the disciples for the Jewish people. 
After preaching the good news to Jewish 
listeners in Jerusalem, Peter urged, “Repent 
therefore, and turn back, that your sins may be 
blotted out, that times of refreshing may come 
from the presence of the Lord, and that he 
may send the Christ appointed for you, Jesus, 
whom heaven must receive until the time for 
restoring all the things about which God spoke 
by the mouth of his holy prophets long ago” 
(Acts 3:19-21). At the outset of the church’s 
existence and ministry, the gospel was targeted 
for the Jewish people. The original hope was 
that they would acknowledge Jesus of Naza-
reth to be their long awaited Messiah appoint-
ed to rescue them specifically; in consequence, 
their sins would be forgiven, they would ex-
perience renewal from God, and Jesus would 
return promptly and restore God’s people 
and creation. Importantly, the early church 
understood its commission to be directed at 
the Jews with the hope of restoration for the 
people of God.

Of course, this wholesale recognition 
of Jesus of Nazareth as the Messiah nev-
er materialized, though even this apparent 
“failure” was not apart from the divine design 
all along. How could their general apostasy 
have possibly thwarted the plan of God, against 
whose will nothing can ever stand (Isa. 14: 26-
27). Moreover, Jesus himself gave the Great 
Commission that was anything but a parochi-
al task confined to the Jewish people alone. 
Rather, the responsibility is for the church to 
“make disciples in all nations,” and the biblical 
vision is for the people of God to sing for all 
eternity the following new song to the Lamb: 
“Worthy are you to take the scroll and to open 
its seals, for you were slain, and by your blood 
you ransomed people for God from every tribe 
and language and people and nation, and you 
have made them a kingdom and priests to our 
God, and they shall reign on the earth” (Rev. 

5:9-10). Accordingly, when the Great Commis-
sion will be fulfilled, the divine promise given 
to Abraham will also be fulfilled: “in you all the 
families of the earth shall be blessed” (Gen. 
12:3). 

Depending on one’s eschatology, the ful-
fillment of this vision/promise takes various 
forms and may feature (singly or in various 
combinations): (1) a conclusion of God’s work 
(predominantly) among the Gentiles (“the full-
ness of the Gentiles will come in;” Rom. 11:25); 
(2) an end to the “partial hardening” of Israel 
(Rom. 11:25), together with a divine turning 
back to the Jewish people with a wholesale 
recognition of Jesus as the Messiah, such 
that “all Israel will be saved” (Rom. 11:26); 
(3) the establishment of an earthly kingdom 
over which King Jesus will rule for a thousand 
years (Rom. 20:1-6): (4) the fulfillment of the 
Old Testament prophecies of the regathering 
of the Jewish people in the promised land (e.g., 
Isaiah 60; 65:17-25); (5) the redemption of the 
entire created order in the new heaven and 
new earth (Revelation 21-22). Importantly, 
no matter what one’s view of these last things 
is, all agree that the ultimate fulfillment of the 
Great Commission will be a universal resto-
ration of all things. 

The Great Commission looks forward to 
an ultimate restoration. 

Whole Vision of the Great 
Commission and Recreation

One does not usually associate a task or 
responsibility—especially one that is as 
intense and extensive as is the Great Commis-
sion—with recreation, but in this case such an 
association is warranted. Though an immense 
undertaking, the Great Commission does not 
overwhelm the church such that it never may 
possess a sense of being obedient, must always 
be in frantic mode to scramble to do more and 
more, and exhausts itself because of the sheer 
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overburden of the job. On the contrary, the 
church may rest and enjoy recreation. 

Three considerations, when taken togeth-
er, push the church to above conclusion. First, 
God does not ever give a command that is too 
difficult for his people to obey, as Moses under-
scored about the deuteronomic command: 

For this commandment that I 
command you today is not too hard 
for you, neither is it far off . It is not 
in heaven, that you should say, “Who 
will ascend to heaven for us and 
bring it to us, that we may hear it 
and do it?” Neither is it beyond the 
sea, that you should say, “Who will 
go over the sea for us and bring it to 
us, that we may hear it and do it?” 
But the word is very near you . It is 
in your mouth and in your heart, so 
that you can do it . (Deut . 30:11-14)

Paul took this passage and, with a bit of trans-
posing, applied it to the message of justifica-
tion by grace through faith that comes via the 
gospel: 

But the righteousness based on faith 
says, “Do not say in your heart, ‘Who 
will ascend into heaven?’” (that is, 
to bring Christ down) “or ‘Who will 
descend into the abyss?’” (that is, 
to bring Christ up from the dead) . 
But what does it say? “The word 
is near you, in your mouth and in 
your heart” (that is, the word of faith 
that we proclaim) . (Rom . 10:6-8)

So, the Great Commission is not a com-
mand that is too difficult, too burdensome, too 
all-encompassing such that the church can 
never fulfill it and will indeed burnout trying. 

Second, according to Luke’s version, the 
Great Commission was envisioned long ago, 
even before Jesus Christ gave it and, as part 

of Old Testament prophecy, will certainly be 
fulfilled. According to Jesus’ reflection on 
“the Law of Moses and the Prophets and the 
Psalms” (Luke 24:44), “Thus it is written, that 
the Christ should suffer and on the third day 
rise from the dead, and that repentance and 
forgiveness of sins should be proclaimed in his 
name to all nations, beginning from Jerusa-
lem. You are witnesses of these things” (Luke 
24:46-48). As assuredly as the prophecy of the 
Messiah’s death was fulfilled, and as assuredly 
as the prophecy of the Messiah’s resurrec-
tion was fulfilled, so assuredly will the Great 
Commission involving the proclamation of 
the forgiveness of sins throughout all the earth 
be fulfilled. The church is called to rest in the 
assurance of this promised fulfillment. 

Third, the church as “witnesses of these 
things,” does not engage in the Great Commis-
sion on its own, according to its own ingenuity 
and relying on its own resources. Immediately 
after telling his disciples that they will be his 
witnesses, Jesus instructed and commanded 
them, “And behold, I am sending the promise 
of my Father upon you. But stay in the city 
until you are clothed with power from on high” 
(Luke 24:49). This promise of the Father is 
the Holy Spirit, whom Jesus received from 
the Father and then poured out on the church 
on the day of Pentecost (Acts 2:33), for this 
purpose: “But you will receive power when the 
Holy Spirit has come upon you, and you will 
be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea 
and Samaria, and to the end of the earth” (Acts 
1:8). The capacity to be witnesses and to carry 
out the Great Commission does not come from 
the church itself but is divinely supplied by the 
anointing of the Holy Spirit.

The conclusion from the above three 
considerations is clear: the church, while 
bearing the weighty responsibility of the Great 
Commission, is not to consider this task as too 
hard, may rest in the certainty of its ultimate 
fulfillment, and does not exhaust itself but 
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relies on the enabling power of the Holy Spirit 
to accomplish the job. 

Whole Vision of the Great 
Commission and Multiplication

Clearly, the only way in which the Great Com-
mission will be fulfilled—and it will indeed 
be fulfilled—is for the church to engage in 
multiplication, that is, for the church to follow 
the pattern set forth by Paul to his disciple 
Timothy: “what you have heard from me in the 
presence of many witnesses entrust to faithful 
men who will be able to teach others also” (2 
Tim. 2:2). This idea has most direct applica-
tion to individual disciple-making: within 
the church, disciples are to make disciples, 
who will in turn makes disciples, who in turn 
will make other disciples, without end to the 
multiplication. But such multiplication has 
further application: the church’s community 
groups multiply by birthing other community 
groups, that multiply by birthing still other 
community groups; the church multiplies by 
extending itself into other neighborhoods in 
its city by launching new sites; and the church 
plants church planting churches that in turn 
plant other church planting churches, without 
end to the multiplication. 

The idea of multiplication is frightening to 
the church and often seems beyond its reach. 
One reason for this is the parochial vision of 
the church: it becomes narrowly focused on 
itself, pouring more and more resources into 
improving its own physical plant, its own staff, 
its own programs, its own well-beingwell be-
ing. The idea of multiplying sparks concerns of 
not having enough money, people, and resourc-
es for the church’s own development. A church 
like this will likely never multiply itself. For 
this and other reasons, a new church needs to 
embrace from the outset the universal vision 
of the Great Commission and render that 
vision concrete: giving to church planting and 

other missional endeavors a significant por-
tion of the money it receives; from among its 
own members, identifying and training leaders 
who will be sent to plant other churches; en-
couraging such leaders to “raid” the church for 
its best people to take with them as they plant 
these other churches; plant another church 
or help out other churches to plant a church 
sooner rather than later; and much more. 

Similarly, a new community group forms 
with the perspective that it does not exist for 
itself but for the sake of others. Thus, from the 
beginning the group multiplies off an existing 
community group and it develops with the 
commitment to multiply. Its leaders seek to 
identify and apprentice new leaders who will 
replicate from the group, thereby creating 
space for new people to be centered on the 
gospel. Though its members feel a deep sense 
of loss when a handful of them leave to repro-
duce a new community—they have shared life 
and engaged in ministry together for a while, 
thus creating a tight bond among themselves—
they ultimately rejoice at the fulfillment of 
the dream of existing for the sake of others. A 
new campus or site forms for the purpose of 
bringing the good news into a city neighbor-
hood that has a dearth of gospel witness. Again, 
scores of church members pray together, train, 
prepare, divide up responsibilities, form the 
leadership team, and the like, then multiply 
a new campus. This same discussion applies, 
with appropriate modifications, for individual 
multiplication through building disciples. 

The Great Commission envisions and 
commands the multiplication of disciples, 
community groups, campuses, and churches 
among the peoples of all nations. In this way 
will be fulfilled this confession of faith about 
Jesus {with references to the career and saving 
benefits of Jesus Christ in parentheses): 

Great indeed, we confess, is the mystery of 
godliness:
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He was manifested in the flesh incarnation

vindicated by the Spirit resurrection

seen by angels display of victory

proclaimed among the nations missional proclamation

believed on in the world whole-world response

taken up in glory ascension
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North Star Theology: Whole Gospel

What is the Gospel and How 
Do We Find Out?

You cannot open to a single book of the New 
Testament without running across the “gos-
pel.” It may not always be described in exactly 
the same way and there are other themes in 
any particular book that at first appear to be 
more dominant. But the foundation and focus 
and ultimate message of the New Testament 
from beginning to end is wrapped up in the 
idea of the gospel. The New Testament oozes 
“gospel” on every page.

But one might immediately object and say 
that there actually is something more founda-
tional and more ubiquitous than even the me-
ga-idea of the gospel – Jesus Christ. This is not 
wrong. Yes, Christ is not only the whole point 
of the Bible, but even more, he is the glue and 
glory that holds the entire universe together 
(Acts 17:28; Colossians 1:16-17)! But we must 
never pit Christ against the gospel in competi-
tion for airtime in the Bible. Jesus is the center 
of the universe and superior to all things. But 
the gospel is the singular term to describe pre-
cisely this message about Jesus. This message 
can be described as “gospel” because it is good 
news, a revelatory message that should make 
all humanity glad. The gospel is the Bible’s 
term to sum up and explain God’s work in the 
world, his redemptive plans, and the message 
of his gracious reign over us. All of this finds its 
origin and consummation in Jesus Christ. 
Gospel and Jesus are not in competition; the 
former is the message and vehicle of revelation 
of the latter.

Ongoing Debate About What the Gospel Is

No Christian would disagree with that last 
statement -- that Jesus and the gospel are 
interwoven and that the message of the gospel 

is the message about Jesus. But beyond this 
general idea there has been no small debate 
about what exactly the gospel message about 
Jesus is saying. In many ways this was a debate 
already in the first century and the record of 
this debate appears in the pages of the New 
Testament itself. There were different, com-
peting visions of what the gospel was and what 
it required, with the orthodox and biblical view 
under attack from both sides. Some under-
stood the message of the gospel in libertarian 
ways that divorced it from the story of Israel 
and the history of redemption, while others 
tried to make the gospel message an ultra-Jew-
ish “Jesus Plus” movement that combined 
obedience to the Mosaic covenant with Messi-
anic hopes in Jesus. Other “gospel messages” 
developed as Christianity spread and was 
contextualized inappropriately in other places, 
syncretized as it often was into an unholy 
marriage with Gnosticism and other forms of 
pagan religious and philosophical practice. All 
of these forms and other versions throughout 
the history of the Church have been competi-
tors with the true gospel message.

Less dangerous but no less disputed are 
debates within the orthodox tradition about 
how to define the gospel. The biggest dis-
agreement here comes between those who, 
following a reductionist form of the Protestant 
Reformation define the the gospel narrowly as 
the message of justification by faith, and those 
who construe the gospel message as a much 
broader story of the whole message of the Bible 
from Creation to New Creation. This is an 
important dialogue and both sides can learn 
from each other in a mutually beneficial way. 
The gospel must necessarily include the core 
idea of justification by faith, not by obedience 
to the Mosaic covenant, something that Paul 
emphasizes at several points (Gal; Rom). Yet 



122

this message is part of a larger biblical, histor-
ical, and theological truth that must be taken 
account of as well. God is doing more than 
legally justifying people through their faith; 
he is redeeming, restoring, and remaking the 
entire world, including the apex of his creation, 
humanity. This message -- without losing jus-
tification by faith -- can certainly be described 
as the gospel.

The Gospel of Isaiah

The best way forward is to note that the word 
gospel that appears and becomes central in the 
New Testament has a clear biblical prece-
dent in the revelation of the prophet Isaiah. 
Through the New Testament’s constant and 
significant re-appropriation of Isaiah it is 
easy to argue for the central role this prophet’s 
message had in forming the self-understand-
ing and shape of the New Testament’s theol-
ogy. This Isaianic influence is broad but also 
very specific, down to the provision of certain 
words and concepts. The most significant of 
these is indeed “gospel”/”gospelize.” This word 
in the Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible 
(the Septuagint) is precisely where Paul and 
the other New Testament writers pick up the 
usage. They get the idea to call the work and 
message of Jesus “gospel” from Isaiah’s for-
ward-looking vision of the messianic age. 

Notably, Isaiah’s use of “gospel” is robust 
and full in precisely the way that we have 
suggested above -- it includes a sacrifice for 
sin/substitutionary element (Isa 52:13-53:12) 
while putting this into the broader story 
of God restoring his reign on the earth (Isa 
40:9-10; 52:7; 61:1-3). It is the latter uses of 
“gospel”/”gospelize” that prove to have such 
a profound impact on the New Testament’s 
description of the Jesus message -- that Jesus 
is the one imbued with the Spirit of the Sov-
ereign Lord to bring about God’s favor, spread 
his splendor throughout the earth, and invite 

all peoples to come to this beauty and glory 
(Isa 60-61). “Here is your God!” (Isa 40:9) and 
“Your God reigns!” (Isa 52:7) is the message of 
the “gospel.”

The Gospel in the Gospels

This Isaianic understanding of the gospel, 
as we have noted, influences Paul directly. 
He understands himself as a servant of the 
suffering Servant (Matt. 8:17) and as the herald 
of this good news (Mark 1:14-15). His “gos-
pel” message is the narrative of how Jesus, in 
accordance with the promises of Scripture, 
fulfills all of God’s planned redemptive work 
(Luke 4:16-21), inaugurating what will become 
the new creation itself (2nd Cor. 5:17).

But even before Paul received his divinely 
revealed understanding of who Jesus is (Acts 
9:1-19; Gal 1:12), the gospel was going forth in 
the flesh through Jesus himself. And imme-
diately after Jesus’ death, resurrection, and 
ascension this gospel message continues to go 
forth -- retelling what Jesus had taught, said, 
interpreted, done, and accomplished. These 
traditions about Jesus were called “the gospel” 
(Mark 1:1) and “the gospel of the kingdom” 
(Matt 4:23; 9; 24:14) and they were soon writ-
ten down into a biographical narrative form in 
what came to be called “the Gospels” and then 
“the fourfold Gospel book” (the tetraeuange-
lion).

This Fourfold Gospel Book is what we 
call the Gospels, in their fourfold “The Gospel 
According to Matthew... According to Mark...
According to Luke...According to John” place-
ment at the head of the New Testament canon. 
Like the rest of the New Testament, and in a 
fuller and clearer way, the Gospels also show 
their indebtedness to the earlier story of God’s 
redemptive work that Isaiah so clearly testi-
fies to. The explanation of the “gospel” as God 
returning to establish his gracious, all-peoples, 
new creational reign on the earth through his 
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messianic suffering Servant transfers perfect-
ly into the Gospels. It is not a mere accident 
that this message and the story of the Gospels 
share the same name of “gospel” or “good tid-
ings of God’s coming reign.”

Thus, it is good, wise, appropriate, and 
very powerfully effective to go first to the Gos-
pels to understand the whole message of the 
New Testament and of the whole Bible. Isaiah 
and the rest of the Old Testament Scriptures 
feed into and inform deeply how the Gospel 
writers interpret Jesus life, teachings and 
actions. And at the same time, the rest of the 
New Testament authors and apostles, such as 
Paul, provide contextualized reflections upon 
and applications of this same Gospels gos-
pel message about Jesus in their own gospel 
ministries. 

Right in the middle, the epicenter of the 
Bible’s revelation, stands the God-Man Jesus 
the Christ. All that God had done and promised 
beforehand finds it completion in this One. 
All that the Christian apostles and prophets 
said and did flows from and reflects back to 
Him. And textually, scripturally, biblically, the 
longest and clearest explanation of who this 
Jesus is and what he taught and how he died 
and rose again is found in the Fourfold Gospel 
Book, our Gospels. To understand the whole 
Gospel, then, we can and should begin with 
these inspired biographical texts.

Four Meta-Truths that Unpack 
the Gospel in the Gospels

The Church Fathers believed strongly not 
only in the inspired authority of the biblical 
books, but also in the necessity of maintaining 
a fourfold Gospel book. In fact, they did not 
think of the first four books of the New Testa-
ment canon as four books, but as one book in 
four parts -- the Gospel testimony according 
to these four witnesses. Some desired instead 
to create from these four disparate witnesses 

one book instead. The ease of usage and the 
smoothing out of theological and historical 
wrinkles would be a real benefit of a jumbo, 
singular Gospel book. Indeed, we know that 
some early Christians did produce a book like 
this, called the Diatessaron (literally, “through 
four, one”). But we also know that this version 
was rejected as inferior to what God had given, 
the fourfold book according to four witnesses.

Thus, throughout all of the Church’s 
history these four testimonial accounts have 
been valued, not only for the way in which 
they speak together about who Jesus is, but 
also for how they each provide a distinct voice 
and individual contribution to the Gospel/
gospel message. We are wise to follow the lead 
of those who have gone before us in seeking 
to hear how each Evangelist sings in beautiful 
harmony yet with distinction in the barber-
shop quartet that is the Fourfold Gospel.

Of course, each Gospel account is itself 
a varied and richly painted portrait of who 
Jesus is and how to interpret and apply this to 
ourselves. There is not merely one theme or 
one idea that each Evangelist provides for us; 
this is far too simplistic of a view and fails to 
recognize the skilled artistry and profoundly 
theological agenda that each Gospel writer has. 
Nevertheless, it can be helpful to examine each 
of the Gospel accounts with a particular ques-
tion in mind, seeking to understand what is a 
main way in which they depict and contribute 
to the broader gospel message. In dialogue 
with the Gospel accounts we have identified 
four meta-ideas that together fill out and fill in 
our understanding of the gospel message from 
the Gospels. These are Kingdom, Cross, Grace, 
and Life. These four theological big ideas will 
be used as stethoscopes to hear the melody and 
harmony of the Fourfold Gospel message.
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Kingdom – The Gospel in Matthew

The first proclaimed words from Jesus’ herald, 
John the Baptist, are a message about the 
kingdom -- “Repent for the kingdom of heaven 
is near” (Matt 3:2). This is followed shortly 
by Jesus’ own first public message, which is 
verbatim -- “Repent for the kingdom of heaven 
is near” (4:17). What is clear is that there is an 
urgency and a call in this message. The urgen-
cy and call is found in the “repent” command 
at the beginning and the “is near” at the end. 
Whatever this kingdom message is about, it is 
going to require a change of life and thinking 
and it is going to happen soon. This much is 
clear.

The question that remains -- especially 
for us as hearers who are removed by 2000 
years of history, culture, and language -- is why 
this urgent call to repentance is talking about 
kingdom and what it means for the kingdom of 
heaven to need repentance and coming.

Definition of the “Kingdom”

Every translation from one language to 
another involves an inevitable retooling or 
re-appropriation. With big and broad words 
this is even more deeply true. So it is with the 
Greek word basileia that is typically translat-
ed into English with “kingdom.” This gloss is 
understandable and not wrong, but we cannot 
help but bring baggage to it from our perspec-
tive in the form of our associations with the 
word “kingdom.” In biblical Greek the word is 
broad and communicates an idea that does not 
correspond precisely with English “kingdom.” 
Instead, the sense is probably closer to our 
“kingship” or “reigning” or “sovereignty.” The 
notion is more dynamic and social than what 
“kingdom” typically communicates on the En-
glish ear. To speak about the “kingdom of God” 
(or its parallel, kingdom of heaven”) is to speak 
about a people gathered together where God 
is reigning. Ultimately, this will be a physical 

place, but the notion of basileia is not co-ex-
tensive with the place, but rather describes the 
fact and act of God reigning and ruling over his 
people.

Essential to the New Testament’s under-
standing of the basileia is that it is eschatolog-
ical, or ultimately a reality in the age to come. 
The whole Bible is forward leaning, looking 
toward a time, space, and place where God’s 
reign will be complete over all the universe, 
with no rebellion and all redeemed. This is the 
vision of the Old Testament, which regular-
ly speaks about God’s reign (Ps. 47:8) and 
anticipates a new age when God’s glory will fill 
the earth (Hb 2:14) and his fame and rule are 
complete, with the accompanying justice and 
peace (Is. 11:16). The New Testament only am-
plifies this expectation, with its opening salvos 
here in Matthew 3:2 and 4:17, proclaiming that 
this same reign of God spoken of in the Old 
Testament is now indeed at hand, breaking in, 
and about to irrupt into our present age. To call 
this redeeming work of God the basileia is a 
big claim; it is not just about small alterations, 
but rather a total regime change. As FD Bruner 
says, “What happens when God comes is not 
going to be grapeshot; it is going to be nuclear, 
a kind of explosion, a reshaping of the earth” 
the time of world-girdling power when God 
reveals himself. [FN -- Bruner, Matthew, 87]

The Kingdom in Matthew in General

That Jesus came preaching and teaching about 
God’s reign is indisputable. It is the clear and 
ubiquitous theme throughout all of Jesus’ 
teaching, especially in the Synoptic Gospels 
(Matthew, Mark, Luke; see below on why this 
is slightly different in John). But it is especially 
dominant as a way of describing the Jesus-gos-
pel truth in Matthew’s account.

Basileia occurs fifty-five times in Matthew 
in a wide variety of phrases, including king-
dom of heaven (32x), kingdom of God (4x), and 
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several other references such as “his” or “your” 
kingdom. In addition to being the headlining 
expression in John the Baptist’s and Jesus’ 
preaching (3:2; 4:17), it is the message of the 
kingdom that Jesus commissions his followers 
to announce (10:7). Chapter 13 of Matthew has 
a concentrated section of teachings about the 
kingdom in the form of parables. And several 
other teachings and parables throughout the 
First Gospel highlight the kingdom theme (6:9-
10; 18:21-35; 22:1-14). The kingdom is often 
described as something that can be entered 
or not (7:21-23; 19:23-24; 21:31; 25:34, 46) and 
for which Jesus’ disciples have the keys and 
authority (16:19; see parallel in 18:18).

One of the most significant ways in which 
the kingdom theme appears in Matthew is 
somewhat more subtle, but no less powerful 
once it is recognized. This is the depiction of 
Jesus as a king. Most notably, this emphasis on 
Jesus as a king appears at the beginning and 
end of Matthew’s Gospel. In the first two chap-
ters, which serve as a prologue to the book, 
Jesus’ kingly nature and role come through 
in several ways. In the opening genealogy his 
Davidic heritage is highlighted (1:1-17). This 
clearly puts him in line with the great history 
of the Jewish kingdom, including God’s prom-
ise to always have one seated on the throne of 
David (Jer. 33:17). In chapter 2 Jesus’ kingship 
is made even more explicit with the visit of the 
magi who come from far lands to Jerusalem to 
look for the one “who has been born king of the 
Jews” (2:1-2). The divine revelation that en-
abled them to correctly understand this about 
Jesus apparently did not lead them initially to 
the little town of Bethlehem (David’s birth-
place, note) but to where the self-proclaimed 
false “King of the Jews,” Herod resided, in 
Jerusalem. The implication is clear -- Jesus is 
the real and true king, over against the Jerusa-
lemite establishment.

This same theme of Jesus’ kingship and its 
overthrowing of the current ungodly Jewish 

authorities appears again at the end of the 
Gospel account, during the last week of Jesus’ 
life (chapters 21-27). It is interesting to note 
that while the message and teaching about 
the kingdom appear regularly throughout the 
Gospel, it is only at the beginning and the end 
that Jesus himself is clearly claimed as the 
king of this kingdom. This likely has to do with 
the spatial reality that it is only at the begin-
ning and the end when Jesus is functioning in 
and around Jerusalem, the city of David, who’s 
mighty Temple was built through the Davidic 
line. The last week of Jesus’ life begins with a 
bang, with his entry into Jerusalem in Davidic 
and kingly fashion (21:1-11). In a picture that 
is intentionally reminiscent of David’s own 
entry into Jerusalem (2nd Samuel 5:6), Jesus 
arrives in humility but with great fanfare, 
with the crowds greeting him as they would a 
royal official, palms in hand and voices crying 
out, “Hosanna to the Son of David!” (21:10). 
This scene is bookended a few days later with 
another declaration of Jesus’ kingship, but 
this time with praise replaced by blood and 
mocking. When Jesus is finally captured and 
tried, when standing before the Roman official 
Pilate, he is asked whether he is the king of the 
Jews (27:11; recall 2:1-2). Jesus responds with 
a Yes. After Jesus’ is condemned and sen-
tenced to death it is precisely this seemingly 
ridiculous claim that gives ammunition to the 
mocking soldiers who in turn beat him, spit 
on him, strike him with a staff, and strip him, 
all the while chanting “Hail, king of the Jews.” 
They make for him mock royal clothing of a 
scarlet robe and crown of thorns (27:27-31). All 
of this comes to its dramatic and catastrophic 
conclusion when, having been stripped naked 
and nailed to a Roman cross, the crime-speci-
fying placard is nailed above his head: “This is 
Jesus, the King of the Jews” (27:36). 

In between these kingly bookends Jesus’ 
kingship also appears in two parables where 
he plays the role of the king (22:1-14; 25:31-
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46). He also makes the bold and provocative 
statement -- something only a king would have 
authority to say -- that many prostitutes and 
tax collectors are entering the kingdom of God 
while the Jewish leaders are not, all because 
they are not repenting and believing in him 
(21:31-32). All of this together helps us see that 
the theme of kingdom or kingship in Matthew 
is an essential aspect of his theological presen-
tation.

The Kingdom in Matthew’s 
Five Major Discourses

Matthew is well known for structuring 
his Gospel account with five major teaching 
blocks commonly referred to as the Five Major 
Discourses. These are the lengthy sections 
where the most concentrated teachings of Je-
sus are presented, centered on an identifiable 
theme, and providing a repository of expo-
sitions on some topic. These five discourses 
are: the Sermon on the Mount (chs. 5-7), the 
Missionary instructions (ch. 10), the Parables 
teaching (ch. 13), the Ecclesiological discourse 
(ch. 18), and the Eschatological discourse (chs. 
24-25). It is interesting to examine how the 
theme of the kingdom appears in each of these 
discourses and informs their focus.

In the Sermon on the Mount, the most 
memorable and famous part of Jesus’ teach-
ing, the theme of the kingdom appears woven 
throughout. In the opening Beatitudes, these 
nine macarisms (invitations to flourishing) 
are framed by the saying “theirs is the kingdom 
of heaven” (5:3, 10). This sets up the Sermon’s 
teaching, highlights this theme, and helps 
us connect this first teaching block to Jesus’ 
proclamation of the need to repent because of 
the nearness of the kingdom of heaven (4:17). 
The many and varied teachings that follow 
throughout the Sermon provide a vision of life 
together under God’s rule. Near the end of the 
Sermon the kingdom explicitly appears again, 

and we learn that the kingdom is something 
that we can “enter into” (or not, as in the case 
of the false prophets) (7:21). Most importantly, 
right in the center of the center of the Sermon, 
in the famously important Lord’s Prayer (6:9-
15), we get a taste of how central the kingdom 
of God is to the daily life and orientation of 
every Christian. Jesus teaches his disciples to 
pray, beginning with the main note of future 
orientation, asking God to bring into full effect 
his reign, from heaven to earth (6:9-10). We are 
invited to pray with a cluster of overlapping 
images addressed to our Heavenly Father -- 
that his name be sanctified, that his reign come 
into being, and that his will be fully performed 
-- even as they are perfectly in heaven now, 
so too on the earth. This prayer provides an 
orientation to a way of being in the world that 
is focused on God’s future for his creation, 
and notably it uses image of God’s reign -- his 
honor, his rule, and his will. This understand-
ing informs not only the Sermon, but all of 
Christianity’s kingdom-oriented focus.

In the second major discourse (10:1-42)  
the message of the kingdom is also present, 
though there is no explicit teaching given on 
it there. This is because the emphasis of the 
teaching is on the varied responses to the 
kingdom message, not the message itself. 
Nonetheless, it is clear that the message that 
the disciples are to proclaim is very much 
the same message of the kingdom that Jesus 
himself was both proclaiming and effecting 
through his healing ministry (10:5-10).

The third and middle of the five teaching 
blocks in Matthew (13:1-52) is central in the 
flow and story of Matthew. It represents a new 
kind of teaching ministry -- parabolic -- that 
comes in response to the rejection of Jesus and 
serves as a judgment on unbelief and source 
of grace to those who do believe (13:10-17). 
Much of the theology of Matthew regarding 
mysteries, knowledge, mission, and judgment 
appears in chapter 13, this third major dis-
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course. It is particularly important, therefore, 
to note that every one of the seven parables in 
this discourse is explicitly teaching about the 
nature of the kingdom of heaven. The first and 
largest Parable of the Sower (13:1-9, 18-23) is 
describing the varied responses that will occur 
to the message of the kingdom. Two other 
large parables parallel each other (Weeds and 
Wheat [13:24-30, 36-43] and Dragnet of Fish 
[13:47-50]) and describe the fact that within 
the earthly realm of the kingdom today there 
is a mixed group, some who believe and some 
who do not, some who are good and some who 
are bad. But that there is a time coming when 
the kingdom will be fully manifested and in 
effect (cf. 6:9-10) and at that time God will 
make a clear and final sorting and separation 
of the good from the bad (13:36-43; 49-50). 
The other four parables of the kingdom in this 
chapter are of a different sort -- short similes 
that provide a brief glimpse into the nature of 
the kingdom. The kingdom of heaven grows 
mysteriously and inevitably (13:31-33). And 
the kingdom of heaven, though hidden and 
not appearing to have value to most people, is 
more valuable than anything else in the world 
(13:44-46).

The fourth major teaching block (18:1-35) 
in many ways parallels the second one (10:1-
42)  in providing instructions for the commu-
nity of the disciples more than a description of 
the content of the gospel message itself. Even 
so, the emphasis on the kingdom appears here 
in multiple ways. In the opening teaching the 
question of rank and order in the coming king-
dom is the focus (18:1-14). Jesus’ teaches clear-
ly and radically that in his kingdom the world’s 
values and thinking are turned topsy-turvy 
-- the humble and lowly, the ones who are like 
children, even the maimed and crippled are 
the truly great ones. The rest of this discourse 
focuses on living in forgiving and mercy-over-
justice-based relationships with each other. 
This teaching ends with a lengthy and power-

ful parable that illustrates the weightiness of 
what is at stake in kingdom living forgiveness 
(18:21-35). Through this parable Jesus pro-
vides a two-fold insight into the nature of the 
kingdom -- God is like a gracious, forgiving 
king who shows mercy to the undeserving; and 
flowing from this, citizens of his kingdom must 
likewise be merciful and forgiving.

In the fifth and final teaching discourse 
in Matthew the kingdom theme and theology 
appears in strong form once again. This re-
pository of teachings takes place in Jerusalem 
at the end of Jesus’ life and looks toward the 
future of his second coming or return to earth. 
This second coming, even though it is barely 
grasped and certainly not fully understood by 
his disciples, concerns the “end of the age,” 
the time when God’s kingdom will be fully 
manifested and effected. At least this much the 
disciples understood (24:3), though Jesus is 
quick to warn that understanding the details or 
times, places, dates, and people is impossible 
(24:4-41). In the second and climactic half of 
this teaching discourse Jesus provides a series 
of three parables which, like many others in 
the Gospel, picture for us what the kingdom 
of heaven is like. The first uses the image of 
five wise and five foolish virgin brides who 
are either prepared or not for the bridegroom 
(25:1-13). The teaching point at the end is 
that we do not know when the kingdom will 
be restored and so we must be on watch and 
live wisely now (25:13). The second kingdom 
parable (25:14-30) continues with the theme 
of the uncertainty of when the king will return 
and therefore the need for vigilance, but adds 
another note of the importance of faithful-
ness and fruitfulness for kingdom disciples. 
How we live with either honor or dishonor 
the soon-to-return king, providing an implicit 
call to wise living. The third and final kingdom 
parable is the starkest and most explicitly de-
picts the gospel message as being about God’s 
kingdom (25:31-46). In this famous Parable of 
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the Sheep and Goats, the image is more spe-
cific and nuanced and we gain some valuable 
insight into the kingdom of heaven. It is a reign 
in which God the Father appears as a crucial 
background character while Jesus the Son is 
given the clear title of King (25:34, 40). King 
Jesus is presiding over a final, eschatological 
judgment scene in which people are evaluat-
ed and rewarded or punished on the basis of 
their response to the king and his servants. 
We learn from this parable that entrance into 
the kingdom is of the highest importance -- it 
is described in other words as receiving an 
inheritance and entering eternal life (25:34, 
46) and not entering is by contrast the place of 
punishment and eternal fire prepared for the 
devil and his demons (25:41, 46).

Thus, in addition to the general and wide-
spread emphasis on the kingdom in Matthew, 
we see that one of the most distinctive aspects 
of the First Gospel, its five major teaching 
blocks, also highlight the importance of the 
kingdom in Jesus’ message and teach us sever-
al key aspects of its nature and function.

The Gospel of the Kingdom

Finally, we must mention three more cru-
cial places in which language of the kingdom 
appears in Matthew. These have been pulled 
out and are highlighted now because they exist 
in a uniquely Matthean and very important 
expression, “the gospel of the kingdom” (4:23; 
9:35; 24:14).

Matthew’s creation and use of this potent 
phrase “the gospel of the kingdom” serves a 
very important purpose in the first half of his 
Gospel. He employs 4:23 and 9:35 in intention-
ally parallel paragraphs that are almost verba-
tim with each other, serving as bookends over a 
major portion of his Gospel, chapters 5-7. The 
repetition of this phrase and these paragraphs 
clues the reader into the fact that chapters 
5-7 serve as a unit in the flow of Matthew and 

we are provided with a summary statement 
of what happens in those chapters at both the 
beginning and the end (4:23-25; 9:35-36). This 
repeated summary statement depicts Jesus’ 
ministry as comprising three elements -- 
preaching and teaching, the restoration of the 
sick and broken, and the calling of disciples to 
follow and enter in the same work. This three-
fold description of Jesus’ ministry is precisely 
what Matthew unpacks for us in chapters 
5-9. First is the preaching of the gospel of the 
kingdom in the Sermon on the Mount (chs. 
5-7). Second is a collection of stories that 
show Jesus’ restorative ministry and calling of 
disciples to be like the master (chs. 8-9). It is 
this three-fold reality that can appropriately be 
called “the gospel/good news of the kingdom.” 

The implications of this on our under-
standing are profound. We see here that Jesus’ 
ministry is indeed gospel and that this is not 
something different or other than the message 
about God’s kingdom -- it is the same thing, 
even as it was in Isaiah. Matthew can confi-
dently describe the message of the gospel as 
being the message about the kingdom. And he 
proceeds to paint a robust picture of what this 
message entails and effects -- clear teaching, 
restoration of people (which is itself a sign 
of the coming age and kingdom), and calling 
of heralds, disciples, and citizens. At the end 
of his Gospel Matthew wants to remind us of 
this golden phrase by using it in the last major 
discourse as a summary statement of what 
the disciples are called to do throughout the 
world in preparation for King Jesus’ return 
-- preaching the gospel of the kingdom as a 
testimony to all the nations (24:14). 

Using the helpful wording of Montgomery 
and Cosper, the gospel of the kingdom as seen 
in Matthew is “the good news that life with 
God under the rule of God is available to all 
who would turn from their rebellion and trust 
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in King Jesus.”26

Cross – The Gospel in Mark

When corresponding with the fractious 
and factious Christians in Corinth the Apostle 
Paul calls his gospel “the message of the cross” 
(1 Cor 1:18). When writing to the churches 
spread throughout Galatia he concludes by 
proclaiming boldly that his only confidence 
and hope is in “the cross of our Lord Jesus 
Christ” (Gal 5:14). In both cases this way of 
summing up the gospel message – as being 
about the cross – is important for Paul because 
his emphasizing and embracing the shame 
and foolishness that this idea evoked in his 
own day. For both Jewish people and Gre-
co-Roman Gentiles the cross was an image and 
metaphor of shame, foolishness, weakness, 
and accursedness (1 Cor 1:17-25; Gal 3:13). 
The Apostle Paul has become so enamored by 
the revelation of who Jesus is that all else in 
the world is seen as worthless and useless by 
comparison (Phil 3:8-9; Gal 5:14).

The question is – Where did Paul get the 
idea to sum up the gospel in this way as the 
message about the Christ? The answer is – 
from the Gospels. We have already seen that 
“the cross” is not the only way that the full-
orbed, world-encompassing, Scripture-fulfill-
ing gospel message can be described; kingdom 
certainly must be part of this gospel message. 
However, “cross” is just as important and 
proves to be a key aspect of the message about 
Jesus.

The cross is an appropriate way of speak-
ing about the gospel because it is the focal 
point of every one of the Gospels. Each of the 
Gospels tells a remarkably similar story in 
emphasizing heavily the last week of Jesus’ 
life and the run-up to Jesus’ death on a Roman 

26 Faith Mapping, 43.

cross. The cross is clearly at the core of the 
Gospels’ understanding of the significance of 
the Jesus story, and the Apostle Paul rightly 
picks up on this theme as essential to the gos-
pel message.

The Cross in Mark

The Gospels are very much like other 
ancient biographies, written to instruct, 
inspire, and preserve the memory of a great 
person. Like ancient biographies, but unlike 
most modern biographies, the Gospels put a 
lot of emphasis on the death of the biographee 
(the subject of the biography). In the modern 
western world death is very sanitized and seen 
as a time of weakness and loss in comparison 
to the vibrancy and activity of youthful life. But 
in the ancient world, a person’s death – how 
they died, how they endured their death, and 
what they said at the end of their life – was 
often considered the most important time of a 
person’s life as it revealed the true character of 
the person.

We see this is indeed the case with our 
Gospel biographies. In each of the Gospels the 
relative literary space and airtime is heavily 
dominated by the last week of Jesus’ life, and 
especially the time of his Passion, or suffering, 
from the Last Supper through his bloody death 
on the cross. For Mark the passion narrative 
consumes three of sixteen chapters (about 18% 
of Mark’s content). When we pull back for a 
larger scan of Mark we see that this emphasis 
is even greater because a full six more chapters 
of Mark’s account concern Jesus’ intentional 
journey to the cross (making up 56%), being 
predicted earlier in Mark and becoming the 
way his Gospel account leans forward to Je-
rusalem and Jesus’ suffering. For this reason, 
Mark has been famously called a passion nar-
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rative with an extended introduction.27

The Gospel according to Mark was likely 
the first of the Gospel accounts to be written. 
One evidence of this is its greater simplicity of 
structure and purpose compared to its Synop-
tic brothers of Matthew and Luke. Of course, 
it could be, as the Church Fathers believed, 
that Mark was an abridgement of Matthew. 
But for a number of reasons this seems less 
likely. Instead, what we have in Mark is the 
bare bones story of Jesus which Matthew, 
Luke, and John will later expand upon and 
elaborate with more teaching and nuance. This 
bare-bone-ness of Mark does not make it less 
valuable, however. Rather, there is a power in 
the simplicity and straightforwardness of his 
message. Because the melody of Mark is much 
easier to follow and does not offer a great deal 
of variation or key change, it is immediately 
accessible and memorable.

And the melody that Mark sings from 
beginning to end is about Jesus as the One who 
came to die on a cross to bring reconciliation 
between God and humanity. This singular 
message is seen at the macro level in the very 
structure of Mark’s Gospel account. His six-
teen chapters are broken into two major and 
essential parts:

1)Who is this man Jesus? 
2)How did this man die?

The answer to the first question is that Jesus 
is the Christ (8:29). This means that he is the 
anointed, Son of God and Son of David, sent by 
God as promised beforehand in ages past. This 
answer comes right at the middle of the book, 
in the form of a confession. Jesus asks the 
crucial question – “Who do people say I am?” 
(8:27) The right answer is the one that Peter 

27 The preceding paragraph depends largely on Peter 
Bolt, The Cross from a Distance, 13.

offers -- Jesus is the Christ! This climaxes and 
concludes the first half of the Gospel account, 
which has already been answering this ques-
tion in a variety of ways. Jesus is:

 › the Son of God (1:1; 3:11)

 › the Lord (1:3)

 › the powerful and worthy one (1:7)

 › the beloved and pleasing Son (1:13)

 › the Holy One of God (1:24)

 › the Son of Man (2:10; 2:28)

 › the Lord of the Sabbath (2:28)

 › a (dishonored) prophet (6:4)

Now at the turning point of the story we learn 
the greatest and most summative answer – He 
is the Christ.

The second half of the book immediate-
ly raises the second question – How did this 
man/Christ die? – in the story that follows the 
Caesarea Confession (8:31-32). This story is 
the first of the three of Jesus’ “passion predic-
tions” in which he speaks plainly and boldly 
about his suffering and death. He has hinted 
before in an early parable that he, the bride-
groom would be taken away (2:18-22), but it is 
here in the second half of the book that we get 
the relentless, forward-leaning focus on Jesus’ 
pending suffering and death.

The major narrative section in the middle 
of Mark (8:27-10:52) is divided into three 
subsections, each of which is introduced by 
one of his three passion predictions (8:31; 9:31; 
10:32-34). “By repeatedly foreshadowing his 
death, this section propels Jesus towards the 
cross. In the process it also explains why he 
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must die.”28 Each of Jesus’ three predictions of 
his death builds upon the previous one, filling 
out the disciples’ understanding progressive-
ly. Taken together we understand that Jesus’ 
suffering and death was necessary and accord-
ing to God’s will (8:31; see also 14:36). We also 
understand that it involves the rejection of the 
Jewish religious leaders and comes at their 
hand (8:31). Jesus’ death is also going to come 
through a betrayal, being “handed over” (9:31). 
Finally, in the last and fullest passion predic-
tion (10:32-34) we learn that all of this will 
take place in Jerusalem, through the Jewish 
leaders handing Jesus over to the Gentiles 
(the Romans), who will mock him, spit on him, 
whip him, and finally kill him. 

It becomes clear that Jesus’ death is 
not going to be like Socrates’ famous forced 
suicide, nor the death of a wise, old man with 
his loved ones surrounding him. Rather, Jesus’ 
death is going to be violent, bloody, and done 
through the vicious legal system of the Roman 
Empire. This means he is going to die as a 
criminal, on a cross.

The rest of Mark’s otherwise fast-paced 
story slows down to a grindingly slow pace for 
the last week of events in Jesus’ life (Mark 14-
16). We see the events Jesus predicted played 
out in full detail:

 › his pre-burial anointing (14:1-9) 

 › his last meal with his disciples (14:12-26)

 › his final private prayer time (14:32-42)

 › his betrayal by Judas and his arrest in the 
garden (14:43-52)

 › his trial and beating before the Jewish 
Sanhedrin (14:53-65)

28 Bolt, 48.

 › his trial and beating by Pilate and the Ro-
man soldiers (15:1-20)

All of this then climaxes with his crucifixion, 
being nailed to an executioner’s cross, outside 
the Jerusalem walls at a place called Golgotha 
(15:21-31). Finally, after several hours Jesus 
dies, still hanging on this cross, while those 
who loved him watch and weep from afar, and 
those who hated him stand by mocking and 
insulting him (15:33-41). Thus, the reader of 
Mark feels deeply that all of these events have 
led to this dark and deep moment of Jesus’ 
death on a cross. It should be no surprise, then, 
to see the cross as a foundational truth in the 
overall message of the gospel. 

The Significance of the Cross for 
Understanding the Gospel Message

It is not difficult to recognize the central 
role that the cross plays in all the Gospels 
and maybe especially in Mark’s. The question 
that remains is what this means. What is the 
significance of the cross for understanding the 
gospel message?

We can begin by observing something 
quite unexpected – these tragic, bloody, dis-
appointing, and darkest moments that are the 
focal point of the Gospel story are the events 
that the Church has long called “Good Friday.” 
One might imagine that the Jewish and Roman 
leaders who were opposed to Jesus could 
describe that Friday of his death “good,” or at 
least “good riddance.” But it is not immediately 
apparent – especially on that Friday – why a 
Christian would call Jesus’ death “good.” After 
all, Jesus was their master, teacher, friend, 
mentor, revealer, king, and protector. His death 
was the tragic and sudden turn of events that 
cut short their hopes for God to restore his 
reign on the earth and set the world to right. It 
was a catastrophe. But within days, the earliest 
Christians came to understand – with fits and 
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starts – that this catastrophe of catastrophes 
was actually the great eucatastrophe, the good 
catastrophe that makes that day Good Friday. 
And this is why it is gospel – it is good news.

What is good about Jesus’ suffering and 
death on a cross? It is good and good news 
because:
 › Jesus’ cross-death fulfills the promises of 

God

 › Jesus’ cross-death provides the substitu-
tion for God’s wrath

 › Jesus’ cross-death provides the ransom

 › Jesus’ cross-death restores intimacy be-
tween God and humanity

 › Jesus’ cross-death provides an example to 
follow in suffering

 › Jesus’ cross-death is the necessary pre-
lude to the Resurrection

From beginning to end Mark helps us see 
that Jesus’ suffering and death are to be under-
stood as the fulfillment of God’s great promises 
of redemption. One of the places these prom-
ises appear most clearly and strongly is in the 
second part of Isaiah (chapters 40-66). As was 
discussed above, the very word “gospel” and its 
basic kingdom content come from this foun-
dational part of Scripture. The same can be 
said for Mark’s great emphasis on Jesus as the 
Suffering Servant Messiah.

In the midst of Isaiah’s expansive proph-
ecy about the return and restoration of God’s 
reign on earth we have a lengthy description 
of God’s Servant who will be exalted and lifted 
up before God (Isa 52:13). There is a mystery 
and poetry here that is rich in meaning and not 
all spelled out, but this Servant has long been 

understood as the promised Messiah.29 The 
New Testament clearly understands this Mes-
siah as Jesus. What is shocking about this high 
and lifted up Servant in Isaiah 52:13-53:12 is 
that he is a Suffering Servant. He is described 
as a man acquainted with grief and sorrows, 
despised and rejected (53:3). And through this 
rejection and sorrow this Suffering Servant 
does something almost unbelievable – he 
bears our griefs and sorrows, is crushed in the 
place of us for our sins, is made the sacrificial 
lamb because of our iniquities, is killed as an 
offering for our sin, and he makes intercession 
for transgressors (53:4-12). This is the picture 
of the promised Servant and it is also precisely 
the picture that Mark paints for us of Jesus. 
This is not an accident. With the two Testa-
ments open side-by-side – Isaiah and Mark – 
we see that the good news of God’s restoration 
is now fulfilled in Jesus. Jesus is the Promised 
One whose suffering and death fulfills God’s 
promises and provides our needed substitu-
tion for our sins.

Mark also uses the metaphor of ransom 
to describe the significance of Jesus’ suffer-
ing and death. Earlier in the Gospel account 
Jesus says somewhat cryptically, “For even 
the Son of Man came not to be served but to 
serve, and to give his life, a ransom for many” 
(10:45). This word “ransom” is ancient word 
for the price paid for redeeming someone from 
captivity. Its background in Old Testament 
concepts is rich, including, not accidentally, 
Isaiah 40-66, where Jesus provides a vicarious 
death on behalf of God’s people. Going even 
further back, the notion of ransom triggers the 
foundational event for Israel, God’s redeeming 

29 While the Servant also represents the nation of Israel 
as a whole (and this is what is emphasized among 
most Jews today), there is a strong rabbinic tradition 
apart from Christianity that understood the Servant 
to be the Davidic Messiah. See also Zech 12:9-14 and 
13:6-7, as well as Psalm 22.
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of them from slavery in the Exodus. Jesus’ 
cross-death is good news because it rescues 
and redeems us from all kinds of bondage, pay-
ing the debt or ransom we owe for our sin, and 
purchasing our lives back from death and the 
devil. As one scholar observes, God has done 
the impossible in supplying the ransom for us: 
“eternal life in the kingdom of God is opened 
up by the death of the servant who gave his life 
as a ransom for many.”30

Our relationship with God is not merely 
legal, however, as an emphasis on ransom or 
wrath-substitution might lead some to wrong-
ly perceive. It is a real relationship because 
God wants to be in intimate relationship with 
his beloved creatures. The original picture of 
the Garden of Eden is a place of intimacy be-
tween God and humanity (Gen 2), and it is this 
intimacy that is lost and broken through the 
first parents’ sin – they are removed from the 
Garden and full knowledge of God (Gen 3). The 
Gospel of Mark helps us see that through Je-
sus, the Second Adam, this intimacy with God 
can be restored. This too happens in a substi-
tutionary way – Jesus is cut off from intimacy 
with God so that we might be restored to it. 
The story of restored intimacy starts earlier in 
Mark with Jesus’ reversal of the Temptation 
and Wilderness story of Genesis through his 
own successful overcoming of temptation 
while in the wilderness, thereby opening up 
paradise again (1:12-13).31 It continues in 
Mark through Jesus’ many compassion-driv-
en healings of broken people (1:21-8:26). The 
glory of paradise to come is glimpsed when 
Jesus is transfigured on the mountain before 
his disciples (9:1-13). But the most significant 

30 Bolt, 79.

31 This reading is there though more implicit in Mark’s 
brief temptation account. This meaning is made 
much more explicit in Matthew and Luke’s retellings 
of the same story.

story that speaks of God’s restored intimacy 
with his creatures happens right at the mo-
ment of Jesus’ death on the cross. At around 
3pm on that Good Friday, Jesus experienced 
the moment of desolation when God removed 
himself from his intimacy with Jesus, result-
ing in Jesus’ “cry of dereliction” – “My God, my 
God, why have you forsaken me?” (15:33-34). 
At the moment then of Jesus’ physical death 
something else physical happens that has 
massive spiritual significance – the curtain of 
the Temple was torn in two from top to bottom 
(15:38). Among the many significant things 
this tearing symbolizes one is certainly the fact 
that access to God is now open to all people 
(not just Jews; not just priests) through the 
death of Jesus Christ.

Jesus’ cross-death not only signifies these 
multiple theological and spiritual realities, 
but it also provides for us a model of what it 
means to suffering for God in a righteous way. 
We would do a great injustice to the message 
of the Gospels and the gospel if we made Jesus’ 
suffering and death only a model or example, 
but we also err if we fail to see this example 
truth in it as well. This sacrifice and example 
dual interpretation is in fact how the Apostle 
Peter reads and applies Jesus’ suffering and 
death in his first Epistle. In 1 Peter 2:18-25 we 
see a full-orbed and rich understanding of how 
Jesus suffered for us, “leaving you an exam-
ple, that you should follow in his steps” (2:21). 
Jesus’ endurance of ill treatment is the basis to 
encourage us to live the same way. And at the 
same time, Peter uses Isaiah to teach us that 
Jesus “bore our sins in his body on the true, so 
that we might die to sin and live for righteous-
ness; by his wounds you were healed” (2:24). 
In an even broader sense, Mark is saying the 
same thing – teaching both the substitutionary 
atonement in Jesus’ death and also providing 
an entire narrative Gospel that teaches disci-
pleship – being a follower of the Master.

Finally, we must understand that Jesus’ 
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cross-death is gospel because it is the neces-
sary prelude to the greatest event in human 
history – the Resurrection of Jesus. This is the 
most significant event in history because it is 
at once the epicenter of history and its turning 
point. In the Resurrection God sets into mo-
tion the re-creation of the world itself. All of 
the curse and death and destruction of the Fall 
now begins to work in reverse as the Second 
Adam has paid for, overcome, and overturned 
the curse and wrath that reside in all of cre-
ation – from the molecular level to the heights 
of human existence. All of creation itself is 
longing for redemption, including the apex 
of creation, humanity (Rom 8:22-23). Now in 
the Resurrection, the freedom, redemption, 
and restoration has begun. Jesus’ own Resur-
rection as the “firstborn from the dead” is the 
center and starting point of this new creation 
(Rev. 1:5, Col. 1:18).

We must highlight the importance of the 
Resurrection because the Bible itself puts 
great emphasis on this event and its physical, 
spiritual, and theological significance (1st Cor. 
15). In reality, it is best to think of the Cross 
and Resurrection as one two-fold event, the 
Cross-Resurrection. Together this dual event 
is the great focal point of all of Christianity. 
Each of the two parts entail and necessitate 
each other for the truth of the whole to be 
reality. The Cross without the Resurrection 
lacks completion. The Resurrection without 
the Cross is not possible. The death of Jesus is 
the substitutionary, sacrificial, ransom-giving 
gift from Jesus. But the second life/resurrec-
tion of Jesus makes that sacrifice effective and 
everlasting through Jesus’ conquering of death 
and removal of its sting. To say it most boldly: 
without the Resurrection, Jesus’ cross-death 
will serve us little to no purpose beyond the 
model of righteous suffering. We would need 
to continually offer sacrifices – sacrifices that 
will never really cleanse us (Heb 9:9-15; 10:1-
4) nor breath upon us the transforming Holy 

Spirit (John 20:21-22; Rom 8:9-11).
When we return to Mark specifically 

we see that he likewise links inseparably the 
cross-death and resurrection of Jesus. Not 
only is the resurrection account the climactic 
and open ending to his story (16:1-8), we see 
that in each of the three passion predictions 
that Jesus equally spoke of the importance of 
his resurrection. That is, the famous “passion 
predictions” are really “passion-death-res-
urrection” predictions. The repeated refrain 
in 8:31, 9:31, and 10:34 is that after three days 
Jesus will rise. For Mark there is no way to 
separate Jesus Cross from his Resurrection. 
Together this dual event accomplishes all of 
God’s good and beautiful redemptive work on 
our behalf.

We come full circle now to where we 
began this discussion, with the Apostle Paul’s 
shorthand of the gospel as the message about 
the cross. He even goes so far as to say that he 
resolved to know nothing “except Jesus Christ 
and him crucified” (1 Cor 2:2). In light of the 
preceding discussion about the necessity to 
keep the Cross and Resurrection together, how 
do we understand this?

First, we must note that if we understand 
Paul to mean that the message of the cross 
is the entirety of the gospel then we misun-
derstand both the rest of the New Testament 
message but also Paul himself. At the end of 
this same letter of 1 Corinthians Paul makes 
clear that there is something else essential 
to understand, believe, and hope for, Jesus’ 
non-negotiable resurrection from the dead and 
subsequently ours as well (1st Cor. 15:1-58). 
With this lengthy and detailed discussion of 
the nature and power of the resurrected bodies 
the Apostle Paul makes clear that more than 
believing Jesus died on the cross for our sins 
is necessary for understanding the gospel. The 
resurrection and its significance is the climac-
tic argument of this lengthy discourse.

So we must not skew our understanding of 
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the message of the gospel by making it only a 
backward-looking focus on Jesus’ Good Friday 
actions, divorced from Easter Sunday. Yet, 
there is something very powerful and appro-
priate for Paul in contextualizing the gospel 
message as being “a word about the cross.” 
Paul emphasizes the cross as one shorthand 
for the gospel because of its power to speak 
over against two human objections to the 
gospel, while simultaneously teaching us two 
powerful truths about the gospel.

The cross is a potent metaphor for the gos-
pel in the first instance because it is challenges 
the Jewish people to see Jesus’ death as the 
only way to God, not through their Torah-obe-
dience. In this sense Jesus’ cross-death is 
actually a great stumbling block to Jews. This 
is precisely what Paul calls it in 1 Corinthi-
ans 1:23. The discussion is fuller in Galatians 
where conflict with Judaizers is more acute. 
These are people who believe in Jesus, but also 
insist that all people must also obey the com-
mandments of the Mosaic covenant, including 
circumcision and food laws. It is in this context 
that Paul boldly and provocatively emphasizes 
the fact that Jesus died on a cross, bearing its 
shame, and becoming a curse on our behalf 
(Gal 3:13).

At the same time, referring to the gospel 
as the message of the cross also pushes against 
Paul’s first-century Greco-Roman society that 
valued glory, honor, and status above all and 
despised anything weak or shameful. It is in 
this context that Paul again boldly and provoc-
atively proclaims that the beauty of the gospel 
is found in embracing the shame and foolish-
ness of Jesus’ cross-death (1 Cor 1:18-2:16). 

Thus, in both cases the “cross” is a pow-
erful and important contextualized shorthand 
for the message of the gospel. It is not the 
whole message of the gospel – and neither Paul 
nor Mark intends it to be – but it is a beautiful 
and glorious aspect of the deep and rich mes-
sage of the good news of Jesus Christ.

The gospel of the cross is “the good news 
that through faith in Jesus’ perfect life, death 
for our sins, and victorious resurrection from 
the dead, we are justified and reconciled to 
God.”32

Grace – The Gospel in Luke

Any talk about the content of the New Tes-
tament and the message of the gospel will 
soon include the word “grace.” Whether it be 
the true-enough bumper sticker acronym – 
“God’s Riches At Christ’s Expense” – or a more 
thorough and sophisticated discussion of the 
biblical theology of the idea, grace is by any 
account at the core of the New Testament’s 
message. And at the core of the notion of grace 
is undeserved merit and blessing – particularly 
God’s grace reaching out and reconciling with 
us despite our rebellion and transgressions. 
It is not difficult to see that the message of the 
gospel is therefore a message of grace. The 
final and full way in which God has done this 
gracious reaching out is in Jesus. Therefore, 
the gospel of Jesus is the gospel of grace. We 
might sum it up this way: The gospel of grace is 
“the good news of God’s wonderful acceptance 
of us not because we have earned it or deserve 
it but because he gives it to us freely at Christ’s 
expense.”33

Because of the centrality of grace in the 
gospel message we could turn to any page of 
the New Testament to learn more and reflect 
upon its riches and nuances. One immediate-
ly thinks of the greatest grace ambassador, 
the Apostle Paul, who in his many letters 
to churches emphasizes this truth. But the 
emphasis on grace is not just found in Paul, 
but also appears as an important theme in the 

32 Faith Mapping, 67.

33 Faith Mapping, 85.
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Gospel of Luke. All of this comes from Jesus 
himself, of course, but the shared highlighting 
of grace between Paul and Luke is more than 
coincidental: the Gospel of Luke shows direct 
influence from Paul in terms of language and 
emphasis. The Book of Acts shows us why – 
Luke was at times a traveling companion to 
Paul and partner in the work of the gospel. 
Luke was a disciple of Paul and we would 
expect nothing less than a profound impact on 
his thinking, understanding, and vocabulary. 
At the same time, Luke is not a mere robotic 
imitator. He is a skilled and thoughtful writer 
of the story of Jesus, and we can learn much 
about grace by examining the Third Gospel.

When discussing kingdom in Matthew 
and cross in Mark an easy way to begin was 
simply by working through the many occur-
rences of each of these words in the respective 
Gospel accounts. In the case of grace in Luke 
this is not so easily done. This is because the 
word “grace” does not actually occur very often 
in Luke (or any of the Gospels), and even when 
it does, its meaning is more general and not 
in the more specific, theological sense that is 
found in the rest of the New Testament. Never-
theless, the concept and reality of God’s grace 
is dominant throughout Luke’s Gospel. We can 
see this in three specific ways: (1) in key Lukan 
themes that emphasize grace; (2) in pictures of 
God’s grace manifested in Jesus; and (3) in the 
call to give grace to others.

Key Themes that Emphasize Grace

Each Gospel writer is telling the same sto-
ry of Jesus, but each does so with unique and 
important emphases. Among other emphases, 
there are two key Lukan themes that relate 
closely and directly to the gospel of grace. The 
first of these is Promise and Fulfillment. In one 
sense promise and fulfillment can be seen as 
the message of the whole Bible, not just Luke. 
At the same time, it is well-recognized that 

Luke tells his story in such a way to explicitly 
and implicitly communicate that all the story 
of Jesus (and the early church, as told in Acts) 
can be understood as the fulfillment of the 
ancient promises that God made to save and 
restore his people. This relates intimately to 
the theme of grace because God’s gracious sav-
ing, redeeming, and restoring work is the main 
thread that ties the whole Bible together. Even 
in the midst of the narrative of the Fall of hu-
manity we hear the promise that despite their 
rebellion, God will conquer the Tempter and 
provide victory to his human creatures. This 
gracious act toward his rebellious creatures 
becomes the theme of the countless dark and 
twisted stories of human history throughout 
the Bible – despite rebellion God is gracious 
and provides salvation. We see this countless 
times throughout Genesis, with Noah, Abra-
ham, Lot, Isaac, Jacob, and his sons. The rest of 
the Bible’s stories contain the same message, 
and God often reveals himself as precisely a 
God of grace – “The Lord, the compassionate 
and gracious God, slow to anger, abounding 
in love and faithfulness” (Exod 34:6; see also 
Numbers 14:18; Nehemiah 9:31; Psalm 86:5, 15; 
145:8; Joel 2:13). All of this serves as the back-
drop to Luke’s Gospel, wherein God’s nature as 
gracious is finally revealed in the Son of God, 
Jesus. It is God’s gracious and forgiving nature 
that results in his salvation of humanity. The 
message of Luke from the beginning is that 
God’s gracious salvation has now finally come 
in the fulfillment of all his promises (1:32-33, 
54-55, 68-79; 2:29-32, 38).

Even more clearly, Luke emphasizes the 
theme of grace with his particular focus on 
salvation coming to the “lessers” of society. 
More than any other Gospel writer, Luke 
highlights that God seeks out and saves those 
who by human standards are particularly un-
important and unworthy. For example, lowly 
shepherds are the first to receive the news 
of the birth of the new king (2:8-20); Jesus 
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is shown to spend much time with notorious 
outsiders and immoral people such as pros-
titutes and tax collectors (5:27-31; 7:36-50; 
19:1-9), he cares for the widow (7:11-17), he 
constantly reaches out and graciously heals 
the sick and disabled (4:31-41; 5:17-26; etc.), 
and he especially welcomes and values women 
(there are 13 more women in Luke beyond the 
other Gospel accounts and they play promi-
nent roles at points). If grace is understood as 
“free favor and unmerited kindness”34 then by 
all accounts Jesus’ valuing and saving of these 
“lessers” in society particularly highlights God 
as gracious to us in Christ. 

It is important to note that the people who 
appear to be less important in society are not 
in actual need of more God’s grace than the 
successful, beautiful, and popular, as if the 
latter have some special standing with God by 
virtue of their success. Luke’s emphasis on the 
lessers of society receiving God’s grace is not 
to be understood as a confirmation that God 
also sees the poor and needy as needing more 
forgiveness and grace than other humans, as 
if he agrees with our evaluation. Quite the 
opposite. The constant refrain in Luke of God’s 
favor being manifested to the lowly is meant to 
communicate that we have misunderstood and 
mis-evaluated what is truly good and import-
ant. God’s uplifting and favoring of the lessers 
highlights God’s gracious nature – God himself 
is the model of giving of unmerited favor.

Pictures of God’s Grace Manifested in Jesus

As we have noted, the word “grace” does not 
appear with great frequency in Luke, and when 
it does it often means something more general, 
such as favor and kindness. But there is a much 
more powerful and indirect way in which the 
reader of Luke’s Gospel understands God’s 

34 Abraham Booth, Reign of Grace, pp.

grace toward us – through the many stories 
that manifest God’s grace to real people. That 
is, at once more subtly and more powerful than 
explicit teaching, Luke communicates the 
gospel of grace with pictures of grace, stories 
of Jesus welcoming the rebellious, broken, and 
unworthy. Each of these pictures in their own 
way contributes to our growing understanding 
of what grace is.

While the first few chapters of Luke’s 
account show us examples of grace (especially 
favor and kindness to the lowly), the first great 
picture of Jesus’ grace and mercy comes right 
at the beginning of his ministry, with the call-
ing of Simon Peter, Andrew, James, and John 
(5:1-11). In this beautiful and powerful story, 
reminiscent of the calling of Isa (Isa 6:1-13), 
Peter’s encounter with Jesus bespeaks loudly 
God’s grace toward all of us in Christ. Peter 
is reluctant to obey Jesus’ apparently foolish 
request to re-fish the unproductive waters, 
but he agrees, probably because he has already 
seen Jesus at least a powerful wonder-worker 
(4:38-41). But through the miracle of the catch 
of fish Peter simultaneously comes to see 
Jesus and himself properly – he sees Jesus as 
holy and more than a miracle-worker and he 
sees himself as sinful and broken. And herein 
lies the great moment of grace. Rather than a 
rebuke for faithlessness or patronizing look, 
Jesus instead speaks deep words of grace – “Do 
not be afraid” – and invites Peter to be a disci-
ple, follower, and friend. This is grace.

Shortly after this account we have another 
memorable story of Jesus’ healing of the par-
alytic who was let down through the semi-de-
stroyed roof (5:17-26). This story quickly 
becomes more than a healing account, but a 
theological and Christological one. The point 
is ultimately made that Jesus is more than a 
man and more than a prophet, but is divine in 
that he shows his authority to not only heal 
but to forgive sin. Yet again we get a picture of 
grace. God’s grace is manifested through Jesus 
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as the forgiving of our sins. The story that 
immediately follows (5:27-31) continues the 
theme in showing that Jesus’ ministry is one 
of grace (even as Paul would describe it) – the 
grace of calling and welcoming sinners and 
dining with them.

In Luke 7:36-50 grace is once again pic-
tured as God’s welcoming heart of forgiveness, 
even while we struggle to forgive others. The 
one who receives grace in this story is a noto-
rious “sinner,” a woman who was apparently 
known to the Pharisees and whose actions are 
at best uncomfortable as she anoints Jesus’ 
feet and washes them with her own hair. The 
host is aghast and indignant that Jesus’ would 
allow this and thereby approve of this sinful 
woman. In response Jesus tells a parable that 
shows that our love for God (or lack thereof ) is 
directly related to our receiving of his forgive-
ness. The contrast between the Pharisee and 
the sinful woman is stark. God forgives and 
shows himself gracious, while we struggle to 
do the same.

Another picture of Jesus’ grace is found in 
the story of the healing of the crippled woman 
in 13:10-17. This healing by itself shows God’s 
mercy, but the story also highlights God’s com-
passion as he exercises his grace. This healing 
occurred on a Sabbath day, which caused much 
consternation on the part of the religious lead-
ers. This gives occasion for Jesus to emphasize 
that there is something more important mere 
law obedience – compassionate grace shown 
to others. This is practical, outworking grace, 
manifested in real compassion in action.

In Luke 15:1-32 we have a series of three 
inter-related stories, the last of which is the 
famous “prodigal son” parable. Our under-
standing of the grace of the gospel is filled out a 
bit more in these stories which emphasize not 
only grace in the sense of forgiving and wel-
coming back the lost one, but especially the re-
joicing that accompanies this gracious act. The 
consistent thread in the lost sheep, lost coin, 

and lost son stories is that God himself and the 
heavenly host all take great joy in the return of 
a sinner (15:7, 10, 24). This fills out our under-
standing of God’s grace toward us in Christ – it 
is not merely a legal willingness to receive 
justice, but it is a matter of joy and comes from 
God’s heart of love and compassion.

Another powerful picture of grace is 
found in the story of the Pharisee and the 
tax collector, both of whom approach God in 
prayer (18:9-14). This is one of the places in 
Luke’s Gospel where the direct influence of 
Paul is easily discernible – the whole story is 
framed as a discussion about justification. And 
like Paul’s clear teaching, this Lukan parable 
teaches us that our justified standing before 
God is not a function of our own piety and righ-
teousness from an external perspective, but is 
a matter of a humble and broken heart. This 
is a message of grace. Unlike with other gods 
and religions, righteousness is depicted as the 
possession of the one who in humility receives 
mercy and grace.

Grace is also depicted as the act of God’s 
mercy that precedes the radical transforma-
tion of a life. One great picture of this is found 
in the story of Zacchaeus, the converted tax 
collector and exuberant disciple (19:1-9). It is 
Jesus’ prior act of undeserved grace toward 
Zaccheus – pausing under his tree perch and 
inviting himself over for dinner as a word 
of acceptance – that resulted in the radical 
transformation of this betrayer of his fellow 
Israelites to the title of “a son of Abraham” 
who received salvation.

Finally, and most powerfully, we see a 
potent picture of God’s grace in how the res-
urrected Jesus receives and re-commissions 
his failed disciples (24:36-49). Despite their 
abandonment and even denial of him, Jesus 
appears to his disciples after his resurrection 
and speaks to them the great words of grace – 
“Peace to you!” Rather than rebuke or scold-
ing, Jesus patiently explains to them how to 
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re-read Holy Scripture in light of what he has 
done. And notably, he commissions them to 
offer to all peoples of the world forgiveness of 
sins through repentance. This is a grace that 
not only forgives but also restores and re-pur-
poses our lives.

Giving Grace to Others

The other major and important way that grace 
appears in Luke is through the many stories 
that show the organic connection between 
God’s grace toward us and our grace toward 
others. That is, the theme of grace in Luke is 
incomplete if we only think of it vertically as 
God’s forgiveness toward sinners. Grace works 
and effects change in its recipients, most 
deeply in enabling us to treat those around 
us horizontally with the same grace we have 
received.

Several of the stories discussed above 
as pictures of God’s grace also contain this 
same theme of the necessity of showing grace 
toward others. Often God’s grace is depicted 
in contrast to how we struggle to give grace to 
the undeserving. This is the case with the story 
of the feet-anointing woman at Simon the 
Pharisee’s house (7:36-50), the healing of the 
crippled woman on the Sabbath (13:10-17), the 
response of the older son in the Prodigal Son 
story (15:25-32), and the words of the Pharisee 
who goes to pray at the same time as the tax 
collector (18:9-14).

There are also other places in Luke that di-
rectly teach the necessity of grace toward oth-
ers as recipients of God’s grace. For example, in 
6:27-31 Jesus’ teachings are explicitly this – commands 

to treat others graciously who don’t deserve it, 
our enemies, those who hate us, those who 
strike us, beg, and take from us. This is summed up with 
the great virtue principle of grace; do to others as you wish 
people would do to you.

Putting Jesus’ own teachings into practice he 
modeled this grace toward enemies for his disciples in 
9:51-57. When the Samaritans rejected and spurned Jesus 
on his way to Jerusalem James and John wanted to see a 
fiery destruction Jesus miracle. Rather than co-lamenting 

with them or wreaking just judgment Jesus rebukes his 
disciples. He models grace in the face of rejection.

One of the most famous parables from Luke’s 
Gospel, the Good Samaritan, also serves to emphasize 
that grace and mercy are not just something God gives to 

us, but are what is required of us toward each other. 
The climactic end to the parable makes this 
abundantly clear – the one who truly loves his 
neighbor is the one who shows mercy to the 
weak, wounded, and the needy. This is the hor-
izontal, human-to-human grace that mirrors 
precisely God’s vertical grace toward us.

Thus, as we continue to consider the 
whole gospel and the varied and complemen-
tary ways in which the gospel is pictured we 
see Luke’s contribution as the beauty of grace. 
God’s kindness, mercy, favor, and restorative 
acts towards us, the undeserving, rebellious, 
broken, and sinful. This grace is the refraction 
of the Triune God’s heart of love and compas-
sion. He extends it to us and effects change in 
us. This grace is manifested through Jesus the 
Son. And this grace that we have received from 
God in Christ becomes the orientation that 
we are to have in the world, showing mercy, 
kindness, and grace toward others. This is the 
gospel.

Life – The Gospel in John

John Among His Canonical Brothers

In the providence and wisdom of God we have 
received a fourfold Gospel book. From very 
early in the Church’s history this fourfold book 
was received as one book according to four 
witnesses, not as four individual books. Thus 
the great emphasis was put on how these four 
similar but distinct accounts together witness 
to the one reality of God in Christ. 

Historically, in their creation, we know the 
four individual Gospel accounts are related to 
each other. We can see this in Luke’s preface 
(1:1-4) where he mentions awareness of other 
accounts. And it does not take very long read-
ing in the first three Gospel accounts to see 
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that they are largely dependent on each other 
and/or some common sources, evidenced by 
the family resemblance of wording, ordering 
of stories, and blocks of material. This is why 
they have for so long been called the “Synoptic 
Gospels,” because they look like each other.

Together these two truths – the canonical 
shape of the four accounts as one book and 
the recognition of the interdependence of the 
Gospel accounts on each other – helps us look 
at the Fourth Gospel, the Gospel according to 
John, with another set of glasses. That is, while 
John is clearly its own witness and stands 
as one among four in a barbershop quartet 
of beautiful Gospel harmony, John also has a 
somewhat unique place as the final and syn-
thesizing witness. From the earliest days of the 
canonical shaping of the fourfold Gospel book, 
the First and Fourth Gospels have exercised 
the dominant influence and have been seen as 
the most important. It is no accident that Mat-
thew stands at the head of the NT canon and 
of the fourfold book and that John concludes 
the same. Together they serve as bookends for 
this largest and most important portion of the 
Bible. But even in this paralleled stance John 
serves a unique role in concluding the Gospel 
book and in standing apart so distinctly in con-
tent and style. So while Matthew is clearly the 
strongest, leading brother among the Synoptic 
triplets, as readers of the fourfold Gospel book 
we experience John as the one to whom the 
others ultimately look, who concludes the sto-
ry, and who stands a bit taller than the others.

This analogy is my own and imperfect, but 
I am not alone in wrestling with how best to 
describe this “first among equals” stance of the 
Gospel of John. Augustine joined with many 
others in likening John to an eagle that hovers 
above Christ’s sayings sublimely, providing a 
heavenly perspective. Chrysostom is so enam-
ored with the heavenly profundity of John’s 
Gospel account that he says that if people had 
the capacity to receive and retain these words 

they could no longer exist as mere mortals or 
remain on the earth!35 Above all, John is con-
sidered the “spiritual” Gospel, showing us the 
deeper meaning of the truths about Jesus, the 
spirit of the teachings, not just the letter.

The point of this discussion is that it helps 
us read John historically, literarily, and theo-
logically as the great synthesizer, as the one 
who, aware of the Jesus Traditions so helpfully 
captured in the Synoptics, takes us the next 
step further in pondering and applying the 
truth of God’s coming to us in the God-Man, 
Jesus the Christ.

As we think about the question of the 
Whole Gospel then, John plays an important 
role as the one who brings together the mes-
sage of the gospel into a particularly com-
prehensive depiction and articulation. The 
Gospel of John takes up the other big ideas of 
kingdom, cross, and grace, and blends them 
together into the message of the gospel of life.

Kingdom, Cross, and Grace in John

Before focusing on John’s major metaphor 
for Christ’s gospel – eternal life – it will be 
helpful to note briefly the ways in which the 
other themes of kingdom, cross, and grace also 
appear in John.

One of the most striking features of John 
in comparison to the Synoptic Gospels is how 
little overlap in content there actually is. The 
general storyline matches, especially the death 
and resurrection of Jesus, but the style, teach-
ing content, and actual stories recounted vary 
significantly. As a result, one will rarely find 
parallel passages or stories between the Fourth 
Gospel and the other three. So, for example, 
we cannot turn to John to find comparable 
parables on the kingdom that are prominent 
throughout Matthew, Mark, and Luke. We can-

35 The Gospel of John ACCS, xix.
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not find John’s parallel retelling of the prodigal 
son or Zaccheus or the Pharisee and the tax 
collector who both went to pray – all pictures 
of grace. We cannot even find the famous 
words of institution at the Last Supper, which 
give us the theology of the cross.

Nevertheless, kingdom, cross, and grace 
do appear in their own profound ways in 
John. Regarding the kingdom, despite the fact 
that Jesus’ proclamation is not described as 
“preaching the gospel of the kingdom” (Matt 
24:14) or “preaching the kingdom of God” (Mk 
1:14-15), Jesus is presented as the King of Isra-
el and his teaching does occasionally show that 
his message is a kingdom one. Jesus’ kingship 
appears early in the book, on the words of one 
of his first, amazed disciples, Nathaniel, who 
declares, “Rabbi, you are the Son of God; you 
are the King of Israel!” (1:49). In John 6:15 the 
crowds, similarly, must sense something in 
Jesus that inclines them to see his kingship in 
that they try to make him their king by force. 
This kingly appellation will be reiterated at the 
end of Jesus’ life when he enters Jerusalem 
for the last time with humble fanfare. He is 
greeted with the song “Hosanna! Blessed is he 
who comes in the name of the Lord, the King 
of Israel!” (12:13). Then, at the end of this same 
week great emphasis is put on Jesus’ kingly 
role in the last 24 hours of his earthly life. In 
this case it is the ruling power over Jerusalem, 
Pilate, who repeatedly gives Jesus’ this title 
(18:33, 37, 39; 19:3, 14, 15, 19, 21). It is often 
questioning and mocking, for sure, but com-
municates powerfully the truth of who Jesus 
is, nonetheless. This is an example of John’s 
profound irony in that he emphasizes Jesus’ 
kingship through the mouth of unwitting 
witnesses.

Jesus’ reference to the kingdom of God fol-
lows a similar pattern. It appears infrequently 
but at a crucial place at the beginning of his 
ministry. Immediately after his first prophetic 
act of clearing the Temple area (2:13-22) he 

has a private spiritual counseling session with 
a seeker, Nicodemus (3:1-21). In this now-fa-
mous dialogue Jesus makes clear that the issue 
at hand is entering into God’s kingdom, or not 
(3:3, 5). This story is very important because 
even though Jesus’ teaching in John will rarely 
mention the kingdom, here in this beginning 
story kingdom and eternal life and juxtaposed 
with each other (see more on this below). The 
point here is that, like the Synoptic Gospels, 
Jesus does talk about the necessity of entering 
the kingdom of God. As with the case of Jesus 
as king, Jesus’ mention of the kingdom does 
not return until the climactic end of his life, es-
pecially in his dialogue with Pilate (18:33-38). 
Three times in one verse (18:36) Jesus refers 
to “my kingdom,” embracing Pilate’s question 
about whether he is a king. Jesus does not offer 
any parabolic teaching about the kingdom here 
but he does emphasize one crucial reality – his 
kingdom is not of this world. His is a heaven-
ly kingdom and one that rules over all other 
kingdoms of the earth, including the Jews and 
the Romans.

The message of the gospel of the cross also 
appears as a crucial aspect of John’s presenta-
tion. Even as with kingdom, we do not find par-
allel passages about taking up one’s cross as in 
the Synoptics (Mk 8:34, Mt 16:24, Lk 9:23), but 
what John shares profoundly with the Synop-
tic tradition is the same historical and theolog-
ical truth that Jesus’ self-sacrificing life came 
to end in obedience to the Father on a Roman 
cross (19:16-37). Indeed, in terms of actual 
references to Jesus’ crucifixion and a detailed 
description of what happened to Jesus that day 
John provides much more information than 
the others.

Finally, we may also note that the gospel 
of grace also serves as an essential part of 
John’s presentation of the gospel message. 
Similar to Luke, the word charis, “grace” does 
not appear frequently in John (three times in 
1:14-17). Nevertheless, there are many pictures 
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of Jesus’ grace in John. In terms of statements 
to this effect we recall the most famous verse 
of the Bible, John 3:16, which makes clear that 
despite justified condemnation (cf. 1:9-11) God 
loves the world and sends his own Son to bring 
about reconciliation and forgiveness. This is 
grace as clearly stated as possible! There are 
also many examples of Jesus’ gracious ac-
tions towards broken and sinful people. These 
include his welcoming of the multiple-hus-
banded Samaritan woman at the well (4:1-42), 
the healing of the lame man at the pool of 
Bethsaida (5:1-15), the healing of the man born 
blind (9:1-41), the compassionate resurrection 
of Lazarus (11:1-44), the practical care for his 
mother upon his death (19:26-27), and espe-
cially his gracious reception and peace-giving 
to his own disciples who betrayed him and 
doubted his resurrection (20:19-29; 21:15-19). 

