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1. DANGER! THEOLOGIANAT WORK

What These Chapters Are Meant to Do

A favorite picture book for three-year-olds, a Bunny, looks at life from a rabbit’s point of view. On that basis, thisbook could well be called IAm a Theologian. Such a titlewould sound conceited, elitist, and stuffy to the last degree,and would become a lead balloon, sinking the book and itsauthor straight into oblivion. Yet, as a declaration of commitment rather than a claim to competence, it would notbe wholly unfit. My goal is to pinpoint some problemswhich a theologian cannot help but see, and fulfill in relation to them, as best I can, the theologian’s proper and distinctive role.

What is that? Well, what is theology? (Always begin at the beginning!) Theology is one of those terms (there are nottoo many of them) whose meaning is clear from their derivation. Theology comes from two Greek words, theos (God) and logos (discourse, speech, line of argument), andmeans simply God-talk—or, more fully, thoughts about Godexpressed in statements about God. God-thoughts are onlyright when they square with God’s own thoughts abouthimself; theology comes good only when we let God’s revealed truth—that is, Bible teaching—penetrate our minds.So theology is an exercise of listening before it is one oftalking. It is the attempt to hear what Westminster Confession I.x calls “the Holy Spirit speaking in the Scripture” andthen to apply what Scripture says to correct and direct ourlives. We bring our doubts and questions to the Bible’steaching for resolution, and we allow God in and throughthat same teaching to question us about the way we thinkand live. The name of theologian is given to those who helpwith this process.

There is a sense in which every Christian is a theologian. Simply by speaking of God, whatever you say, you become atheologian, just as by hitting the keys you become a pianist,whatever it sounds like. (My twenty-three-month-old grandson is fulfilling the role of pianist even as I write.) The question then is whether you are good or bad at what you aredoing. But as in secular speech the word pianist is normallykept for competent performers, so in Christian speech theword theologian is kept for those who in some sense specialize in the study of God’s truth.

What use are such people? Is there a particular job that we should look to them to do for us? Yes, there is. By thelake in a resort I know stands a building grandly labelled“Environmental Control Center.” It is the sewage plant, there to ensure that nothing fouls the water; its staff is comprised of water engineers and sewage specialists. Think oftheologians as the church’s sewage specialists. Their role isto detect and eliminate intellectual pollution, and to ensure,so far as man can, that God’s life-giving truth flows pure andunpoisoned into Christian hearts. Their calling obliges themto act as the church’s water engineers, seeking by theirpreaching, teaching, and biblical exposition to make theflow of truth strong and steady; but it is particularly as disposers of spiritual sewage that I want to portray them. Theyare to test the water and filter out anything they find thatconfuses minds, corrupts judgments, and distorts the waythat Christians view their own lives. If they see Christiansastray, they must haul them back on track; if they see themdithering, they must give them certainty; if they find themconfused, they must straighten them out. That is why thisbook might be called I Am a Theologian, for this is preciselywhat I am attempting to do.

The chapters that follow deal with some crucial questions about which Christians often feel hesitant and uncertain.They all have a directly personal twist. What is God up to inhis world, bewildering and agonizing as it so often proves tobe? Who is entitled to claim his acquaintance? What willholiness require of me? How will God guide me? Will heguide me at all? Is there such a thing as divine healing? Whatshould I expect from God when I am sick, or when I feelbroken into little pieces? How should I react to the presentcondition of the church? These are some of the questionson which I add my mite to the treasury of Christian discussion. They are important questions which often receivewrong answers, and I want to say what I can about them.

MAP-MAKING

What should a theologian do when facing questions of this sort? Picture it thus: he should make a map of each problematical life-situation, with all the human factors involved,and then superimpose all the relevant biblical teachings andBible-based considerations. The scale of the map will needto be fairly large. It is a map to be used when walking crosscountry so correctness of detail is important.

The Christian life is cross-country travel all the way, with hedges and ditches, ups and downs, rough places andsmooth places, deserts and swamps. There are storms andfogs periodically punctuating the sunshine. The purpose ofthe map is to enable the walker to find his way. With a goodmap he will recognize the terrain around him, relate the features he observes to the larger landscape, and see at eachstage where he should go. Theology’s proper goal is toequip the disciples of Jesus Christ for obedience. The mapstheologians draw are meant, not simply to be possessed asso much intellectual wealth, but rather to be used for thebeliever’s route-finding in his personal pilgrimage of following his Lord.

Technicalities (sometimes unavoidable in theology, as in any field of scientific study) will be pursued only for thesake of simplicity. Simplicity of principle, once it isachieved, makes for straightforwardness of practice. Thebest theological maps are clear and have these seven basic qualities.

First, they are accurate in their presentation of material, both human and biblical. Nothing can compensate for failure here.

Second, they are God-centered, recognizing divine sovereignty at the heart of everything and showing God’s control of problematical events, both actual and imaginable.

Third, they are doxological, giving God glory for his glorious achievements in creation, providence, and grace, and encouraging a spirit of joyous, trustful worship and adoration in all circumstances.

Fourth, they are future-oriented, for Christianity is a religion of hope. Often the only sense theology can make of present trends, conditions, and behavior patterns, as theyboth mark society and touch individuals, is to diagnosethem as fruits of sin and hold forth the promise that Godwill one day wipe them out and unveil something better intheir place.

Fifth, they are Christ-related in two ways. On the one hand, they proclaim the centrality of Jesus our mediator,prophet, priest, and king, in all God’s present dealings with,and future plans for, the human race. On the other hand,they reformulate our notional perplexities by turning theminto practical issues of faithfully following the Savior whomwe love along the path of self-denial and cross-bearing, according to his own explicit call (see Luke 9:23). They showus how to walk patiently with him through experiences thatdefeat our minds and feel like death into the experiencedreality of personal internal resurrection. This is the biblicalway to live the Christian life, and good theological maps lead us right into it.

Sixth, such maps are church-centered. The New Testament presents the church as central in God’s plan. Christians are meant to journey through life not in isolation but in company with fellow-believers, supporting them and being supported by them.

Seventh, good theological maps are freedom-focused. They are tuned in to the decision-making processes of authentically Christian men and women: that is, people whoknow themselves to be free from the law as a system of salvation, yet desire to live by it, first out of love for their Lord,who wills this; second out of love for the law itself, whichnow delights them with its vision of righteousness; andthird out of self-love, since they know that there is no realhappiness for them, either here or hereafter, without holiness.

Good theology constantly calls for deliberate, responsible decisions about how we are going to live, and it never forgets that Christian decisions are commitments to action onprinciple (not out of mindless conformity), undertaken infreedom (not from external pressure or bullying), and motivated primarily by love of God and of justice (not by fear).Good theology thus molds Christian character, neither demeaning nor diminishing us but rather enhancing our God-given dignity.

There is no denying that many theological treatments of problem areas fail to measure up to these criteria. Authoritarianism within the church, secularism from outside, and arestless Athenian cast of mind in universities and seminaries,have constantly combined to contaminate theology, bothpast and present. But that need not concern us now. I havewritten this chapter only so that you will know the standards to which I am trying to work. I may well fail; you shallbe the judge of that. But if I do, please remember that, likethe pianist whom the wild Westerners in a certain famouscartoon planned to shoot, I have done my best. Now let usmove on.


2. THE PLAN OF GOD

The Basic Christian Orientation

IS THERE A PLAN?

People today feel lost and astray. Modern art, poetry, and novels, or five minutes’ conversation with any sensitive person will assure us of that. It may seem odd that this is so inan era when we have more control over the forces of nature than ever before. But it really is not. It is God’s judgment, which we have brought down on ourselves by tryingto feel too much at home in this world.

For that is what we have done. We refuse to believe that one should live for something more than this present life.Even if we suspect the materialists are wrong in denyingthat God and another world exist, we have not allowed ourbelief to stop us living on materialistic principles. We have treated this world as if it were the only home we shall everpossess, and have concentrated exclusively on arranging itfor our comfort. We thought we could build heaven onearth. Now God has judged us for our impiety. In this century we have had two “hot” world wars and one “cold” one,the latter still continuing. We find ourselves in the age ofnuclear warfare, torture, terrorism, and brainwashing. Insuch a world it is not possible to feel at home. It is a worldthat has disappointed us. We expected life to be friendly. Instead, it has mocked our hopes and left us disillusioned andfrustrated. We thought we knew what to make of life. Nowwe are baffled as to whether anything can ever be made ofit. We thought of ourselves as wise men. Now we find ourselves like benighted children, lost in the dark.

Sooner or later, this was bound to happen. God’s world is never friendly to those who forget its Maker. The Buddhists,who link their atheism with a thorough pessimism aboutlife, are to that extent correct. Without God, man loses hisbearings in this world. He cannot find them again until hehas found the One whose world it is. It is natural that nonbelievers feel their existence is pointless and miserable. Weshould not wonder when these bitter, frustrated souls turnto drugs and drink, or when teenagers respond to the traumatic chaos around them by committing suicide. God madelife, and God alone can tell us its meaning. If we are to makesense of life in this world, then, we must know about God.And if we want to know about God, we must turn to theBible.

READ THE BIBLE

So let us read the Bible—if we can. But can we? Many of us have lost the ability. When we open our Bibles, we do so ina frame of mind that forms an insurmountable barrier toreading it at all. This may sound startling, but it is true. Letme explain.

When you read a book, you treat it as a unit. You look for the plot, or the main thread of the argument, and follow itthrough to the end. You let the author’s mind lead yours.Whether or not you allow yourself to “dip” before settlingdown to absorb the book, you know that you will not haveunderstood it till you have read it from start to finish. If it isa book that you want to master, you set aside time for acareful, unhurried journey through it. But when we cometo Holy Scripture, our behavior is different. To start with,we are not in the habit of treating it as a book—a unit—atall; we approach it simply as a collection of separate storiesand sayings. We take it for granted that these items represent either moral advice or comfort for those in trouble. Sowe read the Bible in small doses, a few verses at a time. Wedo not go through individual books, let alone the two Testaments, as a whole. We browse through the rich old Jacobean periods of the King James Version, or the informalities ofThe Living Bible, waiting for something to strike us. Whenthe words bring a soothing thought or a pleasant picture,we believe the Bible has done its job. We have come toview the Bible not as a book, but as a collection of beautifuland suggestive snippets, and it is as such that we use it. Theresult is that, in the ordinary sense of “read,” we never read the Bible at all. We take it for granted that we are handlingHoly Writ in the truly religious way, but this use of it is infact merely superstitious. It is, I grant, the way of natural religiosity. But it is not the way of true religion.

God does not mean Bible reading to function simply as a drug for fretful minds. The reading of Scripture is intendedto awaken our minds, not to send them to sleep. God asksus to approach Scripture as his Word—a message addressedto rational creatures, people with minds; a message we cannot expect to understand without thinking about it. “Comenow, and let us reason together,” said God to Judah throughIsaiah (Isa. 1:18), and he says the same to us every time wetake up his book. He has taught us to pray for divine enlightenment as we read. “Open thou mine eyes, that I may behold wondrous things out of thy law” (Ps. 119:18). This is aprayer for God to give us insight as we think about hisWord. But we effectively prevent God answering this prayerif after praying we blank out and stop thinking as we read.

God wants us to read the Bible as a book—a single story with a single theme. I am not forgetting that the Bible consists of many separate units (66 to be exact), and that someof those units are themselves composites (such as the Psalter, which consists of 150 separate prayers and hymns). Forall that, however, the Bible comes to us as the product of asingle mind, the mind of God. It proves its unity over andover again by the amazing way it links together, one partthrowing light on another part. So we should read it as awhole. And as we read we are to ask: What is the plot of thisbook? What is its subject? What is it about? Unless we askthese questions, we will never see what it is saying to us about our lives.

When we reach this point, we shall find that God’s message to us is more drastic, and at the same time more heartening, than any that human religiosity could conceive.

THE MAIN THEME

What do we find when we read the Bible as a single unified whole, with our minds alert to observe its real focus?