The Gospel of Life in John

So we have seen that John’s presentation of the 
gospel corresponds with the elements of king-
dom, cross, and grace in the Synoptic tradition. 
There is no doubt, however, that the main way 
in which the Gospel of John describes and 
depicts the good news about Jesus is with the 
language of “life” and “eternal life.”

“Life” appears 36 times in John (com-
pared to 16 times in all of the Synoptics). John 
speaks about life both as something we can 
possess in the future age and something that 
we can experience now. Life is emphasized 
as being a gift that comes from God through 
Jesus. Jesus’ words are life (6:63) and he 
himself is the life of the world (1:4; 11:25; 14:6). 
All life comes from him (10:10) and he sustains 
all things (15:5). Ultimately, life comes only 
through knowing God (17:3). This knowing in-
cludes both knowing about him, through Jesus’ 
revelation of God (1:18; 17:2), and knowing him 
in the deeper, relational and intimate sense of 
knowing. Life stands as a prominent and beau-

tiful theme over all of John. It is the reason 
Jesus came, according to his own words – ‘I 
have come that they might have life, and that 
they might have it more abundantly’ (10:10) – 
and it is the climactic, stated version for John’s 
writing of his Gospel account – “these are writ-
ten so that you may believe that Jesus is the 
Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing 
you may have life in his name” (20:31). 

When we press further into the message 
of life in John we can observe three important 
truths: (1) “eternal life” is intimately connect-
ed with the kingdom of God; (2) this life is 
given order, structure, and direction as life to-
gether in love; and (3) eternal life is ultimately 
about salvation as the restoration of our full 
human flourishing. We can unpack each of 
these briefly.

(1) Eternal Life and the Kingdom of God

As was discussed above, there is an inter-
esting and complicated relationship between 
John and the Synoptic Gospels. Part of the 
complexity is figuring out why the message 
of Jesus appears to be so different. There is 
no place where this is heightened or felt more 
strongly than with the theme of the kingdom 
of God. Undoubtedly, the coming kingdom of 
God is the main theme of Jesus’ teaching and 
proclamation, as the Synoptics consistently 
witness. When we get to Fourth Gospel, then, 
we can be quite confused as to why this is not 
what Jesus is talking about there. Rather, as 
we have seen, life is the theme.

This seeming problem, however, rather 
than being unresolvable and doubt-creating, 
in fact has an elegant explanation and one that 
actually provides insight to the message of 
Jesus, an insight into the meaning of both life 
and kingdom that we would miss if it were not 
for their interesting combination. And this is 
in fact the solution: A careful reading of the 
Synoptics and John together reveals that far 
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from offering a different message, the themes 
of kingdom and life are intentionally woven 
together in a dovetail fashion. To enter into 
the kingdom and to enter into life are used 
interchangeably, thus showing that rather 
than being different messages, they are instead 
simply different metaphors for God’s gracious 
invitation to salvation.

The place where we can see this dovetail-
ing most clearly is in the comparison of Mark 
9-10 with John’s typical eternal life language. 
A close reading of Mark 9:42-10:31 reveals a 
fascinating pattern – a seamless alternation 
between language of entering the kingdom and 
entering into life:

 › “enter into life” versus “go into hell” (9:43)

 › “enter into life” versus “be thrown into 
hell” (9:45)

 › “enter into the kingdom of God” versus 
“thrown into hell” (9:47)

This is followed by a further discussion of 
belonging to the kingdom and receiving the 
kingdom (10:13-16). Then more life-kingdom 
alternation occurs:

 › “inheriting eternal life” (10:17) and “trea-
sure in heaven” (10:21) is equated with 
“entering into the kingdom of God” (10:23, 
24, 25) and being “saved” (10:26)

 › This whole discussion then concludes 
with Jesus’ words that there is an age/
time coming when his disciples will re-
ceive “eternal life” (10:30)

This synonymy between life and kingdom 
shows that although we often think of these 
as different ideas, this difference is foreign to 
the writers of the New Testament. Therefore, 
when John, who does occasionally speak of the 
kingdom, chooses to portray Jesus’ ministry as 

offering eternal life, he is not offering an alter-
native view, but a complementary perspective. 
He is choosing to employ primarily the met-
aphor of life rather than kingdom as the way 
to depict and illustrate God’s saving work in 
Christ. The Synoptic Gospels also can speak of 
both entering life and entering the kingdom (as 
well as being saved, receiving reward, having 
treasure in heaven) but choose to emphasize 
the kingdom metaphor as the primary one. 
John and the Synoptics are brothers singing 
the same tune in beautiful harmony, occa-
sionally hitting the same notes in unison, but 
usually diverging in thoughtful counterpoint.

The question of why he emphasizes this 
metaphor more than kingdom is not some-
thing that can be proven, but we can make 
some intelligent guesses. One is that life and 
eternal life are more universal categories than 
kingdom is. For John’s audience as well as for 
us 2000 years later, “life” and “eternal life” are 
more recognizable and immediately under-
standable than the kingdom. Another reason 
John may have chosen to emphasize life is 
that this category, as a bigger category than 
kingdom, more easily lends itself to two other 
important ideas that John wants to emphasize 
– love and human flourishing, to which we can 
now turn. 

(2) Life is unpacked and explained 
as life together in love .

One of the most well-known and dominant 
themes in the Gospel of John (and in the let-
ters of John as well) is love. It is not only in the 
most famous “God so loved the world” verse of 
John 3:16, but also throughout the whole Gos-
pel it is the way John describes Jesus’ ministry 
and teaching: love is the constant theme.

To say that God loves his people or that 
his people should love him and one another is 
certainly not unique to Jesus or Christianity. 
After all, it is found in the most foundational 
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Old Testament statement called the Shema: 
“The Lord your God is one. And you shall love 
the Lord your God with all your heart, soul, 
mind, and strength.” (Deut. 6:5). The same is 
true in the Jewish Rabbinic tradition. But Je-
sus himself and early Christianity particularly 
highlights and emphasizes love and make love 
the primary and ultimate ethical goal and way 
of being in the world (REFS). Jesus emphasiz-
es that the first and second greatest command-
ments are both about love – love for God and 
love for others. And love is also depicted as the 
greatest and highest virtue (cf. Rom 13:8-10; 1 
Cor 13:1-12; Gal 5:14, 22; Col 3:14; 1 Thes 4:9; 
Heb 10:24; 1 John 2:10; 3:14; 4:7-9).

The Gospel of John (along with John’s 
letters) speaks frequently about God’s love 
for the Son, the Son’s love for the Father, the 
Father and Son’s love for believers, and vice 
versa. One natural and important outflow of all 
this divine and human love is that Christians 
are called to love one another (see especially 
John 13:34-35; 15:12, 17). We could even say, 
as theologian Ellen Charry points out, that 
Jesus “offered a way of life organized around 
love, which Paul later proposed as the greatest 
virtue.”36

Thus, the great theme of life in John takes 
on a real flesh and blood form – not only in 
Jesus’ incarnation but in his metaphorical 
body that remains on the earth in the Church. 
Life is not just a nice abstract concept in John 
and the rest of the NT; it is the tangible way 
of being together in community relation-
ships, which require much love, affection, and 
mutual forgiveness. To be a Christian, to be a 
believer in the real gospel, according to John, 
is to be living life together in love.

36 Ellen Charry, God and the Art of Happiness, 234.

(3) Eternal life is ultimately about the 
restoration of our full human flourishing .

The question of what salvation is and how 
to describe it has been an important issue 
throughout the history of the Church. For 
many in the past and today, an easy answer to 
this question comes from the Gospel of John – 
salvation is about eternal life. We have seen al-
ready that this is in fact a major theme in John 
and is his own stated goal, that in believing we 
may have life through Jesus. The rest of the 
New Testament affirms this understanding, 
emphasizing that we through our union with 
Christ we can go from death to life, and we are 
looking forward to a time of new creation that 
when death will be conquered in us, even as 
Jesus himself conquered death (2nd Tim. 1:10, 
1st Cor. 15:24-26).

Salvation in John is primarily defined as 
this eternal life. While this exact phrase is not 
very common in the Old Testament or Jewish 
tradition, it corresponds closely to “the life of 
the world to come” that is more common. The 
Gospel of John particularly highlights that 
the life of the world to come (what the other 
Evangelists call “the kingdom”) is something 
that is also available now through intimate 
knowledge of God in Christ, through the power 
of the Spirit.

So this life and eternal life understanding 
of salvation is certainly biblical and helpful. 
Yet, at the same time, there is often an un-
intended and unhelpful consequence to this 
otherwise good emphasis on eternal life. We 
often think of life as something that can and 
will only come to us in the future and some-
thing that is not really life as we know it, but 
a disembodied, heavenly state of bliss. In its 
worst sense, this view thinks about salvation 
as something entirely separate from human 
living and flourishing – maybe a nirvanic, 
eternal hymn festival worship service. A better 
version does see life as human living and activ-
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ity, but the emphasis is put on the future state.
But in both versions what is lacking is an 

understanding that when Jesus talks about 
“eternal life” he is talking about what all hu-
manity cares about – true human flourishing, 
body, soul, mind, and spirit. While it is true 
that this will never be experienced fully until 
Christ’s return and the establishment of his 
kingdom, we have often had an imbalanced 
perspective what eternal life means. That is, 
this phrase “eternal life” is usually interpret-
ed with the weight only on the “eternal” part 
with little to no thought on the “life” aspect. 
However, Jesus’ message and invitation to 
eternal life is not just emphasizing that there 
is a life that is to come later (reading “eternal” 
in this sense), but rather life – abundance, 
flourishing, happiness, even – that begins now 
and will go on for eternity, not ended by the 
great enemy of death. “Eternal” is the beautiful 
and important adjective, but “life” is the noun, 
the subject matter of what is being said and 
offered. Through Jesus’ resurrection he brings, 
consummates, and guarantees life and life in 
its fullness. This is why he has come – that by 
believing we might experience this full and 
true life now and forever.

Even with this more balanced perspective 
we may tend to think of life too narrowly in the 
sense of “the opposite of death.” Again, while 
this is not untrue, this misses the question 
and answer that Jesus is giving by offering us 
eternal life. Jesus is offering the true, God-cen-
tered answer to the greatest human question, 
“What does it mean to flourish as a human? 
How can I find true and lasting happiness? 
What is human life?” Jesus’ answer, seen 
especially pointedly in the Gospel of John, is 
that there is true, fulfilling, abundant – and 
even eternal – life available through intimate 
relationship with himself. “I am the way, the 
truth, and the life, no one comes to the Father 
but through me” (John 14:6). Or, as D. Martyn 
Lloyd-Jones says, “John’s theme is perhaps 

never stated more gloriously than in the words 
of our Lord himself: ‘I am come that they might 
have life, and that they might have it more 
abundantly’ (John 10:10).”37

So the point to be made is that above all, 
the message of life in the Gospel of John is ulti-
mately an invitation to human flourishing. God 
cares about our lives, our living, our life – its 
quality, shape, texture, pleasure, and satisfac-
tion. The Gospel of John especially helps us 
see this aspect of God’s saving work in Jesus. 

Soundings from the Rest of the New 
Testament -- Kingdom, Cross, Grace, Life

The focus of our discussion on “The 
Whole Gospel” has been intentionally on the 
Gospels. This is because, as we discussed ear-
lier, it is no accident that the first four books of 
the New Testament share the name “gospel” 
or that they have been the most influential 
portions of the Bible throughout the Church’s 
history. It is good and appropriate to first 
consider what the gospel is by starting with the 
Gospels.

But God is One and his Word, while 
speaking with beautiful diversity and har-
mony, does have a consistent message. If we 
are right in suggesting that the whole gospel 
can be described with four big categories of 
kingdom, cross, grace, and life, then it stands to 
reason that we would find these same themes 
in the rest of the New Testament. A very brief 
survey shows this is indeed the case, and along 
the way we can learn to see a bit more how the 
whole Bible fits together.

37 Lloyd-Jones, The Path to True Happiness: John 2 
(Baker, 1999), 8.
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Kingdom

Many readers who are otherwise accustomed 
to Paul’s writings are often surprised to be told 
that the kingdom of God is an important theme 
in the Pauline letters. This is because often we 
are taught that Paul was all about preaching 
justification by faith. While he certainly did 
teach and preach about the importance of this 
important doctrine, the kingdom of God is in 
fact a key component of Paul’s theology.38

One easy place to see this is how his trav-
eling companion Luke in the Book of Acts de-
scribes his ministry. In the final and climactic 
ending to Acts Paul’s ministry is summed up 
in this way: “He lived there [Rome] two whole 
years at his own expense, and welcomed all 
who came to him, proclaiming the kingdom of 
God and teaching about the Lord Jesus Christ 
with all boldness and without hindrance.” 
(Acts 28:30-31)

The same emphasis on the kingdom and 
its king, the Savior Jesus the Christ, is found 
throughout Paul’s letters, especially in con-
cluding and general remarks. That is, often we 
get a distorted sense of what Paul’s theology 
was because his letters are almost always writ-
ten to combat some doctrinal and/or personal/
ethical problem. As a result, we sometimes 
miss the sense of the whole picture of his the-
ology. Indeed, in the letters of Paul that are the 
least “occasional” (that is, the ones written for 
a more general occasion) the kingdom theme is 
even easier to discern. Some examples of king-
dom theology in Paul include Col 1:13; 1 Cor 
4:20-21; 15:20-28; Eph 1 (with its idea of Jesus’ 
seated on a throne); and Rom 14:17. Much 
more could be said about these passages and 
how Paul’s soteriology (doctrine of salvation) 
dovetails with his kingdom understanding. But 

38 See Brian Vickers, “The Kingdom of God’s in Paul’s 
Gospel,” SBJT 2008. http://www.sbts.edu/media/
publications/sbjt/SBJT_2008Spring5.pdf.

this will suffice simply point out that Paul is 
not preaching a different, kingdom-less gospel 
message as we often assume.

Moving beyond Paul we see similar refer-
ences to the kingdom crop up in other writers 
(e.g., James 2:5; 1 Peter 2:9; 2 Peter 1:11; Heb 
12:28), but especially prominent is the way in 
which Jesus is clearly depicted as the Risen, 
Conquering, and Returning King in the final 
book of the Bible, Revelation (Rev 11:15-18; 
chapters 20-21).

Cross

Even more obvious than the kingdom of God 
theme in the NT epistles is the message of 
the cross. In fact, as was noted above when 
discussing the Gospel of Mark, “the cross” is so 
important to Paul’s message that often it can 
serve as shorthand for the gospel he preached 
(Gal 5:14; 1 Cor 1:17-25). To read the NT letters 
is to constantly run across historical and espe-
cially theological references to the importance 
of the cross.

For example, in Eph 2:16 we read that it is 
through the cross that God has ended enmity 
between Jews and Gentiles and has created 
one new humanity from the two. In Col 1:20-21 
we are told that it is through the blood Jesus 
shed on the cross, through the physical death 
of Jesus, that reconciliation has occurred 
and peace has been made between God and 
his creation. And Paul makes the shocking 
and paradoxical statement that “I have been 
crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but 
Christ lives in me. The life I now life in the 
body I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved 
me and gave himself for me.” (Gal 2:20) It is Je-
sus’ cross-death that brings a new reality into 
creation that also affects our human existence 
through faith. We have died with him (“cruci-
fied”) so that we might be resurrected with him 
now and ultimately after our own deaths into 
the new creation.
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We see in these examples that the rest of 
the New Testament is built upon the historical 
reality of Jesus’ death and resurrection. And 
at the same time, it is the theological and even 
metaphorical sense of the cross that serves 
as crucial for our life as followers of Jesus. 
That is, the cross becomes the great symbol of 
redemptive suffering. In this sense, once again, 
the whole gospel is seen consistently between 
the Gospels and the rest of the New Testament.

Grace

When discussing the gospel of grace we ex-
amined the Gospel of Luke to see the various 
ways in which this appears, especially through 
pictures of God’s kindness and the call for us 
to treat others with the same love. Even easier 
to see than in Luke’s Gospel is the vision and 
emphasis on grace that we find in the epistles. 
We can define grace again as “the good news of 
God’s wonderful acceptance of us not because 
we have earned it or deserve it but because he 
gives it to us freely at Christ’s expense.”39 This 
is the great theme of the NT letters.

For example, the mighty book of Romans 
uses grace and its power toward us the con-
stant refrain. We are justified by his grace 
as a gift (3:24); we stand now in a reconciled 
relationship with God that can be called grace 
(5:2); we are no longer related to God under an 
administration of law but of grace (6:14-15); 
God’s people are chosen and kept not by their 
works, but by grace (11:5-6).

It is by grace that we have been saved 
through faith (Eph 2:8). The foretold gospel 
message can be described as grace (1 Pet 1:10). 
It is grace that will be brought to us at the 
return of Jesus (1 Pet 1:13). God’s kind and wel-
coming throne open to us is called the throne 

39 Daniel Montgomery & Mike Cosper. Faithmapping. 
Wheaton: Crossway, 2013. p.85

of grace (Heb 4:16).
Thus, once again, we can see that the 

whole gospel, which includes a major empha-
sis on grace, is wholly consistent across the 
entirety of the New Testament.

Life

Our fourth and final part of the whole gospel is 
life and once again, this is a consistent theme 
throughout all of the New Testament witness. 
While occasionally life is used in its general, 
physical sense to refer to material existence 
and experience, more often Paul uses life to 
refer to a unique quality of life that comes 
through our union with Christ. Often this is 
called “eternal life” to refer to a qualitatively 
different life than we now know, which comes 
to us from God who is bringing about a new age 
free from decay and corruption.40

So life and eternal life becomes a major 
theological and metaphorical way in which 
God’s redeeming work is described in the rest 
of the NT beyond the Gospels. It is because of 
sin and death and its reign over all of humanity 
that Jesus came to live, die, and live again (cf. 
Rom 5:10), thus bringing us life. Indeed, it is 
only through dying with Christ in suffering 
and in faith that we can experience the new 
and true life that God is bringing into the world 
(Rm 6:8, Col 3:3, Gal 2:20, Col. 2:20). It is Je-
sus’ resurrection in particular that opens the 
way to new life and flourishing (1 Cor 15:12-58, 
Jn 5:24, Rm 6:23). Jesus’ resurrection is not 
just an historical fact; it is a theological and 
life-changing reality that is very much at the 
core of the Bible’s understanding of salvation. 
The NT is thoroughly leaning forward to the 
coming age of this beautiful life after life after 
death (John 4:35-36, 6:51, 11:25-26, Mt 25:46, 

40 JJ Scott, “Life and Death” in Dictionary of Paul and 
His Letters, 554.
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2nd Tim 2:10, 2nd Cor. 4:17). It is essential, 
then, that we understand Life as an essential 
part of the whole gospel.

The Whole Gospel -- Kingdom, Cross, 
Grace, and Life

We began by observing that all over the 
Bible, but especially in the New Testament, 
the idea of gospel keeps appearing. Despite its 
ubiquity, often in the church we often misun-
derstand what this gospel is. And in addition 
to misunderstanding we often fight about it! 
All would agree that the gospel is good news. 
At least all would agree on paper. In some 
traditions this supposedly good news becomes 
primarily a message of bad news – how bad you 
are; how bad the church is; how bad culture 
and the world is. The true gospel message cer-
tainly recognizes the reality of evil, darkness, 
brokenness, and bad in the world. Therefore, 
the Bible necessarily speaks of bad things 
and condemns sin and badness. However, the 
gospel message must never cease to be good 
news – the good news that God in Christ, our 
Creator, Redeemer, King, and Friend is better 
than we could imagine or dare to hope and that 
he is retooling us and the world for an age to 
come of all goodness.

The point of all our discussion here is 
that this gospel message is so good and robust, 
multi-layered and comprehensive that we can-
not and should not reduce it to one simple idea. 
Reductionism causes loss. The gospel message 
is simple but it is not simplistic. The good 
news is that the good news meets us wholly in 
our every need, passion, and desire. It touches 
every aspect of our existence, created, fallen, 
and redeemed.

Therefore, it is best to think about and 
talk about the gospel in this fourfold way of 
Kingdom, Cross, Grace, and Life. There are, 
of course, many other concepts and ideas that 
can also be used to describe and approach and 
explain the gospel, but these four meta-ideas, 
stemming from the witness of the fourfold 

Gospel book, provide direction, guidance, and 
pointers for us as we explore the beautiful 
land of God’s redeeming and restoring work in 
Christ which is the gospel.
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North Star Theology: Whole Church

What comes to mind when you hear the word 
“church?” 
What does the church “do?”
What difference would it make if you thought 
first of the church in terms of what it “is” 
before you thought of it in terms of what is 
“does?”
So, what “is” the church?

Definition

The whole church is the people of God who 
have been saved from sin through the gospel of 
Jesus Christ and who enjoy the new identities 
of disciples, worshipers, family, servants, and 
witnesses. This new community is marked 
by a whole vision for the glory of God, its own 
growth, and engagement in the Great Com-
mission. This whole vision encompasses the 
whole world and is intended for the transfor-
mation of the whole person. 

As a community of sojourners and strang-
ers (1 Pet. 2:11), the church is characterized by 
paradox. The church is both saint and sinner. 
Propelled by a vision of the beauty of God 
and oriented toward his glory, the church still 
falls into idolatry (1 Cor. 10:14). It exchanges 
creaturely gods—e.g., large numbers, well-oiled 
programs, a famous pastor, elaborate buildings, 
political involvement—for the one, true, living 
God. Because this God sent his Son to take on 
human nature so as to accomplish salvation 
through death and resurrection, the church is 
centered on this incarnate Word. At the same 
time, the church becomes focused on its own 
agenda and plans, which it substitutes for the 
lordship of the one who emphasizedempha-
sized, “I will build my church” (Matt. 16:18). 
Though Spirit-activated—created, gathered, 
empowered, and gifted by the Holy Spirit—the 
church drifts toward self-reliance, grieving the 

Spirit (Eph. 4:30) and quenching the Spirit (1 
Thess. 5:19). In one sense, the church is holy; it 
is consecrated to the life and purpose of God. 
In another sense, the church falls woefully 
short of purity and has to strive toward greater 
holiness (Heb. 12:14). On the one hand, the 
church is united; the Spirit has granted unity 
to the church and given it many commonalities 
(Eph. 4:4-6). On the other hand, the church is 
racked by division, wreaking havoc with the 
Spirit’s gift. It is thus challenged to work hard 
to “maintain the unity of the Spirit” (Eph. 4:3). 
Saint and sinner—the paradoxical reality of the 
church.

Even on its saintly side, the church is 
paradoxical. It is here, but not here. It regular-
ly gathers together in space and time, yet the 
church is a pilgrim on the way to something 
greater. It is already, but not yet. The church 
has experienced salvation in part, the knowl-
edge of God in part, release from sin in part, 
the power of the Holy Spirit in part, eternal life 
in part. When Christ returns—and not until 
then—the church will experience salvation in 
full, the knowledge of God in full, release from 
sin in full, the power of the Holy Spirit in full, 
eternal life in full. It is now and then. As the 
church lives out its missional identity, now the 
church gathers to be sent, and as it is sent it en-
visions the future then when it will be gathered 
again all together with Jesus Christ. 

Scripture presents several vivid images of 
the church, pictures to help us grasp its nature 
and live its reality. The church is the people of 
God who are no longer dispersed, isolated, and 
unattached from him but brought into his fam-
ily through Jesus Christ: “But you are a chosen 
race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people 
for his own possession, that you may proclaim 
the excellencies of him who called you out 
of darkness into his marvelous light. Once 
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you were not a people, but now you are God’s 
people; once you had not received mercy, but 
now you have received mercy” (1 Pet. 2:9-10). 
Grateful for the gift of divine mercy—God’s 
love for those in distress and misery—which it 
had not known before, the church announces 
the greatness of the one who has connected it 
into a chosen, royal, holy, and “owned” people. 
This image of a divine people dovetails with 
the kingdom of God. While not equating the 
church with the kingdom, it is certainly true 
that the church is one aspect of the kingdom. 
This signifies that the church enjoys life with 
God under the rule of God; it is the people in 
whom what God wants done, gets done.

The church is the body of Christ (Eph. 
1:23; 4:12, 16; 5:22, 30). As cosmic head over 
all things (Eph. 1:22), Jesus Christ has been 
established by God as the head—the Lord—of 
the church, and all of its members together 
compose the body of Christ. Responding to the 
supreme headship of Christ, the church con-
stantly seeks to do his will and joyfully submits 
to his benevolent rule. It is also the bride of 
Christ, “the wife of the Lamb” (Rev. 21:9). The 
bridegroom “loved the church and gave himself 
up for her” (Eph. 5:25) and is working in her 
“that he might sanctify her, having cleansed 
her by the washing of water with the word” 
(Eph. 5:25). The purpose of the bridegroom’s 
efforts is “so that he might present the church 
to himself in splendor, without spot or wrinkle 
or any such thing, that she might be holy and 
without blemish” (Eph. 5:26). Though disfig-
ured now and scarred with the ugliness due to 
sin, the church as the bride of Christ pursues 
cleansing from dirt and holiness. Even still, 
Paul warns: “I betrothed you to one husband, to 
present you as a pure virgin to Christ. But I am 
afraid that as the serpent deceived Eve by his 
cunning, your thoughts will be led astray from 
a sincere and pure devotion to Christ. For if 
someone comes and proclaims another Jesus 
than the one we proclaimed, or if you receive 

a different spirit from the one you received, 
or if you accept a different gospel from the 
one your accepted, you put up with it readily 
enough” (2 Cor. 11:2-4). The bride, which-
who is to be chaste and devoted to her one 
bridegroom, must never chase after “less wild 
lovers.” Faithfulness to Christ and his gospel 
is her only hope, as he and he alone “will cause 
righteousness and praise to sprout up” in the 
church and flow to “all the nations” (Isa. 61:11).  

The church is the temple of the Holy 
Spirit (1 Cor. 3:16-17; 2 Cor. 6:16). With the old 
covenant people of God, the glorious pres-
ence of God dwelt in Israel’s temple, to which 
worshipers would come both to experience 
mercy through sacrifice and to offer praise and 
thanksgiving. “Paul saw the Church, the people 
of God, as the worshipping building of God. . . . 
It is the temple God indwells . . . present by his 
Spirit. It is therefore the place of encounter 
with God and sharing in that same Spirit.”41 
The church as the temple of the Holy Spirit 
is the gathering that experiences the mani-
fest presence of God in Christ’s name and on 
the basis of the forgiveness of sins obtained 
through his sacrifice. It gathers together to 
engage in giving God the glory and honor due 
his great name.

Story

The people of God has existed from the mo-
ment of the creation of the first human beings, 
Adam and Eve. Through various covenants 
that he has enacted throughout the history of 
this world, God has established and developed 
an intimate, personal relationship with those 
whom he has created and called to himself. 

41  Michael B. Thompson, “Romans 12:1-2 and Paul’s 
Vision for Worship,” in A Vision for the Church: 
Studies in Early Christian Ecclesiology in Honor of 
J. P. Sweet, ed. Markus Bockmuehl and Michael B. 
Thompson (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1997), 128.
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The initiative for such covenants was always 
with God and thus a fruit of his grace, because 
God was not obligated to create anything nor, 
having created something, to create human be-
ings nor, having created them, to create human 
beings in his image so as to have a relationship 
with them. The fact that God has a people 
is a free act of his grace. With this in mind, 
the people of God must be considered to be 
designed to be a particular kind of people and 
to be commissioned to carry out a particular 
responsibility in the world in which they live. 

The first people whom God created and 
related to were Adam and Eve, through what 
is often called the Adamic covenant, or the 
covenant with Adam and the creation (Gene-
sis 1-3; Hosea 6:7). Features of his covenantal 
relationship include the “cultural mandate” for 
human beings in relation to the created order 
(Gen. 1:28) and the stipulations for their life in 
the Garden of Eden (Gen. 2:16-17). God dwelt 
in the midst of Adam and Eve and walked 
openly with them, and they as the people of 
God created with integrity were faithful and 
obedient to him. Because of their fall, this cov-
enant was broken, and sin, death, and divine 
judgment leading to condemnation began to 
dominate the human race. 

As this race multiplied and became in-
creasingly wicked, God destroyed the world 
by means of a flood, saving only a handful 
of people. This destruction was followed by 
the establishment of a second covenant, the 
Noahic covenant, between God and Noah, his 
wife, his three sons, their wives, and Noah’s 
offspring after him (Genesis 6-9). As part of 
this covenantal relationship, God promised to 
“never again curse the ground because of man” 
nor to “ever again strike down every living 
creature” (Gen. 8:21). Noah and his family 
became responsible to carry out the original 
cultural mandate (Gen. 9:1). 

For his good purposes, God established a 
third covenant, this time with Abraham (Gene-

sis 12-17), “to make of this patriarch a great na-
tion, to bless him, and to make his name great 
so that he would be a blessing to those who 
bless him and a curse to those who dishonor 
him; thus, in Abraham, ‘all the families of the 
earth shall be blessed’ (Gen. 12:2-3).”42 And so 
God developed a nation of his own choosing 
on the basis of this Abrahamic covenant. The 
people of Israel multiplied, were enslaved in 
Egypt for over four hundred years, were liber-
ated so that they might worship and serve God 
(Exodus 8-10), and then took possession of the 
promised landPromised Land as a conquering 
nation. 

To these greatly multiplied beneficiaries 
of the Abrahamic covenant, God gave the old or 
Mosaic covenant (Exodus 19-24), based on this 
wonderful divine promise: “if you will indeed 
obey my voice and keep my covenant, you shall 
be my treasured possession among all peoples, 
for all the earth is mine; and you shall be to me 
a kingdom of priests and a holy nation” (Exod. 
19:5-6). At the heart of this covenant were 
the Ten Commandments (Exod. 20:1-17) and 
the many other laws related to the ten (Exod. 
20:22-23:19), as well as the sacrificial system 
by which the mercy of God provided forgive-
ness for the failure of the people of Israel to 
obey the laws of the covenant. Because of such 
rampant failure on the part of the people to 
uphold their terms of the covenant, a renewal 
of it became necessary. Deuteronomy presents 
the second (Greek, deuteros) giving of the law 
(Greek, nomos) and the renewal of the old 
covenant. Tragically, even before the ink was 
dry on this Deuteronomic covenant, Moses 
foresaw a future apostasy of the people of such 
massive proportion that God would banish 
them to the farthest corners of the world 
(Deut. 30:1-6). 

42  SS 65-66. 
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In the further outworking of his re-
demptive plan, God extended the Abrahamic 
covenant by means of a fifth covenant with 
“David,” intended as four referents: king David 
himself; his immediate offspring, Solomon; 
his descendants, the Davidic kings of Israel; 
and an eternal Davidic king, Jesus Christ (2 
Sam. 7). Many of the same promises as found 
in the Abrahamic covenant were repeated in 
the Davidic covenant—a great name, security 
in the land, offspring, and the like—but a key 
difference was also introduced: the Abrahamic 
promise of being a blessing to the nations was 
narrowed to the covenant king, who must also 
be an obedient king or son (2 Sam. 7:18-19). 
This promise would find its fulfillment in the 
Messianic King Jesus, the Son of God incar-
nate.

Accordingly, by means of his power to 
create, his sovereign choice, and his mercy in 
redemption, God created and developed, out of 
the entire human race, a particular people for a 
particular responsibility. This divine selection 
was not due to the people of Israel’s own great-
ness, but was an expression of God’s gracious 
will and loving favor to call out a people for his 
own glory and purpose. This particular people 
was given a particular responsibility: to live in 
covenant relationship with God, being faithful 
and obedient to him in all things, and thus be a 
light to and blessing for all the other nations of 
the world.

The sinful and tragic failure of the people 
of Israel to be and do that to which God had 
called them spelled disaster for them, but it in 
no way frustrated his sovereign plan. All along, 
the laws and sacrifices of the old covenant, 
together with many of the institutions (e.g., the 
temple), leaders (e.g., Moses), events (e.g., the 
lifting up of the bronze serpent; Num. 21:6-9), 
and prophecies (e.g., Isaiah 53) of the old cov-
enant people anticipated and typified the de-
cisive intervention of God through the person 
and work of his Son, the Messiah, the God-man 

Jesus Christ. The expectation that rever-
berates throughout the Old Testament was 
that through the Son of God incarnate, God 
would create and develop a new people who 
would experience complete cleansing from 
sin, who would have the divine law written on 
their hearts and not on stones, who would be 
indwelt by the Spirit of God and so empowered 
to be faithful and obedient, and who would all 
know the Lord (Jer. 31:31-34; Ezek. 36:25-27; 
Joel 2:28-32). 

The church of Jesus Christ is the latest 
and contemporary permutation of the people 
of God, living in covenantal relationship with 
him by means of a sixth covenant, the new 
covenant. While significant overlap exists 
between the old covenant and new covenant 
people of God, major elements of discontinuity 
distinguish these two subgroups. Elements 
of similarity include the divine initiative to 
choose and call out the members of God’s peo-
ple, and the salvation that is extended to them 
by God’s grace that is appropriated by faith and 
not by works of merit. Elements of dissim-
ilarity include the nature of the covenantal 
people, the experience of salvation, and the 
signs of the covenants. Whereas the old cov-
enant people of God was composed largely of 
Jews and thus constituted an ethnic people or 
nation, the new covenant people of God comes 
from “every tribe and language and people 
and nation” (Rev. 5:9), that is, both Jews (the 
minority component) and Gentiles (the ma-
jority), joined together as a new, united entity 
(Eph. 2:11-3:6). In terms of the experience of 
salvation, the new covenant people of God are 
permanently indwelt by the Holy Spirit who 
has regenerated them, and they are incorpo-
rated into the body of Christ when he baptizes 
them with the Holy Spirit, who also gives them 
spiritual gifts. Such experiences, contingent on 
the death, resurrection, and ascension of Jesus 
Christ, were not part of the reality of salvation 
for the old covenant people of God. Lastly, the 
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signs of the covenant are different: circum-
cision and the Passover for the old covenant 
people, baptism and the Lord’s Supper for the 
new covenant people. 

In summary, the people of God has existed 
from the very beginning of the human race, 
and God always relates to his people through a 
covenant, whether that is the Adamic, Noahic, 
Abrahamic, old or Mosaic, Davidic, or new cov-

enant. By means of these covenants, God has 
designed those whom has created and called 
to himself to be a particular kind of people and 
to be commissioned to carry out a particular 
responsibility in the world in which they live. 

As we turn now to North Star Theology, 
we will focus on the new covenant people of 
God—the church—in its identity as disciples, 
worshipers, family, servants, and witnesses.  

Whole Church: Disciples

Whole Church Disciples and Whole Vision

The whole church in its identity as disciples is 
all about being and developing wholly devot-
ed and fully formed Christ-followers. In its 
discipling, the church follows its Lord, whose 
ministry was characterized by “his disciples 
and his teaching” (John 18:19). Indeed, as 
one of his first public acts at the outset of his 
three yearthree-year ministry, Jesus “called 
to him[self ] his twelve disciples” (Matt. 10:1). 
As his disciples, these men “believed in him” 
because they witnessed his miracles (e.g., 
Jesus’ changing of water into wine; John 2:11) 
and because they trusted “the Scripture [the 
Old Testament that he taught to them] and the 
word that Jesus had spoken” to them (John 
2:22). Indeed, he engaged in mighty acts in 
order for the disciples’ faith to deepen; for 
example, he did not save Lazarus from death, 
but instead raised him from the dead, so that 
his disciples’ faith would grow (John 11:14-15). 
Moreover, Jesus challenged those “who had 
believed him, ‘If you abide in my word, you are 
truly my disciples, and you will know the truth, 
and the truth will set you free’” (John 8:31-32). 
“In his lifetime, Jesus had a group of disciples 
who followed him, imitated him, and had their 

lives shaped and formed by him.”43

After their Disciple-maker’s death, burial, 
resurrection, and ascension, Jesus’ disciples 
carried on his pattern of making disciples, in 
obedience to his command (Matt. 28:18-20). 
On the day of Pentecost, following the preach-
ing of the gospel, about three thousand Jewish 
listeners repented of their sins, believed in 
Jesus, were baptized, received the forgiveness 
of sins and the gift of the Holy Spirit, and were 
immediately incorporated into the church 
of Jerusalem as disciples (Acts. 2:37-47). 
Thousands more were added to the number of 
disciples, including Samaritans (Acts 8:4-25) 
and Gentiles (e.g., Acts 10-11:18), so that Jesus’ 
promise of the empowering Holy Spirit for 
missional ministry would begin to be fulfilled 
(Acts 1:8). Indeed, other disciple-making 
churches were planted through these mis-
sional engagements, including one in Antioch 
through the discipleship of Barnabas and Paul: 
“For a whole year they met with the church 
and taught a great many people. And in An-
tioch the disciples were first called Christians” 
(Acts 11:26).

Accordingly, discipleship involves Chris-
tians engaged in teaching and learning: Disci-

43  FM 160. 
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ples are teachers of others, and these disciples 
are learners and will, in due time, become 
teachers of other learners. Just to be clear, 
“to be a disciple is to enter into a relationship 
with a teacher that not only shapes your ideas, 
but shapes the way you live. It’s like getting an 
apprenticeship for all of life.”44 Because such 
discipleship has as its aim the development of 
wholly devoted and fully formed Christ-fol-
lowers, it should come as no surprise that dis-
cipleship is an all-encompassing, lifelong, and 
multi-pronged intentional process. Specifical-
ly, the church’s discipleship is oriented to the 
glory of God, its own growth as disciples, and 
its making of more disciples through engage-
ment in the Great Commission. 

Whole Church Disciples and Glory

Toward the outset of his ministry, Jesus 
attended a wedding in which, as the beverage 
supply ran out, he turned water into wine. Ac-
cording to the apostle John’s comment, “This, 
the first of his signs, Jesus did at Cana in Gali-
lee, and manifested his glory. And his disciples 
believed in him” (John 1:11). The disciples 
became convinced that Jesus of Nazareth 
was divine, and this settled belief was estab-
lished by the signs or miracles that he did: they 
testified to the fact that Jesus was the glorious 
Son of God incarnate as a real and fully human 
being. Disciples, then, as those who believe in 
the God-man Jesus Christ, see and know the 
glory of God in him (John 1:14). 

This glory is related to the mutual glo-
ry-giving shared between the Father and the 
Son, as Jesus himself noted in prayer to the 
Father: “I glorified you on earth, having accom-
plished the work that you gave me to do. And 
now, Father, glorify me in your own presence 
with the glory that I had with you before the 

44  FM 160. 

world existed” (John 17:4-5). From all eternity, 
the Father glorified the Son and the Son glo-
rified the Father: honor and majesty, splendor 
and praise were exchanged between the per-
sons of the triune God.45 Leaving this majestic 
realm of unmitigated and uninterrupted glory, 
the Son as the incarnate God-man Jesus Christ 
continued to esteem and magnify the one who 
sent him by carrying out at all places and in 
all times the Father’s will. Poised to offer the 
ultimate act of obedience—death by crucifix-
ion—the Son rightly requested that the Father 
again glorify him as he (the Son) would return 
to that exalted realm. Just as the love of the tri-
une God—the love of the Father for the Son, the 
love of the Son for the Father—overflowed to 
rescue sinful human beings (“For God so loved 
the world that he gave his one and only Son;” 
John 3:16), so too Jesus affirmed that the glory 
of the triune God would flood his disciples’ ex-
perience: “The glory that you [the Father] have 
given me I have given to them,” for the purpose 
of unity (“that they may be one even as we are 
one, I in them and you in me, that they may 
become perfectly one”) leading to convincing 
testimony (“so that the world may know that 
you sent me and loved them even as you loved 
me;” John 17:22-23). This gift of experienc-
ing the glory of God was not reserved for the 
disciples’ earthly experience, as it also would 
have a future orientation: “Father, I desire that 
they also, whom you have given me, may be 
with me where I am, to see my glory that you 
have given me because you loved me before the 
foundation of the world” (John 17:24). Jesus’ 
disciples eagerly await the time in which they 
will see—physically, not just by faith—his glory 
displayed. 

Not only does Jesus give glory to his 
disciples; they in turn glorify him, as affirmed 

45  The Holy Spirit could be included in this discussion 
as well. 
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by Jesus himself: “I am praying for them [his 
disciples]. I am not praying for the world but 
for those whom you have given me, for they are 
yours. All mine are yours, and yours are mine, 
and I am glorified in them” (John 17:9-10). 
Spreading God’s fame occurs when, as noted 
above, Jesus’ disciples are characterized by 
unity, reflective of the unity of the triune God. 
Furthermore, God’s glory is magnified when 
Jesus’ disciples live in accordance with the 
Word of God (John 17:6-8). Moreover, abiding 
in Jesus’ Word, which means abiding in Jesus 
himself (John 15:7), results in God’s renown 
being extended by fruitful disciples: “By this 
my Father is glorified, that you bear much 
fruit and so prove to be my disciples” (John 
15:8). Such fruitfulness is closely linked to love 
(John 15:9-10) and joy (John 15:11), as well as 
“peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithful-
ness, gentleness, self-control” (Gal. 5:22-23), 
as well as an abundant harvest of new disciples 
through the proclamation of the gospel (Rom. 
1:13-15). Fruitful disciples of Jesus, living in 
him and obeying his Word, glorify God.

This glory-giving, while partially ac-
tualized during the disciples’ present lives, 
will only be fully realized when their earthly 
pilgrimage concludes at the return of Jesus 
Christ. Then, and only then, will this vision be 
fulfilled: “For those whom he [God] 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. 
8:29-30). One day—at this return—Jesus’ 
disciples will be fully conformed to his image. 
While that certainly means a glorious future 
for Christians—we will be eminent people—
more importantly it means that the glory of 
Jesus Christ will be magnified: he will be the 
first born—the pre-eminent one, enjoying 
the supreme, exalted status—in regard to his 

renewed, radiant brothers and sisters. They as 
glorious, transformed disciples will redound 
for all eternity to the glory of God.

Disciples are about God’s glory.

Whole Church Disciples and Growth

Returning to that last vision (Rom. 8:29-30), 
disciples of Jesus Christ long for the day in 
which they will be fully conformed to his 
image. Their minds will be completely re-
newed, so that all of their thoughts will be true, 
honorable, just, pure, lovely, commendable, 
excellent, and the like (Phil. 4:8). Their emo-
tions will be fully transformed so that they will 
sense and long for only goodness and right-
ness. Their wills will be totally devoted to the 
divine purpose, steeled to do God’s will and his 
will alone. Their bodies will be imperishable, 
glorious, powerful, and dominated always by 
the Holy Spirit (1 Cor. 15:42-44). Important-
ly, this vision of total transformation will be 
the fulfillment not only of divine action—Je-
sus himself will effect this makeover of his 
disciples—but of a process of growth through 
discipleship as well. Indeed, the development 
of fully devoted followers of Jesus Christ is the 
goal of the church’s discipleship. 

This vision must be kept in mind, be-
cause the church’s ministry of discipleship 
is not aimed at producing perfect disciples 
through moralism, behaviorism, legalism, or 
any other such human programs of character 
and conduct modification. Rather, the church 
hears and heeds Jesus’ words: “A disciple is 
not above his teacher, nor a servant above his 
master. It is enough for the disciple to be like 
his teacher, and the servant like his master” 
(Matt. 10:24). Jesus’ disciples are to grow so as 
to become like Jesus himself—partially now, 
fully then. 

Accordingly, as Jesus served others, his 
disciples serve others:



156

When he had washed their feet and put 
on his outer garments and resumed 
his place, he said to them, “Do you 
understand what I have done to you? 
You call me Teacher and Lord, and 
you are right, for so I am . If I then, 
your Lord and Teacher, have washed 
your feet, you also ought to wash one 
another’s feet . For I have given you an 
example, that you also should do just 
as I have done to you . Truly, truly, I 
say to you, a servant is not greater 
than his master, nor is a messenger 
greater than the one who sent him . 
If you know these things, blessed are 
you if you do them . (John 13:12-17)

As Jesus loved others, his disciples love others:

A new commandment I give to you, 
that you love one another: just as I 
have loved you, you also are to love one 
another . By this all people will know 
that you are my disciples, if you have 
love for one another .” (John 13:34-35)

As Jesus accepted others, particularly the 
weak, his disciples accept others, particularly 
the weak:

We who are strong have an obligation 
to bear with the failings of the weak, 
and not to please ourselves . Let each of 
us please his neighbor for his good, to 
build him up . For Christ did not please 
himself .himself  .  .  .  .  . Therefore welcome 
one another as Christ has welcomed 
you, for the glory of God . (Rom . 15:1-7)

As Jesus forgave others, his disciples forgive 
others:

Be kind to one another, tenderhearted, 
forgiving one another, as God in 
Christ forgave you . (Eph . 4:32)

As Jesus suffered righteously, his disciples 
suffer righteously:

For this is a gracious thing, when, 
mindful of God, one endures sorrows 
while suffering unjustly . For what 
credit is it if, when you sin and are 
beaten for it, you endure? But if when 
you do good and suffer for it you 
endure, this is a gracious thing in the 
sight of God . For to this you have been 
called, because Christ also suffered 
for you, leaving you an example, so 
that you might follow in his steps . He 
committed no sin, neither was deceit 
found in his mouth . When he was 
reviled, he did not revile in return; 
when he suffered, he did not threaten, 
but continued entrusting himself to 
him who judges justly . (1 Pet . 2:18-23)

In these areas—serving, loving, accepting, 
forgiving, and suffering—and more, disciples of 
Jesus grow to be more like him. 

Discipleship directed at developing fully 
devoted disciples of Jesus Christ acknowl-
edges and depends on two factors: growth that 
comes from divine transformation and growth 
that occurs from Spirit-empowered human 
ministry and effort. These two intimately 
related elements of growth are underscored to-
gether in this description of the divine design 
for, and the proper functioning of, the church, 
its leaders, and its members:

And he [Jesus Christ] gave the 
apostles, the prophets, the evangelists, 
the shepherds and teachers, to equip 
the saints for the work of ministry, 
for building up the body of Christ, 
until we all attain to the unity of the 
faith and of the knowledge of the Son 
of God, to mature manhood, to the 
measure of the stature of the fullness 
of Christ, so that we may no longer 
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be children, tossed to and fro by the 
waves and carried about by every 
wind of doctrine, by human cunning, 
by craftiness in deceitful schemes . 
Rather, speaking the truth in love, 
we are to grow up in every way into 
him who is the head, into Christ, from 
whom the whole body, joined and held 
together by every joint with which it is 
equipped, when each part is working 
properly, makes the body grow so that 
it builds itself up in love . (Eph . 4:11-16)

The divine purpose for the church is for it to be 
united in the faith and in knowledge of Christ, 
to move from immaturity to maturity, and to 
be fully conformed to the divine image. This 
vision is actualized by a process of growth 
involving both divine and human aspects. 
As for the former, Christ himself makes 
the church grow; he supplies the direction, 
wisdom, grace, power, transformation, gifts, 
and other resources for the church to become 
what he intends for it to become. As for the 
latter, the church, equipped by Christ for 
growth, builds itself up as its leaders equip its 
members for ministry designed for fortifying 
the church. These leaders provide direction, 
teach the Word of God, preach the gospel, 
shepherd the church, and much more. In turn, 
all the members grow up into Christ, and each 
member does its part by working properly: 
exercising spiritual gifts, speaking the truth in 
love, seeking the welfare of the others above 
their own, working to maintain unity, and so 
forth. Through the dual dimensionality of 
divine transformation and Spirit-empowered 
human ministry and effort, the disciple-mak-
ing church develops fully devoted disciples of 
Jesus Christ. 

Whole Church Disciples and Great Commission

This growth in discipleship fulfills Jesus’ 
Great Commission to “make disciples of all na-
tions, baptizing them in the name of the Father 
and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching 
them to observe all that I have commanded 
you” (Matt. 28:19-20). Making disciples is the 
aim of the Great Commission, and disciples 
who have been made in turn carry out the 
Great Commission; thus, a constant cycle 
repeats itself as disciples make other disci-
ples who make other disciples, and so on. An 
example of such multiplication is the apostle 
Paul with his disciple, Timothy, to whom he 
commands: “You then, my child, be strength-
ened by the grace that is in Christ Jesus, and 
what you have heard from me in the presence 
of many witnesses entrust to faithful men who 
will be able to teach others also” (2 Tim. 2:1-2). 

I still recall fondly my days as a university 
student being discipled by a staff member of 
Cru. For three years he poured himself into me 
as we engaged in life and ministry together, 
everything from sharing the gospel to doing 
laundry, from praying to playing basketball. 
The pattern that I witnessed in him reflects 
Paul’s warm note to his disciples: “we were 
gentle among you, like a nursing mother taking 
care of her own children. So, being affection-
ately desirous of you, we were ready to share 
with you not only the gospel of God but also 
our own selves, because you had become very 
dear to us” (1 Thess. 2:7-8). Discipleship is a 
whole life activity. 

To be clear, the goal of the Great Com-
mission is not leading people to Jesus Christ 
through the announcement of the gospel. Such 
evangelism is certainly critical, but it is only 
the first step. Many churches have mistakenly 
identified this task as what Jesus command-
ed and thus dedicate much time and effort 
to evangelism, train their people to share 
the gospel, focus their sermons on calling 
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non-Christians to repentance and faith, and so 
forth. A correction is in order, however: with-
out minimizing or detracting from the work of 
evangelism, churches must be engaged in mak-
ing disciples, that is, developing fully devoted 
followers of Jesus Christ. An all-encompass-
ing, lifelong, and multi-pronged intentional 
process is demanded, as Paul underscored: 
“Him [Christ] we proclaim, warning everyone 
and teaching everyone with all wisdom, that 
we may present everyone mature in Christ. For 
this I toil, struggling with all his energy that 
he powerfully works within me” (Col. 1:28-29; 
cf. Gal. 4:19). Nothing short of developing fully 
formed disciples will fulfill the Great Commis-
sion. 

Whole Church Disciples 
and Whole Gospel

Loyal disciples are those who are committed to 
the testimony of the Word of God; indeed, they 
act as prophets among non-believers (Isa. 8:16-
20), announcing the way of salvation. Disci-
pleship begins with the gospel, and those who 
have been made disciples grow as disciples and 
announce the gospel to other. This approach 
follows the pattern of the early church’s mis-
sional endeavors, exemplified by Barnabas and 
Paul: “When they had preached the gospel to 
that city [Derbe] and had made many disciples, 
they returned to Lystra and to Iconium and 
to Antioch [cities in which the apostles had 
earlier preached the gospel and made disci-
ples], strengthening the souls of the disciples, 
encouraging them to continue in the faith, and 
saying that through many tribulations we must 
enter the kingdom of God” (Acts 14:21-22). 
The churches in these cities became hubs from 
which the gospel spread to other cities, and the 
church multiplied through gospel-preaching 
disciples. Another example is the church in 
Thessalonica: “For we know, brothers loved 
by God, that he has chosen you, because our 

gospel came to you not only in word, but also 
in power and in the Holy Spirit and with full 
conviction.conviction.. . . . For not only has the 
word of the Lord sounded forth from you in 
Macedonia and Achaia, but your faith in God 
has gone forth everywhere, so that we need not 
say anything” (1 Thess. 1:4-5, 8). The gospel 
bears fruit in disciples, and disciples bear the 
responsibility to preach the gospel. Important-
ly, disciples communicate the whole gospel, 
which has three aspects: kingdom, cross, and 
grace.

Whole Church Disciples and Kingdom

As just noted, discipleship entails admonition 
that trials and heartache are part of the ordi-
nary experience of disciples on their pilgrim-
age toward full entrance into the kingdom of 
God (Acts 14:22). Disciples, then, are no longer 
citizens of this world but have become citizens 
of God’s kingdom, signifying that they now 
experience life with God under the rule of God.

In this kingdom, unlike membership in 
the world, citizenship is no longer grounded 
on family ties or blood relationships, as Jesus 
underscored when he encountered his own 
family: “While he was still speaking to the peo-
ple, behold, his mother and his brothers stood 
outside, asking to speak to him. But he replied 
to the man who told him, ‘Who is my mother, 
and who are my brothers?’ And stretching out 
his hand toward his disciples, he said, ‘Here are 
my mother and my brothers! For whoever does 
the will of my Father in heaven is my broth-
er and sister and mother’” (Matt. 12:46-50). 
Jesus rejects the overtures of his own family, 
who demanded his attention because of their 
relational ties to him. Instead, Jesus estab-
lishes membership in the kingdom of God on 
a completely different foundation:  citizens of 
the kingdom don’t follow their own path but 
joyfully live under the rule of God and carry 
out his design. 
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To such disciples, Jesus reveals the mys-
teries of life with God under the reign of God. 
Having told the surrounding crowds the para-
ble of the sower, Jesus disclosed its meaning to 
the twelve: 

Then the disciples came and said to 
him, “Why do you speak to them in 
parables?” And he answered them, 
“To you it has been given to know the 
secrets of the kingdom of heaven, but 
to them it has not been given . For to 
the one who has, more will be given, 
and he will have an abundance, but 
from the one who has not, even what he 
has will be taken away .  .  .  . But blessed 
are your eyes, for they see, and your 
ears, for they hear . Truly, I say to you, 
many prophets and righteous people 
longed to see what you see, and did not 
see it, and to hear what you hear, and 
did not hear it’” (Matt . 13:10-17) .

Citizens of the kingdom of this world are not 
given access to the ways of God and flourishing 
under his benevolent rule, but citizens of the 
kingdom of God perceive divine revelation and 
grasp the mysteries of life with God leading to 
wholeness that others can only long to experi-
ence.

Such thriving is promised by JesusJesus 
promises such thriving to his disciples if they 
prioritize the kingdom of God:

And he said to his disciples, “Therefore 
I tell you, do not be anxious about your 
life, what you will eat, nor about your 
body, what you will put on . For life is 
more than food, and the body more 
than clothing . Consider the ravens: 
they neither sow nor reap, they have 
neither storehouse nor barn, and yet 
God feeds them . Of how much more 
value are you than the birds! And 
which of you by being anxious can add 

a single hour to his span of life? If then 
you are not able to do as small a thing 
as that, why are you anxious about 
the rest? Consider the lilies, how they 
grow: they neither toil nor spin, yet I 
tell you, even Solomon in all his glory 
was not arrayed like one of these . But 
if God so clothes the grass, which is 
alive in the field today, and tomorrow is 
thrown into the oven, how much more 
will he clothe you, O you of little faith! 
And do not seek what you are to eat and 
what you are to drink, nor be worried . 
For all the nations of the world seek 
after these things, and your Father 
knows that you need them . Instead, 
seek his kingdom, and these things 
will be added to you . (Luke 12:22-31)

Seeking the kingdom and receiving divine 
provision for their life frees up disciples to 
leverage everything that they are and have for 
the sake of the kingdom of God: “Fear not, little 
flock, for it is your Father’s good pleasure to 
give you the kingdom. Sell your possessions, 
and give to the needy. Provide yourselves with 
moneybags that do not grow old, with a trea-
sure in the heavens that does not fail, where 
no thief approaches and no moth destroys. For 
where your treasure is, there will your heart 
be also” (Luke 12:32-34). Disciples of Jesus 
Christ flourish as citizens of the kingdom of 
God.

Whole Church Disciples and Cross

To be clear, what is promised to disciples as 
citizens of the kingdom of God is not health, 
wealth, and prosperityprosperity, as citizens 
of the kingdom of the world would have it. As 
already noted, full entrance into the kingdom 
entails suffering and hardship, and Jesus’ com-
mands not to be anxious presuppose temp-
tation to worry on the part of his disciples. 
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Trials and temptations are par for the course, 
but disciples respond to such realities in a 
different way. Indeed, at the heart of disciple-
ship is the cross of Jesus Christ, which entails 
self-renunciation and self-sacrifice, virtues 
that are the polar opposite from the values of 
this world. 

Of course, discipleship by way of the 
cross depends on and is exemplified by Jesus’ 
own experience of the cross. As he taught and 
trained his own followers, Jesus gradually 
prepared them for his upcoming crucifixion 
by predicting his own death. One such dis-
closure occurred after Peter and the other 
apostles had confessed the identity of Jesus as 
“the Christ, the Son of the living God” (Matt. 
16:16), followed by his promise, “I will build my 
church, and the gates of hell shall not prevail 
against it” (Matt. 16:18). As the Gospel con-
tinues, “From that time Jesus began to show 
his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and 
suffer many things from the elders and chief 
priests and scribes, and be killed, and on the 
third day be raised” (Matt. 16:21). Significantly, 
as Jesus pointed to the divine necessity of his 
own death on the cross, he called his disciples 
to living by the cross: “Then Jesus told his dis-
ciples, ‘If anyone would come after me, let him 
deny himself and take up his cross and follow 
me. For whoever would save his life will lose it, 
but whoever loses his life for my sake will find 
it” (Matt. 16:24-25). This cruciform life is not 
the bearing up under the pain of arthritis or 
the woes suffered because of personal sin, but 
is instead the life of self-renunciation as disci-
ples yield who they are and what they have to 
life with God under the rule of God. 

Realistically speaking, this way of the 
cross in the kingdom of God entails disciples 
re-prioritizing their relationships: “If anyone 
comes to me and does not hate his own father 
and mother and wife and children and broth-
ers and sisters, yes, and even his own life, he 
cannot be my disciple. Whoever does not bear 

his own cross and come after me cannot be my 
disciple” (Luke 14:26-27). So intense is the re-
lational priority of Jesus for his disciples that 
all human relationships—including the most 
intimate of family ties—pale in comparison. 
Cruciform discipleship entails revisioning all 
relationships in light of one’s relationship to 
Christ. 

Furthermore, cross-centered discipleship 
means yielding the ownership of everything 
that disciples possess: “So therefore, any one 
of you who does not renounce all that he has 
cannot be my disciple” (Luke 14:33). When my 
wife and I finally found an apartment to rent in 
Rome—after thirteen months of searching and 
living with three other people in the mean-
time—our very first order of business was to 
dedicate this newly found rental to the Lord. 
We thanked him for his provision, acknowl-
edging that just as Jesus did not have a place 
of his own—indeed, he confessed, “Foxes have 
holes, and birds of the air have nests, but the 
Son of Man has nowhere to lay his head” (Matt. 
8:20)—we as his disciples did not have a right 
to our own place. In line with this fact, we 
vowed that we would be thankful for whatev-
er befell us in this gifted apartment. Several 
months later, when we returned from a movie 
in downtown Rome, I stuck the key in the door 
to open it, but discovered that the deadbolt had 
been set—meaning that someone had broken 
into our apartment and locked it from inside. 
As I shimmied up the balcony and entered 
the apartment from another (wide-opened) 
door, fear gripped me as I contemplated the 
robber still being inside. Sensing no one there, 
I entered in, released the deadbolt, and my 
wife and I explored the scene. Besides cloth-
ing and furniture being strewn about, we also 
discovered numerous items were missing—the 
spoils of the break in. We knelt and prayed in 
line with our vow of having yielded our rights 
to that apartment and our possessions in it. 
Cross-centered discipleship demands yielding 
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one’s personal rights. 
Moreover, such discipleship means fruit-

fulness in the midst of persecution. As Paul 
and Barnabas were engaged in their missional 
endeavors, they faced fierce opposition. In one 
instance, they had preached the gospel in the 
city of Antioch in Pisidia, with many people 
desiring further instruction about God’s grace 
(Acts 13:13-43). “The next Sabbath almost 
the whole city gathered to hear the word of 
the Lord. But when the Jews saw the crowds, 
they were filled with jealousy and began to 
contradict what was spoken by Paul, reviling 
him” (vv. 44-45). In consequence, the two 
apostles announced that they were turning 
from their ministry to the Jews to reach out to 
the Gentiles, again with notable results as “the 
word of the Lord was spreading throughout 
the whole region” (vv. 46-49). In reaction, “the 
Jews incited the devout women of high stand-
ing and the leading men of the city, stirred up 
persecution against Paul and Barnabas, and 
drove them out of their district” (v. 13:50). Not 
to be deterred, they left Antioch and engaged in 
preaching the gospel elsewhere (v. 13:51). “And 
the disciples were filled with joy and with the 
Holy Spirit” (v. 13:52). Perseverance in com-
municating the gospel, effectiveness in making 
disciples, courage in facing persecution, and 
abundance of Christ-likeness typified these 
disciples of Jesus and should characterize 
cross-centered discipleship today.  

The virtues of self-renunciation and 
self-sacrifice are at the core of discipleship, 
because the cross that Jesus endured is will-
ingly borne by his disciples. Their cruciform 
discipleship entails a re-prioritization of 
their relationships, yielding the ownership of 
everything they possess, and fruitfulness in the 
midst of persecution. 

Whole Church Disciples and Grace

Of course, such discipleship is not and cannot 
be the result of human effort but must instead 
depend on the grace of God made present 
through the gospel of Jesus Christ. The en-
thusiasm that disciples experience for telling 
others about the Lord can come only from 
divine grace, as exemplified by the blind man 
healed by Jesus (John 9:1-7). Pressed various 
times by first his neighbors (vv. 8-13) and then 
twice by the Pharisees (vv. 9-17, 18-26) to 
explain the source of the miracle on his behalf, 
the formerly blind man incessantly pointed 
to Jesus. Indeed, challenging the Pharisees 
persistent yet unbelieving questioning about 
what happened to him, “He answered them, ‘I 
have told you already, and you would not listen. 
Why do you want to hear it again? Do you also 
want to become his disciples?’” (v. 29). And 
he bore witness to Jesus: “We know that God 
does not listen to sinners, but if anyone is a 
worshiper of God and does his will, God listens 
to him. Never since the world began has it been 
heard that anyone opened the eyes of man born 
blind. If this man were not from God, he could 
do nothing” (vv. 31-33). Just as this healing of 
the blind man could come only from God and 
his grace, so also the man’s ability to testify to 
Jesus Christ could only from the grace of God 
at work in his life. Discipleship begins with 
divine grace, which in turn expresses itself in 
the communication of the gospel.46 

This grace is experienced not as some 
thing, some gift, some token experience, some 
life-altering substance through the sacra-
ments, or any such commodity. Rather, grace 

46  The reality of divine grace that enables faith for 
salvation is confirmed by the following description 
of the ministry of Apollos: “And when he wished to 
cross to Achaia, the brothers encouraged him and 
wrote to the disciples to welcome him. When he 
arrived, he greatly helped those who through grace 
had believed” (Acts. 18:27). 
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is the love of God demonstrated by the work 
of God in Christ and manifested in a personal 
relationship with God, as Jesus expressed 
in prayer to the Father: “I thank you, Father, 
Lord of heaven and earth, that you have hidden 
these things from the wise and understanding 
and revealed them to little children; yes, Fa-
ther, for such was your gracious will. All things 
have been handed over to me by my Father 
and no one knows who the Son is except the 
Father, or who the Father is except the Son and 
anyone to whom the Son chooses to reveals 
him” (Luke 10:21-22). God the Father gra-
ciously decided to make himself known to the 
humble and unpretentious rather than to those 
of notoriety in this world. Through the Son, the 
Father reveals himself to Jesus’ disciples, who 
as a result know God personally. Elsewhere 
Jesus affirms it this way: “If anyone loves me, 
he will keep my word, and my Father will love 
him, and we will come to him and make our 
home with him” (John 14:23). Obedient disci-
ples enjoy the privilege of the triune God—the 
Father and the Son, through the Holy Spirit—
dwelling in them. Discipleship is a grace-based 
reality and relationship. 

Whole Church Disciples and Whole World

Disciples live and engage as wholly devoted 
followers of Jesus Christ in the whole world, 
which encompasses location, vocation, resto-
ration, recreation, and multiplication.  

Whole Church Disciples and Location

Given the fact that discipleship is an all-en-
compassing, lifelong, and multi-pronged 
intentional process that is oriented to the 
glory of God, growth of the church, and the 
Great Commission, disciples who are making 
disciples who are in turn making disciples 
are found everywhere the gospel of kingdom, 
cross, and grace has taken root in this world. 

Indeed, intentional discipleship is located in 
concrete space and time. 

The missional endeavors of the apostles 
provide the church today with a template for 
such discipleship. As Paul and Barnabas were 
planting churches in Antioch of Pisidia, Iconi-
um, and Lystra, their first missionary outreach 
resulted in a good number of people embracing 
Jesus Christ and becoming the core team of 
new churches in those cities (Acts 13:13-
14:19). Chased from that last city, the apostles 
travelled to Derbe. “When they had preached 
the gospel to that city and had made many 
disciples, they returned to Lystra and to Ico-
nium and to Antioch, strengthening the souls 
of the disciples” (Acts 14:20-21). These newly 
formed disciples, Christians for perhaps only a 
few weeks, needed more teaching, mentoring, 
correction, encouragement, and formation so 
that they would continue to progress in the 
faith. Next, at the start of his second mission-
ary project, Paul decided to “return and visit 
the brothers in every city where we proclaimed 
the word of the Lord, and see how they are” 
(Acts 15:36). So he once more went to those 
cities and to the churches planted there (Acts 
16:1), checking in on the disciples. Again, at 
the beginning of his third missions endeavor, 
Paul “went from one place to the next through 
the region of Galatia and Phrygian [the regions 
in which Antioch, Iconium, Lystra, and Derbe 
were located], strengthening all the disciples” 
(Acts 18:23). Discipleship entails teaching and 
training Christians in specific locations over 
the course of time.

Churches today often conceive of dis-
cipleship as a program that must take place 
between the walls of their buildings, in an 
educational setting like a Sunday school class 
in which “learning is intentional, structured, 
and institutionalized by a set of predetermined 
learning objectives and methods primarily in 
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a classroom environment.”47 But such formal 
programming constitutes only one possi-
ble format of discipleship. Another venue is 
nonformal educational settings like seminars 
or internships in which “learning is inten-
tional but not necessarily institutionalized 
like a school. Learning has objectives, but it is 
typically related to the performance of a task 
or to a piece of content.”48 A third location for 
discipleship is informal settings like commu-
nity groups in which “one learns by living in 
and experiencing a culture or society. Learning 
may or may not be regarded as intentional, 
but it does take place. In fact, socialization is 
often the most life-changing learning format in 
any setting.”49 A fourth place for discipleship 
is the worship gathering in which the gospel, 
enacted in and experienced through the liturgy 
(a structured service that follows the contours 
of the gospel), forms gospel-centered disciples. 
What is underscored in this discussion is the 
reality that discipleship, while always localized 
in space and time, is located in a wide-variety 
of venues.  Indeed, it could be said that every 
place—from the worship service to community 
groups, from mercy ministries to theological 
lectures, from the home to the workplace—can 
be a location for discipleship.

Whole Church Disciples and Vocation

The last location noted above—the work-
place—deserves more attention because of its 
importance for vocation. It almost goes with-
out saying that most disciples of Jesus Christ, 

47  Michael Anthony, “The Nature of Theology and 
Education,” in James R. Estep, Jr., Michael J. 
Anthony, and Gregg R. Allison, A Theology for 
Christian Education (Nashville: B & H Academic, 
2008), 442. 

48  Ibid. 

49  Ibid., 443. 

in fulfillment of the divine mandate to build 
civilization (Gen. 1:28), engage in vocations 
such as business, education, politics, carpen-
try, manufacturing, sales, athletics, medicine, 
homemaking, construction, and so forth. 
Such work is not second best to occupational 
ministry, though often and tragically regarded 
as inferior. To rectify this misunderstanding, it 
should be emphasized that from the beginning 
of the church, the making of disciples through-
out the nations, in fulfillment of the Great 
Commission, has been mostly carried out by 
Christians as they go about their everyday 
work. Gospel conversations with non-believ-
ing coworkers and gospel instruction with be-
lieving coworkers is the most effective means 
of making new disciples, building up growing 
disciples, and launching maturing disciples to 
make other disciples. 

A sense of this discipleship by “ordinary” 
Christians is found in Paul’s description of the 
believers in the church of Thessalonica: “And 
you became imitators of us and of the Lord, for 
you received the word in much affliction, with 
the joy of the Holy Spirit, so that you became 
an example to all the believers in Macedonia 
and in Achaia. For not only has the word of the 
Lord sounded forth from you in Macedonia 
and Achaia, but your faith in God has gone 
forth everywhere, so that we need not say any-
thing” (1 Thess. 1:6-8). Led to Jesus Christ and 
discipled by the apostle Paul, these Thessalo-
nian believers became disciples imitating Paul 
and Jesus, provided examples of discipleship 
for the disciples in the surrounding regions, 
and as gospel-sharing disciples made new 
disciples everywhere. 

In a similar way, ordinary Christians in 
the church of Philippi joined with the apostle 
Paul in a “partnership in the gospel” (Phil. 1:5). 
Prompted by the example of Paul’s persevering 
ministry while in prison, they engaged in disci-
pleship, as the apostle described: “most of the 
brothers, having become confident in the Lord 
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by my imprisonment, are much more bold 
to speak the word without fear” (Phil. 1:14). 
He adds that these many Christians “preach 
Christ” and “proclaim Christ” (Phil. 1:15, 17), 
both out of good motives as well as bad; nev-
ertheless, Paul concludesconcludes, “in every 
way, whether in pretense or in truth, Christ is 
proclaimed, and in that I rejoice” (Phil. 1:18). 
Importantly, “These ordinary laypersons are 
described as ‘speaking the word of God’ . . . or 
‘preaching Christ’ . . . or engaging in activity 
‘for the advance of the gospel.’ . . . This is the 
same terminology Paul uses to describe his 
own missionary proclamation.”50 “Common” 
Christians fueled the discipleship movement 
in the early church, and so should it be today in 
churches. 

This is not to overlook the very important 
role for pastors, church staff, and other Chris-
tians in full-time ministry in discipleship. 
This service, too, is a vocation to which God 
calls some. Preaching pastors bear the primary 
responsibility for communicating the whole 
Word of God so as to prepare whole disciples. 
Worship leaders structure the liturgy accord-
ing to the gospel so as to form gospel-saturated 
disciples. Community group leaders teach, 
provide pastoral care, and lead their members 
on mission so as to develop well-rounded 
disciples. Family pastors, in addition to pro-
viding ministries like Sunday school and kids 
worship, equip fathers and mothers to foster a 
family atmosphere of teaching, training, disci-
plining, loving, and exemplifying so as to build 
little disciples into big disciples. Deaconesses 
of women’s ministries coach older women 
“to be reverent in behavior, not slanderers or 
slaves to much wine” so that “they are to teach 
what is good, and so train the young women 
to love their husbands and children, to be 

50  E.g., Rom 10:8–15; 1 Cor 1:23; 2:1; 9:14; 15:12; 2 Cor 
1:19; 4:5; 11:4; Col 1:28; 4:3–4; 1 Thess 2:2; cf. Rom. 1:8. 

self-controlled, pure, working at home, kind, 
and submissive to their own husbands, that the 
word of God may not be reviled” (Titus 2:3-5). 
The vocation of full-time ministry fosters 
discipleship. 

Accordingly, whatever one’s vocation may 
be, it provides a great opportunity to be a dis-
ciple who engages in discipleship so as to build 
other disciples.

Whole Church Disciples and Restoration

Because of the life-giving nature of disciple-
ship, disciples participate in the restoration 
of those around them. Whether that renewal 
comes about as a result of teaching the Word of 
God, providing concrete help (e.g., doing laun-
dry together), comforting through prayer (e.g., 
bringing burdens and worries to the Lord), 
offering correction, hearing confession of sin 
and assuring of God’s forgiveness, or the like, 
discipleship and restoration are closely linked 
together.

A biblical example of such restoration 
through discipleship is found in the following: 
“Now there was in Joppa a disciple named 
Tabitha, which, translated, means Dorcas. She 
was full of good works and acts of charity” 
(Acts 9:36). The ministry of mercy that flowed 
from this disciple’s life exerted a significant 
influence on those around her, so that when 
Tabitha/Dorcas died and her lifeless body was 
shown to Peter, “All the widows stood beside 
him weeping and showing tunics and other 
garments that Dorcas made while she was with 
them” (Acts 9:39). Discipleship is character-
ized by restoration, in the sense of providing 
for the needs of others. 

At times, such restoration through dis-
cipleship effects such a monumental change 
that it completely disrupts the status quo and 
courts the disdain of others. Such was the 
experience of Paul and Silas in Philippi: 
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As we were going to the place of prayer, 
we were met by a slave girl who had 
a spirit of divination and brought 
her owners much gain by fortune-
tellingfortune telling . She followed 
Paul and us, crying out, “These 
men are servants of the Most High 
God, who proclaim to you the way of 
salvation .” And this she kept doing 
for many days . Paul, having become 
greatly annoyed, turned and said 
to the spirit, “I command you in the 
name of Jesus Christ to come out of 
her .” And it came out that very hour .

But when her owners saw that their 
hope of gain was gone, they seized 
Paul and Silas and dragged them 
into the marketplace before the 
rulers . And when they had brought 
them to the magistrates, they said, 
“These men are Jews, and they are 
disturbing our city . They advocate 
customs that are not lawful for us as 
Romans to accept or practice .” The 
crowd joined in attacking them, and 
the magistrates tore the garments 
off them and gave orders to beat 
them with rods . And when they had 
inflicted many blows upon them, they 
threw them into prison, ordering the 
jailer to keep them safely . Having 
received this order, he put them into 
the inner prison and fastened their 
feet in the stocks . (Acts 16:16-24)

Though the disciples restored this de-
mon-possessed, fortune-telling slave girl 
to wholeness through the power of Jesus 
Christ, the men who counted on her demonic 
chicanery to provide them with a source of 
income suddenly found themselves without 
their pawn and their pay. Discipleship that 
restores, then, may exact a costly toll. Today, 

when women locked into the sex industry find 
freedom through the gospel and are helped to 
escape from their slavery by disciples, those 
who used to profit from their enslavement 
often retaliate against the church.

Whole Church Disciples and Recreation

If disciples are threatened by persecution, as 
in the above examples, or if they are wound-
ed in battle with the world, the flesh, and the 
devil, Jesus promises them recreation in the 
form of rest: “Come to me, all who labor and 
are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. Take 
my yoke upon you, and learn from me, for I am 
gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest 
for your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my bur-
den is light” (Matt. 11:28-30). Following Jesus 
as his disciples may be costly, but he offers his 
followers rest in the midst of weariness. 

In turn, Jesus’ disciples offer recreation 
to their brothers and sisters, as exemplified 
in the following: “And some of the disciples 
from Caesarea went with us, bringing us to the 
house of Mnason of Cyprus, an early disciple, 
with whom we should lodge” (Acts 21:16). “In 
the Roman Empire the dangers of travel, poor 
conditions of inns, and pressures on Christians 
who often existed as refugees made hospitality 
indispensable for the church.”51 Hospitality 
is an essential discipleship activity: it is a 
qualification for church leadership (1 Tim. 3:2; 
Titus 1:8), and showing hospitality is enjoined 
on all Christians (Heb. 13:2; 1 Pet. 4:9). By their 
hospitality, disciples evidence their commit-
ment to Jesus Christ and love for his people. 
As receivers of Christ’s rest, they provide rest 
for his disciples.

One important way in which such rest is 

51  I. Howard Marshall, A Critical and Exegetical 
Commentary on the Pastoral Epistles, International 
Critical Commentary (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 
1999), 163.
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provided is the cooperative ministry of the 
plurality of elders/pastors leading a church. 
Eschewing the solo pastor model of ministry, 
which places the responsibility for the disci-
pleship of the entire church on the shoulders of 
one leader who does it all, the plurality model 
distributes that responsibility across the coun-
cil of elders. The gifts of the many are pooled 
together to create a synergy for discipleship: 
some pastors give themselves to preaching and 
teaching the Word of God to build disciples (1 
Tim. 5:17), some focus on providing pastoral 
care to comfort and challenge disciples, some 
nurture the vision for ministry and direct 
disciples on mission, and so forth. Discipleship 
that employs the many gifts of the many disci-
ples aids recreation.

Whole Church Disciples and Multiplication

Because discipleship is linked with the gospel, 
and the gospel is the power of God for salvation 
that creates disciples and drives discipleship, 
disciples make disciples who in turn make 
disciples such that multiplication takes place. 
From the outset of the church, on the day of 
Pentecost, about three thousand disciples 
were added to the church of Jerusalem (Act. 
2:41); quickly, that number grew to about five 
thousand men (Acts 4:4). This multiplication 
grew unabatedly: “And more than ever believ-
ers were added to the Lord, multitudes of both 
men and women” (Acts 5:14). Indeed, “every 
day, in the temple and from house to house, 
they [the apostles] did not cease teaching and 
preaching Jesus as the Christ” (Acts 5:42). 
Continuing on, the next narrative underscores 
that “the disciples were increasing in number” 
(Acts 6:1). 

The breathtaking movement of multipli-
cation through the exponential reproduction 
of disciples is that for which the church labors 
and prays. This work is not about numbers. 
Rather, the maturity of its disciples is the 

church’s aim, as Paul urges: “Him [Christ] 
we proclaim, warning everyone and teaching 
everyone with all wisdom, that we may present 
everyone mature in Christ. For this I toil, 
struggling with all his energy that he power-
fully works within me” (Col. 1:28-29). At the 
same time, this development is fueled by one 
generation of Christians investing in the next 
generation of Christians, as Paul instructs his 
disciple Timothy: “what you have heard from 
me in the presence of many witnesses entrust 
to faithful men who will be able to teach others 
also” (2 Tim. 2:2). Maturing disciples, through 
discipling younger disciples, help develop 
more maturing disciples who in turn make 
more disciples.

But discipleship for multiplication is not 
limited to individual disciples making other 
individual disciples. Rather, churches multiply 
community groups, multiply other campus-
es (in a multisite model), and multiply other 
churches through church planting. Taking 
the first aspect of multiplication, community 
groups exist for discipleship, pastoral care, and 
mission. As they shepherd and train devel-
oping disciples of Jesus Christ, these groups 
intentionally and regularly launch new groups. 
Such multiplication results in the original 
community group creating space for new 
members to disciple and training new appren-
tices who will eventually lead another com-
munity group. And the multiplying of groups 
results in more gospel communities existing 
in previously unreached neighborhoods. As 
community groups multiply in a neighbor-
hood, the second aspect of multiplication kicks 
in. At the heart of a multisite church is the 
vision for discipling new pastors who will lead 
these community groups—the core team—and 
launch a new campus in that neighborhood. As 
these campuses multiply, discipleship results 
in reaching the entire city through gospel pres-
ence and proclamation in every neighborhood. 
Beyond multisite for city reaching, a church 
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engages in the third aspect of multiplication: 
church planting. Taking gifted leaders who 
have successfully led and multiplied com-
munity groups, and who have discipled other 
leaders to do the same, a church encourages 

these gifted leaders to reproduce what they 
have already done elsewhere—in another city 
in the state, the nation, or the world. 

Discipleship and multiplication go hand 
in hand.

Whole Church: Worshipers 

Whole Church Worshipers 
and Whole Vision

As the church gathers for worship, it has 
three “audiences:” God, the one who is wor-
shipped; the worshipers themselves; and the 
world. Praise and adoration, thanksgiving 
and gratitude, confession and repentance, 
and expressions of obedience and faithful-
ness are offered to the one, true, living, triune 
God—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. The Word 
of God read and preached, exhortations and 
admonitions about how to love and serve the 
Lord, words of warning and words of comfort 
are directed from the worshipers to the other 
worshipers gathered together. And the gospel 
is both announced with words and portrayed 
by actions—baptism into the death, burial and 
resurrection of Jesus Christ, the Lord’s Supper 
picturing his broken body and shed blood—
before the watching world: those who are not 
yet worshipers but who are curious about 
Jesus Christ, who are drawn to the worshiping 
community, and/or who are beginning to grasp 
the gospel. These three audiences correspond 
to the three-fold whole vision of North Star: 
God’s glory, our growth, and the Great Com-
mission.

Whole Church Worshipers and Glory

Human beings as originally created were 
“crowned . . . with glory and honor” (Ps. 8:5; cf. 
1 Cor. 11:7) and as God’s people were expected 
to “declare his glory among the nations, his 
marvelous works among all the peoples” (1 

Chron. 16:24-25; Ps. 96:3-4). Tragically, as a 
result of smothering the truth about God, they 
“exchanged the glory of the immortal God for 
images resembling mortal man and birds and 
animals and creeping things” (Rom. 1:23). 
Indeed, as a result of this idolatry, “all have 
sinned and fall short of the glory of God” (Rom. 
3:23). 

Thankfully, through the grace of God in 
the gospel, this situation has been reversed 
for followers of Jesus Christ, so that they who 
“hope in Christ might be to the praise of his 
glory” (Eph. 1:12). This grace is made known 
through “the good news that was preached” (1 
Pet. 1:25) that brings about a new identity as 
worshipers are “born again, not of perishable 
seed but of imperishable, through the living 
and abiding word of God” (1 Pet. 1:23). To this 
action of the Word of God is joined the work of 
the Spirit of God: “Truly, truly, I say to you, un-
less one is born of water and the Spirit, he can-
not enter the kingdom of God. That which is 
born of the flesh is flesh, and that which is born 
of the Spirit is spirit” (John 3:5-6). Worshipers 
areWorshipers are born again and given a new 
nature—their new identity is “spirit”—which 
then qualifies them to give glory to God: “God 
is spirit, and those who worship him must wor-
ship in spirit and truth” (John 4:24). Former 
God-dishonoring people who lived for their 
own glory have experienced a radical reversal 
through the new birth wrought by the gospel 
and the Holy Spirit, so they are now worship-
ers of God oriented toward giving him glory. 

This God-centered glory-giving character-
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izes the gatherings of worshipers as they pray 
“to him [God] be glory in the church and in 
Christ Jesus throughout all generations, forev-
er and ever. Amen” (Eph. 3:21). Indeed, all that 
the church is as worshipers, disciples, family, 
servants, and witnesses should redound to the 
glory of God. Throughout their day, worshipers 
regularly offer silent prayers of praise to the 
God of glory and thanksgiving for his glori-
ous presence and power in their lives. They 
encourage their spouses and children to be 
worshipers, teaching and training them how to 
live their lives coram Deo (in the sight of God) 
and for his glory. Worshipers build disciples 
as other worshipers who are wholly devoted to 
God’s glory. 

Whole Church Worshipers and Growth

Worship of God is transformative for his 
worshipers. An amazing example of this reality 
before Jesus Christ came is Moses, who would 
walk up a mountain to meet with God to re-
ceive instructions to be communicated to the 
people of God:

When Moses came down from Mount 
Sinai, with the two tablets of the 
testimony in his hand as he came down 
from the mountain, Moses did not 
know that the skin of his face shone 
because he had been talking with God . 
Aaron and all the people of Israel saw 
Moses, and behold, the skin of his face 
shone, and they were afraid to come 
near him . But Moses called to them, 
and Aaron and all the leaders of the 
congregation returned to him, and 
Moses talked with them . Afterward 
all the people of Israel came near, and 
he commanded them all that the Lord 
had spoken with him in Mount Sinai . 
And when Moses had finished speaking 
with them, he put a veil over his face . 

Whenever Moses went in before the 
Lord to speak with him, he would 
remove the veil, until he came out . And 
when he came out and told the people 
of Israel what he was commanded, the 
people of Israel would see the face of 
Moses, that the skin of Moses’ face was 
shining . And Moses would put the veil 
over his face again, until he went in 
to speak with him . (Exod . 34:29-35)

While we may be amazed at this glorious 
makeover of Moses whenever he engaged God, 
an even greater transformation is in store for 
Christians: 

Since we have such a hope, we are very 
bold, not like Moses, who would put a 
veil over his face so that the Israelites 
might not gaze at the outcome of what 
was being brought to an end . But their 
minds were hardened . For to this day, 
when they read the old covenant, that 
same veil remains unlifted, because 
only through Christ is it taken away . 
Yes, to this day whenever Moses is 
read a veil lies over their hearts . But 
when one turns to the Lord, the veil is 
removed . Now the Lord is the Spirit, 
and where the Spirit of the Lord is, 
there is freedom . And we all, with 
unveiled face, beholding the glory of the 
Lord, are being transformed into the 
same image from one degree of glory 
to another . For this comes from the 
Lord who is the Spirit . (2 Cor . 3:12-18)

While once characterized as blinded in their 
understanding, with the gospel cloaked in 
darkness so as to be concealed from them, 
Christians are those who have found release 
and, now unmasked from this hellish obscuri-
ty, see God’s glory. As worshipers who encoun-
ter this marvelous God, they are transformed 
more and more, slowly but surely, into the 
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image of Christ, through the power of the Holy 
Spirit. 

This progressive growth of Christ fol-
lowers is not only brought about through 
divine means; Christians themselves play an 
essential role in this transformative process 
as well. Scripture urges worshipers: “Let us 
hold fast the confession of our hope without 
wavering, for he who promised is faithful. And 
let us consider how to stir up one another to 
love and good works, not neglecting to meet 
together, as is the habit of some, but encourag-
ing one another, and all the more as you see the 
Day drawing near” (Heb. 10:23-25). Gathered 
together on Sunday for worship and engaged 
with one another throughout the week, 
worshipers are constantly on the lookout for 
opportunities to hear words of warning and 
exhortation and to offer words of rebuke and 
comfort, as the occasion demands. Prompted 
by one another’s help, worshipers are encour-
aged to remain resolute, locked onto their 
hope of eternal life. And they are stimulated to 
be constant in their love for one another and 
steady in their engagement in concrete acts 
of mercy and kindness. Worship transforms 
worshipers and incites their growth. 

Whole Church Worshipers 
and Great Commission

John Piper reminds us thatus “mission exists 
because worship does not.”52 Indeed, Jesus 
Christ gave the Great Commission to the 
church for the ultimate purpose of calling out 
and forming worshipers from every corner of 
the globe. As the church engages in proclaim-
ing the gospel, the vision expressed in the 
heavenly song of worship of Jesus the Lamb of 

52  John Piper, Let the Nations Be Glad: The Supremacy 
of God in Missions (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker 
Academic, 2003), 35. 

God is being fulfilled: “Worthy are you to take 
the scroll and to open its seals, for you were 
slain, and by your blood you ransomed people 
for God from every tribe and language and 
people and nation, and you have made them a 
kingdom and priests to our God” (Rev. 5:9). 

Whereas we often picture evangelism as 
taking place outside of the worship service, 
Paul offers a vision of the worshiping church 
as being a powerful messenger of the gospel 
leading unbelievers to Christ. Importantly, 
the apostle urges that the church be clear in 
its communication and well-ordered in its 
worship, for when it is “and an unbeliever or 
outsider enters, he is convicted by all, he is 
called to account by all, the secrets of his heart 
are disclosed, and so, falling on his face, he will 
worship God and declare that God is really 
among you” (1 Cor. 14:24-25). I still vividly 
recall a seventeen year oldseventeen-year-old 
skeptic coming to his first worship service and, 
as he was leaving an hour later, telling me, “I 
walked into this place an atheist and I’m leav-
ing as a believer in God.” 

Worshipers also take their Great Com-
mission responsibility seriously outside of the 
worship service as they seek to engage their 
family members, colleagues at work, friends, 
and neighbors with the gospel. They look at 
these loved ones and co-workers not as “souls 
to be saved,” trophies about whom to boast, 
numbers to report so as to justify the validity 
of their ministries, and so forth. Rather, “the 
love of Christ controls us, because we have 
concluded this: that one has died for all, there-
fore all have died; and he died for all, that those 
who live might no longer live for themselves 
but for him who for their sake died and was 
raised” (2 Cor. 5:14-15) Yielding the control of 
their life to Christ and experiencing his love, 
worshipers live to do his will, which includes 
the Great Commission, a responsibility not 
taken upon themselves but given to them: “All 
this is from God, who through Christ recon-
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ciled 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. Therefore, 
we are ambassadors for Christ, God making his 
appeal through us. We implore you on behalf 
of Christ, be reconciled to God. For our sake 
he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that 
in him we might become the righteousness of 
God” (2 Cor. 5:18-21). Worshipers as represen-
tatives of Christ and his gospel engage in the 
Great Commission.

Whole Church Worshipers 
and Whole Gospel

“The gospel has made us true worshipers, and 
our worship is all about the gospel.”53 Because 
the whole gospel has three aspects, the church 
as worshipers will be related to the kingdom, 
the cross, and grace. 

Whole Church Worshipers and Kingdom

As Jesus began his ministry, he announced, 
“The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God 
is at hand; repent and believe in the gospel” 
(Mark 1:15). Being life with God under the rule 
of God, the kingdom is not a human empire, 
but is the realm of God and citizens whom he 
has invited and incorporated into his sover-
eignty. The invitation is to repent—turn from 
sin and forsake it—and believe in the gospel—
trust Jesus Christ and his work for salvation. 
Incorporation into the kingdom is also spelled 
out by Jesus: “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless 
one is born again, he cannot see the kingdom 
of God. . . . Truly, truly, I say to you, unless 
one is born of water and the Spirit, he cannot 
enter the kingdom of God. That which is born 
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of the flesh is flesh, and that which is born of 
the Spirit is spirit” (John 3:5-6). Citizens of 
the kingdom of God have been transformed 
in their identity. They are no longer “natural 
born enemies” of God, characterized by “flesh,” 
their old sinful nature. Rather, they have been 
born again, or born of water and the Spirit—
cleansed from their uncleanness, scrubbed 
of their filthy corruption, forgiven of their 
sins, and given a new nature, a new heart, and 
indwelt by the Holy Spirit (Ezek. 36:25-27). 
Because their old self has been exchanged for 
a new self—their new identity is “spirit”—they 
have been rendered citizens of the kingdom of 
God and qualified to worship him as King, as 
Jesus attested: “But the hour is coming, and 
is now here, when the true worshipers will 
worship the Father in spirit and truth, for the 
Father is seeking such people to worship him. 
God is spirit, and those who worship him must 
worship in spirit and truth” (John 4:23-24). 
The church is composed of kingdom citizens 
who have been transformed into genuine 
worshipers.

Whole Church Worshipers and Cross

As Jesus hung dying on the cross, “when the 
centurion, who stood facing him, saw that in 
this way he breathed his last, he said, ‘Truly 
this man was the Son of God’” (Mark 15:38). 
When “doubting” Thomas encountered Jesus 
after his resurrection, Jesus “said to Thomas, 
‘Put your finger here, and see my hands; and 
put out your hand, and place it in my side. Do 
not disbelieve, but believe.’ Thomas answered 
him, ‘My Lord and my God!’” (John 20:27-28). 

Two exclamations—one, the result of 
having witnessed the crucifixion of Jesus on 
the cross, the other, the result of seeing and 
touching the wounds inflicted on Jesus as cru-
cified on the cross—underscore the connection 
between the church in its identity as worship-
ers and the cross. Contemplation of the cross 
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prompts acknowledgement of the mighty act of 
God in Christ to rescue fallen human beings—
an acknowledgement that is nothing less than 
worship. 

When the whole church gathers together, 
this cruciform shape of its worship is vividly 
displayed through the church’s two ordinanc-
es. Baptism, the initiatory rite or celebration 
of entering into salvation, is administered by 
immersion. As the new Christian is lowered 
under the water, her identification with the 
death and burial of Jesus Christ is tangibly 
portrayed. She has died with Christ—his death 
is counted as her death—and her sins have 
been buried with him in his tomb. Because the 
cross and death is not the last word, as this 
new Christian comes up from the water, her 
identification with the resurrection of Jesus 
Christ is concretely pictured. She has been 
raised with Christ—his resurrection is counted 
as her resurrection—and she now lives a new 
life in him. The cross looms large in baptism. 

The Lord’s Supper is the ongoing rite or 
celebration of the Christian life and consists 
of two elements that depict the cross: The 
loaf of bread is broken in two, symbolizing the 
broken body of Jesus Christ, while the cup of 
wine portrays his shed blood. This vivid action 
involving the bread and the cup, together with 
the church’s eating and drinking these ele-
ments, “proclaim(s) the Lord’s death until he 
comes” (1 Cor. 11:26). The cross looms large in 
the Lord’s Supper.  

These two ordinances, at the heart of the 
church, magnify the cross-centeredness of 
worship. 

Whole Church Worshipers and Grace

“The gospel of grace is the good news of God’s 
wonderful acceptance of us not because we 
have earned it or deserve it but because he 

gives it to us freely at Christ’s expense.”54 In 
light of this gospel of grace, the apostle Paul 
urged, “I appeal to you therefore, brothers, by 
the mercies of God, to present your bodies as 
a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, 
which is your spiritual worship” (Rom. 12:1). 
Worship is the proper response to the outpour-
ing of God’s grace and mercy; indeed, the mem-
bers of the church are pictured “like living 
stones [who] are being built up as a spiritual 
house, to be a holy priesthood, to offer spiritual 
sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus 
Christ” (1 Pet. 2:5). Though these “spiritual 
sacrifices” are not detailed, they may involve 
the proclamation of “the excellencies of him 
who called you out of darkness into his mar-
velous light” (1 Pet. 2:9). Worship flows from 
grace, so the church is to “continually offer up 
a sacrifice of praise to God, that is, the fruit of 
lips that acknowledge his name” (Heb. 13:15).

Accordingly, the gospel of kingdom, cross, 
and grace creates worshipers, and worship is 
all about the gospel. Indeed, when the church 
assembles together for worship, its gather-
ings should be gospel-shaped. Practically, this 
emphasis means that the church first of all 
remembers and acknowledges that its worship 
starts with the God who poured out his grace 
through the cross of Jesus Christ thereby cre-
ating citizens of his kingdom who are qualified 
to worship him. The movements of worship 
take their shape according to the gospel, as 
exemplified by Sojourn’s worship gathering:

A Call to Worship: God has revealed 
himself in glory and holiness, 
and we’re invited to respond .

Responses (songs, readings, 
etc .) of Adoration . We respond 

54  FM 85. 
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in celebration of God’s glory .

A Call to Confession or Lament . God’s 
holiness reveals our sinfulness and 
the brokenness of the world . We are 
reminded when we gather that things 
are not the way they’re meant to be .

Responses of Confession . We respond 
with a cry for mercy and grace .

Words of Assurance . Jesus meets 
us in our sin and brokenness 
and forgives our sins .

Passing the Peace . Just as Christ 
has welcomed us into his family, 
we welcome one another .

Preaching the Word .

Responses of Commitment .

The Lord’s Supper .

Preparation for Sending . In the 
light of the gospel, we are called to 
go and tell what God has done .

Responses of Commitment and 
Celebration . We proclaim that what 
God has done, and we celebrate 
his faithfulness as a body .

Benediction . A Blessing for the Road .55 

The whole church as worshipers is created 
by the gospel of kingdom, cross, and grace, 
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and it enacts that gospel when it gathers for 
worship.

Whole Church Worshipers 
and Whole World

Knowing that worshipers of God through 
Jesus Christ will ultimately come “from every 
tribe and language and people and nation” 
(Rev. 5:9), the church as worshipers has a 
vision for worship and the whole world. 

Whole Church Worshipers and Location

The church in its identity as worshipers engag-
es in the worship of God anywhere, as Jesus 
underscored in his conversation with a Samar-
itan woman. She appealed to Jesus, who had 
exposed her sexual promiscuity, by switching 
the topic of conversation: “Our fathers wor-
shipped on this mountain, but you say that in 
Jerusalem is the place where people ought to 
worship” (John 4:20). The woman’s point was 
that her people, the Samaritans (who were half 
Jew and half Gentile), believed that the loca-
tion for worshipping God was Mount Gerizim, 
a holy place in the minds of the Samaritan 
people. She contrasted this conviction with 
the belief of the Jews that the proper place for 
worshipping God was the temple in Jerusalem, 
the holy site in the holy city according to the 
Jewish people. Jesus rebuked this misguided 
view that worship is all about “location, loca-
tion, location,” with this correction: “Woman, 
believe me, the hour is coming when, neither 
on this mountain nor in Jerusalem will you 
worship the Father. . . . But the hour is coming, 
and is now here, when the true worshipers 
will worship the Father in spirit and truth. 
God is spirit, and those who worship him must 
worship in spirit and truth” (John 4:23-24). 
According to Jesus’ correction, worship is not 
about location—where one worships—but is 
rather about the identity of the worshipers —
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who worships. 

But Jesus does not mean that 
genuine worshipers engage in 
worship nowhere . It does not have 
to be on Mount Gerizim, nor does it 
have to take place in (the temple of) 
Jerusalem, but worship must take 
place somewhere: “the church is not 
geographically bound to one place  .  .  . 
but it is not geographically agnostic, 
in that it lives, moves, and has its 
being in some spatiotemporal reality . 
It can be anywhere, but always is 
‘somewherealsosomewhere also .’”56  

The church in its identity as worshipers 
can worship in any location, but it actually 
does worship in a particular location. This 
fact should prompt the church to consider its 
location dynamics: Does the physical space in 
which the church gathers together—in most 
cases, the building it either owns or leases—
foster or hinder worship, family life, disciple-
ship, service, and mission? 

Whole Church Worshipers and Vocation

When God created human beings as his image 
bearers, he charged them with the responsi-
bility to build civilization, a mandate that con-
sists of two aspects: procreation (“be fruitful 
and multiply and fill the earth”) and vocation 
(“and subdue it and have dominion;” Gen. 
1:28). Focusing on this latter aspect, vocation 
has to do with the work or occupation in which 
human beings are engaged, providing for their 
own needs and those of their family as well as 
delivering goods and services for the sake of 
others. Scripture itself notes the beginning of 
the fulfillment of this divine mandate: the first 
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human beings engaged in shepherding and 
farming (Gen. 4:2), building cities (vv. 16-17), 
tending livestock, musical artistry, and fash-
ioning tools (vv. 20-22). “This building of civ-
ilization could be described in more contem-
porary terms, as including politics, education, 
other arts (performance, visual), medicine and 
health care, athletics, science and technology, 
and economics. . . . All human beings qua hu-
man beings, as divine image-bearing citizens 
of the created earth, bear the responsibility to 
build the ‘city of man’ and overcome its dark 
side.”57

Worshipers who have been rescued 
through the gospel of Jesus Christ do not cease 
to be human beings who have this civiliza-
tion-building responsibility as their vocation. 
As worshipers, they approach their work in a 
radically different way than do others. If they 
are employees, they are enjoined to “obey in 
everything those who are your earthly mas-
ters [employers], not by way of eye-service, as 
people-pleasers, but with sincerity of heart, 
fearing the Lord. Whatever you do, work heart-
ily, as for the Lord and not for men, knowing 
that from the Lord you will receive the inheri-
tance as your reward. You are serving the Lord 
Christ. For the wrongdoer will be paid back for 
the wrong he has done, and there is no par-
tiality” (Col. 3:22-25). If they are employers, 
they are exhorted to “treat your bondservants 
[employees] justly and fairly, knowing that you 
also have a Master in heaven” (Col. 4:1). Hu-
man vocation is transformed for worshipers.

In addition to their vocational assignment, 
Christians have been given two other respon-
sibilities, often called the Great Commission 
(see above for the discussion of worshipers 
and the Great Commission) and the Great 
Commandment. As for this latter responsi-
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bility, Jesus ordered his followers, “You shall 
love the Lord your God with all your heart and 
with all your soul and with all your strength 
and with all your mind, and your neighbor as 
yourself ” (Luke 10:27). To summarize the first 
part of Jesus’ imperative, his followers are to 
be worshipers. 

Worshipers are to work, and workers are 
to worship. 

For some Christians, their vocation is to 
be ministry, in the sense of full-time engage-
ment in serving Christ and his church. Jesus 
called out his first disciples from their current 
work: Peter, Andrew, James and John left their 
fishing trade to become fishers of men (Mark 
1:16-20), and Matthew left his business of tax 
collecting to follow Jesus as one of the twelve 
apostles (Matt. 9:9; 10:1-4). Church elders 
aspire to the office of overseeing the church, 
and they desire a noble task (1 Tim. 3:1); such 
an aspiration reflects a divine call to vocational 
ministry as the Holy Spirit establishes these 
men as church leaders (Acts 20:28). At times, 
this divine call comes in the midst of worship: 
“Now there were in the church at Antioch 
prophets and teachers, Barnabas, Simeon who 
was called Niger, Lucius of Cyrene, Manaen 
a lifelong friend of Herod the tetrarch, and 
Saul. While they were worshiping the Lord and 
fasting, the Holy Spirit said, ‘Set apart for me 
Barnabas and Saul for the work to which I have 
called them.’ Then after fasting and praying 
they laid their hands on them and sent them 
off ” (Acts 13:1-3). 

Whatever the call may be—to vocations 
such as education, construction, computer 
technology, homemaking, and farming, or 
vocational ministry—human beings as divine 
image bearers are given the responsibility to 
build civilization, and Christians engage in 
their vocations as worshipers. 

Whole Church Worshipers and Restoration

Something more can and needs to be said 
about vocation as it relates to restoration: “be-
cause this world is fallen (Genesis 3) and thus 
sin-stained and susceptible to disasters of all 
kinds (human evil, systemic evil, natural evil, 
Satanic and demonic evil; Genesis 4-Revela-
tion 20), the human vocation is often warped 
and in need of other structures that intervene 
to minimize or relieve misery, poverty, mar-
ginalization, injustice, crime, financial failure, 
and the like.”58 Restoration is the term used 
for such vocations that respond to and seek to 
overcome the devastating consequences of the 
fall. Accordingly, worshipers engage in such 
restorative vocations as tornado relief, seeking 
cures for cancer, literacy training, feeding the 
hungry, and other similar acts of compassion-
ate intervention. “As they endeavor to provide 
such tangible aid for others, they realize that 
their brothers and sisters according to cre-
ation are being helped—and this is pleasing 
to the Lord who has created all human beings 
equally in his image.”59

Yet worshipers may engage in restoration 
not only in terms of vocation. Many Christians 
who do not work in restorative professions 
still reach out as worshipers to those who 
are suffering, serving meals to the homeless, 
restoring decrepit houses for low-income 
residents, ministering to women caught in the 
sex trade, providing job training for recently 
paroled inmates, mentoring teenage girls who 
are pregnant or already mothers, and much 
more. As they labor in such restoration efforts, 
they are motivated by Scriptural injunctions 
to worshipers offering sacrifices satisfying to 
God: “Through him [Jesus Christ] then let us 
continually offer up a sacrifice of praise to God, 

58  SS 460. 

59  SS 461. 
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that is, the fruit of lips that acknowledge his 
name. Do not neglect to do good and to share 
what you have, for such sacrifices are pleasing 
to God” (Heb. 13:15-16). 

Whole Church Worshipers and Recreation

The church in its identity as worshipers 
experiences recreation, in the sense that it 
finds rest. This conjunction of worship and 
rest reaches back to the Ten Commandments, 
which in its first expression (Exod. 20:1-17) 
gave instruction for the consecration of the 
Sabbath as a holy day because on it, God rested 
from his creative work: “The seventh day is a 
Sabbath to the LORD your God. On it you shall 
not do any work. . . . For in six days the LORD 
made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that is 
in them, and rested the seventh day. Therefore 
the LORD blessed the Sabbath and made it 
holy” (Exod. 20:8-11). In the second expression 
of the Ten Commandments (Deut. 5:1-21), 
this same reason for the consecration of the 
Sabbath—rest from labor (Deut. 5:12-14)—was 
augmented to include another reason—the 
celebration of God’s powerful redemptive 
work: “You shall remember that you were a 
slave in the land of Egypt, and the LORD your 
God brought you out from there with a mighty 
hand and an outstretched arm. Therefore the 
LORD your God commanded you to keep the 
Sabbath holy” (Deut. 5:15). While not gather-
ing on the Jewish day of Sabbath, or Saturday, 
but assembling instead on the day of Christ’s 
resurrection, or Sunday (1 Cor. 16:2; Acts 20:7), 
the church gradually transformed this day to 
be dedicated to two purposes: worship and 
rest. Christians met together for the worship 
service, then spent the rest of Sunday enjoying 
a family meal or eating with other believers, 
napping, visiting the sick, and the like. Indeed, 
the expectation in predominantly Christian 
societies was that people would meet for wor-
ship and avoid all work (except for emergency 

situations). Blue laws in many neighborhoods 
closed down businesses, grocery markets, 
clothing stores, and more for the entire day. 
Sunday was to be a day of worship and of rest.

Whatever one may think of this develop-
ment, it does point to a future day in which 
the worshiping church will find ultimate rest. 
Most of the people of Israel failed to enter into 
this promised rest, and “they were unable to 
enter because of unbelief ” (Heb. 3:19). To the 
church, the same hope of rest is offered, with 
this proviso: “Therefore, while the promise 
of entering his rest still stands, let us fear lest 
any of you should seem to have failed to reach 
it. For good news came to us as to them, but 
the message they heard did not benefit them, 
because they were not untied by faith with 
those who listened. For we who have believed 
enter that rest. . . . So then, there remains a 
Sabbath rest for the people of God, for whoever 
has entered God’s rest has also rested from 
his works as God did from his” (Heb. 4:1-3, 9). 
This promised rest is already being experi-
enced by Christians who have died and have 
entered heaven, as beautifully portrayed by 
this heavenly worship scene: “You have come 
to Mount Zion and to the city of the living God, 
the heavenly Jerusalem, and to innumerable 
angels in festal gathering, and to the assembly 
of the firstborn who are enrolled in heaven, 
and to God, the judge of all, and to the spirits of 
righteous made perfect, and to Jesus, the me-
diator of a new covenant, and to the sprinkled 
blood that speaks a better word than the blood 
of Abel” (Heb. 12:22-24). 

In one sense, then, the worshiping church 
rests now, in the present, because it has ceased 
from its incessant attempts to work hard so 
as to achieve its own righteousness and merit 
God’s mercy and favor. Rather, clothed in the 
righteousness of Jesus Christ, it has entered 
the rest of salvation already. This promised 
rest is the church’s experience now as it 
embraces the gospel by faith. Moreover, the 
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faithful who have died and are already in heav-
en enjoy unceasing worship and eternal rest. 
In another sense, however, the worshiping 
church can only long for the promised rest that 
is yet to come in its fullness. “In the meantime, 
the church worships in the midst of sin, error, 
death, tragedy, persecution, temptation, here-
sy, Satanicsatanic attack, and hell on earth. In 
the midst of its tears and heartache—‘through 
many dangers, toils, and snares’—the church 
prepares itself, . , . worshiping with hope in 
anticipation of that great day ‘when faith shall 
become sight.’”60

60  SS, 471. The citations are from “Amazing Grace,” 
words by John Newton. 

Whole Church Worshipers and Multiplication

The early church, created by the descent of the 
Holy Spirit (Acts 2:1-4) and engaged in the an-
nouncement of the gospel (Acts 2:22-36), was 
from that very moment a worshiping church 
that multiplied. It gathered both in the temple 
in the homes of its members for worship: “And 
they [the early church] devoted themselves 
to the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, to 
the breaking of bread and the prayers. . . . And 
day by day, attending the temple together and 
breaking bread in their homes, they received 
their food with glad and generous hearts, 
praising God and having favor with all the 
people” (Acts 2:42, 46-47). From this worship-
ing community flowed multiplication: “And the 
Lord added to their number day by day those 
who were being saved” (Acts 2:47). 

Whole Church: Family

Whole Church Family and Whole Vision

The whole church in its identity as family is all 
about being, first and foremost, children of God 
through faith in Jesus Christ and, second and 
in consequence, brothers and sisters united 
by the Holy Spirit. The effect of such kinship 
because of the gospel is the birth, growth, and 
multiplication of new family members through 
the gospel. Accordingly, the church as family is 
oriented to the glory of God who is its Father, 
its own growth as the new family of brothers 
and sisters, and its making of more family 
members through engagement in the Great 
Commission.

Whole Church Family and Glory

The orientation of the church as family to 
the glory of God stems from two important 
realities. First, God has created all human 
beings as members of one human family for 

the purpose of glorifying him. Citing the truth 
about God that has been acknowledged even 
by pagans—“in him [God] we live and move 
and have our being” and “we are indeed his 
[God’s] offspring” (Acts. 17:28)61—the apostle 
Paul concludes, “Being then God’s offspring, 
we ought not to think that the divine being is 
like gold or silver or stone, an image formed by 
the art and imagination of man” (Acts. 17:29). 
That is, God is not a humanly constructed god 
or idol, an image of human creation; rather, 
he is the Creator and Sustainer of everything 
that exists, including human beings who, as 
creatures, have been created in his image. 
Created as divine image bearers, human beings 
were “crowned . . . with glory and honor” (Ps. 
8:5; cf. 1 Cor. 11:7), people “whom [God speak-

61  The first citation is from Epimenides of Crete; the 
second is from Aratus’s poem Phainomena. 
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ing] I created for my glory, whom I formed and 
made” (Isa. 43:7). Indeed, God is referred to as 
“the Father, from whom every family in heaven 
and on earth is named” (Eph. 3:14). In the 
sense of creation, then, all human beings are 
children of God, a divine family designed for 
the glory of its Creator/Father.62 

Second, in the sense of redemption, only 
human beings who are chosen in Christ and 
saved through his gospel are the children of 
God. As John’s Gospel opens with a presen-
tation of the Word of God who is both the life 
creating the world and the light enlightening 
the world into which he comes, it laments the 
world’s rejection of this Word (John 1:10-11). 
“But,” the Gospel continues, “to all who did 
receive him, who believed in his name, he gave 
the right to become children of God, who were 
born, not of blood, nor of the will of the flesh 
nor of the will of man, but of God” (John 1:12-
13). Not all human beings as children of the 
Creator/Father, but only those who receive/
believe in the Word and are born not of worldly 
means but of God—these are the children of 
the Redeemer/Father. They are the new family 
centered on the Word incarnate and, as such, 
see and know the glory of God. As John’s Gos-
pel continues: “And the Word became flesh and 

62  Specifically, marriage and marital fruitfulness is 
the divine design for the majority of people in this 
world, as seen in the mandate given to the first 
created human beings: “Be fruitful and multiply 
and fill the earth” (Gen. 1:28). Accordingly, when a 
man and a woman—regardless of whether they are 
Christians or non-Christians—unite in marriage 
and have children, they glorify God because of their 
obedience—acknowledged or not—to this divine 
command. In this way, children—all of them—are 
recognized as a great blessing, according to the will 
of God: “Behold, children are a heritage from the 
LORD, the fruit of the womb a reward. Like arrows in 
the hand of a warrior are the children of one’s youth. 
Blessed is the man who fills his quiver with them! He 
shall not be put to shame when he speaks with his 
enemies in the gate” (Psa. 127:3-5). The glory of God 
is magnified through human families. 

dwelt among us, and we have seen his glory, 
glory as of the only Son from the Father, full of 
grace and truth” (John 1:14). 

Accordingly, the church as family—chil-
dren who have been born of God—is oriented 
to the glory of its Redeemer/Father. It spreads 
God’s fame through the unity that exists 
between and draws together its members. 
Indeed, Paul prays “May the God of endurance 
and encouragement grant you to live in such 
harmony with one another, in accord with 
Christ Jesus, that together you may with one 
voice glorify the God and Father of our Lord 
Jesus Christ. Therefore welcome one another 
as Christ has welcomed you, for the glory of 
God” (Rom. 15:5-7). When the church as family 
is strong in unity between brothers and sisters, 
when it lives in step with its Lord, when it 
eschews divisions and worships God as a har-
monious choir, when it accepts and forgives 
one another in imitation of Christ, it declares 
and manifests God’s glory. Moreover, it engag-
es in such glory-giving not only in its current 
iteration, but it longs for such praise and honor 
of God to continue for future manifestations of 
the church. Indeed, the children address their 
Father/God like the following: 

But we your people, the sheep of your 
pasture, will give thanks to you forever; 
from generation to generation we will 
recount your praise . (Psa . 79:13)

One generation shall commend your 
works to another, and shall declare 
your mighty acts . On the glorious 
splendor of your majesty, and on your 
wonderful works, I will meditate . 
They shall speak of the might of your 
awesome deeds, and I will declare 
your greatness . They shall pour 
forth the fame of your abundant 
goodness and shall sing aloud of 
your righteousness . (Psa . 145:4-7)
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The church as family is all about the glory of 
God—now, in future generations, and forever-
more. 

Whole Church Family and Growth

Just as human families grow, the church as 
family develops. While not a biblical meta-
phor, the church as mother imagery has been 
used with profit to express the church’s role 
as a midwife assisting the Word of God (1 Pet. 
1:23-25) and the Spirit of God (John 3:1-8) 
in giving birth to new family members and 
aiding in their development.63 Christians who 
communicate the gospel become known as the 
“parents” of those they lead to Christ, a unique 
role and privilege (1 Cor. 4:15). Others help in 
the development of these new Christians, as 
exemplified by Apollos, who “greatly helped 
those who through grace had believed” (Acts 
18:27). He, together with Paul, are described as 
“Servants through whom you believed, as the 
Lord assigned to each” (1 Cor. 3:5). Indeed, the 
church sows the seed (the gospel) and nour-
ishes the plants (the disciples) that sprout up, 
yet with the same attitude that Paul expressed: 
“I planted, Apollos watered, but God gave the 
growth. So neither he who plants nor he who 
waters is anything, but only God who gives the 
growth” (1 Cor. 3:6-7).

Such growth of the church as family is 
vividly portrayed as coming through reliance 
on Scripture: “Like newborn infants, long for 
the pure spiritual milk, that by it you may grow 
up into salvation—if indeed you have tasted 
that the Lord is good” (1 Pet. 2:2-3). The gospel 
initiates new life (1 Pet. 1:23-25) and provides 
sustaining nourishment for the church’s/fam-
ily members. Moreover, the mighty working of 

63  Cyprian, On the Unity of the Church 6 (ANF 5:423); 
followed by John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian 
Religion ???

Christ, together with gifted family members 
whom he gives to build up his body/household, 
are essential in this development of the church 
from immaturity to maturity: 

And he gave the apostles, the prophets, 
the evangelists, the shepherds and 
teachers, to equip the saints for the 
work of ministry, for building up the 
body of Christ, until we all attain 
to the unity of the faith and of the 
knowledge of the Son of God, to mature 
manhood, to the measure of the stature 
of the fullness of Christ, so that we 
may no longer be children, tossed 
to and fro by the waves and carried 
about by every wind of doctrine, by 
human cunning, by craftiness in 
deceitful schemes . Rather, speaking 
the truth in love, we are to grow up in 
every way into him who is the head, 
into Christ, from whom the whole 
body, joined and held together by 
every joint with which it is equipped, 
when each part is working properly, 
makes the body grow so that it builds 
itself up in love “ (Eph . 4:11-16) .

Accordingly, Christ himself, as the head of 
the family who unites each member together, 
makes the family grow; thus, it “grows with a 
growth that is from God” (Col. 2:19). Contem-
poraneously, the whole church as a fami-
ly—both its gifted leaders and each one of the 
family members—equipped with everything it 
needs for growth, builds itself up in love (Eph. 
4:16). When the family functions well through 
this divinely given resource and by carrying 
out its household responsibilities, the church 
moves from immaturity to maturity.

This growth as family is precisely what 
God has designed and desires. As underscored 
above, such development is focused on Jesus, 
and it results in a unique family relationship. 
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In the words of the letter to the Hebrews, “For 
it was fitting that he [God], for whom and by 
whom all things exist, in bringing many sons to 
glory, should make the founder of their salva-
tion [Jesus] perfect through suffering. For he 
[Jesus] who sanctifies and those who are sanc-
tified [the church] all have one origin” (Heb. 
2:10-11). Through the trials and sufferings that 
he was made to endure during his earthly life 
and ministry, Jesus was well prepared as an 
obedient Son to submit in all things—including 
death by crucifixion—to his Father’s will (Heb. 
5:8-9). He was sanctified—prepared for and 
devoted to the will of God—by God himself. 
Likewise, the church as Jesus’ family is sanc-
tified—readied for and consecrated to the will 
of God—by God himself. As Jesus develops his 
church that then grows, the family relationship 
that develops is amazing: “That is why he [Je-
sus] is not ashamed to call them [the church] 
brothers, saying ‘I will tell of your name to 
my brothers, in the midst of the congregation 
I will sing your praise.’ And again, “I will put 
my trust in him.’ And again, ‘Behold, I and the 
children God has given me’” (Heb. 2:11-13). 
The church as family consists of big brother 
Jesus and all of his brothers and sisters. Jesus, 
who was perfectly fitted to be the Savior of the 
church, fittingly becomes the Brother of a large 
family and develops his brothers and sisters. 

Whole Church Family and Great Commission

During his earthly ministry, Jesus’ sending out 
of his twelve disciples was a precursor to the 
commission that he would give to them after 
his resurrection. As such, his instructions to 
the twelve for their mission help the church 
understand aspects of its missional endeavors 
as it relates to the matter of family. 

First, the missional outreach of the disci-
ples was directed at households: “And what-
ever town or village you enter, find out who is 
worthy in it and stay there until you depart. As 

you enter the house, greet it. And if the house is 
worthy, let your peace come upon it, but if it is 
not worthy, let your peace return to you” (Matt. 
10:11-13). Projecting from this instruction, the 
church orients its proclamation of the gospel 
and discipleship of those who respond not only 
to individuals, but to families as well. Indeed, 
in the New Testament narratives of the spread 
of the early church, the fruit of the Great 
Commission in entire families is underscored: 
In anticipation of Peter’s visit, Cornelius “had 
called together his relatives and close friends” 
(Acts 10:24) and, as the apostle was announc-
ing the gospel, “the Holy Spirit fell on all who 
heard the word. . . . Then Peter declared, ‘Can 
anyone withhold water for baptizing these 
people, who have received the Holy Spirit just 
as we have?’ And he commanded them to be 
baptized in the name of Jesus Christ” (Acts 
10:44-48). After “the Lord opened her [Lyd-
ia’s] heart to pay attention to what was said by 
Paul,” she “was baptized, and her household 
as well” (Acts 16:14-15). As for the Philippian 
jailor, Paul and Silas “spoke the word of the 
Lord to him and to all who were in his house. 
And he took them the same hour of the night 
and washed their wounds; and he was baptized 
at once, he and all his family” (Acts 16:32-33). 
As it engages in the Great Commission, the 
church reaches out to families. 

Second, Jesus prophesied of the intense 
persecution that would accompany his dis-
ciples’ engagement in the Great Commission 
(Matt. 10:16-20). Such persecution would 
result in the following: “Brother will deliver 
brother over to death, and the father his child, 
and children will rise against parents and have 
them put to death, and you will be hated by all 
for my name’s sake” (Matt. 10:21-22). Accord-
ingly, the church prepares itself for suffering, 
even persecution that will arise from within 
families pitting one member against another 
member who has become a Christ follower. 
This reality is seen in church members who 
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are married to non-believers or are sons 
and daughters of non-believers and who are 
consequently discouraged from active partici-
pation in the church, prevented from support-
ing the church, ridiculed for their faith, even 
denounced and disowned by their spouse or 
parents. Honor killings—execution of Chris-
tian family members—are part and parcel of 
the church’s experience of persecution in some 
regions of the world.

Third, such family disruption is actually 
intentional on the part of Jesus: “Do not think 
that I have come to bring peace to the earth. I 
have not come to bring peace, but a sword. For 
I have come to set a man against his father, and 
a daughter against her mother, and a daugh-
ter-in-law against her mother-in-law. And 
a person’s enemies will be those of his own 
household” (Matt. 10:34-36). Consequently, as 
the church engages in the Great Commission, 
it should expect that its announcement of the 
gospel willwould prompt such disturbance 
within families. As Christians experience 
such hardship, they are challenged by Jesus: 
“Whoever loves father or mother more than 
me is not worthy of me, and whoever loves son 
or daughter more than me is not worthy of me. 
And whoever does not take up his cross and 
follow me is not worthy of me. Whoever finds 
his life will lose it, and whoever loses his life 
for my sake will find it” (Matt. 10:37-39). As the 
church carries out its commission, it challeng-
es disciples to give their ultimate allegiance 
to Jesus, cost whatever it may cost—includ-
ing the closest of family ties. Importantly, as 
Christians are persecuted, mocked, and even 
abandoned by their earthly family, they find 
new fathers and mothers, new brothers and 
sisters, in their new family, the church. 

Indeed, the church as family engages in 
the Great Commission. The experience of new 
life, new destiny, new hope, and new family 
identity propels church members to join to-
gether “to make disciples of all nations” (Matt. 

28:19). Rather than viewing this missional 
task as an individual responsibility, the church 
participates as family in reaching out to people 
in its neighborhood through hosting block 
parties, medical clinics, play dates for children, 
rehabbing houses, comforting those who have 
lost family members, and the like. This Great 
Commission family is gospel-centered. 

Whole Church Family and Whole Gospel

The whole church in its identity as family is 
gospel-centered, and thus focused on king-
dom, cross, and grace as the three elements 
of the gospel. “To put it in terms of the gospel, 
Christ’s work on the cross has made us all 
coheirs with Christ of God’s kingdom, not be-
cause we’ve deserved or earned it, but because 
God has made it available through his radical, 
scandalous grace.”64 

“Because of the gospel, we are 
now God’s children, adopted 
into God’s family .”65

Telling the next generation 
(Psa . 78:4, 6; 102:18)

Whole Church Family and Kingdom

Jesus taught his brothers and sisters to pray, 
“Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name. 
Your kingdom come, your will be done, on 
earth as it is in heaven” (Matt. 6:9-10). Accord-
ingly, the church is a family whosewho’s Father 
is the King ruling over a kingdom that encom-
passes the entire universe. 

Several repercussions of this kingdom 
reality press in on the church as family. As obe-
dient citizens of the kingdom who are also sons 

64  FM 129. 

65  FM 122. 
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and daughters of their Father/King, they pray 
for and work toward the full realization of the 
kingdom. The church desires and submits to 
the will of its Father/King; indeed, it longs for 
his will to be done everywhere by everyone. 

Moreover, membership in the family/king-
dom demands living coherently as children 
of the Father and exhibiting the values and 
virtues of the King’s empire. As for the house-
hold lifestyle, Paul exhorts family members: 
“But sexual immorality and all impurity or 
covetousness must not even be named among 
you, as is proper among saints. Let there be 
no filthiness nor foolish talk nor crude joking, 
which are out of place, but instead let there be 
thanksgiving. For you may be sure of this, that 
everyone who is sexually immoral or impure, 
or who is covetous (that is, an idolater), has no 
inheritance in the kingdom of Christ and God” 
(Eph. 5:3-5). Family/kingdom membership, 
then, has privileges and responsibilities, one 
of which is living as genuine family/kingdom 
members. 

In one sense, then, the family/kingdom 
boundaries are clear: “Or do you not know that 
the unrighteous will not inherit the kingdom of 
God? Do not be deceived: neither the sexually 
immoral, nor idolaters, nor adulterers, nor 
men who practice homosexuality, nor thieves, 
nor the greedy, nor drunkards, nor revilers, nor 
swindlers will inherit the kingdom of God” (1 
Cor. 6:9-10). Furthermore, no credit goes to 
those who are “in” the family/kingdom: “And 
such were some of you. But you were washed, 
you were sanctified, you were justified in the 
name of the Lord Jesus Christ and by the 
Spirit of our God” (1 Cor. 6:11). Sinful people 
who are not in the family and not part of the 
kingdom become members of the family and 
citizens of the kingdom by the saving work of 
God in Christ and by the Holy Spirit. Re-
deemed people don’t contribute anything to 
their own rescue! 

In another sense, the boundaries are 

blurred, due to the presence of outsiders who 
are checking out the family/kingdom and what 
it means to be part of it, and insiders who are 
betraying the family/kingdom and its virtues. 
For this reason, Peter urges the church to 
develop in increasing measure kingdom values 
by supplementing 

your faith with virtue, and virtue 
with knowledge, and knowledge with 
self-control, and self-control with 
steadfastness, and steadfastness with 
godliness, and godliness with brotherly 
affection, and brotherly affection with 
love . For if these qualities are yours 
and are increasing, they keep you from 
being ineffective or unfruitful in the 
knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ . 
For whoever lacks these qualities is so 
nearsighted that he is blind, having 
forgotten that he was cleansed from 
his former sins . Therefore, brothers, 
be all the more diligent to confirm 
your calling and election, for if you 
practice these qualities you will never 
fall . For in this way there will be richly 
provided for you an entrance into 
the eternal kingdom of our Lord and 
Savior Jesus Christ . (2 Pet . 1:5-11) 

The family as kingdom is marked by coherent 
household living, and exhibiting kingdom val-
ues and virtues.   

Furthermore, family members recognize 
that because of the work of Jesus Christ on 
their behalf, they are promised “an inheritance 
that is imperishable, undefiled, and unfading, 
kept in heaven for you” (1 Pet. 1:4). This pledge 
of a rich and glorious inheritance (Eph. 1:18) 
hearkens back to the divine promise made to 
Abraham: “Now the LORD said to Abram, ‘Go 
from your country and your kindred and your 
father’s house to the land that I will show you. 
And I will make of you a great nation, and I will 
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bless you and make your name great, so that 
you will be a blessing. I will bless those who 
bless you, and him who dishonors you I will 
curse, and in you all the families of the earth 
shall be blessed’” (Gen. 12:1-3; cf. 13:16). This 
global-wide promise for the blessing of mul-
titudes of families was embraced by Abraham 
by faith when God spoke to him: “‘Look toward 
heaven, and number the stars, if you are able 
to number them.’ Then he said to him, ‘So shall 
your offspring be.’ And he [Abraham] believed 
the LORD, and he counted it to him as righ-
teousness” (Gen. 15:5-6). The church is heir 
to this promised blessing as it embraces the 
gospel by faith, just as Abraham believed God. 
Indeed, the inheritance does not come through 
family or ethnic markers, as the Jews mistak-
enly thought of circumcision:

Is this blessing then only for 
the circumcised, or also for the 
uncircumcised? For we say that 
faith was counted to Abraham as 
righteousness . How then was it 
counted to him? Was it before or after 
he had been circumcised? It was not 
after, but before he was circumcised . 
He received the sign of circumcision 
as a seal of the righteousness that 
he had by faith while he was still 
uncircumcised . The purpose was 
to make him the father of all who 
believe without being circumcised, 
so that righteousness would be 
counted to them as well, and to make 
him the father of the circumcised 
who are not merely circumcised 
but who also walk in the footsteps of 
the faith that our father Abraham 
had before he was circumcised .

Nor is the inheritance a reward for human ef-
fort or merit, as the Jews erringly viewed their 
obedience to God’s law: 

For the promise to Abraham and his 
offspring that he would be heir of 
the world did not come through the 
law but through the righteousness of 
faith . For if it is the adherents of the 
law who are to be the heirs, faith is 
null and the promise is void . For the 
law brings wrath, but where there is 
no law there is no transgression .

Rather, the inheritance rests on believing the 
promise of the gospel:  

That is why it depends on faith, in 
order that the promise may rest on 
grace and be guaranteed to all his 
offspring—not only to the adherent 
of the law but also to the one who 
shares the faith of Abraham, who is 
the father of us all . (Rom . 4:9-16)

Accordingly, the church is the family of Jews 
and Gentiles who, as sons and daughters of 
Abraham because of their similar faith in the 
good news of God’s redeeming work through 
Jesus Christ, look forward expectantly “so 
that being justified by his grace [they] might 
become heirs according to the hope of eter-
nal life” (Titus 3:7). They believe by faith the 
divine promise: “Know then that it is those of 
faith who are the sons of Abraham. And the 
Scripture, foreseeing that God would justify 
the Gentiles by faith, preached the gospel be-
forehand to Abraham, saying, ‘In you shall all 
the nations be blessed.’ So then, those who are 
of faith are blessed along with Abraham, the 
man of faith” (Gal. 3:7-9). 

The church as family/kingdom believes 
for itself that “if children, then heirs—heirs of 
God and fellow heirs with Christ, provided we 
suffer with him in order that we may also be 
glorified with him” (Rom. 8:17). The church as 
family is composed of children of the king and 
thus heirs of his kingdom.
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Whole Church Family and Cross

Such a rich inheritance, as noted above, does 
not come as merit for being of a certain people, 
nation, or ethnic group, nor is it given as a re-
ward for human effort, religious involvement, 
or good works. Rather, the prize has been won 
by Jesus’s death on the cross, and it is given by 
ChristChrist gives it to those who have faith in 
him.  

Indeed, it was for the express purpose of 
rescuing sinful human beings and incorporat-
ing them into his family that the eternal Son of 
God became incarnate and died on the cross: 

Since therefore the children share in 
flesh and blood, he himself likewise 
partook of the same things, that 
through death he might destroy the 
one who has the power of death, that 
is, the devil, and deliver all those who 
through fear of death were subject 
to lifelong slavery . For surely it is 
not angels that he helps, but he helps 
the offspring of Abraham . Therefore 
he had to be made like this brothers 
in every respect, so that he might 
become a merciful and faithful high 
priest in the service of God, to make 
propitiation for the sins of the people . 
For because he himself has suffered 
when tempted, he is able to help those 
who are being tempted . (Heb . 2:14-18) 

Here is the divine rescue scheme, designed and 
executed: The Son of God, in order to redeem 
human beings (not angelic beings), became 
incarnate as a real and fully human being, with 
a human mind, emotions, will, human motiva-
tions and purposing, and body. He offered him-
self as the God-man to make propitiation—to 
offer a sacrifice for the forgiveness of sins—for 
his brothers and sisters. By his death on the 
cross, he destroyed the death dispenser, Satan; 
indeed, he dealt the death blowdeathblow to 

death itself and thus releases his family from 
the dread of death. Jesus rescues his brothers 
and sisters through his death on the cross. 

Whole Church Family and Grace

This cross of work of Jesus on behalf of his 
family, making them heirs of a great inheri-
tance, becomes operative in their lives through 
grace: 

But God, being rich in mercy, because 
of the great love with which he loved 
us, even when we were dead in our 
trespasses, made us alive together with 
Christ—by grace you have been saved—
and raised us up with him and seated 
us with him in the heavenly places in 
Christ Jesus, so that in the coming 
ages he might show the immeasurable 
riches of his grace in kindness toward 
us in Christ Jesus . For by grace you 
have been saved through faith . And 
this is not your own doing; it is the 
gift of God, not as a result of works, so 
that no one may boast . (Eph . 2:4-9)

The inheritance of the kingdom has been won 
through the cross of Jesus Christ and is grant-
ed as a gift to family members/heirs who have 
been saved by divine grace. 

An episode in the life of Jesus drives home 
the point that family members are such not by 
human effort, physical relationship, social tie, 
cultural environment or any such thing:

And his mother and his brothers 
came, and standing outside they sent 
to him and called him . And a crowd 
was sitting around him, and they 
said to him, “Your mother and y our 
brothers are outside, seeking you . 
And he answered them, “Who are 
my mother and my brothers?” And 
looking about at those who sat around 
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him, he said, “Here are my mother 
and my brothers! Whoever does the 
will of God, he is my brother and 
sister and mother .” (Mark 3:31-35)

Jesus’ mother and siblings expect to be treated 
a certain way because of the cultural and 
relational norms of their day; indeed, they 
anticipate that Jesus would leave what he was 
doing, exit the house in which he was teaching, 
and come out to them at their request. But 
Jesus does not honor the human ties that bind 
his mother and brothers to him; indeed, he 
turns them upside down. Looking at the people 
around him who are engaged in absorbing his 
teaching about God and his kingdom, Jesus 
reconstitutes his family on the Word of God. 
Flinging out his arms and signaling to the 
crowd surrounding him, he exclaims: “Who-
ever does the will of God, he is my brother 
and sister and mother” (Mark 3:35). Not on 
bloodlines, but by grace, Jesus reconstructs his 
family.

And so he continues today. Through the 
grace of God, formerly abandoned people—or-
phaned by their rebellion, indifference, disobe-
dience—are adopted into the family of Jesus 
Christ. Such family members were eternally 
marked out for inclusion in the household: God 
“predestined us for adoption through Jesus 
Christ, according to the purpose of his will, 
to the praise of his glorious grace, with which 
has blessed us in the Beloved” (Eph. 1:5-6). 
This election leading to incorporation into the 
family was not based on their handsomeness 
or beauty, their intelligence or education, their 
social status or fame, their good works or faith. 
On the contrary, God’s choice was according 
to his sovereign purpose: out of the damned 
mass of human beings, God graciously chose to 
adopt some to be his children. Being blessed by 
the grace of God that is theirthere through his 
beloved Son, family members live their lives in 
praise of such unmerited love. 

As adopted children, they have received 
the Holy Spirit, who works mightily in their 
lives: “For you did not receive the spirit of slav-
ery to fall back into fear, but you have received 
the Spirit of adoption as sons, by whom we 
cry, ‘Abba! Father!’ The Spirit himself bears 
witness with our spirit that we are children of 
God, and if children, then heirs—heirs of God 
and fellow heirs with Christ, provided that we 
suffer with him in order that we might be glori-
fied with him” (Rom. 8:15-17). With great con-
fidence that they belong to the family now and 
forever, these adopted children exclaim words 
of endearment and acknowledgement that the 
head of their family is God their Father. Their 
boldness does not arise from themselves, but 
comes from the Spirit of adoption who con-
firms that they are indeed family members, an 
assurance that goes beyond human reasoning, 
calculation, and self-assurance. Beyond this, 
the children are also heirs of God together with 
their Brother Jesus Christ who has redeemed 
them by his death—kingdom citizens by grace 
through the cross. As they make their way 
through the trials and tribulations of kingdom 
living, experiencing the way of the cross like 
their Savior/Brother did before them, they 
have their hearts firmly set on the prize that 
awaits them: glorification, or the fullness of 
salvation, at which they and the entire created 
order will be transformed forever (Rom. 8:20-
23). 

Concretely, this adoption into the family of 
God is marked by baptism: “in Christ Jesus you 
are all sons of God, through faith. For as many 
of you as were baptized into Christ have put on 
Christ” (Gal. 3:26-27). As an expression and 
confirmation of faith, baptism vividly marks 
out new believers’ entrance into the church as 
their new family. 

Reflecting Jesus’ reversal of the usual way 
of thinking about family, the church works 
hard to ensure that it does not devolve into a 
social club or family gathering based on the 
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usual bonds of association and communion. 
Attracting like-minded people who share com-
mon socio-economic, educational, political, 
and cultural ties and interests may be the nat-
ural tendency of the church, but it must resist 
strongly this penchant to constitute itself in 
worldly ways. Indeed, 

The church itself is not made up 
of natural “friends .” It is made up 
of natural enemies . What binds us 
together is not common education, 
common race, common income levels, 
common politics, common nationality, 
common accents, common jobs, or 
anything else of that sort . Christians 
come together, not because they form 
a natural collocation, but because 
they have all been saved by Jesus 
ChristJesus Christ has saved them 
all, and they owe him a common 
allegiance . In the light of this common 
allegiance, in the light of the fact 
that they have all been loved by Jesus 
himself, they commit themselves to 
doing what he says—and he commands 
them to love one another . In this light, 
they are a band of natural enemies 
who love one another for Jesus’ sake .

Natural born enemies do not gather on the 
basis of common interests; rather, the only 
reality that can unite them is the blood of 
Jesus Christ. Rescued by his grace poured on 
through his cross, family members hear and 
respond to the exhortation “Let brotherly love 
continue” (Heb. 13:1). They honor one anoth-
er with proper respect, as detailed in Paul’s 
instructions: “Do not rebuke an older man but 
encourage him as you would a father, younger 
men as brothers, older women as mothers, 
younger women as sisters, in all purity” (1 Tim. 
5:1-2). The charter of their family is the “one 
anothers;” for example, brothers and sisters 

are to…

 › love (John 13:34-35)

 › be devoted to (Rom. 12:10)

 › honor (Rom. 12:10)

 › live in harmony with (Rom. 12:16; 1 Pet. 
3:18)

 › stop passing judgment on (Rom. 14:13)

 › accept (Rom. 15:7)

 › instruct (Rom. 15:14; Col. 3:16)

 › serve (Gal. 5:13)

 › bear with (Eph. 4:32; Col 3:13)

 › forgive (Eph. 4:32)

 › submit to (Eph. 5:21)

 › admonish (Col. 3:16)

 › encourage (1 Thess. 4:18; 5:11; Heb. 10:25)

 › confess sins to (James 5:16)

 › pray for (James 5:16)

 › andoffer hospitality to (1 Pet. 4:9)

…one another.
This esteem and love that adopted broth-

ers and sisters exhibit toward one another is 
tangibly expressed when they celebrate all 
together the Lord’s Supper. This is a family 
meal that is reserved for genuine family mem-
bers. Moreover, its observation is predicated 
on a proper discernment of the body (1 Cor. 
11:29)—an acknowledgement and actualiza-
tion of the unity of the body of Christ that 
must be present for the church to celebrate 
this rite in a worthy manner. It was this lack 
of unity, due to the social stratification rife in 
the church of Corinth, which spelled disaster 
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for some of its members. Specifically, the rich 
members were consuming all the food and 
drinking all the wine at the love feastfeast, at 
which the Lord’s Supper was celebrated, thus 
disrespecting their poor brothers and sis-
ters (1 Cor. 11:20-22, 33-34). As a result, Paul 
laments, “That is why many of you are weak 
and ill, and some have died. But if we judged 
ourselves truly, we would not be judged” (1 Cor. 
11:30-31). As the church celebrates the Lord’s 
Supper as a true family meal, each member 
is to assess herself to ensure that she honors 
and loves her brothers and sisters and that 
she is not a cause of dissensions and broken 
relationships (1 Cor. 11:27-28). Moving quickly 
to restore such brokenness and seeking to live 
the one anothers, she participates in the family 
meal, symbolizing and fostering the unity of 
the household: “Because there is one bread, we 
who are many are one body, for we all partake 
of the one bread” (1 Cor. 10:17). This unity is 
vividly portrayed as all the family members 
participate in eating the meal together, with 
the elements of the bread and the cup urging 
them toward greater unity:

One bread, what is this one bread? The 
one body which we, being many, are . 
Remember that bread is not made from 
one grain, but from many .  .  .  .  .Be what 
you can see, and receive what you are . 
 .  .  . [S]o too with the wine . Brothers and 
sisters, just remind yourselves what 
wine is made from; many grapes hang 
in the bunch, but the juice of the grapes 
is poured together in one vessel . That 
too is how the Lord Christ signified 
us, how he wishes us to belong to him, 
how he consecrated the [Lord’s Supper 
for] our peace and unity on his table .”  

The Lord’s Supper is the meal of “the house-
hold of faith” (Gal. 6:10), “the household of 
God” (Eph. 2:19). 

Whole Church Family and Whole World

The church lives its identity as family in the 
whole world, which encompasses location, 
vocation, restoration, recreation, and multipli-
cation

Whole Church Family and Location

While it is true that the church as family is 
spread anywhere in the world in which the 
gospel has taken root, it is also true that it 
expresses itself concretely in space and time in 
a particular location. This twofold reality is ex-
pressed by Paul: “To the church of God that is 
in Corinth, to those sanctified in Christ Jesus, 
called to be saints together with all those who 
in every place call upon the name of the Lord 
Jesus Christ, both their Lord and ours” (1 Cor. 
1:2). The church can be anywhere and is every-
where—wherever people call upon the name 
of the Lord—and it is specifically located—“the 
church of God that is in Corinth” (or Louis-
ville, or New York City, or Paris, or Dubai). 

Accordingly, a particular church in a par-
ticular location asks its members to commit 
themselves to that particular family. One of the 
best ways to foster such family commitment is 
through engaging new people in a membership 
class, interviewing them for membership, and 
challenging them to make concrete commit-
ments to their brothers and sisters in the 
family. For example, Sojourn Church asks its 
members to agree to and strive for the follow-
ing six matters:

 › to live a life of faith and repentance, striv-
ing to follow Christ with your whole life

 › to live a life of love (including forgiveness 
and reconciliation)

 › to live a sacrificial life (giving financially 
to and serving the church)
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 › to live a missional life (reaching out to 
others, inside and outside of the church, 
for the sake of the gospel)

 › to understand and submit to the church’s 
constitution, doctrinal statement, and 
covenant

 › to submit to the elders for spiritual lead-
ership (committing to love the elders by 
talking to them rather than talking about 
them) 

Whole Church Family and Vocation

The church as family encourages its members 
to work hard as they engage in their vocation. 
Indeed, if family members renege on their 
responsibility and fall into a persistently 
wasteful lifestyle, the church is to exhort them 
to carry out the divine design for them to be 
eager, productive workers:

Now we command you, brothers, in 
the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, 
that you keep away from any brother 
who is walking in idleness and not 
in accord with the tradition that you 
received from us .  .  .  . For even when 
we were with you, we would give you 
this command: If anyone is not willing 
to work, let him not eat . For we hear 
that some among you walk in idleness, 
not busy at work, but busybodies . 
Now such persons we command and 
encourage in the Lord Jesus Christ 
to do their work quietly and to earn 
their own living . (2 Thess . 3:6, 11-12)

“Christians are to be models of hard work. 
Such diligence enables them to earn their own 
pay, take care of themselves (and their family, 
if they have one, 1 Tim. 5:18), and to not be a 

burden to others.”66 
Concretely, the church as family ap-

proaches able-bodied brothers and sisters who 
are not working and addresses the reason(s) 
for this idleness. If a member has lost her job, 
her brothers and sisters rally around to help 
her find another position. If she has trouble 
finding a job because of her lack of a proper 
skill set, her brothers and sisters join her in 
getting her the requisite job training so that 
she can find work. While avoiding nepotism 
and not promoting incompetence, family 
members hire their brothers and sisters to 
work in their businesses, service professions, 
and the like. At other times, family members 
set up their brothers and sisters with mi-
croloans to start up cottage industries. Still 
other occasions call for the church as family 
to rescue people from evil trades—for exam-
ple, women locked in the sex business—or to 
provide temporary housing, clothes, and job 
training for those who have recently been 
released from prison. 

For some family members, their voca-
tion is engagement in full-time ministry in 
the church. The vision is for strong men and 
strong women to work closely together, each 
engaged in his or her own specific responsi-
bility, yet all coming together to exhort, equip, 
confront, encourage, motivate, and help one 
another. The synergy that is created through 
such cooperative ministry results in a flourish-
ing church. 

In these and other ways, the church as 
family is dedicated to vocation. 

Whole Church Family and Restoration

At the conclusion of the (English) Bible, a 
vision of the restoration to come was offered: 
“Behold, I will send you Elijah the prophet 

66  SS, 197-98. 
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before the great and awesome day of the Lord 
comes. And he will turn the hearts of fathers 
to their children and the hearts of children to 
their fathers, lest I come and strike the land 
with a decree of utter destruction” (Mal. 4:6). 
In place of total judgment and disaster, God 
himself promised to restore human families, 
as part of the future appearance of the prophet 
Elijah and the coming of the Lord. John the 
Baptist initiated the fulfillment of this proph-
ecy: “he will be filled with the Holy Spirit, even 
from his mother’s womb. And he will turn 
many of the children of Israel to the Lord their 
God, and he will go before him in the spirit 
and power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of the 
fathers to their children, and the disobedient 
to the wisdom of the just, to make ready for 
the Lord a people prepared” (Luke 1:15-17). 
Through his ministry of proclamation and his 
baptism of repentance, John readied the peo-
ple of Israel for the coming of their Messiah; a 
fruit of his ministry was family restoration. 

As we have seen, an aspect of Jesus’ minis-
try as that for which John the Baptist prepared 
the people, was family destruction: “Do not 
think that I have come to bring peace to the 
earth. I have not come to bring peace, but a 
sword. For I have come to set a man against 
his father, and a daughter against her mother, 
and a daughter-in-law against her mother-in-
law. And a person’s enemies will be those of 
his own household” (Matt. 10:34-36). Jesus 
engages in tearing down the household that is 
established on human affections, bloodlines, 
and family ties, ultimately to rebuiltrebuild 
it on firmer moorings—the gospel. For this 
reconstituted family, however, restoration is 
indeed a fruit. Indeed, these renewed family 
relationships are ordered by specific house-
hold codes that include the following:

 › wives are submissive to their husbands, as 
to the Lord (Eph. 5:22)

 › husbands love their wives as Christ loved 
the church and gave himself up for her 
(Eph. 5:25

 › children obey their parents in the Lord, for 
this is right (Eph. 6:1)

 › fathers do no provoke their children to 
anger, but bring them up in the discipline 
and instruction of the Lord (Eph. 6:4)

Such instructions for family renewal include 
the responsibility of family members to pro-
vide financially for one another. Specifically, 
“if a widow has children or grandchildren, 
let them first learn to show godliness to their 
own household and to make some return to 
the parents, for this is pleasing in the sight of 
God” (1 Tim. 4:4). At the heart of this specific 
example is this principle: “But if anyone does 
not provide for his relatives, and especially for 
members of his household, he has denied the 
faith and is worse than an unbeliever” (1 Tim. 
4:8). These household codes and instructions 
express and promote the hope of restoration of 
families through the gospel. 

The portrait of the church as family 
includes additional elements: As noted above, 
people who were formerly naturally born en-
emies are adopted into the family and experi-
ence reconciliation and harmony. Accordingly, 
the vision for the church as restored family 
is that its members “live in harmony with 
one another” (Rom. 12:16), ‘being of the same 
mind, having the same love, being in full ac-
cord and of one mind” (Phil. 2:2). Additionally, 
church members who are in desperate need 
because their actual “household” of the family 
is not able or refuses to provide for them,them 
are to be supported by the “household of faith” 
(1 Tim. 5:3-16). Part of the church’s budget, 
then is to be allocated for the support of those 
who have no financial wherewithal or relatives 
to provide for them. Through such assistance, 
the church as family obeys the command to “do 
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good to everyone, and especially to those who 
are of the household of faith” (Gal. 6:1) and so 
engages in restoration. 

An engaging example of such restoration 
taking place among the church as family comes 
through the following plan of Paul with regard 
to his disciple Timothy:

I hope in the Lord Jesus to send 
Timothy to you soon, so that I too may 
be cheered by news of you . For I have 
no one like him, who will be genuinely 
concerned for your welfare . For they 
all seek their own interests, not those of 
Jesus Christ . But you know Timothy’s 
proven worth, how as a son with a 
father, he has served with me in the 
gospel . I hope therefore to send him just 
as soon as I see how it will go with me, 
and I trust in the Lord that shortly I 
myself will come also . (Phil . 2:19-24)

As Timothy’s “father,” Paul loved his “true 
child in the faith” (1 Tim. 1:2) and relied 
heavily on his son-like devotion to him in their 
ministry of the gospel. He planned on sending 
Timothy to the Philippian church, but first 
Paul needed to ensure that he could spare 
Timothy and get along without the help that he 
generously provided. Paul’s plan was based on 
the fact that Timothy was totally unselfish, not 
caring about his own interests, and would be 
genuinely concerned for the welfare of the Phi-
lippian Christians. As Paul was refreshed by 
Timothy, he knew that the Philippian church 
would be restored by Timothy as well. 

Family members restore one another. 

Whole Church Family and Recreation

A characteristic of families is their regular 
rhythm of recreation, periods of rest to with-
draw from the normal hectic pace of life, slow 
down, enjoy one another’s company, and deep-
en family relationships. The church as family 

likewise engages in times of refreshment.
In such recreation, the church follows its 

Lord and his habit of withdrawing from the 
crowds to focus on his Father. For example, 
after the death of John the Baptist, “when 
Jesus heard this, he withdrew from there in 
a boat to a desolate place by himself ” (Matt. 
14:13). Even this attempt was not successful: 
“But when the crowds heard it, they followed 
him on foot from the towns. When he went 
ashore he saw a great crowd, and he had com-
passion on them and healed their sick” (Matt. 
14:13-14). As the crowd grew to “about five 
thousand me, besides women and children” 
(Matt. 14:21), Jesus miraculously fed them all. 
But Jesus was still intent on withdrawing from 
the masses: “And after he had dismissed the 
crowds, he went up on the mountain by him-
self to pray. When evening came, he was there 
alone” (Matt. 14:23). As the Son, Jesus desired 
and needed time to be alone with his Father.

Jesus also underscored the need of his 
disciples to engage, like him, in recreation: 

Now as they went on their way, Jesus 
entered a village . And a woman 
named Martha welcomed him into 
her house . And she had a sister called 
Mary, who sat at the Lord’s feet and 
listened to his teaching . But Martha 
was distracted with much serving . And 
she went up to him and said, “Lord, 
do you not care that my sister has 
left me to serve alone? Tell her then to 
help me .” But the Lord answered her, 
“Martha, Martha, you are anxious and 
troubled about many things, but one 
thing is necessary . Mary has chosen 
the good portion, which will not be 
taken away from her .” (Luke 10:3-42)

There is a time for family members to serve 
others, with all the anxieties and troubles that 
such service creates. And there is a time for 
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family members to cease from worrying and 
striving and just rest. Putting down one’s work 
and enjoying a time of refreshment is both 
necessary and a good thing, and it endures. 

Following and serving Jesus, as empha-
sized earlier, can be very costly, even resulting 
in the loss of a disciple’s natural family. But all 
is not lost. Indeed, to those who have sacrificed 
their family for the sake of Christ and his gos-
pel, God provides another, expansive family. As 
Jesus explained: “Truly, I say to you, there is no 
one who has left house or brothers or sisters or 
mother or father or children or lands, for my 
sake and for the gospel, who will not receive 
a hundredfold now in this time, houses and 
brothers and sisters and mothers and children 
and lands, with persecutions, and in the age to 
come eternal life” (Mark 10:29-30). Leaving 
all for Jesus introduces Christians into a new 
family, which is in place not only for the time 
being, but extends into eternity. Restored to 
a forever family of father, mother, brothers, sis-
ters, and children, family members enjoy the 
privilege of resting with and being refreshed by 
the church. 

At Sojourn Church, such family recreation 
takes place particularly in community groups 
as their members engage in life-giving activ-
ities. Eating together as part of their regular 
community group time; linking up outside 
of formal meeting times for hiking, bowling, 
attending a baseball game, and the like; getting 
away for camping as a community group 
retreat; and helping one another on house 
projects are just a few examples of the church 
as family enjoying recreation together.

Whole Church Family and Multiplication

So the church is an ever extendingever-extend-
ing family, and the church as family expands 
by multiplying, in three senses. The first, as 
explained above, is the multiplication that 
comes as a fulfillment of the divine mandate 

to all human beings to “be fruitful and multi-
ply and the fill the earth” (Gen. 1:28). First, as 
human beings, members of the church expand 
the human family by having children. Such 
multiplication pleases God because it fulfills 
his mandate for the human family.

The second kind of multiplication builds 
on the first as Christian parents raise their 
children to know, love, and serve God as the 
next generation of the church as family. Rais-
ing such godly offspring and incorporating 
them into the people of God has always been 
the divine design for families. For example, 
Moses urged the people of Israel: “And these 
words that I command you today shall be on 
your heart. You shall teach them diligently to 
your children, and shall talk of them when you 
sit in your house, and when you walk by the 
way, and when you lie down, and when you 
rise” (Deut. 6:7). Again, as the psalmist envi-
sions: “Posterity shall serve him [God]; it shall 
be told of the Lord to the coming generation; 
they shall come and proclaim his righteous-
ness to a people yet unborn, that he has done 
it” (Psa. 22:30-31; cf. 48:13). 

In the church, parents have the primary 
responsibility of nurturing the children in the 
gospel. Fathers are urgedurged, “do not pro-
voke your children to anger, but bring them up 
in the discipline and instruction of the Lord” 
(Eph. 6:4). Mothers are instructedinstructed, 
“to love their husbands and children” (Titus 
2:4). Here is an example of a woman for them 
to emulate: 

She rises while it is yet night and 
provides food for her household 
and portions for her maidens . She 
considers a field and buys it; with 
the fruit of her hands she plants a 
vineyard .  .  .  . She is not afraid of snow 
for her household, for all her household 
are clothed in scarlet .  .  .  . She opens her 
mouth with wisdom, and the teaching 
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of kindness is on her tongue . She looks 
well to the ways of her household  
and does not eat the bread of idleness . 
Her children rise up and call her 
blessed . (Prov . 31:15-16, 21, 26-28)

This multiplication of godly children by par-
ents is assisted by the church family, which 
invests in the lives of its children in fulfillment 
of the Great Commission command to make 
disciples. At Sojourn, child dedications take 
place on a regular basis and serve to commit 
the parents of these children, together with 
the whole church, to bringing them up in the 
gospel. It envisions, labors, and prays that this 
psalm will be eventually voiced by every child 
in its midst: “O God, from my youth you have 
taught me, and I still proclaim your wondrous 
deeds. So even to old age and gray hairs, O God, 
do not forsake me, until I proclaim your might 
to another generation, your power to all those 
to come” (Psa. 71:17-18).

Specifically, child dedication consists 
of two interrelated elements. The first is the 
parents’ commitment made before God and 
their family of faith. These questions are put to 
the parents:

 › will you entrust your children to God—to 
his providential plan and care?

 › will you commit, with the help of this 
church community, to instruct your chil-
dren by word and example, in the truth of 
God’s Word?

 › will you commit to pray for them and 
teach them to pray?

And the parents respond: “With God’s help, we 
will.”

These questions are posed to the church 
members (as the parents face the congrega-
tion):

 › will you commit, in partnership with these 
parents, to instruct these children by word 
and example, in the truth of God’s Word?

 › will you commit to pray for these chil-
dren—that they will grow to love Jesus and 
trust in him?

 › will you commit to pray for these parents 
and encourage them as they face the trials 
of parenting?

And the church’s members respond: “With 
joy and thanksgiving, as Christ’s church, with 
God’s help, we promise to love, encourage, and 
support you as you follow Christ and train your 
children in the faith.”

Child dedication is part of the process of 
multiplication of godly children by parents, 
assisted by the church family.

The third type of multiplication does not 
involve physical relationships, as do the first 
two types, but relationships born of the gospel. 
The church as family multiplies itself in the 
lives of its neighbors, the citizens of the city 
in which it exists, its state and county, and 
throughout the whole world. 

At the neighborhood level, community 
groups (CGs) regularly multiply, making room 
for new people to become part of gospel com-
munity. Such multiplication entails ongoing 
identification, assessment, and training of 
CG apprentices, who will form a core team 
with some of the current CG members and 
launch a new CG in an adjacent neighborhood. 
At the city level, the church multiplies sites, 
creating new campuses for gospel ministry in 
unreached parts of the city. At the state and 
national level, the church plants new church-
es, multiplying churches with similar gospel 
DNA. Finally, at the global level, the church 
prepares, supports, and sends international 
missionaries to multiply churches in un-
reached nations. 
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Whole Church: Servants

Whole Church Servants and Whole Vision

The whole church is all about being servants 
who have been created, saved, and called to 
serve, and whose service is all about the gos-
pel.67 It is not some type of generic service that 
is so commonplace today: paying it forward, 
giving back to the neighborhood, charitable 
benevolence, helping others so as to assuage 
one’s feelings of guilt for being comfortable 
and successful, one good turn deserves anoth-
er, giving so that God is obligated to extrava-
gantly reward such faith, doing good to others 
so as to merit God’s favor, or other such no-
tions of service. Rather, the church’s service is 
oriented to the glory of God, its own growth as 
disciples, and its making of disciples through 
engagement in the Great Commission.

Whole Church Servants and Glory

Let’s be clear about the goal of the above- listed 
acts of service: to draw attention to the one 
who engages in them. Typical service, in other 
words, is about attaining prestige in the eyes 
of others and spreading one’s own fame. Even 
Jesus’ own disciples were infected with this 
self-oriented disease:

And James and John, the sons of 
Zebedee, came up to him [Jesus] and 
said to him, “Teacher, we want you 
to do for us whatever we ask of you .” 
And he said to them, “What do you 
want me to do for you?” And they said 
to him, “Grant us to sit, one at your 
right hand and one at your left, in your 
glory .” Jesus said to them, “You do not 
know what you are asking . Are you 
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able to drink the cup that I drink, or 
to be baptized with the baptism with 
which I am baptized?” And they said to 
him, “We are able .” (Mark 10:35-39)

These two disciples of Jesus showed their 
true colors: Though professing to be able to 
serve their master, their real motivation for 
serving Jesus was so that they could master 
and manipulate him to do their selfish bidding. 
Of course, they did not grasp the gravity of 
the service to which Jesus was calling them—
drinking the cup that he would drink and 
being baptized with the baptism that he would 
undergo were calls to self-sacrifice to the point 
of death—but their tragi-comic profession of 
ability to so serve revealed their true goal: To 
get Jesus to grant them positions of fame in his 
coming kingdom. They would serve Jesus so 
that he would give them glory. 

Genuine service for Jesus is the polar 
opposite of such self-centered glory-grabbing. 
Indeed, the whole church in its identity of ser-
vants seeks to spread the honor of its master, 
proclaiming, “Your name, O Lord, endures for-
ever; your renown, O Lord, throughout all ages. 
For the Lord will vindicate his people, and 
have compassion on his servants” (Psa. 135:13-
14). Oriented away from themselves, Chris-
tians pray, “to him [God] be glory in the church 
and in Christ Jesus throughout all generations, 
forever and ever. Amen” (Eph. 3:21). 

Such service for the honor and acclaim of 
God begins with the proper perspective, that 
of stewardship: “This is how one should regard 
us, as servants of Christ and stewards of the 
mysteries of God. Moreover, it is required of 
stewards that they be found faithful” (1 Cor. 
4:1-2). The church in its identity as servants 
is not in the position to claim anything for 
itself. It does not call itself into existence; it 



193

doe not invent its own purpose; it does not 
give itself a mission. The church does not 
ultimately preserve itself, purify itself, unite 
itself, growand grow itself. Rather, the church 
consists of servants of Jesus who should be 
viewed as stewards—ambassadors who bear 
the responsibility to carry out the will and 
mission of Another. The divine expectation for 
the church is not that it be successful, popular, 
comfortable, wealthy, powerful, or famous, 
but that it proveproves itself to be faithful in 
executing the directives of its Lord. A faithful 
church of servants spreads the fame of God, 
who receives all the glory. 

Accordingly, the church listens seriously 
to the apostle’s following questions: “What 
do you have that you did not receive? If then 
you received it, why do you boast as if you did 
not receive it?” (1 Cor. 4:6-7). In its identify as 
servants, the church humbly acknowledges 
that has nothing that it did not receive from its 
Lord. Circumspectly, then, the church confess-
es its sin of boasting as if it were something, 
contributed something, of offered something 
for God. Indeed, the church recognizes that 
what it does have—spiritual gifts—has been 
granted to it by the Holy Spirit (1 Cor. 12:7, 11). 
Consequently, as Paul explains: “As each has 
received a gift, use it to serve one another, as 
good stewards of God’s varied grace: whoever 
speaks, as one who speaks oracles of God; who-
ever serves, as one who serves by the strength 
that God supplies—in order that in everything 
God may be glorified through Jesus Christ” (1 
Pet. 4:10-11). Indeed, when the church serves 
as it should in light of the gospel—and the 
following example is the service of giving—
wonderful fruit is produced: “For the ministry 
of this service is not only supplying the needs 
of the saints, but is also overflowing in many 
thanksgivings to God. By their [the recipients 
of the church’s giving] approval of this service, 
they will glorify God because of your submis-
sion flowing from your confession of the gospel 

of Christ” (2 Cor. 9:12-13). 
The whole church serves to the glory of 

God. 

Whole Church Servants and Growth

The church in its identity as servants also 
fosters its own growth. Returning to the above 
theme of spiritual gifts, the purpose for such 
gifted people—Paul focuses on the church 
leaders of apostles, prophets, evangelists, and 
pastor-teachers (Eph. 4:11)—is “to equip the 
saints for the work of ministry, for building 
up the body of Christ” (Eph. 4:12). That is, 
gifted leaders teach, train, equip, develop all 
the members of the church so that everyone 
functions as servants, with the result that 
whole church grows, attaining “to the unity 
of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of 
God, to mature manhood, to the measure of the 
stature of the fullness of Christ” (Eph. 4:13). To 
be underscored is the all-encompassing nature 
of the vision: “we are to grow up in every way 
into him who is the head, into Christ” (Eph. 
4:15). The vision is actualized through both 
divine enablement and divinely-empowered 
human effort: The church is to grown 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. 4:16). Christ does his 
part by making the body grow, and the church, 
equipped by Christ with everything it needs 
and with every member serving properly, 
builds itself up in love. 