We find just this: The Bible is not primarily about man at all. Its subject is God. He (if the phrase may be allowed) isthe chief actor in the drama, the hero of the story. The Bibleis a factual survey of his work in this world, past, present,and future, with explanatory comments from prophets,psalmists, wise men, and apostles. Its main theme is not human salvation, but the work of God vindicating his purposesand glorifying himself in a sinful and disordered cosmos. Hedoes this by establishing his kingdom and exalting his Son,by creating a people to worship and serve him, and ultimately by dismantling and reassembling this order of things,thereby rooting sin out of his world. It is into this largerperspective that the Bible fits God’s work of saving man. Itdepicts God as more than a distant cosmic architect, or anubiquitous heavenly uncle, or an impersonal life-force. Godis more than any of the petty substitute deities that inhabitour twentieth-century minds. He is the living God, presentand active everywhere, “glorious in holiness, fearful inpraises, doing wonders” (Exod. 15:11). He gives himself aname—Yahweh (Jehovah: see Exod. 3:14-15; 6:2-3), which, whether it be translated “I am that I am” or “I will be that Iwill be” (the Hebrew means both), is a proclamation of hisself-existence and self-sufficiency, his omnipotence and hisunbounded freedom. This world is his, he made it, and hecontrols it. He works “all things after the counsel of his ownwill” (Eph. 1:11). His knowledge and dominion extend tothe smallest things: “The very hairs of your head are allnumbered” (Matt. 10:30). “The Lord reigns”—the psalmistsmake this unchangeable truth the starting point for theirpraises again and again (see Ps. 93:1; 96:10; 97:1; 99:1).Though hostile forces rage and chaos threatens, God isKing: therefore his people are safe. Such is the God of theBible. And the Bible’s dominant conviction about him, aconviction proclaimed from Genesis to Revelation, is thatbehind and beneath all the apparent confusion of this worldlies his plan. That plan concerns the perfecting of a peopleand the restoring of a world through the mediating action ofChrist. God governs human affairs with this end in view.Human history is a record of the outworking of his purposes. History is his story.

The Bible details the stages in God’s plan. God visited Abraham, led him into Canaan, and entered into a covenantrelationship with him and his descendants—“an everlastingcovenant, to be a God unto you and to your seed afteryou ... I will be their God” (Gen. 17:7f.). He gave Abrahama son. He turned Abraham’s family into a nation, and ledthem out of Egypt into a kind of their own. Over the centuries he prepared them and the Gentile world for the coming of the Savior-King, “who verily was foreordained beforethe foundation of the world, but was manifest in these last times for you, who by him do believe in God” (1 Pet.l:20f.). At last, “when the fulness of the time was come,God sent forth his Son, made of a woman, made under the law, to redeem them that were under the law, that wemight receive the adoption of sons” (Gal. 4:4f.). The covenant promise to Abraham’s seed is now fulfilled to all whoput faith in Christ: “If you are Christ’s, then you are Abraham’s seed, and heirs according to the promise” (Gal.3:29).

The plan for this age is that this gospel should be known throughout the world, and “a great multitude ... of all nations, and kindreds, and people, and tongues” (Rev. 7:9) bebrought to faith in Christ; after which, at Christ’s return,heaven and earth will in some unimaginable way be remade. Then, where “the throne of God and of the Lamb” is,there “his servants shall serve him: and they shall see hisface... and they shall reign for ever and ever” (Rev. 22:3-5).

This is the plan of God, says the Bible. It cannot be thwarted by human sin, because God made a way for human sin itself to be a part of the plan, and defiance of God’srevealed will is used by God for the furtherance of his will.Joseph’s brothers, for instance, sold him into Egypt. ‘Youthought evil against me,” observed Joseph afterwards, “butGod meant it for good ... to save much people alive” (Gen.50:20); “So it was not you that sent me hither, but God”(Gen. 45:8). The cross of Christ itself is the supreme illustration of this principle. “Him, being delivered by the determinate counsel and foreknowledge of God,” said Peter inhis Pentecost sermon, “you ... by wicked hands have crucified and slain” (Acts 2:23). At Calvary God overruled Israel’s sin, which he foresaw, as a means to the salvation ofthe world. Thus it appears that man’s lawlessness does notthwart God’s plan for his people’s redemption; rather,through the wisdom of omnipotence, it has become themeans of fulfilling that plan.

ACCEPTING THE PLAN

This, then, is the God of the Bible: a God who reigns, who is master of events, and who works out through the stumblingservice of his people and the impudence of his foes his eternal purpose for his world. Now we begin to see what the Bible has to say to our generation, which feels so utterly lostand bedevilled in an inscrutably hostile order of events.There is a plan, says the Bible. There is sense in circumstances, but you have missed it. Turn to Christ. Seek God.Give yourself to the fulfillment of his plan, and you will havefound the elusive key to living. “He that follows me,” Christpromises, “shall not walk in darkness, but shall have thelight of life” (John 8:12). You will have a motive: God’sglory. You will have a rule: God’s law. You will have a friendin life and death: God’s Son. You will have found the answerto the doubting and despair triggered by the apparentmeaninglessness, even malice, of circumstances: you willknow that “the Lord reigns,” and that “all things work together for good to them that love God, to them that are thecalled according to his purpose” (Rom. 8:28). And you willhave peace.

The alternative? We may defy and reject God’s plan, but we cannot escape it. For one element in his plan is the judgment of sin. Those who reject the gospel offer of lifethrough Christ bring upon themselves a dark eternity.Those who choose to be without God shall have what theychoose: God respects our choice. This also is part of theplan. God’s will is done no less in the condemnation of unbelievers than in the salvation of those who put faith in theLord Jesus.

Such are the outlines of God’s plan, the central message about God that the Bible brings us. Its exhortation to us isthat of Eliphaz to Job: “Acquaint now yourself with him, andbe at peace: thereby good shall come to you” (Job 22:21).Since we know that “the Lord reigns,” working out his planfor his world without let or hindrance, we can begin to appreciate both the wisdom of this advice and the glory thatlies hidden in this promise.

"ALL THINGS FOR GOOD' ?

“The Lord reigns.” This, we now see, is the first fundamental truth we must face. The Creator is King in his universe. God“works all things after the counsel of his own will” (Eph.1:11). The decisive factor in world history, the purpose that controls it and the key that interprets it, is God’s eternalplan. The sovereign lordship of God is the basis of the biblical message and the foundation-fact of Christian faith, andwe have noted that on it is built the great assurance that “allthings work together for good to them that love God.” If this is so, it is marvelously good news.

But can this assurance stand? The claim it makes raises problems for sensitive and thoughtful souls at many points.It does not admit of rational demonstration, and circumstances on occasion prompt painful doubts. Some of thethings that happen to Christians, in particular, hurt and bewilder us: how can these misfortunes, these frustrations,these apparent setbacks to God’s cause be any part of hiswill? In response to these things, we find ourselves inclinedto deny either the reality of God’s government or the perfect goodness of the God who governs. To draw either conclusion would be easy—but it would also be false. When weare tempted to do this, we should stop and ask ourselvescertain questions.

THE SECRET THINGS

Ought we to be surprised when we find ourselves baffled by what God is doing? No! We must not forget who we are.We are not gods; we are creatures, and no more than creatures. As creatures, we have no right or reason to expectthat at every point we shall be able to comprehend the wisdom of our Creator. He himself has reminded us, “Mythoughts are not your thoughts. . . . As the heavens are higher than the earth, so are ... my thoughts than your thoughts” (Isa. 55:8-9). Furthermore, the King has made itclear to us that it is not his pleasure to disclose all the details of his policy to his human subjects. As Moses declaredwhen he had finished expounding to Israel what God had revealed of his will for them: “The secret things belong untothe Lord our God: but those things which are revealed belong unto us ... that we may do all the words of this law”(Deut. 29:29). The principle illustrated here is that God hasdisclosed his mind and will so far as we need to know themfor practical purposes, and we are to take what he has disclosed as a complete and adequate rule for our faith and life.But there still remain “secret things” that he has not madeknown and that, in this life at least, he does not intend us todiscover. And the reasons behind God’s providential dealings sometimes fall into this category.

Job’s case illustrates this. Job was never told about the challenge God met by allowing Satan to plague his servant.All Job knew was that the omnipotent God was morally perfect, and that it would be blasphemously false to deny hisgoodness under any circumstances. He refused to “curseGod” even when his livelihood, his children, and his healthhad been taken from him (Job 2:9-10). Fundamentally hemaintained this refusal to the end, though the well-meantplatitudes that his smug friends churned out at him drovehim almost crazy and at times forced out of him wild wordsabout God (of which he later repented). Though not without struggle, Job held fast his integrity throughout the timeof testing, and maintained his confidence in God’s goodness. And his confidence was vindicated. For when the timeof testing ended, after God had come to Job in mercy to renew his humility (40:1-5; 42:1-6), and Job had obedientlyprayed for his three maddening friends, “the Lord gave Jobtwice as much as he had before” (42:10). ‘You have heardof the patience of Job,” writes James, “and have seen the end of the Lord; that the Lord is very pitiful, and of tendermercy” (James 5:11). Did the bewildering series of catastrophes that overtook Job mean that God had abdicated histhrone, or abandoned his servant? Not at all, as Job provedby experience. But the reason God had plunged him intodarkness was never revealed to him. Now may not God, forwise purposes of his own, treat others of his followers as hetreated Job?

But there is more to be said than that. There is a second question to ask.

Has God left us entirely in the dark as to what he is doing in his providential government of the world? No! He hasgiven us full information as to the central purpose that he isexecuting, and a positive rationale for the trying experiences of Christians.

What is God doing? He is “bringing many sons unto glory” (Heb. 2:10). He is saving a great company of sinners. He has been engaged in this task since history began. He spentmany centuries preparing a people and a setting of worldhistory for the coming of his Son. Then he sent his Son intothe world in order that there might be a gospel, and now hesends his gospel through the world in order that there maybe a church. He has exalted his Son to the throne of the universe, and Christ from his throne now invites sinners tohimself, keeps them, leads them, and finally brings them tobe with him in his glory.

God is saving men and women through his Son. First he justifies and adopts them into his family for Christ’s sake assoon as they believe, and thus restores the relationship between them and himself that sin had broken. Then, within that restored relationship, God continually works in andupon them to renew them in the image of Christ, so that thefamily likeness (if the phrase may be allowed) shall appearin them more and more. It is this renewal of ourselves, progressive here and to be perfected hereafter, that Paul identifies with the “good” for which “all things work together tothem that love God... the called according to his purpose”(Rom. 8:28). God’s purpose, as Paul explains, is that thosewhom God has chosen and in love has called to himselfshould “be conformed to the likeness of his Son, that he[the Son] might be the firstborn among many brothers”(Rom. 8:28-29, niv). All God’s ordering of circumstances,Paul tells us, is designed for the fulfillment of this purpose.The “good” for which all things work is not the immediateease and comfort of God’s children (as is, one fears, too often supposed), but their ultimate holiness and conformityto the likeness of Christ.

Does this help us to understand how adverse circumstances may find a place in God’s plan for his people? Certainly! It throws a flood of light upon the problem, as the writer to the Hebrews demonstrates. To Christians who hadgrown disheartened and apathetic under the pressure ofconstant hardship and victimization, we find him writing:“Have you forgotten the exhortation which addresses youas sons?—‘My son, do not regard lightly the discipline of theLord, nor lose courage when you are punished [better, reproved, rv] by him. For the Lord disciplines him whom heloves, and chastises every son whom he receives.’ It is fordiscipline that you have to endure. God is treating you assons; for what son is there whom his father does not discipline? ... We have had earthly fathers to discipline us and we respected them. Shall we not much more be subject tothe Father of spirits and live?... He disciplines us for ourgood, that we may share his holiness For the moment alldiscipline seems painful rather than pleasant; later it yieldsthe peaceful fruit of righteousness to those who have beentrained by it” (Heb. 12:5-11, quoting Prov. 3:11-12, rsv, emphasis added). It is striking to see how this writer, like Paul,equates the Christian’s “good,” not with ease and quiet, butwith sanctification. The passage is so plain that it needs nocomment, only frequent rereading whenever we find ithard to believe that the rough handling that circumstances(or our fellow Christians) are giving us can possibly beGod’s will.

THE PURPOSE OF IT ALL

However, there is still more to be said. A third question we should ask ourselves is: what is God’s ultimate end in hisdealings with his children? Is it simply their happiness, or isit something more? The Bible indicates that it is somethingmore. It is the glory of God himself.

God’s end in all his acts is ultimately himself. There is nothing morally dubious about this. If we say that man canhave no higher end than the glory of God, how can we sayanything different about God himself? The idea that it issomehow unworthy to represent God as aiming at his ownglory in all that he does reflects a failure to remember thatGod and man are not on the same level. It shows lack of realization that, while sinful man makes his own well-being his ultimate end at the expense of his fellow-creatures, our gracious God has determined to glorify himself by blessing hispeople. His end in redeeming man, we are told, is “thepraise of the glory of his grace,” or simply “the praise of hisglory” (Eph. 1:6, 12, 14). He wills to display his resources ofmercy (the “riches” of his grace, and of his glory—“glory”being the sum of his attributes and powers as he revealsthem: Eph. 2:17; 3:16) in bringing his saints to their ultimatehappiness in the enjoyment of himself.