Paul again addresses the idea of service 
leading to growth, underscoring both the 
responsibility of servants to engage properly 
in their ministries and the divine source of the 
ensuing growth. In this specific case, he pres-
ents the work of Apollos, together with Paul’s 
own work, in the church of Corinth:
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What then is Apollos? What is Paul? 
Servants through whom you believed, 
as the Lord assigned to each . I planted, 
Apollos watered, but God gave the 
growth . So neither he who plants 
nor he who waters is anything, but 
only God who gives the growth . He 
who plants and he who waters are 
one, and each will receive his wages 
according to his labor . For we are 
God’s fellow workers . You are God’s 
field, God’s building . (1 Cor . 3:5-9)

The church consists of fellow-workers to 
whom God has assigned the role and responsi-
bility of instruments to sow the seed of the gos-
pel, plant the church, and nourish the church 
through preaching, administering the ordi-
nances, praying, discipling, and so forth. As 
stewards carrying out the will and the mission 
of Jesus, servants are not counted as anything; 
at the end of the day, they repeat what their 
master tells them: “So you also, when you have 
done all that you were commanded, say, ‘We 
are unworthy servants; we have only done 
what was our duty’” (Luke 17:10). At the same 
time, God uses such service performed and 
will even reward it; yet, it is God alone who 
gives growth in the church, making it God’s 
field that has produced abundant crops and 
God’s building that reaches to the sky. 

The whole church serves and thus grows 
with growth that comes from God. 

Whole Church Servants and Great Commission

The church in its identity as servants is the 
recipient of the Great Commission and takes 
its stewardship of this mission seriously. As 
noted above, “the missional task of the church 
has been given to it; it is a divinely given 
mandate, not a responsibility the church takes 

to itself.”68 An implication of this givenness is 
that the church must engage in the Great Com-
mission in God-honoring and Christ-centered 
ways, as Paul details: 

Therefore, having this ministry by 
the mercy of God, we do not lose heart . 
But we have renounced disgraceful, 
underhanded ways . We refuse to 
practice cunning or to tamper with 
God’s word, but by the open statement 
of the truth we would commend 
ourselves to everyone’s conscience 
in the sight of God . And even if our 
gospel is veiled, it is veiled to those 
who are perishing . In their case the 
god of this world has blinded the 
minds of the unbelievers, to keep them 
from seeing the light of the gospel of 
the glory of Christ, who is the image 
of God . For what we proclaim is not 
ourselves, but Jesus Christ as Lord, 
with ourselves as your servants for 
Jesus’ sake . For God, who said, “Let 
light shine out of darkness,” has shone 
in our hearts to give the light of the 
knowledge of the glory of God in the 
face of Jesus Christ . (2 Cor . 4:1-6)

The ministry of announcing the gospel of 
Jesus Christ is a merciful gift of God that the 
church thankfully receives and engages in 
relentlessly. In so doing, it eschews trickery, 
coercion, manipulation, and all perversion of 
the message (and no one can accuse the church 
of such deception), proclaiming the unadul-
terated gospel to all people. This good news 
has one and only one focus: the glorious Jesus 
Christ, who as the God-man is the visible 
image of the invisible God. The heralds of this 
message do not draw attention to themselves; 

68  SS 147. 
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they are in the background of the story, not its 
author or protagonist or plot line. Rather, they 
are servants for the sake of the One whose sto-
ry of salvation it is. And when they serve well, 
even the demonically-induceddemonically 
induced blindness that darkens their message 
is dispelled by the light of the gospel. 

The whole church serves and thus carries 
out the Great Commission. 

Whole Church Servants 
and Whole Gospel

The whole church in its identity as servants is 
gospel-centered, and thus focused on kingdom, 
cross, and grace as the three elements of the 
gospel. The gospel makes us servants, and our 
service is all about the gospel.69

Whole Church Servants and Kingdom

In its identity as servants, the church follows 
the example of its King who, in his inaugura-
tion of the kingdom of God, took on the role of 
a servant to his subjects. Such humble service 
was never more evident than when Jesus, as 
the guest of honor at supper with his disciples, 
engaged in the most demeaning of actions—
one usually reserved for slaves—of washing the 
filthy feet of his friends whom he deeply loved:

He laid aside his outer garments, and 
taking a towel, tied it around his waist . 
Then he poured water into a basin 
and began to wash the disciples’ feet 
and to wipe them with the towel that 
was wrapped around him . He came to 
Simon Peter, who said to him, “Lord, 
do you wash my feet?” Jesus answered 
him, “What I am doing you do not 
understand now, but afterward you 
will understand .” Peter said to him, 
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“You shall never wash my feet .” Jesus 
answered him, “If I do not wash you, 
you have no share with me .” Simon 
Peter said to him, “Lord, not my feet 
only but also my hands and my head!” 
Jesus said to him, “The one who has 
bathed does not need to wash, except 
for his feet, but is completely clean . 
And you are clean, but not every one 
of you .” For he knew who was to betray 
him; that was why he said, “Not all 
of you are clean .” (John 13:4-11)

So that the lesson would not be lost on his 
perplexed and dumbfounded disciples, Jesus 
offered an explanation for his action:

When he had washed their feet and put 
on his outer garments and resumed 
his place, he said to them, “Do you 
understand what I have done to you? 
You call me Teacher and Lord, and 
you are right, for so I am . If I then, 
your Lord and Teacher, have washed 
your feet, you also ought to wash one 
another’s feet . For I have given you an 
example, that you also should do just 
as I have done to you . Truly, truly, I 
say to you, a servant is not greater 
than his master, nor is a messenger 
greater than the one who sent him . 
If you know these things, blessed are 
you if you do them . (John 13:12-17)

Loving his disciples with unconditional love, 
Jesus “put on a display of selfless, sacrifi-
cial service” for their sake.70 Though rightly 
acknowledged as their Lord and Teacher, 
he stooped to the lowest level of slave labor 
and washed his disciples’ feet, providing an 
example of humble, even humiliating, service 
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for them to imitate. Servants are certainly not 
greater than their master; if Jesus served his 
disciples, they are expected to serve others 
similarly. Furthermore, they are promised the 
blessing of God if they so serve. As Michael 
Card underscores, “In the upside-down king-
dom, true greatness is found in the servant’s 
kneeling with the basin and the towel.”71

With Jesus having inaugurated the king-
dom at this first coming, and with Jesus bring-
ing about the consummation of the kingdom at 
his second coming, service in the kingdom is 
limited to the age between these two temporal 
markers. In light of this reality, Paul’s exhor-
tation to the church resounds appropriately: 
“And let us not grow weary of doing good, for 
in due season we will reap, if we do not give 
up. So then, as we have opportunity, let us do 
good to everyone, and especially to those who 
are of the household of faith” (Gal. 6:9-10). The 
church in its identity as servants tirelessly and 
expansively engages in service in the kingdom 
of God.  

Whole Church Servants and Cross

Of course, looming over Jesus’ inauguration 
and establishment of the kingdom of God was 
the shadow of the cross. Indeed, Jesus’ prom-
ise that he would build his church through 
granting it the keys of the kingdom (Matt. 
16:18-19) was juxtaposed with his announce-
ment  ofannouncement of his impending 
death: “From that time Jesus began to show 
his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and 
suffer many things from the elders and chief 
priests and scribes, and be killed, and on the 
third day be raised” (Matt. 16:21). Though 
bumbling Peter unceremoniously rebuked 
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Jesus for his apparently harebrained scheme, 
Jesus in turn rebuked his friend, warning Peter 
“you are not setting your mind on the things of 
God, but on the things of man” (Matt. 16:23). 
For true service to take place, “Jesus told his 
disciples, ‘If anyone would come after me, let 
him deny himself and take up his cross and 
follow me’” (Matt. 16:24). 

Accordingly, the cross stands at the heart 
of the gospel, both in terms of Jesus’ mission 
and the church’s service: To serve Jesus is to 
sacrifice one’s own life for the sake of others. 
Practically, then, Jesus explains to his ser-
vant-disciples: “You know that those who are 
considered rulers of the Gentiles lord it over 
them, and their great ones exercise authority 
over them. But it shall not be so among you. 
But whoever would be great among you must 
be your servant, and whoever would be first 
among you must be slave of all. For even the 
Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, 
and to give his life as a ransom for many” 
(Mark 10:42-45). As Jesus came to offer his 
life as a payment to redeem fallen people out of 
the clutches of sin and death (cf. 1 Pet. 1:18-
19), so the church in its identity as servants is 
called to lay down its life as it announces the 
good news of salvation accomplished by Jesus 
throughout the world. To be underscored is 
this discussion is, in the words of John Piper, 
“the radical call to Christian discipleship is 
NOT a call to serve Jesus, but to be served by 
Jesus as we serve others, and to be ransomed 
by him from death.”72 Christ comes into this 
world as a servant, and he does not call his dis-
ciples to serve him, but to serve others while 
he serves his disciples. 

Consequently, and as we have seen, the 
church emphasizes the gospel of the crucified 
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Christ and not itself, as Paul explains: “For 
what we proclaim is not ourselves, but Jesus 
Christ as Lord, with ourselves as your servants 
for Jesus’s sake” (2 Cor. 4:5). At the same time, 
the church as servants lives the reality of 
crucifixion: 

But we have this treasure in jars of 
clay, to show that the surpassing 
power belongs to God and not to us . 
We are afflicted in every way, but not 
crushed; perplexed, but not driven to 
despair; persecuted, but not forsaken; 
struck down, but not destroyed; always 
carrying in the body the death of Jesus, 
so that the life of Jesus may also be 
manifested in our bodies . For we who 
live are always being given over to 
death for Jesus’ sake, so that the life 
of Jesus also may be manifested in 
our mortal flesh . So death is at work 
in us, but life in you . (2 Cor . 4:7-12)

Conformed to the image of the crucified 
Christ, his servants live a cruciform-life. 
Indeed, in its ministry of the gospel, relying 
on the grace of God, the church echoes Paul’s 
cry: “Working together with him [God], then, 
we appeal to you not to receive the grace of 
God in vain. For he says, ‘In a favorable time I 
listened to you, and in a day of salvation I have 
helped you.’ Behold, now is the favorable time; 
behold, now is the day of salvation. We put no 
obstacle in anyone’s way, so that no fault may 
be found with our ministry, but as servants of 
God we commend ourselves in every way” (2 
Cor. 6:1-4). And just how is it that the church 
commends itself as servants of Christ? It does 
so by listing its cross-like sufferings and its 
grace-produced virtues: “by great endurance, 
in afflictions, hardships, calamities, beat-
ings, imprisonments, riots, labors, 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 honor and dishonor, 
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 every-
thing” (2 Cor. 6:4-10). 

The church in its identity as servants is all 
about the cross of Jesus Christ. 

Whole Church Servants and Grace 

So that the point is not missed, the call to 
service in the kingdom of God and centered 
on the cross is not a duty laid upon servants 
of Jesus Christ to be accomplished on their 
own, in the strength of their own resources. On 
the contrary, Jesus serves his disciples, God 
supplies the grace that they need, and the Holy 
Spirit undergirds and empowers their service. 
As Paul rehearses: “According to the grace of 
God given to me, like a skilled master builder I 
laid a foundation, and someone else is building 
upon it. Let each one take care how he builds 
upon it. For no one can lay a foundation other 
than that which is laid, which is Jesus Christ” 
(1 Cor. 3:10). The whole church in its identity 
as servants relies upon the grace of God.

A helpful guide in grasping this aspect 
of service is Martin Luther and his writing, 
The Freedom of a Christian. “I shall set down 
the following two propositions concerning 
the freedom and the bondage of the [human] 
spirit: A Christian is a perfectly free lord of all, 
subject to none. A Christian is a perfectly obe-
dient servant of all, subject to all. These two 
theses seem to contradict each other.”73 With 
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respect to the first thesis, Luther underscored 
that Christian freedom is established by God’s 
justification of sinful human beings by his 
grace, a grace that is appropriated by faith and 
faith alone, without any mixture of good works, 
obedience to God’s law, religious activity, ser-
vice of the poor, and so forth. Indeed, in no un-
certain words, Luther denounced the common 
notion that good works done in service to oth-
ers in order to earn God’s favor and merit his 
forgiveness destroys both freedom and faith; 
indeed, adding works of service “makes them 
no longer good but truly damnable works.”74 

In terms of Luther’s second thesis, service 
and the duty to engage in good works for the 
benefit of everyone is established by God’s 
work of justification: “This is a truly Christian 
life. Here, faith is truly active through love 
[Gal. 5:6], that is, it finds expression in works of 
the finest service, cheerfully and lovingly done, 
with which a man willingly serves another 
without hope of reward.”75 Accordingly, the 
church consists of servants who have experi-
enced the grace of God and thus are secure in 
their eternal relationship with him, rejecting 
any role for service and good works in meriting 
God’s favor. They have been—and know they 
have been—declared not guilty but righteous 
instead, and they stand secure in this gracious, 
mighty act of God on their behalf. Being thus 
free in Christ, they willingly and obedient-
ly submit themselves to a life of service for 
others. Their motivation is not to earn divine 
favor—they are already recipients of such 
grace—nor is it to merit eternal life—they have 
already been promised such an inheritance 
through their justification. Rather, their incen-
tive is love for God and for others, a love that 
flows from their faith in his grace. The church, 
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then, is marked by a dutiful and all-encom-
passing service because of grace.  

An example of such grace-based service 
can be seen in the ministry of Barnabas and 
Saul (later called Paul) in the newly founded 
church of Antioch. 

But there were some of them [the 
persecuted Christians], men of Cyprus 
and Cyrene, who on coming to Antioch 
spoke to the Hellenists also, preaching 
the Lord Jesus . And the hand of the 
Lord was with them, and a great 
number who believed turned to the 
Lord . The report of this came to the 
ears of the church in Jerusalem, and 
they sent Barnabas to Antioch . And 
he came and saw the grace of God, he 
was glad, and he exhorted them all 
to remain faithful to the Lord with 
steadfast purpose, for he was a good 
man, full of the Holy Spirit and of faith . 
And a great many people were added to 
the Lord . So Barnabas went to Tarsus 
to look for Saul, and when he had found 
him, he brought him to Antioch . For a 
whole year they met with the church 
and taught a great many people . And 
in Antioch the disciples were first 
called Christians . (Acts 11:20-26)

Some unknown Christians, dispersed from 
the church of Jerusalem because of intense 
persecution, preached the gospel with amazing 
results: Through the grace of God, a large num-
ber of people in the city of Antioch embraced 
salvation by faith in Jesus. The church in 
Jerusalem, concerned for these new believers, 
sent Barnabas to help them in their new faith. 
He was an outstanding servant, full of the Holy 
Spirit and of faith, and he assisted the church 
of Antioch through exhortation and teaching. 
As the grace of God, which was powerfully 
operative in initiating the church, continued to 
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be poured out in the multiplication of new be-
lievers, Barnabas recruited Saul to join him in 
ministry. Together the two served the church 
of Antioch that, not long afterwards, would 
become a missional church sending Barnabas 
and Saul to plant and serve new churches. In 
all these cases, servants engaged in ministry 
because of the grace of God. 

In summary, the church in its identity as 
servants is gospel-centered, and thus focused 
on kingdom, cross, and grace as the three ele-
ments of the gospel.

Whole Church Servants and Whole World

The church lives its identity as servants in the 
whole world, which encompasses location, 
vocation, restoration, recreation, and multipli-
cation

Whole Church Servants and Location

As underscored, the notion of service in the 
context of the whole vision and whole gospel 
is one of identity first, then activity: first and 
foremost, the church is made up of Chris-
tians who are servants—their identity is that 
of servants—and from this reality flow their 
concrete acts of service. This truth is no more 
clearly seen than in Jesus himself, who was a 
servant—for three years he engaged in min-
istry as a servant who served—and continues 
forever to be a servant who serves, as Hebrews 
underscores: “The former priests were many 
in number, because they were prevented by 
death from continuing in office, but he holds 
his priesthood permanently, because he con-
tinues forever. Consequently, he is able to save 
to the uttermost those who draw near to God 
through him, since he always lives to make 
intercession for them” (Heb. 7:23-25). As the 
eternal high priest, Jesus is forever a servant 
who saves his people by always praying for 
them.

This emphasis on beings servants, and 
its foundational role for doing acts of ser-
vice, helps the church to approach the issue 
of where it should serve. Being composed of 
Christians who are identified as servants, the 
church serves wherever it may be, wherever its 
member-servants are to be found. 

Four specific venues may be specified: lo-
cal, regional, national, and global. Service that 
is locally oriented reaches out to the families 
and relatives of the church’s members. Coming 
alongside of those who have lost loved ones 
by providing meals, counseling them in their 
grief, and leading funeral are concrete ways 
of serving them. Local service also includes 
the neighbors of the church’s member, as well 
as their colleagues at work. Serving other 
members through the various ministries of the 
church—preaching and teaching, providing 
pastoral care, leading community groups, per-
sonal mentoring—is part and parcel of serving 
locally. 

Serving regionally means the church loves 
its city and surrounding areas, expressing its 
service through gospel-centered ministries 
and partnerships. Some of examples include 
purchasing and renovating dilapidated homes 
and turning them into mission houses for 
neighborhood outreach; helping with job 
training, resume writing, and interviewing for 
jobs; providing assistance for women caught in 
the adult entertainment industry to escape and 
be gainfully employed; aiding the homeless, 
paroled, hurting; and much more. 

Service that is national may take the 
form of church planting, that is, multiplying 
the church in other locations throughout the 
nation; those churches, in their identity as 
servants, expand service that is local, regional, 
national, and global. Concurrently, a church 
may join in partnership with other churches 
and agencies to provide relief when natural 
disasters devastate areas of the county.

Global service may mirror national service 
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and its focus on church planting efforts and 
disaster relief, while expanding to include Bi-
ble translation and literacy training, building 
orphanages in impoverished areas, raising up 
and supporting missionaries for cross-cultural 
ministries, establishing international busi-
nesses in order to enter into countries that are 
closed to missionaries, and much more. 

Whole Church Servants and Vocation

One of the above mentionedabove-mentioned 
groups that the church serves is the colleagues 
with whom its members work. This point 
raises the question of the relationship between 
servants and their vocation. Importantly, 
Scripture calls Christians to serve in the con-
text—which includes the vocation—in which 
they were saved by Jesus ChristJesus Christ 
saved them:

Only let each person lead the life that 
the Lord has assigned to him, and 
to which God has called him . This is 
my rule in all the churches .  .  .  . Each 
one should remain in the condition 
in which he was called . Were you a 
bondservant when called? Do not be 
concerned about it . (But if you can 
gain your freedom, avail yourself 
of the opportunity .) For he who was 
called in the Lord as a bondservant is a 
freedman of the Lord . Likewise he who 
was free when called is a bondservant 
of Christ . You were bought with a price; 
do not become bondservants of men . 
So, brothers, in whatever condition 
each was called, there let him remain 
with God . (1 Cor . 7:17, 20-24)

The divine call to salvation comes in a partic-
ular context, and it is in that condition that 
church members are to remain and serve. 

This biblical injunction dispels the all-
too-common notion that Christians should 

leave their vocation and enter into full-time 
ministry in order to truly serve Jesus Christ. 
At issue is the following dichotomy, put in the 
form of a question: is God primarily pleased 
with religious/spiritual work (being a pastor 
or missionary) or is he primarily pleased with 
secular/material work (being a butcher, baker, 
or candlestick maker and engaging in nor-
mal human tasks like designing and building 
skyscrapers, practicing medicine and law, 
teaching statistics in high school, competing as 
an Olympic athlete, selling shoes, and manu-
facturing hybrid cars? Numerous historical 
and philosophical factors (e.g., Platonism) 
have deeply influenced the human perspective 
on this issue, including the church’s viewpoint 
on it; indeed, many churches erect an unbibli-
cal distinction between the two categories of 
work.

As Scripture commands, Christians are 
to remain in the condition in which they were 
saved by Jesus ChristJesus Christ saved them; 
it is in that vocation that God calls them to 
serve. The church, taking its cue from Martin 
Luther, and especially his 1520 Treatise on 
Good Works, must refuse to elevate “religious” 
activity above other types of human work in 
terms of what is more pleasing to God. Because 
the divine call to, and enablement for, the pur-
suit of service intersects with all Christians 
no matter what their vocation may be, those 
in religious professions—pastors/elders and 
missionaries—are not in a more favorable state 
before God norneither in a more favorable 
state before God nor in a more advantageous 
position to please him. Church members serve 
in whatever vocation they work. 

How they are to serve in their vocations 
is detailed by the apostle Paul: 

Bondservants [employees], obey in 
everything those who are your earthly 
masters [employers], not by way 
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of eye-service, as people-pleasers, 
but with sincerity of heart, fearing 
the Lord . Whatever you do, work 
heartily, as for the Lord and not for 
men, knowing that from the Lord you 
will receive the inheritance as your 
reward . You are serving the Lord 
Christ . For the wrongdoer will be paid 
back for the wrong he has done, and 
there is no partiality . (Col . 3:22-25)

Christians in their vocations don’t serve 
because others are watching them, nor do they 
serve to be seen by others so as to please them; 
rather, they serve others as serving Jesus 
Christ, working for him and not for human 
beings and looking for his recognition and 
reward.   

Whole Church Servants and Restoration

Christians in their vocations don’t serve 
because others are watching them, nor do they 
serve to be seen by others so as to please them; 
rather, they serve others as serving Jesus 
Christ, working for him and not for human 
beings and looking for his recognition and 
reward. 

An important act of service that takes 
place in the church is giving. Christians serve 
by giving for the support of their pastors (1 
Tim. 5:17-18; Gal. 6:6; 1 Cor. 9:6-18), for sending 
missionaries (?), for widows (1 Tim. 5:3-16), for 
helping the poor (Gal. 2:10) and poor churches 
(2 Cor. 8-9). In the last two cases, giving serves 
to bring about restoration for individuals and 
churches that are suffering. Accordingly, the 
church in its identity as servants engages in 
restoration.

An outstanding example of the church’s 
service through giving for restoration is the 
church in Jerusalem: “And all who believed 
were together and had all things in common. 
And they were selling their possessions and 

belongings and distributing the proceeds to 
all, as any had need” (Acts 2:44-45). Having re-
pented and been baptized for the forgiveness of 
sin, and having received the Holy Spirit (Acts 
2:38), a generosity permeated the church, with 
the result that anyone who had need received 
the necessary provision.76 The needy were re-
stored as the church served them. As the story 
continues: 

Now the full number of those who 
believed were of one heart and soul, and 
no one said that any of the things that 
belonged to him was his own, but they 
had everything in common .  .  .  . There 
was not a needy person among them, 
for as many as were owners of lands 
or houses sold them and brought the 
proceeds of what was sold and laid it at 
the apostles’ feet, and it was distributed 
to each as any had need . (Acts 4:32-35)

The reality of profound unity, together with a 
deep selflessness, prompted the church to give 
sacrificially. This generosity was not imposed 
on the church, but such compassion over-
flowed because “great grace was upon them 
all” (Acts 4:33). Moved by this grace so as to 
give sacrificially, members who had means to 
benefit others willingly served their brothers 
and sisters who lacked means and brought 
about restoration.

The church in its identity as servants 
engages in restoration.

Whole Church Servants and Recreation

Serving others can be, and more often than not 
is, taxing. The temptation may arise to become 
embittered or resentful toward those who are 
served, frustration may grow because of the 

76  SS 448. 
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apparent lack of appreciation, and weariness 
may set in due to the constancy of demand for 
more and more service. Service is both costly 
and exhausting, and recreation or rest is not 
readily associated with it. 

Beautifully, however, Jesus gives the 
following promise to the church in its identity 
as servants: “Whoever loves his life loses it, 
and whoever hates his life in this world will 
keep it for eternal life. If anyone serves me, 
he must follow me; and where I am, there will 
my servant be also. If anyone serves me, the 
Father will honor him” (John 12:25-26). Three 
aspects of this promise are evident: Pour-
ing out one’s temporal life in sacrificial and 
grueling service will be crowned with eternal 
life. Following and being a servant of Jesus 
now will mean following and being a servant of 
Jesus forever. And serving Jesus so as to honor 
him courts God’s honor (cf. 1 Sam. 2:30). Rec-
reation and rest are promised to the church as 
servants. 

Accordingly, Paul admonishes the church: 
“And let us not grow weary of doing good, for 
in due season we will reap, if we do not give up. 
So then, as we have opportunity, let us do good 
to everyone, and especially to those who are of 
the household of faith” (Gal. 6:9-10). Persever-
ance in service is called for, and it is prompted 
by having the right perspective on sowing and 
reaping: Doing good through serving others 
is the call to which the church is summoned 
now, in this season of God’s redemptive plan; 
recreation and rest will be the crop that the 
church will reap later, in in the season of God’s 
consummation of his work. 

This point should not discourage the 
church from encouraging and scheduling 
regular periods of rest for its members in their 
service, if such interludes are possible. To 
take one example: Community group leaders 
may build in intentional down times for their 
groups, especially by changing the rhythms of 
group life from intense discussions focused on 

sermons and times of accountability to outings 
such as hiking or attending a sporting event to-
gether that promote fellowship and recreation. 
At the same time, such periods of rest can still 
be utilized to engage in intentional service 
with a different flavor.

Whole Church Servants and Multiplication

The church in its identity as servants engag-
es in multiplication; indeed, it bears has the 
responsibility to do so. As Jesus illustrated in 
a parable:

A nobleman went into a far country to 
receive for himself a kingdom and then 
return . Calling ten of his servants, he 
gave them ten minas, and said to them, 
“Engage in business until I come .” 
But his citizens hated him and sent a 
delegation after him saying, “We do 
not want this man to reign over us .” 
When he returned, having received the 
kingdom, he ordered these servants 
to whom he had given the money to be 
called to him, that he might know what 
they had gained by doing business . The 
first came before him, saying, “Lord, 
your mina has made ten minas more .” 
And he said to him, “Well done, good 
servant! Because you have been faithful 
in a very little, you shall have authority 
over ten cities .” And the second came, 
saying, “Lord, your mina has made five 
minas .” And he said to him, “And you 
are to be over fine cities .” Then another 
came ,came, saying, “Lord, here is 
your mina, which I kept laid away in a 
handkerchief; for I was afraid of you, 
because you are a severe man . You take 
what you did not deposit, and reap 
what you did not sow .” He said to him, 
“I will condemn you with your own 
words, you wicked servant! You knew 
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that I was a severe man, taking what I 
did not deposit and reaping what I did 
not sow? Whey then did you not put my 
money in the bank, and at my coming I 
might have collected it with interest?” 
And he said to those who stood by, 
“Take the mina from him, and give 
it to the one who has the ten minas .” 
And they said to him, “Lord, he has 
ten minas!” “I tell you that to everyone 
who has, more will be given, but from 
the one who has not, even what he has 
will be taken away .” (Luke 19:12-26)

Servants have been given gifts and abilities to 
serve, and Jesus’ expectation is that they em-
ploy their resources fruitfully. As noted earlier, 
servants as stewards are called to be faithful (1 
Cor. 4:2); here, Jesus also insists that they be 
fruitful in terms of multiplying their talents. 
Certainly, faithfulness does not necessarily 
translate into fruitfulness; the latter depends 
on many factors, many of which are outside the 
control of servants engaging faithfully (e.g., the 
parable of the four soils; Matt. 13:1-8, 18-23). 
But gifted servants engaged faithfully in their 
work should serve with the anticipation that 
their labors will be multiplied. 

An example of the church serving and thus 
multiplying actually arose in a crisis situation 
in which it was not serving in an appropriate 
way: “Now in these days when the disciples 
were increasing in number, a complaint by the 

Hellenists arose against the Hebrews because 
their widows were being neglected in the 
daily distribution” (Acts 6:1). In the church 
in Jerusalem, the Hebrew-speaking widows 
were receiving proper attention by being given 
food, but the Greek-speaking widows were 
being overlooked in the food distribution. The 
apostles addressed this predicament head on: 
“And the twelve summoned the full number 
of the disciples and said, ‘It is not right that 
we should give up preaching the word of God 
to serve tables. Therefore, brothers, pick out 
from among you seven men of good repute, 
full of the Spirit and of wisdom, whom we 
will appoint to this duty. But we will devote 
ourselves to prayer and to the ministry of the 
word’” (Acts 6:2-4). The church needed to 
engage in two kinds of service: the ministry 
of food distribution so that all the widows 
would be properly cared for, and the ministry 
of teaching the word of God and prayer. Fol-
lowing the directive of its leaders, the church 
selected seven men to dedicate themselves to 
the service of waiting on tables, thus freeing up 
the apostles to concentrate on their service of 
preaching and intercession. The result was sig-
nificant multiplication: “And the word of God 
continued to increase, and the number of the 
disciples multiplied greatly in Jerusalem, and 
a great many of the priests became obedient to 
the faith” (Acts 6:7).  

The church in its identity of servants 
engages in multiplication. 

Whole Church: Witnesses

Whole Church Witnesses 
and Whole Vision

The witnessing church takes its place among 
many other realities that bear witness. For 
example, the universe was created by God ren-
ders visible his invisible nature: “For what can 

be known about God is plain to them [human 
beings], because God has shown it to them. 
For his invisible attributes, namely, his eternal 
power and divine nature, have been clearly 
perceived, ever since the creation of the world, 
in the things that have been made” (Rom. 1:19-
20). The created order witnesses to the reality 
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of God. Moreover, the Son of God, by means of 
his incarnation, renders visible the God whom 
no one has ever seen: “And the Word became 
flesh and dwelt among us, and we have seen his 
glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father, 
full of grace and truth. . . . No one has ever seen 
God; the only God, who is at the Father’s side, 
he has made him known” (John 1:14, 18). To 
this truth about the incarnate Son, Paul adds: 
“He is the image of the invisible God” (Col. 
1:15). No wonder that Jesus, in response to his 
friend’s request that he reveal God, replied, 
“Have I been with you so long, and you still do 
not know me, Philip? Whoever has seen me 
has seen the Father” (John 14:9). The incar-
nate Son bears witness to the identity of God. 
Furthermore, various realities bore witness to 
Jesus, demonstrating his deity: John the Bap-
tist (John 1:7-8, illustrated in 1:19-34; 5:30-35), 
the Father (John 5:37; 8:18), Scripture (John 
5:39), Jesus’ miracles (John 5:36; 10:25),77 the 
Holy Spirit (John 15:25-26), and the apostle 
John himself (John 19:31-37; 21:24). Indeed, 
Jesus himself was the first witness to the gos-
pel (John 18:37; Heb. 2:4). 

Following this trajectory of witness 
bearing, the church takes its place as witness. 
Importantly, the church’s witness flows from 
the presence of the Holy Spirit in it, as Jesus 
promised: “But when the Holy Spirit comes, 
whom I will send to you from the Father, the 
Spirit of truth, who proceeds from the Father, 
he will bear witness about me. And you also 
will bear witness, because you have been with 

77  The seven miracles, narrated by John as the seven 
signs confirming Jesus’ deity, are: changing water 
into wine (John 2:1-11); healing the official’s son 
(John 4:46-54); healing the invalid at the pool (John 
5:1-17); the feeding of the five thousand (John 6:1-14); 
walking on water (John 6:16-21); the healing of the 
blind man (John 9:1-41; and the raising of Lazarus 
(John 11:1-44. The purpose for John’s inclusion of 
these signs in his Gospel is summarized in John 
20:30-31. 

me from the beginning” (John 15:26-27). 
Upon the descent of the Holy Spirit on the 
day of Pentecost, the apostles bore witness by 
preaching the gospel: “And we are witnesses to 
these things, and so is the Holy Spirit, whom 
God has given to those who obey him” (Acts 
5:32). To confirm the authenticity of the gospel 
message, and to authenticate the messengers 
of the gospel, God did mighty acts: “It [the 
gospel of salvation] was declared at first by the 
Lord, and it was attested to us by those who 
heard, while God also bore witness by signs 
and miracles and various miracles and by gifts 
of the Holy Spirit, distributed according to his 
will” (Heb. 2:3-4). 

Accordingly, the church is a witnessing 
church. Specifically, the church bears witness 
for the glory of God, its witness fosters the 
growth of its member-witnesses, and wit-
nessing is part of the fulfillment of the Great 
Commission. 

Whole Church Witnesses and Glory

Jesus employed two powerful metaphors—an 
elevated, lighted lamp, and a prominent city—
to underscore the importance of Christians 
shining their light before others and thus 
bearing witness to him: “You are the light of 
the world. A city set on a hill cannot be hidden. 
Nor do people light a lamp and put it under a 
basket, but on a stand, and it gives light to all in 
the house. In the same way, let your light shine 
before others, so that they may see your good 
works and give glory to your Father who is in 
heaven” (Matt. 5:14-16). This parable empha-
sizes the individual responsibility of church 
members to bear witness to Jesus Christ. The 
fruit of such witness is that its recipients glori-
fy God. Indeed, God works through the witness 
of church members to bring others to salvation 
and glory: “To this he called you through our 
gospel, so that you may obtain the glory of our 
Lord Jesus Christ” (2 Thess. 2:14).
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Interestingly, the glory associated with 
witness is multifaceted. In some profound 
sense, this ministry of the church—being the 
new covenant ministry of the Holy Spirit—is 
itself glorious. Paul reflects on this reality as 
he addresses the church of Corinth, the fruit 
of his ministry of the gospel: “you show that 
you are a letter from Christ delivered by us, 
written not with ink but with the Spirit of 
the living God, not on tablets of stone but on 
tablets of human hearts” (2 Cor. 3:3). Profess-
ing the sufficiency of Jesus Christ and his own 
insufficiency for such a ministry, Paul offers a 
powerful contrast between the ministry of the 
church—the new covenant ministry—and the 
ministry of Moses—the old covenant ministry: 
“Such is the confidence that we have through 
Christ toward God. Not that we are sufficient 
in ourselves to claim anything as coming from 
us, but our sufficiency is from God, who has 
made us sufficient to be ministers of a new 
covenant, not of the letter but of the Spirit. For 
the letter kills, but the Spirit gives life” (2 Cor. 
3:4-6). Beyond these contrasts—the new cove-
nant ministry is of the Spirit and thus life-giv-
ing, the old covenant ministry is of the letter 
and thus kills—Paul also differentiates them in 
terms of their glory: 

Now if the ministry of death, carved in 
letters on stone, came with such glory 
that the Israelites could not gaze at 
Moses’ face because of its glory, which 
was being brought to an end, will not 
the ministry of the Spirit have even 
more glory? For if there was glory 
in the ministry of condemnation, 
the ministry of righteousness must 
far exceed it in glory . Indeed, in this 
case, what once had glory has come 
to have no glory at all, because of the 
glory that surpasses it . For if what 
was being brought to an end came 
with glory, much more will what is 

permanent have glory . (2 Cor . 3:1-11)

When Moses appeared before God as recipi-
ent of the old covenant instruction of the Ten 
Commandments, and whenever he would 
speak with God (Ex. 34:29-35), his face would 
shine because he was in the presence of the 
glorious Lord. Because this glory was intense 
yet fading, As he left the presence of God and 
returned to be with him people, Moses would 
place a veil over his face so that they would not 
witness its diminishing splendor. For Paul, this 
waning of glory symbolized the obsolescence 
of the old covenant ministry, and it provided a 
strong contrast with the enduring glory of the 
ministry of the new covenant.  

Accordingly, the church in its identity 
as witnesses engages in this new covenant 
ministry—the ministry of the Spirit who em-
powers it and produces its fruit, the ministry 
of righteousness that is imputed to sinners, 
the ministry of permanent and surpassing 
glory—as it communicates the gospel to the 
world. Indeed, the witnessing church, as its 
gospel ministry prospers in the transformation 
of lives, echoes the apostle’s words: “Since we 
have the same spirit of faith according to what 
has been written, ‘I believed, and so I spoke,’ 
we also believe, and so we also speak, knowing 
that he who raised the Lord Jesus will raise us 
also with Jesus and bring us with you into his 
presence. For it is all for your sake, so that as 
grace extends to more and more people it may 
increase thanksgiving, to the glory of God” (2 
Cor. 4:13-15). 

The church in its identity as witnesses 
engages in a glorious ministry for the glory of 
God and the salvation of others. 

Whole Church Witnesses and Growth

Participating in the Great Commission brings 
benefit not only to others who are reached with 
the gospel of Jesus Christ; there are personal 
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benefits in terms of growth of those engaged in 
such ministry. Relationally, witnesses become 
the fathers and mothers of those whom they 
lead to Christ and command the respect of 
their spiritual children, who are called to imi-
tate them (1 Cor. 4:14-17). Regarding commu-
nity, witnesses who struggle together mightily 
for the sake of the gospel forge bonds that go 
far beyond the ties of physical families. Per-
sonally, witnesses are pushed to new heights of 
obedience and faithfulness for the sake of the 
gospel: 

I do it all for the sake of the gospel, 
that I may share with them in its 
blessings . Do you not know that in 
a race all the runners compete, but 
only one receives the prize? So run 
that you may obtain it . Every athlete 
exercises self-control in all things . 
They do it to receive a perishable 
wreath, but we an imperishable . So I 
do not run aimlessly; I do not box as 
one beating the air . But I discipline 
my body and keep it under control, 
lest after preaching to others I myself 
should be disqualified . (1 Cor . 9:23-27)

Competing at the highest level in sports such 
as the 100 meter dash, the marathon, or boxing 
demands intense, nearly compulsive, training: 
athletes must stick to the proper diet, they 
must get the right amount of rest, they must 
engage in the appropriate practice, and the 
like. Moreover, when they compete, they must 
compete according to the rules of their sports; 
failure to do so results in disqualification. 
Self-discipline is of utmost importance for 
athletes who, if they win their race or knock 
out their opponent, receive a mere perishable 
reward. Engaging in the ministry of the gospel 
demands similar rigorous preparation and 
careful execution. Witnesses are pushed by 
their involvement in the Great Commission 

to be obedient and faithful to the Lord and his 
rules of engagement. Personal growth now is 
one of the benefits, as is an eternal reward that 
will never fade away. 

Whole Church Witnesses and 
Great Commission

The church in its identity as witnesses is 
captivated by the vision of fulfilling the Great 
Commission. For this ministry, the church is 
equipped and empowered by the Holy Spirit, 
as promised by Jesus: “But when the Helper 
comes, whom I will send to you from the Fa-
ther, the Spirit of truth, who proceeds from the 
Father, he will bear witness about me. And you 
also will bear witness, because you have been 
with me from the beginning” (John 15:26-27). 
Evidence of such empowerment and embold-
ening by the Spirit took place when enemies of 
the apostles arrested and hauled them before 
the Sanhedrin: 

And when they had brought them [the 
apostles], they set them before the 
council . And the high priest questioned 
them, saying, “We strictly charged 
you not to teach in this name, yet here 
you have filled Jerusalem with your 
teaching, and you intend to bring this 
man’s blood upon us .” But Peter and 
the apostles answered, “We must obey 
God rather than men . The God of our 
fathers raised Jesus, whom you killed 
by hanging him on a tree . God exalted 
him at his right hand as Leader and 
Savior, to give repentance to Israel 
and forgiveness of sins . And we are 
witnesses to these things, and so is the 
Holy Spirit, whom God has given to 
those who obey him” (Acts 5:27-32) .

Obeying God, who had charged them with the 
commission to bear witness before the hostile 
world, the apostles eschewed a human com-
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mand to cease and desist from such a task. 
Cost what it might cost, their obedience to the 
divine authority took precedence, and as a re-
sult, the apostles gave testimony to the gospel 
before their detractors. 

The witnessing church, supported by 
the Spirit’s enablement and guided by 
him in an ever-expanding mission, 
counts on and fulfills Jesus’ promise: 
“But you will receive power when the 
Holy Spirit has come upon you, and 
you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem 
and in all Judea and Samaria, and 
to the end of the earth” (Acts 1:8) .

The church in its identity as witnesses will not 
rest until it has fulfilled the Great Commission. 

Whole Church Witnesses 
and Whole Gospel

“The gospel makes us witnesses, and our 
witness is all about the gospel.”78 Because the 
gospel consists of three aspects, witnesses 
focus on the kingdom of God, the cross of Jesus 
Christ, and the grace of God.  

Whole Church Witnesses and Kingdom

The church in its identity as witnesses follows 
Jesus Christ, who was the first to bear witness 
through his announcement of the arrival of 
the kingdom of God: “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). For this mission of witness, Jesus 
was anointed by the Holy Spiritthe Holy Spirit 
anointed Jesus:

And he came to Nazareth, where he 

78  FM 179 

had been brought up . And as was his 
custom, he went to the synagogue 
on the Sabbath day, and he stood 
up to read . And the scroll of the 
prophet Isaiah was given to him . 
He unrolled the scroll and found 
the place where it was written, 

“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, 
because he has anointed me to proclaim 
good news to the poor . He has sent me 
to proclaim liberty to the captives and 
recovering of sight to the blind, to set 
at liberty those who are oppressed, to 
proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor .”

And he rolled up the scroll and 
gave it back to the attendant and 
sat down . And the eyes of all in the 
synagogue were fixed on him . And 
he began to say to them, “Today 
this Scripture has been fulfilled in 
your hearing .” (Luke 4:16-21) 

Accordingly, being filled with the Spirit, Jesus 
revealed the kingdom of God by engaging in 
making disciples (Mark 1:16-20), exorcising 
demons (Mark 1:21-28), and healing the sick 
(Mark 1:29-34). Even among these activities, 
Jesus emphasized the priority when, followed 
by the crowds and told “everyone is looking 
for you,” he answered, “Let us go on to the next 
towns, that I may preach there also, for that is 
why I came out” (Mark 1:36-38). 

The church in its identity as witnesses 
conforms its mission to that of its Lord. In-
deed, when the disciples asked the resurrect-
ed Jesus, “Lord, will you at this time restore 
the kingdom to Israel?” his response to them 
was direct: “It is not for you to know times or 
seasons that the Father has fixed by his own 
authority. But you will receive power when the 
Holy Spirit has come upon you, and you will 
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be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea 
and Samaria, and to the end of the earth” (Acts 
1:6-8). 

And so the first disciples engaged in bear-
ing witness: Peter announced the gospel on the 
day of Pentecost, with about three thousand 
people responding with repentance from sin 
and faith in Jesus (Acts 2:37-47). When the 
first wave of persecution broke out against 
the apostles, the church prayed confidently: 
“‘And now, Lord, look upon their threats and 
grant to your servants to continue to speak 
your word with all boldness, while you stretch 
out your hand to heal, and signs and wonders 
are performed through the name of your holy 
servant Jesus.’ And when they had prayed, the 
place in which they were gathered together 
was shaken, and they were all filled with the 
Holy Spirit and continued to speak the word of 
God with boldness” (Acts 4:29-31). Of course, 
witnessing was not confined to the apostles. 
For example, Stephen bore witness to Jesus 
before the religious leaders, a testimony that 
cost him his very life as he became the first 
Christian martyr (Acts  7). 

As another example: “Now those who 
were scattered went about preaching the word. 
Philip went down to the city of Samaria and 
proclaimed to them the Christ. And the crowds 
with one accord paid attention to what was 
being said by Philip when they heard him and 
saw the signs that he did. For unclean spirits, 
crying out with a loud voice, came out of many 
who had them, and many who were paralyzed 
or lame were healed. So there was much joy in 
that city” (Acts 8:4-8).79 Directed to approach 
the chariot of an Ethiopian eunuch, Philip 
heard him reading about the Suffering Servant 
from Isaiah 53. “And the eunuch said to Philip, 
‘About whom, I ask you, does the prophet say 

79  Luke’s expression indicates that many people were 
saved.

this, about himself or about someone else?’ 
Then Philip opened his mouth, and beginning 
with this Scripture he told him the good news 
about Jesus” (Acts 8:34-35). 

God directed Peter to bring the witness of 
the gospel to the Gentiles. Speaking with Cor-
nelius and his family and friends, Peter was in 
the process of explaining the good news: “‘And 
he commanded us to preach to the people and 
to testify that he is the one appointed by God 
to be judge of the living and the dead. To him 
all the prophets bear witness that everyone 
who believes in him receives forgiveness of 
sins through his name.’ While Peter was still 
saying these things, the Holy Spirit fell on all 
who heard the word. And the believers from 
among the circumcised who had come with 
Peter were amazed, because the gift of the Holy 
Spirit was poured out even on the Gentiles” 
(Acts 10:44-45). But this initiative was only 
the beginning of the mission to the Gentiles: 
“Now those who were scattered because of the 
persecution that arose over Stephen traveled 
as far as Phoenicia and Cyprus and Antioch, 
speaking the word to no one except Jews. But 
there were some of them, men of Cyprus and 
Cyrene, who on coming to Antioch spoke to 
the Hellenists also, preaching the Lord Jesus. 
And the hand of the Lord was with them, and 
a great number who believed turned to the 
Lord” (Acts 11:19-21). And thus began the first 
Gentile church in Antioch.

But it awaited the conversion and call of 
the former murderer and blasphemer, Saul of 
Tarsus, for this missionary work among the 
Gentiles to expand significantly throughout 
the then known world. Embarking on three 
missionary journeys, Paul (as he was renamed) 
bore witness in city after city, all the way to the 
capital of the Empire, Rome. Even as the book 
of Acts concludes, Paul was gathering many 
Jews to his lodging in the city: “From morning 
till evening he expounded to them, testifying 
to the kingdom of God and trying to convince 
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them about Jesus both from the Law of Moses 
and from the Prophets” (Acts 28:23). When his 
Jewish audience rejected his message, Paul 
did a reversal, telling them, “‘Therefore let it 
be known to you that this salvation of God has 
been sent to the Gentiles; they will listen.’ He 
lived there two whole years at his own expense, 
and welcomed all who came to him, proclaim-
ing the kingdom of God and teaching about the 
Lord Jesus Christ with all boldness and with-
out hindrance” (Acts 28:28-31). 

“Proclaiming the kingdom of God and 
teaching about the Lord Jesus Christ:” this 
summary underscores the ongoing mission of 
the church in its identity as witnesses in rela-
tion to the kingdom.

Whole Church Witnesses and Cross

When the church bears witness to Jesus 
Christ by announcing the gospel, its message 
is well-focused: “Now I would remind you, 
brothers, of the gospel I preached to you, which 
you received, in which you stand, and by which 
you are being saved, if you hold fast to the word 
I preached to you—unless you believed in vain. 
For I delivered to you as of first importance 
what I also received: that Christ died for our 
sins in accordance with the Scripture, that he 
was buried, that he was raised on the third day 
in accordance with the Scriptures, and that 
he appeared . . .” (1 Cor. 15:1-5). The gospel is 
cross-centered; thus, the church bears witness 
to Christ crucified for sins. 

Even during his ministry, this cross-cen-
teredness was foremost in Jesus’ mind. On oc-
casion, he told his disciples of the divinely-or-
dained plan for his crucifixion: “From that time 
Jesus began to show his disciples that he must 
go to Jerusalem and suffer may things from 
the elders and chief priests and scribes, and be 
killed, and on the third day be raised” (Matt. 
16:21; cf. 20:18-19). The cross was the topic of 
conversation on the Mount of Transfiguration:

Now about eight days after these 
sayings [Jesus’ command that his 
disciples take up their cross and 
follow him] he took with him Peter 
and John and James and went up 
on the mountain to pray . And as he 
was praying, the appearance of his 
face was altered, and his clothing 
became dazzling white . And behold, 
two men were talking with him, 
Moses and Elijah, who appeared in 
glory and spoke of his departure, 
which he was about to accomplish 
at Jerusalem . (Luke 9:28-31)

“His departure” was a reference to Jesus’ cruci-
fixion; accordingly, “When the days drew near 
for him to be taken up, he set his face to go to 
Jerusalem” (Luke 9:51).

As Jesus’ ministry was wholly oriented 
toward the cross, so too is the church’s witness. 
Indeed, Jesus announced to his disciples: “As 
the Father has sent me, even so I am sending 
you” (John 20:21). The Father sent the Son 
to become incarnate as Jesus Christ and to 
accomplish salvation through his death on 
the cross; this was the mission with which the 
Father commissioned the Son. In turn, the Son 
sends the church, not to accomplish salvation, 
but to announce the salvation accomplished by 
him on the cross; this is the mission with which 
the Son commissioned the church. 

The church bears witness to the cross of 
Jesus Christ.

Whole Church Witnesses and Grace

If such a responsibility sounds overwhelming, 
and the church in its identity as witnesses 
senses a burden for its task, the truth that the 
church’s message is the gospel grace must be 
kept in mind. Grace as an attribute of God—his 
goodness expressed toward those who deserve 
only condemnation—and as an activity of 
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God—his redemptive work carried out through 
the cross of Jesus Christ and applied freely and 
effectively through the Spirit of God and the 
Word of God—means that the church only bears 
witness to the gospel, but is not responsible for 
its impact. 

Such release from concern for producing 
results as it bears testimony to Christ puts the 
church in line with Paul’s reflection on witness-
es and their ministry:  

What then is Apollos? What is Paul? 
Servants through whom you believed, 
as the Lord assigned to each . I planted, 
Apollos watered, but God gave the 
growth . So neither he who plants nor he 
who waters is anything, but only God 
who gives the growth . He who plants 
and he who waters are one, and each will 
receive his wages according to his labor . 
For we are God’s fellow workers . You are 
God’s field, God’s building . (1 Cor . 3:5-9)

Accordingly, the church consists of witnesses 
who announce God’s grace in Christ, and new 
believers are “born again, not of perishable 
seed but of imperishable, through the living and 
abiding word of God” (1 Pet. 1:23)—“And this 
word is the good news that was preached” (1 
Pet. 1:25). 

At the same time, this lack of responsibility 
for the results of bearing witness does not mean 
irresponsibility in the way the witness is born. 
Indeed, Paul explains:

According to the grace of God given 
to me, like a skilled master builder I 
laid a foundation, and someone else is 
building upon it . Let each one take care 
how he builds upon it . For no one can 
lay a foundation other than that which 
is laid, which is Jesus Christ . Now if 
anyone builds on the foundation with 
gold, silver, precious stones, wood, hay, 
straw—each one’s work will become 

manifest, for the Day will disclose it, 
because it will be revealed by fire, and 
the fire will test what sort of work each 
one has done . If the work that anyone 
has built on the foundation survives, 
he will receive a reward . If anyone’s 
work is burned up, he will suffer loss, 
though he himself will be saved, but 
only as through fire . (1 Cor . 3:5-15)

The church is called to engage carefully, 
faithfully, and appropriately—in accordance 
with divine grace—in how it bears witness to 
Christ and how it builds on the gracious work of 
God—the church itself—that emerges from that 
witness.

The church bears witness to the gospel of 
grace. 

Whole Church Witnesses 
and Whole World

Whole Church Witnesses and Location

One of the “rules of engagement” for the church 
in its identity as witnesses throughout the 
world is that it contextualizes the gospel ev-
erywhere it is and goes. That is, the church ex-
presses the message to which it bears witness 
in language, concepts, and forms that convey 
the truth of the rescue work accomplished by 
Jesus Christ in ways that are comprehensible 
and personally gripping to different audiences 
in different contexts. In this contextualization, 
the church follows the pattern of the apostle 
Paul:

For though I am free from all, I have 
made myself a servant to all, that I 
might win more of them . To the Jews I 
became as a Jew, in order to win Jews . 
To those under the law I became as 
one under the law (though not being 
myself under the law) that I might win 
those under the law . To those outside 
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the law I became as one outside the 
law (not being outside the law of God 
but under the law of Christ) that I 
might win those outside the law . To 
the weak I became weak, that I might 
win the weak . I have become all things 
to all people, that by all means I might 
save some . I do it all for the sake of the 
gospel, that I may share with them 
in its blessings . (1 Cor . 9:19-23)

Examples of the apostle’s adaptation of himself 
and his mission include his simple message to 
the unsophisticated peasants of Lystra (Acts 
14:8-18) and his address to the elite, philosoph-
ically minded Athenians on Mars Hill (Acts 
17:16-34). 

Following this apostolic pattern, the 
church engages in the contextualization of 
the gospel in different venues: “The reality is 
that in seeking to faithfully pursue mission, all 
churches face the same challenge of relating 
their confession of Christ in the gospel to 
the culture that they are seeking to reach.”80 
Accordingly, the location in which the church 
enacts its mission is highly important and 
dictates, not the gospel itself, but the witness 
that is borne to it. The witnessing church is 
specifically located and presents a specific 
witness in that location.

Whole Church Witnesses and Vocation

The church’s witness and vocation are related 
in two particular ways. The first, which is true 
for most Christians, is that they bear witness 
to Jesus Christ as they engage in their voca-
tion as business owners, educators, medical 

80  Martin Downes, “Entrapment: The Emerging 
Church Conversation and the Cultural Captivity of 
the Gospel,” in Reforming or Conforming? Post-
Conservative Evangelicals and the Emerging Church, 
ed. Gary L. W. Johnson and Ronald N. Gleason 
(Wheaton, IL.: Crossway, 2008), 226 (emphasis his). 

personnel, salespeople, carpenters, athletes, 
artists, and the like. With their colleagues at 
work, Christians live the gospel responsibly 
and speak the gospel boldly. 

A second relationship between the 
church’s witness and vocation zeroes in on 
those who are engaged vocationally in the 
church’s ministry of the gospel. Paul in partic-
ular addressed the support to which those who 
preach the gospel are entitled. His explana-
tion takes its start from the basic notion that 
witnesses of the gospel have a right to refrain 
from working and be supported by others. 
Paul appeals to some common examples and 
wonders: “Who serves as a soldier at his own 
expense? Who plants a vineyard without 
eating any of its fruit? Or who tends a flock 
without getting some of the milk?” (1 Cor. 9:7). 
The clear answer to each of these questions is 
a negative one: no soldier, vinedresser, or shep-
herd fails to receive benefit from their labors. 
More importantly than such human reasoning, 
Scripture itself espouses this idea: “Do I say 
these things on human authority? Does not the 
Law say the same? For it is written in the Law 
of Moses, ‘You shall not muzzle an ox when it 
treads out the grain’ [Deut. 25:4]. Is it for oxen 
that God is concerned? Does he not certainly 
speak for our sake? It was written for our sake, 
because the plowman should plow in hope and 
the thresher thresh in hope of sharing in the 
crop” (1 Cor. 9:8-10). Paul applies his discus-
sion to witnesses: “If we have sown spiritual 
things among you, is it too much if we reap ma-
terial things from you?” (1 Cor. 9:11). Following 
additional, similar argumentation (1 Cor. 9:12-
13), Paul comes back to the same point: “the 
Lord commanded that those who proclaim the 
gospel should get their living by the gospel” (1 
Cor. 9:14).81 

81  Though Paul concludes his discussion by explaining 
why he yields his right to be supported in his gospel 
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Accordingly, the church in its identity as 
witnesses supports its leaders who bear ulti-
mate responsibility to ensure that the church 
and all of its members engage in the ministry 
of the gospel. They are to earn their living from 
the gospel because that is their vocation (cf. 1 
Tim. 5:17). 

Whole Church Witnesses and Restoration

The church in its identity as witnesses, and 
the leaders who spearhead its witness, bear 
another responsibility—support for the poor, 
an aspect of restoration. Paul underscores this 
obligation as he recalls the charge that Barna-
bas and him had received from the influential 
members of the Jerusalem church: “when they 
saw that I had been entrusted with the gospel 
to the uncircumcised . . . and when James and 
Cephas and John, who seemed to be pillars, 
perceived the grace that was given to me, they 
gave the right hand of fellowship to Barnabas 
and me, that we should go to the Gentiles and 
they to the circumcised. Only, they asked us to 
remember the poor, the very thing I was eager 
to do” (Gal. 2:7-10). As the church bears wit-
ness to the redemption that is in Jesus Christ, 
it also bears responsibility for restoration by 
remembering and caring for the poor. 

One specific application of this aspect of 
restoration is financial assistance to Chris-
tians and churches that have been adversely 
affected and thus find themselves in economic 
collapse. The early church faced such a crisis, 
and Paul addressed the relief efforts in which 
the churches of Macedonia engaged to relieve 
the impoverished church of Jerusalem—Paul 
called such effort an “act of grace” (2 Cor. 8:1, 6, 
7) modeled after “the grace of our Lord Jesus 
Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your 

ministry (1 Cor. 9:15-18), the principle of support for 
witnesses still stands. 

sake he became poor, so that you by his poverty 
might become rich” (2 Cor. 8:9). To head up the 
collection of this relief money, Paul sent Titus 
to the churches of Macedonia, accompanied 
by an unknown yet important assistant: “With 
him [Titus] we are sending the brother who is 
famous among all the churches for his preach-
ing of the gospel. And not only that, but he has 
been appointed by the churches to travel with 
us as we carry out this act of grace that is being 
ministered by us, for the glory of the Lord him-
self and to show our good will” (2 Cor. 8:18-19). 
This unknown brother, who was renowned for 
his gospel witness, would play an important 
role in bringing relief to the poor Jerusalem 
church.

The church in its identity as witnesses 
engages in restoration.  

Whole Church Witnesses and Recreation

In the early church, the same word (μάρτυς; 
martus) that was commonly used for “witness” 
came also to mean “martyr,” a testimony to the 
reality that bearing witness to Jesus Christ 
could lead to death for the sake of the gospel. 
Indeed, Paul recounted his involvement in 
the first Christian martyrdom: “And when the 
blood of Stephen your witness was being shed, 
I myself was standing by and approving and 
watching over the garments of those who killed 
him” (Acts 22:20). Other examples include 
Antipas, who Jesus described as “my faithful 
witness, who was killed among you, where 
Satan dwells” (Rev. 2:13), and the victims of 
“Babylon the great, mother of prostitutes and 
of earth’s abominations,” who is portrayed as 
being “drunk with the blood of the saints, the 
blood of the martyrs of Jesus” (Rev. 17:5-6). 

In a vivid scene of Jesus meting out judg-
ment, the apostle John pictures these wit-
ness-martyrs as being comforted with rest:

When he [Jesus] opened the fifth seal, 
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I saw under the altar the souls of those 
who had been slain for the word of God 
and for the witness they had borne . 
They cried out with a loud voice, “O 
Sovereign Lord, holy and true, how 
long before you will judge and avenge 
our blood on those who dwell on the 
earth?” Then they were each given 
a white robe and told to rest a little 
longer, until the number of their fellow 
servants and their brothers should be 
complete, who were to be killed as they 
themselves had been . (Rev . 6:9-11)

The interim rest that these witness-martyrs 
receive will last until the return of Jesus 
Christ and the institution of his millennial 
kingdom, as again pictured by John: “I saw the 
souls of those who had been beheaded for the 
testimony of Jesus and for the word of God, 
and those who had not worshiped the beast 
or its image and had not received its mark on 
their foreheads or their hands. They came to 
life and reigned with Christ for a thousand 
years” (Rev. 20:4). 

No matter what one’s understanding of 
the book of Revelation and the unfolding of the 
events of the end times, these passages under-
score a clear future: the church in its identity 
as witnesses of Jesus Christ—all of whom are 
called to lay down their lives for his sake, and 
some of whom will indeed become martyrs for 
his cause—is promised rest from the attacks 
and persecutions it will face during its sojourn 
on earth and, what is more, it is assured great 
blessing—reigning with Christ in his re-creat-
ed kingdom. 

Whole Church Witnesses and Multiplication

It goes without saying that the church in its 
identity as witnesses multiplies, and such 
multiplication takes place not only locally, but 
regionally and globally as well. The church in 

Thessalonica stands as a powerful example 
of such witness leading to multiplication, as 
Paul describes it: “For not only has the word 
of the Lord sounded forth from you in Mace-
donia and Achaia, but your faith in God has 
gone forth everywhere, so that we need not say 
anything” (1 Thess. 1:8). Though the church 
does not invent or take to itself the Great 
Commission, and though the church does not 
bear responsibility for the fruit of its witness, 
it envisions, plans, and prepares for multi-
plication. Its pastors exemplify evangelistic 
zeal and engagement, its evangelists see an 
unusually high percentage of people embrace 
the gospel, its members regularly and naturally 
talk to their neighbors and colleagues about 
Jesus Christ, its Spirit-called men start new 
campuses and/or plant new church planting 
churches, and the like. 

Far from an abnormal or rare experience, 
as the church bears witness to the gospel, 
multiplication becomes part and parcel of its 
reality.
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North Star Theology: Whole World

According to William Shakespeare, 

All the world’s a stage,

And all the men and women 
merely players .

They have their exits and 
their entrances,

And one man in his time 
plays many parts .82 

As you envision yourself as a player on the 
world stage, who are you, and what parts do 
you play? 

If the world consists of five aspects—lo-
cation, vocation, restoration, recreation, and 
multiplication: 

 › what is the particular location in which 
you are staged?

 › what is the particular vocation in which 
you are employed?

 › what is the particular restoration in which 
you are engaged?

 › what is the particular recreation in which 
you are involved?

 › what is the particular multiplication in 
which you participate?

82  William Shakespeare, As You Like It, Act 2, Scene 7. 
For a similar idea, see, idem, The Merchant of Venice, 
Act 1, Scene 1.

Definition

As used in Scripture and theology, the “world” 
can refer to several things. The world is the 
physical space that God created out of noth-
ing and then formed into a place that would 
be habitable for human beings. In this sense, 
the world is part of the created universe, “the 
earth” as a dimension different from “the 
heavens” (Gen. 1:1; Jer. 10:12). The world, then, 
is the sphere of human activity; heaven, the 
sphere of God where he dwells along with his 
angels and the righteous dead.

In a second sense, the world is the entirety 
of human beings, “all the inhabitants of the 
world” (Psa. 33:8). What is true of this world as 
all humanity coincides with the biblical story 
line (to be rehearsed in the next section, but 
summarized here) of creation, fall, redemp-
tion, and consummation. In terms of creation, 
all human beings are created in the divine 
image and charged with the responsibility of 
building civilization (Gen. 1:28), that is, pro-
creation (“be fruitful and multiply and fill the 
earth”) and vocation (“and subdue it, and have 
dominion”); thus, the world is a place for the 
habitation of human beings and their flour-
ishing. In terms of the fall, “all have sinned 
and fall short of the glory of God” (Rom. 3:23) 
and thus together all human beings constitute 
the world in the sense of that which is hostile 
toward God and alienated from him. Concern-
ing redemption, “In this the love of God was 
made manifest among us, that God sent his 
only Son into the world, so that we might live 
through him. . . . [T]he Father has sent his Son 
to be the Savior of the world” (1 John 4:9, 14). 
Thus, the world, though hostile toward God, is 
the object of his affection, grace, and mercy. No 
longer citizens of the kingdom of this world, all 
those who have been rescued by Jesus Christ 
becomes citizens of his kingdom, which is not 
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of this world, and look forward to the fullness 
of their salvation and the final manifestation of 
Christ’s kingdom. In terms of this consumma-
tion, “the present form of this world is passing 
away” (1 Cor. 7:31) and, after a thoroughgoing 
renewal through devastation, it will be recon-
stituted as “a new heaven and new earth” in 
which God himself will dwell with his people 
and “will wipe away every tear from their eyes, 
and death shall be no more, neither shall there 
be mourning nor crying nor pain anymore, for 
the former things have passed away” (Rev. 21:1, 
4).   

Story

In the first sense of the word, the world was 
created by God out of nothing and then formed 
into a place that would be habitable for human 
beings. In this sense, the world is part of the 
created universe, “the earth” as a dimension 
different from “the heavens” (Gen. 1:1; Jer. 
10:12). As originally created, the world was 
the Edenic paradise in which Adam and Eve, 
created in the image of God, enjoyed a face-to-
face relationship with him, loved deeply and 
freely in a completely transparent, guiltless, 
and shameless relationship with each other, 
and lived abundantly in an environment that 
was beautiful and bountiful (Genesis 2). 

Following the disastrous fall of these first 
human beings into sin, the pristine, original 
world and all that was in it was subjected to fu-
tility through the curse (Genesis 3; Rom. 8:20) 
and became increasingly corrupt, collapsing 
into the following dismal state: “The LORD 
saw that the wickedness of man was great 
in the earth, and that every intention of the 
thoughts of his heart was only evil continually. 
And the LORD regretted that he had made man 
on the earth, and it grieved him to his heart. 
So the LORD said, ‘I will blot out man whom I 
have created from the face of the land, man and 
animals and creeping things and birds of the 

heavens, for I am sorry that I have made them’” 
(Gen. 6:5-7). Actualizing this word, “God 
did not spare the ancient world . . . when he 
brought a flood upon the world of the ungodly” 
(2 Pet. 2:5). Indeed, by means of this divine 
word (the same word of God that had formed 
the heavens and the earth in the first place), 
“the world that then existed was deluged with 
water and perished. But by the same word the 
heavens and earth that now exist are stored up 
for fire, being kept until the day of judgment 
and destruction of the ungodly” (2 Pet. 3:6-7). 
Once this evil world has been scrubbed of its 
ungodliness by fire, it will be once again what 
it was intended to be. It is to a return to this 
shalom on earth that the consummation looks 
forward (Isa. 27:6), in the new heaven and 
earth (Revelation 21-22). 

In a second sense, the world is the en-
tirety of human beings, “all the inhabitants of 
the world” (Psa. 33:8). This world consists of 
kingdoms and nations that are ruled by the evil 
one (Matt. 4:8; Luke 12:30; John 14:23; 2 Cor. 
4:4; 1 John 5:19; Rev. 12:9) and, as “the king-
dom of the world” (Rev. 11:15), it sets itself up 
against Jesus Christ, whose “kingdom is not 
of this world” (John 18:36). In one of his many 
juxtaposed dualities, Jesus contrasts not being 
of this world and being of this world: he and 
his followers belong to the first category, while 
everyone else belongs to the second group (e.g., 
John 17). It was into this world hostile toward 
him that God the Father sent his Word/Son as 
light:

The true light, which gives light to 
everyone, was coming into the world . 
He was in the world, and the world 
was made through him, yet the world 
did not know him . He came to his own, 
and his own people did not receive 
him . But to all who did receive him, 
who believed in his name, he gave 
the right to become children of God, 
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who were born, not of blood nor of 
the will of the flesh nor of the will 
of man, but of God . (John 1:9-13) 

Indeed, “For God so loved the world, that he 
gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him 
should not perish but have eternal life” (John 
3:16). Accordingly, Jesus is described as “the 
Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the 
world” (John 1:29) and, thus, is “the Savior of 
the world” (John 4:42; cf. 1 Tim. 1:15; 1 John 
4:14). 

Though as a collective whole the world 
is hostile toward God, and though his follow-
ers are rescued from this world (John 17:6), 
Jesus does not take his disciples out of the 
world (John 17:15; 1 Cor. 5:10). As they remain 
in the world (John 17:11) though not of the 
world (John 17:14, 16) like their Lord, like him 
also they are sent into the world (John 17:18; 
20:21) to continue the mission with which the 
Father commissioned his Son: endowed with 
the power of the Holy Spirit (John 20:22; Acts 
1:8), they go into the whole world and engage in 
making disciples of all nations (Matt. 28:18-20; 
Rom. 1:8; 1 Tim. 3:16) following this commis-
sion:

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 . Therefore, we 
are ambassadors for Christ, God 
making his appeal through us . We 
implore you on behalf of Christ, be 
reconciled to God . For our sake he 
made him to be sin who knew no sin, 
so that in him we might become the 
righteousness of God . (2 Cor . 5:18-21)  

As Christians live and minister in this world, 

their rules of engagement are clear: On the one 
hand, they are “not [to] be conformed to this 
world” (Rom. 12:2) but “to keep [themselves] 
unstained from the world” (James 1:27; cf. 
2 Pet. 2:20). Additionally, they are not to be 
taken captive “by philosophy and empty deceit, 
according to human tradition, according to 
the elementary spirits of the world, and not 
according to Christ” (Col. 2:8). Furthermore, 
they are “not [to] love the world or the things in 
the world” (1 John 2:15; 2 Tim. 4:10), because 
“all that is in the world—the desires of the flesh 
and the desires of the eyes and pride in posses-
sions—is not from the Father but is from the 
world” (1 John 2:16). Indeed, “if anyone loves 
the world, the love of the Father is not in him” 
and “friendship with the world is enmity with 
God” (1 John 2:15; James 4:4). 

On the other hand, Christians are to “shine 
as lights in the world, holding fast to the word 
of life” (Phil. 2: 15-16). Concretely, as they have 
opportunity, they should “do good to everyone, 
and especially to those who are of the house-
hold of faith” Gal. 6:10); this engagement has 
specific reference to the poor (Gal. 2:10) and 
the disenfranchised of this world, like orphans 
and widows (James 1:27). For those who have 
means, they are to enjoy the world with moder-
ation and the proper perspective: 

As for the rich in this present age, 
charge them not to be haughty, nor to 
set their hopes on the uncertainty of 
riches, but on God, who richly provides 
us with everything to enjoy . They are 
to do good, to be rich in good works, to 
be generous and ready to share, thus 
storing up treasure for themselves 
as a good foundation for the future, 
so that they may take hold of that 
which is truly life . (1 Tim . 6:17-19)

This discussion creates a tension point: 
Christians often feel a conflict with what has 
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just been affirmed and another reality of the 
creation—this world, and our existence in it, 
is not going to last forever. It is the tension 
between enjoying beauty and respecting 
temporality. On the one hand, the fact that we 
are only pilgrims on this earth—Peter calls 
us “aliens and strangers in the world” (1 Pet. 
2:11)—means that we should live as though we 
don’t live here. We must respect the temporal-
ity of our existence in this world. Add to this 
the fact that the world will one day come to 
an end, as Peter again explains: “But the day 
of the Lord will come like a thief. The heavens 
will disappear with a roar; the elements will 
be destroyed by fire, and the earth and every-
thing in it will be laid bare” (2 Pet. 3:10). So we 
cannot become attached to this world, because 
it is temporal and will cease to exist. Often, this 
view is combined with a rejection of involve-
ment in environmental issues, social concerns 
and human rights causes that could improve 
the human condition. “Why waste time trying 
to save something that is inherently doomed 
to be destroyed?” it is argued. Instead, we must 
respect the temporality of this world’s exis-
tence. 

On the other hand, the creation exudes 
great beauty. Going far beyond mere useful-
ness, God has endowed what he created with 
a magnificent splendor that is pleasing to our 
senses. Wisdom insists that we appreciate 
this glorious gift. In Proverbs, wisdom is often 
personified as a woman who acts, speaks and 

gives counsel. In one such personification, wis-
dom is God’s helper during the creation of the 
universe: “I was the craftsman at God’s side. I 
was filled with delight day after day, rejoicing 
always in his presence, rejoicing in his whole 
world and delighting in mankind” (Prov. 8:30-
31). The response of wisdom to divine creation 
is that of delight and joy. Wisdom embraces 
the world and everything that God puts in it, 
especially his human creatures. Following the 
counsel of wisdom, therefore, we should enjoy 
the beauty of creation. 

So how do we live with this tension? 
Should we simply ignore the beauty of the 
created order? Should we reject living in 
this world with its God-given pleasures and 
enjoyments? Should we remain aloof from 
involvement in causes that focus on human 
development and improvement? Or should we 
seek pleasure in the creation?  Should we enjoy 
the world and become attached to something 
that is passing away? Should we invest our life 
in trying to improve a world that is here today 
and gone tomorrow? Or should we do both—
enjoy beauty and respect temporality?

Christians line up on both sides of this 
tension, so the answer is not an easy one. They 
will and should wrestle with this conflict all 
their life—at least, that is the hope!

Christians in their churches are the salt 
and the light of the world as they engage it 
concretely in terms of location, vocation, res-
toration, recreation, and multiplication.  

Whole World: Location

The first sphere of the whole world is location. 
While often dismissed or overlooked because 
all human beings are in loco—in place—lo-
cation is important. In creating the entire 
universe, God made both the heavens and the 
earth, with the latter the specific location for 
the indwelling of human beings made in the 

divine image. With respect to the first image 
bearer created, “the LORD God formed the 
man of dust from the ground and breathed 
into his nostrils the breath of life, and the 
man became a living creature” (Gen. 2:5-7). 
In Hebrew, the man is adam, and the ground 
from which he is formed is adamah. The first 
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human being, as is true of all who follow him, 
is a located being. From Adam’s side God takes 
material and fashions it into a woman, Eve. 
God placed them in the garden of Eden, and 
gave them the command to physically multiply, 
spread out, and exercise dominion over the 
rest of the earth—that is, Adam and Eve were 
to “Edenize” the world by extending that culti-
vated location over the face of the earth. 

Tragically, the insidious rebellion of those 
two against God prompted severe punishment, 
which consisted of banishment from the place 
of blessing: “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 gardenGarden 
of Eden he placed the cherubim and a flaming 
sword that turned every way to guard the way 
to the tree of life” (Gen. 3:23-24). The originat-
ing sin of Adam and Eve brought displacement, 
banishment from the location of blessing and 
life. 

But God did not give up on the human race 
that he had created: “And he made from one 
man every nation of mankind to live on all the 
face of the earth, having determined allotted 
periods and the boundaries of their dwelling 
place, that they should seek God, and perhaps 
feel their way toward him and find him” (Acts 
17:26-27). In all locations, as determined by 
God himself, human beings were designed 
for a relationship with him. Accordingly, 
the patriarchs built altars to worship God in 
locations in which he had appeared to them. To 
his Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, God promised 
a land in which his people would dwell and 
worship him, and the history of Israel centered 
aroundon entrance into, casting out from, 
and returning to that promised landPromised 
Land. In both the tabernacle and the tem-
ple, God caused his particular presence—his 
manifest glory and merciful power—to dwell. 
So all-consumingall consuming was God’s holy 
splendor that the priests could enter into that 

location only once a year. Though certainly 
not located only in such holy places, God was 
pleased to well with his located people in par-
ticular locations. 

2 Chronicles, the last book in the Hebrew 
Bible, concludes with this hope spoken by the 
pagan king Cyrus of Persia: “The LORD, the 
God of heaven, has given me all the kingdoms 
of the earth, and he has charged me to build 
him a house at Jerusalem, which is in Judah. 
Whoever is among you of all his people, may 
the LORD his God be with him. Let him go up” 
(2 Chron. 36:23). A temple was indeed built in 
Jerusalem, and the people of Israel did indeed 
go up to it, but as was true of its previous 
iterations, this special location was not the 
ultimate hope of sinful human beings. If we 
link the Gospel of Matthew, which is the first 
book in the New Testament, with 2 Chronicles, 
we find a startling development in fulfillment 
of the Old Testament promise: “Behold, the 
virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and they 
shall call his name Immanuel (which means 
God with us)” (Matt. 1:23, citing Isa. 7:14). God 
comes to his people in a fresh, unprecedented 
way, not in the splendor of his glorious maj-
esty as before, but as incarnate in the humble, 
tempted, suffering, and crucified Son. The 
God-man, located incarnately as Jesus Christ, 
became the true hope of sinners. He had to 
destroy the old temple, which was a failure and 
hence not the way to return to God, and in its 
place his body would be destroyed (crucifix-
ion) and then raised up (resurrection) (John 
2:18-22). 

To the church that would be born through 
these events of crucifixion and resurrection, 
(together with the descent of the Holy Spirit 
on the day of Pentecost), Jesus promised his 
special presence as it engages in the exercise 
of discipline (Matt. 18:15-20) and in its mis-
sional endeavors (Matt. 28:18-20). Again, the 
locational dynamics are important, as Jesus 
underscores both the sphere of his authori-
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ty and the sphere of his disciples’ missional 
engagement: “All authority in heaven and on 
earth has been given to me. Go therefore and 
make disciples of all nations, baptizing them 
in the name of the Father and of the Son and 
of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all 
that I have commanded you. And behold, I am 
with you always, to the end of the age” (Matt. 
28:18-20; emphasis added). Thus, Jesus is the 
authoritative Lord over all locations, and he 
commissions his church to make disciples, 
who acknowledge his authoritative Lordship, 
in every location. 

Specifically, the gospel challenges sin-
ful human beings to enter into the kingdom 
of God/heaven (Matt. 5:20; 7:21; 18:3; 19:17, 
23-24; 25:46), and entrance into the king-
dom is possible only through a divine work of 
forgiveness, cleansing, and new birth through 
the Holy Spirit (John 3:1-8). When the church 
proclaims to repentant sinners, “Your sins are 
forgiven,” it exercises the keys of the kingdom 
of heaven, loosing on earth that which has al-
ready been loosed in heaven; that is, pronounc-
ing the forgiveness of sins that has already 
been declared by God himself. Similarly, when 
the church proclaims to unrepentant sinners, 
“You are still in your sins,” it exercises the keys 
of the kingdom of heaven, binding on earth that 
which has already been bound in heaven; that 
is, pronouncing the retention of sins that has 
already been declared by God himself (Matt. 
16:19; John 20:23). Salvation is not some 
ethereal wish dream or a pie-in-the sky hope; 
on the contrary, it is rooted and grounded in 
location. Finally, ultimate salvation looks for-
ward to a localized realization: the splendidly 
redeemed church is described as “the holy city, 
new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven 
from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her 
husband. And I heard a loud voice from the 
throne saying, ‘Behold, the dwelling place of 
God is with man. He will dwell with them, and 
they will be his people, and God himself will 

be with them as their God. He will wipe away 
every tear from their eyes, and death shall be 
no more, neither shall there be mourning, nor 
crying, nor pain anymore, for the former things 
have passed away’” (Rev. 21:2-4). 

In contemporary discussions of location, 
the concept of social space plays an important 
role that is key for Northstar theology. So-
cial space could be defined as the interaction 
between human beings and their location. 
This interface shapes both people and place, 
with people producing effects on the places 
that they indwell (e.g., people construct places, 
colonize them, destroy them, restore them), 
and places producing effects on the people 
who indwell them (e.g., places stimulate the 
imagination, present possibilities, hinder 
creativity). Key to this idea of social space is its 
openness and ongoingness; it is never closed 
nor finished.   

Indeed, location can be conceived in three 
ways. First, location is physical space, which is 
the common way most people think about lo-
cation. It is the geography—the height, breadth, 
length, depth—of a space, and the physical 
activity—conversation, purchasing groceries, 
repairing a model plane, reading a book—that 
takes place therein. Second, location is mental 
space, the perception of the location through 
mental reflection on it, the associations people 
bring to the physical space. The conversation 
is assessed as encouraging or disruptive, the 
purchase is evaluated as worthwhile or as a 
waste of money, the repair conjures up good 
memories of a former father-son interaction, 
and reading a book brings satisfaction or 
evokes concern. Third, location is social space, 
the imaginative construal of future possibili-
ties for it. The conversation is visualized as a 
stepping stone to a stronger relationship, the 
purchase is   envisioned as a meal offered for 
hospitality for a hurting friend, the repaired 
model is visualized as serving as a family heir-
loom, and the reading opens up a new horizon 
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for seeing life.  
Take another example.83 On December 1, 

1955, in Montgomery, Alabama, Rosa Parks, a 
black woman, refused to yield her seat in the 
front of a bus to a while man. The physical 
space is easy to identify: it was a seat in the 
front of a bus. The mental space is the percep-
tion of that physical space through reflection 
on the contemporary laws that prohibited Rosa 
Parks as a black woman from sitting in the 
front of the bus. Such space, because of ease 
of access, was reserved for white people, and 
it signified that they enjoyed a higher social 
status than black people, who were culturally 
ostracized. Rosa Parks’s refusal to give up her 
seat to a white man called into question ruling 
social norms of conduct. In this action, we see 
the social space: Rosa Parks envisioned the 
seat as a symbol of the day in which sitting in it 
would no longer be an issue, because the eleva-
tion of while people and the marginalization of 
black people would have disappeared, and all 
people would be treated with equal dignity and 
respect.  

Accordingly, location is a multi-faceted 
concept, and this complexity will be reflected 
in the following discussion of whole world 
location. 

Whole World Location and Whole Vision

Whole World Location and God’s Glory

In every location, the actualization of the 
whole vision of God’s glory may and is to be 
actualized. The original location—Eden, with 
its planted garden (Gen. 2:8)—radiated the 
divine glory: God’s beauty was displayed in the 
being and lives of the divine image bearers, 

83  My thanks to Patrick Schreiner for calling my 
attention to this example in James Flanagan, 
“Ancient Perceptions of Space/Perceptions of 
Ancient Space,” Semeia 87 (1999): 26. 

Adam and Eve; in the fertileness and bounty of 
the pristine planted plot with its trees full of 
fruit that were “pleasant to the sight and good 
for food” (Gen. 2:9), its tree of the knowledge 
of good and evil and its tree of life (Gen. 2:9), 
its four rivers (Gen. 2:10), and its gold, bdelli-
um, and onyx stone (Gen. 2:11-12); and in the 
nearness of presence of the Lord himself, with 
whom the first man and first woman walked in 
the cool of the day (Gen. 3:8). Because of their 
rebellion, Adam and Eve were expelled from 
the garden of Eden, especially barred from 
“the way to the tree of life” (Gen. 3:24) “lest 
he reach out his hand and take also of the tree 
of life and eat, and live forever” (Gen. 3:22) 
in that tragic state of sinfulness. Exiled from 
the presence of God himself, Adam and Eve 
became wanderers in the wilderness, alienated 
from the glory of God.