But how does this truth, that God seeks his own glory in all his dealings with us, bear on the problem of providence?In this way: it gives us insight into the way in which Godsaves us, suggesting to us the reason why he does not takeus to heaven the moment we believe. We now see that heleaves us in a world of sin to be tried, tested, belabored bytroubles that threaten to crush us—in order that we mayglorify him by our patience under suffering, and in orderthat he may display the riches of his grace and call forthnew praises from us as he constantly upholds and deliversus. Psalm 107 is a majestic declaration of this.

Is it a hard saying? Not to the man who has learned that his chief end in this world is to “glorify God, and (in doingso) to enjoy him forever.” The heart of true religion is toglorify God by patient endurance and to praise him for hisgracious deliverances. It is to live one’s life, through smoothand rough places alike, in sustained obedience and thanksgiving for mercy received. It is to seek and find one’s deepest joy, not in spiritual lotus-eating, but in discoveringthrough each successive storm and conflict the mighty adequacy of Christ to save. It is the sure knowledge that God’s way is best, both for our own welfare and for his glory. Noproblems of providence will shake the faith of the one whohas truly learned this.

THE GLORY OF GOD

The crucial fact we need to grasp, then, is that God the Creator rules his world for his own glory. “To him are all things” (Rom. 11:36); he himself is the end of all his works.He does not exist for our sake, but we for his. It is the nature and prerogative of God to please himself, and his revealed good pleasure is to make himself great in our eyes.“Be still,” he says to us, “and know that I am God: I will beexalted among the heathen, I will be exalted in the earth”(Ps. 46:10). God’s overriding goal is to glorify himself.

Or is it? Because the claim is so crucial, and is so often found offensive and dismissed, I want now to sharpen thefocus on it and spell it out more fully. Once it is clear in ourminds beyond any shadow of doubt, everything else inChristianity will fall into place and make sense; but as longas we are uncertain about it, the rest of the biblical faith willset us constant problems. Look again, then, at the thing thatis being said here about the Maker of us all.

Its reasonableness. That God aims always to glorify himself is an assertion we at first find hard to believe. Our immediate reaction is an uncomfortable feeling that such an idea isunworthy of God, that self-concern of any sort is incompatible with moral perfection, and in particular with God’s nature as love. Many sensitive and morally cultured people areshocked by the thought that God’s ultimate end is his ownglory, and strongly oppose such a concept. To them, it depicts God as essentially no different from an evil man, oreven the devil himself! To them it is an immoral and outrageous doctrine, and if the Bible teaches it, so much theworse for the Bible! They often draw this conclusion explicitly with regard to the Old Testament. A volume, theysay, that depicts God so persistently as a “jealous” Being,concerned first and foremost about his “honor,” cannot beregarded as divine truth, for God is not like that. It is blasphemy, real if unintentional, to think that he is! Since theseconvictions are widely and strongly held, it is important toconsider what validity, if any, they have.

We begin by asking: why are these convictions asserted with so much heat? On other theological matters peoplecan disagree calmly enough. But protests against the doctrine that God’s chief end is his glory are made with passionand often angry rhetoric. The answer is not difficult to see,and it does credit to the moral earnestness of the speakers.These people are sensitive to the sinfulness of continualself-seeking. They know that the desire to gratify self is atthe root of moral weaknesses and shortcomings. They arethemselves trying as best they can to face and fight this desire. Hence they conclude that for God to be self-centeredwould be equally wrong. The vehemence with which theyreject the idea that the holy God would exalt himself reflects their acute sense of the guiltiness of their own self-seeking.

Is their conclusion valid? We repeat: it is in fact a complete mistake. If it is right for man to have the glory of God as his goal, can it be wrong for God to have the same goal? Ifman can have no higher purpose than God’s glory, how canGod? If it is wrong for man to seek a lesser end than this, itwould be wrong for God, too. The reason it cannot be rightfor man to live for himself, as if he were God, is because heis not God. However, it cannot be wrong for God to seekhis own glory, simply because he is God. Those who insistthat God should not seek his glory in all things are reallyasking that he cease to be God. And there is no greater blasphemy than to will God out of existence.

If the objectors’ line of reasoning is so clearly false, why do so many today believe it? The plausibility of the argument derives from our habit of making God in our image,and thinking of him as if he and we stood on the same level.In other words, his obligations to us and ours to him correspond—as if he were bound to serve us and further ourwell-being with the same selflessness with which we are obligated to serve him. This is, in effect, to think of God as ifhe were a man, albeit a great one. If this way of thinkingwere right, then for God to seek his own glory in everything would indeed make him comparable to the worst ofmen and to Satan himself. But our Maker is not a man, noteven an omnipotent superman. And this way of thinking ofhim is gross idolatry. (You do not have to make a graven image picturing God as a man to be an idolater; a false mentalimage is all that is needed to break the second commandment.) We must not imagine, then, that the obligations that bind us creatures to him, bind him, as Creator, equally to us.Dependence is a one-way relationship, and carries with itone-way obligations. Children, for instance, ought to obeytheir parents—not vice versa! Our dependence upon ourCreator binds us to seek his glory without committing himto seek ours. For us to glorify him is a duty; for him to blessus is grace. The only thing that God is bound to do is thevery thing that he requires of us—to glorify himself.

We conclude, then, that it is the reverse of blasphemy to speak of God as self-centered; on the contrary, not to do sowould be irreligious. It is the glory of God to make all thingsfor himself and to use them as a means for his exaltation.The clearheaded Christian will insist on this. He also will insist that it is the glory of man that he is privileged to function as a means to this end. There can be no greater gloryfor man than to glorify God. “Man’s chief end is to glorifyGod”—and it is in so doing that man finds true dignity. Thehumanist, who believes man is at his noblest and most godlike when he has thrown off the shackles of religion, will saythat we rob human life of all real worth by asserting thatman is no more than a means to God’s glory. The truth,however, is the opposite. Life without God has no realworth; it is a mere monstrosity. When we say that man is nomore than a means to God’s glory, we also say that man isno less than that—thus showing how life can have meaningand value. The only person in this world who enjoys complete contentment is the person who knows that the onlyworthwhile and satisfying life is to be a means, howeverhumble, to God’s chief end—his own glory and praise. The way to be truly happy is by being truly human, and the wayto be truly human is to be truly godly.

Its meaning. But what does it mean to say that God’s chief end is his glory? To many of us the phrase “the glory ofGod” is rather empty. What significance does Scripture giveit?

In the Old Testament the word translated “glory” originally expressed the idea of weight. From this it came to be applied to any characteristic of a person that makes him“weighty” in other people’s eyes, and prompts them to honor and respect him. Jacob’s gains and Joseph’s wealth arecalled “glory” (Gen. 31:1; 45:13). Then the word was extended to mean honor and respect itself. Accordingly, theBible uses it with reference to God in a double connection.On the one hand, it speaks of the glory that belongs toGod—the Divine splendor and majesty attached to all God’srevelations of himself. On the other hand, it speaks of glorythat is given to God—the honor and blessing, praise andworship that God has a right to receive, and that is the onlyfit response to his holy presence. Ezekiel 43:2f. reflects thelink here: “The glory of the God of Israel came ... and I fellupon my face.” The term glory thus connects the thoughtsof God’s praiseworthiness—the majesty of his power andpresence—the worship that is the right response when Godstands before us, and we before him.

Take these two thoughts separately for a moment.

In revelation, God shows us his glory. Glory means Deity in manifestation. Creation reveals him. “The heavens declare the glory of God” (Ps. 19:1). “The whole earth is full of his glory” (Isa. 6:3). In Bible times, God disclosed hispresence by means of theophanies, which were termed his“glory” (the shining cloud in the tabernacle and temple,Exod. 40:34, 1 Kings 8:10f.; Ezekiel’s vision of the throneand the wheels, Ezek. 1:28; etc.). Believers now behold hisglory fully and finally displayed “in the face of Jesus Christ”(2 Cor. 4:6). Wherever we see God in action, there we seehis glory. He presents himself before us as holy and adorable, summoning us to bow down and worship.

In religion, we give God glory. We do this by all our acts of response to his revelation of grace:

1. By worship and praise. “Whoso offereth praise glori-fieth me” (Ps. 50:23); “Give to the Lord the glory due hisname” (Ps. 96:8, nkjv); “Glorify God for his mercy” (Rom.15:9).

2. By believing his word. “Thy word is true” (Ps.119:160); “Thy words are true” (2 Sam. 7:28, rsv).

3. By trusting his promises (that was how Abraham gaveglory to God, Rom. 4:20f.).

4. By confessing Christ as Lord, “to the glory of God theFather” (Phil. 2:11).

5. By obeying God’s law. “The fruits of righteousness” areto “the glory and praise of God” (Phil. 1:11).

6. By bowing to his just condemnation of our sins (soAchan gave God glory, Josh. 7:19f ).

7. By seeking to make him great (which means makingself small) in our daily lives.

Now we can see what is meant by the statement that God’s chief end is his glory. It means that his unchangingpurpose is to display to his rational creatures the glory of his wisdom, power, truth, justice and love so that they cometo know him and, knowing him, to give him glory for alleternity by love and loyalty, worship and praise, trust andobedience. The kind of fellowship that he intends to createbetween us and him is a relationship in which he gives ofhis fullest riches, and we give of our heartiest thanks—bothto the highest degree. When he declares himself to be a“jealous” God, and proclaims: “My glory will I not give toanother” (Isa. 42:8; 48:11), his concern is to safeguard thepurity and richness of this relationship. Such is the goal ofGod.

All God’s works are a means to this end. The only answer that the Bible gives to questions that begin: “Why didGod... ?” is: “For his own glory.” It was for this that Goddecreed to create, and for this he willed to permit sin. Hecould have kept man from transgression. He could havebarred Satan out of the garden, or have confirmed Adam sothat he became incapable of sinning (as he will do to the redeemed in heaven). But he did not. Why? For his own glory.It is often said that nothing in God is so glorious as his redeeming love—the mercy that wins back transgressorsthrough the bloodshedding of God’s own Son. But therewould be no revelation of redeeming love had sin not beenpermitted first.

Again: why did God choose to redeem? He need not have done so. He was not bound to take action to save us. Hislove for sinners, his resolve to give his Son for them, was afree choice that he did not have to make. Why did hechoose to love and redeem the unlovely? The Bible tells us:

“To the praise of the glory of his grace ... to the praise of his glory...” (Eph. 1:6, 12, 14).

We see the same purpose determining point after point in the plan of salvation. Some he elects to life, others he leavesunder merited judgment, “wanting to show His wrath, andto make His power known ... and that He might makeknown the riches of His glory on the vessels of mercy...”(Rom. 9:22f., nkjv). He chooses to make up the bulk of hisChurch from the riff-raff of the world—persons who are“foolish ... weak ... base ... despised.” Why? “That noflesh should glory in His presence . . . That, as it is written,he who glories, let him glory in the Lord” (1 Cor. 1:26-31, nkjv). Why does God not root indwelling sin out of hissaints in the first moment of their Christian life, as he will dothe moment they die? Why, instead, does he carry on theirsanctification with a painful slowness, so that all their livesthey are troubled by sin and never reach the perfectionthey desire? Why is it his custom to give them a hard passage through this world?

The answer is, again, that he does all this for his glory: to expose to us our own weakness and impotence, so that wemay learn to depend upon his grace, and the limitless resources of his saving power. “We have this treasure in earthen vessels,” wrote Paul, “that the excellency of the powermay be of God, and not of us” (2 Cor. 4:7). Once for all, letus rid our minds of the idea that things are as they are because God cannot help it. God “works all things after thecounsel of his will” (Eph. 1:11), and all things are as theyare because God has chosen that they should be, and thereason for his choice in every case is his glory.

THE GODLY MAN

Let us now define what godliness is. We can say at once that it is not simply a matter of externals, but of the heart; and itis not a natural growth, but a supernatural gift; and it isfound only in those who have admitted their sin, who havesought and found Christ, who have been born again, whohave repented. But this is only to circumscribe and locategodliness. Our question is: What essentially is godliness?Here is the answer: It is the quality of life that exists in thosewho seek to glorify God.

The godly man does not object to the thought that his highest vocation is to be a means to God’s glory. Rather, hefinds it a source of great satisfaction and contentment. Hisambition is to follow the great formula in which Paulsummed up the practice of Christianity—“glorify God inyour body... whether therefore you eat, or drink, or whatsoever you do, do all to the glory of God” (1 Cor. 6:20;10:31). The godly man’s dearest wish is to exalt God withall that he is in all that he does. He follows in the footstepsof Jesus his Lord, who affirmed to his Father at the end ofhis life here: “I have glorified thee on the earth” (John17:4), and who told the Jews: “I honor my Father ... I seeknot mine own glory” (John 8:49f). He thinks of himself inthe manner of George Whitefield the evangelist, who said:“Let the name of Whitefield perish, so long as God is glorified.” Like God himself, the godly man is supremely jealousthat God, and only God, should be honored. This jealousy isa part of the image of God in which he has been renewed.There is now a doxology written on his heart, and he isnever so truly himself as when he is praising God for theglorious things that he has already done and pleading withhim to glorify himself yet further. We may say that it is byhis prayers that he is known—to God, if not to men. “Whata man is alone on his knees before God,” said MurrayMcCheyne, “that he is, and no more.”

In this case, however, we should say, “and no less.” For secret prayer is the veritable mainspring of the godly man’slife. When we speak of prayer we are not referring to theprim, proper, stereotyped, self-regarding formalities thatsometimes pass for the real thing. The godly man does notplay at prayer. His heart is in it. Prayer to him is his chiefwork. His prayer is consistently the expression of his strongest and most constant desire—“Be thou exalted, Lord, inthine own strength. Be thou exalted, O God, above theheavens. Father, glorify thy name. Hallowed be thy name”(Ps. 21:13; PS. 57:5; John 12:28; Matt. 6:9). By this Godknows his saints, and by this we may know ourselves.


3. MEETINGGOD

The BasicChristian Relationship

A young lady asked a friend of mine: “Did you ever meet C. S. Lewis?” 'Yes' replied my friend, “as a matter of fact, Ihad quite a bit to do with him.” The young lady stood silentfor a moment and then shyly said: “May I touch you?” AsHumpty-Dumpty said to Alice, “There’s glory for you!” Tohave met C. S. Lewis—wow! But, as Lewis would have beenthe first and my friend the second to point out, a far greaterthing than meeting C. S. Lewis is meeting God.

Some day we shall all meet God: we shall find ourselves standing before him for judgment. Should we leave thisworld unforgiven, it will be a dire event. There is, however,a way of meeting God on earth that removes all terror fromthe prospect of that future meeting. It is possible for imperfect people like ourselves to live and die in the knowledgethat our guilt has gone and that love—both God’s love for us, and our love for him—has already established a joyful togetherness that nothing can destroy. The mode of meetingthat introduces us to this great grace, however, often hastraumatic beginnings. It was so for Isaiah, as we shortly shallsee.

Who may claim that they have met God? Certainly not those who resolutely deny his reality or his knowability, northose who go no further than acknowledging that there is“Somebody there.” The simple answer is that we meet Godas a loving, heavenly Father through coming to recognizehis Son, Jesus Christ, as the Way, the Truth, and the Life. Wemeet God through entering into both a relationship of dependence on Jesus as our Savior and Friend and a relationship of discipleship to him as our Lord and Master. Theexposition of this answer obliges us to say that no onemeets God—no one meets Christ—until Isaiah’s watershedexperience begins to become reality in one’s life. Isaiah 6 isthus not only of historic interest as a great man’s account ofwhat set the direction of his own ministry. The passage issignificant for everyone. Its contents serve as a checklist ofthe conscious perceptions that indicate whether we havetruly met God or not. We need to understand what Isaiahlearned through his vision.

He saw the vision in the temple. What was he doing there? The answer is provided by the opening phrase of thefirst verse of chapter six: “In the year that King Uzziahdied.” Uzziah had reigned fifty-two years, but now had either just died or was about to die, and this was a traumaticevent for Judah to face. Judah was under political pressure;powerful enemies, namely the resurgent Assyrians, lived just over the border. Naturally there was anxiety about the future. Trauma of any kind drives people to prayer, and it isnatural to suppose that Isaiah was in the temple to prayabout the future of his people.

The fact that this is chapter 6 of the prophecy, not chapter I where Isaiah tells us that the word of the Lord came to him during Uzziah’s reign as well as the reigns that followed(see 1:1), suggests that he was an active prophet already,and it was his desire to know what his message to the people was now to be that had led him into the temple on thisoccasion. Though that cannot be proved, it seems likely andwill be assumed in what follows.

Uzziah, as 2 Chronicles emphasizes (see 26:8, 15-16), had been a strong king, under whom Judah had enjoyed safetyand prosperity. Now the kingdom was to pass to his son Jo-tham, who was in his mid-twenties. No one knew what sortof a king Jotham would make. For this reason also all ofJudah, Isaiah included, must have felt anxiety about nationalwell-being, so that when Isaiah entered the temple that wasthe big thing on his mind. But God showed himself to Isaiahin a manner that forced the prophet to think about himselfand his own relationship to God in a way that he had neverdone before.

We too often think of God as simply there to help us. We seek gifts and strength from God to cope with externalpressures when the real need is to have our distorted relationships with him set straight. It is mercy on God’s partwhen he cracks through our attempts to harness him to ourpurposes and compels us to put first things first. But suchmercy can have a fearsome aspect, as Isaiah discovered.

Isaiah was shown a vision of God’s holiness. He saw the Lord on his throne, so he tells us, and the angels worshipinghim as they hovered before the throne. They called to oneanother: “Holy, holy, holy, is the Lord of hosts; the wholeearth is full of his glory” (6:3, Rsv). The threefold “holy” isfor rising emphasis, as repetition in the Bible always is.

What was being conveyed to Isaiah by what he saw and heard? If you look up holy in a dictionary of theology, youfind that in both Testaments it is a word that applies primarily to God and expresses everything that sets him apartfrom us, making him different; everything that sets himabove us, making him worshipful and awesome; and everything that sets him against us, making him an object of actual terror. The basic thought that the word carries is of God’sseparateness from us and of the contrast between what he isand what we are. If you think of holiness as a circle embracing everything about God that is different from what we are,the center of the circle is God’s moral and spiritual purity,which contrasts painfully with our twisted sinfulness. It wasjust this contrast that Isaiah perceived.

A bad hymn (by the Anglican, Bishop Mant) starts thus:

Bright the vision that delighted Once the sight of Judah's seer,

Sweet the countless tongues united To entrance the prophet's ear.

As if Isaiah had been attending the Grand Ole Opry! The truth is that Isaiah found God’s holiness terrible to contemplate. Facing it convinced him there was no hope for himwith God because of his sin. But meantime the angels celebrated God’s holiness in the widest sense of that word,bringing before Isaiah an awareness of God’s “endless wisdom, boundless power” as well as his “awful purity” (Iquote these words from Frederick W. Faber’s hymn, “MyGod, How Wonderful Thou Art”).

Focus, now, on God’s holiness in its full and inclusive sense. Think of it as you think of light, as a spectrum of distinct qualities that constitute holiness in their combination.Isaiah’s narrative sets before us five realities about God in ablend for which holiness is the proper name.

Lordship—or, to use a long word that theologians love, sovereignty—is the first of these realities. The English Bibleputs it in short words: “The Lord reigns; God is King!” Isaiahsaw a visual symbol of lordship: God seated on a throne.Other people in Scripture are on record as having beenshown that same symbol. Ezekiel, for instance, saw God’sthrone coming at him out of a storm cloud, with living creatures acting as a kind of animated chariot for it and whirlingwheels at all sorts of angles in relationship to each other below the seat, where you would have expected the legs ofthe throne to be. The living creatures and wheels were bothemblems of endless energy; God on the throne is infinitelyand eternally powerful. Ezekiel tells us that the throne washigh above him, and huge, and his impression was that a figure like a man sat on it. (See Ezekiel 1.) So, too, the thronethat Isaiah saw was high and huge; “the train of his [God’s]robe filled the temple,” he tells us, and the “holy place” ofthe temple was approximately sixty feet by thirty feet andforty-five feet high.

The vision of God as King, whether perceived visually or only with the mind’s eye, recurs frequently in the Bible.Psalm after psalm proclaims that God reigns. John saw “athrone in heaven with someone sitting on it” (Rev. 4:2).And 1 Kings 22 tells us of Micaiah, the faithful prophetwhom Ahab had imprisoned because he had threatenedAhab with God’s judgment. At Jehoshaphat’s urging Micaiahwas brought from prison to answer the question that thetwo kings together were posing: Should Ahab, with Jehoshaphat’s help, attempt to recapture Ramoth Gilead from theSyrians? The scene into which Micaiah was led was an impressive one: “Dressed in their royal robes, the king of Israeland Jehoshaphat king of Judah were sitting on their thrones... with all the prophets [about 400] prophesying beforethem” (w. 10, 6). It was a grand official occasion. No doubtan admiring crowd stood around watching all that went on.Micaiah, however, was not overawed. First he mocked Ahabby imitating the court prophets (v. 15), and then told himwhat really was true, that if he went to Ramoth Gilead hewould die. The secret of Micaiah’s boldness is in verse 19,where he declares: “I saw the Lord sitting on his throne”—therefore Micaiah was not cowed when he saw Ahab andJehoshaphat on their thrones in the gate of Samaria. The vision of God on the throne in heaven made plain who was incharge!

This realization of God’s sovereign providence (for that is what it really is) is enormously strengthening. It strengthened Micaiah; it strengthened John; no doubt it strengthened Isaiah, too. To know that nothing happens in God’sworld apart from God’s will may frighten the godless, but itstabilizes the saints. It assures them that God has everythingworked out and that everything that happens has a meaning,whether or not we can see it at the time. Peter reasonedabout the cross this way in the first Christian evangelisticsermon, preached on Pentecost morning. “This man [Jesus]was handed over to you by God’s set purpose and foreknowledge; and you, with the help of wicked men, put himto death ...” (Acts 2:23, emphasis added). You did it ofyour own free will, says Peter. You are guilty of doing it andneed to repent, but don’t imagine that it happened apartfrom the will of God. Knowing that God is on the throneupholds one under pressure and in the face of bewilderment, pain, hostility, and events that seem not to makesense. It is a supportive truth for believers, and it is the firstelement or ingredient in the holiness of God.

Greatness is the second element. The vision was of God high and exalted, with the six-winged seraphs hovering before him in worship. Note their posture; the description hassomething to teach us. The two wings covering each angel’sface is a gesture that expresses reverent restraint in God’spresence. We should not pry into his secrets. We are to becontent to live with what he has told us. Reverence excludes speculation about things that God has not mentionedin his Word. Augustine’s reply to the man who asked him,“What was God doing before he made the world?” was,“Making hell for people who ask questions like that”—asharp use of shock tactics to make the questioner see the irreverence that lay behind his curiosity. One of the attractivethings (to me, anyway) about John Calvin is his sensitivityto the mystery of God—that is, the reality of the unrevealed—and his unwillingness to go a step beyond whatScripture says. He and Augustine combine to assure us thatwe must be content not to know what Scripture does nottell us. When we reach the outer limits of what Scripturesays it is time to stop arguing and start worshiping. This iswhat the angels’ covered faces teach us.

Two wings also covered each angel’s feet. That expresses the spirit of self-effacement in God’s presence, another aspect of true worship. Genuine worshipers want to blotthemselves out of the picture, calling no attention to themselves, so that all can concentrate without distraction onGod alone. A Christian communicator has to learn that hecannot present himself as a great preacher and teacher if healso wants to present God as a great God and Christ as agreat Savior. There is a pair-of-scales effect here. Only asone’s assertion of self sinks will God be exalted and becomegreat in one’s estimate. Self-effacing humility before God isthe only way to uplift him—that is the lesson of the angels’covered feet.

Another aspect of the angels’ posture was that each was hovering on two wings, as hummingbirds hover, ready todart away—to go for God, to run his errands, just as soon asthe command was given. Such readiness also belongs to thespirit of true worship, worship that acknowledges the lord-ship and greatness of God.

Our worship, like the angels’ worship, must include the elements of reverent restraint, self-effacement, and readiness to serve, or we shall really be diminishing God, losingsight of his greatness and bringing him down to our level.We must examine ourselves: irreverence, self-assertion, andspiritual paralysis frequently disfigure our so-called worship.We must recover the sense of God’s greatness that the angels expressed. We need to learn afresh that greatness isnumber two in the spectrum of qualities that make up theholiness of God.

Nearness, or in long words, omnipresence in manifestation, is the third element in God’s holiness. “The whole earth is full of his glory” (v. 3). Glory means God’s presence shown forth so that his nature and power are madeevident. Nowhere can you escape the presence of God, andwe, like Isaiah, must reckon with that fact. For those wholove to be in God’s presence, this is good news. It is badnews, however, for those who wish God could not see whatthey do. Psalm 139 celebrates God’s nearness and his exhaustive knowledge of who and what each believer is. Itends with a plea that God, the searcher of hearts, wouldshow the psalmist any sin that was in him so that he mighteliminate it. “Search me, O God ... see if there is any offensive way in me, and lead me in the way everlasting” (w. 23-24). Nothing goes unnoticed so far as God is concerned; allour “offensive ways” are evident to him however much wemay try to hide them, shrug them off, or forget about them.This third aspect of God’s holiness will be an uncomfortabletruth to anyone who is not willing to pray the psalmist’sprayer.