Through his mighty acts of grace and 
mercy, God sought to rescue his fallen image 
bearers and restore his glory in all locations. 
For example, after the destruction of the entire 
world through deluge, God brought Noah and 
his family safely through the flood and, when 
those waters had receded, “God said to Noah 
‘Go out from the ark, you and your wife, and 
your sons and your sons’ wives with you. Bring 
out with you every living thing that is with you 
of all flesh—birds and animals and every creep-
ing thing that creeps on the earth—that they 
may swarm on the earth, and be fruitful and 
multiply on the earth” (Gen. 8:17). In a sense, 
God was starting over, creating a new location 
in which his glory would once again shine. 
In that location, on the freshly dried land of 
embarkation, “Noah built an altar to the Lord 
and took some of every clean animal and some 
of every clean bird and offered burnt offerings 
on the altar. And when the Lord smelled the 
pleasing aroma,” he covenanted never again to 
destroy the earth because of human evil (Gen. 
8:20-21). 

Even as human sin reentered this new 
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location, God continued to rescue people for 
himself in specific locations, and his people 
erected altars in those places. When Abram, 
in obedience to the divine command, left Ur 
and travelled to the land of Canaan, he “passed 
through the land to the place at Shechem, to 
the oak of Morehh . . . . . Then the Lord ap-
peared to Abram and said, ‘To your offspring 
I will give this land.’ So he built there an altar 
to the Lord, who had appeared to him. From 
there he moved to the hill country on the east 
of Bethel and pitched his tent. . . . And there he 
built an altar to the Lord and called upon the 
name of the Lord” (Gen. 12:6-8). Abram’s off-
spring Isaac, heir of the promise to his father, 
“went up to Beersheba. And the Lord appeared 
to him the same night and said, ‘I am the God 
of Abraham your father. Fear not, for I am 
with you and will bless you and multiply your 
offspring for my servant Abraham’s sake.’ So he 
built an altar there and called upon the name 
of the Lord and pitched his tent there” (Gen. 
26:23-25).

Other locations were singled out for the 
manifest presence of the glory of God, in-
cluding the tabernacle (Ex. 40:33-35) and the 
temple (2 Chron. 7:1-3). Because of the associ-
ation of the divine glory with these locations 
in Israel, the exiled people of God, scattered 
among the nations as punishment for their 
rebellion, expressed this hope: “Save us, O 
Lord our God, and gather us from among the 
nations, that we may give thanks to your holy 
name and glory in your praise” (Psa. 106:47). 
Additionally, hope was expressed that nations 
other than Israel would stream to a restored 
Israel: “Arise, shine, for your light has come, 
and the glory of the Lord has risen upon you. 
For behold, darkness shall cover the earth, and 
thick darkness the peoples; but the Lord will 
arise upon you, and his glory will be seen upon 
you. And the nations shall come to you light, 
and kings to the brightness of your rising” 
(Isa. 6):1-3). Accordingly, the hope was that 

the glory of God would radiate splendidly in 
and from Jerusalem, as the glorious people of 
God would be regathered there and the glory 
of the nations would be brought there.  At the 
same time, due to the goodness of God and the 
expansive nature of his plan of salvation for 
people other than Israel, this vision of the Suf-
fering Servant appeared: “It is too light a thing 
that you should be my servant to raise up the 
tribes of Jacob and to bring back the preserved 
of Israel; I will make you a light for the nations, 
that my salvation may reach to the end of the 
earth” (Isa. 49:6; cf. 42:6). 

This vision pointed to, and became ful-
filled in, the Son of God who became incarnate: 
“And the Word became flesh and dwelt among 
us, and we have seen his glory, glory as of the 
only Son from the Father, full of grace and 
truth” (John 1:14). Accordingly, the glory of 
God became associated not with a place, but 
with a person, so that the divine glory could be 
displayed through the salvation of “people of 
God from every tribe and language and people 
and nation” (Rev. 5:9). It is through “the light 
of the gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the 
image of God,” that people are rescued from 
darkness; in their hearts the God of light has 
shone “to give the light of the knowledge of the 
glory of God in the face of Christ” (2 Cor. 4:4, 
6). As these followers are gathered together 
into his body, the church in every location is 
the new temple of the Holy Spirit (1 Cor. 3:16-
17), “a dwelling place for God by the Spirit” 
(Eph. 2:22). As God is in the midst of his 
located people, the prayer is “to him be glory 
in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout 
all generations, forever and ever. Amen” (Eph. 
3:21). Yet, the church is only the penultimate 
display of God’s glory; it will give way to anoth-
er reality, far more glorious and splendor: “the 
holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down out of 
heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned 
for her husband” (Rev. 21:2). When that even 
transpires and the new heaven and new earth 
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become the new reality:

And I saw no temple in the city, for its 
temple is the Lord God the Almighty 
and the Lamb . And the city has not 
need of sun or moon to shine on it, 
for the glory of God gives it light, and 
its lamp is the Lamb . By its light will 
the nations walk, and the kings of 
the earth will bring their glory into 
it, and its gates will never be shut by 
day—and there will be no night there . 
They will bring into it the glory and 
the honor of the nations . But nothing 
unclean will ever enter it, nor anyone 
who does what is detestable or false, 
but only those who are written in the 
Lamb’s book of life . (Rev . 21:22-27)

Whole World Location and Growth

As it is with the divine glory, in every loca-
tion, the actualization of the whole vision of 
our growth may and is to be actualized. To be 
restored, then, in every place, is hope for and 
progress of victory over disaster for the ulti-
mate realization of the divine purpose for all 
things. Because divine image bearers are found 
throughout the world, and because fallenness 
into sin affects everyone everywhere, this 
divine purpose for growth is global in scope. As 
Seán O’Casey offered, “All the world’s a stage 
and most of us are desperately unrehearsed.” 
Our growth, on whatever stage we find our-
selves, prepares us for a life of hope.

In the original location, growth was man-
dated in terms of the building of civilization 
through procreation and vocation (Gen. 1:28); 
Adam and Eve were to expand physically and 
sovereignly beyond the garden in Eden into 
the rest of the world. Tragically, such growth 
was interrupted and impeded as it was cursed 
because of their sin. This sin-provoked en-
cumbrance was manifested by augmented pain 

in childbearing (Gen. 3:16), sweat-inducing 
work for an enfeebled living (Gen. 3:17-19), 
and, ultimately, the end of growth itself, or 
death. Attempts at the growing of civilization 
became sin-stained and corrupted, even to the 
point of a growth boycott: “Come, let us build 
ourselves a city and a tower with its top in the 
heavens, and let us make a name for ourselves, 
lest we be dispersed over the face of the whole 
earth” (Gen. 11:4). The evil plot to halt growth 
by building the tower of Babel was scouted out, 
and ultimately destroyed by, God: “So the Lord 
dispersed them from there over the face of the 
all the earth, and they left off building the city” 
(Gen. 11:8). 

Beginning with Abraham, God sought to 
bring hope to this human disaster by initiating 
and developing a line of persons who would 
grow by grace and mercy into a holy nation. 
When his people were enslaved in Egypt, God 
acted mightily to liberate them from impris-
onment, eventually bringing them into the 
promised landPromised Land. While fur-
nished with everything they needed to flourish, 
the people for the most part rebelled against 
God. Glimpses of the remnant, however, are 
provided. For example, when questioned by 
God, a frightened and despondent Elijah of-
fered: “I have been very jealous for the LORD, 
the God of hosts. For the people of Israel have 
forsaken your covenant, thrown down your 
altars, and killed your prophets with the sword, 
and I, even I only, am left, and they seek my 
life, to take it away.” Elijah, consumed with 
tunnel vision, imagined that he was the only 
remaining Israelite who was faithful to God. 
Though God promised to destroy the rebel-
lious people of whom Elijah had complained, 
he also reminded Elijah, “Yet I will leave seven 
thousand in Israel, all the knees that have not 
bowed to Baal, and every mouth that has not 
kissed him” (1 Kings 19:14, 18). Thus, God has 
always preserved his people, who have grown 
by the Word of God.
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As noted above, the vision for who would 
constitute the people of God grew from a con-
centration on the nation of Israel to include all 
the peoples of this world; that is, in every lo-
cation, not just in the promised landPromised 
Land, God would establish his growing people. 
Jesus offered several parables to picture the 
growth of this new people of God: “He put an-
other parable before them, saying, ‘The king-
dom of heaven is like a grain of mustard seed 
that a man took and sowed in his field. It is the 
smallest of all seeds, but when it has grown it is 
larger than all the garden plants and becomes a 
tree, so that the birds of the air come and make 
nests in its branches.’ He told them another 
parable. ‘The kingdom of heaven is like leaven 
that a woman took and hid in three measures 
of flour, till it was all leavened’” (Matt. 13:31-
33). Not the quickness, but the amazing extent, 
of the growth of the kingdom is emphasized. 
Jesus underscored that the growth of the peo-
ple of God would one day be extensive.

As the outpost of the kingdom of God, the 
church has experienced this amazing growth. 
Though it certainly was unimpressive at 
its outset—about 120 followers of Jesus on 
the day of Pentecost (Acts 1:15)—the church 
expanded impressively: about three thousand 
people embraced the gospel on Pentecost and 
were added to the church (Acts 2:41), with 
the number of men rising soon to about five 
thousand (Acts 4:4). Indeed, the book of Acts 
is peppered with reminders of the church’s 
growth:

And the word of God continued to in-
crease, and the number of the disciples multi-
plied greatly in Jerusalem, and a great many of 
the priests became obedient to the faith (6:7)

So the church throughout all Judea and 
Galilee and Samaria had peace and 
was being built up . And walking in the 
fear of the Lord and in the comfort of 
the Holy Spirit, it multiplied (9:31)

But the word of God increased 
and multiplied (12:24)

So the churches were strengthened 
in the faith, and they increased 
in numbers daily (16:5)

So the word of the Lord continued to 
increase and prevail mightily (19:20)

Equally impressive is the expansion of the 
church into different locations, embracing 
different people, in accordance with Jesus’s 
promise to it, “But you will receive power 
when the Holy Spirit has come upon you, and 
you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in 
all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the 
earth” (1:8). The church, while originally Jew-
ish, gradually became composed of Samaritans 
(8:4-25), an Ethiopian (8:26-40), Gentiles in 
Caesarea (10:1-11:18), Gentiles in Antioch 
(11:19-30), and Gentiles throughout the then 
known world (Acts 14-28). 

The growth of these churches, which 
continues to churches today, is not measured 
in terms of numbers only or even primarily, 
for substantive character and competen-
cy growth—often called sanctification and 
service—is envisioned and indeed takes place 
in every location. Such growth is both individ-
ual—true of each Christian—and corporate—
true of the church as the body of Christ and 
the relationships between its many members. 
Growth is pictured in many ways: bearing fruit 
by abiding in the vine, who is Christ (John 
15:1-6); being conformed to the image of Christ 
(Rom. 8:29-30; 2 Cor. 3:18); being filled with 
the Spirit and thus experiencing intimate rela-
tionships, engaging in genuine worship, giving 
thanks in all circumstances, and submitting 
to others (Eph. 5:18-21); exhibiting the fruit of 
the Spirit (Eph. 5:22-23); showing deference 
to one another, while accepting rather than 
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judging one another (Rom. 14); overcoming ra-
cial barriers (Eph. 211-22); enjoying unity with 
others (Gal. 3:26-28); becoming more holy (1 
Pet. 1:14-16); and much more.    

Whole World Location and Great Commission

As it is with the divine glory and our growth, in 
every location, the actualization of the whole 
vision of the Great Commission may and is 
to be actualized. Jesus himself would not 
allow his disciples to engage in a parochial, or 
circumscribed, mission; rather, in one of his 
post-resurrection appearances, 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 in the name of the Father and of the 
Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to 
observe all that I have commanded you. And 
behold, I am with you always, to the end of the 
age” (Matt. 28:18-20). As noted above, Jesus 
is the authoritative Lord over all locations 
(to him the Father has given “all authority in 
heaven and on earth”), and he commissions his 
church to make disciples, who acknowledge 
his authoritative Lordship, in every location. 

The fulfillment of this commission is 
guaranteed, as Jesus notes in another version 
of the Great Commission given to his disciples: 
“Then he opened their minds to understand 
the Scriptures, and said to them, ‘Thus it is 
written, that the Christ should suffer and 
on the third day rise from the dead, and that 
repentance and forgiveness of sins should be 
proclaimed in his name to all nations, begin-
ning from Jerusalem. You are witnesses of 
these things’” (Luke 24:45-48). Just as “the 
Law of Moses and the Prophets and the Psalms 
must be fulfilled” (Luke 24:44) with regard to 
the suffering of the Christ and his resurrec-
tion on the third day, so they must be fulfilled 
with regard to the proclamation of repentance 
and forgiveness of sin in Jesus’s name among 

all nations. The Old Testament, and Jesus 
himself, envisioned the gospel being taken into 
every location. And so it must be. 

Jesus concluded the above commission 
with the following instruction to his future 
witnesses: “And behold, I am sending the 
promise of my Father upon you. But stay in 
the city until you are clothed with power from 
on high” (Luke 24:49). This “promise of the 
Father” was none other than the Holy Spirit, 
whose empowerment was absolutely essential 
for carrying out the mission, as Jesus again 
underscored: “But you will receive power 
when the Holy Spirit has come upon you, and 
you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in 
all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the 
earth” (Acts 1:8). Send from the Father and 
the Son (Acts 2:33), the Holy Spirit is empow-
ering the church’s engagement in the Great 
Commission, propelling it outward into every 
location. Accordingly, the church confesses 
the great mystery of godliness, who is Jesus 
himself:

He was manifested in the flesh,

vindicated by the Spirit,

seen by angels,

proclaimed among the nations,

believed on in the world,

taken up in glory . (1 Tim . 3:16)

The church’s confession includes the affirma-
tion that Jesus will one day be “proclaimed 
among the nations, believed on in the world,” 
and in accordance with what it confesses, the 
church refuses to rest until the Great Commis-
sion has been fulfilled in every location. 

Whole World Location and Whole Gospel

Whole World Location and Kingdom

In one sense, the whole Bible is the story of the 
fulfillment of the following vision granted to 
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Daniel:

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)

The “one like a son of man” is none other 
than the Son of God incarnate as Jesus Christ 
(Matt. 26:64). To him as the God-man is given 
lordship (Acts 2:36), all authority in heaven 
and earth (Matt. 28:18), rulership over the 
entire created order (Eph. 1:2-23), and an 
eternal and universal kingdom. As one theolo-
gian expressed it, “There is not a square inch in 
the whole domain of our existence over which 
Christ, who is sovereign over all, does not cry: 
‘Mine!’”84

Because this kingdom is universal, it 
means that “the life with God under the rule 
of our King, Jesus,”85 is to be established and 
is to flourish in every location. Through the 
empowering presence of the Holy Spirit (Acts 
1:8), and in obedience to its Lord’s Great Com-
mission (Matt. 28:18-20), the church enters 
into every corner of the globe and, through 

84  Abraham Kuyper, inaugural lecture at the Free 
University of Amsterdam, October 20, 1880, cited in 
James D. Bratt, ed., Abraham Kuyper: A Centennial 
Reader (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdrmans, 1998), 488.  

85  FM 29. 

its exercise of the keys of the kingdom in the 
proclamation of the gospel, serves to bring 
forth new citizens of the kingdom (Matt. 16:13-
20). All kingdom citizens regard themselves 
as servants of Jesus Christ, and they proclaim 
not themselves, but Jesus Christ as Lord of 
his kingdom (2 Cor. 4:5). Some plant seeds of 
the kingdom; others water the plants that have 
sprouted; but it is always God who gives the 
growth of the kingdom (1 Cor. 3:5-7). The task 
of kingdom expansion is a daunting one, and 
as such demands the ultimate sacrifice, with 
the promise from Jesus himself: “Truly, I say to 
you, there is no one who has left house or wife 
or brothers or parents or children, for the sake 
of the kingdom of God, who will not receive 
many times more in this time, and in the age 
to come eternal life” (Luke 18:29-30). But as 
kingdom citizens multiply themselves, the 
kingdom of God expands into every location.

Whole World Location and Cross

At the heart of this kingdom expansion into 
every location stands the cross of Jesus Christ. 
According to the three types of locations 
discussed above, the cross is (1) the physical 
instrument of crucifixion upon which Jesus 
died: “So he [Pilate] delivered him [Jesus] over 
to them to be crucified. So they took Jesus, and 
he went out, bearing his own cross, to the place 
called The Place of a Skull, which in Aramaic 
is called Golgotha. There they crucified him, 
and with him two others, one on either side, 
and Jesus between them” (John 19:16-18); (2) 
the place of divine curse: “Christ redeemed us 
from the curse of the law by becoming a curse 
for us—for it is written, ‘Cursed is everyone 
who is hanged on a tree’” (Gal. 3:13); and (3) 
the means of salvation: “For in him [Christ] all 
the fullness of God was pleased to dwell, and 
through him to reconcile to himself all things, 
whether on earth or in heaven, making peace 
by the blood of his cross” (Col. 1:19-20). 
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The church, therefore, engages in an-
nouncing the cross of Christ in every location, 
meeting both resistance and acceptance: “For 
the word of the cross is folly to those who are 
perishing, but to us who are being saved it is 
the power of God” (1 Cor. 1:18). There is an 
improper way of engaging in this responsibil-
ity, and a roper way, as reflected by the apostle 
Paul’s approach: 

And I, when I came to you, brothers, 
did not come proclaiming to you the 
testimony of God with lofty speech or 
wisdom . For I decided to know nothing 
among you except Jesus Christ and 
him crucified . And I was with you 
in weakness and in fear and much 
trembling, and my speech and my 
message were not in plausible words of 
wisdom, but in demonstration of the 
Spirit and of power, so that your faith 
might not rest in the wisdom of men 
but in the power of God . (1 Cor . 2:1-5) 

The word of the cross—the message of the 
crucified Christ—becomes the power of God to 
forgive sinful human beings, transform them 
more and more into the image of Christ, and 
render them messengers of the gospel. As this 
cross-life becomes more and more a reality for 
them, Christians echo the following: “But far 
be it from me to boast except in the cross of 
our Lord Jesus Christ, by which the world has 
been crucified to me, and I to the world” (Gal. 
6:14). The world in which they live no longer 
holds sway over their passions, interests, and 
commitments. At the same time, Christians 
engage missionally in the whole world, taking 
the gospel of the cross of Christ into every 
location.

Whole World Location and Grace

This message of the cross is the gospel of 
God’s grace, which is “the wonderful news 

that God accepts us and shares his life with 
us not because we have earned or deserved it 
but because he gives it to us freely at Christ’s 
expense.”86 This specific sense of grace needs 
to be distinguished from another sense, which 
is often called “common grace.” Common grace 
is the goodness of God that he expresses to all 
people in all times and in all places; “common,” 
then, not in a humdrum, ordinary way, but in 
“universal,” given to everyone everywhere. 
Examples of God’s common grace include 
being created in the divine image and being 
recipients of concrete acts of his kindness 
(Acts 14:17; Matt. 5:45), including wonderful 
intellectual, creative, athletic, artistic, and re-
lational abilities. God gives this common grace 
to all people in every location.

The sense of grace that is the focus of 
this section could be called “saving” grace, to 
distinguish it from common grace discussed 
above. Saving grace is the goodness of God that 
he expresses to sinful people whom he intends 
to rescue from their sinfulness and impending 
condemnation. To these people—often called 
the “elect”—and to them alone, does God grant 
saving grace. Such graciousness is completely 
dependent on the sovereign will and good plea-
sure of God to save some sinful human beings 
from the hell-bound path down which they are 
careening. As for the nature of this divine elec-
tion: (1) God chose people “in Christ;” (2) “be-
fore the foundation [creation] of the world;” 
(3) “according to the purpose of his will;” (4) 
“according to the riches of his grace;” (5) for 
the purpose that the elect “should be holy and 
blameless before him” and live always “to the 
praise of his glorious grace” (Eph. 1:3-14). 

Such gracious election is far, far removed 
from any sense of human effort, good works, 
and meriting God’s favor. How could any sinful 

86  FM 70. 
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human being earn or deserve it? All people 
alike are created in the image of God, so there 
is no difference between them in terms of their 
creation. All people alike have sinned and fall 
short of the glory of God, so there is no differ-
ence between them in terms of their sinful-
ness. All people alike have the one mediator 
between God and them, “the man Christ Jesus, 
who gave himself as a ransom for all” (1 Tim. 
2:5-6), so there is no difference between them 
in terms of the mediator of salvation. 

So, what can account for the difference 
between Joe and Shelly, who repent of their 
sins and embrace Jesus Christ by faith when 
they hear the gospel, and William and Janet, 
who rebuff the offer of the forgiveness of sins 
when they hear the gospel? Is it because Joe 
and Shelly are more handsome and beautiful, 
or less sinful, or try harder to earn God’s favor 
than William and Janet? No! The only differ-
ence is that God chose to be gracious to Joe 
and Shelly, giving them what they as sinners 
did not and could never deserve (salvation), 
and decided to pass over William and Janet, 
giving them what they as sinners did indeed 
deserve (condemnation). Thus, Joe and Shelly 
were chosen by grace and saved by grace, and 
this grace prompted repentance and faith on 
their part, which are the means of appropriat-
ing the grace of God (Acts 18:27-28; Eph. 2:8-
9). The apostle Paul adds: “But if it is by grace, 
it is no longer on the basis of works; otherwise 
grace would no longer be grace” (Rom. 11:6). 
So, “God accepts us and shares his life with 
us not because we have earned or deserved it 
but because he gives it to us freely at Christ’s 
expense.”87 

Because God is God over the entire human 
race, his grace may be granted in any and 
every location in which he sovereignly wills, 

87  Ibid. 

according to his good pleasure, to express it. 
The knowledge that God has been gracious 
prompts the church to engage missionally 
with confident expectation as it moves into 
a certain location that God has “many in this 
city who are [his] people” (Acts 18:10). And the 
church prays “that God may open to us a door 
for the word, to declare the mystery of Christ” 
(Col. 4:3), expecting that God will orchestrate 
“divine appointments” with those who will not 
only listen carefully, but also respond positive-
ly, to the gospel it announces in that location.

Whole World Location and Whole Church

Whole World Location and Disciples

As location is not only about the physical space 
in which disciples live and follow their leader/
teacher Jesus Christ, but also the place shaped 
by the gospel, the church in its aspect of disci-
ples envision the entire world being filled one 
day with disciples of Jesus Christ. It avoids the 
“Elijah syndrome,” as expressed by Paul as he 
considered the state of his people, the people 
of Israel among whomwho the gospel seemed 
to bearing little fruit:

I ask, then, has God rejected his people? 
By no means! For I myself am an 
Israelite, a descendant of Abraham, 
a member of the tribe of Benjamin . 
God has not rejected his people whom 
he foreknew . Do you not know what 
the Scripture says of Elijah, how he 
appeals to God against Israel? “Lord, 
they have killed your prophets, they 
have demolished your altars, and I 
alone am left, and they seek my life .” 
But what is God’s reply to him? “I 
have kept for myself seven thousand 
men who have not bowed the knee to 
Baal .” So too at the present time there 
is a remnant, chosen by grace . But 
if it is by grace, it is no longer on the 



228

basis of works; otherwise grace would 
no longer be grace . (Rom . 11:1-6)

Paul refused to be discouraged by the seem-
ingly insignificant impact that the gospel was 
having among his own people, the Jews. He re-
jected the short-sightednessshortsightedness 
of Elijah, who believed that he alone remained 
as faithful to God, whereas in reality there 
were thousands constituting the remnant of 
Israel. And the apostle focused on the beauty 
of grace, which alone was the deciding factor 
between many Jewish followers of Messiah 
Jesus and few disciples. If God has graciously 
chosen and saved many, so it shall be; if he has 
graciously chosen and saved few, so it shall be. 
What is key to this vision is seeing the grace of 
God at work, and, focusing on that grace, envi-
sioning in every location the graciously chosen 
and saved disciples of Jesus Christ. 

Indeed, disciples are to engage in their 
ministry, which will be replete with suffering 
and persecution, with this mindset: “I en-
dure everything for the sake of the elect, that 
they also may obtain the salvation that is in 
Christ Jesus with eternal glory” (2 Tim. 2:10). 
Prompted by God to go into every location, dis-
ciples know that the divine grace goes before 
them and that their task, consequently, is to 
rely on the grace of God to turn sinful people 
into new disciples of Jesus Christ. Their vision 
is for that gracious work of God to manifest 
itself in every location in which they, as Jesus’s 
disciples, live and follow him. 

Whole World Location and Worshipers

Though location used to be of utmost im-
portance for worshiping God, ever since the 
coming of Jesus Christ, worship is not at all 
location bound. This new reality was intro-
duced by Jesus himself who, when confronting 
the woman of Samaria at the well, explained to 
her, “Woman, believe me, the hour is coming 

when neither on this mountain nor in Jeru-
salem will you worship the Father” (John 
4:21). Jesus highlighted the fact that she was 
completely mistaken: the worship of God was 
not confined to Mount Gerazim, the holy place 
of the Samaritans. Jesus also corrected the 
common Jewish notion: the worship of God 
was confined to the temple in Jerusalem. Rath-
er, because of the person and work of Jesus 
Christ, worship would no longer be centered 
on location, location, location. 

In the place of location, the transformed 
nature of the worshipers would be key, as 
Jesus continued with the woman: “But the 
hour is coming, and is now here, when the true 
worshipers will worship the Father in spirit 
and truth, for the Father is seeking such people 
to worship him. God is spirit, and those who 
worship him must worship in spirit and truth” 
(John 4:23-24). Accordingly, in every location 
genuine worshipers may be found engaging in 
genuine worship. 

The church’s vision and task, then, is to 
bring the good news into every location and, 
through the gospel’s transformation of sinful 
people, genuine worshipers will be established 
and will gather together to worship God “in 
spirit and truth.”

Whole World Location and Family

In every location, then, a new family of sons 
and daughters of God, and a new family 
brothers and sisters of one another, will be 
actualized. As part of the family of God, broken 
people who have been orphaned or abandoned 
in other ways from their earthly family will 
have a heavenly Father who loves, cares, and 
provides for them perfectly. And as part of the 
family of God, though they never had or never 
knew brothers and sisters, broken people will 
have a new family with those loving fraternal 
relationships.  

Those who are older male family members 
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are to be treated as fathers. Those who are 
older female family members are to be treated 
as mothers. Those who are younger or peer-
age male family members are to be treated as 
brothers. Those who are younger or peer-age 
female family members are to be treated as 
sisters, with all purity (1 Tim. 5:1-2). In all 
locations, the church in its aspect of family 
flourishes. 

Whole World Location and Servants

Though our society insists on and promotes 
the ideal of powerful leaders, Scripture exalts 
the polar opposite: it demands and elevates 
the reality of servants. From the very begin-
ning, human beings were created to exercise 
dominion over the rest of the created order 
(Gen. 1:28), but even then they were to be 
vice-regents of the world, ruling as stewards of 
the ultimate King, Yahweh. When sin entered 
into the world, God’s rescue plan for his fallen 
creatures focused on the one who would be a 
suffering servant, with this vision articulated 
by God himself: “Behold my servant, whom I 
uphold, my chosen, in whom my soul delights; 
I have put my Spirit upon him; he will bring 
forth justice to the nations” (Isa. 42:1). 

Coming as the suffering servant in fulfill-
ment of this servant-promise, Jesus affirmed 
of himself, “For even the Son of Man came 
not to be served but to serve, and to give his 
life as a ransom for many: (Mark 10:45). This 
affirmation came at the end of a scuffle with 
his disciples, who were still infected with their 
world’s notion of power and prestige: 

And James and John, the sons of 
Zebedee, came up to him and said to 
him, “Teacher, we want you to do for us 
whatever we ask of you .” And he said to 
them, “What do you want me to do for 
you?” And they said to him, “Grant us 
to sit, one at your right hand and one at 

your left, in your glory .” Jesus said to 
them, “You do not know what you are 
asking . Are you able to drink the cup 
that I drink, or to be baptized with the 
baptism with which I am baptized?” 
And they said to him, “We are able .” 
And Jesus said to them, “The cup that 
I drink you will drink, and with the 
baptism with which I am baptized, 
you will be baptized, but to sit at my 
right hand or at my left is not mine to 
grant, but it is for those for whom it 
has been prepared .” And when the ten 
heard it, they began to be indignant 
at James and John . And Jesus called 
them to him and said to them, “You 
know that those who are considered 
rulers of the Gentiles lord it over 
them, and their great ones exercise 
authority over them . But it shall not be 
so among you . But whoever would be 
great among you must be your servant, 
and whoever would be first among 
you must be slave of all . For even the 
Son of Man came not to be served 
but to serve, and to give his life as a 
ransom for many .” (Mark 10:35-45)

Jesus came as a servant, lived his life as a ser-
vant, and died as a servant, and his expectation 
for his disciples was no different. Unlike other 
people, Jesus’s disciples are to be servants, live 
as servants, and die (drink the cup of the divine 
wrath that he drank, and be baptized—be 
identified—with the baptism that he endured, 
that is, his death) as servants—of Jesus and of 
others. 

Accordingly, as the gospel expands and the 
church takes root in every location, servant-
hood dominates, and servants live the follow-
ing path of service:

For though I am free from all, I have 
made myself a servant to all, that 
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I might win more of them . To the 
Jews I became as a Jew, in order to 
win Jews . To those under the law I 
became as one under the law (though 
not being myself under the law) that 
I might win those under the law . To 
those outside the law I became as one 
outside the law (not being outside the 
law of God but under the law of Christ) 
that I might win those outside the 
law . To the weak I became weak, that I 
might win the weak . I have become all 
things to all people, that by all means 
I might save some . (1 Cor . 9:19-22)

The vision is for the gospel to dominate every 
location, and in consequence for every location 
to be dominated by servanthood.

Whole World Location and Witnesses

In the above passage, note how closely tied 
together are the two aspects of servants and 
witnesses. The service that the church renders 
is not a generic type: giving back, paying it for-
ward, doing good to soothe guilty consciences, 
and the like. Rather, Christians are servants 
for the sake of bearing witness to the gospel of 
Jesus Christ, specifically, to “win” others, that 
is, to save others.

How should such service as witness 
be evaluated? Some assess the ministry in 
terms of success—growing numbers of people 
coming to Christ and joining the church, more 
buildings, better programs, and the like. The 
apostle Paul gives us the standard: “This is how 
one should regard us, as servants of Christ and 
stewards of the mysteries of God. Moreover, 
it is required of stewards that they be found 
faithful” (1 Cor. 4:1-2). Faithfulness as stew-
ards of the mysteries of God—a phrase that is 
especially connected to the gospel—is required 
of witnesses. 

Accordingly, in every location, witnesses 

announce the gospel, relying on the power of 
the Holy Spirit, trusting in his work of con-
viction of sin, and knowing that apart from 
his work of regeneration, no one who hears 
the good news will repent and trust in Christ 
for salvation. And witnesses expect misun-
derstandings, conflicts, and persecutions, as 
exemplified by Paul’s gospel proclamation in 
the city of Philippi:

As we were going to the place of prayer, 
we were met by a slave girl who had a 
spirit of divination and brought her 
owners much gain by fortune-telling . 
She followed Paul and us, crying out, 
“These men are servants of the Most 
High God, who proclaim to you the 
way of salvation .” And this she kept 
doing for many days . Paul, having 
become greatly annoyed, turned 
and said to the spirit, “I command 
you in the name of Jesus Christ to 
come out of her .” And it came out 
that very hour . (Acts 16:16-18)

Not deterred by such opposition, the church 
prays in the following way: “‘And now, Lord, 
look upon their threats and grant to your 
servants to continue to speak your word with 
all boldness, while you stretch out your hand 
to heal, and signs and wonders are performed 
through the name of your holy servant Jesus.’ 
And when they had prayed, the place in which 
they were gathered together was shaken, and 
they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and 
continued to speak the word of God with bold-
ness” (Acts 4:29-31). 

In every place in which the church is gath-
ered together, that location features witnesses 
of Jesus Christ.
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Whole World: Vocation

As divine image bearers, human beings have 
been charged with the responsibility of build-
ing civilization, a mandate that consists of two 
aspects: procreation (“be fruitful and multiply 
and fill the earth”) and vocation (“and subdue 
it and have dominion;” Gen. 1:28). With regard 
to this second element, vocation is the work 
or occupation in which human beings are en-
gaged. By means of their work, they provided 
for their own needs and those of their family, 
and they invent, design, construct, and deliver 
goods and services for the sake of others. 
Scripture itself narrates the first human beings 
carrying out this divine mandate for vocation: 
they engaged in shepherding and farming 
(Gen. 4:2), building cities (vv. 16-17), tending 
livestock, musical artistry, and fashioning 
tools (vv. 20-22). “This building of civilization 
could be described in more contemporary 
terms, as including politics, education, other 
arts (performance, visual), medicine and 
health care, athletics, science and technology, 
and economics. . . . All human beings qua hu-
man beings, as divine image-bearing citizens 
of the created earth, bear the responsibility to 
build the ‘city of man’ and overcome its dark 
side.”88

The whole world in terms of its aspect of 
vocation connects to the whole vision of God’s 
glory, our growth, and the Great Commission; 
to the whole gospel as kingdom, cross, and 
grace; and to the whole church.   

Whole World Vocation and Whole Vision

Whole World Vocation and God’s Glory

Because human vocation is commanded by 
God, when human beings work, their activity 

88  SS 460. 

brings God glory, that is, they manifest the 
infinite beauty that is God’s because of who he 
is in his perfections. Such infinite beauty is put 
on display, generally, as he manifests himself 
as God through creation, redemption, and con-
summation, and, specifically, as he manifests 
himself as God through human vocation. 

Part and parcel of this conviction is that 
“vocation never exists in freestanding iso-
lation; it always presupposes a relationship 
between God and the creature.”89 God, through 
his common grace, grants intellectual, artistic, 
creative, athletic, relational, and other skillful 
abilities to his image bearers, and he intends 
for them to use them for civilization building 
and to bring him glory. Indeed, “God is the one 
who calls people to their tasks and roles in life. 
To follow God’s call to labor in that ordinary 
task of life is to serve him.”90 

A biblical example of people using their 
God-given abilities for his purposes is Bezalel 
(along with Oholiab) as a worker on the taber-
nacle:

The LORD said to Moses, “See, I have 
called by name Bezalel the son of Uri, 
son of Hur, of the tribe of Judah, and I 
have filled him with the Spirit of God, 
with ability and intelligence, with 
knowledge and all craftsmanship, to 
devise artistic designs, to work in gold, 
silver, and bronze, in cutting stones 
for setting, and in carving wood, to 
work in every craft . And behold, I have 

89  “  ,” in Dictionary of Biblical Imagery, Leland Ryken, 
James C. Wilhoit, and Temper Longman III, gen. eds., 
133-134. 

90  “  ,” in Dictionary of Biblical Imagery, Leland Ryken, 
James C. Wilhoit, and Temper Longman III, gen. eds., 
966.
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appointed with him Oholiab, the son 
of Ahisamach, of the tribe of Dan . And 
I have given to all able men ability, 
that they may make all that I have 
commanded you: the tent of meeting, 
and the ark of the testimony, and the 
mercy seat that is on it, and all the 
furnishings of the tent, the table and 
its utensils, and the pure lampstand 
with all its utensils, and the altar of 
incense, and the altar of burnt offering 
with all its utensils, and the basin 
and its stand, and the finely worked 
garments, the holy garments for 
Aaron the priest and the garments of 
his sons, for their service as priests, 
and the anointing oil and the fragrant 
incense for the Holy Place . According 
to all that I have commanded you, 
they shall do .” (Exod . 31:1-11)

To be especially noted is that while Bezalel is 
singled out for comment (that God has filled 
him with the Holy Spirit and with well-honed 
abilities), such divine gifting was “given to all 
able men,” not just to Bezalel, so that they all 
may make what God had commanded. Indeed, 
all the people of God were expected to contrib-
ute what they could to the divine purpose: 

Moses said to all the congregation of 
the people of Israel, “This is the thing 
that the LORD has commanded . Take 
from among you a contribution to the 
LORD . Whoever is of a generous heart, 
let him bring the LORD’s contribution: 
gold, silver, and bronze; blue and purple 
and scarlet yarns and fine twined linen; 
goats’ hair, tanned rams’ skins, and 
goatskins; acacia wood, oil for the light, 
spices for the anointing oil and for the 
fragrant incense, and onyx stones and 
stones for setting, for the ephod and 
for the breastpiece . Let every skillful 

craftsman among you come and make 
all that the LORD has commanded: the 
tabernacle, its tent and its covering,  .  . . . 
[then follows a lengthy list of items] .” 

Then all the congregation of the people of Is-
rael departed from the presence of Moses. And 
they came, everyone whose heart stirred him, 
and everyone whose spirit moved him, and 
brought the LORD’s contribution to be used 
for the tent of meeting, and for all its service, 
and for the holy garments. So they came, both 
men and women. All who were of a willing 
heart brought . . . [then follows a lengthy list 
of items]. All the men and women, the people 
of Israel, whose heart moved them to bring 
anything for the work that the LORD had com-
manded by Moses to be done brought it as a 
freewill offering to the LORD. (Exod. 35:4-29)

Again, to be underscored is the fact that 
ordinary people—“whoever is of a generous 
heart . . . every skillful craftsman among you . . . 
everyone whose heart stirred him, and every-
one whose spirit moved him . . . all the men 
and women, the people of Israel, whose heart 
moved them to bring anything for the work 
that the LORD had commanded”—contributed 
items and skills for the completion of the task, 
in accordance with the will of God (cf. Exod. 
35:30-36:2). This all-out effort was crowned by 
the coming of the divine glory: “Then the cloud 
covered the tent of meeting, and the glory of 
the LORD filled the tabernacle. And Moses was 
not able to enter the tent of meeting because 
the cloud settled on it, and the glory of the 
LORD filled the tabernacle” (Exod. 40:34-35). 

The lesson to be drawn from this biblical 
passage is not that the drawing near of the 
glory of God is somehow dependent on human 
vocation; that idea contradicts the sovereignty 
of our glorious God. But it should underscore 
the importance of all people, stirred up by the 
Spirit of God and gifted with skills and abili-
ties, contributing in accordance with the will 
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of God to the accomplishment of his purposes. 
In this and by this, the glory of God will be put 
on display. 

Of course, the greatest display of God’s 
glory was not its descent on the tabernacle or, 
later, on the temple in Jerusalem, but its incar-
nation in the person of the Son of God: “And 
the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, 
and we have seen his glory, glory as of the only 
Son from the Father, full of grace and truth” 
(John 1:14). Throughout his life, the Son did 
only what his Father commanded him, always 
and in every way accomplishing the divine 
will and manifesting the divine glory. As Jesus 
affirmed, “I have come down from heaven, not 
to do my own will but the will of him who sent 
me” (John 6:38). Because of carrying out the 
vocation assigned to him, Jesus was able to say 
to the Father, “I glorified you on earth, having 
accomplished the work that you gave me to do” 
(John 17:4). 

Accordingly, Jesus becomes the example 
for his followers of vocational fidelity that 
redounds to the glory of God. The proper 
vocational attitude and activity is summarized: 
“Whatever you do, work heartily, as for the 
Lord and not for men, knowing that from the 
Lord you will receive the inheritance as your 
reward. You are serving the Lord Christ” (Col. 
3:23-24). Such orientation is a subset of an 
overarching approach to Christian living: “So, 
whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do, 
do all to the glory of God” (1 Cor. 10:31). Human 
vocation, when exercised properly by Christ’s 
disciples, brings God glory, displaying the in-
finite beauty that is God’s for the world to see. 

Whole World Vocation and Growth

Engagement by Christians in their vocation 
for the glory of God brings about their growth 
in several ways. Personally, a sense of satis-
faction increases, as Christians recognize that 
their God-given abilities are being developed 

and used, and the divine command for them to 
build civilization is being fulfilled. The archi-
tect who designs a much needed office building 
for workers, the computer tech who develops 
programs for greater efficiency in business, 
the teacher who prepares a future generation 
for productive work, the farmer whose fields 
yield bountiful crops of wheat to meet people’s 
nutritional needs—these and thousands of 
other examples result in a growing sense of 
accomplishment. Corporately, a sense of ser-
vice to others develops as brothers and sisters 
according to creation (all human beings are 
children of the same Creator God and, hence, 
brothers and sisters in the sense of creation) 
are being helped by Christians engaged in their 
vocations. Working in such beneficial ways 
“demonstrate[s] love for others, wisdom in un-
derstanding their needs, and interdependence 
and interpersonal cooperation.”91 Dentists 
who fill cavities, doctors who detect and cure 
illnesses, nurses who assist post-operation pa-
tients, prosecuting attorneys who bring crim-
inals to justice, counselors who help restore 
emotional wellness—these and thousands of 
other examples of overcoming the ravishing 
consequences of sin provide much needed ser-
vices to others. Ultimately, such good redounds 
to the glory of God, as Peter challenged Chris-
tians: “Keep your conduct among the Gentiles 
honorable, so that when they speak against 
you as evildoers, they may see your good deeds 
and glorify God on the day of visitation” (1 Pet. 
2:12). Even seemingly insignificant aid that 
comes through Christians engaging in their 
vocation is beneficial in this fallen world, as 
Shakespeare underscored, “How far that little 
candle throws his beams! So shines a good 

91  Wayne Grudem, Business for the Glory of God 
(Wheaton: Crossway, 2003), 27. 
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deed in a weary [evil] world.”92 
Within one’s family, a sense of provision 

grows as the needs of family members are met. 
Importantly for Christians, “if anyone does 
not provide for his relatives, and especially for 
members of his household, he has denied the 
faith and is worse than an unbeliever” (1 Tim. 
5:8). The quintessential example of indus-
trious work for the sake of one’s family is the 
woman/wife/mother praised in the following:

She seeks wool and flax, and works 
with willing hands . She is like the 
ships of the merchant; she brings 
her food from afar . She rises while 
it is yet night and provides food for 
her household and portions for her 
maidens . She considers a field and 
buys it; with the fruit of her hands 
she plants a vineyard . She dresses 
herself with strength and makes her 
arms strong . She perceives that her 
merchandise is profitable . Her lamp 
does not go out at night . She puts her 
hands to the distaff, and hands hold 
the spindle . She opens her hand to the 
poor and reaches out her hands to the 
needy . She is not afraid of snow for 
her household, for all her household 
are clothed in scarlet . She makes bed 
covering for herself; her clothing is 
fine linen and purple . Her husband is 
known in the gates when he sits among 
the elders of the land . She makes linen 
garments and sells them; she delivers 
sashes to the merchant . Strength and 
dignity are her clothing, and she laughs 
at the time to come . She opens her 
mouth with wisdom, and the teaching 
of kindness is on her tongue . She looks 

92  William Shakespeare, Merchant of Venice, Act 5, 
Scene 1. 

well to the ways of her household and 
does not eat the bread of idleness . Her 
children rise up and call her blesses; 
her husband also, and he praises her .

This woman/wife/mother engaged in numer-
ous vocations, working hard to provide for her-
self, her husband and children, others in her 
home, and the poor and needy of her city. Her 
sense of accomplishment was great, as she had 
a sense of being strong, entrepreneurial and 
productive, appreciated, successful, dignified, 
confident, wise and kind, conscientious, and 
blessed. So should it be for all Christians called 
to be in family.

 For one’s church, a sense of supporting 
its pastors and ministries, thus fostering an 
expanding impact of the gospel, develops. 
Such support of the church is in keeping 
with biblical injunctions to “contribute to 
the needs of the saints” (Rom. 12:13; cf. 1 Cor. 
16:1; 2 Corinthians 8-9). Finally, in relation to 
God, a sense of his pleasure increases as the 
realization that God’s glory is being displayed 
through one’s vocational fidelity matures. 
Christians may engage in work “cheerfully and 
lovingly” for the sake of others and “without 
hope of award,”93 because their standing before 
God is not dependent on their work and any 
merit that it might bring before him. “Thus 
a Christian . . . who lives in this confidence 
toward God knows all things, can do all things, 
ventures everything that needs to be done, 
and does everything gladly and willingly, not 
that he may gather merits and good works, but 
because it is a pleasure for him to please God in 
doing these things. He simply serves God with 
no thought of reward, content that his service 
pleases God.”94 

93  Martin Luther, “The Freedom of a Christian,” 
Luther’s Works, 31:365.

94  Martin Luther, “Treatise on Good Works,” 6, Luther’s 
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Because human vocation contributes to 
human growth and flourishing, idleness—
which is the opposite of work—is severely 
denounced and disciplined: 

Now we command you, brothers, in 
the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, 
that you keep away from any brother 
who is walking in idleness and not 
in accord with the tradition that you 
received from us .  .  .  . For even when 
we were with you, we would give you 
this command: If anyone is not willing 
to work, let him not eat . For we hear 
that some among you walk in idleness, 
not busy at work, but busybodies . 
Now such persons we command and 
encourage in the Lord Jesus Christ 
to do their work quietly and to earn 
their own living . (2 Thess . 3:6, 11-12)

Vocation is woven into the very fabric of 
human nature and human civilization and, as 
such, it is a necessary component of human 
life and flourishing. Idleness, as the opposite 
of work, stunts human growth. Rather than 
being “busy at work,” idlers are “busybodies,” 
wasting their time and that of others. As those 
who are not willing to work, they should not 
eat; their physical wasting away from the lack 
of nourishment should be an outward display 
of their internal deterioration. The church is to 
call its members to “work quietly and to earn 
their own living,” knowing that such vocation-
al fidelity prompts growth in numerous ways.

Whole World Vocation and Great Commission

As Christians work in their vocations, they 
engage in the Great Commission in two ways. 
The first, which is the case for Christians who 

Works, 44:27. 

are not vocationally involved in the ministry 
of the church, is that they bear witness to 
Jesus Christ as they engage in their vocation 
as farmers, doctors, salespeople, construction 
works, plumbers, teachers, musicians, lawyers, 
computer technicians, and the like. With their 
co-workers, clients, patients, students, and au-
diences, Christians are on mission for Christ.

A second way concerns Christians who are 
vocationally engaged in the church’s ministry 
of the gospel. Some of these earn their living 
through working and then dedicate a signifi-
cant amount of time to ministry. The apostle 
Paul exemplified this so-called “bi-vocational” 
minister: “He [Paul] went to see them [Aquila 
and Priscilla], and because he was of the same 
trade he stayed with them and worked, for they 
were tentmakers by trade. And he reasoned 
in the synagogue every Sabbath, and tried to 
persuade Jews and Greeks” (Acts 18:2-4). At 
the same time, Paul underscored that those 
who engage in the ministry of the gospel are 
entitled to financial support from others. 
Appealing to common examples from every-
day life, he asks several rhetorical questions: 
“Who serves as a soldier at his own expense? 
Who plants a vineyard without eating any of 
its fruit? Or who tends a flock without get-
ting some of the milk?” (1 Cor. 9:7). Clearly, 
no soldier, vinedresser, or shepherd is denied 
benefit from their labors. Paul then appeals to 
Scripture in support: “Do I say these things on 
human authority? Does not the Law say the 
same? For it is written in the Law of Moses, 
‘You shall not muzzle an ox when it treads out 
the grain’ [Deut. 25:4]. Is it for oxen that God is 
concerned? Does he not certainly speak for our 
sake? It was written for our sake, because the 
plowman should plow in hope and the thresh-
er thresh in hope of sharing in the crop” (1 
Cor. 9:8-10). The application for those whose 
vocation is that of gospel ministry is clear: “If 
we have sown spiritual things among you, is it 
too much if we reap material things from you? 
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[Indeed], the Lord commanded that those who 
proclaim the gospel should get their living by 
the gospel” (1 Cor. 9:9. 14).

Accordingly, church members support 
those among them who engage vocationally 
in the ministry of the gospel (e.g., 1 Tim. 5:17). 
Through the vocation of its members working 
“outside,” he church sustains its members who 
are called to the vocation of ministry. In both 
cases, Christians engaged in their vocations 
participate in, and contribute toward the ful-
fillment of, the Great Commission.

Whole World Vocation and Whole Gospel

Of course, the gospel that is lived and pro-
claimed by Christians engaged in their voca-
tions consists of three elements: it is a gospel 
of the kingdom, cross, and grace.

Whole World Vocation and Kingdom

“The gospel of God’s kingdom is the life with 
God under the rule of our King, Jesus.”95 King-
dom citizens engaged vocationally envision 
their job, effort, wages earned, career, liveli-
hood, and everything else pertaining to their 
work as being part of all that fills the earth, 
which “is the LORD’s” (Psa. 24:1). 

Accordingly, kingdom citizens view their 
jobs as fulfilling the divine mandate to build 
civilization (Gen. 1:28). The effort with which 
they work is, certainly, the exertion that they 
put forth, but they also acknowledge that the 
strength and energy to labor—even the very 
life, breath, and existence that is theirs—comes 
from God himself (Acts 17:28). The wages 
that they earn through their vocation do not 
ultimately belong to them, as they apply the 
biblical probes: “What do you have that you 
did not receive? If then you received it, why do 

95  FM 29.

you boast as if you did not receive it?” (1 Cor. 
4:7). Kingdom citizens are stewards, manag-
ing faithfully and obediently the resources 
entrusted to them from the Lord. From these 
resources they provide for their own needs 
and those of their family, give sacrificially to 
support their church and share with the poor, 
and enjoy the fruit of their labor (1 Tim. 5:8, 17; 
6:17). As they build their careers, they rely on 
God the builder, confessing, “Unless the LORD 
builds the house, those who build it labor in 
vain” (Psa. 127:1). Through their livelihood as 
an earthly vocation, which enables them “to 
do good, to be rich in good works, to be gen-
erous and ready to share,” kingdom citizens 
are “storing up treasure for the future, so 
that they may take hold of that which is truly 
life” (1 Tim. 6:18-19). Their kingdom liveli-
hood, forged through their earthly livelihood, 
endures forever, as Jesus promised: “Do not 
lay up for yourselves treasures on earth, where 
moth and rust destroy and where thieves break 
in and steal, but lay up for yourselves treasures 
in heaven, where neither moth nor rust and 
where thieves do not break in and steal. For 
where your treasure is, there your heart will be 
also” (Matt. 6:19-21). 

Whole World Vocation and Cross

“The gospel of God’s cross is the good news 
that, through the life, death, and resurrection 
of Jesus, we have been made right with God.”96 
For Christians who are caught up in defining 
themselves by their vocation, and who are 
driven to find their worth and dignity by their 
career, the gospel of the cross is indeed good 
news. Their standing before God does not de-
pend at all on what they do, for Jesus’s career—
his life, obedience to God’s law, overcoming 
temptations, bearing up under trials, suffering, 

96  FM 46
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death, and resurrection—is what gives them 
right standing!  

Gaining right standing before God through 
the cross has repercussions for how Christians 
engage in their profession. Some vocations 
are ruled out. While some of the following will 
seem humorous, these job were denounced as 
unbefitting of Christians in the early church: 
“pimps, prostitutes, idol makers, actors or 
actresses in the theater, charioteers, duelers, 
racers, gamblers, Olympic athletes, musicians 
(specifically, those who played the pipe, lute, 
or harp at the Olympic games), dance masters, 
or hucksters.”97 Before dismissing the idea of 
some vocations being inconsistent with the 
gospel of the cross, the apostle Paul’s admoni-
tion bears consideration: “But far be it from me 
to boast except in the cross of our Lord Jesus 
Christ, by which the world has been crucified 
to me, and I to the world” (Gal. 6:14). Though 
sinful people can be made right with God while 
they are engaged in any and all professions, 
their crucifixion to the world through the 
cross may mean that they need to leave their 
profession. 

Yet, most professions are not inimical 
to Christians’ confession of Christ; nonethe-
less, the cross at the heart of that confession 
radically reorients how they engage in their 
profession. Christians who are employers 
are instructed to “treat your bondservants 
[employees] justly and fairly, knowing that 
you also have a Master in heaven” (Col. 4:1). 
Christians who are employees are command-
ed to “obey in everything those who are your 
earthly masters [employers], not by way of 
eye-service, as people-pleasers, but with 
sincerity of heart, fearing the Lord. Whatever 
you do, work heartily, as for the Lord and not 
for men, knowing that from the Lord you will 

97  Allison, Historical Theology, 522, summarizing 
Apostolic Constitutions 8:32 (ANF, 7:495). 

receive the inheritance as your reward. You 
are serving the Lord Christ.” (Col. 3:22-24). 
Christians are not to work hard because their 
employers are observing them, nor are they to 
work diligently to be seen by their employers 
so as to gain favor. The proper perspective is to 
labor industriously for Jesus Christ, working 
for him and not for human beings and seeking 
his recognition and reward. Again, this voca-
tional activity is not to gain his favor; Chris-
tians already have been made right before God 
through the cross of Christ. Rather, Christians 
engage in their vocations because the cross has 
introduced them into the realm of grace. 

Whole World Vocation and Grace

An expression that appears regularly in Scrip-
ture and that emphasizes the importance of 
God’s grace in human vocation is “the hand of 
the Lord was on him.” For one blessed by such 
divine grace, success (Ezra 7:6, 28; 1 Kings 
18:46), flourishing (Isa. 41:18-20), or peace 
from one’s enemies (Isa. 66:14) was the result. 
Contrast this positive expression with its op-
posite: “the hand of the Lord was against them 
for harm” (Judg. 2:15; cf. Ruth 1:13; 1 Sam. 5:6, 
9; 7:13; 12:15), spelling doom and destruction. 

Accordingly, vocational flourishing is de-
pendent on “the hand of the Lord” being with 
those who work. Their prayer should be as 
follows: “Let the favor of the Lord our God be 
upon us, and establish the work of our hands 
upon us; yes, establish the work of our hands!” 
For those engaged in vocational ministry, the 
testimony of the apostle Paul should serve 
well: “But by the grace of God I am what I am, 
and his grace toward me was not in vain. On 
the contrary, I worked harder than any of them, 
though it was not I, but the grace of God that is 
with me” (1 Cor. 15:10).

Divine grace undergirds human vocation 
and causes it to flourish.
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Whole World Vocation and Whole Church

Whole World Vocation and Disciples

Although some vocations would be inimical 
to Christians—businesses that are a cover for 
Ponzi schemes, prostitution, medical services 
that provide abortions—the vast majority of 
jobs will find disciples of Jesus Christ at work 
in them. Those disciples have several voca-
tional responsibilities: working hard; respect-
ing their employers; using their earnings to 
support themselves, their family, their church, 
and the poor; and offering goods and services 
that benefit others. By engaging vocationally, 
disciples help to build civilization, as they 
were designed as divine image bearers to do. 

Additionally, disciples are entrusted with 
two other responsibilities, often referred to 
as the Great Commandment and the Great 
Commission. In terms of the first responsibil-
ity, Jesus addressed it when a lawyer tested 
him with a question: “‘Teacher, which is the 
great commandment in the Law?’ And he 
said to him, ‘You shall love the Lord your God 
with all your heart and with all your soul and 
with all your mind. This is the great and first 
commandment. And a second is like it: You 
shall love your neighbor as yourself ’” (Matt. 
22:35-39). The Great Commandment instructs 
disciples to love God wholly as they engage in 
their vocation, and to love their colleagues as 
they love themselves. 

As for the second responsibility, Jesus 
charged his disciples with the following: “All 
authority in heaven and on earth has been 
given to me. Go therefore and make disciples 
of all nations, baptizing them in the name 
of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy 
Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have 
commanded you. And behold, I am with you 
always, to the end of the age” (Matt. 28:18-20). 
The Great Commission instructs disciples to 
announce the gospel to their co-workers and, 
as those colleagues respond positively, to be 

part of the process, in conjunction with their 
church, of helping them grow and develop as 
disciples of Jesus Christ. 

Whole World Vocation and Worshipers

While working at their vocations, Christians 
are not formally engaged in worshiping God 
in the way that they do while gathered togeth-
er with other Christians on Sunday. But as 
those who “worship God in spirit and truth” 
(John 4:23-24), Christians know that genuine 
worship is not only about location, including 
where the church meets together to praise and 
thank God. Accordingly, as Christians work, 
they consciously place themselves in a pos-
ture of worship throughout their workday. By 
“singing and making melody to the Lord with 
[their] heart,” by “giving thanks always and for 
everything to God the Father in the name of 
[their] Lord Jesus Christ” (Eph. 5:19-20), by 
being thankful for the good creation in which 
they work (1 Tim. 4:4), Christians are worship-
ers as they engage in their vocation.

Whole World Vocation and Family

Work enhances family in several ways: Con-
cretely, it provides the financial resources for 
families to exists and flourish. Christians par-
ticularly bear the responsibility to take care of 
their family, as Paul announced: “But if anyone 
does not provide for his relatives, and especial-
ly for members of his household, he has denied 
the faith and is worse than an unbeliever” (1 
Tim. 5:8). Work also provides the financial re-
sources for Christians to give to their church; 
such financial contribution supportcontri-
bution supports its pastors, ministries, poor, 
physical plant upkeep, missional endeavors, 
and much more. 

Beyond this, vocational engagement 
provides opportunities for Christians who 
work together to encourage and support one 
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another, and to reach out to colleagues who 
are not yet Christians, lead them to Christ, and 
thereby expand the family of God. 

Whole World Vocation and Servants

How Christians work—as servants, not dic-
tators or ogres—reinforces the biblical em-
phasis that all human beings, as divine image 
bearers, are to build civilization as servants of 
God who is the one and only King and Ruler. 
Servanthood, rather than domination for 
self-promotion and worldly gain, is upheld 
as one of the highest virtues. Accordingly, by 
adapting certain attitudes and followings cer-
tain ways of working, Christians are virtuous 
as servants and display this virtue to those 
around them. Even as presidents, CEOs, COOs, 
and chairpersons of companies, educational 
institutions, government agencies, and the 
like, Christians are called and empowered to 
exercise oversight in God-pleasing and per-
son-honoring ways. They are servants of God 
and others in their vocations.

Whole World Vocation and Witnesses 

How tragic it is when Christians fail to work 
in the ways previously described and conse-
quently find themselves in a situation in which 
their witness for Jesus Christ as been com-
promised. No wonder Peter urges, “Beloved, 
I urge you as sojourners and exiles to abstain 
from the passions of the flesh, which wage war 
against your soul. Keep your conduct among 

the Gentiles honorable, so that when they 
speak against you as evildoers, they may see 
your good deeds and glorify God on the day of 
visitation” (1 Pet. 2:11-12). Though tempted to 
respond to a boss with anger, or to gossip about 
a colleague, or to sabotage another employee’s 
good work to make oneself look better, such 
“passions of the flesh” are to be avoided at all 
costs. Honorable conduct—respecting a boss’s 
decision even when disagreeing with it, speak-
ing well about a colleague, highlighting the 
good work of another employee—is to charac-
terize Christians at work. 

This framework does not mean that 
Christians refuse to take credit when making a 
contribution at work, caving into some type of 
false Christian humility. It doesn’t mean that 
Christians allow more aggressive colleagues 
to illegitimately dominate work discussions 
while they remain quite while being frustrat-
ed from their lack of rightful participation. 
It doesn’t mean that Christians give into evil 
employers when asked to lie or cheat for the 
sake of the company. It doesn’t mean to cover 
up the laziness or provide excuses for the poor 
job of colleagues. But this approach does mean 
measuring every attitude and every action ac-
cording to the Word of God and, empowered by 
the Holy Spirit, living in such a way that God is 
glorified. And when Christians fail, they admit 
their mistakes, take responsibility for their 
errors, seek to make matters right, and thus 
bear witness to the gospel that they, like every 
person, are sinners who desperately need the 
grace of God through Jesus Christ.

Whole World: Restoration

It is both an empirical reality and an intuitive 
sense that the world, which was originally cre-
ated good, is not the way it used to be, nor the 
way it should be. “By faith we understand that 
the universe was created by the word of God, 

so that what is seen was not made out of things 
that are visible” (Heb. 11:2), and by faith in the 
Word of God we embrace the truth that once 
the creation of the world was completed, God’s 
assessment of the entirety of the created order 
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was, “it was very good” (Gen. 1:31). Everything 
that had been brought into existence by the 
word of God conformed perfectly to his intend-
ed design, and nothing was amiss. 

This idyllic reality, in which the first 
human beings imaged God rightly, walked with 
him intimately, and lived harmoniously with 
the creation that they ruled as God’s vice-rul-
ers, did not endure. It was devastatingly smash 
by the entrance of sin: peace was shattered by 
violence, tranquility was disturbed by tur-
moil, pristine beauty was marred by ugliness, 
serenity was broken by uproar, holy goodness 
was destroyed by sinful evil. The world became 
a place that it was never intended to be. It’s not 
the way it should be.

Despite the havoc wreaked by sin and 
the depravity that usurped uprightness, God 
did not give up on the human race. The first 
two acts of the storyline of Scripture—cre-
ation and fall—have given way to the last two 
act—redemption and consummation—as God 
is now rescuing sinful human beings through 
his grace, mercy, atonement, and forgiveness, 
and will one day make all things new. Part and 
parcel of this current process of redemption, 
which is most often and rightly celebrated as 
salvation from sin, guilt, and eternal condem-
nation, is restoration: the renewal of human 
lives, human vocations, human relationships, 
and the like. One day in the future, that resto-
ration will be complete, in accordance with 
this vision: “And the who was seated on the 
throne said, ‘Behold, I am making all things 
new” (Rev. 21:5). 

The whole world in terms of its aspect of 
restoration connects to the whole vision of 
God’s glory, our growth, and the Great Com-
mission; to the whole gospel as kingdom, cross, 
and grace; and to the whole church.   

Whole World Restoration 
and Whole Vision

Whole World Restoration and God’s Glory

The restoration of this world and all that is 
in it redounds to the glory of God. After Jesus 
detected the grumblings of the Pharisees over 
their discovery that he ate with sinners, he 
related several parables to them. The first two 
are as follows:

So he told them this parable: “What 
man of you, having a hundred sheep, if 
he has lost one of them, does not leave 
the ninety-nine in the open country, 
and go after the one that is lost, until he 
finds it? And when he has found it, he 
lays it on his shoulders, rejoicing . And 
when he comes home, he calls together 
his friends and his neighbors, saying 
to them, ‘Rejoice with me, for I have 
found my sheep that was lost .’ Just 
so, I tell you, there will be more joy in 
heaven over one sinner who repents 
than over ninety-nine righteous 
persons who need no repentance .

“Or what woman, having ten silver 
coins, if she loses one coin, does not 
light a lamp and sweep the house 
and seek diligently until she finds it? 
And when she has found it, she calls 
together her friends and neighbors, 
saying, ‘Rejoice with me, for I have 
found the coin that I had lost .’ Just 
so, I tell you, there is joy before 
the angels of God over one sinner 
who repents .” (Luke 15:1-10) . 

The rejoicing expressed on a human level at 
the finding of a lost sheep or a lost coin gives 
a clue to the joy expressed by the angels in 
heaven over the repentance of a sinner. There 
is glory in the restoration of one who was once 
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dead, but is now alive, who was once lost, but 
now has been found (Luke 15:11-32). 

Similarly, physical healing, and the joy and 
thanksgiving that accompanies it, pictures the 
glory of the holistic salvation—not only phys-
ical, but spiritual as well—yet to come. When 
Peter and John healed a man lame from birth, 
that restored man, “leaping up . . . stood and be-
gan to walk, and entered the temple with them, 
walking and leaping and praising God. And all 
the people saw him walking and praising God, 
and recognized him as the one who sat at the 
Beautiful Gate of the temple, asking for alms. 
And they were filled with wonder and amaze-
ment at what had happened” (Acts 3:8-10). To 
be underscored is the fact that such physical 
restoration is indicative of an all-encompass-
ing renewal, centered on the forgiveness of 
sins and the restoration of right relationship 
with God. This point was firmly made by Jesus 
in his healing of the paralytic man: 

Which is easier, to say to the paralytic, 
‘Your sins are forgiven,’ or to say, ‘Rise, 
take up your bed and walk’? But that 
you may know that the Son of Man has 
authority on earth to forgive sins”—he 
said to the paralytic—“I say to you, 
rise, pick up your bed, and go home .” 
And he rose and immediately picked 
up his bed and went out before them 
all, so that they were all amazed and 
glorified God, saying, “We never saw 
anything like this!” (Mark 2:9-12)

This close connection between the salvation of 
sinful human beings and the holistic resto-
ration of the created order is made explicit by 
the apostle Paul: 

For the creation waits with eager 
longing for the revealing of the sons of 
God . For the creation was subjected 
to futility, not willingly, but because 
of him who subjected it, in hope that 

the creation itself will be set free from 
its bondage to corruption and obtain 
the freedom of the glory of the children 
of God . For we know that the whole 
creation has been groaning together in 
the pains of childbirth until now . And 
not only the creation, but we ourselves, 
who have the firstfruits of the Spirit, 
groan inwardly as we wait eagerly 
for adoption as sons, the redemption 
of our bodies . (Rom . 8:19-23)

This present world is saddled by bare-
ness, unproductiveness, and disasters, and it 
constantly contests the labor of human beings 
who toil in it by blood, sweat, and tears. Yet, its 
curse of infertility, its “bondage to corruption,” 
is not due to the created order’s own rebellion, 
but is part of the punishment meted out by 
God himself for the fall of Adam and Eve (Gen. 
3:17-19). When the fall is overturned by the full 
redemption of human beings, then the curse 
will be reversed. When the children of God will 
be freed from sin and experience the glory of 
their full salvation (the resurrection of their 
bodies), then the whole world will itself be 
restored to—even exalted above—the glory of 
its original state. “But according to his prom-
ise we are waiting for new heavens and a new 
earth in which righteousness dwells” (2 Pet. 
3:13). 

Whole World Restoration and Growth

As Paul underscored above, such restoration 
is still in the future, demanding that in the 
meantime, the world and the church are char-
acterized by a state of groaning: “And not only 
the creation, but we ourselves, who have the 
firstfruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we 
wait eagerly for adoption as sons, the redemp-
tion of our bodies” (Rom. 8:23). This groaning, 
or deep longing for that which is still to come, 
is nothing other than hope, as Paul continues: 
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“For in this hope we were saved. Now hope that 
is seen is not hope. For who hopes for what he 
sees? But if we hope for what we do not see, 
we wait for it with patience” (Rom. 8:24-25). 
Hope, an abiding vision of what is still to come, 
needs to be nurtured and matured, which 
requires growth. 

Part of this growth has to do with prayer, 
and Paul continues with these reassuring 
words: “Likewise the Spirit helps us in our 
weakness. For we do not know what to pray 
for as we ought, but the Spirit himself in-
tercedes for us with groanings too deep for 
words. And he who searches hearts knows 
what is the mind of the Spirit, because the 
Spirit intercedes for the saints according to 
the will of God” (Rom. 8:26-27). As Christians 
pray, enabled by the Holy Spirit, their hopeful 
prayers focus on the restoration of all things: 
they pray for the salvation of others, for their 
own progress and maturity in the faith, their 
overcoming of temptation, their perseverance 
through trials, the fruitfulness of their lives 
connected to Christ, the impact of the gospel 
in their communities, the reparation of broken 
relationships, and much more. As Christians 
grow in prayer, the orientation of their prayers 
should be toward restoration.

Another part of this growth has to do 
with trusting God with each and every cir-
cumstance, event, person—all things, come 
what may. Again, Paul offers this counsel: 
“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). Growth in trusting 
God depends on four great realities: God has 
been good to Christians in the past, he is good 

to them in the present, God will be good to 
them in the future, and the good toward which 
their good God is directing every circum-
stance, every event, and every person is their 
complete restoration: one day, they will be fully 
conformed to the image of Christ. 

Specifically, God has been good to Chris-
tians in the past, as from all eternity he fore-
knew and predestined them—these matters 
point to the eternal plan of God to choose 
Christians to be his children forever. More-
over, he has been good to them in the imme-
diate past (within their earthly space-time 
reality) by calling them to himself and into his 
kingdom, and by justifying them, declaring 
them not guilty but righteous instead. God is 
good to Christians in the present, as he orches-
trates all things together for their good, which 
is transformation into Christlikeness.  God will 
be good to Christians in the future, as he will 
glorify them, bringing them into the fullness 
of their salvation, which, as noted above, is 
reached when they are given their resurrection 
bodies. Because God has been, is, and will be 
good to Christians (the past, present, and fu-
ture goodness of God is a reality), then they can 
certainly trust God in the midst of heartache, 
suffering, disappointment, persecution, trial, 
and the like. As Paul reassures them: 

What then shall we say to these 
things? If God is for us, who can be 
against us? He who did not spare 
his own Son but gave him up for us 
all, how will he not also with him 
graciously give us all things? Who 
shall bring any charge against God’s 
elect? It is God who justifies . Who is 
to condemn? Christ Jesus is the one 
who died—more than that, who was 
raised—who is at the right hand of 
God, who indeed is interceding for us . 
Who shall separate us from the love of 
Christ? Shall tribulation, or distress, or 
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persecution, or famine, or nakedness, 
or danger, or sword? As it is written,

“For your sake we are being killed 
all the day long; we are regarded 
as sheep to be slaughtered .”

No, in all these things we are more than 
conquerors through him who loved us . 
For I am sure that neither death nor 
life, nor angels nor rulers, nor things 
present nor things to come, nor powers, 
nor height nor depth, nor anything 
else in all creation, will be able to 
separate us from the love of God in 
Christ Jesus our Lord . (Rom . 8:31-39)

Christians grow in trusting God as they count 
on and experience the truths that (1) God is for 
and not against them; (2) he has justified them 
and will never bring a charge of sin against 
them or condemn them; (3) God has united 
them through the love of Christ to himself and 
will never allow anyone or anything to ever 
separate them from his love; and (4) they will 
ultimately be victorious through Christ over 
suffering, trial, persecution—yes, even death 
itself. 

Another part of this growth is develop-
ment of Christian character, as detailed by the 
apostle Peter: 

His divine power has granted to us 
all things that pertain to life and 
godliness, through the knowledge of 
him who called us to his own glory and 
excellence, by which he has granted 
to us his precious and very great 
promises, so that through them you 
may become partakers of the divine 
nature, having escaped from the 
corruption that is in the world because 
of sinful desire . For this very reason, 
make every effort to supplement 

your faith with virtue, and virtue 
with knowledge, and knowledge with 
self-control, and self-control with 
steadfastness, and steadfastness with 
godliness, and godliness with brotherly 
affection, and brotherly affection with 
love . For if these qualities are yours 
and are increasing, they keep you from 
being ineffective or unfruitful in the 
knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ . 
For whoever lacks these qualities is so 
nearsighted that he is blind, having 
forgotten that he was cleansed from 
his former sins . Therefore, brothers, 
be all the more diligent to confirm 
your calling and election, for if you 
practice these qualities you will never 
fall . For in this way there will be richly 
provided for you an entrance into 
the eternal kingdom of our Lord and 
Savior Jesus Christ . (2 Pet . 1:3-11)

Christian character development depends on 
several factors: In terms of the work of God, 
his power sanctifies Christians, transforming 
them into Christlikeness. Indeed, the divine 
power supplies all the resources that are 
needed for developing them into believers who 
fully please God. Additionally, God’s promis-
es provide the way for Christians to escape 
the devastating depravity tied to their sinful 
nature and become more and more conformed 
to the divine nature. As they live, they have 
faith in the divine promises and make headway 
in terms of maturity. In terms of their work in 
this process of growth, Christians are to labor 
diligently to add to their faith in the promises 
of God various qualities: virtue, knowledge, 
self-control, steadfastness, godliness, broth-
erly affection, and love. Effectiveness and 
fruitfulness in the knowledge of Christ are 
promised as the result of the increase of these 
qualities. Moreover, as these qualities abound, 
Christians confirm the truth that God has cho-
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sen them to be his people and summoned them 
to himself as his children. And the promise 
that is held out is that these well-developed 
Christians will never fall away from the faith. 
Indeed, at the final restoration of all things, 
there will be a grand entrance opened for them 
to enter into Christ’s eternal kingdom.  

Accordingly, restoration is closely tied to 
Christian growth. 

Whole World Restoration and 
Great Commission

Restoration is ultimately tied to the Great 
Commission. In the plan of God, the fulfillment 
of his mandate to make disciples in all nations 
and the consummation are tied together, as Je-
sus explained: “And this gospel of the kingdom 
will be proclaimed throughout the whole world 
as a testimony to all nations, and then the end 
will come” (Matt. 24:14). This scenario seems 
to be related to the partial hardening that has 
come upon Israel (with few Jews currently 
embracing Jesus as the Messiah) and the 
fullness of the Gentiles coming to salvation, 
“And in this way all Israel will be saved” (Rom. 
11:25-26). 

While these affirmations are somewhat 
clouded in mystery, the point for the church 
is clear: engage missionally among all the 
peoples of the world in obedience to the Great 
Commission. As the gospel rescues them, the 
vision of people “from every tribe and lan-
guage and people and nation” (Rev. 5:9)—all of 
whom have been ransomed by the blood of the 
Lamb—will ultimately be realized. 

Whole World Restoration 
and Whole Gospel

This vision of the spiritual restoration of peo-
ple from all over the globe is clearly tied to the 
whole gospel of kingdom, cross, and grace. 

Some Christians deny this conviction. As 

they reason, the whole gospel is about a salva-
tion that is spiritual in nature, and it does not 
exert an impact on culture, vocation, science 
politics, economics—earthly endeavors. While 
acknowledging that the world is indeed broken 
through the ravages of sin, they maintain that 
such disaster can only be addressed by the gos-
pel in terms of personal salvation that does not 
influence matters other than the human soul 
and its relationship to God. Accordingly, the 
church is to be about the business of announc-
ing the gospel and is not to be concerned about 
other matters—denouncing abortion, eutha-
nasia, and physicialphysical-assisted suicide; 
standing against the exploitation of women 
caught in the sex industry or being enslaved by 
the sex trade; working to alleviate poverty and 
the physical deterioration of neighborhoods; 
and much more.

But if the church fails to stand against the 
culture of death, what does it communicate 
by its silence and inactivity? It implies that 
the world in which we live now is the same 
world that has always been and is the same 
world that will always be. It suggests that there 
never was a Garden of Eden in which peace, 
righteousness, holiness, uprightness, and 
integrity flourished. It further suggests that 
there will never be a new heaven and in new 
earth in which peace, righteousness, holiness, 
uprightness, and integrity will once again 
flourish. But the church does not believe either 
of those implications. Oppositely, then, when 
the church engages in gospel confrontation of 
the evils of the culture of death, it announces 
thatannounces, “this present world, with its 
suffering and violence, is not the way things 
are supposed to be.”98 The whole gospel, pro-

98  J. Todd Billings, The Word of God for the People of 
God: An Entryway to the Theological Interpretation 
of Scripture (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2010), 13. 
My discussion here has been influenced by Billings’s 
reflections on Nietzsche’s denouncement of feeling 
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claimed and enacted against sin of all types 
(personal, relational, societal, cultural, polit-
ical, economic, systemic), protests all that is 
world-hating and earth-destroying as not the 
way it’s supposed to be.

Accordingly, the whole gospel is about a 
kingdom that, while not of this world, infil-
trates and restores it; a cross that, while the 
height of worldly injustice, accomplished justi-
fication for the world; and a grace that, while 
incapable of being deserved by the world, 
serves to effect its ultimate restoration and 
deserves its highest praise.  

Whole World Restoration and Kingdom

It is only as people from every corner of the 
world enter the kingdom of God, and thereby 
live their lives under the rule of King Jesus, 
that they and the communities around them 
experience restoration. Zacchaeus exemplifies 
such restoration—both on a personal level and 
in terms of those around him—as he encoun-
ters salvation in Christ: 

He [Jesus] entered Jericho and was 
passing through . And behold, there 
was a man named Zacchaeus . He was 
a chief tax collector and was rich . And 
he was seeking to see who Jesus was, 
but on account of the crowd he could 
not, because he was small in stature . 
So he ran on ahead and climbed up 
into a sycamore tree to see him, for he 
was about to pass that way . And when 
Jesus came to the place, he looked up 
and said to him, “Zacchaeus, hurry 
and come down, for I must stay at your 
house today .” So he hurried and came 
down and received him joyfully . And 
when they saw it, they all grumbled, 

pity for sufferers. 

“He has gone in to be the guest of a 
man who is a sinner .” And Zacchaeus 
stood and said to the Lord, “Behold, 
Lord, the half of my goods I give to the 
poor . And if I have defrauded anyone 
of anything, I restore it fourfold .” 
And Jesus said to him, “Today 
salvation has come to this house, 
since he also is a son of Abraham . 
For the Son of Man came to seek and 
to save the lost .” (Luke 19:1-10)

Jesus specifically sought out Zacchaeus—it 
was not anyone who would do; Jesus had to go 
to Zacchaeus’s house, because he was on the 
mission of the Father. Because of this divine 
appointment, Zacchaeus experienced the 
restoration to joy (an indicator that salvation 
had come to him).  The transformation that 
this salvation wrought in Zacchaeus’s life was 
extraordinary: this former tax collector, whose 
livelihood was stoked by lies, fraud, extortion, 
bribery, and the like, promised to give half 
of what he owned to the poor and to restore 
fourfold whatever gain he had managed to ac-
cumulate by defrauding others. As a kingdom 
citizen, Zacchaeus experienced and promoted 
restoration.   

The reaction of the crowd—they disliked 
the fact that Jesus had engaged a “sinner”—
was typical in the restorative ministry of Jesus 
as he preached the gospel of the kingdom. In 
another incident, the Pharisees objected to 
Jesus’s disciples, “‘Why does your teacher eat 
with tax collectors and sinners?’ But when he 
heard it, he said, ‘Those who are well have no 
need of a physician, but those who are sick. Go 
and learn what this means, “I desire mercy, 
and not sacrifice.” For I came not to call the 
righteous, but sinners’” (Matt. 9:11-13). For 
restoration to take place, people need to realize 
that they are characterized by destruction. 
Jesus came to restore those who acknowledge 
that they have been ravaged by sin, not those 
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who are self-righteous. That is why the king-
dom parties at which Jesus showed up were at-
tended by tax collectors and sinners, and why 
Jesus recounted, “The Son of Man has come 
eating and drinking, and you say, ‘Look at him! 
A glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax col-
lectors and sinners!’” (Luke 7:34). Restoration 
presupposes destruction, and entrance into 
the kingdom demands acknowledgement that 
one needs to be restored out of destruction. 

For such kingdom citizens, the promise 
and vision of restoration is framed in terms of 
the beatitudes: 

“Blessed are the poor in spirit, for 
theirs is the kingdom of heaven .

“Blessed are those who mourn, 
for they shall be comforted .

“Blessed are the meek, for they 
shall inherit the earth .

“Blessed are those who hunger 
and thirst for righteousness, 
for they shall be satisfied .

“Blessed are the merciful, for 
they shall receive mercy .

“Blessed are the pure in heart, 
for they shall see God .

“Blessed are the peacemakers, for 
they shall be called sons of God .

“Blessed are those who are persecuted 
for righteousness’ sake, for theirs 
is the kingdom of heaven .

“Blessed are you when others revile 
you and persecute you and utter all 
kinds of evil against you falsely on 
my account . Rejoice and be glad, for 
your reward is great in heaven, for 
so they persecuted the prophets who 
were before you .” (Matt . 5:3-12)

The virtuous citizens of the kingdom—the poor 
in spirit, the mourners, the meek, the desper-
ate, the merciful, the pure, the peacemakers, 
the persecuted—will find restoration. 

Whole World Restoration and Cross

At the heart of this kingdom restoration is the 
cross of Jesus Christ, which effects restoration 
at every level. 

At the personal level, the cross is the 
ground of the justification of sinful human 
beings, “for all have sinned and fall short of the 
glory of God, and are justified by his grace as a 
gift, through the redemption that is in Christ 
Jesus, whom God put forward as a propitiation 
by his blood, to be received by faith” (Rom. 
3:23-25). Through his sacrificial death (pro-
pitiation) on the cross, Christ assuaged the 
furious wrath of God against sinful humanity. 
Thus, by punishing his Son for the sins of hu-
man beings, God remained just—he did not re-
lax the penalty for sin, but exacted it fully from 
his Son—and became the justifier—the one 
who declares sinners not guilty but righteous 
instead—of those who receive his gracious 
salvation by faith. This justification is personal 
restoration.