Purity is the fourth quality that contributes to God’s holiness. ‘Tour eyes are too pure to look on evil; you cannot tolerate wrong,” says Habakkuk to God (1:13). Most peoplethink of purity first when they hear of the holiness of God.What was said earlier about purity as the center of thecircle shows that they are right to do so. Isaiah perceivedthis purity without a word being spoken. The sense of beingdefiled and unfit for God’s fellowship overwhelmed him.“Woe to me!” Isaiah cried. “I am ruined! For I am a man ofunclean lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips, andmy eyes have seen the King, the Lord Almighty” (Isa. 6:5).Just as sin is rebellion against God’s authority and guilt inrelation to God as lawgiver and judge, so it also is uncleanness in relation to God’s purity. And as Isaiah felt uncleanbefore God when he recognized his sin, so will every God-centered person feel. A sense of defilement before God isnot morbid, neurotic, or unhealthy in any way. It is natural,realistic, healthy, and a true perception of our condition. Weare sinners in fact. It is our wisdom to admit it.

“I am a man of unclean lips,” says Isaiah. He is thinking of particular sins of speech. The Bible has much to say aboutsuch sins, for they reflect what is in a person’s heart. “Outof the overflow of [a person’s] heart his mouth speaks”(Luke 6:45). We can use God’s gift of speech to expressmalice and cut others down. Some people gossip (a practicethat has been defined as the art of confessing other people’ssins). Others deceive, exploit, and betray people by sweet-talking and lying. We cheapen life by disgraceful, obscene,demeaning talk; we ruin relationships by thoughtless and irresponsible chatter. When Isaiah speaks of unclean lips hesays something that touches us all.

(Perhaps there is also a reference in these words to Isaiah’s prophetic ministry. Perhaps in delivering God’s messages he had been more concerned about his reputation as a preacher than about glorifying God. Unfortunately, this attitude—and the defilement it engenders—still exists. Christian communicators with murky motives have unclean lips.)

“And I live among a people of unclean lips,” Isaiah continues. Presumably he is acknowledging that he has gone with the crowd, taken his cue from them, talked as they talked,been foulmouthed with others who were foulmouthed, andso been led astray by bad examples. He does not offer thisas an excuse, however. To do what others do when, deepdown, one knows it is wrong is moral cowardice, whichdoes not lessen guilt but increases it. Isaiah’s conformity tothe unclean ways of the society around him made his guiltgreater. Perhaps as a prophet and preacher he had up to thispoint thought of himself in a different category from his fellow Jews, as if the very act of denouncing their sins excluded him from guilt when he himself behaved the sameway. Now he knew better. For the first time, perhaps, hesaw himself as the hypocritical conformist he really was,and he expressed his shame. God’s purity had made a moralrealist out of him.

The fifth element in God’s holiness is mercy—the purifying, purging mercy that Isaiah experienced when he confessed his sin. A seraph flew to him, sent by God to touch his lips with a live coal from the altar and to bring himGod’s message: “See, this has touched your lips; your guilt istaken away and your sin atoned for” (v. 7). The altar was theplace of sacrifice. The coal pictures the application of sacrifice—in new covenant terms, the application to the guiltyconscience of the shed blood of Jesus Christ. The initial application is to the place of conscious guilt. Isaiah felt mostkeenly his sins of speech, therefore his lips were touched.

But, just as true conviction of sin is conviction of sinfulness everywhere as well as of particular wrongdoing, so the angel’s words meant that all Isaiah’s sin—known and unknown—was atoned for (literally, taken out of God’s sight).The initiative here was God’s, as it always is when peoplecome to know his grace. P. T. Forsyth used to insist that thesimplest, truest, profoundest notion of God’s nature is holylove, the mercy that saves us from our sin not by ignoring itbut by judging it in the person of Jesus Christ and so justifying us justly. Isaiah would undoubtedly have agreed.

Church and society today play games. We do not acknowledge God’s true nature. We do not meet and deal with him as he is. Even Christian workers can fail to grasp,or can lose touch with, the holiness of God, just as it seemsIsaiah did long ago. When this happens, we, too, have to undergo the traumatic adjustment that Isaiah’s temple experience brought him. Reading the story from Isaiah’sstandpoint, we see him making no less than four mistakes.Note them; they could be yours, too.

Mistake number one, made when he entered the temple, was to think of God as tame: there to be managed and controlled and called into action at Isaiah’s request, like the genie of Aladdin’s wonderful lamp. It is fair to suppose thatGod gave Isaiah the vision of angelic worship because heneeded to learn to worship. Anyone for whom God is likeFather Christmas, there simply to give presents; or like P. G.Wodehouse’s Jeeves, there simply to help the young masterout of trouble; or like an insurance policy or safety net,there simply to prevent one being hurt too much, stillneeds to learn to worship. Isaiah, one supposes, had gone tothe temple to pray in the way many today seem to do:

“God, we need you to do your safety net thing for us again. All right?” To a tame deity who makes no claim on people itmight make sense to say, in this fashion, “My will be done”;but Isaiah had to learn that it makes no sense to talk thatway to Israel’s mighty Lord.

Mistake number two was to think he was accepted: that as a prophet there could be no problem in his own personalrelationship to God. He was, after all, a distinguished youngman, highborn and very gifted, in a nation that was officiallyin covenant with God; also, he was religiously inclined, aregular worshiper at the temple, and involved in ministry.Was he not doing God a favor by thus pursuing his religiousinterests? What problem could God have with him? Many inour society think in similar terms. They believe they doGod a favor by being interested in him in a world where sofew care about him. They expect thereby to become a spiritual elite who can count on God’s favor. Isaiah had to learnthat something needed to happen to him before he couldbe accepted into God’s fellowship and favor. We today haveto learn the same lesson.

Mistake number three was for Isaiah to think, when he realized something of God’s holiness, that not only was heoutside the realm of God’s friendship because of his sin(that was true), but that he was eternally lost. “Woe to me, Iam ruined!” Finding that his supposed righteousness was asfilthy rags, he despaired. But again he was wrong; there wasmercy for him. Great as his sin was (there are no small sinsagainst a great God), God’s grace was greater. God cleansedhis sin, both that of which he was aware at the time and thatwhich he would spend the rest of his life discovering. In thesame way, for the Christian, all sin, known and unknown, allacts and habits of sin and all the ramifications of sinfulnessin our spiritual system, are atoned for by the death of ourLord Jesus Christ. Holy love overcomes the power of sin tocondemn and ruin our souls. Isaiah appreciated what hadhappened to him. His attitude changed as his consciencewas cleansed. In gratitude and joy he volunteered to go forGod as the angels do, as indeed the angel who brought theword of pardon to him had done. All who know themselvesto be forgiven sinners, people whom grace has found whenthey thought themselves lost, feel the same gratitude, andIsaiah’s “Here am I. Send me!” will strike an echo in theirhearts. But now emerges the fourth possibility of mistake.

Isaiah’s fourth error was to count on success in God’s service. He knew, I suppose, the greatness of his natural giftof eloquence. He knew something of the power of his position as a coming young man in Israel’s high society. Nodoubt he took it for granted that when he resumed his influential position—a new man with a new joy walking in thepower of a new experience of God—he would be noticedand admired and his ministry would bear much fruit.

I infer that Isaiah was thinking in these terms because the first divine words to him after his volunteering were awarning that the mission that God was sending him on wasnot going to be conspicuously successful at all. God said,“Go and tell this people: ‘Be ever hearing, but never understanding ... Make the heart of this people calloused; maketheir ears dull and close their eyes ...’” There is divinegrief and irony here. God takes no pleasure in the death ofthe wicked, and the task to which he was appointing Isaiahwas to recall Israelites to himself. But now God was warning Isaiah that his message was going to be rejected, so thatthe effect of his ministry would be to leave people less sensitive to spiritual things than before (for hearts are alwayscalloused by saying no to God). In the same way we whospeak for Christ today must be prepared to find that whatwe say is disregarded and we are laboring with little or novisible success. Like Isaiah, we are called to be faithful, notnecessarily fruitful. Faithfulness is our business; fruitfulnessis an issue that we must be content to leave with God.God’s Word will not return to him completely void, weknow, but we must be willing not to see the fruits of it ourselves, or at least not immediately. Visible success in theform of instant results is not guaranteed in Christian ministry, neither for you nor for me.

What is the conclusion of the matter? First, because God is holy, no one can ever have fellowship with him save onthe basis of the atonement that God himself provides andapplies. Second, no one will speak for God as he should saveout of a personal awareness of the holiness of God, the sinfulness of one’s own sins, the objectivity of Christ’s atonement, and the graciousness of God in bringing one to faithand assuring one of pardon. Third, no one should assumethat his heart or message or ministry are not as they shouldbe because he is seeing no present success. Such a situationis a call to return to God to ask him if anything is wrong(and something may be). But lack of present success doesnot necessarily mean that any particular thing is wrong. Theright course may simply be to persevere in faithfulness,waiting until God’s time to bless comes. Fourth, personalworship—praise and devotion—must be the mainstay ofthe Christian’s life and ministry. These thoughts are precious to me; they keep me praying: and thereby keep megoing. I hope they will be precious to you, too, and work inyou just the same way.


4. HOT TUB RELIGION

Toward aTheology of Pleasure

What would you consider a fit symbol of contemporary Western culture? A hamburger? A stereo? A car? A plane? ATV? A computer? My choice is a hot tub. Why? Because ahot tub is such fun! Relaxing with company, in water at 102degrees Fahrenheit (36 degrees Celsius) with an air jet allto oneself, is one of life’s most exquisite experiences. Turkish baths and saunas are for your health, but you sit in a hottub for no other reason than that it is a totally delightful wayof unwinding and passing the time. That is why I do it whenI get the chance (maybe once every two or three years). Asthe image of a dog facing the horn on the HMV label perfectly conveys the idea of fascinated delight at what is beingheard, so the emblem of the hot tub perfectly expresses theobsessive passion of the modern West to find pleasant forms of relaxation. Our forebears rested in order to be fit forwork; we work in order to be free to rest. We devote endless ingenuity to finding new ways of having fun and feelingenjoyment. Vacations, holidays, trips, sports, public entertainment, leisure arts, all of which the hot tub represents,one way or another, are the things our materialistic age assumes that life is all about.

This has disturbing consequences for Western Christianity. Hedonism (the pleasure-seeking syndrome) bends holiness out of shape, and hedonism today has a very tight hold on our priorities. Are we in danger of losing touch with themoral essence of Christian discipleship? Perhaps. My firstexperience of the sweetness of the hot tub jolted me intothinking about this, which resulted in my writing the following article:

A VIEW FROM A HOT TUB

The other day I was one of a crowd who spent much of a wet Saturday afternoon in a hot tub. My student advisees, whoformed the crowd, had advised me to try it; you’ll like it, theysaid. Previously I had thought of hot tubs as reserved for hedonists in Hollywood and sybarites in San Francisco, but now Iknow that under certain circumstances members of RegentCollege’s teaching faculty may also use them. Every day, itseems, one learns something new.

As I sat there savoring hot tubness, cracking small jokes and adjusting to the feel of being bubbled over from all angles, itstruck me that the hot tub is the perfect symbol of the modernroute in religion. The hot tub experience is sensuous, relaxing,floppy, laid-back: not in any way demanding, whether intellectually or otherwise, but very, very nice, even to the point ofbeing great fun (especially with an advisee group like mine).Many today want Christianity to be like that, and labor to makeit so. The ultimate step, of course, would be to clear church auditoriums of seats and install hot tubs in their place; thenthere would never be any attendance problems. Meantime,many churches, evangelists, and electronic religionists are already offering occasions which we are meant to feel are thenext best thing to a hot tub—namely, happy gatherings freefrom care, real fun times for all. Happiness has been defined asa warm puppy; this kind of religion projects happiness in theform of a warm welcome to all who tune or drop in; a warmchoir with a schmaltzy swing; a warm, back-scratching use ofwords in prayer and preaching; and a warm, cheerful afterglow(another hot tub touch). To the question, where is God? theanswer which these occasions actually project, never mindwhat is said, is: in the preacher’s pocket. Soothing, for sure; butis it faith? Worship? Service of God? Is godliness the real nameof this game?

As I hot tubbed on, slumping deeper into uninhibited floppiness, I saw why the chromium-plated folk-religion of which I am speaking has gained such a hold. Modern life strains us. Weget stimulated till we are dizzy. Relationships are brittle; marriages break; families fly apart; business is a cut-throat rat-race,and those not at the top feel themselves mere cogs in another’s machine. Automation and computer technology havemade life faster and tenser, since we no longer have to do thetime-consuming routine jobs over which our grandparentsused to relax their minds. We have to run more quickly thanany generation before us simply to stay where we are. No wonder, then, that when modern Western man turns to religion (ifhe does—most don’t), what he wants is total tickling relaxation, the sense of being at once soothed, supported and effortlessly invigorated: in short, hot tub religion. He asks for it, andup folk jump to provide it. What hot tub religion illustratesmost clearly is the law of demand and supply.

What, then, should we say of hot tub religion? Certainly, a rhythm of life that includes relaxation is right; the fourth commandment shows that. Alternating hard labor with fun times isright too; all work and no play makes Jack a dull boy, and Jesusso often went to banquets, the fun times of the ancient world,that he got called glutton and drunkard. Enjoying our bodieswhile we can, as opposed to despising them (which is Platonism at best, Manicheism at worst, and super-spiritual conceit either way), is part of the discipline of gratitude to our Creator. And uninhibited exuberances like clapping, dancing,shouting praise and crying out in prayer can be approved too,provided we do not hereby stumble others. Without these hottub factors, as we may call them, our Christianity would be lessgodly and less lively, for it would be less human. But if therewere no more to our Christianity than hot tub factors—if, thatis, we embraced a self-absorbed hedonism of relaxation andhappy feelings, while dodging tough tasks, unpopular stancesand exhausting relationships—we should fall short of biblicalGod-centeredness and of the cross-bearing life to which Jesuscalls us, and advertise to the world nothing better than ourown decadence. Please God, however, we shall not settle forthat.

And I could live without ever seeing a hot tub again—but I hope I won’t have to . . .







What I was expressing in that article may be nailed down in three propositions:

1. Hot tub religion is almost right. Granted, it is wrong psychologically, for the paradoxical truth is that to seekpleasure, comfort, and happiness is to guarantee that youwill miss them all. On the spiritual as on the natural level,these subjective states become heart-realities only as byproducts that come from focusing on something else, something perceived as valuable, invigorating, and commanding.The seeds of happiness, it has been truly said, grow moststrongly in the soil of service. Often the “something else”that wins our allegiance is someone else, a person ratherthan an abstract concept. That is especially the case wherespiritual happiness is concerned. This happiness comesfrom basking in the knowledge of the redeeming love of theFather and the Son, and showing active loyal gratitude for it. You love God and find yourself happy. Your active attemptsto please God funnel the pleasures of his peace into yourheart. That is how it goes. Yet hot tub religion touches on adeep, sweet truth of theology when it highlights the factthat real enjoyment is integral to real godliness.

We need to emphasize the Christian’s heritage of enjoyment. Unbelief makes us fear that God is a hard and unfriendly taskmaster who will begrudge us pleasure and require us to do things that we do not want to do and cannot enjoy. Scripture, however, shows us that the opposite istrue. ‘You will fill me with joy in your presence, with eternal pleasures at your right hand” (Ps. 16:11). ‘You givethem drink from your river of delights” (Ps. 36:8). “God, myjoy and my delight” (Ps. 43:4). “I will be glad and rejoice inyou” (Ps. 9:2). “The kingdom of God is ... righteousness,peace, and joy in the Holy Spirit” (Rom. 14:17). “May theGod of hope fill you with all joy and peace as you trust inhim” (Rom. 15:13). A wonderful homespun hymn by theold Calvinist Isaac Watts, the songster of Puritanism, expresses the Christian’s mood of exultant enjoyment withtremendous verve:

Come, we that love the Lord,

And let our joys be known;

Join in a song with sweet accord,

And thus surround the throne.

The sorrows of the mind

Be banished from the place!

Religion never was designed

To make our pleasures less.

Let those refuse to sing

Who never knew our God,

But children of the heavenly King

May speak their joys abroad.

The God that rules on high,

And thunders when he please,

That rides upon the stormy sky

And manages the seas—

This awful [awesome] God is ours,

Our Father and our love;

He shall send down his heavenly powers

To carry us above.

There we shall see his face,

And never, never sin;

There from the rivers of his grace

Drink endless pleasures in.

The sons of grace have found

Glory begun below;

Celestial fruits on earthly ground

From faith and hope may grow.

The hill of Zion yields

A thousand sacred sweets,

Before we reach the heavenly fields,

Or walk the golden streets.

Then let our songs abound,

And every tear be dry!

We're marching through Emmanuel's ground

To fairer worlds on high.



























Amen! Watts is right. Christianity, which some believe breeds gloom, actually drives it out. Sin brings sorrow, butpiety produces pleasure. Hot tub religion has a true instinctat its heart.

It is sad to find that neither the Evangelical Dictionary of Theology (1984) nor any other dictionary of theologyknown to me has any entry under pleasure. To be sure,their articles on joy sometimes make shrewd reference topleasure; look at this, for instance, from EDT:

Joy. A delight in life that runs deeper than pain or pleasure ... not limited by nor tied solely to external circumstances ... agift of God ... a quality of life and not simply a fleeting emotion. . . . The fullness of joy comes when there is a deep senseof the presence of God in one’s life . . . . Jesus made it clearthat joy is inseparably connected to love and to obedience(John 15:9-14) . . . . There can also be joy in suffering or inweakness when suffering is seen as having a redemptive purpose and weakness as bringing one to total dependency upon God (Matt. 5:12; 2 Cor. 12:9).1

1. Evangelical Dictionary of Theology, ed. Walter A. Elwell (Grand Rapids.Baker Book House, 1984), p. 588, emphasis added.


That joy is deeper than and not dependent on pleasure is the first thing that needs to be said. Until this has been established, discussion about pleasure in the Christian life ispremature. But once it is established that joy does not depend on pleasure, then a positive theology of pleasure becomes possible. And such a theology is needed if we aregoing to speak to a generation who has learned from Freud(not to mention personal self-knowledge) that the “pleasureprinciple” is one of the strongest motives in life.

How would a theology of pleasure be formulated? It would have in it at least these points:

Pleasure is (I quote Webster’s dictionary) “the gratification of the senses or of the mind; agreeable sensations oremotions; the feeling produced by enjoyment or the expectation of good.” Pleasure, like joy, is God’s gift, but whereas joy is active (one rejoices) pleasure is passive (one ispleased). Pleasures are feelings, either of stimulation or oftensions released and relaxed in the body, or of realization,remembrance, or recognition in the mind.

Pleasure is part of the ideal human condition. Adam’s state was all pleasure before he sinned (Eden, God’s pleasure-garden, from which Adam was expelled, typifies that),and when our redemption is complete, pleasure, total andconstant, will have become our state forever. “Never againwill they hunger; never again will they thirst. The sun willnot beat upon them, nor any scorching heat . . . . The Lamb... will lead them to springs of living water. And God will wipe away every tear from their eyes” (Rev. 7:l6-17f.). AsGod made us for pleasure, so he redeems us for pleasure—ours, as well as his. C. S. Lewis’ senior tempter Screwtapecomplains of God, justly from his own point of view, as follows: “He’s a hedonist at heart. All those fasts and vigils andstakes and crosses are only a fascade. Or only like foam onthe sea shore. Out at sea, out in his sea, there is pleasure,and more pleasure. He makes no secret of it; at his righthand are ‘pleasures for evermore.’ Ugh!”2

2. The Screwtape Letters (London: Geoffrey Bles, 1942), p. 112.


Pleasure (conscious enjoyment) has no intrinsic moral quality. What makes pleasures right, good, and valuable orwrong, bad, and sinful is what goes with them. Look at themotivation and outcome of your pleasures. How hard doyou chase after them? What kind of behavior do they produce? What is your response to them when they come? Ifpleasure comes unsought, or as our grateful acceptance of a gift providentially set before us, and if the pleasure does nodamage to ourselves or others, and if the delight of itprompts fresh thanksgiving to God, then it is holy. But if thetaking of one’s pleasure is a gesture of self-indulgence,pleasing oneself with no concern as to whether one pleasesGod, then, whether or not the action itself is wasteful orharmful, one has been entrapped by what the Bible sees asthe pleasures of the world, and of sin (Luke 8:14; Heb.11:25; cf. Isa. 58:13; 1 Tim. 5:6; 2 Tim. 3:4; Titus 3:3; James4:3; 5:5; 2 Pet. 2:13). The same pleasant experience—eating, drinking, making love, playing games, listening to music,hot tubbing, or whatever—will be good or bad, holy or unholy, depending on how it is handled.

In the order of creation, pleasures are meant to serve as pointers to God. Pleasure-seeking, as such, sooner or laterbrings boredom and disgust (Eccles. 2:1-11). Yet we have iton the same authority that “a man can do nothing betterthan to eat and drink and find satisfaction in his work. Thistoo, I see, is from the hand of God, for without him, whocan eat or find enjoyment?” (v. 24f.). So “I commend theenjoyment of life” (8:15; cf. 9:9). A Jewish rabbi suggestedthat on Judgment Day God would take account of us for neglecting pleasures that he provided. Christian teachers haverightly insisted that contempt for pleasure, so far from arguing superior spirituality, is actually the heresy of Mani-chaeism and the sin of pride. Pleasure is divinely designedto raise our sense of God’s goodness, deepen our gratitudeto him, and strengthen our hope of richer pleasures tocome in the next world. That austere Anglo-Catholic moralist C. S. Lewis declares that in heaven the highest raptures ofearthly lovers will be as milk and water compared with thedelights of knowing God. All pleasures are sanctified, and infact increased, when received and responded to in this way.

Hot tub religion seeks after all of this, and is right to do so. Unhappily, though, it sometimes gets hold of the wrongend of the stick with disastrous results, as we shall now see.

2. Hot tub religion is radically wrong. Why? Because it expresses both egocentricity, whereby one declines to denyoneself, and also eudaemonism, whereby one rejects God’sdisciplinary program for oneself. Thus it becomes doubly irreligious.

By “egocentricity” I mean the central core of the image of Satan in fallen humanity. This can be described as unwillingness to see oneself as existing for the Creator’s pleasureand instead establishing oneself as the center of everything.The quest for one’s own pleasure in some shape or form isthe rule and driving force of the egocentric life. Pride is theclassic Christian name for this self-asserting, self-worshipingsyndrome, of which “my will be done” is the implicit motto.Though egocentric pride may adopt the form of Christianity, it corrupts Christianity’s substance and spirit. It tries tomanage God and harness him to our own goals. This, as washinted earlier, reduces religion to magic, treating the Godwho made us as if he were Jeeves to our Bertie Wooster, orthe genie of the lamp to our Aladdin. Theocentricity that repudiates egocentricity, recognizing that in the fundamentalsense we exist for God rather than he for us and worshipinghim accordingly, is basic to real godliness. Without this radical shift from self-centeredness to God-centeredness, anyshow of religion is phony to a greater or lesser degree.

Jesus Christ demands self-denial, that is, self-negation (Matt. 16:24; Mark 8:34; Luke 9:23), as a necessary condition of discipleship. Self-denial is a summons to submit tothe authority of God as Father and of Jesus as Lord and todeclare lifelong war on one’s instinctive egoism. What is tobe negated is not personal self or one’s existence as a rational and responsible human being. Jesus does not plan toturn us into zombies, nor does he ask us to volunteer for arobot role. The required denial is of carnal self, the egocentric, self-deifying urge with which we were born, and whichdominates us so ruinously in our natural state.

Jesus links self-denial with cross-bearing. Cross-bearing is far more than enduring this or that hardship. Carrying one’scross in Jesus’ day, as we learn from the story of Jesus’ owncrucifixion, was required of those whom society had condemned, whose rights were forfeit, and who were now being led out to their execution. The cross they carried wasthe instrument of death. Jesus represents discipleship as amatter of following him, and following him as based on taking up one’s cross in self-negation. Carnal self would neverconsent to cast us in such a role. “When Christ calls a man,he bids him come and die,” wrote Dietrich Bonhoeffer,eight years before the Nazis hanged him. Bonhoeffer wasright: accepting death to everything that carnal self wants topossess is what Christ’s summons to self-denial is all about.