On a social level, the cross destroys the 
hostility between Jews and Gentiles. In the 
ancient world, these two ethnic groups were 
archenemies, and the notion that they could be 
united was unthinkable. But nothing is impos-
sible for God, who acted decisively through the 
cross to rectify this entrenched brokenness: 
“For he himself [Christ] is our peace, who has 
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made us [Jews and Gentiles] both one and has 
broken down in his flesh the dividing wall of 
hostility by abolishing the law of command-
ments and ordinances, that he might create 
in himself one new man in place of the two, 
so making peace, and might reconcile us both 
to God in one body through the cross, there-
by killing the hostility” (Eph. 2:14-16). So, 
there are no longer two peoples, two warring 
parties—Jews and Gentiles—but one united 
people who ispeople who are at peace with its 
great diversity. Through the cross the church is 
now composed of both Jews and Gentiles who 
are “being built together into a dwelling place 
for God by the Spirit” (Eph. 2: 22). 

On a cosmic level, the cross makes peace, 
reconciling all things to Jesus Christ: “For 
in him all the fullness of God was pleased to 
dwell, and through him to reconcile to him-
self all things, whether on earth or in heaven, 
making peace by the blood of his cross” (Col. 
1:19-20). This vision of cosmic restoration 
presupposes that the entire created order has 
been disturbed by sin and thus needs to be 
reconciled to God. As far as the inhabited earth 
is concerned, this demise of the creation was 
part of the divine curse pronounced in re-
sponse to the fall of Adam and Eve (Gen. 3:17-
19; cf. Rom. 8:19-23). In terms of the angelic 
realm, the fall of Satan and his minions was the 
result of his rebellion against God, in which a 
portion of the angels joined (2 Pet. 2:4; Jude 
6; Rev. 12:4). These forces of evil now consti-
tute the invisible realm—“whether thrones 
or dominions or rulers or authorities” (Col. 
1:16)—that stands over and against Christ, and 
which necessitated his death on the cross so as 
to effect reconciliation of “all things.” 

This reconciliation is certainly not some 
kind of universal salvation; Scripture does not 
allow for that idea, and it affirms the opposite 
in its many presentation of the reality of hell 
and eternal condemnation. Neither can it be 
limited to the reconciliation—the restoration 

of former enemies to friendship—effected 
between God and sinful human beings, though 
that is certainly included in the idea, as Paul 
continues: “And you, who once were alienated 
and hostile in mind, doing evil deeds, he has 
reconciled in his body of flesh by his death” 
(Col. 1:21-22; cf. Rom. 5:10-11; 2 Cor. 5:17-21). 
This reconciliation seems to combine the ideas 
of willing submission to the rule of God and of 
imposed subjugation to it. In the former case, 
all those who through repentance and faith 
have embraced the salvation accomplished 
by Christ are willing participants, joyfully 
submitting to King Jesus. In the latter case, 
Satan and his forces are violently defeated and 
thereby forced into subjection to the King. As 
Paul presents later, “He [Christ] disarmed the 
rulers and authorities and put them to open 
shame, by triumphing over them” (Col. 2:15). 
In both cases, this vision will be realized: “at 
the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in 
heaven and on earth and under the earth, and 
every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, 
to the glory of God the Father” (Phil. 2:10-11). 
In the former case, the bowing of the knee and 
the confession are willing responses, prompt-
ed by the experience of the grace of God in 
Christ through the gospel. In the latter case, 
the bowing of the knee and the confession are 
constrained responses, imposed by the un-
yielding judgment of Christ the Judge. Because 
it is peace that has been wrought by the cross 
of Christ, this peace may be “freely accepted, 
or . . . compulsorily imposed” through an act of 
pacification.99 

In either case, the cross effects a cosmic 
restoration. 

99  F. F. Bruce, 210. 
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Whole World Restoration and Grace

Restoration of all things through the kingdom 
and cross is ultimately a work of divine grace. 
With the universe that he created in open 
rebellion against him, God could have left it 
alone to continue full throttle toward eternal 
destruction. And he would have been perfectly 
just to do so. After all, 

The Lord saw that the wickedness of 
man was great in the earth, and that 
every intention of the thoughts of his 
heart was only evil continually . And 
the Lord was sorry that he had made 
man on the earth, and it grieved him 
to his heart . So the Lord said, ‘I will 
blot out man whom I have created 
from the face of the land, man and 
animals and creeping things and 
birds of the heavens, for I am sorry 
that I have made them . (Gen . 6:5-7)

Yet, God did not enact the threatened total 
destruction: “But Noah found favor in the eyes 
of the Lord” (Gen. 6:8). In his loving kindness, 
God was gracious to Noah and his family, and 
out of all the people of the world, he rescued 
eight of them. 

 Again, when the wrath of God was kindled 
against his idol producing and worshipping 
people, he threatened to Moses, “I have seen 
this people, and behold, it is a still-necked peo-
ple. Now therefore let me alone, that my wrath 
may burn hot against them and I may consume 
them, in order that I may made a great na-
tion of you” (Exod. 32:9-10). God intended to 
completely destroy the people whom he had 
created and redeemed, because of their abject 
idolatry. Yet, in response to the intercession of 
his friend Moses, “the Lord relented from the 
disaster that he had spoken of bringing on his 
people” (Exod. 32:14). Rather than carrying out 
the destruction that he threatened, God gra-
ciously spared his people. Beyond the human 

realm, “God did not spare angels when they 
sinned, but cast them into hell and committed 
them to chains of gloomy darkness to be kept 
until the judgment” (2 Pet. 2:4). Justly, God 
punished the rebellious angels, deciding not to 
save any of them. These reminders of the just 
judgment of God—on the people at the time of 
the flood, on the nation of Israel following the 
golden calf incident, on the rebellious angels—
magnify the graciousness of any restoration 
that he wills and effects. 

Banished, then, are all thoughts of enti-
tlement to, or presumptuous expectations of, 
God’s grace in response to human achieve-
ment, good works, churchly activity, perceived 
moral superiority over others, and the like. 
“But if it is by grace, it is no longer on the basis 
of works; otherwise grace would no longer be 
grace” (Rom. 11:6). Indeed,

For we ourselves were once foolish, 
disobedient, led astray, slaves to 
various passions and pleasures, 
passing our days in malice and 
envy, hated by others and hating one 
another . But when the goodness and 
loving kindness of God our Savior 
appeared, he saved us, not because of 
works done by us in righteousness, 
but according to his own mercy, by the 
washing of regeneration and renewal 
of the Holy Spirit, whom he poured out 
on us richly through Jesus Christ our 
Savior, so that being justified by his 
grace we might become heirs according 
to the hope of eternal life . (Titus 3:3-7)

Personal restoration, relational restoration, 
cosmic restoration—in all of its forms, resto-
ration is completely dependent on, and effect-
ed by, God’s grace.
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Whole World Restoration 
and Whole Church

Whole World Restoration and Disciples
Though much is made today about the 

restoration of our society through government 
intervention and handouts, educational insti-
tutions and after-school programs, private in-
vestments, and community initiatives, as good 
as though efforts may be, ultimate renewal 
comes through refashioning of people as they 
become disciples of Jesus Christ. 

This affirmation is not intended to 
discourage disciples from engaging in restor-
ative actions for the benefit of society; on the 
contrary, it is right and good for disciples to be 
involved in professions like education, politics, 
business, social work, and the like. Beyond 
these efforts, however, stands the reality that 
only a God-orchestrated renovation of human 
hearts so as to produce disciples of Jesus 
Christ will bring ultimate restoration to the 
whole world.   

Whole World Restoration and Worshipers

This ultimate restoration is not only God-or-
chestrated but also God-centered. Indeed, the 
vision of this renewal features a new heaven 
and a new earth in which the glory of God is 
foremost:

Then I saw a new heaven and a new 
earth, for the first heaven and the first 
earth had passed away, and the sea was 
no more . And I saw the holy city, new 
Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven 
from God, prepared as a bride adorned 
for her husband . And I heard a loud 
voice from the throne saying, “Behold, 
the dwelling place of God is with man . 
He will dwell with them, and they will 
be his people, and God himself will be 
with them as their God . He will wipe 
away every tear from their eyes, and 

death shall be no more, neither shall 
there be mourning, nor crying, nor 
pain anymore, for the former things 
have passed away .” And he who was 
seated on the throne said, “Behold, I am 
making all things new .” Then 
came one of the seven angels who 
had the seven bowls full of the seven 
last plagues and spoke to me, saying, 
“Come, I will show you the Bride, the 
wife of the Lamb .” And he carried me 
away in the Spirit to a great, high 
mountain, and showed me the holy city 
Jerusalem coming down out of heaven 
from God, having the glory of God, its 
radiance like a most rare jewel, like a 
jasper, clear as crystal .  And I 
saw no temple in the city, for its temple 
is the Lord God the Almighty and the 
Lamb . And the city has no need of sun 
or moon to shine on it, for the glory 
of God gives it light, and its lamp is 
the Lamb . (Rev . 21:1-5, 9-11, 22-23)

With this vision of the restoration of all things 
centered on the glory of God, Christians as 
worshipers engage in their praise of God in 
the midst of tears, death, mourning, crying, 
and pain, longing for the day in which their 
worship by faith in the midst of tragedy and 
heartache will give way to worship by sight—
the sight of God seated on the throne, and the 
Lamb at his side.

Whole World Restoration and Family

In the meantime, and because of the fallen-
ness of this world, restoration is desperately 
needed. Perhaps simplistically, but containing 
some truth, Mother Teresa offered, “The way 
you help heal the world is you start with your 
own family.” Expanding on the idea of family, 
the church as family is crucial for restoration. 
Indeed, Paul directs Christians, “And let us not 
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grow weary of doing good, for in due season we 
will reap, if we do not give up. So then, as we 
have opportunity, let us do good to everyone, 
and especially to those who are of the house-
hold of faith” (Gal. 6:9-10). 

Restoration among the family members 
of the church takes many forms. For example, 
Paul urges, “admonish the idle, encourage the 
fainthearted, help the weak, be patient with 
them all” (1 Thess. 5:14). Healing prayer for the 
sick brings physical restoration (James 5:13-
16). Concrete support of widows takes care of 
those who would otherwise be helpless (1 Tim. 
5:3-16). Church discipline is always intended 
to be restorative (e.g., 1 Cor. 5:1-13, with 2 Cor. 
2:5-11; Gal. 6:1). 

Restoration begins with the church as 
family and spreads from there. 

Whole World Restoration and Servants

Indeed, church renewal creates servants who 
are committed to Jesus Christ and, as a con-
sequence, are committed to helping to bring 
restoration to those around them. As Jesus 
was a servant to others, Christians in imitation 
of him serve others as well. Again, this service 
is not mere generic service—doing good so as 
to merit God’s favor and gain entrance into 
heaven—but kingdom oriented, that is, being 
radically reshaped by the King so that as ser-
vants in his kingdom, everything is centered 
on him. 

When this kingdom service dominates, 
even the smallest act of service is signifi-
cant. Indeed, nothing will go unnoticed and 
unrewarded, when the kingdom comes in its 
fullness and restoration is complete: 

Then the King will say to those on 
his right, “Come, you who are blessed 
by my Father, inherit the kingdom 
prepared for you from the foundation 
of the world . For I was hungry and you 

gave me food, I was thirsty and you 
gave me drink, I was a stranger and 
you welcomed me, I was naked and you 
clothed me, I was sick and you visited 
me, I was in prison and you came to 
me .” Then the righteous will answer 
him, saying, “Lord, when did we see 
you hungry and feed you, or thirsty 
and give you drink? And when did we 
see you a stranger and welcome you, 
or naked and clothe you? And when did 
we see you sick or in prison and visit 
you?” And the King will answer them, 
“Truly, I say to you, as you did it to 
one of the least of these my brothers, 
you did it to me .” (Matt . 25:34-40)

Servants of Jesus Christ actively seek the res-
toration of those around them.

Whole World Restoration and Witnesses 

Such acts of service are always to be accompa-
nied by words of testimony about the one who 
will ultimately restore all things. Importantly, 
in the cosmic destruction that precedes this 
final restoration, the figures at the center of the 
divine wrath that will purge this fallen world 
are witnesses: “When he [the Lamb] opened 
the fifth seal, I saw under the altar the souls of 
those who had been slain for the word of God 
and for the witness they had borne” (Rev. 6:9). 
Here, witnesses are martyrs; they have paid 
the ultimate cost of their own lives for the sake 
of bearing testimony to the gospel of Jesus 
Christ, the Lamb who was slain for the sins of 
the world. Such a scene reminds the church of 
the price that both Jesus paid and his witness-
es are called to pay. 

The ultimate restoration of all things in 
heaven and on earth will be the ultimate tri-
umph of God over Satan who, rebelling against 
the Lord, was cast down to the earth and, 
tempting the first divine image bearers created 
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on earth, managed to lure them into sin. While 
defeated by Jesus Christ and his death on the 
cross, Satan still exercises power as the god 
of this present evil age, opposing Christ and 
his followers, whom Satan seeks to torment, 
tempt, and devour. But this temporary Satan-
ically-orchestratedSatanically orchestrated 
chaos will one day give way to the complete 
triumph of Christ over the evil one. In the 
meantime, Christians as witnesses announce 
the good news of salvation from sin and Satan. 
And they long for the fulfillment of this vision: 
“And I heard a loud voice in heaven, saying, 
‘Now the salvation and the power and the king-

dom of our God and the authority of his Christ 
have come, for the accuser of our brothers [Sa-
tan] has been thrown down, who accuses them 
day and night before our God. And they have 
conquered him by the blood of the Lamb and 
by the word of their testimony, for they loved 
not their lives even unto death” (Rev. 12:10-11). 
Christ will defeat Satan decisively and forever, 
and the whole world—all things in heaven and 
on earth—will be restored. And in this present 
age, Christians as witnesses are victorious 
over Satan and sin through the blood of the 
Lamb’s cross and the gospel that they preach. 

Whole World: Recreation

Another element of the whole world is recre-
ation, where we rest, play, celebrate, and sleep. 
The whole world in its aspect of recreation 
connects with the whole vision of God’s glory, 
our growth, and the Great Commission; the 
gospel of the kingdom, cross, and grace; and 
the whole church. 

Whole World Recreation and Whole Vision

Whole World Recreation and God’s Glory
As created in the image of God, human 

beings bring God glory whenever they carry 
out his design for them. Given that God has 
woven rest into the fabric of existence in this 
world—even God himself “finished his work 
that he had done, and he rested on the seventh 
day from all his work that he had done” (Gen. 
2:2)—it is proper for his creatures to rest. 
When they do, they bring God glory. 

Still, it is very difficult for Christians to 
embrace a rhythm of rest; many are possessed 
of the idea that if they rest, not to mention 
sleep, the will of God will somehow fail to be 
accomplished. Overwhelmed by more and 
more activity, the frenetic pace of their lives 

grinds them into machines that eventually 
break down and fall apart, rendering them in-
capable of blessing others, including God, and 
unfruitful in their own lives. 

Scripture presents a case of this worka-
holic syndrome, emphasizing that the solution 
to it is rest and nourishment. Elijah was a 
mighty prophet of God, yet threatened with 
destruction by his enemy and on the run for his 
life, he finally “sat down under a broom tree. 
And he asked that he might die, saying, ‘It is 
enough; now, O Lord, take away my life, for I 
am no better than my fathers.’ And he lay down 
and slept under a broom tree” (1 Kings. 19:1-5). 
Being awakened by an angel’s command to 
arise and eat, Elijah “looked ,andlooked, and 
behold, there was at his head a cade baked on 
hot stones and a jar of water. And he ate and 
drank and lay down again” (1 Kings. 19:6). This 
restorative activity of rest and nourishment 
was repeated, after which Elijah “went in 
the strength of that food forty days and forty 
nights to Horeb, the mount of God” (1 Kings 
19:7-8). From depression verging on suicide, 
Elijah was restored by sleep and sustenance. 

Jesus himself lived a life of nearly con-
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stant engagement with others—his disciples, 
his enemies, massive crowds, needy people 
along the road—yet he retreated from his busy 
ministry to be alone (e.g., Matt. 14:22-23). He 
also celebrated well with others, earning a 
reproachful moniker similar to “reveler:” “The 
Son of Man has come eating and drinking, and 
you say, ‘Look at him! A glutton and a drunk-
ard, a friend of tax collectors and sinners!’” 
(Luke 7:34). At the heart of his enemies’ rebuke 
was their rejection of the goodness of creation 
and the many pleasures it affords for peo-
ple to enjoy. Indeed, Paul grants permission 
for rich Christians to enjoy the wealth they 
have earned, noting that it is “God who richly 
provides us with everything to enjoy” (1 Tim. 
6:17). The same apostle denounces ascetics 
who dare to prohibit such enjoyment, those 
“who forbid marriage and require abstinence 
from foods that God created to be received 
with thanksgiving by those who believe and 
know the truth. For everything created by God 
is good, and nothing is to be rejected if it is 
received with thanksgiving, for it is made holy 
by the word of God and prayer” (1 Tim. 4:3-5).  

So, sleep, rest, relaxation, retreat, food, 
drink, the abundance of creation—all of these, 
being gifts of God, are to be enjoyed and cel-
ebrated. And when Christians do, they bring 
glory to God.

Whole World Recreation and Growth

It is obvious that the enjoyment of such gifts 
of God’s bounty, in addition to bringing glory 
to God, causes human growth and flourishing. 
Again, as Paul underscored, it is “God who 
richly provides us with everything to enjoy” (1 
Tim. 6:17). Such enjoyment includes delight-
ing in the pleasant nature of the creation, in 
accordance with God’s creative design: “And 
out of the ground the Lord God made to spring 
up every tree that is pleasant to the sight and 
good for food” (Gen. 2:9; emphasis added). The 

bright green of Granny Smith apples, the ruby 
red of strawberries, the deep navy of blueber-
ries—not to mention their wonderful taste and 
nutritional value—are intended for human 
pleasure. 

Being glad over simple pleasures—being 
shaded from the hot sun by a plant (Jonah 
4:6), drinking water from a brook (Psa. 110:7), 
feasting on an abundance of grain and wine 
(Psa. 4:7)—contributes to human flourishing. 
In particular, wine is given to bring joy to 
human beings. Interestingly, part of the old 
covenant instructions about tithing included 
the scenario in which Israelites had to travel 
a long distance to offer their tithes, making 
it too difficult to bring the required portions 
grain, wine, oil, and so forth. In that case, this 
provision was made: “then you shall turn it 
[what would normally be tithed] into money 
and bind up the money in your hand and go to 
the place that the Lord God chooses and spend 
the money for whatever you desire—oxen or 
sheep or wine or strong drink, whatever your 
appetite craves. And you shall eat there before 
the Lord your God and rejoice, you and your 
household” (Deut. 14:25-26). These celebra-
tions of food and drink, commanded by God 
himself, prompted joy and contributed to the 
flourishing of his people. 

Empirical studies reinforce the point 
being made here: regular rest, proper nutrition, 
moderate consumption of food and drink, an-
nual vacations, and the like are necessary for 
and contribute to human growth.  

Whole World Recreation and 
Great Commission

Isaiah prophesied about a Suffering Servant, 
one who would be “a covenant for the people, 
a light for the nations” (Isa. 42:6), and one to 
whom God would say, “It is too light a thing 
that you should be my servant to bring back the 
preserved people of Israel; I will make you as 
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a light for the nations, that my salvation may 
reach to the end of the earth” (Isa. 49:6).  In the 
midst of this prophecy, Isaiah rehearses the 
greatness of God: 

Have you not known? Have you not 
heard? The Lord is the everlasting God, 
the Creator of the ends of the earth . 
He does not faint or grow weary; his 
understanding is unsearchable . He 
gives power to the faint, and to him who 
has no might he increases strength . 
Even youths shall faint and be weary, 
and young men shall fall exhausted; 
but they who wait for the Lord shall 
renew their strength; they shall mount 
up with wings like eagles; they shall 
run and not be weary; they shall 
walk and not faint . (Isa . 40: 28-31)

Connecting these two themes, the prophecy 
of the Suffering Servant was fulfilled in part 
by Jesus Christ, who suffered in the place of 
sinful human beings—both Jews (“the people”) 
and Gentiles (“the nations”)—by paying the 
penalty for their sinfulness. Fulfilled in part, it 
should be noted, because Jesus Christ involves 
the church in his mission as the risen and 
triumphant Suffering Servant. Indeed, during 
their missionary journey, Paul and Barnabas 
explained why they were halting their ministry 
to the resistant Jews and were “turning to the 
Gentiles. For so the Lord has commanded us, 
saying, ‘I have made you a light to the Gentiles, 
that you may bring salvation to the ends of the 
earth’” (Acts 13:46-47; citing Isa. 49:6). Paul 
and Barnabas grasped that Isaiah’s prophecy 
of the Suffering Servant—in particular, his role 
in saving the Gentile peoples—was a reality 
that involved them and, indeed, directed the 
very course of their ministry. As the Suffering 
Servant’s mission was to be a light to bring 
salvation to the nations of the world, so too 
should their mission be that of making disci-

ples of all nations (cf. Matt. 28:18-20).   
To this first theme must be connected the 

second theme of God’s unfailing strength and 
undiminished power that unceasingly under-
girds his people. The Great Commission is 
not the invention of the church; it is a respon-
sibility given by explicit divine command to 
the church. If God promises to provide all 
the necessary resources for obedience to his 
commands, then the strength to carry out the 
Great Commission must be included in that 
mandate. The church must rest in the divine 
promise; it must rely on divinely-givendivinely 
given power as it engages in this exhausting, 
ever-expanding task. Frenetic activity and 
hand-wringing anxiety, often stirred up by 
sermons and appeals to get involved through 
guilt-producing tactics, are improper ap-
proaches to the Great Commission. Short cuts 
by which the church seeks to soothe its con-
science—for example, substituting the mere 
proclamation of the gospel for the Great Com-
mission’s actual command to make disciples, 
or exchanging the giving of money to support 
others in Great Commission efforts for per-
sonal involvement in them—illicitly ease the 
church’s burden and won’t provide ultimate 
rest from the church’s rightful labor.    

This rebuke of the church shouldn’t be 
misconstrued to be an attempt to encour-
age relaxation when more intentional effort 
should be expended. Many churches, and many 
Christians in churches, need stimulation and 
concrete help to be engaged in the Great Com-
mission. But many churches, and many Chris-
tians in churches, need reminders that as they 
toil, they must struggle with all God’s energy as 
he powerfully works within them (Col. 1:29), 
and that a regular rhythm of rest has also been 
divinely mandated for them to follow. 
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Whole World Recreation 
and Whole Gospel

Whole World Recreation and Kingdom

Concretely, where does such rest come from? 
Certainly, it comes from God, and Jesus ex-
plicitly connects it to God’s provision for his 
kingdom people. 

Therefore I tell you, do not be anxious 
about your life, what you will eat or 
what you will drink, nor about your 
body, what you will put on . Is not life 
more than food, and the body more 
than clothing? Look at the birds of 
the air: they neither sow nor reap 
not gather into barns, and yet your 
heavenly Father feeds them . Are you 
not of more value than they? And 
which of you by being anxious can add 
a single hour to his span of life? And 
why are you anxious about clothing? 
Consider the lilies of the field, how they 
grow: they neither toil nor spin, yet I 
tell you, even Solomon in all his glory 
was not arrayed like one of these . But 
if God so clothes the grass of the field, 
which today is alive and tomorrow 
is thrown into the oven, will he not 
much more clothe you, O you of little 
faith? Therefore do not be anxious, 
saying, “What shall we eat?” or “What 
shall we drink?” or “What shall we 
wear?” For the Gentiles seek after 
all these things, and your heavenly 
Father knows that you need them . But 
seek first the kingdom of God and his 
righteousness, and all these things 
will be added to you . (Matt . 6:25-33)

God provides all things—food, drink, clothes, 
and, for our purposes in this section, rest—for 
his kingdom people who live life with God 
under the rule of King Jesus. As kingdom 
citizens, Christians do not need to worry like 

the rest of humanity worries, for they have no 
reason not to worry. Rather, Christians can 
trust God who knows that they need rest and 
abundantly provides it. As they envision their 
rest as a gift from God, they embrace it by faith, 
which is the posture that Christians as king-
dom citizens should always adopt in relation to 
their king. 

King Jesus has a way of redefining rest, 
however. As the Gospels recount, he chal-
lenged the ancient habit of viewing the day 
of rest, which had been established by God 
himself as part of the Ten Commandments 
(Exod. 20:8-11; Deut. 5:12-15), as an institu-
tionalized straightjacket robbing God’s people 
of life. Indeed, Mark recounts two incidents in 
Jesus’s ministry in which he confronted wrong 
notions about the Sabbath, or Jewish day of 
rest. In the first incident:

One Sabbath he [Jesus] was going 
through the grainfields, and as 
they made their way, his disciples 
began to pluck heads of grain . And 
the Pharisees were saying to him, 
“Look, why are they doing what is not 
lawful on the Sabbath?” And he said 
to them, “Have you never read what 
David did, when he was in need and 
was hungry, he and those who were 
with him: how he entered the house 
of God, in the time of Abiathar the 
high priest, and ate the bread of the 
Presence, which it is not lawful for 
any but the priests to eat, and also 
gave it to those who were with him?” 
And he said to them, “The Sabbath 
was made for man, not man for the 
Sabbath . So the Son of Man is lord 
even of the Sabbath .” (Mark 2:23-28) .

King Jesus, Lord of the day of rest, stripped 
away the illicit laws that had developed around 
the practice of observing the Sabbath. First by 
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means of his action of allowing his disciples to 
pluck and eat the heads of grain, and second by 
means of his recounting the story of David and 
his men eating the consecrated bread in the 
tabernacle, Jesus established that rest is in-
tended for human benefit and flourishing, not 
as a restraint from those things. To prohibit 
eating on the Sabbath when one is hungry is an 
illicit restriction on rest, and it is not in accord 
with the divine design for human life. Accord-
ingly, King Jesus determines what constitutes 
true rest.

In the second incident:

Again he [Jesus] entered the 
synagogue, and a man was there with 
a withered hand . And they watched 
Jesus, to see whether he would heal 
him on the Sabbath, so that they might 
accuse him . And he said to the man 
with the withered hand, “Come here .” 
And he said to them, “Is it lawful on 
the Sabbath to do good or to do harm, 
to save life or to kill?” But they were 
silent . And he looked around at them 
with anger, grieved at their hardness 
of heart, and said to the man, “Stretch 
out your hand .” He stretched it out, and 
his hand was restored . The Pharisees 
went out and immediately held counsel 
with the Herodians against him, 
how to destroy him . (Mark 3:1-6) . 

King Jesus again peeled away the illegal laws 
that had accumulated around the observance 
of the Sabbath. In this case, by healing a hand-
icapped man on the Sabbath, Jesus demon-
strated that rest is designed for human help 
and prosperity, not as a restriction of those 
things. To prohibit healing on the Sabbath is an 
illegal restraint on rest, and it is not in keeping 
with God’s purpose for human life. Again, King 
Jesus established what constitutes true rest. 

This means that Christians, as kingdom 

citizens living life with God under the rule of 
King Jesus, need to guard themselves from 
over determining or wrongly dictating the 
terms of recreation in the kingdom. As Paul 
instructed church members, “Let no one pass 
judgment on you in questions of food and 
drink, or with regard to a festival or a new 
moon or a Sabbath. These are a shadow of 
things to come, but the substance belongs to 
Christ” (Col. 2:16-17). While Paul addressed 
certain illegitimate superstitious and religious 
activities, the application may be extended 
to Christians’ decisions about when and how 
they—or, often, others—engage in recreation 
and rest. Some Christians disallow rest, rea-
soning that because there is so much work to 
do to advance the kingdom of God, recreation 
is out of the question. Other Christians dictate 
the when and how of a particular day of rest: It 
must be on Sunday. Its activities must in-
clude worship together with other Christians, 
prayer, fellowship, visitation of the sick, and 
Bible reading. Its activities must not include 
shopping, participating in or watching sports, 
and paying bills. Scripture reminds us that 
such scheming, as well intentioned as it might 
be, violates kingdom living under King Jesus, 
who is the Lord of rest.     

Whole World Recreation and Cross

Jesus is Lord because of his work on the cross: 
“He humbled himself by becoming obedient 
to the point of death, even death on a cross. 
Therefore God has highly exalted him and 
bestowed on him the name that is above every 
name, so that at the name of Jesus every 
knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and 
under the earth, and every tongue confess 
that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God 
the Father” (Phil. 2:8-11). The application of 
Jesus’s sacrificial death on the cross does not 
come by working hard in doing good so as to 
merit the divine favor; rather, “to the one who 
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does not work but trusts him who justifies the 
ungodly, his faith is counted as righteousness” 
(Rom. 4:5). The ungodly are declared not guilty 
but righteous instead as they believe by faith 
in Christ and his work on their behalf. This 
means that Christians can rest from their la-
bor of having to try to please God through their 
good works. Such rest is true rest indeed (Heb. 
4:1-10). As the song “In Christ Alone” empha-
sizes, “No guilt in life, no fear in death—This is 
the power of Christ in me. From life’s first cry 
to final breath, Jesus commands my destiny.” 
No firmer foundation for true rest can be found 
than in Christ and his cross alone. 

The church corporately enjoys this sweet 
rest each and every time it celebrates the 
Lord’s Supper. As Paul received from the Lord 
and in turn delivered to the church, “the Lord 
Jesus on the night when he was betrayed took 
bread, and when he had given thanks, he broke 
it, and said, ‘This is my body which is for you. 
Do this in remembrance of me.’ In the same 
way also he took the cup, after supper, saying, 
‘This cup is the new covenant in my blood. Do 
this, as often as you drink it, in remembrance 
of me.’ For as often as you eat this bread and 
drink the cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death 
until he comes” (1 Cor. 11:23-26). The vivid 
reminder of the broken body and shed blood 
of Jesus Christ—stimulated by the eating of 
the bread and the drinking of the cup—un-
derscores the rest that the church is to enjoy 
through him. 

Whole World Recreation and Grace

Because God provides rest for his kingdom 
people through the cross of King Jesus, the 
grace that is at the heart of rest is underscored. 
It is to this rest that Jesus invites warn out 
people: “Come to me, all who labor and are 
heavy laden, and I will give you rest. Take my 
yoke upon you, and learn from me, for I am 
gentle and lowly of heart, and you will find rest 

for your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my bur-
den is light” (Matt. 11:28-30). Following Jesus 
should not be frenetic, burdensome, ponder-
ous, and unrelenting to the point of dismay. All 
work should be punctuated by a rhythm of rest, 
and Christians can genuinely rest because of 
the finished work of Christ, the sovereignty of 
God, the guidance of the Holy Spirit, and the 
example of Jesus himself—who accomplished 
nothing more or less than the will of the Fa-
ther, which commitment should be that of all 
of Christians as well. They are commanded: 
“let us not grow weary of doing good, for in due 
season we will reap, if we do not give up” (Gal. 
6:9). The reward to which they look forward 
is “rest from their labors” (Rev. 14:13), an 
eschatological rest that awaits all Christians. 
Indeed, if such future rest is their ultimate 
hope, then it makes sense why Christians 
long for a another rest—an eternal rest—that 
is their destiny. As C. S. Lewis offered, “If we 
find ourselves with a desire that nothing in this 
world can satisfy, the most probable explana-
tion is that we were made for another world.”100

As they have begun by grace, live by grace, 
work by grace, and persevere by grace, they 
will rest eternally by grace as well. 

Whole World Recreation 
and Whole Church

Whole World Recreation and Disciples

Recreation in terms of rest and relaxation is 
intended for, and needed by, disciples of Jesus 
Christ. As a creation ordinance, rest is a good 
gift of God, and followers of Christ should 
embrace it as such: “For everything created by 
God is good, and nothing is to be rejected if it is 
received with thanksgiving, for it is made holy 
by the word of God and prayer” (1 Tim. 4:4-5). 

100  C. S. Lewis, Mere Christianity
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Though some Christians wrestle with rest, 
not taking time off and even criticizing other 
Christians who do, this good gift of God is 
intended to be received thankfully by them and 
incorporated into their regular rhythm of life.   

Whole World Recreation and Worshipers

Recreation in terms of refreshment is associ-
ated with the worship of God, and it is intend-
ed as a blessing that flows from such worship. 

In the second giving of the Ten Command-
ments, the command to rest on the Sabbath 
was linked with the divine redemption from 
Egypt (Deut. 5:12-15), with the purpose of 
such liberation being so that God’s people 
could worship him (Exod. 3:12; 10:3, 7, 8, 11). 
The psalmists rehearse the refreshment that 
accrues to those who “dwell in the house of 
the Lord” in worship: “One thing have I asked 
of the LORD, that will I seek after: that I may 
dwell in the house of the LORD all the days of 
my life, to gaze upon the beauty of the LORD 
and to inquire in his temple” ((Psa. 27:4; cf. 
23:6); and “They are planted in the house of the 
LORD; they flourish in the courts of our God” 
(Psa. 92:13).

Christians throughout the history of 
the church have testified to the refreshment 
that has come to them as they engage in the 
worship of God through Jesus Christ. In the 
midst of fierce persecution, domination of 
heresy, institutional church corruption, wars 
of religion, maniacal church leaders, and much 
more, Christians gathered together to worship 
have found refreshment from the Lord whom 
they honor and adore. 

Whole World Recreation and Family

For both physical families and the church 
as family, recreation and rest are essential 
rhythms to be developed and lived. Though 
the injunction is to “not grow weary of doing 

good,” (Gal. 6:9), persistence in doing good is 
aided by the incorporation of regular times of 
rest.

Whole World Recreation and Servants

At the same time, there is an illegitimate kind 
of recreation for the servants of Jesus Christ. 
One such example is the proposal put forth by 
Peter on the Mount of Transfiguration:

And after six days Jesus took with him 
Peter and James, and John his brother, 
and led them up a high mountain by 
themselves . And he was transfigured 
before them, and his face shone like 
the sun, and his clothes became white 
as light . And behold, there appeared to 
them Moses and Elijah, talking with 
him . And Peter said to Jesus, “Lord, it 
is good that we are here . If you wish, 
I will make three tents here, one for 
you and one for Moses and one for 
Elijah .” He was still speaking when, 
behold, a bright cloud overshadowed 
them, and a voice from the cloud said, 
“This is my beloved Son, with whom I 
am well pleased; listen to him .” When 
the disciples heard this, they fell on 
their faces and were terrified . But 
Jesus came and touched them, saying, 
“Rise, and have no fear .” And when 
they lifted up their eyes, they saw no 
one but Jesus only . (Matt . 17:1-8)

While probably well-intentionedwell inten-
tioned in his wish to extend the miraculous 
experience to which he was witness, Peter 
illegitimately sought to prolong the mountain-
top rest. The divine rebuke put an end to that 
wish dream, frightening Peter and his compan-
ions. Immediately, Jesus comforted them, then 
it was back to business as usual: the following 
narratives present Jesus’s instructions to the 
three about his upcoming death, and the heal-
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ing of an epileptic son (Matt. 17:9-20). 
Servants of Jesus Christ should seek rec-

reational opportunities in accordance with the 
will of the one whom they serve, while avoid-
ing two extremes: laziness, or the clamor for 
illegitimate rest, and overwork, or the refusal 
to ever rest.  

Whole World Recreation and Witnesses 

With regard to overwork, the state of the 
world, with its growing population of people 
unreached by the gospel of Jesus Christ, and 
the reality of eternal condemnation for those 
who don’t know Christ looming all the time, 
it does present the task of bearing witness as 
so overwhelming that the conclusion drawn 
by some is that they can never rest from this 
responsibility. 

Two counterintuitive considerations rise 
up to contradict such thinking: The first is the 
example of Jesus himself, who rested by with-
drawing from his ministry. It could be argued 
that such withdrawal was a shirking of Jesus’s 

responsibility, but Scripture won’t permit such 
reasoning. Jesus was always about obeying his 
Father’s will, and he fully accomplished the 
mission on which his Father sent him—not do-
ing too little, and not doing too much. Rest and 
refreshment must have been part of the will 
of the Father for Jesus. They are part of God’s 
will for witnesses of Jesus Christ as well. 

The second consideration is the fact that 
by resting, Christians may provide an exam-
ple of “redeemed” relaxation to non-believers 
around them. Such an example may show forth 
purposeful recreation over against wasting 
time without reason or intentionality. Or it 
may demonstrate a thankfulness to God for an 
ordinary matter such as rest rather than only 
calling in God as the deus ex machina—literal-
ly, “god from the machine”—to be the cosmic 
genie or magician invoked to bail people out of 
desperate situations. Relying on God for work, 
family, heartache, the future, sickness, bless-
ing, and even rest itself may make Christians 
more credible as witnesses of the gospel of 
Jesus Christ. 

Whole World: Multiplication

Whole World Multiplication 
and Whole Vision

Whole World Multiplication and God’s Glory

God’s glory—the infinite beauty that is God’s 
because of who he is in his perfections—is 
put on display through multiplication in the 
realms of creation, redemption, and consum-
mation. “The heavens declare the glory of God” 
(Psa. 19:1), and the earth and all it contains is 
to display the divine glory (Psa. 72:19). The an-
gelic beings are commanded to do so: “Ascribe 
to the Lord, O heavenly beings, ascribe to the 
Lord glory and strength. Ascribe to the Lord 
the glory due his name; worship the Lord in the 

splendor of holiness” (Psa. 29:1-2). One kind 
of these heavenly being, the seraphim, engage 
in constant glory-giving, calling to one another 
and crying out, “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of 
hosts; the whole earth is full of his glory!” (Isa. 
6:3). The redeemed pray, “Be exalted, O God, 
above the heavens! Let your glory be over all 
the earth! (Psa. 108:5). Christians pray that 
to God “be glory in the church and in Christ 
Jesus throughout all generations, forever and 
ever” (Eph. 3:21). The consummation hastens 
toward the day when “Steadfast love and faith-
fulness meet; righteousness and peace kiss 
each other. Faithfulness springs up from the 
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ground, and righteousness looks down from 
the sky” (Psa. 85:10-11). When heaven and 
earth meet in the fulfillment of this vision, the 
glory of God will shine as the unveiled light at 
the center of everything (Rev. 21:22-23). 

Certainly there is no lack in the splen-
did majesty of God as the brightness that 
surrounds him as the God of all perfection 
and glory. Certainly the created order can 
add nothing to the perfection of God so as to 
increase his brilliance. Yet, the multiplication 
of the divine glory, in terms of the increase of 
praise, honor, and thanksgiving accorded him, 
is the highest call of the creation. It is the chief 
end of redemption. It is the ultimate goal of the 
consummation.  

At the heart of this multiplied glory is the 
incarnate Son of God, Jesus Christ. On the eve 
of his impending crucifixion, Jesus prayed:

“Now is my soul troubled . And what 
shall I say? ‘Father, save me from this 
hour’? But for this purpose I have 
come to this hour . Father, glorify your 
name .” Then a voice came from heaven: 
“I have glorified it, and I will glorify it 
again .” The crowd that stood there and 
heard it said that it had thundered . 
Others said, “An angel has spoken to 
him .” Jesus answered, “This voice has 
come for your sake, not mine . Now is 
the judgment of this world; now will 
the ruler of this world be cast out . And 
I, when I am lifted up from the earth, 
will draw all people to myself .” He said 
this to show by what kind of death he 
was going to die . (John 12:27-33)

God the Father promised to glorify the Son 
because of his obedient sacrifice of himself—
being lifted up to die on a cross—on behalf of 
sinful human beings. Indeed, “he humbled 
himself by becoming obedient to the point of 
death, even death on a cross. Therefore God 

has highly exalted him and bestowed on him 
the name that is above every name, so that 
at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, 
in heaven and on earth and under the earth, 
and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ 
is Lord, to the glory of God the Father” (Phil. 
2:8-11). Those who bow the knee and confess 
the Lordship of the crucified and exalted Son 
of God are, through the Holy Spirit, “being 
built together into a dwelling place for God by 
the Spirit” (Eph. 2:22). This temple of the Holy 
Spirit, growing by multiplication, consists 
of “living stones [that] are being built up as a 
spiritual house, to be a holy priesthood, to offer 
spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through 
Jesus Christ” (1 Pet. 2:5). These spiritual 
sacrifices, among other things, are offerings of 
praise, honor, and thanksgivings to the glory of 
God (e.g., Heb. 13:15).  

Whole World Multiplication and Growth

Human flourishing is also promoted through 
multiplication. On the physical and societal 
level, such multiplication leading to human 
growth comes through procreation—the in-
crease of human beings made in the divine im-
age in the world—and vocation—the expansive 
building of civilization (Gen. 1:28). 

As for the kingdom of God, Jesus spoke 
of its multiplication in terms of the growth of 
a small seed: “The kingdom of heaven is like 
a grain of mustard seed that a man took and 
sowed in his field. It is the smallest of all seeds, 
but when it has grown it is larger than all the 
garden plants and becomes a tree, so that the 
birds of the air come and make nests in its 
branches” (Matt. 13:31-32). The incredible in-
crease of the seed into a tree that is hospitable 
for birds recalls an earlier prophecy of Ezekiel: 
“Thus says the Lord GOD: ‘I myself will take 
a sprig from the lofty top of the cedar and will 
set it out. I will break off from the topmost of 
its young twigs a tender one, and I myself will 
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plant it on a high and lofty mountain. On the 
mountain height of Israel will I plant it, that 
it may bear branches and produce fruit and 
become a noble cedar. And under it will dwell 
every kind of bird; in the shade of its branches 
birds of every sort will nest’” (Ezek. 17:22-23). 
The sovereignty of God to take something of 
insignificance, then exalt and expand it, is 
underscored. In both parables, the flourishing 
of the birds, who find hospitality in the tree, 
may evoke a vision of the Gentiles from all the 
nations being incorporated into, and hosted by, 
the kingdom of God, in which they find their 
true home.  

Indeed, the growth that come through the 
multiplication of kingdom citizens is empha-
sized by the weighty phrases used to describe 
them: “But you are a chosen race, a royal 
priesthood, a holy nation, a people for his own 
possession, that you may proclaim the excel-
lencies of him who called you out of darkness 
into his marvelous light. Once you were not 
a people, but now you are God’s people; once 
you had not received mercy, but now you have 
received mercy” (1 Pet. 2:9-10). The election, 
kingship, priesthood, holiness, and belonging-
ness of the new and favored humanity speak 
volumes as to its flourishing.  

Whole World Multiplication 
and Great Commission

This task of multiplication is given explicitly 
by JesusJesus gives this task of multiplication 
explicitly to his church in the Great Com-
mission. Before departing from his disciples 
and ascending back to the Father in heaven, 
“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 in the name of the Father and 
of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching 
them to observe all that I have commanded 
you. And behold, I am with you always, to the 

end of the age’” (Matt. 28:18-20). The expan-
sive nature of this mandate—directed to all 
people everywhere throughout the entire 
(present) age—demands multiplication of 
disciples if it is to be fulfilled. Simple addition 
of disciples—Bryce makes five disciples in his 
lifetime—will not do. Only multiplication as 
expressed by Paul—“what you have heard from 
me . . . entrust to faithful men, who will be able 
to teach others also” (2 Tim. 2:2)—will result 
in the church fulfilling its task: Bryce makes 
five disciples, who in turn make twenty-five 
disciples, who in turn make one hundred and 
twenty-five disciples, and so forth.

This is one reason why the church needs 
desperately to grasp the actual nature of its 
Lord’s commission: it is not, as many think, 
merely announcing the gospel to people 
throughout the world and then moving on. 
Rather, the mandate is to make disciples, fully 
devoted and mature followers of Christ, who 
in their turn multiply themselves through 
disciple-making into the lives of other disci-
ples, who in their turn do likewise with others. 
Of course, this approach is never as simple as 
it sounds, and many disruptions in the pattern 
occur, not only for evil—e.g., disciples not mul-
tiplying, falling, dying—but also for good—e.g. 
times of revival create hundreds or thousands 
of disciples in a very short span of time. De-
spite these realities, the church, empowered by 
the Holy Spirit (Acts 1:8), equipped by spiritu-
ally gifted leaders, and matured by Christ “so 
that it builds itself up in love” (Eph. 4:11-1-16), 
engages in the Great Commission with a focus 
on multiplication.     

Whole World Multiplication 
and Whole Gospel

Whole World Multiplication and Kingdom

So as not to miss the mystery of the multiplica-
tion of the kingdom of God, Jesus underscored 
its hidden quality in the parable of the sower:
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A sower went out to sow . And as he 
sowed, some seeds fell along the path, 
and the birds came and devoured 
them . Other seeds fell on rocky ground, 
where they did not have much soil, and 
immediately they sprang up, since 
they had no depth of soil, but when 
the sun rose they were scorched . And 
since they had no root, they withered 
away . Other seeds fell among thorns, 
and the thorns grew up and choked 
them . Other seeds fell on good soil and 
produced grain, some a hundredfold, 
some sixty, some thirty . He who has 
ears, let him hear . (Matt . 13:3-9)

Upon ascertaining that the disciples were con-
founded by his use of parables, Jesus offered 
an explanation: 

Hear then the parable of the sower: 
When anyone hears the word of the 
kingdom and does not understand it, 
the evil one comes and snatches away 
what has been sown in his heart . This 
is what was sown along the path . As 
for what was sown on rocky ground, 
this is the one who hears the word and 
immediately receives it with joy, yet 
he has no root in himself, but endures 
for a while, and when tribulation or 
persecution arises on account of the 
word, immediately he falls away . As 
for what was sown among thorns, this 
is the one who hears the word, but the 
cares of the world and the deceitfulness 
of riches choke the word, and it proves 
unfruitful . As for what was sown on 
good soil, this is the one who hears the 
word and understands it . He indeed 
bears fruit and yields, in one case a 
hundredfold, in another sixty, and 
in another thirty . (Matt . 13:18-23)

Satan snatches away the seed of the gospel. 

Tribulation or persecution prompts falling 
away. Worldliness and the lure of wealth block 
fruitfulness. Understanding the gospel yields 
different degrees of fruition. Only in the last 
case is there multiplication in the kingdom, 
but why in this case is the soil good? Why don’t 
Satanicsatanic attack, suffering, and distrac-
tion derail the process? Why is the degree of 
fruitfulness a hundred times, sixty times, or 
thirty times? Through this and other parables, 
Jesus leaves such questions unanswered, 
prompting his followers to embrace the mys-
tery of the kingdom’s multiplication.     

Whole World Multiplication and Cross

One matter that is not mysterious is the 
centrality of the role of Jesus Christ, who 
“has delivered us from the domain of dark-
ness and transferred us to the kingdom of his 
beloved Son, in whom we have redemption, 
the forgiveness of sins” (Col. 1:13-14). Paul’s 
metaphor of redemption harkens back to the 
ancient practice of buying out prisoners from 
the slave market through the paying of a price, 
called a ransom. Salvation, then, is portrayed 
as purchasing sinful human beings out of their 
enslavement to sin and death through the 
payment of a ransom. As the apostle under-
scores elsewhere, Christians “were bought 
with a price” (1 Cor. 6:20). Peter explains this 
ransom: “you were ransomed from the futile 
ways inherited from your forefathers, not 
with perishable things such as silver or gold, 
but with the precious blood of Christ, like 
that of a lamb without blemish or spot” (1 Pet. 
1:18-19). Through his death on the cross, Jesus 
shed his blood as the ransom for sinful human 
beings; they are “redeemed by the blood of the 
Lamb.”101 This salvation, being lavished on 

101  “I’ve been redeemed by the blood of the Lamb,” lines 
from an untitled song by an unknown composer. 



262

people through grace, is also lavish in terms 
of the vast numbers of people redeemed. 
Indeed, when Paul contrasts the effects of the 
sin of Adam with the effects of the work of the 
second Adam, Jesus Christ (Romans 5), he 
describes these latter effects with expressions 
like “abounded for many” (v. 15), “the abun-
dance of grace” (v. 17), “for all men” (v. 18), 
and “the many” (v. 19).102 Such abundance is in 
keeping with Isaiah’s prophecy of the lavish-
ness of blessing to be brought to his people by 
the Suffering Servant: 

Yet it was the will of the LORD to 
crush him; he has put him to grief; 
when his soul makes an offering for 
guilt, he shall see his offspring; he 
shall prolong his days; the will of the 
LORD shall prosper in his hand .

Out of the anguish of his soul he 
shall see and be satisfied; by his 
knowledge shall the righteous 
one, my servant, make many to be 
accounted righteous, and he shall 
bear their iniquities . (Isa . 53:10-11)

The prosperous fulfillment of God’s will, which 
here is focused on his crushing of his Suffer-
ing Servant—“the righteous one”—to effect a 
sacrifice on behalf of people so as to pay the 
penalty for their sins, is seen in those people 
being credited with his righteousness so as to 

102  By these expressions of the abundance of grace for 
“all” or “many,” Paul does not promote universalism, 
the wrongful notion that all people will one day 
be saved. Key to the apostle’s presentation is his 
statement emphasizing the human responsibility to 
embrace the work of Jesus Christ: “For if, because 
of one man’s trespass, death reigned through that 
one man, much more will those who receive the 
abundance of grace and the free gift of righteousness 
reign in life through the one man Jesus Christ” (Rom. 
5:17; emphasis added). Explicit faith to appropriate 
the divine gift is necessary for salvation to take place. 

be saved. And Isaiah’s prophecy underscores 
that God’s purpose for his people is expansive: 
“many” are to be made righteous by the righ-
teous one, according to the divine will. 

The cross is central to multiplication.   

Whole World Multiplication and Grace

As is the cross, so too grace is central to mul-
tiplication. The example of Abraham under-
scores the relationship between grace and 
multiplication, and it detaches both from mer-
it.103 Before Isaac was born, Abraham received 
by faith the promise that his people would 
multiply so as to be as numerous as the stars in 
the heavens (Gen. 15:5). In other words, Abra-
ham would multiply and become the father 
of many nations (Gen. 17:4-6). Years later he 
stood obediently with a knife raised over the 
head of his son Isaac, proving that he feared 
God (Gen. 22:12). Having acted in obedience, 
Abraham received this promise: “By myself I 
have sworn, declares the LORD, because you 
have done this and have not withheld your son, 
your only son, I will surely bless you, and I will 
surely multiply your offspring as the stars of 
heaven and as the sand that is on the seashore. 
And your offspring shall possess the gate of 
his enemies, and in your offspring shall all the 
nations of the earth be blessed, because you 
have obeyed my voice” (Gen. 22:16-18). The 
promise of multiplication was reiterated, but 
such multiplication was at first a gift of grace, 
and it continued to be a gracious gift that was 
not—indeed, could not be—earned by his act 
of obedience. John Calvin comments: “What 
is this that we hear? Did Abraham merit by his 
obedience the blessing whose promise he had 
received before the commandment [to kill his 

103  The following is modified from Gregg R. Allison, 
Roman Catholic Theology and Practice: An 
Evangelical Assessment (Wheaton: Crossway, 2014), 
p.? 
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son] was given? Here, surely, we have shown 
without ambiguity that the Lord rewards the 
works of believers with the same benefits as he 
had given them before they contemplated any 
works, as he does not yet have any reason to 
benefit them except his own mercy.”104 Abra-
ham did not—indeed, could not—merit by his 
good works something that had already been 
promised to him—the multiplication of his off-
spring to become an innumerable people—and 
received by faith. God graciously promised, 
Abraham believed by faith, his justification 
was declared, he obeyed, and Abraham was 
rewarded—but not through grace joined with 
merit. Multiplication has to do with grace, not 
merit.  

    This truth is reinforced by Jesus’s physi-
cal multiplication of the loaves and fish to feed 
the five thousand people. By the end of the day, 
that crowd was famished, yet they were located 
in “a desolate place,” and Jesus’s disciples did 
not have the resources necessary to feed them. 
Indeed, the provisions that seemed to exist 
were “only five loaves and two fish,” which 
Jesus commanded to be brought to him. “Then 
he ordered the crowds to sit down on the grass, 
and taking the five loaves and the two fish, he 
looked up to heaven and said a blessing. Then 
he broke the loaves and gave them to the disci-
ples, and the disciples gave them to the crowds. 
And they all ate and were satisfied. And they 
took up twelve baskets full of the broken pieces 
left over. And those who ate were about five 
thousand men, besides women and children” 
(Matt. 14:19-21). The multiplication of the 
loaves and fish was an act of divine grace. 

As with physical multiplication, so also 
spiritual multiplication comes about by grace, 
as demonstrated by the rapid expansion of the 
first Gentile church in Antioch: 

104  Calvin, Institutes, 3.18.2 (LCC 21:822-23). 

And the hand of the Lord was with 
them [men of Cyprus and Cyrene, who 
proclaimed the gospel in Antioch], and 
a great number who believed turned 
to the Lord . The report of this came to 
the ears of the church in Jerusalem, 
and they sent Barnabas to Antioch . 
When he came and saw the grace of 
God, he was glad, and he exhorted them 
all to remain faithful to the Lord with 
steadfast purpose, for he was a good 
man, full of the Holy Spirit and of faith . 
And a great many people were added to 
the Lord . So Barnabas went to Tarsus 
to look for Saul, and when he had found 
him, he brought him to Antioch . For a 
whole year they met with the church 
and taught a great many people . And 
in Antioch the disciples were first 
called Christians . (Acts 11:21-26)

With “the hand of the Lord” upon these 
disciple-making Christians from Cyprus and 
Cyrene, their ministry became exceedingly 
fruitful. Indeed, emissary Barnabas from the 
Jerusalem church “saw” the divine grace—
scores (hundreds? thousands?) of new people 
embracing the gospel. This multiplication 
became too much for Barnabas to handle, so 
he enlisted the aid of Saul (who would later 
be named Paul). Together, the two labored by 
divine grace, and even more multiplication 
took place, as they instructed the newly born 
church in Antioch—now composed of “a great 
many people”—in the Christian faith. 

Accordingly, the church exists for the sake 
of others, “so that as grace extends to more and 
more people it may increase thanksgiving to 
the glory of God” (2 Cor. 4:15). Grace abound-
ing in the multiplication of new Christians and 
new churches redounds to the glory of God.
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Whole World Multiplication 
and Whole Church

Whole World Multiplication and Disciples

Multiplication, or reproducing oneself, is at 
the heart of Jesus’s commission to his church 
to “make disciples of all nations” (Matt. 28:19). 
Disciples, then, make other disciples, who in 
turn make other disciples, wherever they are 
in this world. 

Whole World Multiplication and Worshipers

Included in discipleship is baptizing new 
believers “in the name of the Father and of the 
Son and of the Holy Spirit” (Matt. 28:19), or as-
sociating them with the triune God who is the 
one, true, living God to be worshiped. Multipli-
cation, then, is about redirecting people to turn 
“to God from idols to serve the living and true 
God” (1 Thess. 1:9).

Whole World Multiplication and Family

As disciples and worshipers, Christians are 
not just individuals who engage in multiplica-
tion but are part of a new family that expands 
throughout the world as the gospel bears fruit. 

Whole World Multiplication and Servants

Part and parcel of such multiplication is the 
reproducing of servants, who follow both the 
example of Jesus Christ, the ultimate servant, 
and the examples of other Christians who live 
as servants of Christ.

Whole World Multiplication and Witnesses 

Of course, this multiplication is fueled by 
Christians as witnesses. Empowered by the 
Holy Spirit (Acts 1:8), they Jesus’s witnesses in 
Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria, and to 
the end of the earth” (Acts 1:8). 
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North Star Prolegomena

A Prolegomenon for Theological Study

Why “Prolegomenon”?

This title makes some readers excited and 
others want to utter an audible “Ugh!” Some 
readers may be just confused. No matter which 
category you fall into, this introduction is for 
you. “Prolegomenon” (you’ll often see the plu-
ral “prolegomena” as well) is just a fancy word 
to mean the “word before” or the “thing that 
needs to be said before we say what we’re going 
to say.” Or in more common parlance, it might 
be compared to the “Preface” or “Foreword.” 

The problem with these latter terms, how-
ever, is that a lot of people don’t read prefaces 
and forewords, especially the people who feel 
ugh-ish about the word prolegomenon. Rightly 
or wrongly, many readers assume prefaces 
and forewords don’t matter and don’t need to 
be read; they assume are as significant as the 
legally-required microscopic bibliographic in-
formation – ISBN number, Library of Congress 
classification, publication date, etc. – that is 
printed on the second page of any book.

For a couple of reasons, however, we want 
to begin with this word prolegomenon. One 
reason is because a prolegomenon is not the 
same thing as a preface or foreword. While I 
personally think we should read prefaces and 
forewords – after all, the author obviously 
thinks those words should be heard first – 
prefaces and forewords are not as important 
and serve a different purpose than prolegom-
ena. A prolegomenon provides foundational 
and crucial information, understanding, and 
background to make sense of what the rest of 
the book is about. We must start here.

The second reason why it is beneficial 
to retain this old word prolegomenon stems 
from the first one. When it comes to studying 
theology we are suggesting that there is a topic 

that is not only interesting but also absolutely 
essential background to make sense of our 
study. Theology proper is an unpacking of the 
Scriptures’ and the Church’s understanding 
of who the Triune God is, what he does, and 
what he will do. This is the bread and butter 
and meat of what theological study is all about. 
There is no more important nor practical area 
of study and knowledge than this.

But to study theology and to get to know 
God better as a result there is a setting of the 
table and a preparing of the meal that must 
happen first. This preparation is what we call 
theological prolegomena. Or to change the im-
age in line with that mega-metaphor of North 
Star – before we can set out on the study of 
theology, Scripture, and God himself, we need 
a map.

A Prolegome-map

Maps have long played an important role 
in human civilization. We immediately think 
of maps for use in world exploration, or least 
how to get to the desired restaurant on time. 
But further reflection reveals that maps are 
not only helpful, they are also incredibly di-
verse in the ways they communicate informa-
tion. There are countless ways to interpret and 
represent data of all sorts on different kinds 
of maps. [See this cool video – http://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=dldHalRY-hY] There 
are thermographic maps, territorial maps, his-
torical maps, topographical maps, ocean depth 
graphs, GDP-in-correlation-to-butter-con-
sumption maps, and we could go on and on. 

The sheer diversity of maps makes it 
essential that cartographers (mapmakers) 
provide a way to orient the reader to what 
kind of map we are looking at and what kind of 
information the map is giving. To read a map 
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well one must first orient oneself to it in terms 
of its symbols and markings and also where 
we are in real space relative to what the map 
is showing us. When we visit a shopping mall 
it is always very helpful to find the large red 
circle of “You Are Here” so that we can figure 
out where we are relative to what the map is 
showing us. 

The map-orienting prolegomenon (“pro-
legomemap” to coin a term) for the North Star 
Theological Vision consists of two essential 
parts or stages. The first is a discussion of 
knowing and seeing. The second is an explora-
tion of triune theological hermeneutics. 

The first prepares us to study theology by 

orienting us to the mysterious and beautiful 
question of how we know anything and what 
it means to know (and see) God. The second 
prepares us to study theology by wrestling 
with the big question of hermeneutics, or 
how we can best know through reading and 
studying texts, particularly the texts of Holy 
Scripture. So before we launch into important 
and fascinating topics such as a theology of the 
body, and place, and the nature of the gospel, 
we will begin with these foundational, more-
important-than-a-preface topics of knowing 
the triune God (Part One) and how to read the 
Bible theologically (Part Two).

Prolegomenon Part One: Knowing and Seeing God

If we were to ask why people begin theologi-
cal study, most would offer one or both of the 
following reasons: “I want to know God more” 
and “I want to know more about the Bible.” It 
would be fascinating to conduct a psycholog-
ical study on the differences between those 
who answer the question one way and those 
who answer the other. But that is not our goal 
here. Moreover, the best and wisest answer is 
of course both. 

Theological study can and should have as 
its goal precisely both of these realities. Wher-
ever and whenever our theological training 
has only one of these as its goal – or has them 
in imbalance – pear-shaped theology and 
ministers are the result. These two goals are 
really mutually empowering and live in a per-
fect symbiotic relationship, which no person 
should put asunder. Knowing God personally 
comes to us through many avenues (nature, 
experience, community with others, Spiritu-
al-revelation), but none so importantly, clearly, 
foundationally, or authoritatively as through 
the Bible, Holy Scripture. So we need the Bible 
to understand God.

But it is equally true that we need God to 
understand the Bible. Despite what we might 
naturally think and even contrary to what 
many have taught, there is a necessarily Spir-
itual and theological and personal aspect to 
studying the Bible that cannot be diminished 
or tacked on at the end in what we call “appli-
cation” or “preaching.” Reading and interpret-
ing Scripture is an act of worship and requires 
knowledge of God, including his active revela-
tion of himself to us for true understanding to 
occur.

All of this leads us back to the first part 
of our prolegomenon: understanding what it 
means to know and see God. The outline of the 
terrain we will explore in this first leg of our 
prolegomenon journey will be this: First, we 
will pause for a moment at the trailhead and 
make sure this is the best path to take – Why 
start with knowing and seeing? Next we will 
begin the journey throughout Holy Scripture 
itself, re-reading the familiar story of the Bible 
asking specifically how the theme of knowing 
helps us understand what God is doing in the 
world. After we have traversed this beautiful 
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terrain we will arrive at a lakeside meadow of 
reflection – reflection on what all this means 
for our understanding of theology proper, or 
who God is. Finally, we arrive on the other side 
of the mountain, ready for the next day’s hike 
into hermeneutics. As we set up camp for the 
night we will reflect on the dark side of know-
ing today – the problems that have occurred 
for us and the Church when we misunderstand 
knowing.

The Trailhead – Why Start 
with Knowing and Seeing?

There are two related questions we want to ask 
as we begin this discussion. The first is why we 
are putting “knowing” and “seeing” together in 
a joined-at-the-hip fashion. The second is the 
bigger, more central question of this opening 
portion, why are we starting with these partic-
ular words and ideas?

The answer to the first question is 
that there is in fact an intimate and deeply, 
cross-pollinated, organic relationship between 
these two ideas of knowing and seeing. In 
the English language we do use these words 
metaphorically in a connected way. After 
pondering a difficult idea or math problem we 
might finally say, “Oh, now I see!” meaning we 
now understand or know. Or we might say, “I 
didn’t understand before then I saw that … “ In 
the ancient world, from which God’s revelation 
comes to us in both the Hebrew Bible and the 
Greek New Testament, there is an even deeper, 
stronger, and well-recognized connection be-
tween the notions of knowing and seeing. 

As we will discuss more below, in our 
current era we think of knowledge in very 
narrow terms of factuality or accurate cor-
respondence to reality. But the origins of the 
ideas of knowing, including in Holy Scripture, 
are intimately related to the idea of experi-
encing, first with our senses (especially seeing 
with our eyes), and subsequently in our minds, 

or inner person.105 Both the Hebrew and 
Greek words which we eventually translate as 
“know” in English communicate more deeply 
the ideas of perceiving, recognizing, and even 
personal acquaintance and relationship with 
some one or some thing, not just scientific fact 
checking. “Knowledge” in the Bible is prac-
tical and living, obtained by experience and 
resulting in a change of who we are. “Know” 
can even be used to describe the most intimate 
of interpersonal relations possible – sexual 
intimacy between and man and woman (Gen 
4:1; Matt 1:25). Biblical knowing is not simply 
affirming that some data exists, but personal 
engagement.

And at the same time this “knowing” 
is often described with the closely related 
metaphor of “seeing.” Knowing God is often 
described as seeing him, and vice versa (Job 
42:4-6, Ex. 33:21-23, Numbers 12:5-8, Is.6:1-13, 
Mt. 17:1-13). This is why we believe it is im-
portant to regain and emphasize this dual idea 
of “knowing and seeing” as we orient ourselves 
to our mission.

The second question – why start our un-
derstanding of theology with these particular 
ideas – has a threefold answer: 

(1) The first part of the answer is simply 
that the Bible talks a lot about knowing and 
seeing in relation to God. We will unpack this 
in our survey of the biblical story below, but we 
can say for now that from Genesis to Revela-
tion, being in a saving and intimate relation-
ship with God is described largely with the 
categories of knowing and seeing him. More-
over, we are often exhorted in Holy Scripture 
to grow in our knowledge of God (1 Cor.1:4,5; 
Phil 1:9; 2 Peter 1:5, 3:8, Col. 1:9, Proverbs 2:10-
11, 18:15, Daniel 2:21.

(2) The second answer as to why we 

105 For more on this discussion, see the NIDNTT entry 
on “Knowledge.”
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should start our discussion with knowing and 
seeing is because in our deepest and truest 
place we as humans all long to know and to be 
known. We may not realize this about our-
selves until we get older but our own personal 
experiences as well as studies from sociology, 
psychology, and psychotherapy confirm that 
one of the biggest problems and ills of society 
come from when people feel that they are not 
known. Whether it is the oppressed racial mi-
nority, or a disenfranchised economic group, or 
children who grew up in a dysfunctional home, 
in every situation individuals and groups that 
feel that they have no voice – that they are not 
heard, that they are not known – are damaged 
psychologically and in turn usually create 
damage for themselves, those around them, 
and broader society. 

Why is this? This is because we have in-
grained in us the deepest longing to be known 
and this longing is directly connected to our 
knowledge of God. When this fundamental 
part of being human is denied or distorted, the 
ramifications are significant. 

Again, in our survey of the biblical story 
below we will see this theme come out. It is not 
difficult to see from the opening pages of the 
Bible that knowing God and knowing others is 
integral to what it means to be a healthy and 
flourishing human. Adam was created to know 
God; he was created in intimate relationship 
with God. Indeed, as we will see, a desire for 
knowing apart from God was indeed at the or-
igin of the Fall. And even though our relation-
ship with God is the most important and es-
sential kind of knowing, even in this pre-Fallen 
paradise, Adam longed to know and be known 
by another creature. It was not good for him to 
be alone, as he himself knew and as God also 
proclaimed. He needed a fellow know-er on the 
journey of his human existence.

(3) There is one other reason we should 
start our orientation to the map of a theo-
logical vision with knowing and seeing. It is 

related to what we have just said and yet it can 
be articulated separately: namely, that know-
ing and seeing are necessary means to human 
flourishing and happiness. We will address 
this issue more fully later but we can begin by 
asserting what has been understood bibli-
cally and theologically throughout Christian 
history – that human flourishing or human 
satisfaction or happiness is at the core of what 
God is doing in redemption.106 Salvation is the 
restoration of our full humanity along with the 
restoration of all of creation (Rom 8:18-25). 
Since the Fall God has been about restoring 
the broken image (icon) in us, and seeking to 
bring us -- in Christ -- into the fullness of life. 
In our later discussion of a biblical theology 
of knowing and in other parts of the broader 
North Star vision we will address this issue of 
human flourishing and knowing. But for now 
we can make the point that human flourishing 
depends largely on knowing and seeing. 

The great pastor and theologian Jonathan 
Edwards thought much about this issue of 
knowing and seeing and its relationship to be-
ing a Christian. He makes a number of power-
ful observations about the importance of every 
Christian being a knower and seer, especially 
of God. One of his arguments is the simple but 
profound observation that no thing comes at 
our hearts but through our minds first.107 If 
God is our greatest good and what we must 
obtain more than anything else, then we must 
realize that for full life and human flourishing 
to be our experience we must know God. 

106 For further reading on this see Ellen Charry’s God 
and the Art of Happiness. See also Jonathan T. 
Pennington, “Human Flourishing and the Bible,” 
in Christian Critiques of Capitalism (BIBLIO) 
[forthcoming].

107 See Jonathan Edwards’ sermon “Christian 
Knowledge.”
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Journeying through Holy Scripture – 
The Story of Knowing in the Bible

It has often been observed that the Bible is 
more like a library than a book. It contains 
many different books, perspectives, authors, 
forms, points, and pictures. The believer in its 
inspiration and revelation understands that 
in the midst of all this beautiful and helpful 
diversity there is necessarily a unity, even as 
God himself is one. 

This ultimate unity of purpose and vision, 
however, does not mean there is only one main 
point or one path through its terrain. The Bible 
is as varied and rugged as a New Zealand land-
scape and there are many ways to transverse 
its acreage. One such path is marked by the 
theme of knowing. The importance of the idea 
of knowing is all throughout the Bible. When 
we read the story of Scripture as a whole from 
Genesis to Revelation, from Creation through 
the Fall to Redemption and the New Creation, 
we see that among many other important 
meta-themes, knowledge stands among the 
elite few.

Of course we cannot deal with every in-
stance of “know” or “knowledge” in the biblical 
texts – this would take volumes of analysis. 
Moreover, the most important insights do not 
come from simply doing a word study on these 
nouns and verbs. So rather then providing 
a list of occurrences of knowledge, we will 
offer an account that is sensitive to the Bible’s 
story line, asking the question, “What role 
does knowledge or knowing have in the way 
the Bible’s story unfolds?” It turns out, we will 
see, that knowledge is not a mere minor issue, 
but is found in crucial junctures in the story 
of God’s creating and redeeming activity. Our 
survey below will land at several of these junc-
tures with our antennae attuned to hear what 
role knowledge plays. 

Creation (Genesis 1-2)

Not surprisingly, we should begin our reading 
of the story of the Bible with God’s creation of 
all things. The creation account spans Genesis 
1-2, told first generally (1:1-2:3) and then in a 
slightly expanded form in which the creation 
of Adam and Eve is explained more fully (2:4-
25). While the words “know” or “knowledge” 
are not very frequent in these chapters (only 
in 2:9 and 2:17 in reference to “the tree of the 
knowledge of good and evil”), the story is told 
in such a way that knowing is hinted at as a 
major theme that will be developed in the rest 
of the story.

Specifically, the creation account hinges 
on the distinction between light and darkness 
and the related idea of seeing. The pre-formed 
matter of the universe is described in Gen 1:1 
as being “formless and void” and covered in 
darkness. The creator God’s first words are 
the command for light to appear, which God 
saw was good, and which separated light from 
darkness, creating the first day and night (1:3-
5). 

On the surface this may not at first appear 
to have anything to do with knowledge, but as 
the story unfolds we will see that light-dark-
ness and seeing are intimately and organically 
related to the idea of knowledge. As we saw 
above, “knowing” and “seeing” are largely syn-
onyms or metaphors of each other. To know 
God is to see God and vice versa. Likewise, 
“light” and “darkness” are (understandably) 
metaphors for seeing or not seeing, and know-
ing or not knowing. This way of speaking and 
thinking comes out in many places in the Bible, 
but no place more clearly and frequently than 
in the writings of John the Apostle (Gospel 
of John, Letters of John, Book of Revelation), 
to which we will return below. So the point is 
that we have hints – not entirely clear at the 
beginning but hints nonetheless – that God’s 
creation is described with terms that relate 
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closely with knowing.
At the same time, there is another subtle 

way in which the theme of knowing appears in 
Gen 1-2 and it involves the creation of Adam 
and Eve. God creates and then commissions 
Adam to care for the garden, planting in the 
midst of this world garden the tree of the 
knowledge of good and evil (Gen 2:15-17). At 
this point in the story no explanation of what 
this is or symbolizes is given; for that we will 
have to wait until the Fall in Genesis 3. But 
we get the sense that this tree and this idea of 
knowledge are important.

Then, as part of his commission and call-
ing as vice-regent over God’s creation, Adam 
is given the crucial role of naming all of God’s 
creatures. This tidbit of knowledge serves 
mostly as the background story as to how it 
was discovered that no other creature was 
suitable as Adam’s helper and the subsequent 
creation of Eve, not out of the ground, but out 
of Adam. This is the woman whom Adam will 
later know (sexually), resulting in procreation 
(Gen 4:1). But for our purposes we can ob-
serve that the naming of things is a knowledge 
issue.108 In this account and throughout the an-
cient world it was understood that the nature 
of a thing was intimately tied to what it was 
called or named; the true name of something 
was knowledge that gave one great power over 
the object. Thus, while we may not see it at 
first, this role given by God to Adam is no small 
act – it is a message about Adam’s dominion 
over the world through God-given knowledge 
of God’s creation.

108 Give refs on naming. Also, Kline notes that naming 
represents wisdom and lordship. See Kline, Kingdom 
Prologue, 48.

Temptation and Fall (Genesis 3)

If the theme of knowledge was somewhat 
subtle in the Creation account, it is a shock-
ing contrast to see that in the tragic story of 
the temptation and Fall of Adam and Eve that 
knowledge is what the issue at stake was. In 
Genesis 3:1-7 the Fall centers precisely around 
this object that is called “the tree of the knowl-
edge of good and evil.”

Back in the creation account in Gen 2:9 we 
are told that God made all kinds of beautiful 
and beneficial trees. But two trees stand out in 
particular for their symbolic significance and 
placement in the very center of the garden – 
the tree of life and the tree of the knowledge of 
good and evil. The second of these is then sin-
gled out in Gen 2:17 as the only tree of which 
Adam and Eve are prohibited to eat. This, then, 
subsequently becomes the very place that the 
crafty serpent seeks to tempt the humans into 
disobeying God (3:1). This is the one chink in 
the armor, the Achilles heel, because it is the 
only prohibition God has given them. And sad-
ly, this is precisely where the Fall or better, the 
rebellion, against God occurs, resulting in the 
breaking of relationship between the Creator 
and his creatures. The serpent successfully 
persuades Eve to eat of the fruit of this attrac-
tive tree of the knowledge of good and evil, and 
she in turn leads Adam into the same sin.

As we think about the story of knowing in 
the Bible we can ask, what exactly did this tree 
of the knowledge and good and evil represent? 
Why is it called that? The serpent’s promise 
is that when they eat of this special tree that 
their eyes will be opened and they will be like 
God in knowing good and evil (Gen 3:4). Gen 
3:6 also tells us that this knowledge of good and 
evil was apparently attractive and “desirable 
for gaining wisdom” and hence the bait was 
taken and the trap shut upon Eve and Adam. 
All temptations are tempting because they 
offer something good in them, some half truth, 



274

some promise of pleasure, knowledge, and 
experience that will – at least temporarily – 
feel good; otherwise it would not be tempting. 
It turns out that the serpent was speaking at 
least a half-truth because after they ate Adam 
and Eve did in fact have their eyes opened and 
the did know something they did not before – 
that they were naked (3:7). In some sense then 
they were like their God, but only at the cost of 
no longer knowing God in the intimate sense 
because of their disobedience.

And we may still ask, “So what does this 
tree of the knowledge of good and evil repre-
sent?” Some have suggested that this means 
that Adam and Eve would know everything 
(with “good and evil” being an expression to 
communicate all things), but this is apparently 
not what happened; they did not gain omni-
science as a result. Rather, the knowledge of 
good and evil refers, as the name implies, to 
the wisdom of discernment of what is morally 
right and wrong. This may sound like a good 
thing – and indeed, Eve perceived it as such 
(3:6) – but this is not the whole story. It is 
precisely this authoritative judgment of what 
is right and wrong that was forbidden to God’s 
creatures who were to live in intimate, depen-
dent relationship with him. True wisdom and 
the authority to judge are the prerogatives of 
God and can only come to humans through 
“the fear of the Lord” (see Proverbs 1:7). Thus, 
the knowledge of good and evil was not in 
itself evil, but by partaking of this Adam and 
Eve were asserting their own moral autonomy 
from God. Sadly, this autonomy from God is 
precisely what they received, with disastrous 
results.

It is important and helpful to note that 
we also learn something very important about 
the nature of knowledge here. In a sense, the 
man and woman already had some knowledge 
of what was right and wrong before the Fall. 
They were given a prohibition, complete with 
a dire warning, that if they ate of this tree they 

would surely die (2:17). So there was at least an 
implicit knowing of right and wrong. But what 
they did not have before the Fall and what they 
gained afterwards was the deeper and truest 
sense of knowing – experiential and relational 
knowing. As we discussed in our earlier expla-
nation of what Hebrew and Greek “knowledge” 
was, it is not just the recognition of factual 
correspondence, but something much deep-
er and intimate. “To eat from the forbidden 
tree was an act that gave knowledge based on 
experience but also established autonomy 
from God inappropriate for humanity.”109 So 
in one fell swoop the first man and woman did 
gain the true knowing – cognitive, experiential, 
relational – of what is right and wrong while 
also placing themselves on the evil side of this 
ledger. The result is that they suddenly see and 
know themselves more deeply while realizing 
that they have sinned and no longer know God 
in intimate dependence. Thus, they see them-
selves as naked and experience devastating 
and separating shame.

The grace and patience and kindness of 
God are manifested in what follows the Fall in 
that God does not completely destroy or kill 
his young creatures. Instead, they do receive 
punishments that are the consequences of the 
change that has been wrought in them (3:14-
19). They have entered into a kind of autono-
my and this has negative consequences. As a 
result, in an act of grace God forbids them now 
from the other tree in the midst of the garden, 
the tree of life (3:22-25). Now that Adam and 
Eve have a knowledge of good and evil, and 
in this sense share some likeness to God that 
they did not previously have (3:22), they must 
not be allowed to partake of the tree that could 
give them eternal life – life that continues but 
in separation from God, which would be the 

109 “Fall” in IVP Dictionary of Pentateuch, 287.
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ultimate curse. No, God’s grace is seen that he 
banishes them from the garden lest they eat 
of this tree that would prove to be a tree of un-
ending life apart from God (3:22). The message 
is that life apart from the intimate knowledge 
of God is no life at all.

The Post-Fall Primordial 
History (Genesis 4-11)

The rest of the primordial history (the time 
before the calling of Abraham in Gen 12) is one 
of the escalating and cascading effects of Adam 
and Eve’s sin. The theme of knowledge is not 
absent, though it primarily goes underground, 
even as God’s intimate relationship with his 
creation does in the sad tale of these chapters.

It does appear, however, at the beginning 
and end of this section. It is notable that Gen 
4:1 ties together knowledge with our two 
main characters Adam and Eve in the simple 
opening statement that “Adam knew Eve his 
wife…” This knowing is obviously of the inti-
mate sense in that it is being used to describe 
the first sexual act in human history, with the 
result that Eve conceives and gives birth to the 
first child, Cain (it is used again in this sense 
in 4:17 and 4:25). To call this sexual intimacy 
knowing is not an accident. It is appropriate 
in communicating the experiential sense 
of knowledge. Also, it intentionally evokes 
the story that precedes in Gen 3 and subtly 
communicates that even though there is now a 
break in man and woman’s intimate knowledge 
of God, in grace there is still a finite kind of 
intimate knowing of other creatures that God 
gives.

On the other end of this primordial history 
is the important story of the city and tower of 
Babel. As post-Fall and post-Flood humani-
ty spreads and multiplies it is still united in 
language (Gen 11:1). This fact, combined with 
human sinfulness, culminates in a disastrous 
plan to extend their autonomy and seek to be 

like God by their own power (sound famil-
iar?). The plan is to build a city and tower to 
the heavens and make a name for themselves, 
in direct disobedience of God’s command to 
spread and fill the earth (11:4). God and his 
divine council re-appear in ways reminiscent 
of Gen 3 and bring about the appropriate judg-
ment of destruction and scattering (11:5-8).

This is a very important episode in the 
overall story of the Bible because it brings us 
to the end of primordial story and to the cusp 
of the beginning in earnest of God’s redemp-
tive plan for the world. This comes about by 
calling one man, Abraham, out of the scattered 
nations and choosing him to be the instrument 
and agent of God’s gracious work (12:1-3). 

For our purposes this story is worth high-
lighting because we can see that the essence 
of their punishment was an inability to know 
and understand each other and thereby, the 
inability to be in relationship with each any 
longer. That is, in a repeat of the Fall, all the 
nations stand under the curse of a broken rela-
tionship with God (lack of intimate, dependent 
knowledge of him), and further, lose also the 
ability to know each other. The story of Babel 
marks the high-water mark of the disastrous 
stories of Gen 4-11 and prepares us for a new 
era in which the knowledge of God will begin 
to break forth again through the calling of 
Abraham. This story is all leaning forward 
to the sending of the great son of Abraham, 
Jesus,110 who will reveal the true knowledge 
of God in himself, and with the giving of the 
Spirit, will symbolically reverse the dispersion 
of the nations at Babel in the gospel message 

110 The first verse of the NT (Matt 1:1) emphasizes the 
dual identity of Jesus as son of David and son of 
Abraham. Both of these true titles evoke different 
aspects of Israel’s story – David as the promised king, 
Abraham as the beginning of God’s redemptive work. 
Paul sees the work of Jesus as the fulfillment of the 
promise to Abraham. See Gal 3:6-14.
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to all nations at Pentecost (Acts 2). But before 
we can get to this we can fill out the story of 
knowing a bit more in between.