Hot tub religion fails to face this issue and attempts to harness the power of God to the priorities of self-centered-ness. Feelings of pleasure and comfort, springing from pleasant circumstances and soothing experiences, are primegoals these days, and much popular Christianity on both sides of the Atlantic tries to oblige us by manufacturingthem for us. Sometimes, as a means to this end, it invokesthe idea that God’s promises are like a magician’s spells: usethem correctly and you can extract from God any legitimate pleasant thing you wish. As a student I was jolted bythe title of a book of sermons by a well-known evangelist,How to Write Your Own Check with God, Today, fortyyears later, the so-called “health-and-wealth gospel,” whichpromises miraculous healing for the sick and material enrichment for the needy, provided they act boldly on the“name it—claim it” formula (or “gab it—grab it,” as it hasbeen derisively but revealingly paraphrased), has a large andfascinated following. Many who are not full-blown health-and-wealth devotees will yet treat James 5:15 (“the prayeroffered in faith will make the sick person well”) as a guaranteed magic formula for miraculous healing every time that“faith” is achieved. When I speak of hot tub religion I havein mind positions such as this.

Confidence in God’s unlimited resources and high expectations of being delivered from evil are right and good. But to conceive petitionary prayer as a technique for makingGod dance to your tune and do your bidding is neitherright nor good. In petition, we should try to discern God’spurpose in the life or life-situation that we lay before him,and crystallize specific requests as a spelling out of “will be done, which must always be our basic plea. Hot tubreligion does not reach the point where it sees this. Theegocentricity that spawned it is overwhelming; prayer asour way of managing and directing God’s energies so thathe senses us rather than we him is never far from its heart. Bad!

Eudaemonism is an uncommon word for which I should perhaps apologize. I use it because it is the only word Iknow that fits. It has nothing to do with demons. It comesfrom the Greek for “happy,” eudaimon, and Webster definesit as “the system of philosophy which makes human happiness the highest object.” I use the word as a label for theview that happiness means the presence of pleasure andfreedom from all that is unpleasant. Eudaemonism says thatsince happiness is the supreme value, we may confidentlylook to God here and now to shield us from unpleasantnessat every turn, or if unpleasantness breaks in to deliver usfrom it immediately, because it is never his will that weshould have to live with it. This is a basic principle of hottub religion. Unhappily, however, it is a false principle. Itloses sight of the place of pain in sanctification, wherebyGod trains his children to share his holiness (see Heb. 12:5-11). Such oversight can be ruinous.

Happiness, in the sense defined, will be enjoyed in heaven. Revelation 7:16-17 shows us that. When glorified with Christ our condition will be one of conscious joy andwhole-hearted delight in everything around (happiness atits highest), not simply of quiet contentment with the waythings are (happiness at its lowest). But there is a catch.Heaven is a state of holiness, which only persons with holytastes will appreciate, and into which only persons of holycharacter can enter (Rev. 21:27; 22:l4f.). Accordingly,

God’s present purpose is to work holiness—which means, Christlikeness—into us so as to fit us for heaven. It is precisely God’s concern for our future happiness that leads him to concentrate here and now on making us holy, for“without holiness no one will see the Lord” (Heb. 12:14).

Holiness is not a price we pay for final salvation, but is, rather, the road by which we reach it, and sanctification isthe process whereby God leads us along that road. The NewTestament shows us that in the school of sanctificationmany modes of pain have their place—physical and mentaldiscomfort and pressure, personal disappointment, restriction, hurt, and distress. God uses these things to activate thesupernatural power that is at work in believers (2 Cor. 4:7-11); to replace self-reliance with total trust in the Lord whogives strength (l:8f., 12:9£); and to carry on his holy workof changing us from what we naturally are into Jesus’ morallikeness “with ever-increasing glory” (2 Cor. 3:18). Thus heprepares us for that which he has prepared for us, verifyingPaul’s statement that “God chose you to be saved throughthe sanctifying work of the Spirit and through belief in thetruth ... that you might share in the glory of our Lord JesusChrist” (2 Thess. 2:13f; cf. Eph. 5:25-27; Titus 2:11-14; 3:4-7).

When children are allowed to do what they like and are constantly shielded from situations in which their feelingsmight get hurt, we describe them as spoiled. When we saythat, we are saying that over-indulgent parenthood not onlymakes them unattractive today but also fails to preparethem for the moral demands of adult life tomorrow—twoevils for the price of one. But God, who always has his eyeon tomorrow as he deals with us today, never spoils hischildren, and the lifelong training course in holy living inwhich he enrolls us challenges and tests us to the utmostagain and again. Christlike habits of action and reaction—in other words, the fruit of the Spirit, love, joy, peace, patience,kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control(Gal. 5:22f.)—are ingrained most deeply as we learn tomaintain them through experiences of pain and unpleasantness, which in retrospect appear as God’s chisel for sculpting our souls. There is more to sanctification than this, butnot less. “Endure hardship as discipline; God is treating youas sons,” writes the author of Hebrews. “For what son is notdisciplined by his father? If you are not disciplined (and everyone undergoes discipline), then you are illegitimate children and not true sons” (Heb. 12:7f.). Bastard offspringnotoriously go uncared-for, but, says the writer, it will notbe so for you who believe. Your heavenly Father loves youenough to school you in holy living. Appreciate what he isdoing, and be ready for the rough stuff that his program foryou involves.

So any form of the idea that since God really loves us he must intend to keep us, or immediately to deliver us, out ofall the troubles that threaten—poor health, lonely isolation,family disruption, shortage of funds, hostility, cruelty, orwhatever—should be dismissed as utterly wrong. FaithfulChristians will experience help and deliverance in times oftrouble over and over again. But our lives will not be ease,comfort, and pleasure all the way. Burrs under the saddleand thorns in our bed will abound. Woe betide the adherentof hot tub religion who overlooks this fact!

3. Hot tub religion is a product of our time. It embodiesand reflects the world’s way of looking at life. It is, by biblical standards, both worldly and eccentric.

Pleasure, conceived and pursued in terms of this world’s goods and comforts, is the central focus of hot tub religion.It is revealing to see how pleasure has been regarded at different times in Christian history, and to make comparisonsbetween earlier views and this particular syndrome. SinceChristianity both affirms the world as God’s good creationand renounces it as corrupt through sin, we would expectto find some historical instances of oscillation betweenviewing pleasure as good and as evil, and so in fact we do.The Graeco-Roman world of the first and subsequent centuries was firmly in the grip of a decadent, pleasure-seekingmentality. So we should not wonder that the New Testament and the patristic writings spend more time attackingsinful pleasures than celebrating godly ones, nor that thisperspective was carried into the Middle Ages, in which themonastic type of ascetic world-renunciation was thought ofas the highest form of Christianity. But then, through theReformers’ and Puritans’ insistence on the sanctity of secular life, the biblical theology of pleasure finally broke surface, and most of Christendom has recognized it by now.

Calvin expressed this theology with unique brilliance and wisdom. In a chapter of his Institutes entitled “How WeShould Use This Present Life and Its Helps” he warns againstthe extremes of both overdone austerity and overdone indulgence. He affirms (against Augustine!) that not to use forpleasure created realities that afford pleasure is ingratitudeto their Creator. At the same time, however, he enforcesPaul’s admonition to sit loose to the sources of pleasure(1 Cor. 7:29-31) since we may one day lose them, and recommends moderation—that is, in practice, a degree of restraint—in availing ourselves of pleasures, lest our hearts be enslaved to them and we become unable cheerfully to dowithout them.3 It is ironic that Calvin, supposedly the embodiment of gloomy austerity, should actually be a classictheologian of pleasure. It is no less ironic that the Puritans,supposedly professional kill-joys (H. L. Mencken defined Puritanism as the haunting fear that somewhere, somehow,somebody may be happy), should have been the ones whoinsisted most emphatically that “Religion never was designed to make our pleasures less.” But such is the fact.

3. Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, III.x.


However, not all evangelicals followed Calvin and the Puritans in their integration of pleasure into godliness. Revivalism bred a narrow and negative other-worldliness, and in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Britain and Americamany pietistic evangelicals made a point of embracing anostentatiously frugal version of the bourgeois life-style as awitness against luxury and profligate living. This reactionaryasceticism still survives in some circles in the form of communal taboos on alcohol, tobacco, light reading, live theater, dancing, gambling, stylish clothes, cosmetics, andsimilar items. Maybe there were and are good reasons forsuch abstinences as matters of personal decision, but communal taboos tend to blunt rather than quicken consciences, and it seems plain that this happened here.Worldliness was defined in terms of breaking the taboos,and more far-reaching identifications with society’s sinswent unnoticed. Pietism seldom goes beyond surface-levelcriticism of the ways of the world, primarily because ittends to be world-denying rather than world-affirming.

Pietism separates from the world rather than studying it and seeking to change it, and is hostile to pleasure rather thangrateful for it out of fear lest the world ride into our heartson pleasure’s back. So Protestant pietists, mainstream andfree church alike, entered the twentieth century with a lesspositive theology of pleasure than other Christians held,and, one suspects, a less robust enjoyment of it in consequence.

What has happened in this century is that pietistic asceticism in its various mutations, both conservative and liberal in terms of formal theology, has cracked under the strain,with results comparable to the bursting of a dam. Secularpressures have proved too much for it. Materialism, particularly in its Marxist form, has cowed Christians into forgetting heaven and proceeding on the basis that the only lifewe have to think about, and get pleasure from, is life in thisworld. Freudianism has captured Christian no less than post-Christian imaginations with its picture of the human individual driven by desperate desires for pleasure, especiallysexual pleasure, and likely to come apart at the seams ifthese desires are not indulged. Humanism has touted individual self-expression, self-discovery, self-realization, andself-fulfillment as life’s supreme goal. Christians have takenthis thought into their minds and affirmed that this is God’swill too. Hollywood and TV have projected a fairy-tale viewof life in which pleasure is the crock of gold that you alwaysfind at the end of the rainbow, provided that your previousbehavior has not been too utterly outrageous. Out of thismurky mix of thought has emerged hot tub religion, preoccupied with personal pleasure in one form or another, demanding that godliness be soothing, and insisting that whatever eases life’s tensions must for that reason be goodand holy.

Now we can see hot tub religion for what it is—Christianity corrupted by the passion for pleasure. Hot tub religion is Christianity trying to beat materialism, Freudianism, humanism, and Hollywood at their own game, rather thanchallenge the errors that the rules of that game reflect.Christianity, in short, has fallen victim yet again (for this hashappened many times before, in different ways) to the allure of this fallen world. Worldliness—that is, embracing theworld’s values, in this case pleasure—is the source of hottub religion’s distinctive outlook. “The place for the ship isin the sea,” said D. L. Moody, speaking of the church and theworld, “but God help the ship if the sea gets into it.” Hissentiment was surely just.

Symptoms of hot tub religion today include a skyrocketing divorce-and-remarriage rate among Christians; widespread indulgence of sexual aberrations; an overheated supernaturalism that seeks signs, wonders, visions, prophecies, and miracles; constant soothing syrup from electronicpreachers and the liberal pulpit; anti-intellectual sentimentalism and emotional “highs” deliberately cultivated, theChristian equivalent of cannabis and coca; and an easy,thoughtless acceptance of luxury in everyday living. Theseare not healthy trends. They make the church look like theworld, driven by the same unreasoning desire for pleasureseasoned with magic. Thus they undermine the credibilityof the gospel of new life. If these trends are to be reversed, anew frame of reference will have to be established. To thistask, therefore, we now move, following where Scripture leads.

The word from God that we need to hear on this subject was written by John the apostle: “Do not love the world oranything in the world. If anyone loves the world, the love ofthe Father is not in him. For everything in the world—thecravings of sinful man, the lust of his eyes and the boastingof what he has and does—comes not from the Father, butfrom the world. The world and its desires pass away, but theman who does the will of God lives for ever” (1 John 2:15-17).

These passionate words are crucial in the argument of John’s letter. He is writing to a rump church, the faithfulcore that stayed loyal to his gospel when a large segment oftheir congregation withdrew. The seceders had professed ahigher, more modern, more intellectual version of Christianity that involved dismissing the incarnation and theatonement as uncertain and unnecessary, and that led tocontemptuous impatience with any who would not embrace the new teaching. John starts his letter to the remnant by reminding them that he speaks with the authority ofan eyewitness of Christ (1:1-4) and that the thrust of hismessage is and always was salvation from sin throughcleansing by Jesus’ blood for a holy walk with a holy God(1:5-10). Next he spells out his pastoral purpose in addressing them—to keep them from the seceders’ sins (arrogance, hatred, and moral laxity) and to hold them to thepath of obeying God and loving others, the path that theyhad faithfully and triumphantly followed thus far (2:1-14).

Now comes this three-verse outburst in which John sums up his letter’s negative thrust. Love of the world, he says ineffect, is the root cause of the defections, as it is of all otherfailures among professed Christians to love God; so, whatever you do, do not love the world!