Israel’s Story

As mentioned before, space does not permit us 
to trace every instance of “know” or “knowl-
edge” throughout the Bible’s story, nor would 
this serve us particularly well because not all 
uses of this word are as weighty. The question 
before us here is what role the idea of knowl-
edge – particularly knowledge of God – plays in 
the unfolding story.

The story of the Old Testament is largely 
the story of the people of Israel, the nation 
that came from the descendants of Abraham 
and who was designed by God to bring his 
redemptive plans to all of creation. Completely 
in accord with the earliest chapters of Gen-
esis, the rest of the OT is a story of stubborn, 
rebellious humans seeking autonomy from 
God and God graciously bringing his people to 
repentance through historical events and pro-
phetic messages. All of this is intimately tied 
to the story of knowing God. When we pull on 
the thread of knowing through the remainder 
of the OT we find that while it is certainly not 
the only theme that goes through the Bible, it is 
an idea that weaves in and out of the way God’s 
redeeming work is portrayed.

The most important event of Israel’s histo-
ry and identity is undoubtedly the Exodus. The 
protracted story of how the nation of Israel 
ended up in Egypt and was eventually deliv-
ered starts back in Genesis and continues on 
into the Book of Exodus. In Exodus the idea of 
knowing occurs repeatedly, particularly with 
God proclaiming that he is going to make him-
self known to the nations and intimately to his 
own people. When God calls Moses to be the 
instrument of his redemption he reveals him-
self so that Moses might know him (Exod 3-4), 
including his name (3:14-15). This leads to the 

great promise that God declares to his people 
in Exod 6:2-8. It is a promise that he will fulfill 
and bless in accordance with his covenant 
with Abraham. And central to this proclama-
tion is the statement that “You shall know that 
I am the LORD your God, who has freed you 
from the burdens of the Egyptians” (6:7). This 
theme of knowing the Lord continues through-
out the story, appearing at several key points 
such as repeatedly during the plagues (7:5, 17; 
9:29; 10:2), at the actual exodus and crossing 
of the Red Sea (14:4, 18), during the wilderness 
feedings (16:6, 12), and in the establishment of 
the priesthood and all the instructions regard-
ing worship (29:46; 31:13). In fact, at the heart 
of the idea of God’s instructions for worship is 
the idea of knowing him intimately, as can be 
seen in the “tent of meeting.” The latter half of 
the Book of Exodus is filled with instructions 
regarding how to know God in the proper, 
honoring, reverent way. At the center of this 
(physically and spiritually) is the tabernacle 
and its inner sanctum. God offers to meet with 
his people in these sacred places. This tent of 
meeting is described as the place where God’s 
people will know him (cf. 29:42; 30:6, 36). 

This Exodus event is the foundation of 
Israel as a national people group and their own 
self-identity as an ethnic people and nation 
throughout the rest of the Bible’s story and be-
yond. The Jews are those who have been called 
out of slavery and who know the true God of 
the universe who has revealed himself to them, 
making a covenant with them and giving them 
instructions (the Torah, or Law) on how to 
relate to him and to one another.111 All of this 

111 The summary of God’s covenantal instructions 
(which is a better translation than “law”) is found 
in the Ten Commandments, or Decalogue, with its 
two-fold instructions concerning relationship to God 
and to one another, all focused on love. This is later 
summed up even more succinctly with the first and 
second greatest commandments (cf. Matt 22:36-40).
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is based on their knowing God as he truly is, 
something that God did not reveal to all peoples 
in the world, but only his chosen nation. 

Lest this sound inconsiderate and nar-
row-minded of God, we must realize that the 
point of God calling Abraham and then the 
nation of Israel to himself was precisely for 
the purpose of making himself known to all the 
nations and peoples of the world (notably, what 
the NT understands to have finally happened 
in Jesus Christ).112 As we continue to follow the 
story of Israel throughout the rest of the Old 
Testament this purpose – that all the nations 
will know the true God through the witness of 
Israel – is a recurrent and important theme.

For example, Joshua is told to set up 
memorial stones at the Jordan river so that the 
children of Israel will remember God’s provi-
sion at the Red Sea, where he parted the waters 
“so that all the peoples of the earth may know 
that the hand of the Lord is mighty.” (Josh 4:24) 
Likewise, when the young David is standing 
up to Goliath, the great enemy of God’s people, 
he boldly proclaims that God is going to bring 
deliverance both so that his own people will 
learn to trust in him and so that “all the earth 
may know that there is a God in Israel” (1 Sam 
17:46). The same refrain is found when David’s 
son, Solomon, is dedicating the recently built 
Temple (the permanent form of the Exodus 
“tent of meeting”). Solomon prays that God 
would bless all those who seek him in his 
Temple “so that all the peoples of the earth may 
know your name and fear you, as do your people 
Israel . . . so that all the people of the earth may 
know that the Lord is God; there is no other.” (1 
Kings 8:43, 60; see also 2 Chron 6:33). The same 
idea can be found on the lips of Elijah, the Syri-

112 One helpful book that examines Exodus with this 
theme in mind is W. Ross Blackburn’s The God Who 
Makes Himself Known: The Missionary Heart of the 
Book of Exodus (IVP Academic).

an Naaman, Hezekiah, and many others.113

We must emphasize two important points: 
First, God making himself known is personal 
and intimate. These programmatic statements 
about God’s revelatory goal through Israel are 
not simply an abstract theological idea or gen-
eralized statement about God informing other 
nations that he exists. No, rather, this goal of 
God is based on the foundational idea of know-
ing we read about in Genesis. To know God is 
to be in intimate relationship with him. This is 
God’s goal for people in every nation. Second, 
this same intimate knowing of God proves to be 
a problem in every generation. That is, it is not 
only the nations that need to come to know the 
true God; it is Israel itself that constantly needs 
reminder that knowing God is precisely what 
God is inviting them into. Even as with Adam 
and Eve, sin breaks the intimate relationship of 
knowing God and in turn this lack of knowing 
God results in more sin, brokenness, and dis-
tance from God and therefore from true life it-
self. As we move into the other parts of the Old 
Testament literature – the Wisdom literature 
and the Prophets – we will see that this need to 
know the Lord is a key motivation and theme 
for just this reason.

The Wisdom Literature ~ Psalms and Proverbs

The portion of the Old Testament that we 
classify as the “Wisdom Literature” includes 
the books of Job, Ecclesiastes, Song of Songs, 
Psalms, and Proverbs. In each of these books 
the theme of knowledge appears, as one might 
expect in books that all offer insight and wis-
dom about the way the world works. We will 
not offer a comprehensive survey of knowledge 
in each of these books but instead will make 
a few comments regarding how knowledge is 

113 See, for example, 1 Kings 18:36-37; 20:28; 2 Kings 5:15; 
2 Chron 33:13.
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defined and described, particularly in Psalms 
and Proverbs.114

In the book of Psalms the theme of knowl-
edge appears very frequently and its meanings 
can be categorized into several groups. Of-
ten knowledge appears in reference to God’s 
knowledge of all things, including the hearts, 
minds, and ways of men and women, both good 
and bad (1:6; 31:7; 37:18; 44:21; 69:5, 19; 94:11; 
103:14; 139:1-4, 23; 142:3). Other Psalms follow 
the grand biblical theme of God making himself 
known as we observed in Israel’s story. This 
includes God making himself known to the 
nations (9:16, 20; 59:13; 67:2; 77:14; 83:18; 98:2; 
106:8; 144:12) as well as to faithful individuals 
(16:11; 25:14; 76:1; 78:6; 103:7). And yet other 
Psalms use knowledge language in relation 
to the good and the evil, the righteous and the 
unrighteous, with these categories of people 
defined largely as those who know (and thereby 
acknowledge) God versus those who do not 
(9:10; 14:4; 25:4; 36:10; 46:10; 53:4; 73:11; 79:6; 
82:5; 89:15; 91:14; 92:6; 95:10; 100:3; 119:79, 125, 
152; 143:8; 147:20). Psalm 19 provides a partic-
ularly rich picture of knowledge in the psal-
ter. Even though the word “knowledge” only 
appears once in this psalm (19:2) the entirety of 
the psalm is woven through with the notions of 
biblical knowledge. Specifically, it begins with 
the idea that God is constantly revealing him-
self, giving knowledge of himself through his 
glorious creation (19:1-6). This is followed by 
joyful reflections on how God has made himself 
known especially in his covenantal instruc-
tions, the Law, which gives great insight and 
reward for those who receive it (19:7-11). This 

114 It is worth noting that the book of Job also has 
many references to knowledge, and particularly, 
the climactic ending to the book when God appears 
and reveals himself to Job the content is very much 
centered all that God knows in contrast to the limited 
understanding of all creatures, including Job. See Job 
chapters 38-41.

perfectly balanced psalm then concludes with 
a prayer, seeking the Lord to enable the faithful 
one to know and understand his or her own sin-
ful ways. Knowing oneself rightly is essential 
to not being mastered by sin and thereby be in 
a peaceful relationship with God (19:12-14). In 
each of these portions of the psalm knowledge 
is essential – God revealing knowledge about 
himself in creation and in his written word, 
and in one knowing and understanding oneself 
accurately.

In many ways the book of Proverbs is the 
quintessential place in the Bible to turn to 
when asking about the Bible and knowledge or 
epistemology. This is because the whole point 
of Proverbs is to provide succinct and pithy 
knowledge about how to live wisely and virtu-
ously in the world. And from the very beginning 
of the book it is stated clearly that this way of 
wisdom and knowledge is only possible if one is 
oriented rightly toward God – “The fear of the 
Lord is the beginning of knowledge, but fools 
despite wisdom and instruction” (Prov 1:7).115 
This sets the parameters for what true knowl-
edge and wisdom is not only for the book of 
Proverbs but in reality for all of Scripture. True 
knowledge is not merely a matter of assembling 
and compiling facts, having knowledge in a 
“scientific” sense. Rather, as the rest of Scrip-
ture testifies as well, knowledge (which leads 
to wisdom) is a function of a relationship with 
God. As one scholar has wisely noted, “The fear 
of the Lord is the key to Israel’s epistemology 
. . . for knowing the Creator puts one in the 
position appropriately to know the creation and 

115 The phrase “the fear of the Lord” is very important 
and appears fourteen times in Proverbs, not only as 
the conclusion to the prologue to the book (1:1-7) but 
also at other important junctures in the book such as 
9:10 and 31:30. See the helpful discussion in Ryan P. 
O’Dowd, “A Chord of Three Strands: Epistemology in 
Job, Proverbs and Ecclesiastes,” in Healy and Parry, 
The Bible and Epistemology, 67-68.
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humans within their divinely given possibili-
ties and limits.”116

This clear and emphatic definition of 
knowledge as being based on a relationship 
with God and as oriented toward practical wis-
dom (how to live virtuously, not just knowledge 
as information) is essential to understand-
ing the concept of knowledge in the Bible.117 
Indeed, Proverbs helps us see how central the 
theme of knowledge is throughout the Bible by 
explicitly connecting it back to Genesis and the 
creation itself. This can be observed in a couple 
of key ways: by referring to wisdom as granting 
us the tree of life (3:18; 11:30; 13:12; 15:4), a clear 
connection to the Garden;118 and by the exten-
sive image of Lady Wisdom (8:1-36) who is 
said to have witnessed and participated in the 
creation itself.

The Prophets

The whole history of Israel, beginning with 
Moses, is peppered with God sending prophets 
to reveal his knowledge and will to his people. 
Throughout the early stages of Israel’s story, 
described above, many prophets appeared and 
their words often proclaim the need for Israel 
and the nations to know God. These prophets 
included Samuel, Elijah, Elisha, and others.

116 Raymond C. Van Leeuwen, “Wisdom Literature,” in 
Vanhoozer, Bartholomew, et al (eds.), Dictionary for 
Theological Interpretation of the Bible, 849. [quoted 
in O’Dowd]

117 It is this regard that we can make a brief comment 
about the book of Ecclesiastes. In many ways 
Ecclesiastes serves to show the emptiness and 
ultimate failure of seeking knowledge apart from 
the fear of the Lord and relationship to him (see 
the conclusion in 12:13-14), something humanity is 
tempted to in every generation.

118 As we noted above the tree of life is precisely what was 
forbidden once the tree of knowledge of good and evil 
was partaken of rebelliously. The tree of life imagery 
also appears very significantly in Psalm 1, Jeremiah 
17:8, and Revelation 2:7, 22:2, 14, 19.

In this section, however, we are consider-
ing the literary portion of the Old Testament 
that we call the Prophets, meaning the books 
that contain the collected sayings and recorded 
actions of an assortment of prophets (Isaiah – 
Malachi). As with the other portions of Scrip-
ture we have examined, knowledge proves to 
be a central theme and continues in the same 
veins as well. Particularly, knowledge is used in 
two main ways – God making himself known to 
Israel and through Israel to the nations and the 
message that life and flourishing will only come 
through knowing God.

In the former category of God making him-
self known in all the world we see this occur in 
several important places. This is certainly fre-
quently in view in Isaiah (9:9; 11:9; 12:4-5; 19:21; 
37:20; 45:6; 49:26; 61:9; 64:2; 66:18) as well as 
in other prophetic texts (for example, Jer 16:21; 
Joel 2:27; 3:17; Micah 6:5; Hab 2:14). In the book 
of Ezekiel the idea is especially striking (over 
60 times), particularly that in judgment God 
is going to make himself known through his 
actions.

No less important and possibly the most 
significant theme in the Prophets is the claim 
that God’s people are not flourishing and are 
on a path of destruction precisely because they 
do not know God rightly and intimately. This is 
stated over and over throughout the prophets 
such as in Isaiah (1:3; 5:13; 44:18-19; 45:4-5, 20; 
47:10; 56:10; 59:8), Jeremiah (2:8, 19; 4:22; 5:4; 
8:7; 9:6; 14:18) as well as several times in the mi-
nor prophets (for example, Micah 4:12). In one 
striking example, the foreign king Nebuchad-
nezzar is divinely judged for his arrogance and 
is sent as a beast into the wilderness until he 
comes to know and acknowledge that the God 
of Israel rules over all (Dan 4:25, 32; 5:21). 

The book of Hosea also stands out as a 
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good example of this theme.119 Hosea lived and 
prophesied in a very tumultuous time and he 
understands Israel’s catastrophic situation to 
be divine chastisement for their sins. He pro-
vides a penetrating diagnosis of what Israel’s 
spiritual malady is – it is a lack of knowledge of 
God:

My people are destroyed for lack 
of knowledge . Because you have 
rejected knowledge I reject you from 
being a priest to me . And since you 
have forgotten the law of your God 
I also will forget your children . 
(4:6; see also 4:1; 5:4; 11:3)120

The solution to this spiritual brokenness cor-
responds logically. Israel’s need is to know the 
Lord, as we find in several passages (2:20; 14:9), 
including the beautiful summary prayer-ex-
hortation: “Let us know, let us press on to know 
the Lord; his going out is as sure as the dawn; 
he will come to us as the showers, as the spring 
rains that water the earth.” (6:3) We should 
press on to know the Lord because, shocking to 
hear in light of the sacrificial system that God 
has ordained, God cares more about mercy and 
faithfulness than he does about sacrifice, about 
the knowledge of God more than burnt offer-
ings (6:6).121

119 For a more detailed exposition of this idea see Gregory 
Vall, “An Epistemology of Faith: The Knowledge of 
God in Israel’s Prophetic Literature,” in Healy and 
Parry, The Bible and Epistemology, pages 30-36. 
My comments here are largely dependent on this 
insightful discussion.

120 Much more could be said on this point, including 
the observation that the central theme of spiritual 
harlotry or adultery in Hosea can also be connected 
with this emphasis on knowledge, via the 
understanding that “knowing” is already integrated 
with (sexual) intimacy from Gen 4:1 on.

121 This claim from Hosea 6:6 will prove to be very 
significant in Jesus’ own teaching, appearing twice in 
Matthew (9:13; 12:7) where Jesus explains what God 

Hosea is not alone in emphasizing that to 
know God is to have life and that God’s goal for 
us is to know him (for example, Isa 43:10; 45:3; 
52:6; 55:5; 60:16; Jer 3:15; 9:24; 22:16). This last 
use of knowing God in a positive sense proves 
to be very important as we move toward the 
revelation of God in Jesus Christ. This is be-
cause much of the prophetic literature is often 
forward leaning, that is looking for and longing 
for God to fulfill his promises of restoration and 
salvation through a final prophet, priest, and 
king. 

Indeed, the clearest promises in the Old 
Testament concerning what God is going to do 
are the promises of a New Covenant that God is 
going to bring through his anointed servant. It 
is very significant to observe that these import-
ant New Covenant promises are described very 
much in terms of knowing God. In Isaiah, for 
example, chapters 40-66 anticipate a time of 
restoration that will be good news (“gospel”) for 
God’s people. This is often described in terms 
of people coming to see and know God (Isa 42:6; 
48:6; 52:6; 55:5; see also 11:9). Similarly, Jeremi-
ah 3 is a call to repentance and promises that in 
time God will enthrone himself in Jerusalem 
again and all the nations will gather to him 
(3:17). This will be a time when God will give 
“shepherds after my own heart who will feed 
you with knowledge and understanding” (3:15). 
Also looking forward, Jeremiah 24:7 speaks of 
post-exile time when he will “give them a heart 
to know that I am the Lord and they shall be 
my people and I will be their God, for they shall 
return to me with their whole heart.”

Most explicit, however, is the promise of 
a New Covenant time coming that is found in 
Jeremiah 31 and Ezekiel 36. Ezekiel 36:22-38 
casts a vision of the time when God will restore 

truly cares about – knowing him and thereby showing 
mercy to others rather than strict obedience and 
adherence to the letter of the law.
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his people, describing it primarily in terms of 
God putting his own Spirit within his people, 
forgiving our sins, replacing a hard heart with 
a soft one, and enabling our faithful obedience. 
The result will be that all the nations will come 
to know and acknowledge God (36:23, 36, 38). 

This passage is not identical to Jeremiah 
31, certainly, but it has many points of contact 
that overlap thematically with Jeremiah and 
enable us to read these passages in a parallel 
way. The whole of Jeremiah 31 is an extended 
picture of God graciously restoring his people 
to flourishing and it includes the climactic 
image (picked up by the NT, especially in Heb 
8:8-12) of God making a new and different kind 
of covenant (31:31-34). It is new and different 
precisely because of the intimacy of the knowl-
edge of God that it will entail. Instead of the 
instructions or law being something external to 
the people, God will write his instructions on 
their hearts such that 

no longer will each one teach his 
neighbor and each his brother, saying 
“Know the Lord,” for they all know 
me, from the least of them to the 
greatest, declares the Lord . For I 
will forgive their iniquity and I will 
remember their sin no more . (31:34)

The centrality of the intimate knowledge of 
God as the way to describe salvation (and as 
the result of our sins being forgiven) cannot be 
over-emphasized. This will prove to be a key 
idea in the New Testament’s self-understand-
ing of what has happened in God revealing 
himself in Christ.

Thus, taking Jeremiah 31 and Ezekiel 
36 together we have a clear picture of God’s 
promised day of salvation to come as it relates 
to knowledge – it will be a time when God’s own 
people will know him intimately, while at the 
same time this knowledge will be a declaration 
to all the world of who God is. This two-fold 

sense of knowing is consistently expounded 
throughout the prophetic literature.

Knowledge in the New Testament

All of the preceding discussion brings us up the 
shores of the New Testament and the revela-
tion of God for us in Christ Jesus. As without 
our survey of the Old Testament, we cannot 
provide a comprehensive or exhaustive treat-
ment of knowledge in the NT. Rather, we will 
touch down in three particularly important NT 
landing places where the theme of knowledge 
appears regularly: The Gospel of John, Paul’s 
letters, the Book of Revelation.

Knowing Jesus in the Gospel of John

The Gospel of John (and the related letters 
of 1-3 John) is an obvious place to focus our 
attention because forms of “know” (and several 
related terms) occur very frequently. More-
over, the stated goal of both the Gospel of John 
and the Johannine epistles is salvation (John 
20:30-31; 1 John 5:13), which is largely defined 
in terms of knowing God (see especially 17:3).

A brief survey of knowing in John reveals 
several important and interesting ideas, ideas 
that correspond with what we have seen in the 
Old Testament’s use of knowledge and that 
challenge our modern notions of knowing.

First, we may note the close connection 
that is made between knowing and believing 
(6:69; 10:38; 16:30; 17:8, where these two terms 
are used in synonymous parallel; cf. 1 John 4:16; 
5:13). Knowing is not mere factual acquisition, 
but is in an intimate, reciprocal relationship 
with belief/faith. To believe is not simply to 
accept a proposition as true, but also involves a 
personal allegiance and trust. This corresponds 
with the ancient, pre-modern understanding of 
knowledge as our discussion of epistemology 
showed.

Related, John 7:17 makes the remarkable 
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statement that our (moral) will deeply affects 
and is affected by our ability to know and un-
derstand: “If anyone’s will is to do God’s will, he 
will know whether the teaching is from God or 
whether I am speaking on my own authority.” 
Again we see that knowledge of God cannot be 
reduced to mental or factual, but is in a dynam-
ic, mutually informing relationship with our 
morality and choices.

When we look at the uses of know in 
John we also learn that salvation itself can be 
described very much in terms of knowing God 
intimately. We have mentioned 17:3 already 
which is quite explicit – “this is eternal life, that 
they know you the only true God, and Jesus 
Christ whom you have sent” – but more subtly 
we also see that it is knowing the truth that will 
set one free (8:32); that there is a time com-
ing when the Spirit will give knowledge that 
Jesus and the Father are united (14:20); we are 
told that to know Jesus is to know Father God 
(14:7); and that God and Jesus know his own 
people and they know their Shepherd’s voice 
(10:4, 14, 27). Conversely, in accord with the 
Old Testament prophets’ message, those who 
are not God’s children have this deficiency: they 
do not know God (e.g. 15:21; 16:3).

Finally, we may observe that the Gospel of 
John’s Christology, or description of who Jesus 
is, is largely defined in terms of Jesus’ uniquely 
true and full knowledge of God the Father. This 
is stated both negatively in that Jesus’ oppo-
nents do not truly know God (7:28; 8:14, 19, 55; 
17:25) and positively in Jesus is the only one 
who truly knows and reveals God (7:29; 8:19, 55; 
10:15; 17:25 cf. 1:18).

Right from the Prologue (1:1-18) we are 
introduced to the importance of the theme of 
knowing in John. The creation account of Gen-
esis is evoked while Jesus is described as the 
Word – the revelation of God himself so that we 
might know him. He is described metaphori-
cally with another key theme from the creation, 
Light, which also speaks of revelation and 

knowledge. The light shines in the darkness 
(the place of lack of knowledge and moral bro-
kenness) yet the darkness cannot understand/
overcome it (1:5). This Light came into the 
world that he made and yet these same crea-
tures did not know him (1:10), meaning they did 
not receive him (1:11). The Prologue climac-
tically concludes with an essential contrast 
between the great OT prophet and lawgiver 
Moses with the incarnate Word of God, Jesus 
(1:17). No one as ever seen God, we are told (not 
even Moses), but Jesus is the one who truly and 
fully makes God known (1:18). With this set-up 
to the book we can observe that John skillfully 
presents God’s saving work in Jesus throughout 
his Gospel as an unpacking of the truth that in 
Jesus God is making himself known. 

As we have seen in the story of Israel that 
precedes Jesus, the heart of God is to make 
himself known to all his creation, yet this is 
precisely our problem as sinful people – we 
rebel against this knowledge; we seek knowl-
edge, wisdom, and life apart from God; and we 
remain in ignorant lack of knowledge of God. 
John’s testimony to Jesus traffics in these same 
categories and describes us as blind people who 
walk in darkness. John’s analysis of humanity 
apart from Christ is negative – we do not see or 
know God and are living in darkness. But rather 
than justly condemning us for this lack of 
knowledge, the divine response meets our exact 
need – that God illumine us, give us eyes to see 
and ears to hear, that he give us knowledge of 
himself! For John, knowledge of God is attained 
through the Spirit’s work, which enables us to 
understand and believe the revelation of God’s 
saving truth in Jesus.

Knowing God According to Paul the Apostle

Along with the Gospel of John, another import-
ant landing spot to consider in the biblical story 
of knowing is the letters of Paul the Apostle. 
While there is no clear-cut “theology of knowl-
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edge” passage that we can turn to in the Pauline 
letters, he does regularly use and reflect on a 
large array of knowing-related terms including 
“knowledge,” “wisdom,” “mind,” “conscience,” 
“thought,” “mindset,” “thinking,” and “to make 
known.”122 We can make several observations 
on what Paul’s witness teaches us about know-
ing in the Bible and highlight some passages 
where this is particularly important.

One such important passage is 1 Corinthi-
ans 2:6-16. This is a rich and profound passage 
that communicates much about the nature of 
all human knowing and especially the Spirit’s 
role in our ability to know and understand 
God. In short we can describe this in terms of 
a two-way dynamic in which human knowing 
follows and corresponds to God’s revealing of 
himself. This dynamic can be helpfully pictured 
as God’s downward act of revealing himself, 
followed by the human upward act of knowing 
in response (or lack thereof ). The revealing 
that God does is the message of his existence, 
glory, love, and faithfulness and now ultimately, 
all of this revealed in his Son, the Lord Jesus 
Christ. However, this is called a hidden wis-
dom, a mystery (1 Cor 2:1, 7; cf. 4:1; Eph 1:9; 3:3, 
4, 9; 6:19; 1 Tim 3:9, 16). This speaks strongly 
for our need for God to reveal himself; else we 
cannot understand the mystery. This revelation 
occurs, Paul makes clear, only by the power of 
the Holy Spirit. Indeed, apart from the Spirit of 
God revealing of the mind of God to us, we not 
only fail to understand God’s revelation, we will 
even think it foolishness (1 Cor 2:11, 14). Thus, 
one of the most important things we can learn 
from Paul regarding the Bible and knowledge 
is the essential role of the Spirit in revealing 
God’s truth to us.

122 Much of the discussion here is influenced by the 
helpful essay by Mary Healy, “Knowledge of the 
Mystery: A Study of Pauline Epistemology,” in Healy 
and Parry, The Bible and Epistemology: 134-158.

This raises the question, however, about 
human knowing in general. That is, is this 
saying that a non-Christian (one without the 
Spirit) cannot understand anything at all in the 
world, such as medicine, agriculture, philoso-
phy, or geology? The answer is No; this is not 
what Paul is saying. He is not addressing all 
human knowledge here, but particularly under-
standing the things of God. Of course, countless 
humans throughout history have been able to 
know and understand the world in part and 
often with great precision in some area. Yet at 
the same time, this is speaking to this issue in 
a secondary way by positing that a Christian 
is in a unique place in the world to understand 
the inter-connectedness and ultimate meaning 
of all things by virtue of being connected to the 
Spirit of the God who created all things. But 1 
Corinthians 2:6-16 is not denying all human 
knowledge is impossible apart from revelation.

A follow-up question can be asked, howev-
er, concerning human understanding or knowl-
edge of the truths of Christ even for the non-be-
liever. And this is where it is important to hold 
in balance the teachings of 1 Cor 2 with another 
important discussion about knowledge in Paul, 
that found in Romans 1:18-32. This powerful 
passage dovetails much with the teaching of 
1 Cor 2 and also fills out our understanding 
of human knowledge. Specifically, Romans 
1:18-32 shows us that all humans do have some 
general knowledge that God exists and what 
he wants from his creatures – namely that he 
is all-powerful, glorious, and righteous (1:20). 
This is evident from creation itself and our own 
consciences (1:20; 2:14-15). Our problem is that 
we rebel in our sinfulness against this knowl-
edge of God. In our foolishness, just like Adam 
and Eve who ate of the tree of the knowledge of 
good and evil, we exchange the true knowledge 
of God and his ways for a foolish lie (1:25). As a 
result, God gives us over to our own foolishness 
and sinfulness, which results in greater blind-
ness and lack of knowledge of God (1:26, 28). 
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There are other places in Paul’s writings 
where knowledge comes up but these two pas-
sages are sufficient to give us a good sense of the 
main contour and key ideas. In sum, while God 
has given to humanity rational abilities and 
even some general divine knowledge, because 
of our creatureliness and especially our sinful 
rebellion, our noetic or knowledge capacity is 
skewed and limited. This is heightened and 
most acute in the area where our knowledge 
is most important and most morally effective, 
in our knowledge of God. Apart from the Holy 
Spirit’s work of revealing the mysterious truths 
of God to us, we cannot understand and know 
properly.

The Consummation of Knowing 
– The Return of the King

Our final landing place in our examination of 
the biblical story of knowing is the last book of 
the biblical canon, the Book of Revelation or 
John’s Apocalypse. This is an appropriate and 
helpful place to end our discussion for sever-
al reasons: in its canonical shape, this letter 
concludes the biblical witness; an “apocalypse” 
or “revelation” concerns the giving of divine 
knowledge; and the vision of this book inten-
tionally concludes the story of Genesis with 
which we began.

Throughout our survey, and especially in 
Paul’s writings, we have seen that one of the 
most important and fundamental things that 
we must understand about our knowledge is 
that as creatures we are dependent on God 
revealing himself to us. God alone is the creator 
and giver of light, both literally and figurative-
ly. God alone is the one who can enable us to 
understand his mysteries by the giving of the 
Spirit. It is good news, as we have seen, that 
God also desires to reveal himself to us. 

It is not insignificant or accidental, there-
fore, that the final book of the Bible is the re-
cord of a revelatory vision that gives us the true, 

yet mysterious knowledge about the present 
and future from God’s perspective. A revelation 
or apocalypse is God giving us knowledge of 
himself and his world. This is precisely what 
the Book of Revelation does.

Beyond this general understanding, when 
we go to Revelation with the question of what 
is says about knowledge we can observe several 
things. First, the main occurrences of the word 
“know” in Revelation are used in the sense of 
personal, intimate relationship. This is the 
meaning in its multiple appearances in the let-
ters to the seven churches in chapters 2-3 (Rev 
2:2, 3, 9, 13, 19; 3:1, 8, 15). Jesus is communicat-
ing to his people that he is intimately acquaint-
ed with and cares about their situations; he 
“knows” them. 

Moving beyond the word “know” it is 
striking how often forms of “see” appear in this 
book. This is because, as we have observed, this 
whole book is a vision. But it is also because of 
the wide overlap between “seeing” and “know-
ing” that occurs throughout the whole Bible.

And this leads to the final and most im-
portant observation: the end of the story of the 
Bible (which is really the new beginning) is 
intentionally and beautifully explained as the 
redemption and consummation of the begin-
ning of the story from Genesis. The vision at 
the end of Revelation is a picture of a New and 
Renewed Creation. And in this New Creation 
all that was lost is now restored. This includes 
the tree of life that was forbidden from human-
ity after eating of the tree of the knowledge of 
good and evil. And most importantly, it entails 
the personal presence and intimate knowledge 
of God himself! Every one of those redeemed by 
the Lamb will do what no human since Adam 
and Eve has ever done – see God’s own face 
(22:4). There is no greater image or metaphor 
to describe the fullness of knowledge that every 
human needs and longs for, even though it is 
both terrifying and beautiful – intimate, per-
sonal, relational knowing of our Creator.
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Lakeside Reflections – God and 
Knowing, Knowing God

We have seen enough on this day’s journey 
to recognize that the knowing is an essential 
part of the Bible’s story. We can now pause and 
reflect on how this thread in the Bible can be 
woven into our theology, specifically on the 
question of how knowing relates to God. To 
understand this super-sized idea of the rela-
tionship of God and knowing, it will be helpful 
to think of three key triads. To comprehend the 
idea of the relationship of God and knowing, we 
must put this into the context of three sets of 
three.

A . The Tri-Unity of God

The first of these triads is the most foundation-
al: It is the fact that Holy Scripture teaches us 
that the one God of the universe is mysteriously 
triune in nature. This is what Christian theol-
ogy has always called the Trinity. Our purpose 
here is not to offer a whole theology or explora-
tion of the mysteries and complexities of God 
as one in three and three in one. But rather, we 
can note that the inherently relational nature of 
God himself as three and one has great impact 
on our understanding of knowledge. God is 
a speaking God. God is not only satisfied and 
glorious in himself; he loves to reveal himself 
through and to his creation. And God’s speaking 
is a giving of knowledge: knowledge of who he 
is, knowledge of the world he has made, and 
knowledge of ourselves.

Traditionally, Christian theology has 
often spoken about God’s revealing of himself 
(revelation) – or giving to us knowledge of 
himself and the world – in the two categories of 
General and Special Revelation.123 While these 

123 Wayne Grudem, in his Systematic Theology, defines 
general revelation as “The knowledge of God’s 
existence, character, and moral law that comes 

can be helpful categories and they do speak to 
the reality that God witnesses to himself and 
reveals himself in varied and diverse ways 
(through both nature and Holy Scripture), they 
can create a false distinction between these 
ways of knowing and create more confusion 
than clarity.

Better is a three-fold understanding of 
how God’s triune nature relates to our know-
ing. The theologian John Frame provides great 
help for our understanding along these lines. 
Frame makes a strong biblical argument that 
the overall theme of the Bible is God’s Lordship. 
This Lordship is God’s sovereignty and control 
over all things in his creation, including our 
ability to know. While God is one, Holy Scrip-
ture reveals that in the economy of salvation 
– that is, the working out of his plan of salvation 
in the world – there is a functional division of 
labor. The three persons of the Trinity each 
perform different roles even while they are one 
in essence and being.

Speaking generally, we can observe that:
 › The Father is the supreme authority – He 

plans redemption

 › The Son is the executive power – He car-
ries out redemption

 › The Spirit is the divine presence – He 
applies redemption and dwells in and with 
God’s people

How does this Trinitarian functional triad in 
salvation relate to our knowing? In a very inter-
esting and important way: This triad enables 
us to understand the what and how of all our 
knowing. Specifically, we can see the different 
roles of the Triune God at work in the object 

through creation.” He defines special revelation as 
“God’s words addressed to specific people, including 
the words of the Bible. This is to be distinguished 
from general revelation, which is given to all people 
generally.”
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of what we know – God’s World – through his 
revelation in the Word, mediated to us by the 
presence and work of the Spirit. 

We can describe it in this way:124

 › World – God created and controls the 
world, which is the object of knowledge

 › Word – God speaks with authority in his 
Word about the world, thus providing a 
norm, an absolute standard for knowledge.

 › Spirit – As knowing subjects, we stand in 
God’s presence in his world, surround-
ed not only by revelation about God (e.g. 
Psalms 19 & 139) but by God himself (e.g. 
Acts 17:28). Additionally, we are told in 
Scripture that all illumining or coming to 
understand is through the work of the Spir-
it in us. It is the Spirit that gives wisdom 
and knowledge at the level of human skills 
and abilities125 and most importantly, in 
“opening our eyes” to understand who God 
is and what he has done through the Son.126

Our point is that there is an overlap and ana-
logue between the tri-unity of God himself as 
Father, Son, and Spirit, how this triune God 
works through authority, control, and pres-
ence, and how this relates to our knowing. God 
created and controls the object of knowing (the 
world), this knowledge has an ultimate author-
itative standard in God’s Word (which has its 
ultimate form in Jesus Christ himself who is 
called the Logos127), and we can only come to 

124 From Hughes, 47

125 The clearest example of this is how the craftsmen 
working on the Temple are described in Exod 35:30-
36:2.

126 See Lk 24:30-32, 44-49; John 8:12; 12:46; Acts 16:14; 
26:15-18; 2 Cor 4:1-6; 6:14; Eph 1:17-19b; 5:8; 1 Peter 
2:9-10.

127 John 1:1, 14. The point of calling Jesus the Word of 
God seems to be the NT understands Jesus to be final 

know through the Spirit’s revealing work as he 
resides in the world and in us.

We may press a bit further and connect 
these ideas into the traditional and import-
ant orthodox understanding of the sufficien-
cy, clarity, authority, and necessity of Holy 
Scripture.128 We can and do know many things 
through the God-given gift of our reason. Hu-
man reason and skill enable us to make great 
strides in all areas of knowledge – from ship 
building to cancer treatment to dam construc-
tion to veterinary medical techniques – but we 
understand that Holy Scripture holds a unique, 
normative role in all our knowledge because it 
is God’s speech inscripturated. And now, with 
the coming of the Final Word of God, the Logos 
Jesus, all our knowing, including all our under-
standing of what Scripture says, is mediated 
through Jesus Christ.129 Our knowledge of the 
world and God in Christ will always be imper-
fect and limited due to our human finitude and 
sinfulness, but we can listen to, learn from, and 
submit to God through seeking to understand 
his revelation through his Word.130

B . The Relational Tri-Unity of Humanity 

The second of our three triads that relate to 
God and knowing is the idea that humanity is 
also relationally triune and that this is inti-
mately related with knowing. What we mean is 

and decisive message about God, thus he alone is 
worthy of this ultimate title which speaks of coming 
from God’s very mouth/breath.

128 Sufficiency – 2nd Tim. 3:15, Dt. 4:2, Prov. 30:5-6, Rev. 
22:18-19 ; Clarity – Dt. 6:6-7, Ps. 1:2, 19:7, Ps. 119:130, 
Mt. 12:3-5; Authority – 2nd Peter 1:21, Matt. 19:5, 2nd 
Peter 3:16, 1st Timothy 5:18; Necessity – Matt. 4:4, Dt. 
8:3, 32:47, Rm 10:13-17. (From Gurdem’s Systematic 
Theology, chapters 4 -7

129 ADD several Scripture references including Colossian 
1:15-20.

130 Hughes, 40.
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this: Scripture and experience shows us that a 
healthy, flourishing human is one who relates 
rightly in a three-fold way: to God, self, and oth-
ers. There may be some degree of flourishing 
that occurs apart from this three-fold reality, 
but full flourishing can only occur when one is 
related properly to their creator, has a proper 
self understanding and self-awareness, and also 
lives in healthy communal relationships. This 
triad is essential for functioning and flourish-
ing as God has made us. 

When we press into what this triad looks 
like, we quickly realize we are talking about 
knowledge. To be in relationship with God, self, 
and others in a healthy way absolutely requires 
a knowledge of God, a knowledge of self, in the 
knowledge of others. There is no relationship 
apart from this kind of knowing. One simply 
cannot love something or someone without 
knowing something about that thing or person. 

Further, love and knowledge spawn more 
of each other mutually. There is a deep connec-
tion between loving something and knowing it. 
That is, whatever we love we naturally desire 
and seek more knowledge about, whether 
it be horses, Pokémon, automatic weapons, 
philosophy, football, economics, fine wines, 
history, or the Swiss Alps. And God. No one has 
to tell someone to learn more about the things 
they love. It is natural. Indeed it is a beautiful, 
self-expanding reality that as we know more, 
we love more, and as we love more, we seek to 
know more.

Our point is that once again, knowing is 
essential to the life (now and eternally) that we 
long to have. We will flourish to the degree that 
we press toward greater knowledge – knowl-
edge of God, self, and others. 

C . The Tri-Unity of Knowledge Itself 

Our third and final triad that relates to God 
and knowing is the recognition that knowl-
edge itself is threefold or triune. It is worth 

here introducing an important $64,000 word, 
the word “epistemology.” Epistemology in its 
basic sense means the study of how we know. 
Traditionally, in philosophy, epistemology asks 
questions such as “What do we mean when 
we speak about knowledge?” “ What counts as 
knowledge?” “What do we know, and what can 
we know?”131 In many ways this is what our 
whole discussion so far has been about and will 
continue to be. 

But as people who believe in God’s reve-
lation to us through Holy Scripture, we don’t 
need so much a theory of knowledge as we 
need a theology of knowledge. We are seeking 
to understand from a theological and biblical 
perspective what knowledge is and how we 
obtain it, particularly how it necessarily relates 
to God.

Our specific point here in our third triad is 
that knowledge itself is threefold: it is creation-
al, relational, and experiential. 

What we mean is this: Our knowledge is 
creational in the sense that is based on the cre-
ator, is understood through creation, and comes 
to us as creatures ourselves in God’s image. 
Our knowledge is relational, meaning that we 
only know things through others, including the 
foundational reality of language which itself is 
learned through others and enables us to know 
as we articulate our own thoughts. Our knowl-
edge being experiential means that it is not just 
a function of cognition or a brain in a vat but 
comes to us through experiences as embodied 
knowers, as people living in real space and time 
which all effect our knowing (what philoso-
phers call our “situated-ness”). 

The creational aspect of knowing overlaps 
very much with our preceding discussion of the 
triune nature of God. We know because God is 
the one who created all that is knowable and 

131 James Anderson, “Presuppositionalism and Frame’s 
Epistemology,” 432.
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he guides and illumines any knowing we might 
have. God is the author of knowing because he 
reveals himself to our minds and through our 
minds to our hearts. We can only understand 
or have knowledge about creation because God 
has created us with capacities of reason and 
analysis so that we can make sense of his cre-
ation (the world) around us, including our own 
souls. Yet, our sinful nature that results from 
the Fall has affected not only our bodies (so 
that we eventually die) but also our minds. We 
call this the noetic effect of sin; sin affects our 
thinking by affecting our wills and reason. We 
do have the capacity to know and understand 
things with our minds, but our sinful wills often 
distort and confuse our knowing, especially our 
ability to know (and thereby, love) God (Ro-
mans 1:18-32).132 This relates intimately to our 
first triad above in that God is the creator of the 
world and has put his image in us (including the 
ability to know and understand), has situated 
us in his creation, and desires that through our 
seeing and understanding his creation we will 
glimpse in part what it is to know him.133

At the same time, God has created his 
world in such a way that our knowledge (of 
himself and any created thing) comes to us 
through relations with other creatures such 
as ourselves. By virtue of his infinite nature 
God alone is omniperspectival – that is, he 
along knows all things at all times as well as all 
possible things; he alone has all perspectives 

132 See also the important connection between our 
morality, will, and knowledge in Jesus’ statement to 
his opponents that if anyone’s will is to do God’s will 
then he will know whether Jesus’ teaching is from 
God or whether his is only speaking from his own 
human authority (John 7:17).

133 For example, Psalm 19 declares that all of creation is 
proclaiming the glory of God and his handiwork. Day 
and night the creation itself is pouring forth speech 
about God. Our perversion of this into a denial and 
suppression of the knowledge of God is precisely what 
Paul is speaking of in Romans 1:18-32.

on all things and he possesses this simultane-
ously. Very importantly, a fundamental way in 
which we are unlike God is in our finitude, our 
inherent limits simply by the nature of being 
finite, and this includes our knowledge and per-
spectives, which are inevitably limited in time 
and capacity. Thus, to obtain knowledge beyond 
ourselves our perspective needs to be modified 
by another’s perspective (and ideally, many per-
spectives). All our knowledge is inevitably lim-
ited but these limits can be decreased through 
the perspectives of other embodied, created 
knowers. There is a famous old parable of three 
blind men who encounter an elephant. None of 
them knows it is an elephant but proceeds to 
describe the mysterious creature in different 
ways because of their limited sensory experi-
ences – one interprets the creature as like a tree 
due to the trunk, another like a rope because of 
the tail, another like a pillar because of the leg. 
Many have used this parable to argue that there 
is no objective truth or that truth is completely 
relative to one’s perspective. But quite the op-
posite, this parable can help us see that “reality 
is so rich that we had better talk together if we 
are to stand a chance of figuring it out.” Each 
of us situated at a different place with different 
vantage points and other knowers contribute 
unique insights. As we learn from others, we 
will gain a fuller picture.134

So, putting the creational and relational 
ideas together, we can understand that we need 
“two things to arrive at knowledge – a divine 
Word that reveals a normative perspective on 
God, the world, and ourselves, and the ability 
to learn from other people—to understand 
and benefit from their perspectives.” God 
speaks and reveals himself and this informs 
and reforms our creaturely perspectives. And 
at the same time, the perspectives of other 

134 Meek, Longing to Know, 138.
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people have a “semi-normative epistemic role.” 
That is, they also inform and reform our own 
perspectives; they help expand our inherent 
perspectival limits, and therefore in a very real 
sense we can only gain access to more truth 
and knowledge by learning relationally from 
others.135

Finally, all knowledge is not only creational 
and relational but also experiential. Particu-
larly, the idea here is that we come to recognize 
that almost all knowledge – if not all knowledge 
– is known through metaphors and analogies of 
our experience. This is again a function of our 
creatureliness and limited perspective. But it is 
also a function of the way our God has created 
the world. Because God is One and his creation 
is the physical, material, emanating manifesta-
tion of the triune godhead, there is necessarily 
a unity, beauty, symmetry, and inter-relation-
ship of all things in creation. The world is not 
random, but is interconnected in every way. 
Whether it be at the cellular level of the inter-
relationships of the mitochondria and endo-
plasmic reticulum or the way the moon-driven 
waves of the ocean can be compared the ebb 
and flow of experiences of the human soul – all 
things can be seen as analogous and inter-relat-
ed because they all come from the one God and 
creator. Everything in creation relates figurally 
to the rest of God’s unified creation. 

One of the many effects of this insight is 
that we must realize that our knowledge is 
really making sense of the patterns of God’s 
creation at every level. Indeed, we might say 
that to be human entails deeply the struggle 
and longing to make sense of the patterns of 
coherence of the world. The philosopher Esther 
Meek discusses “the struggle that makes us hu-
man” as the irresistible longing to know.136 We 

135 John Hughes essay on Frame, 39.

136 See especially chapter 9 of Longing to Know.

constantly fight to make sense of the world be-
fore us. Many studies have shown, for example, 
that even at the level of basic language inter-
pretation, the mind will make sense of patterns 
and interpret them according to what makes 
most sense. So, when reading the words, “Mike 
wnt to the store and gt thr3 loavs of brd” most 
English readers will interpret this correctly as 
“Mike went to the store and got three loaves 
of bread,” almost effortlessly making sense of 
what on paper is technically non-sense En-
glish. Knowing is coming to understand – albeit 
imperfectly and incompletely – the coherent 
pattern(s) of the world. Knowing is using our 
experiences along with the normative revela-
tion of Holy Scripture to grow in unlocking the 
meaning of God and his creation. Knowledge 
is not a direct correspondence to reality like a 
photograph might be to its subject, but is like 
how a key relates to a door – it opens up us to 
understand more of God and his world in pat-
terns of coherence.137

Related is the insight that comes from the 
study of cognitive theory. Cognitive theory 
understands that the way the brain works is 
through connecting previous knowledge with 
new information, again, making coherent 
patterns. We might think of our minds like a 
net. As new information comes towards us (of 
all sorts), what we find meaningful and what 
makes sense is determined by how it can be 
related and made sense of by what we already 
know, by whether it is catchable in our existing 
cognitive net. This again helps us see that all 
of our knowledge is significantly experiential. 
That is, what we can know and make sense of 
is related deeply to our experiences. This is no 
way negates the normative role of Holy Scrip-
ture nor the work of the Holy Spirit, but it does 
round out our understanding of what it means 

137 Meek, Longing to Know, 141.
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to know and how we need each other in this.

Setting up Camp for the Night – The 
Problem of Knowing Today

It is now time wrap up this first part of our jour-
ney through the land of knowing. This has been 
an important prolegomenon preparation for 
the next stage of wrestling with hermeneutics, 
or how to read Scripture wisely so that we can 
grow in our knowledge. But as we wrap up and 
set up camp for the night, it will be helpful to 
orient us to the dark side of the issues we have 
been discussing – what happens when knowing 
is not understood theologically and biblically. 
This is in fact the situation western civilization 
finds itself in, including the modern church. We 
will explore how this has come about and its 
effects. 

A . The Historical Move from Sapientia 
to Scientia and the Loss of Wisdom

Our survey of the Bible’s story of knowing, 
followed by our introductory discussion of 
epistemology and theology, brings us up to 
our current time and it reveals that there is a 
significant difference between what the Bible 
understands knowledge to be and what many 
people today think about what it means to 
know. This creates a significant problem as we 
seek to grow in knowledge of God ourselves and 
to help others do the same. 

This is not just a “knowledge” problem in 
the sense of lamenting that so few people in our 
society are “biblically literate,” that is, that so 
few people know about the Bible. This is not the 
fundamental problem, as true as this may be. 
No, rather, we are talking about a deeper prob-
lem of a misunderstanding of what it means to 
know – to know anything about the world or 
about God himself. 

In short, the problem we face today in the 
21st century is that we have come to have a very 

reduced understanding of what knowledge is. 
Knowledge has come to be reduced to knowing 
in a factual, rationalistic, scientific way, rather 
than what knowledge truly is, the pathway to 
something greater and fuller, wisdom. This 
reduction is problematic in countless ways, 
including that now knowledge as something 
to pursue and acquire has become completely 
divorced from God himself (who is the author, 
arbiter, and object of all knowledge), Holy 
Scripture, and theology. It will be worth our 
while to explore briefly how this fundamental, 
epistemic change came about and then note 
what some of the implications of this are for the 
foundation of the entire North Star vision and 
project.

It is well-recognized that we live in the age 
of the “the knowledge revolution” that has been 
going on for at least the last 250 years of what is 
often called the Enlightenment. This is the age 
of Reason, where emphasis has been put on the 
essential value of and ability for humans to use 
autonomous, objective reason to make sense 
of the world. The Enlightenment spawned 
what we now call the age of Modernity. By all 
accounts modernity was “the attempt to sub-
jugate the natural world with all its mysterious 
and threatening aspects to the control of the 
consciousness that – it was supposed – defines 
humanity.”138 The project of modernity was one 
of mastery of all things in the world, including 
understanding of humanity itself, via human 
reason. Indeed, anything that was not accessi-
ble, discernible, and manageable by human rea-
son became by definition outside the purview of 
true knowledge. This includes, then, faith and 
knowledge of God.

In this context of autonomous, scientific 
human reason or knowledge, there is little to no 

138 Paul Fiddes, Seeing the World and Knowing God: 
Hebrew Wisdom and Christian Doctrine in a Late-
Modern Context (OUP, 2013), 3.
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room for wisdom. But as the project of moder-
nity and the Enlightenment has burned itself 
out to ashes, a panoply of forms of “post-mod-
ernism” have arisen in response.139 Many of the 
critiques of modernity by postmodern thinkers 
are very important and accurately point out 
significant missteps that have occurred in 
thinking and society as a result.140 One of the 
most helpful aspects of this critique is recog-
nizing that we have made knowledge the goal 
and have thereby pushed out the ancient and 
deeper idea of wisdom. So for many who see 
this danger of the over-exaltation of knowledge 
there is a reclaiming of the notion of wisdom. 
In this context wisdom is used to denote “a way 
of living in the world which aims to transcend 
the self as a merely thinking subject.” Wisdom 
recognizes an important place for knowledge 
in collecting information about the world and 
for reason as careful reflection and analysis 
of the world, but it recognizes that wisdom is 
always exceeding this.141 Rather, it is a fuller 
understanding of the human experience that 
recognizes that something much more than our 
reason and minds are involved in our knowing. 
Rather, we are embodied knowers and we are 
connected to the world around us intimately 
and we participate in it as knowers. “We recog-
nize that in our bodies we are deeply immersed 
into our physical surroundings. We recognize 
that we are connected with other living beings 
in a world community in which all things influ-
ence each other. Perhaps above all we recognize 
that we participate in lives beyond our own, 

139 There was an earlier response to Enlightenment 
Rationalism that occurred in the 19th century that 
was called Romanticism.

140 One helpful place to see Christians dialoguing about 
this issue is in Myron Penner, ed., Christianity and the 
Postmodern Turn.

141 Fiddes, 4.

especially through sympathy and empathy.”142 
It is this wisdom that enables us to truly know 
(and love) others and finally, God.

Theologians and philosophers who have 
reflected on this in recent decades have often 
made the distinction between knowledge as 
scientia versus knowledge as sapientia. These 
two Latin terms help carve out a clear differ-
ence in the approaches to knowing that we 
have been discussing. Scientia (which is where 
our word “science” eventually comes from) is 
how knowledge comes to be understood and 
constrained in the Enlightenment or Modern 
period. While there is immeasurable good that 
comes from the developments in the Modern 
period – including great progress in medicine, 
technology, transportation, human rights, 
overcoming of many superstitions, etc. – the 
limiting of knowledge to this realm of human 
experience and insight has a very dark side, 
especially the divorcing of faith and deeper 
human experience from the realm of knowledge 
and what is valuable. The older, deeper, and 
now increasingly recovered notion of sapiential 
knowledge is crucial to round out our under-
standing and make sense of complex lives and 
human experience. Sapientia speaks of wis-
dom, both in theoretical understanding and in 
practice.

When we go back into Christian theology 
and understanding before the Modern period 
we see very clearly that the worldview of Chris-
tians was fundamentally sapiential – and this 
spans across millennia, geographical space, and 
Eastern Orthodox-Roman Catholic-Protestant 
divides. Theology and Christian experience 
was understood as being focused on growing in 
wisdom. 

This sapiential theology certainly in-
cludes using our mental faculties (reason) and 

142 Fiddes, 4.
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includes having correct information about 
God, but it emphasizes personal attachment to 
and transformation by this kind of knowledge. 
Wisdom is an “engaged knowledge that emo-
tionally connects the knower to the known.”143 
By contrast, the scientia approach squeezed 
out revelation and wisdom and instead focused 
on “correctness” as the goal, and knowledge 
as a function of our mental processes alone. 
Indeed, faith, personal experience, and emotion 
become suspect as enemies and hindrances to 
true knowledge. By contrast, a sapiential the-
ology or sapiential understanding of the world 
emphasizes “a bond of common purpose, even 
care and concern, between the knower and the 
known that is foreign to ratiocination, which 
looks instead for agreement and disagreement 
among propositions.”144

The theologian Ellen Charry provides a 
helpful analogy between theology and medicine 
to help us see that the modernistic, rationalis-
tic notion of knowledge (epistemology) is not 
only untenable, it is also not truly practiced 
according to its own standards. In our soci-
ety today there are few fields, if any, that are 
more respected or valued as trustworthy than 
medicine. Medical doctors are in many ways 
at the top of modern, western society, holding 
the place in people’s minds that was once held 
by pastors and theologians.145 Most people 
would see the practice of medicine as one of the 
trustworthiest aspects of human knowledge, as 
the application of true science. And certainly, 
progress in medicine is one of the greatest con-
tributions of modernity, as we have mentioned 
above.

143 Ellen Charry, By the Renewing of Your Minds, 4.

144 Charry, BTRM, 8.

145 Indeed, this amazing shift can be seen as largely a 
function of the epistemic change that Modernism has 
brought about.

Yet, when one thinks closely about what 
is actually happening at the epistemic level 
in the practice of medicine it turns out that 
medicine is very unscientific in modern terms 
and in fact, practices the kind of sapiential or 
wisdom approach that theology formerly did 
and should for us as well. Specifically, we can 
observe that knowing in both theological and 
medical practice involve the same three ele-
ments working in harmony, only one of which 
is actually a modern “hard science” in terms 
of knowledge – experimental knowledge that 
is open to revision; inferential knowledge that 
is based on accumulated cases; employment of 
clinical judgment.146

In both theology and medicine, there is 
certainly a crucial place for knowledge, un-
derstood as what corresponds to reality, what 
is true in how the body (and soul) work. But 
even this knowledge is based largely on ex-
perimentation and is constantly revised as 
more experimentation (and theories behind 
these experiments) is performed over time and 
different places. Based on this experimental 
knowledge flows the art of interpretation that 
is based on skilled judgment that comes from 
years of cumulative experience. This is why 
we instinctively trust a doctor who has been 
practicing for two decades over a fresh medical 
school graduate, or a specialist surgeon who 
has performed 45 esophagectomies over the 
one who has performed this same operation 
twice. In these cases this is not because of the 
difference in knowledge of the procedure in a 
modern, accuracy way but because of the intan-
gible kind of knowledge, really wisdom, which 
only comes from experience. Indeed, in many 
cases the fresh med school grad may have more 
up to date and fuller “textbook” knowledge 
of some aspect of medicine than the 25-year 

146 Charry, BTRM, 11
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veteran, but the crucial difference is precisely 
the sapiential knowledge of the latter. Addition-
ally, we may draw out the analogy in one more 
way in noting that even as a patient must trust 
and obey the wise doctor’s advice to experience 
healing or curing, so too, our growth spiritually, 
our soul-curing and transformation can only 
occur with belief, trust, and participation in the 
process.

To sum up, our goal in this discussion is not 
to simply be critical or negative on Modernism 
or any particular people who might be iden-
tified with this turn in epistemology. Rather, 
on the positive and constructive side we are 
asserting that we are now in a time and place 
where we can recover much of what was lost 
in the modern turn and recapture knowledge 
– including the focus of our lives, knowledge 
of God – as a function not just of our rational 
faculties, but as matter of engaged, experiential, 
affectional, and practical wisdom.

Theology and knowing and seeing God in-
cludes propositions and doctrines and creedal 
statements. Without these, theology and our 
knowledge of God lacks boundaries and shape. 
But knowing God is so much more than know-
ing about him or even simply trying to apply 
this cognitive knowledge about God through 
“tips for living” sermons. Rather, to know is 
a Spiritual matter – experiencing God in our 
whole persons through the work of the Holy 
Spirit. The Puritan theologian John Owen said 
it well:

That Jesus Christ was crucified, is 
a proposition that any natural [i .e . 
unregenerate] man may understand 
and assent to, and be said to receive: 
and all the doctrines of the gospel 
may be taught in propositions and 
discourses, the sense and meaning of 
which a natural man may understand; 
but it is denied that he can receive the 
things themselves . For there is a wide 

difference between the mind’s receiving 
doctrines notionally, and receiving 
the things taught in them really .147

B . Modern Knowledge and the Loss of Love(r)s

Along with the historical move from knowledge 
as sapientia to the reductionist scientia, in the 
modern period there has been a corresponding 
loss of the role of love or affections in our know-
ing. This is a big topic with a lot of background 
and many implications, much more than can be 
addressed here.148 It is tied closely to the history 
of epistemology we have touched on briefly. In 
short, the point is that our knowing cannot be 
reduced to merely a function of our cognition or 
brains. This is based on a faulty and unbiblical 
anthropology, or understanding of the nature of 
humanity. Instead, both Scripture and expe-
rience reveal that we are lovers before we are 
knowers; we desire before we understand. Bib-
lical and theological anthropology teaches that 
the center of our human identity is not in our 
minds, but lower down, in our kardia, our gut 
or heart. We don’t inhabit the world first and 
foremost as thinkers, but as affective, embodied 
creatures “who make our way in the world more 
by feeling our way around it.”149 This means, 
among other things, that when we think about 
knowing we must always remember that know-
ing is much more than object analysis of facts. 
Knowing is, as we have discussed, relational 
and personal. It is affected profoundly by our 
loves and affections, which are themselves 
formed by habits and liturgies. The dark side 
of knowing in the modern period is the loss 
of recognition that our knowing is intimately 
connecting to our loving.

147 Quoted in Godawa, 13. (Also in JKA Smith)

148 See JKA Smith, Desiring the Kingdom and Imagining 
the Kingdom, from which the following ideas come.

149 Smith, Desiring the Kingdom, 47.
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C . This Narrowed Modern “Knowing” 
has identifiable problems:

Speaking even more practically, and driving 
closer to the vision of the North Star project, we 
may identify several specific problems that this 
limited or reduced understanding of knowing 
has produced in the church and many Chris-
tians’ experience:

1. No purpose, goal, or vision
2. No center
3. No rooting in a base
4. No inhabiting a space
5. No particularity of a person

These are, we trust, self-explanatory in many 
ways. The point is that when knowledge is 
reduced to an individual, autonomous, cere-
bral, accuracy-seeking, supposedly objective 
activity, this has significant implications that 
in turn reduce human experience and un-
derstanding. Specifically, when knowledge is 
understood in this modernistic way there is no 
clear purpose to this knowledge except for the 
gaining of more knowledge; a telos or end-goal 
of wise living is lost. Related, with the explosion 
of knowledge in the modern period – and the 
loss of a telos – there is no clear center or base 
to our human knowing. And a further knock-on 
effect is that this rationalism-focused knowing 
either ignores and often even fights against the 
reality that we as knowers are people first – we 
know only in the particularities of our own bod-
ies, spatial location, and experiences (see our 
discussion above in the triads). These problems 
and issues will be addressed as we progress 
through the North Star vision.

D . Applying these Problems to 
Theology or the Knowledge of God

Drilling down even further we can see that 
these same modernistic problems work their 
way out in the Church’s understanding and life 

in several typical ways:

1. False dichotomies
2. Fragmentation of all knowledge
3. Removal of theological education from the 
church

This rationalistic approach to knowing that we 
have described and which has unfortunately 
been unknowingly adopted by many Christians 
and church leaders works it way out in the 
creation of many false dichotomies that are 
regularly perpetuated in the name of biblical 
fidelity. For example, many Christians seek to 
split apart the sacred realm (faith, theology, 
morality) from the secular (everything else in 
the world). This may appear to be pursuing God 
and holiness – and of course, there is a sense in 
which we must be “holy” in a sense of separate 
from the practices and beliefs of the world – but 
in reality it is often a function of misunder-
standing of the lordship and sovereignty of God 
over all things, precisely what was lost in the 
epistemic turn of modernism by the redefini-
tion of knowledge apart from God! Related is 
the dichotomy that Christians unknowingly 
perpetuate between the soul and body. In 
adopting the modern notion of knowledge as 
objective and rational we have rent asunder 
what God has joined together – the fact that 
we are embodied knowers and this is not only 
unavoidable, as a function of God’s creation it 
is good.

Closely related to all of this is the simple 
observation that we have been making that 
there is a fragmentation of knowledge that has 
occurred in all of society – which is largely a 
function of the great explosion of knowledge 
and the need for specialization – and that as 
this applies to the Church it has a very detri-
mental effect. Specifically, we have created a 
fragmentation between theologians and pas-
tors, between the church and the academy, be-
tween the seminary and the local congregation. 
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This is damaging to all involved on both sides 
of these false dichotomies. The loss of integra-
tion of the Church with its theologians hurts 
both parties. Our point is that this need not be 
the case. This is not to say we should abolish 
all differences or that we need to eliminate 
seminaries or research theologians and profes-
sors. Quite the opposite! We need the division 
of labor that makes the body function well (1 
Corinthians 13). But we must reject the notion 
that knowledge itself is split into knowledge 
about things (the purview of the theological ex-
perts) and practical knowledge (the expertise of 
pastors). Rather, both groups must re-embrace 
the notion the common goal for all is sapiential 
knowledge – deeply rooted, deeply thoughtful 
wisdom-seeking knowledge.

Summary

To bring this together under one notion we can 
sum it up by saying that rather than thinking 
about knowing in terms of mastery we need 
to recapture the Christian idea of mystery. Or 
to say it yet another way, rather than thinking 
about knowledge as understanding we need to 
regain a theological understanding of knowl-
edge as standing under.150 With both of these 
ideas we see that there is something crucially 
different in our approach to knowledge in gen-
eral and knowledge about God. It is a different 
posture toward the world that God has made 
and God himself. We humbly acknowledge our 
limited perspective, recognizing that there is 
significant, impenetrable mystery in our under-
standing of God and his ways and that our prop-
er response is one of being patient sojourners 
on the journey toward God-centered wisdom. 

The juxtaposition of Romans chapters 11 
and 12 provides a beautiful little picture of this 

150 Pennington, Jonathan T. Reading the Gospels Wisely, 
chapter 12.

dual reality. In Romans 11 Paul explores one of 
the single-greatest difficulties in the realm of 
theology – the Bible’s teaching about God’s sov-
ereignty in saving some people and not others, 
and specifically what this looks like in God’s 
dealings with his covenant people, the nation of 
Israel, and individual souls. After pressing in to 
these truths as far as he can (Rom 11:1-24) Paul 
realizes that he has reached the limits of human 
knowing on such complex and profound issues 
– there is an unfathomable mystery (Rom 
11:25-32) and he can only respond with doxol-
ogy: “Oh, the depth of the riches and wisdom 
and knowledge of God! How unsearchable are 
his judgments and how inscrutable his ways!” 
No one has known the mind of the Lord. All 
that we can do is to proclaim “For from him and 
through him and to him are all things. To him 
be the glory forever, amen!” (Rom 11:33-36)151 
As embodied, perspectivally limited knowers 
this is our humble situation – awe before the 
mystery and wonder of God. 

And at the same time, Romans 11 is 
followed by the powerful image-exhortation 
of Romans 12:1-2. The sacrificial system that 
God established as part of his covenant with 
Israel is now transmuted in the new covenantal 
understanding into being what we Christians 
do by being transformed in our thinking, our 
knowing, with its practical outworking. The 
worshipping sacrifice that God calls us to is not 
the bringing of heifers and doves to the Temple 
– because Christ has perfected and completed 
this sin-sacrificing system (Heb 10:10, 12) – but 
rather the offering of our very selves – embod-
ied and situated where we are in time and place 
– by the transformation of our knowledge about 
who God is and what the way of being he is 

151 We see the same kind of mystery-doxology response 
in the powerful theological narrative poem that is 
the Book of Job. After getting graciously schooled by 
God’s revelation of himself Job likewise responds 
with close-mouthed awe. See Job 42:1-6.
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calling us to in the world. This is the answer to 
the fundamental problem of sin from Romans 
1 – the exchange of the knowledge and glory of 
God for that of created things. Thus, while the 
bedrock and apex of our knowledge provides a 
comprehensive framework of mystery – which 
is a limit to our knowledge – the daily outwork-
ing of our Christian lives can be understood 
very much as a growing in knowledge of God in 
this deeply practical and sapiential way.

Re-Examining our Prolegome-map

This long day’s journey is the first of two stages 
to our exploration of prolegomenon. Our map 
shows that we have traversed – hopefully with 
minimal blisters and sprains – the biblical and 
theological understanding of knowing. Now we 
can move into the second phase, a discussion of 
how to read, particularly how to read Scripture 
in light of the triune reality of God and know-
ing. To this issue can now turn.

Prolegomenon Part II: A Triune 
Theological Hermeneutic

The Second Page of the Prolegome-map

In the preceding part of our journey we ex-
plored the foundational territory of knowing, 
specifically theological knowing. Our second 
part continues the orienting-prolegomenon 
goal by asking another big question – How do 
we best read and interpret Scripture. The two-
fold conviction that guides this prolegome-map 
is that in a dialectical and mysterious way, 
knowledge of God is necessary to understand 
the Bible and knowledge of the Bible is neces-
sary to understand God. This second part of our 
prolegomenon explores this two-fold convic-
tion from the vantage point of the approach and 
methods we use for reading Holy Scripture. The 
argument here is that wise reading, by virtue of 
God and human nature, is necessarily triune.

The Starting Point – Tri-unity

All of our theology, ecclesiology, missions, and 
exegesis must begin with the Triune God. What 
makes Christianity Christianity in comparison 
with Judaism, Islam, Atheism, or any other 
religious or non-religious “ism’s” is its theo-
logical tri-unity. The Creator God of Israel has 
revealed himself ultimately as One in Three 
and Three in One, the one true God identifiable 

in three distinct persons as Father, Son, and 
Spirit. Any version of theology, missions, or 
interpretation that is not robustly Trinitarian 
is sub-Christian.

This is not only a confessional theological 
reality,reality; it is also an essential hermeneu-
tical reality. Hermeneutics deals with the “how 
to” of interpretation – or maybe better, what is 
going on when we interpret a text.152 Whether 
we have ever thought about hermeneutics or 
not, we all have a hermeneutical approach to 
reading Scripture. For some this is systematic, 
coherent, and thought through; for others it is 
not at all. For most of us, it is probably a little 
bit of both. But we all have a hermeneutical 
approach to Scripture, whether we realize it or 
not. 

For a Christian this hermeneutical how 
and what of interpretation must be Trinitarian. 
The confessional, orthodox understanding of 
God as triune must affect our hermeneutic or 

152 While it is true that we are constantly involved in 
interpreting everything around us, not just written 
texts, and thus we could speak of a hermeneutic for 
art, music, experiences, etc., we typically reserve the 
word “hermeneutics” to refer to the how or what of 
interpreting verbal communication.



297

way of reading Scripture else it is less than a 
Christian way of reading. To say it most simply, 
practically, and pointedly – if our interpretation 
of Scripture looks no different than a Jewish, 
Muslim, or atheistic way of reading then we are 
not reading Holy Scripture as Christians and 
Christianly.

Instead of teaching the full counsel of 
God (incarnation, ministry of healing 
and teaching, crucifixion, resurrection, 
ascension, and second coming, etc .), 
anemic evangelicalism simply shouts 
its one point of emphasis louder and 
louder (the cross! the cross! the cross! 
But in isolation from the total matrix 
[theological vision] of Christian truth, 
the cross doesn’t make the right kind of 
sense . A message about nothing but the 
cross is not emphatic . It is reductionist . 
The rest of the matrix matters…when 
emphatic evangelicalism degenerates 
into reductionist evangelicalism; it 
is always because it has lost touch 
with the all-encompassing truth of 
Trinitarian theology . What is needed 
is not a change of emphasis but a 
restoration of the background, of the 
big picture from which the emphasized 
elements have been selected .153

The Big Question –How to 
Read Holy Scripture

So this Christian triune reality makes the 
question of how to read Scripture relevant, 
practical, and even urgent. The issue of our 
hermeneutical method and posture is not just 

153 Sanders, Fred. The Deep Things of God: How the 
Trinity Changes Everything. Wheaton: Crossway, 
2010. P. 16, 19

the play-stuff of the theologian, biblical scholar, 
philosopher or literary critic; it is foundational 
for all Christian readers and especially Chris-
tian leaders of every sort (teachers, pastors, 
professors, missionaries, etc.). It is appropri-
ate and even necessary, then, that the point of 
entry for the North Star project is a thoughtful 
reflection on the what and how of reading Holy 
Scripture. 

We can classify the approach taken here 
most simply as a Triune Theological Her-
meneutic (TTH). The use of “triune” here is 
happily polyvalent. In the first instance it refers 
to the essential genetic code that must be in our 
hermeneutic, based on God’s triune nature. 

But “triune” is also being intentionally used 
here to point to another reality. Namely, that 
our hermeneutic or approach to reading Holy 
Scripture well, wisely, and theologically-tri-
unely itself functions in a three-fold way. This 
necessary three-fold approach can be described 
with three concepts: Informational, Theolog-
ical, and Transformational. Each of these adjec-
tival ideas is rich, large, and nuanced and will 
need to be unpacked as we seek to understand a 
robustly triune theological hermeneutic.

It is important to state clearly that this is 
an essentially triune enterprise such that if any 
of these three pillars or concepts is missing or if 
they are not held in proper balance and rela-
tionship then we will misstep in our reading 
and appropriation of Scripture.

We should also note here at the beginning 
that there is in fact a goal or over-arching real-
ity that encircles and encompasses these three 
concepts. Namely, the goal and purpose of this 
triune theological hermeneutic is the doxologi-
cal, Christological, missional, contextualization 
of the gospel message. It is doxological because 
it is centered on the goal of glory of God. It is 
Christological because God has spoken finally 
and ultimately in the Son. It is missional and 
contextual in that all of this happens through 
the ongoing work of the Spirit in local contexts 
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and manifestations. To this we will return at 
the end.

Informational, Theological, and 
Transformational – A Brief Overview

Even as the legend or key to a map orients one 
to what one is seeing, so too it will be helpful to 
lay out briefly in overview form what the basic 
idea is of each of these aspects of our three-fold 
reading approach.

The Informational aspect refers to the fact 
that Holy Scripture contains content outside of 
ourselves that informs our minds and under-
standing. Scripture is more than informational 
content, certainly, but it is not less than this. 
God speaks to us in many ways and we know 
things in many ways – experientially, emotion-
ally, relationally – but one primary and essen-
tial way that we know things is cognitively or 
through our minds. And our cognitive faculties 
work on content or information.

To read Scripture rightly, then, we must 
focus on its content – the information it is 
giving us that is outside of us and not gener-
ated from within us. This focus on its content 
entails a wide range of other knowledge and the 
development of some important skills. There 
are many tools that can and should be in our 
informational interpretation tool boxtoolbox. 
These include understanding the historical 
and cultural background of Scripture, knowing 
something about language and how it works, 
literary interpretation skills, and recognizing 
different genres within Scripture.

The Theological element of good reading 
encompasses several ideas. In the first instance 
it means that our interpretation must truly be 
concerned with God from beginning to end. 
This does not mean everything we say about a 
text has to have God in every sentence, but it is 
to recognize that a Christian reading of Scrip-
ture – Old and New Testaments – understands 
that Holy Scripture is indeed God speaking, not 

merely human authors and that the most im-
portant content of Scripture is what it reveals 
to us about God. To read theologically entails a 
sensitivitysensitivity to the whole scope of the 
canon, the history of the church’s interpreta-
tion, and the parameters provided by creedal 
orthodoxy and our own confessional situation. 
To read Scripture theologically as a Christian 
is to read all of the Bible through the lens of the 
Trinity (including the Old Testament).

Finally, the Transformational aspect of our 
triune approach highlights the fact that there 
is a God-intended goal for our Informational 
and Theological reading. Namely, the goal in 
reading Scripture is that we be formed and 
transformed by the power of the Holy Spirit 
more and more into the image of Christ, who is 
the exact representation of God the Father. 

Few Christians would disagree with this 
statement. However, the key point here is that 
this Transformational aspect of our reading is 
not a bit to be tacked on at the end, nor the step 
that can be relegated to a post-interpretation 
application of the text. Rather, reading trans-
formationally is an essential part of what it 
means to read the Bible as Holy Scripture from 
beginning to end. This means that questions of 
personal application and contextualized mean-
ing are what we can and should be engaged in at 
every stage of reading, including the Informa-
tional and Theological stages. 

Indeed, these transformational and 
personal questions should have a significant 
framing effect on which questions we ask of 
the Bible. This means that the best and highest 
readings will be ones that give direction to how 
our character and virtue are formed through 
our interpretation. Since the goal of God in-
forming us theologically (revealing himself ) is 
that we become more like him and enter into 
full union with him [refer to Augustine here], 
the most important questions to ask of a text 
of Scripture are those which point us toward 
personal transformation.
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This Transformational aspect of reading 
revolves around three poles of virtue, commu-
nity, and mission, each of which are contextu-
alized in the reader’s locale. Transformational 
reading of the Bible forms character in us as in-
dividuals, is informed by community concerns, 
and shapes and is shaped by the missional work 
of the Church.

Before moving on it will be helpful to note 
that each of these three elements of reading 
exist in a perichoretic relationship. This means 
that these approaches to reading actually in-
tersect and interact with each other deeply and 
inextricably, even though we can at the same 
time recognize them as having distinctions and 
making a distinct contribution to our under-
standing and hermeneutical approach. The 
perichoretic reality of a triune hermeneutic 
is that when we read we are in a dance: we are 
being led and guided by different partners who 
teach us how to move with the rhythm of Scrip-
ture. And at the same time we move seamlessly 
from one dance and one partner to another.

This perichorectic experience of reading 
Scripture is not accidental because in a sub-
stantive way the same can be said about the 
nature of the triune God himself. The three 
persons of Father, Son, and Spirit are distinct 
and play identifiable roles in the economy of 
salvation. Yet at the same time, they are One 
and “dance around” each other in love, meaning 
there is a mutual indwelling and intersection of 
the three persons of the godhead.154

So too with the Informational, Theolog-
ical, and Transformational aspects of good 
reading of Scripture. While it is often helpful 
to approach the biblical texts in a stair-step 
way, wrestling with the informational content, 
reflecting theologically, and then articulating 
transformational points, the reality is that 

154 Meek, Esther Lightcap. Loving to Know: Covenant 
Epistemology. Chapter 12: Knowing as a Dance.

these three distinct approaches are constant-
ly informing one another and are ultimately 
inseparable. The ancient adage that one cannot 
tell which came first, the chicken or the egg, 
appears again here: when readings are generat-
ed from reflection on Holy Scripture (which is 
what theology really is), one cannot and should 
not think of this happening in a lock-step 
manner, depending entirely on the preceding 
“step.” Rather, all three are existing in Scripture 
and in us as readers simultaneously; one type of 
reading is not the father or begetter of the next 
in a genetic tree. 

For example, questions of character forma-
tion affect how we determine what is relevant 
in the basic content we see; broader theolog-
ical realities of the whole canon and creedal 
affirmations shape our understanding of the 
role of linguistic and historic information in 
the text; and cultural and historical information 
challenges and pushes our traditional ways of 
interpreting cherished texts. Thus, our reading 
in each of these three ways – for information, 
for theology, for transformation – exist in a cir-
cular, mutually-informingmutually informing 
and mutually-symbiotic relationship.

Case Study

“Jesus is a son of God, but not the only one, 
and being a son of God does not make a person 
divine. Every believer is a son of God. Jesus 
was a godly prophet, but we dishonor God if we 
say Jesus is God. God is one, not two or three 
beings.” 

These words are typical of a certain he-
retical view of Jesus that goes back to ancient 
times called Arianism. This is a view that still 
exists today in some cult groups, one of the 
largest of which is known as the Jehovah’s 
Witnesses. Does a triune theological herme-
neutic help us interact with this view, either at 
our doorstep or in our church? The answer is a 
robust “In every way!”.”
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A triune theological hermeneutic provides 
the orientation to how to think about this 
unbiblical and mistaken understanding of who 
Jesus is. In the first instance, the Informational 
way of reading gives us many skills and insights 
into what the biblical texts say about Jesus’ di-
vine nature. Understanding the details of Greek 
grammar, for example, is essential to interpret-
ing statements such as those in John 1 which1, 
which claim Jesus’ divine nature. Recognizing 
the kind of mistakes in reasoning that often oc-
cur in these theological arguments also comes 
through development of informational skills. 
But this kind of reading is not enough.

The Theological reading approach is 
crucial to giving us a canonical perspective, 
theological framework, and historical tradition 
for understanding Arianism and its problems, 
as well as the profound richness of the orthodox 
Trinitarian understanding. The witness of the 
whole canon shows us, for example, how Jesus’ 
actions uniquely mimic those actions that are 
said to be only the prerogative of God, thereby 
enable us to grasp how Jesus shares the divine 
identity of God. 

The Transformational reading of Scripture 
adds a crucial communal and Spirit-led aspect 
to our understanding of this issue. As Jesus 
himself said in John 7:17, “If anyone desires 
to the God’s will then he will know whether 
this teaching of mine is from God or whether I 
am speaking on my own authority.” And as the 
elder John teaches in his famous letter, those 
who deny the divinity of Jesus eventually leave 
the true community of God because they are 
not truly born of God (1 John 2:19). The reality 
is that our beliefs and our practices in com-
munity are mutually informing and affect each 
other. Loving one another, for example, both 
reflects and affects our doctrinal understand-
ing. In other words, understanding who Jesus 
is is not just a function of exegetical skills, but 
is teaching that comes from the Holy Spirit 
through the Church, lived out in community.

The point of this short example is that good 
reading of the Bible is a robust and full-orbed 
reading of the Bible. And every decision about 
what the Bible is saying can and should be 
informed by a deeply triune understanding that 
comes from multiple approaches to reading, 
informed by God’s Church, and inspired by the 
Holy Spirit.

Informational Reading

The more ‘spiritual’ we become, the 
more care we must give to exegesis . 
The more mature we become in the 
Christian faith, the more exegetically 
rigorous we must become . This is not 
a task from which we graduate .

These words sound like something a stodgy 
old professor might say. This is the kind of 
sentiment that the academic types want to 
make sure we all understand – that rigorous 
study of the Bible (“exegesis”) is essential. For 
many readers this is completely fine. Being 
“academic” and rigorous in our study of the 
Bible doesn’t sound scary or bad. But others 
maybe aren’t so sure. Some might be concerned 
this takes the Bible away from the average, 
church-going reader, and requires that we all 
go to seminary and be learned experts on the 
nitty-gritty details of the Bible.

What may come as a surprise to both kinds 
of readers is that the person who penned these 
words and is exhorting us to “exegetical rigor” 
– that is, to a diligent, detailed study of Scrip-
ture, its background, language, history, way 
of speaking, literary genre, etc. – is one of our 
generation’s greatest pastors and spiritual for-
mation leaders, Eugene Peterson.155 Peterson, 

155 The quote above is from Peterson’s book Eat This 
Book, page 53.
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as much as anyone else, will rightly challenge 
us to make sure we are always doing more 
than rigorous exegesis – that we are reading 
theologically and transformationally – but he 
understands that theological, transformation, 
and S/spiritual study of the Bible is never less 
than a close, careful reading. Indeed, the more 
spiritual we are, the more we will give ourselves 
to watchful and meticulous study of the Bible. 
In this sentiment Peterson is standing in the 
great Christian tradition.

This exegetical rigor is not something to 
shun or dismiss or look down upon for several 
reasons, as Peterson and many others have 
wisely argued. One reason is very practical; 
another is very spiritual. The practical reason is 
the fact that the Bible records God’s speech and 
thoughts – the revealing of himself – that is oth-
er than us. So we need to hear a message other 
than our own thoughts and to do so means 
attentive listening, seeking to get information. 

One might still wonder why this takes “ex-
egetical rigor.” Can’t we just read the Bible and 
see what it says? While the answer to this is Yes 
in a very foundational way, we must recognize 
at the same time that the Bible does come to us 
over a fairly great distance in terms of time, cul-
ture, language, and worldview. Communication 
even between a husband and wife can at times 
be confusing, and misunderstanding can easily 
occur. Transfer and amplify this potential 
breakdown of communication across language, 
culture, shared experience, physical space, and 
thousands of years and it is not difficult to see 
that it is very easy to misunderstand what the 
Bible is saying. And maybe even more danger-
ously – to misunderstand it and not even realize 
we are doing so, such as when an American 
visits England and uses shared English words 
that have very different meanings in these 
two different cultures (for example, “pants,” 
“sacked,” “boot,” “mad,” or “vest” to name just a 
few). Switching the metaphor of distance from 
the Bible, Peterson says it this way:

These words given to us in our 
Scriptures are constantly getting 
overlaid with personal preferences, 
cultural assumptions, sin distortions, 
and ignorant guesses that pollute 
the text . The pollutants are always 
in the air, gathering dust on our 
Bibles, corroding our use of the 
language, especially the language 
of faith . Exegesis is a dust cloth, 
a scrub brush, or even a Q-tip for 
keeping the words clean .156

So for the practical reasons of the breakdown of 
communication and the otherness of Scripture 
we need rigorous study to gain a good Informa-
tional reading of the Bible. But there is also a 
more spiritual reason: it is a matter of love, as 
God’s people have always known throughout 
history. As Peterson points out, the masters 
and leaders in spirituality of old were always 
master exegetes. This is because they loved 
God and wanted to hear from them, not just 
have their own, self-generated, self-centered 
“spirituality.”

Exegesis is an act of love . It loves the 
one who speaks the words enough to 
want to get the words right . It respects 
the words enough to use every means 
we have to get the words right . Exegesis 
is loving God enough to stop and 
listen carefully to what he says .157

So when we give ourselves to the intensive, 
rigorous study of Holy Scripture – and it is not 
always an easy task! – we are doing so out of 
respect and love for our Creator and Redeem-
er God. Thorough and even laborious study 
of Scripture is motivated by affection and the 

156 Peterson, Eat This Book, 53.

157 Peterson, Eat This Book, 55.
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greatest human desire possible – to know and 
love God more. This is not the stuff of dry, arid 
“academics” – even though the supposedly dry 
content that comes from those gifted and called 
in academic study is the most important source 
of exegesis – but rather is the kind of natural 
and intentional attention that any avid sports 
fan gives to learning stats, players names, and 
other details, or that which any lover of horses 
or sports cars or fountain pens or mountain 
climbing gives to their area of passionate inter-
est.

But we have not yet explained what this 
“exegetical rigor” is referring to. We are calling 
this the Informational type of reading. But what 
does this consist of, what does it require, and 
what does it look like? To answer these import-
ant questions we will explore three aspects of 
good exegetical, informational reading of Holy 
Scripture. These three aspects require under-
standing and applying certain informational 
tools and sets of skills. These three aspects are 
(1) a “three avenues” approach to reading; (2) 
a sensitivity to different literary “genres” in 
the Bible; and (3) recognizing some common 
exegetical mistakes.

Skill One – Reading Through 
Three Avenues

We start with this first skill because it is the 
largest and in fact involves a number of sub-
skills. Even as a practiced plumber or master 
electrician must learn a panoply of smaller 
skills to be able to function well – how to sweat 
copper pipe; how to set up a circuit box; how to 
fix the leak in a PVC sink trap; how to prevent 
aluminum wiring from causing a fire – so too 
must a good informational reader learn to read 
in several ways. I like to describe this as reading 
through three avenues.

These avenues can conveniently be de-
scribed as reading “behind the text,” “in the 
text,” and “in front of the text.” Many thinkers 

are using these helpful categories today and 
in fact, there is a sense in which these ideas 
go back several thousand years, but different 
scholars have appropriated these categories in 
slightly different ways.158 We will use them here 
in the following way:
 › Behind the Text – information that helps 

us understand the background behind the 
texts in terms of their original production. 
This means understanding something 
about the language, history, culture, and 
worldview of the times and people who 
wrote the different parts of the Bible.

 › In the Text – information that helps us 
understand how to read the Bible as liter-
ature. This means learning skills that are 
specific the literary forms in the Bible. This 
will be unpacked as the second skill – un-
derstanding different literary genres.

 › In Front of the Text – information that 
helps us understand how people have read 
the Bible after its production. This means 
hearing the voices of other interpreters as 
a means to improving our own. These other 
voices are accessed through the study of 
the history of interpretation of a text.

We may drill down one more level and provide 
a bit more information and example of what a 
good reading through each of these avenues will 
look like.

158 One example as applied to the Gospels is Jonathan T. 
Pennington, Reading the Gospels Wisely, chapter 6. 
Another, slightly different version can be found in W. 
Randolph Tate, Biblical Interpretation: An Integrated 
Approach (3d ed.). I think there is value in many 
different ways of understanding and applying these 
approaches.
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Behind the Text

Because the Bible was written over a span of 
more than a thousand years, in two (main) 
languages, by a wide variety of people living in 
different places and cultures, to understand 
what it is saying requires at some rudimenta-
ry knowledge of this background that is very 
different than our own. We should give an im-
portant caveat right at the beginning to which 
we will return later – this focus on background 
information can be overdone in practice and 
theory. In practice one can spend a whole life 
timelifetime gaining more knowledge about the 
past and never reach the bottom of the well, nor 
ever gain certainty about what exactly hap-
pened and what is relevant to our reading. So 
caution is in order. Likewise, in theory we must 
also be careful in applying the first sentence of 
this paragraph. It should not be interpreted to 
mean that unless and until we can read Greek 
and Hebrew and understand the culture of 
1st-century Judaism that we cannot under-
stand the Bible; we can. We must not raise the 
value of “behind the text” information such that 
it becomes more important than a simple, faith-
ful, and devotional mediation on God’s Word. 
Nor should we create a new club or level of 
spirituality where only those with this behind 
the text information can really understand the 
Bible. 

Nevertheless, moderation in all things. 
With these important caveats in place we can 
still affirm that we all need at least some basic 
knowledge that helps bridge the gap between 
us and the biblical authorsthe biblical authors 
and us. Even a reading of the Bible in English 
(or any language besides ancient Hebrew and 
Greek) already reveals the gap between us and 
the original text and is dependent on the back-
ground knowledge of many other people to give 
us access. 

Going beyond this we can understand that 
while the basic message of the Bible is certain-

ly accessible without extensive background 
knowledge, some parts of it are quite obscure 
without some helps and other parts are prone 
to great misunderstanding. For example, when 
we read in Psalm 60:8 (and 108:9) that David 
says that “Over Edom I shall throw my shoe” 
(NASB) it is not apparent immediately to us 
what this means. When we look at different 
translations we see that there is quite a bit of 
variety of renderings into English precisely 
because of the obscurity of this metaphor. 
Some translations speak instead of casting a 
shoe (or sandal) on Edom. Either way, without 
some help we are at a loss, unless we insist on 
an entirely literal reading whichreading, which 
would require finding where ancient Edom was 
(which would require some background help) 
and then literally throwing a shoe over/on it. A 
far better solution is to understand what this 
saying meant in its own time and place, namely, 
taking possession of, even conquering the land. 
This is based, from what we can tell, on the 
ancient custom of throwing down a sandal as a 
sign of taking occupancy of a place. More could 
be said and further worthwhile exploration 
could occur, such as thinking about the signif-
icance of Edom (which later is called Idumea) 
as part of the remaining unconquered territory 
of the original promised landPromised Land, as 
well as David’s role in completing this conquest 
where Israel failed.

Or to use a slightly different kind of exam-
ple, this one from the New Testament, we may 
ask what help background information can 
give us in interpreting Jesus’ bold statement 
to the Laodicean church that he would rather 
have them be hot or cold but not lukewarm lest 
he spit them out (Rev 3:15-16). With nothing 
other than the text before us many preachers 
have interpreted and applied this to mean that 
God would rather have us be “on fire for Jesus” 
or distant and far away than have us being 
“lukewarm” church attendees, going through 
the motions but with no heart for God. While 



304

this certainly will preach and probably con-
tains a half-truth, we may query whether this 
interpretation is fully true theologically. Would 
God really rather have us not come to church 
and be opposed to him completely if we aren’t 
completely “on fire” for him? It seems not. In 
addition to other texts of Scripture that would 
reveal the problem with this interpretation we 
may also find help from knowing a bit of the 
cultural and historical background behind Rev 
3. Might this hot-cold-lukewarm reference 
have a different meaning in the 1st-century 
Greco-Roman culture of Asia Minor than it 
does for us? There is reason to believe it does 
and this background information could sig-
nificantly affect our interpretation. Namely, 
the meaning of this phrase very well may refer 
to the different temperatures of water and 
their uses at this time. Hot water, delivered via 
the Roman aqueduct system, was useful for 
cleaning and bathing. Cold water, delivered by 
another aqueduct, was for drinking. Laodicea’s 
distance from the various hot and cold springs 
meant that its water was often neither hot nor 
cold but lukewarm, an undesirable state that 
meant it was useless for neither of the purpos-
es. Thus, Jesus’ words are connected to this 
cultural context and are saying in effect, “Be 
useful!” The caveat given above is important 
to remember here in that this reconstructed 
historical situation and the decision that this 
is the meaningful background to the saying 
are judgments that can be made but are not 
certainties. Other factors must be taken into 
account. Nevertheless, this still stands as a 
good example among countless others where 
some knowledge of the behind the text infor-
mation can be informative and instructive and 
helpfully guide our interpretation and protect 
us from misinterpretation.

In the Text

As noted above, this avenue of reading focuses 
especially on the skill of genre analysis and this 
deserves its own fuller treatment, discussed 
below. But we may briefly note that “in the text” 
ways of reading focus also on other aspects 
of reading the Bible as writing. This includes 
paying attention to how writers use literary 
techniques such as repetition, parallelism, and 
plot development to engage their readers and 
communicate their points.

For example, our interpretation and appre-
ciation of Psalm 8 is greatly enhanced when we 
recognize the two-part structure of this poem 
– the glory of God’s creation in nature (8:1b-3) 
and the even greater glory of God’s creation of 
humanity (8:4-8), all of which is framed by the 
repeated proclamation – “O Lord, our Lord, 
how majestic is your name in all the earth!” (8:1, 
9).

Another example of “in the text” observa-
tions is learning to pay attention to how the 
Gospel writers juxtapose the various stories 
to communicate important points. That is, the 
powerful message of the stories about Jesus 
occurmessage of the stories about Jesus occurs 
not just within any individual story, but also by 
how the stories are fitted together into a larger 
picture. For example, it is not an accident and it 
is very theologically significant that the stories 
of Matthew 14-16 occur in the order they do. Je-
sus performs a miraculous feeding of the needy 
in the wilderness (14:13-21), only to be chal-
lenged by the religious leaders from Jerusalem 
about the uncleanness of hands when eating 
(15:1-20). Then in contrast to these faithless 
Jewish leaders we meet a Gentile woman 
whose actions and words garner for her healing 
and the commendation of her great faith (15:21-
28). Taken together these stories communi-
cate more than their parts individually. Such 
literary skills of observation can be learned by 
anyone and they greatly enhance one’s reading 
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and interpretation of the biblical texts.

In Front of the Text

This avenue of reading is the most open to 
different skills and practices. That is, some 
use this category to refer to issues of how the 
reader is inevitably involved in how the text is 
read; thus we are dealing with the reader who is 
standing in front of the text. We could also use 
“in front of the text” to refer to ways in which 
the Bible is understood within its canonical 
and ecclesiological context. This way of reading 
which is very important and relevantreading, 
which is very important and relevant, will be 
discussed in this schema as the theological way 
of reading. For our purposes here we are using 
“in front of the text” to refer to getting help as 
readers and interpreters by paying attention 
to how other people in history have read these 
same texts. We are standing on the other side 
of the Bible, shoulder to shoulder with other 
people, mostly fellow believers but not only so, 
benefitting from the insights of others.

This kind of historical attention in the 
scholarly world is practiced in a number of nu-
anced different ways. One is called the practice 
of Wirkungsgeschichte – examining the “histo-
ry of the effects” of a text, specificiallyspecifi-
cally how it was re-appropriated in non-literary 
forms such as music and art.159 An example 
would be attention to how Handel’s beautiful 
oratorio Messiah uses and connects the texts 
of Scripture and sets them to various forms of 
music as an act of worshipful interpretation. 
It is not only aesthetically pleasing but also in-
terpretively insightful to observe how the tenor 
sings a series of oscillating notes on the words 
“crooked” in the citation from Isaiah 40:4 and 

159 This is not the only way that people have interpreted 
and applied the idea of Wirkungsgeschichte. Others 
understand this more generally as synonymous with 
reception history and the history of interpretation.

then a solid note for “plain” when describing 
the coming Messiah’s work.160

Another kind of reading related to this is 
what has been called reception history, where-
by one examines how different people have 
applied texts in their own cultural contexts. For 
example, one could examine how slave owners 
in the antebellum American South used biblical 
texts to support their practices, along with how 
other Christians used the same Bible to argue 
against slavery and the slave trade (such as Wil-
berforce in England). While this kind of study 
is not the same thing as a direct study of the 
Bible it can provide great insight into our blind 
spots in reading and applying Scripture.

Most generally we can speak of the history 
of interpretation of the biblical texts. Broadly 
speaking both Wirkungsgeschichte and recep-
tion history are part of the history of interpre-
tation. But we may also use this latter phrase 
to refer to an examination of how commenta-
tors and preachers of the Bible – particularly 
those from a different time and place than our 
own – have interpreted the texts before us. 
For example, a history of the interpretation of 
the Sermon on the Mount provides invaluable 
insights that open our understanding to ways of 
reading the Sermon that we would not consider 
our own. Great gain and sharpening comes to 
our own reading when we wrestle with earlier 
Christians’ arguments about how the Beati-
tudes relate to the gifts of the Spirit, what it 
means for Jesus to “fulfill” the Law, or who the 
“swine” are before whom are not to cast our 
“pearls” (whatever these are!).

The riches available to us in the history of 
interpretation are almost innumerable. This 
kind of “in front of the text” reading is one of 

160 For a much fuller and more theological exploration of 
the depth of Handel’s composition one may consult 
Roger Bullard, Messiah: The Gospel According to 
Handel’s Oratorio and Calvin Stapert, Handel’s 
Messiah: Comfort for God’s People.
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the greatest resources we have before us yet 
one that is also the most neglected.

Only Scratching the Surface

These different ways of reading can each be ex-
plored much more fully than will serve our pur-
poses here. We cannot nor need not re-invent 
the wheel. Within the most rigorous, academic 
study of the Bible there are sub-disciplines that 
address and expand the details within each 
category. There are whole traditions of certain 
types of “critical approaches” (meaning a de-
fined way of making a detailed inquiry) in each 
of these areas. Many scholars are experts in 
just one aspect, such as the Greek language, or 
the history of the Jewish people in the Second 
Temple period, or how Hebrew poetry works, 
or the study of how the Gospels came about 
and how they relate to each other. Each of these 
areis worthy of study and we will always benefit 
from learning from the experts.

We are not recommending that all readers 
– or even any reader – can or should become 
an expert in all these behind the text, in the 
text, and in front of the text issues to become a 
good reader of Holy Scripture. There is in fact a 
good and healthy division of labor that can and 
does necessarily occur. A good three avenues 
reader will instead learn to use the many great 
resources available to us. There are many who 
are called, gifted, and dedicated to this kind of 
study of the Bible. As we have time and ability 
we can look over their shoulders and overhear 
their conversation through reading the many 
excellent commentaries and reference works 
available. We have provided a list of some rec-
ommended resources below.

Skill Two – Understanding Different 
Literary Genres in the Bible

The second skill to develop under the rubric of 
Informational reading is learning to interpret 

the Bible according to the different literary 
genres that it contains. The Bible witnesses to 
and contains God’s revelation, thus making it 
more than a merely human book. But it is also 
not less than a human book. The books of the 
Bible were written by a wide of people over a 
large span of time, in many cultures and three 
different languages (Hebrew, Aramaic, and 
Greek). The Bible is a function of real humans 
living in real human cultures. “God does not 
speak his word through Scripture in a way that 
bypasses human creatures, but in a way that 
works through them.”161

As a result, we must recognize that to read 
the Bible well entails paying attention to many 
human elements that will enable us to interpret 
in the best way. This involves historical and 
cultural information as discussed above. It also 
involves understanding that human literature 
can take many different forms and these forms 
communicate truth and meaning in different 
ways. We call these different forms and ways of 
communicating in writing different genres, or 
types of literature.

The Bible, while all being inspired in every 
part (2 Tim 3:16), consists of many different 
parts that communicate God’s revelation in 
different ways. In this way, rather than think-
ing about the Bible as a book it is more helpful 
to view it as a library. This library does have 
bounds and ultimately a unified message (this 
is where the idea of canon comes in), but it 
is not, thankfully, a library that just contains 
one book, only one message, or even one kind 
of book. This biblical library contains many 
genres – legal instruction, poetry, a kind of fan-
tasy literature (called “apocalyptic”), wisdom 
sayings, instructional letters, strongly-word-
ed sermons, songs, and lots of stories – that 
together beautifully and richly testify to God’s 

161 J. Todd Billings, The Word of God for the People of 
God, 33.
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nature, heart, and mission in the world.
This issue of learning to read the Bible 

sensitive to its different types of literature has 
rightly been given a lot of attention in our con-
temporary discussions of biblical hermeneutics 
or interpretation. We will provide here only a 
brief overview of this issue and recommend 
readers to other helpful resources. In the fol-
lowing section we will discuss seven different 
genres found in Holy Scripture.

Narratives or Stories

People who are unfamiliar with the Bible often 
assume that it primarily contains lists of things 
to do and not do. This is understandable as 
indeed the “holy books” of many other religions 
do focus on instruction and morality. But one of 
the most striking and important things about 
the Bible from a genre perspective is recogniz-
ing that in fact, the vast majority of the pages of 
the Bible are telling stories or, to use the more 
technical genre language, are narratives. De-
pending on how one calculates it, the percent-
age of the Bible that is narrative is in the range 
of 70-80%.

The narrative portions of Scripture span 
both Testaments and in fact have several vari-
ations or sub-genres within them that would 
benefit from special treatment themselves (OT 
narratives compared to the Gospels compared 
to Acts). But for our purposes we will con-
centrate on the basic way in which all stories 
function.

In short, narratives are best interpreted 
by recognizing that unlike legal arguments or 
teaching instructions, stories communicate 
through means of plot, characters, and dia-
logue. The plot of a story is the path or journey 
that the story takes as it unfolds. Key to a plot 
is some kind of tension or conflict. Without 
tension a plot cannot exist and without a plot 
a story cannot exist. When we say colloquially, 
“the plot thickens” we are often unconsciously 

acknowledging this reality – that it is some 
conflict or tension or problem that makes a 
story meaningful. And the deeper the tension 
the greater and resolution possible (or degree 
of tragedy) and thereby the greater meaningful-
ness and beauty.

Plots need characters. Characters in the 
Bible are usually humans, though Balaam’s don-
key, angels, snakes and dragons, and of course 
God himself also make appearances. Charac-
ters are beings whothat interact, cause and/or 
experience the tension that makes a story, and 
react to it in various ways. The characters carry 
the story along and often serve as types or ex-
emplars of different ways of being in the world, 
for good or for bad. Often human characters are 
presented in contrasting pairs and this is used 
as inspiring instruction. The most important 
character in the Bible is God himself. He is the 
beginning and end of the grand story of the 
Bible and is present in every little story, with 
varying degrees of explicitness. This reality 
helps guard us against reading the stories of the 
Bible as being only about humans and our indi-
vidual choices of morality. The biblical stories 
do relate to us in this human and practical way, 
but God’s role is always central.

Characters say things to each, to them-
selves, and to God. This is the dialogue that 
often characterizes stories. Not every narrative 
has conversation, but when a story does break 
from plot into dialogue we should pay close 
attention. This is the normal way a story hints 
at its own interpretation or at least highlights 
the issue at hand.

The practical import of all of this is both 
simple and profound. To read the biblical 
stories well we need to pay attention precisely 
to these aspects of narratives and make these 
the focus on our interpretation. So, we should 
not isolate verses or portions of a story from 
the plot that is unfolding, nor should we ignore 
or highlight characters or their dialogue apart 
from the story. Stories are a complete package 
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and must be taken as a whole. They communi-
cate in a robust and powerful way that cen-
ters on the creation and resolution of tension 
through the actions, reactions, and words of 
the characters involved. Any interpretation 
that is insensitive to this, especially by dissect-
ing elements of the story and removing them 
from their narrative context, is in danger of 
mis-stepping. This is not to say that character 
studies or gaining theological information from 
dialogues is wrong. But paying attention to how 
stories work will provide both a richness and 
a check and balance system to guide us toward 
the wisest readings.

The Law

The first five books of the Old Testament, the 
Pentateuch, are often called “The Law.” “The 
Law” can also refer as shorthand for “the Old 
Covenant” or God’s special relationship with 
Israel. We also find in the Bible many com-
mands that we call “laws.” This multiple usage 
of the word “law” creates no small confusion. 
Add to this the fact that most English readers 
are unaware that “law” is not really the best 
translation for the Hebrew word (torah) at play 
here. Rather, torah mainly means “instruc-
tion,” and in the Bible, specifically, covenantal 
instructions.

This is the first thing to observe about 
interpreting the “Law” portions of the Bible 
– that we are not dealing with God as a stuffy, 
disengaged courtroom judge. Rather, the “Law” 
is the set of instructions for how to live rightly 
and well in personal relationship with God. The 
Law or Torah is God’s gracious gift to his people 
in covenant relationship that when followed 
will result in our human flourishing. It con-
tains two aspects that are the two parts of our 
human existence – relationship to our Creator 
God and relationship with other created beings. 
This relationship to God and relationship to 
others can be seen in the most succinct testi-

mony to the Old Testament law of God, the Ten 
Commandments – it consists of two “tablets” 
that correspond to God (commands 1-4) and 
humanity (commands 5-10). In Jesus’ teach-
ing the full and deepest intent of this will be 
unpacked along the same lines as the first and 
second greatest commandments – love God and 
love others <refs>.

So we must begin thinking about the Law 
or Torah as a genre that comes to us not neg-
atively and from the hand of an angry, distant 
God, but as an invitation to flourishing. Yet 
this does not solve the biggest genre issue for 
how a Christian should read and apply the Old 
Testament Torah instructions. This difficult 
issue has been debated since the earliest days 
of Christianity itself, and is raised by Jesus 
already in his famous Sermon on the Mount 
(Matt 5-7, particularly 5:17-20).

To give a full explanation and argument 
for how to read the Torah as a Christian would 
be impossible here and not serve our purposes. 
However, we can note that a common mistake 
in Christian’s reading of the OT instructions 
misses precisely the covenantal context. And 
when this covenantal context is overlooked 
great confusion results in how to read and 
apply the Law and the laws of the Old Testa-
ment. According to both the Old and Testa-
ments, however, Christians are not part of the 
same covenant that Moses and the Israelites 
were (see especially Galatians chapter 3). This 
means that while the Torah is still the Word 
of God, inspired, and valuable as a witness to 
who God is and how he relates to his creation, 
we are not bound by the minutia of its instruc-
tions, whether they be instructions for animal 
sacrifice, how to handle house mold, or dietary 
regulations. Rather, the fundamental Christian 
understanding is that Jesus has inaugurated a 
New Covenant of which we are a part by union 
with him. Jesus by his life, death, resurrection, 
and ascension has completed and fulfilled and 
thereby consummated all that God requires 
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of us. Our covenant with God is now through 
Jesus Christ and we follow “the law of Christ” 
(Gal 6:2). In response to his grace and the re-
birth he has wrought in us by the Holy Spirit we 
follow his commands, including a re-reading of 
the entirety of God’s instructions through the 
lens and re-interpretation of who Jesus is and 
what he taught. 

In short this means that our reading of the 
genre of the Old Testament Law must be atten-
tive both to how God reveals himself there, but 
also in light of the later, more fully revealed pro-
gression of revelation, now this revelation must 
be understood through the Son Jesus (Heb 
1:1-3; 1 Cor 10:1-13; 2 Cor 1:20).

Poetry and Proverbs

The library of genres that is Holy Scripture 
contains literary expressions that span the 
gamut of human needs and emotions. Humans 
from time immemorial have created not only 
stories and rules but also poetry and proverbs. 
Poetry is a way of using words to create and 
express all kinds of emotions ( joy, sadness, 
anger, fear, satisfaction), giving particular 
artistic expression to what is universal in the 
human experience. Proverbs likewise often 
use creative imagery and short pithy insights 
to communicate memorable bits of wisdom 
designed to guide and instruct humans into 
flourishing living.

While the poetry of the Bible (found mostly 
but not exclusively in Psalms) and its wisdom 
sayings (found mostly but not exclusively in 
Proverbs) have differences in terms of genre, 
the most important thing to note is that both of 
these types of literature need to be interpreted 
not as propositional instruction nor as direct 
theological teaching and promises. In their own 
way Psalms and Proverbs are indirect theolog-
ical communication. Psalms, like all poetry are 
vehicles by which individuals can explore and 
express their experiences and emotions. They 

do so typically through short, poetic, creative 
images. All of this means that we must be care-
ful not to treat them as if they are primarily giv-
ing doctrinal information or instruction. This 
may happen in a secondary or indirect way, but 
if we treat poetry non-poetically we will miss 
its point and possibly misunderstand.

Similarly, proverbial literature must be 
allowed to be what it is – general, pithy state-
ments that communicate principles of wisdom. 
Principles of wisdom are greatly beneficial to 
guide all of us in how to live generally. But the 
messiness and complexity of life means that 
no principle will apply in all situations. This is 
in fact the essence of wise living – recognizing 
that certain principles provide guard rails-
guardrails, but that the wise and godly person 
must make decisions as unique situations 
arrive. The Proverbs are providing just such 
general principles, but not specific instruc-
tions that always apply, nor specific covenantal 
promises from God. Thus, on the one hand we 
see that the Proverbs can give opposite in-
structions to be applied in different situations 
– “Answer a fool according to his folly” (Prov. 
26:5) and “Do not answer a fool according to his 
folly” (Prov. 26:4). And we can also understand 
that a statement such as “Train up a child in 
the way he should go and when he is old he will 
not depart from it” (Prov. 22:6) is a generalized 
principle but not a specific covenantal promise. 
This is the wisdom of the wisdom literature – 
that it guides us without specifying robotically 
what we should do in every situation.

Prophetic Writing

In his gracious and loving relationship with his 
creatures God has regularly raised up spokes-
persons to communicate his revelation. The 
Bible itself is simply the inscripturation of 
such revelation. Throughout the course of his 
redeeming work God’s messengers have often 
been called his prophets. In English this word 
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often connotes a message about the future and 
sometimes the prophets do predict and de-
scribe future events. But more fundamentally, 
prophetic words are sermonic revelation more 
than prediction. Prophetic messages can be 
found throughout many parts of the Bible, but 
are most concentrated in what we call the Ma-
jor and Minor Prophets in the Old Testament.162

When we think about how to interpret the 
prophetic literature as a genre there are two key 
ideas to highlight. The first is related to the dis-
cussion of poetry above. Much of the prophetic 
literature is poetic in form, both structurally 
and in its strong use of imagery. This does not 
mean that a clear pointed point doesn’t still 
come out in the prophets – especially when 
God is rebuking injustice and corruptions – but 
that as with all poetry, a literalistic reading will 
often miss the point. The power of imaginative 
language is its aesthetic punch not its refer-
entiality (or lack thereof ). This is especially 
true when the prophets are envisioning the 
promised future; these descriptions are highly 
imaginative (though not imaginary)163 and must 
be read as such.

The second key issue in interpreting the 
prophetic literature is the same matter raised 
regarding a Christian appropriation of the Law. 
God’s called prophets are covenant enforce-
ment mediators. If they are true prophets they 
are not speaking of their own accord, nor are 
they typically calling God’s people to something 
new. Rather, they are rebuking and reminding 

162 The Major Prophets are Isaiah, Jeremiah, Daniel, and 
Ezekiel, along with Lamentations which is associated 
with Jeremiah. The Minor Prophets, also known as 
The Twelve, are . . . .

163 Trevor Hart and Richard Bauckham make the helpful 
distinction between “imaginative” and “imaginary”. 
Language that is imaginative – using images – is not 
necessarily lacking a reference to reality; something 
can be described imaginatively without be imaginary. 
Bauckham and Hart, Hope Against Hope: Christian 
Eschatology at the Turn of the Millennium.

their hearers of the covenant relationship they 
have with God. It is always and only within 
the context of the specificity of their covenant 
that prophetic messages are delivered and to 
be received. Thus, from the perspective of the 
New Covenant, when reading the Old Testa-
ment prophets we must take the same nuanced 
and two-sided approach that we do toward the 
Law. The prophetic literature is still abidingly 
meaningful and instructive generally as part of 
God’s revelation, yet its specific instructions 
do not necessarily apply directly because of our 
different covenantal relationship with God.

Epistles (Letters)

The Old Testament prophetic literature com-
prises a relative small amount of teaching com-
pared to OT narrative and poetic literature. So 
too with the case of the New Testament letters 
or epistles. But in both cases this literature is 
very important and provides a non-dispensable 
form of revelation. This is especially true in the 
case of the NT epistles whichepistles, which 
are writings that come mostly from the hand of 
Jesus’ apostles who, according to the witness 
of the NT, are the foundation of the Church, 
built upon the cornerstone of Jesus himself 
(Eph 2:20). The apostolic teaching in the form 
of the letters is a very important part of the 
New Testament’s explanation and interpreta-
tion of what God did through Jesus’ life, death, 
resurrection, and ascension. The epistles are 
generally divided into two parts, the Pauline 
Epistles (13 books) and the General Epistles (8 
books).164

From the perspective of genre analysis 
there are a few important points worth noting. 

164 The book of Hebrews is sometimes included in the 
General Epistles and sometimes not. For convenience 
sake we have included it among the 8 books here, 
along with the other non-Pauline letters of James, 1-2 
Peter, 1-3 John, and Jude.
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First, as a general rule it is good to read an Epis-
tle as a whole when possible. Reading larger 
chunks of Scripture in any genre is always a 
good idea, but for the Epistles this needs to be 
highlighted especially because the tendency 
is to take verses of epistolary instruction by 
themselves and often out of context. Even as 
a sentence out of an email could be greatly 
misconstrued without its surrounding co-text, 
so too many times the Epistles are treated as a 
grab-bag or celestial claw-machine game where 
the Christian grabs a verse that looks shiny and 
attractive and takes it home without consider-
ing the literary setting. When reading the Epis-
tles we should think in terms of paragraphs, 
not verses or sentences. Epistles communicate 
their message through sustained discourse, not 
in proverb-sized, disconnected nuggets.

A second important genre tip for the 
Epistles is that we should remember that when 
reading a NT letter we are in effect listening to 
one side of a phone conversation. If we know 
the person whose phone conversation we’re 
hearing we can probably mostly make good 
sense of what is being said. But at the same time 
there is always the potential that we might first 
misunderstand. When reading the Epistles this 
can look like asking the text to answer ques-
tions it is not addressing, or not understanding 
why an argument is being made in a certain 
way. This reality means that we should always 
read the Epistles with care and the humility 
that recognizes that we probably do not under-
stand fully what is going on in the conversation.

And this relates to the third and most 
important insight. The Epistles, much more 
than narratives, poetry, proverbs, or even the 
Law, are occasional documents. This means 
that they are a type of literature written almost 
entirely in response to some specific occasion 
and situation that needs to be addressed. All 
literature is, of course, to some degree, and all 
writing is coming out of and speaking to a par-
ticular culture. But for some writing is much 

more narrowly true. Consider the difference be-
tween a book of poetry and the small print that 
comes with a credit card application, or a novel 
versus a love letter. This occasional nature of 
the Epistles does not in any way diminish the 
inspiration or authority of this portion of Holy 
Scripture, but it does mean that as a genre they 
need to be handled slightly differently. Specifi-
cally, when interpreting the Epistles historical 
and cultural information will often prove to be 
more significant to help us understand what is 
being said and how it applies to us than is the 
case with other genres. Thankfully we have at 
our disposable massive amounts of historical 
and cultural information in commentaries and 
reference works that can help us greatly in dis-
cerning what the Epistles are communicating.

This last point raises the biggest issue for 
good Epistle interpretation – how much of 
their message is culturally defined and con-
strained? That is, because of their particular 
and occasional nature there are aspects of the 
Epistles especially that come to us in the form 
of first-century Jewish Greco-Roman cul-
ture – aspects that don’t necessarily transfer 
and apply directly to later Christian readers. 
Most Christians today (at least in Western 
culture) do not “greet one another with a holy 
kiss” despite it being apparently commanded 
twice in the NT (Rom 16:16; 2 Cor 13:12). Nor 
do most contemporary female believers wear 
head coverings during church, despite a lengthy 
exposition regarding this in the Epistles (1 
Cor. 11:2-16). The reason why is because these 
details are apparently culturally conditioned 
aspects of God’s Word, not particulars to be 
obeyed in this same form. 

The difficulty is in discerning which 
aspects of the Epistles’ instructions should 
be re-interpreted in this way and which are to 
be followed as given. For example, there is no 
small debate about whether Paul’s instructions 
about the role of women in church fall into the 
same category of head coverings and holy kisses 
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or not. These difficulty interpretive decisions 
need to be handled and argued on a case-by-
case basis; there is no one-size-fits-all solution 
or guidebook. The key is a wise and humble 
wrestling that lives with two poles in tension: 
there are aspects that need to be contextualized 
and transposed into our own culture, while at 
the same time we must remain sensitive to the 
noetic effects of sin. The latter means that we 
must remain vigilant with our own hearts and 
minds realizing that our fallen nature means 
we will regularly be tempted to ignore and sup-
press aspects of God’s revelation that we don’t 
like or may be culturally embarrassed by.

Parables

One of the most well-known and well-recog-
nized parts of Jesus’ ministry is his propensity 
to teach with parables. Depending on how 
exactly we define a parable we can calculate 
that approximately 35% of Jesus’ teaching is 
in the form of parables. There are also parables 
scattered throughout the Old Testament as 
well. There is no “Book of Parables” in the NT 
(or OT for that matter); the parables are pep-
pered throughout various parts of the Gospels. 
But because they function in a special way it is 
worth making a few comments about interpret-
ing the genre of parables.

In many ways parables are a mutt breed 
because in reality there is not just one type of 
parable and they contain strains of other genres 
as well. Parables come in many forms and sizes 
and at times they function like narratives, like 
poems, like proverbs, and like apocalyptic lit-
erature. Parable is really a general term we use 
to describe a range of ways of speaking that all 
use analogy. Parables can be lengthy, allegorical 
stories such as the Parable of the Sower, or they 
can be simple, pithy aphorisms such as “the 
kingdom of heaven is like a treasure hidden in a 
field…” (Matt 13:44). The consistent element is 
that some comparison or analogy is at play.

As a result, the best practice for interpret-
ing parables well is to pay attention to how 
the analogy is working. What is the point of 
comparison and what seems to be the point 
being made? Sometimes there will be a sum-
mary statement given – such as “thus, the first 
shall be last and the last shall be first” or “let the 
blind lead the blind” – making our job a bit easi-
er. But whether this is present or not we should 
think in terms of how the comparison seems to 
be working, not focusing necessarily on minor 
details that are unrelated to the comparison. 
For example, in Jesus’ parable about the pearl 
of great price (Matt 13:45-46), speculation 
about the price fluctuation of pearl prices in 
1st-century Judaism is not going to serve the 
interpreter well. The point of the parable is dis-
cerned through recognizing that the kingdom of 
God is being compared to something of greater 
value than all else we might own.

Another important interpretive principle 
is paying attention to the literary context in 
which the parables are set. Parables by their 
nature are somewhat flexible in their meaning; 
they are “open” poetic texts that are commu-
nicating more than one idea, even as stories 
regularly do. As a result, very often the specific 
application a parable is discerned by paying 
attention to how the writer has set the para-
ble in the flow of other teachings and sayings. 
Paying attention to this literary context will 
often help make most sense of what a parable is 
communicating. For example, the notoriously 
difficult parable of the Laborers in the Vineyard 
(Matt 20:1-16) finds its fullest meaning when 
one recognizes that its message is a response to 
the disciples question about their own future 
rewards with God relative to the future state of 
the rich young ruler (Matt 19:16-30). One can 
make some sense of the parable by itself, but 
this literary setting (hinted at by the repetition 
of the aphorism about the “first” and the “last”) 
provides great help in reading this parable.
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Apocalyptic Visions

The final genre we will address is that of 
apocalyptic literature. The book of Revelation 
is the most obvious (and notoriously famous) 
example in Scripture, but this genre also makes 
an appearance in significant portions of the Old 
Testament prophetic literature (book of Daniel 
7-12, and parts of Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, 
Joel, and Zechariah 12-14of other prophets) as 
well as in other places such as the Olivet Dis-
course in the Gospels (Mark 13 and parallels).

As with some of the other genres discussed 
here, in reality this genre contains a mixture of 
other genres. Apocalyptic literature typically 
uses very poetic imagery and phrasing, may 
have narrative and epistolary portions, and 
regularly functions like a prophetic word of 
both warning and future hope. As a result, one 
must remain sensitive and deft when reading 
apocalyptic literature, employing the skills 
and insights that apply to several other genres 
discussed above.

The single most important aspect to em-
phasize in the interpretation of the apocalyptic 
genre is understanding the how and why ques-
tion for this style of writing. Apocalyptic liter-
ature is typically written by a group in society 
that is under persecution and is seeking to en-
courage one another with the true hope of God’s 
coming redemption. The persecution context 
and the future-eschatological focus explains-
explain why the style is typically image-heavy 
and poetic. The images function as indirect 
communication that speaks powerfully to those 
“inside” and which envisions a time that is 
wholly other than this one, hence the need for 
the somewhat vague images. All of this leads to 
an understanding that apocalyptic literature 
is written not so that the reader can decipher 
precisely what every poetic image means but 
rather so that we might be challenged and 
encouraged to diligence and perseverance as 
we await God’s full redemption. Apocalyptic 

literature is not to be read with a newspaper in 
the other hand so that we can figure out exactly 
to whom Daniel or John or Ezekiel is referring 
as the anti-Christ. Instead, we are to take great 
hope by knowing that God is in control of all of 
history and is actively at work bringing about 
his beautiful redemption. 

Conclusion

The reason this discussion of genres is import-
ant is hopefully clear but can be summarized 
here: When we read the Bible without sensi-
tivity to the ways in which different genres 
communicate there is the potential that we 
will misunderstand what God is saying to us. 
Of course, this should not drive us to anxiety or 
paralysis in reading the Bible because God is 
happy to speak to us and he does speak to us in 
and through our very imperfect understanding 
and interpretation. Nevertheless, our goal is al-
ways to be growing toward the deepest, wisest, 
and most beneficial reading, and sensitivity to 
genres is one help along this journey. Turned 
around and said more positively, different 
genres help us read “with the grain” of the 
different parts of the literature that the Bible is. 
We will understand more deeply and apprecia-
tively when we read a type of literature in the 
way that the author intended.

Skill Three – Avoiding Common 
Exegetical Mistakes

We have just been discussing how recognizing 
different genres in Scripture is both a help-
ful tool for our understanding and how genre 
sensitivity can protect us from certain errors in 
reading – such as reading a proverb as a prom-
ise or apocalyptic literature literally. 

We don’t want our focus on interpretation 
to be driven by anxiety and fear of mistake – 
God is not anxious and we will certainly and 
regularly make mistakes in interpretation yet 
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God will still happily speak to and through us. 
But because we care about hearing God’s voice 
fully we must take care to practice interpre-
tation in the best way. Good Informational 
reading is careful, giving focused attention and 
the best of our intellectual capacities to the task 
of understanding.

One key aspect of developing rigor in 
thinking is learning to avoid common mis-
takes in reasoning that occur when we engage 
in interpretation. These can be classified and 
organized into different kinds of exegetical fal-
lacies or exegetical mistakes.165 We will review 
a number of examples under two headings – 
Language Errors and Reasoning Errors.

Language Errors

God is a speaking God and therefore it is no 
mere coincidence that the physical manifesta-
tion of God among us, Jesus the Christ, can be 
called The Word (John 1, etc.). And at the same 
time, we focus our attention on studying the 
written speech of God in the Bible that we also 
call the Word of God. Both in Jesus and in the 
Bible we see that the high point of revelation 
is found in language. While there are other 
aspects of human experience and of revelation 
(emotion; the aesthetic; mystery and mysti-
cal experiences; the beauty and grandeur of 
creation), none is more central than language, 
words.

Not surprisingly, then, in this fallen world 
and with fallen people using language, there 
will regularly be misunderstandings in the 
use of language in communication. When we 
step back and think more closely about how 
language works we can observe that there are 
many ways in which we can misunderstand 
it – maybe especially when we study the Bible 

165 For a standard and helpful book exploring topic see 
DA Carson’s Exegetical Fallacies.

because we are trying so hard to get deep 
meaning out of it. Ironically, this expectation 
and respect for the Bible can lead us to treat 
its words in a magical way that results in more 
confusion than light, more error than the truth 
we are seeking.

For example, when studying Holy Scrip-
ture we sometimes put too much emphasis 
on what a particular word “really” means by 
focusing on where it came from (its etymology), 
where it is used elsewhere, or how we use it in 
other, more technical settings. Take the word, 
“butterfly.” Any speaker of English knows that, 
despite its constituent parts, this noun does not 
refer to a stick of margarine soaring through 
the sky. “Butterfly” is an agreed-upon set of 
sounds that points to a commonly-known fami-
ly of insects, not a supposedly literal dissection 
of its parts, “butter” and “fly.” Yet this kind 
of mistake is often foisted upon words in the 
Bible, either in our English translations or even 
more easily, when one looks at words from the 
Bible in Hebrew or Greek. Similarly, we should 
always be careful to let the meaning of a word 
be determined in the first sense by its use in 
its own context rather than assuming that the 
same word means the same thing everywhere. 
For example, the important biblical word 
“righteous/righteousness” is rich and varied 
in meaning and usage and we should not make 
it mean the same thing every time it appears. 
Matthew’s use of “righteous,” while not contra-
dictory to Paul’s, focuses more on the virtuous 
way of living that accords with God’s coming 
kingdom than on a sense of things being put 
to right in the world and with us. This insight 
comes from working hard at understanding 
what Paul and Matthew are saying in their own 
contexts rather than treating this important 
word “righteous” the same in both authors, or 
even more, importing later theological senses 
of this word back into either Matthew or Paul. 

Many other examples of language errors 
could be identified, but we can sum up the point 
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here by encouraging readers to simply pay close 
attention to what is being communicated in 
Scripture and to often use good common sense. 
We can avoid many language errors when 
we take care not to be overly technical in our 
arguments while at the same time not making 
too many assumptions about what an author is 
saying.

Reasoning Errors

Even as it is very easy – intentionally and 
unintentionally – to make mistakes with regard 
to language, so it is with making arguments in 
general. The effects of sin on our minds and 
wills (cf. Rom 1) means that many times logical 
arguments or patterns of reasoning can appear 
sound when they are in fact not.

For example, consider the following argu-
ment:

All cats are hairy.
Rover the dog is hairy.
Therefore Rover the dog is a cat.

While the absurdity of the conclusion to this 
argument makes one realize it must not be true, 
it may not be clear to us immediately why this 
argument is not only untrue, but invalid. Yet 
there are many times when such arguments 
are made for how to interpret and understand 
a theological truth or passage of Scripture and 
we are not so easily able to sense its falsehood. 
To do so takes learning to recognize common 
errors in reasoning. In the case above we have 

a classic logical fallacy of association, whereby 
the combination of the first and second prem-
ises create a false sense of necessity in the 
conclusion. There are many other ways to make 
such logical mistakes. Likewise, we often make 
historical arguments that stumble over logical 
irregularities or make too many unwarranted 
assumptions.

In our study of the Bible we often commit 
these kinds of error, sometimes especially 
when we want to assert something that we 
think is true and good, but we do so with an 
illogical argument. Such ways of arguing may 
win the day but will always prove to be foolish 
in the long run. For example, knowledge of 
the historical or cultural background behind a 
biblical book is often used in cause and effect 
arguments: because Paul was writing in the age 
of the Roman Empire, therefore, his goal was 
to subvert Roman imperialism with the gospel. 
While there may be some truth in this, one 
cannot simply assume or assert this argument 
on the basis of historical knowledge.

As with language errors, we could easily 
multiply the examples when it comes to errors 
in reasoning as we read the Bible. The general 
point we are making here is an exhortation and 
invitation to being careful in our arguments 
about what Holy Scripture is saying. We do not 
want to be cynics or skeptics when it comes to 
listening to the interpretations of others, but 
we can and should develop our skills of learning 
to discern common errors in reasoning and 
argumentation – especially our own.

Theological Reading

The many skills discussed above as parts of 
Informational reading are important in helping 
us to be the best kind of Bible readers we can 
be. In fact, these skills – historical and cultural 
knowledge, understanding different genres and 
potential mistakes in reasoning – will help us 

be better readers of any book. These informa-
tional skills are part of general hermeneutics, 
or a general practice of interpretation.

But it is precisely here where we must do 
something more when we come to read Holy 
Scripture, God’s Word. While the Bible is a hu-
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man book, written by human authors, bearing 
the marks of human culture and history, it is 
also a divine revelation. Therefore, when we 
read and interpret Holy Scripture we need a 
certain orientation that includes more than a 
general hermeneutical understanding; we need 
a Theological mode of interpretation and way 
of reading. A Theological reading includes the 
Informational skills, but is at the same time 
founded on something deeper while also going 
beyond these techniques. Informational meth-
ods are helpful but they “need to be recontextu-
alized within a theological framework: that is, 
they need to be evaluated and used according to 
terms that refuse to treat the Bible as nothing 
more than an object of historical inquiry.”166

A Theological reading of Scripture has 
several aspects. In the first instance it means 
that the best and most important readings of 
the Bible will ultimately concern God as re-
vealed to us as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Any 
reading of Scripture that is less than God-cen-
tered – and particularly, less than Triune – is 
not a theological reading and is sub-Christian. 
Therefore, no Christian reader will ever be con-
tent with the outcomes of a merely Informa-
tional reading, no matter how full, interesting, 
and rigorous these reading might be.

A Theological interpretation will also con-
sciously read the texts of Holy Scripture within 
three contexts that go beyond informational 
skills and techniques: the contexts of the canon 
(Canonical), the church’s tradition (Tradition-
al), and creedal orthodoxy (Creedal).

The Context of the Canon – Canonical Reading

God has not only inspired individual writ-
ings and providentially preserved them for 
his church; he has also providentially led the 
church to recognize which writings are indeed 

166 Billings, The Word of God for the People of God, 59.

inspired and created for the church’s ongoing 
life, worship, and witness. We call this collec-
tion of writings the canon of Holy Scripture. 
For the Christian this canon is two-fold, con-
sisting of what we now call the “Old Testament” 
(what the Jewish people of the first-century 
simply called “the Scriptures”) as well as the 
writings of the Apostles and some of their 
associates (what we now call the New Testa-
ment).167

The key understanding is that the forma-
tion of the canon presupposes that despite the 
diversity, variety, and complexity of the Bible 
that there is unified and singular voice of God 
that is woven throughout. Because God is one 
and is not inconsistent in himself, his speaking 
through Holy Scripture is ultimately unified 
and not inconsistent. In the midst of great and 
beautiful complexity and diversity there is a 
profound singularity.

The significance of this for our good 
reading of any part of Scripture is that we must 
always remember that every text of the Bible 
is part of something larger than itself – the 
inspired canon of Scripture – and that divine 
unity of the whole of Scripture means that all 
texts of Scripture ultimately fit together and 
speak in harmony, not cacophony. The Reform-
ers talked about the importance of this canon-
ical reality in our interpretation with the idea 
of the analogy of Scripture – Scripture must be 
used to interpret other Scripture.

This fundamental understanding is what 
makes possible canonical readings that we 
sometimes called “redemptive historical” and 
“biblical theology.” These approaches provide 
us readings of Scripture that go beyond the his-
torical particularity or even human authorial 
intent of individual texts or books of the Bible. 

167 Take a look at Michael J. Kruger’s Canon Revisited: 
Establishing the Origins and Authority of the New 
Testament Books, 2012, for more on canon.
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In light of the canon it is right, appropri-
ate, and even necessary to do these kinds of 
reading. So, for example, the theme of God’s 
presence can be traced across books as diverse 
as Genesis, Ezekiel, the Gospel of John, and 
Revelation. So too can countless other theolog-
ical truths such as the Messiah, the day of the 
Lord, the kingdom of God, and creation/new 
creation. Moreover, we can recognize that not 
only are certain themes repeated throughout 
the Bible, but also that there is a discernible 
story that drives the whole; there is a unity 
that is more than literary, but also spiritual and 
historical – God acting in history to bring about 
his saving purposes. And yet again, another way 
a canon-consciousness benefits our reading is 
that we can learn to read figurally – hearing res-
onances and seeing connections across the can-
on about ways in which certain ideas recur and 
build on one another. For example, there are 
many stories in the Bible that are told in such 
a way that we can see enriching figural con-
nections between various wilderness feedings, 
miraculous water crossings, mountains where 
God reveals himself, and numerical connec-
tions of 3’s, 10’s, 12’s, 40’s, and 70’s.

This canonical context and understanding 
makes it clear that while the many skills and 
techniques developed in an Informational read-
ing are helpful, they cannot provide the insights 
that a canonical reading can. Indeed, in the way 
many have practiced informational reading, 
there is an opposition to canonical reading or 
at best a denigration of its authority and value. 
But the divine gift of the canon makes a Theo-
logical reading of this sort both possible and 
necessary.

The Context of the Church’s Tradition 
– Traditional Reading

The second context for a Theological reading 
is that of the church’s tradition. For many 
Christians in the Protestant tradition – espe-

cially those whose Christian experience is very 
localized and de-emphasizes liturgy – the word 
“tradition” creates suspicion or at least confu-
sion. But the Bible itself recognizes the impor-
tance of tradition. For example, in 2 Thessalo-
nians 2:15 and 3:6 Paul challenges his readers 
not to stray from the traditions they had been 
taught concerning Jesus, and he commends 
the Corinthians to hold fast to the traditions he 
taught them (1 Cor. 11:2).

In fact, the Protestant tradition (note this 
phrase) is no different than the rest of Christi-
anity in seeing itself as part of the Great Tradi-
tion of Christian teaching and practicing that 
goes back to the Apostles themselves. Tradition 
can be ungodly and can prevent people from 
hearing Scripture correctly (cf. Matt 15; Mark 
7), but the alternative of supposedly having no 
traditions is no less of a tradition itself. That is, 
all of us have had our sensibilities and convic-
tions trained in some context(s) and this affects 
us deeply in ways both conscious and subcon-
scious.168

The point here is that a good reading of 
Scripture is not opposed to the way Scripture 
has already been read by Christians – especially 
wise and gifted leaders – throughout the history 
of the church. It is neither wise nor godly to try 
to understand the Bible apart from the riches 
of the tradition of other readers who have gone 
before us.

So at the practical level this aspect of 
Theological reading means that when we read 
Scripture we listen to the voice of other speak-
ers in the history of interpretation – especially 
those who come from different traditions than 
our own and who help us see past some of our 
blindspotsblind spots. Thankfully, there are 
massive resources available to us from the 

168 For a very helpful exploration of how traditions and 
liturgies affect our sensibilities, see JKA Smith, 
Desiring the Kingdom.
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history of tradition. One can easily read com-
mentaries and sermons from a wide variety of 
interpreters who have gone before us – from 
Origen to Spurgeon to Barth to Jonathan Ed-
wards to Augustine.

The Context of Creedal Orthodoxy 
– Creedal Reading

But even the contexts of the canon and of tra-
dition are not sufficient for a good theological 
reading. We also need the context of creedal 
orthodoxy. This means that to read the Bible 
well and to read it theologically we must read it 
in light of and in conversation with the commu-
nity of orthodox believers whose understand-
ing, led by the Holy Spirit, is codified in the 
concililarconciliar creeds such as the Apostles’ 
Creed and Nicene Creed. This is in line with 
what we just discussed above concerning the 
unavoidability and value of reading within a 
tradition, but takes it a step further to recognize 
that there is one aspect of our tradition that is 
non-negotiable, Christian orthodox doctrine.

Alister McGrath defines doctrine as the 
“communally authoritative teachings regard-
ed as essential to the identity of the Christian 
community.”169 Even as we have a canon of 
providentially identified Scriptures, so too we 
have a historically identifiable set of beliefs 
that have always been considered essential to 
a right understanding of the Christian faith, 
in contrast to its many possible deviations in 
both ancient times and today. All three major 
branches of orthodox Christianity (Roman 
Catholic; Eastern Orthodox; Protestant) are in 
agreement that these essential doctrines can be 
found in the earliest, foundational creeds of the 
church.

But even before these various creeds 

169 McGrath, The Genesis of Doctrine, 11-12, as quoted in 
Green, Practicing Theological Interpretation, 71.

were solidified in the first few centuries of the 
church, there was already a recognition that 
the tradition of the apostles (cf. 2 Thes 2:15; 
3:6; 1 Cor 11:2) was continuing and could be 
described as the regula fidei or “rule of faith.”170 
The “rule” here means something like what we 
mean when we refer to a “rule of thumb” – a 
measurement that points to the center and 
boundaries of a Christian interpretation of 
Scripture.171 The rule of faith is the general 
theological framework in which Christians 
have always understood the complexity of the 
Bible’s teachings. It is “a distillation of core 
Christian teaching that can help unveil the 
inherent patterns of Scripture”172 and the basic 
“summary of the received teachings of the 
Christian church.”173

The assertion here is that a Theological 
reading of Scripture can only be done with-
in the context of the rule of faith. For some 
Christians, however, this seems problematic. 
Especially for many Protestants the belief is 
that we need “no creed but Jesus” and we need 
to simply pursue the original meaning of the 
text by utilizing our informational techniques 
and skills.

However, it is both impossible and unwise 
to attempt to read Scripture apart from creedal 
orthodox doctrine. It is impossible because 
there is no theology-free zone in which we can 
do our thinking. Our values, judgments, and 
affections all depend on some belief system.174 

170 Among many good discussions that can be found 
about the rule of faith, one may consult chapter 3 
in Joel Green’s short book, Practicing Theological 
Interpretation: Engaging Biblical Texts for Faith and 
Formation (Baker, 2011).

171 Billings, 22.

172 Billings, 22.

173 Billings, 17.

174 Billings, 12-13, 139.
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This truth was not lost on the Protestant 
Reformers who intentionally fought against 
many of the church traditions and doctrines of 
their day. They did so under the banner of sola 
scriptura (“Scripture alone”), but they never 
meant by this that we are neutral readers or 
that we should read the Bible apart from ortho-
doxy. Rather, they meant that Scripture alone is 
the ultimate authority and the revelation upon 
which all doctrine is built, the very thing that 
those who codified the rule of faith argued as 
well.

The rule of faith is necessary for a good 
Theological reading because having the Scrip-
tures alone – even with an agreed-upon canon 
– does not mean that we will be able to under-
stand God’s message rightly, even if we all use 
the same techniques. After all, most cults and 
heresies and perversions of the faith – both in 
ancient times and today – use the same Bible 
that orthodox believers do, and usually with the 
same tools of study. Yet their readings are not 
the same.

As an example we can consider the various 
groups within Judaism in the first-century. 
The Pharisees, Essenes, and Christians all read 
the same Jewish Scriptures and all revered 
and valued it as God’s word. Yet obviously they 
understood the meaning of these texts very dif-
ferently. Their differences cannot be explained 
on the basis of a greater set of exegetical skills 
or belief in the historical veracity of the texts. 
Rather, each of these groups had different 
theological commitments and beliefs. Of the 
many different ways that Scripture can be read 
each community understood the texts in light 
of their overarching belief system. In the case 
of Christianity, they read the Jewish Scriptures 
anew in light of the reality of the incarnation, 
life, death, resurrection, and ascension of Jesus 
who they believed to be the Christ. As Joel 
Green observes, thus:

what makes a ‘Christian reading’ of 

Israel’s Scriptures (rather than, say, a 
Pharisaic or Essene reading of those 
same Scriptures) are especially those 
theological lenses by which the followers 
of Christ have identified the God of 
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob with the 
God who raised Jesus from the dead; 
and those christologicalChristological 
lenses by which those same followers 
of Christ have understood that 
Israel’s Scriptures speak of Christ 
and then the restoration of God’s 
people in the work of Christ such that 
the church, composed of Jew and 
gentile, finds its own history within 
the pages of these Scriptures .” 175

The church fathers understood this reality 
in their own struggles not only with other Jew-
ish groups but also with sundry Christian-like 
heresies such as Gnosticism. Irenaeus famous-
ly spoke about the rule of faith as the guiding 
principle or scope of teachings that enable us 
to put together the many pieces of Scripture 
into the right overall picture. He points out that 
orthodox Christians and the Gnostic sects are 
both reading the same Scriptures and exegeting 
the same texts, but that they both end up with a 
different picture of who Jesus is: for the Chris-
tians he is the Davidic King; for the Gnostics 
he is but a dog or fox.176 The difference between 
these two renderings is that the Christian read-
er is guided and informed by the proper rule of 
faith.

It is important to note that this rule of faith 
does not control the Scriptures or generate 
the only right readings from texts, but rather it 
serves as a map with boundaries and a center, 
a map whichmap that guides us on our joyful 

175 Green, PTI, 73-4

176 Irenaeus, Against Heresies 1.8.1.
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journey of discovering the manifold riches of 
Scripture.177

These three contexts of a Theological read-
ing of Holy Scripture – canon, tradition, creedal 
orthodoxy – all speak with one voice to the es-
sentially Christological and Trinitarian reading 
of Scripture. Because God who is a speaking 
God is One and because he has now ultimately 
spoken through his Son (Heb 1:1), this means 
that all of Scripture ultimately speaks about 
Jesus the Son. This does not mean that every 
verse directly speaks about Jesus, but it does 
mean that a truly theological reading will be a 
re-reading of all of the Scriptures (including 
the Old Testament) as pertaining to, witnessing 
to, and pointing to who God is for us in Christ. 
“For all the promises of God find their Yes in 
him. That is why it is through him that we utter 
our Amen to God for his glory” (2nd Cor. 1:10). 
And all the things that happened in Israel’s his-
tory were written for Christians’ instructions 

177 In patristic exegesis a common idea is the economy of 
Scripture, meaning, the proper order or structure of 
the message of the Bible. The economy of Scripture 
communicates is scope and thrust, but does not detail 
every thing that Scriptures says. There are countless 
good readings that can be generated from thoughtful 
exegesis, but those that fall outside the economy of 
Scripture are by definition not Christian readings. See 
John O’Keefe and Russell Reno, Sanctified Vision.

because we are the ones upon whom the end of 
the ages has dawned (1st Cor. 10:12).

And at the same time, a Theological read-
ing of Scripture can never be less than fully 
Trinitarian. Along with God the Father reveal-
ing himself through the Son, the Holy Spirit is 
fully present and at work. Indeed, it is the Spirit 
of God who is guiding, empowering, and speak-
ing. It is the Spirit of God who fills Jesus and 
guides him, through the mysterious workings 
of the Trinity’s interrelationships. And it is the 
Spirit who continues to mediate God’s presence 
to the world through the church now that the 
Son has ascended to his heavenly throne. And 
the Spirit also instructs and guides the church 
and its participants in our understanding of 
God’s Holy Word. 

So a robust reading of Scripture will not pit 
Informational skills and readings against Theo-
logical ones, nor vice versa. Both are needed for 
the best and wisest triune hermeneutic. Pulling 
these threads together we might suggest a 
Trinitarian analogy to this three-fold reading 
strategy. We need to read creationally (God the 
Father as Creator), theologically (God the Son 
as the locus of revelation), and spiritually (God 
the Spirit as Guide and Interpreter). To this 
third and final aspect of good triune hermeneu-
tical reading we can now turn.

Transformational Reading

The third essential element to a triune herme-
neutical reading is reading for transformation 
– both individually and corporately. In a sense 
this third aspect represents a slight pivot in our 
understanding. The first two parts – Informa-
tional and Theological – both speak to skills 
and presuppositions and approaches. These are 
techniques and sensibilities and commitments 
to ways of reading that anyone could adopt. 
This is true of Transformational reading as 

well, but with this third element we are em-
phasizing the goal and posture of the reader, all 
of which is guided and influenced by the Holy 
Spirit.

The Goal of Reading Holy Scripture

What is our goal in reading Holy Scripture? 
We rarely ask this question of ourselves in 
a thoughtful way. Our answer will greatly 
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affect our overall hermeneutical strategy and 
the focus of our energies in reading. We are 
suggesting here that in addition to an Informa-
tional and Theological reading we need a very 
personal focus that is receiving the Bible as 
more than content data, accurately and care-
fully mined from the text; we should receive the 
Bible as God’s voice directly into our lives. This 
is the ultimate goal.

Christians throughout history have said 
the same. We might even say that in many 
ways receiving the Bible as more than a book 
– as God speaking truth into my life – is at the 
core of what it means to be a Christian. But 
unfortunately this aspect of our faith has in 
more modern times been divorced from our 
interpretive practices and split off in to some 
additional step called “application.” Far better 
is to recognize that application to our own lives 
is not an add-on to Bible reading, but really 
shapes and forms and guides all of our reading 
of Scripture because it is putting the ultimate 
goal at the forefront.

One helpful theologian who has suggested 
the same is Timothy Ward.178 In his thoughtful 
book on the doctrine of the nature of Scrip-
ture and how Scripture relates to God, Ward 
concludes with a chapter called, “The Bible 
and Christian Life: The Doctrine of Scripture 
Applied.”179 Ward rightly states that “the most 
appropriate question to ask ourselves when we 
open Scripture to read it is: What is God want-
ing to do to me, and in me, through the words 
I am reading?”180 He notes that this does not 
mean the text means simply whatever it means 
to me, because Scripture is God’s speaking and 

178 The following few paragraphs are based on my 
Reading the Gospels Wisely, chapter 11.

179 Timothy Ward, Words of Life: Scripture as the Living 
and Active Word of God (Downers Grove: IVP, 2009).

180 Ward, Words of Life, 174-175.

saying something to us. However, “reading the 
Bible is not fundamentally a comprehension 
exercise. Interpretation should serve only to 
lead us to an encounter with God as he actual-
ly presents himself to us in Scripture.” If our 
reading of Scripture stops at the comprehen-
sion stage then we have “made the mistake of 
exalting Scripture’s content over its purpose. 
It has ripped apart in Scripture two things that 
ought not to be ripped apart. Therefore we must 
also ask: And what, in this part of Scripture, is 
the Lord wanting to do with that teaching, to 
me and in me?”181

This is certainly right and can also be de-
scribed with the expression “spiritual reading,” 
an idea that has dominated most of Christian 
reading of Scripture. To read spiritually is to 
read God’s Word conscious of the necessary 
work of the Holy Spirit in us to understand 
and to read aware that our engagement with 
Scripture is guided by the Holy Spirit’s goals in 
our lives. When we read Scripture apart from 
this Holy Spiritual reality we fail to read it 
according to its purpose. As Augustine famous-
ly wrote, “Whoever, therefore, thinks that he 
understands the divine scriptures or any part 
of them so that it does not build up the double 
love of God and neighbor does not understand 
it at all.” Augustine, On Christian Doctrine 1.36. 
Since Holy Scripture is divine pedagogy, the in-
struction of Wisdom from the heavenly Father 
to his children, we must read it accordingly and 
with this personal and pious purpose in mind.

Brian Daley, a leading scholar of early 
church interpretation, notes this important dif-
ference between the reading practices of earlier 
Christianity and our tendency in the modern 
period. Spiritual reading of Holy Scripture 

receives it not simply as a historical 
document but as a revelation of 

181 Ward, Words of Life, 175.
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God’s will to heal and transform the 
hearer . Put another way, because 
the Bible is not just a book of texts 
but is Holy Scripture, the concern of 
the ancient exegete was not simply, 
or even primarily, to reconstruct 
the Sitz im Leben [situation in 
life] of the text being studied but to 
elucidate its Sitz in unserem Leben, 
its situation in our life; the hearers’ 
faith is the living context in which 
its scriptural meaning – its meaning 
for our salvation – is to be found .182

Also taking a cue from pre-modern interpreta-
tion, the scholar Margaret Mitchell observes 
that for earliest Christianity the focus of 
Scripture study was on the end goal of what 
readings would be beneficial for the reader. The 
real spiritual benefit of a particular interpre-
tation was recognized as the crucial factor in 
determining the best of the many possible ways 
of reading a passage of Scripture. On this basis 
Mitchell articulates the task of our own reading 
of the Bible to be “maintaining a carefully cali-
brated balance among three cardinal virtues of 
ancient textual interpretation” – a close exam-
ination of what the text says in whole and part, 
an awareness of the benefit for present readers, 
and clemency or charity, which seeks to keep 
the two in balance.183 The first of these parts is 
described with the Greek word akribeia which 
can be defined as “the whole-hearted attention 
to what the text says, a rigorous application of 
the human mind and self to the task of . . . pre-
paring the text for human consumption and de-
lectation.”184 And now we have come full circle 

182 Brian E. Daley, SJ., “Is Patristic Exegesis Still Usable?” 
in Davis and Hays, The Art of Reading Scripture, 77.

183 Margaret Mitchell, Paul, the Corinthians, and the 
Birth of Christian Hermeneutics, 108.

184 Mitchell, 108. Italics mine.

to the image we began with – the insights from 
Eugene Peterson in his volume, Eat This Book. 
Our goal in reading Scripture can and must be 
so much more than a well-founded, accurate, 
intellectually-profoundintellectually profound 
reading – through this kind of intensive reading 
our goal is an intimate meal with God himself 
and a feasting of our souls upon all he is for us 
in Christ Jesus.

The Posture of Reading Holy Scripture

With this more robust and personal under-
standing of our proper goal in reading Scripture 
we understand that essential to achieving this 
goal is something very personal and intangible 
– our posture. Our posture – or stance or heart 
attitude – toward God and Scripture as we read 
is a key element that goes beyond any set of 
skills and sensibilities in reading (information-
al and theological). It is this approach from the 
heart that proves to be most crucial in hearing 
from God and indeed enables us to ask the best 
questions of a text and to receive its answers. 
The ancients often called this kind of reading 
“divine reading” or lectio divina, because it is a 
reading of Scripture ever-consciousever con-
scious of God’s presence and voice therein.

In more recent times Karl Barth likewise 
argued that because Holy Scripture is different 
kind of writing than other books – it is revela-
tory and intimate instead of informational and 
impersonal – it must be met with a different 
kind of reading: a reading that is receptive and 
leisurely rather than standoffish and efficien-
cy-driven. As Peterson observes, “Barth insists 
that we do not read this book [the Bible] and 
the subsequent writings that are shaped by it in 
order to find out how to get God into our lives, 
get him to participate in our lives. No. We open 
this book and find that page after page it takes 
us off guard, surprises us, and draws us into 
its reality, pulls us into participation with God 
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on his terms.”185 This is what Barth famously 
called “the strange new world within the Bible.”

All of this speaks to the necessity of a pos-
ture of humility and receptivity. When we are 
reading the Bible we are not seeking to master 
the text but to be mastered by it, not to merely 
understand the text, but to stand under it. This 
is because it is the living voice to us from our 
Creator, Redeemer, Father, and Friend. 

The Holy Spirit in the Reading of Holy Scripture

As crucial as these skills and this posture is for 
our good reading of Scripture, we cannot do 
these things by ourselves. Scripture teaches us 
that all of this is dependent on the work of the 
Holy Spirit. 

Christians have always understood that 
the reason the Bible is revelatory and there-
fore the focus of our attention is because it 
is Spirit-wrought and God-breathed (2 Tim 
3:16; 2 Peter 1:21) – it is inspired. But the Holy 
Spirit’s role in Scripture does not stop there. 
We are dependent on the ongoing work of the 
Spirit to in-spire (from the same word “spirit”) 
us to understand, receive, and apply what God 
has spoken. We often call this the doctrine of 
illumination of the Holy Spirit.

The Holy Spirit has been and continues 
to be at work in the contextualization of Holy 
Scripture. The Spirit inspired the various 
biblical authors to speak for God from within 
their own contexts, culturally, historically, and 
personally. The Spirit also inspires the various 
biblical readers to hear from God from within 
their own contexts. 

Scripture in its richness and depth con-
tains a bounded pluriformity of meanings. 
There are many good and powerful and true 
things being said in any passage of Scripture, 
in addition to the things that can be said by 

185 Peterson, Eat This Book, 6.

synthesizing many parts of Scripture together 
(what we call theology). When applied to the 
texts of the Bible the diversity of skills found in 
Informational and Theological readings result 
in many good messages. The role of the Holy 
Spirit is guiding us – both individually and cor-
porately – to hear and receive and apply aspects 
of this truth in our own context. This is in fact 
what theology really is – reading the whole of 
Scripture for understanding and application for 
today. 

There is a beautiful tension and balance to 
be maintained in all of this. Every generation 
and culture and place must write their own 
Spirit-led contextualized theology all the while 
that this is bounded by the greater Tradition 
of Christian truth (found most easily in the 
creeds). The same is true for our reading and 
interpreting Holy Scripture. The Spirit guides 
us to read and understand and apply Scripture 
within our own context (how could we under-
stand it in any other way?), while at the same 
time our reading is bound and circumscribed 
by the Tradition of Christian orthodoxy. Within 
this “bounded pluriformity” of Scripture the 
Spirit is at work in and through us.

One of the passages that speaks most clear-
ly and strongly about the role of the Holy Spirit 
in our understanding is 1 Corinthians 2:1-16. 
Here Paul makes it clear that everything from 
the basic message of the gospel to the deepest 
theological truths are bound up with the active 
work of the Holy Spirit. The difference between 
those who understand the Bible’s teachings 
truly and those who do not is not based on 
education or skill-set or intelligence – it is a 
Spiritual matter. It is the Spirit who reveals and 
instructs and enables us to apply the beautiful 
and mysterious teachings of Scripture into our 
own lives.
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A Briefly Negative Note – What Happens 
When We Don’t Read Triunely?

I have been arguing that good reading of the 
Bible requires an intentional and thoughtful 
triune way of reading – Informational, Theo-
logical, Transformational. If this happened 
naturally and was common today we would not 
need to make this argument. But the reality is 
that – for spiritual, intellectual, and historical 
reasons – we often don’t read in this triune way. 
And the result is, like trying to sit on a deficient 
three-legged stool or filming a movie with a 
broken tripod, our non-triune reading is often 
imbalanced and unsteady.

It is helpful to consider momentarily what 
it looks like when we read without a balanced 
triune basis. The natural human tendency is to 
find one thing or one way of reading and focus 
on that. Thus, most non-triune readings tend to 
take one of the three aspects to the exclusion of 
the others.

The Danger of Reading Only One Way

Some readers, especially in our day, focus all 
their attention on an Informational approach. 
The result is often very educated and rigorous. 
Historical, linguistic, cultural, and literary 
insights provide a depth and respectability. 
But they can also result in a very dry and even 
argumentative style of reading. In fact, very 
often Informational only readers – of both 
believing and non-believing types – are ada-
mant that good reading is wrapped up in this 
approach. For unbelieving Bible scholars this 
often contains a strong rhetoric that we cannot 
and should not read the Bible in theological 
and personal ways, else we will mess it up. For 
believers of this persuasion there is often an 
equally strong rhetoric that likewise, good read-
ing must separate the meaning (found through 
the Informational approach) from the signif-

icance and application. If we don’t, the argu-
ment goes, we don’t have a solid basis for belief. 
The problem with both of these approaches, as 
we have seen above, is that not only is impos-
sible to read objectively informationally apart 
from theological and spiritual realities, it is 
not desirable. This is to misunderstand the 
complexity of Scripture, the role of the Spirit 
in all understanding, and the goal of why we are 
reading the Bible. The approach and focus we 
take affects the questions we ask of a text and 
thereby how we read it. While Informational 
interpretation is very important it cannot be 
the exclusive focus of our reading.

Students of the Bible can also mistakenly 
focus only on a Theological reading, spend-
ing their time and energy on the good but 
ultimately too narrow approach of canonical, 
redemptive-historical, or systematic theologi-
cal readings. This kind of interpretation is very 
beneficial and necessary for good reading of 
Holy Scripture, but it can fall prey to two oppo-
site dangers. A Theological reading that is not 
informed by an Informational reading can often 
fail to hear the otherness of the text that textual 
study provides. That is, it is all too easy to make 
Scripture’s message a wax nose that fits into 
one’s already constructed and desired theologi-
cal understanding when no attention is given to 
Informational study. On the other hand, a dan-
ger is present as well in a Theological reading 
that does not take the next necessary step to a 
Transformational reading. When we as readers 
neglect or even deny the spiritual and applica-
tional aspect of reading Scripture, regardless of 
how sound and robust our theological reading 
is, we fail to read the Bible with the grain of its 
divinely-intendeddivinely intended goal.

Finally, we may also note the problem of 
reading from within a Transformational model 
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only. Similar to the problem of a Theological 
reading that lacks Informational grounding, 
many Christians approach Scripture reading 
with the right posture and sensitivity to God’s 
voice but can come away with readings that 
lack substance and the wisdom that comes 
from the kind of full-orbed reading we are 
recommending here. As Peterson rightly warns, 
“Without exegesis, spirituality gets sappy, 
soupy. Spirituality without exegesis becomes 
self-indulgent. Without disciplined exegesis 
spirituality develops into an idiolect in which 
I define all the key verbs and nouns out of my 
own experience. And prayer ends up limping 
along in sighs and stutters.”186 Sooner or later, 
reading for transformation that has no ground-
ing in the other ways of reading will result in 
little to no true transformation.

Nonetheless, in this scenario we must 
evaluate the potential problem a bit different-
ly. Unlike the other two problematic kinds of 
readings discussed here, there is a sense in 
which this Transformational-only approach 
is the least dangerous precisely because of the 

186 Peterson, Eat This Book, 58.

Holy Spirit’s work in and through believers 
and the body of believers in the Church. That 
is, while we would certainly not recommend a 
Lone Ranger kind of “personal application no 
matter what the text is really saying” approach, 
in some ways this kind of reading has the most 
potential to get things right in an imperfect 
world. This is because God has given teachers 
to the Church and most importantly, the Holy 
Spirit is at work to guide and correct and in-
struct. The reader who comes to Holy Scripture 
with a sincere and teachable heart from God 
has the most important qualification in place. 
The skill-sets and wisdom that comes from the 
Informational and Theological readings can be 
learned over time; a receptive and open heart is 
a gift that provides the true starting point for a 
Triune reading.

The Danger of Reducing or Negating 
Certain Ways of Reading

We may helpfully approach this issue from a 
slightly different vantage point – what happens 
when we reduce or negate one or more of the 
elements of Informational, Theological, or 
Transformational reading?

Conclusion – An Invitation to Wise, Christian, 
Contextualized: Reading of Holy Scripture

From the earliest days of the Church it was 
understood that life with God is a journey. 
Holy Scripture is our script as we navigate the 
perils, valleys, trials, joys, and mountaintops of 
life – from the birth of a child to infertility, from 
deserved retirement appreciation dinners to 
hand-wringing financial difficulties, from sexu-
al intimacy to devastating heartbreak and loss. 

Holy Scripture is not something that can 
or should be mastered, nor merely a guidebook 
for living and morality. Rather, it is the clearest 

place where we meet and eat with our kind and 
beautiful Master, King, Lover, and Friend. 

The hermeneutical guidance regarding 
Scripture given here is a prolegomenon – an 
orienting introduction – not the final word. It 
is an invitation for us to pursue what alone will 
give the deepest satisfaction, flourishing, and 
well-being that we can know – the wisdom that 
comes from an intimate relationship with our 
God the Father, secured by the life, death and 
resurrection of the Son, mediated and empow-
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ered through the Holy Spirit, all revealed in 
Holy Scripture.

We have emphasized above that crucial to 
sound triune reading is thinking carefully about 
what the goal of reading Holy Scripture should 
be. This cornerstone question determines the 
lines and shapes of the rest of our varied read-
ings, with all their good and beautiful nooks 
and crannies. We have suggested that the goal is 
ultimately Transformational, informed by and 
in interaction with Informational and Theolog-
ical readings. 

However, even this robust hermeneutical 
understanding does not quite go far enough. 
While this is the necessary focus and goal for 
our individual reading of the Bible, our per-
sonal reading of Scripture is actually part of 
something much larger – God’s saving work in 
the world. Our thoughtful, theological reading 
of Scripture is the primary (though not exclu-
sive) means by which we as individuals are 
transformed. But God’s goal is that through our 
personal, saving transformation we will experi-
ence, partake in, and contribute to his work of 
setting the world to right.

Thus, having established this foundational 
hermeneutical approach to Scripture we must 
now fit this into its own larger picture and 
context – the Doxological Missional Contextu-
alization of the Gospel in the world. God is on 
mission to reconnect his fallen creation with 
himself,187 resulting in the appropriate glorifi-
cation of himself and thereby our good as well. 
The means by which this happens is the good 
news preached and lived out by Spirit-filled, 
Christ-following believers in the Triune God.

Some pastors and scholars have helpfully 
explored this as the improvised working out in 
real life of the script that God has given us in 

187 See, for example, Ross Blackburn, The God Who 
Makes Himself Known: The Missionary Heart of the 
Book of Exodus.

the Scriptures.188 We hear from Scripture by 
close and careful reading and this guides our 
sensibilities, desires, and vision for the working 
out of God’s redemptive work in each individ-
ual life and community situated in particular 
locales and times.

The transformation into the image of 
Christ that we experience by the Holy Spirit 
working through informational and theologi-
cal reading of Scripture is not just about us as 
individuals. Nor is it even just about developing 
our own community. Rather, all of this beautiful 
transformation occurs with a mission – God 
spreading his beauty and life and knowledge 
throughout all of his creation (Numbers 14:21; 
Psalm 72:19; Hab 2:14; Isa 6:3; 2 Cor 2:14; Rev 
5:13).

There is no vision for life so complete, 
beautiful, and engaging as what God is doing 
in the world. Holy Scripture plays the founda-
tional role in enabling us to understand this 
redemptive work and then to be part of this – to 
play our part in the drama. This is why, here at 
the beginning of the exploration of God’s mis-
sional work in the world, we must begin with 
Holy Scripture and how to read it wisely and 
according to God’s purpose.

So we conclude this discussion of how to 
read Scripture with an invitation – an invi-
tation to fullness of life and flourishing that 
comes through encountering God in Scrip-
ture and from there engaging with him in his 
mission of transformation and glory-bringing 
in the world, across all its locales, cultures, 
languages, tribes, and nations.

Where Do We Go From Here? – North Star

So how does all this relate to North Star? The 
point of all of this discussion of knowing and 

188 Vanhoozer, Kevin J. The Drama of Doctrine, p. 71 &  
Ellen Charry. By the Renewing of Your Minds,  p. 36
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hermeneutics is that this understanding is 
essential prolegomenon or foundational ori-
entation to all that we do in ministry, church 
planting, soul care, and mission. What follows 
in the North Star vision and materials seeks to 
provide precisely this kind of content explora-
tion of how to do life and ministry.

 There are five key poles or points in which 
the North Star project will seek to provide a 
robust theological knowledge and hermeneutic:

1. Theology of vision (purpose)
2. Theology of gospel (center)
3. Theology of church (base)
4. Theology of world (inhabiting)
5. Theology of person (transformation)

Each of these poles or points on the map provi-
deprovides a kind of knowledge that has largely 
been lost in our fragmented modern lives and 
understanding. We need a clear theological 
purpose (vision), a clear theological center (the 
gospel), a defined base for all of this under-
standing (the church), an orientation in real 
space (the world), with a clear end goal of the 
transformation of individuals (a theology of 
person).