What does it mean to love the world? John analyzes this love in terms of the lust (desire) that says “I want..andthe pride (vainglory) that says “I have . . . ” He is speaking

here of restless craving for what you do not have along with complacent crowing about what you do have (v. 16). Iagree with the NIV’s interpretation, quoted above, of John’sterse “lust of the flesh, lust of the eyes, and pride of life.”The New English Bible renders the last phrase “the glamorof (the world’s) life,” but that strains the Greek. Passion topossess, and pride in possessing, what the world around ushas to offer is what love of the world means.

From this we see why love of the world excludes love of the Father (v. 15). Love of the world is egocentric, acquisitive, arrogant, ambitious, and absorbing, and leaves no placefor any other kind of affection. Those who love the worldserve and worship themselves every moment: it is their fulltime job. And from this we see that anyone whose hopes arefocused on gaining material pleasure, profit, and privilege isbooked for a bereavement experience, since, as John says(v. 17), the world will not last. Life’s surest certainty is thatone day we will leave worldly pleasure, profit, and privilegebehind. The only uncertainty is whether these things willleave us before our time comes to leave them. God’s trueservants, however, do not face such bereavement. Theirlove and desire center on the Father and the Son, in a fellowship that already exists (cf. 1:3) and that nothing can ever disrupt.

By this analysis John diagnoses for us a disease, of which the seceders shrugging off evangelical faith and obediencewas one form and hot tub religion another. The disease isessentially a moral one. Some who suffer from it, like John’sseceders and many of today’s liberals, give up the truths ofincarnation, atonement, and new birth. Others, moving inmore conservative circles, do not. But in neither case doesthe gospel determine the life-pattern. The essence of thedisease is misdirected love and hope, the syndrome of looking exclusively to the existing order of things for presentand future delight. To desire and hope is natural to us all,but the snare is to center our highest valuations and expectations on people, things, and events in this world. John indicates the cure: redirection of love and hope, so that forjoy and contentment here and hereafter one looks to Godalone.

Two points must be appreciated if we are to understand this.

First, life should be viewed and lived in terms of two worlds, not just one. Until recently this was a commonChristian perspective: every believer knew it was true, andsought to act on it. That fact, quaint though it sounds tomodern ears, should cause no surprise. The New Testamentis clearly and consistently two-worldly in its teaching. Jesusconstantly taught about heaven and hell as the destinies between which men and women choose in this life by thecommitments they make, or fail to make (see Matt. 5:22-26,29f.; 6:l4f., 19f.; 7:13f., 21-27; 10:28-39; 11:20-24; 12:31-37; 13:1M5, 37-43, 47-50; 15:13f; 16:24-27; 18:3-9, 34f.;19:16-29; 22:1-14; 24:45-25:46; cf. John 3:14-21; 5:14-29).The joyful hope of either being with Christ upon leavingthis world or of seeing him return to welcome his peopleinto a renewed order of things pervades the entire apostolicwitness. Basic to New Testament ethics is the belief thatChristians should live on earth in the light of heaven, shouldmake decisions in the present with their eye on the future,and should avoid behaving here in a way that would jeopardize their hope of glory hereafter. “Store up for yourselvestreasures in heaven, where moth and rust do not destroy,and where thieves do not break in and steal,” says Jesus(Matt. 6:20). “A man reaps what he sows,” says Paul. “Theone who sows to please his sinful nature, from that naturewill reap destruction; the one who sows to please the Spirit,from the Spirit will reap eternal life. Let us not become weary in doing good, for at the proper time we will reap a harvest if we do not give up” (Gal. 6:7-9). All the promises thatthe glorified Christ in his letters to the seven churchesholds out to those who “overcome” the world, the flesh,and the devil, relate to a future state (see Rev. 2:7, 10f, 17,26-28; 3:5, 12, 21). The many passages of this kind in theNew Testament make it obvious that one should live insuch a way that the ledgers of eternity will declare one richbefore God. This is something no old-time Christian wouldever doubt.

But in recent times a number of developments coming together have weakened the impact of this truth. Marxistsand others have mocked the idea of “pie in the sky whenyou die” as a pipe-dream for spineless sentimentalists who cannot face reality, and have thereby intimidated someChristians and made them ashamed of their hope. The samecritics have suggested that a hope of heaven is bad becauseit destroys interest in opposing and abolishing evil on earth,and this has added guilt to shame in impressionable Christian hearts. It is in fact nonsense. As C. S. Lewis points out,“If you read history you will find that the Christians whodid most for the present world were just those who thoughtmost of the next. The apostles themselves, who set on footthe conversion of the Roman Empire, the great men whobuilt up the Middle Ages, the English Evangelicals who abolished the Slave Trade, all left their mark on Earth, preciselybecause their minds were occupied with Heaven. It is sinceChristians have largely ceased to think of the other worldthat they have become so ineffective in this.”4 Many Christians, however, do not read history and so are unaware howwrong the Marxists are, and how right Lewis is, at this point.Then again, those who live in the post-Christian Westbreathe every day the poison gas (so we may well call it) ofmaterialistic secularism in both its popular form (the media) and its sophisticated form (the arts, and higher education). This damages our spiritual eyes, lungs, and heart,destroying both the vision of and the passion for realitiesbeyond the present world order of space and time. Thecombined force of these factors has made Western Christianity this-worldly in a way that can only be described as aradical distortion.

4. Mere Christianity (London: Collins, Fontana Books, 1955), p. 116.

For today, by and large, Christians no longer live for heaven, and therefore no longer understand, let alone practice, detachment from the world. Nowadays, nonconformity tothe world is limited to the means that the world adopts toachieve its goals, and rarely touches the goals themselves.Does the world around us seek pleasure, profit, and privilege? So do we. We have no readiness or strength to renounce these objectives, for we have recast Christianity intoa mold that stresses happiness above holiness, blessingshere above blessedness hereafter, health and wealth asGod’s best gifts, and death, especially early death, not asthankworthy deliverance from the miseries of a sinful world(the view that the old Anglican Prayer Book expressed), butas the supreme disaster, and a constant challenge to faith inGod’s goodness. Is our Christianity now out of shape? Yes, itis, and the basic reason is that we have lost the New Testament’s two-world perspective that views the next life asmore important than this one and understands life here asessentially preparation and training for life hereafter. Andwe shall continue out of shape till this proper other-worldli-ness is recovered. Such other-worldliness does not in anyway imply a low view of the wonder and glory and richnessthat life in this world can have. What other-worldliness implies is that you live your life here, long or short as it maybe, seeing everything from the pilgrim perspective immortalized in Bunyan’s classic work, and making your decisionsin terms of your knowledge of being a traveler on the wayhome.

Peter’s first letter spells this out. By God’s mercy andthrough Christ’s resurrection, says Peter, believers have a sure hope of glory, for the enjoyment of which God is currently preserving and preparing them (1:3-9). So “set yourhope fully on the grace to be given you when Jesus Christ isrevealed” (v. 13), “live your lives as strangers here in reverent fear” (v. 17), and “as aliens and strangers in the world,abstain from sinful desires, which war against your soul”(2:11). Endure hostility, human and Satanic, without flinching, standing firm in your hope of glory, your loyalty toChrist, and your trust in God the Father, “and the God of allgrace, who called you to his eternal glory in Christ... willhimself restore you and make you strong, firm and steadfast” (5:10). That was, is, and always will be the true Christian path.

Second, love for God and hope in God are life-transforming motivations.

One of the marks of modern Western culture is that we are, as we say, cool cats. We make a show of enthusiasmabout this and that, but our feelings are only skin deep. Basically we are blase, laid back, deeply moved by nothing except our own private concerns. Why is this? It is, in part, adefense mechanism against the sensory overload of hypewith which advertisers and publicity people swamp usthese days. But it is also, I suspect, a sign that we do notthink in the deep and sustained way that our forebears inless complex, fast-moving, and distracting eras used to do.Sustained imaginative reflection is, if I am not mistaken, sorare today that few of us understand its power to motivate,and are not ourselves motivated by it. Meditation is the historicChristian word for focused thinking that motivates, but how much meditating do we do?

In the New Testament we see God’s redeeming love and the Christian’s hope of glory decisively controlling believers’ lives. Paul is a case in point. Paul was so forceful, passionate, and exuberant in his evangelism and pastoral carethat the Corinthians thought he was unbalanced—in aword, crazy; and they ridiculed him for it. Paul was notfazed by this. “If we are out of our mind,” he retorted, “it isfor the sake of God; if we are in our right mind, it is foryou.” Then he explained why he behaved the way he did.“For Christ’s love compels us ...” (2 Cor. 5:13f). Compels(“constrains,” “overmasters,” “leaves us no choice” in otherversions) is a Greek word meaning “put under strong pressure.” What Paul means is that his knowledge of Christ’satoning love on the cross had enormous motivating forcefor him, just as it did for the pioneer missionary C. T. Studd,who declared: “If Jesus Christ be God, and died for me, thenno sacrifice is too great for me to make for him.”

A few verses earlier Paul had spoken of the sustaining and animating power of hope in his life, keeping him going under the seemingly intolerable strain of illness, isolation, insult, and indifference (see 1:3-10; 6:8-10; 11:23-29). “Weare hard pressed on every side, but not crushed; perplexed,but not in despair; persecuted, but not abandoned; struckdown, but not destroyed. We always carry around in ourbody the death of Jesus . . . It is written: Ί believed: therefore I have spoken.’ With that same spirit of faith we also believe and therefore speak, because we know that the onewho raised the Lord Jesus from the dead will also raise uswith Jesus and present us with you in his presence . . . .

Therefore we do not lose heart. Though outwardly we are wasting away, yet inwardly we are being renewed day byday. For our light and momentary troubles are achieving forus an eternal glory that far outweighs them all. So we fix oureyes not on what is seen, but on what is unseen. For what isseen is temporary, but what is unseen is eternal” (4:8-18).While the source of Paul’s inward renewal is the quickeningpower of the Spirit, agent of the risen Christ who is our lifeand our hope (see 4:10f., 12:9f.; Col. 3:4; 1 Tim. 1:1), themeans of it is the hope of glory, consciously entertained. Itis plain that Paul could have said, with Bunyan’s Mr. Standfast, “the thoughts of what I am going to, and of the Conduct that waits for me on the other side, doth lie as aglowing Coal at my Heart.”5 It was God’s love and promisethat changed Paul’s life and made him the man he was.

5. The Pilgrim's Progress (London: Oxford University Press, O.S.A. series, 1945),p. 370.


About this change John also speaks in categorical and universal terms. “This is love: not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as an atoning sacrifice for oursins . . . We know and rely on the love God has for us. . . .

We love because he first loved us” (1 John 4:10, 16, 19). Christians love God responsively, and their fellow-Christiansgratuitously, on the model of Jesus himself (3:14, 16-18, 23;4:11, 20f.); knowledge of Christ’s love enables them to love.Furthermore: “How great is the love the Father has lavishedon us, that we should be called children of God! And that iswhat we are! ... What we will be has not yet been made

known. But we know that when he appears, we shall be like him, for we shall see him as he is. Everyone who has thishope in him purifies himself, just as he is pure” (3:1-3). Aperson whom hope did not motivate in this way, and lovedid not control, would have been diagnosed by the apostleJohn as not really a believer at all.

The apostolic experience and expectation was that the love and hope Godward that the gospel message evokeswould radically transform one’s life, both behaviorally, inone’s life-style, and motivationally, in one’s heart. God’slove would evoke self-sacrificing love for the Lord and forothers. God’s promise of heaven would trigger resolution inface of hostility and discouragement. Resistance to sin—thatis, to tempting prospects of pleasure, profit, and privilege inthis world, never mind about God, such prospects as captured the hearts of Adam and Eve (see Gen. 3:6), would bestrengthened. But did apostles, or anyone else, ever expectthis twin evangelical motivation to transform our lives without being turned over and over in the heart by constantmeditation? What Paul and John assumed, both from theirown experience and from their God-taught understandingof divine grace, was that the reality of redeeming love andthe certainty of heaven would so thrill believers’ hearts thatthey would think about these things all the time, just asnewlyweds think joyfully and often about the sweetness oftheir spouses and the delights of all their future plans. Andthat is how it ought to be!

Very true; so it ought. But indwelling sin opposes, and the world around distracts. Satan, temptation’s ringmaster, is resolved that love and purity shall not blossom if he can helpit. Therefore, constant effort has to be made to keep thoughts of love and hope toward God vivid, and their motivating effect powerful. The historic Christian name for thisspecial effort, as was said earlier, is meditation.

Meditation, an exercise of directed thinking that has often been compared to a cow chewing the cud, is not well understood today, so I make no apology for appealing to twogiants from the Christian past to instruct us in it. Here, first,is Calvin, who in the Institutes precedes his treatment, earlier referred to, of the rightness of gratefully enjoying suchpleasures as God gives by a chapter (Ill.ix) titled: “Meditation on the Future Life.” He states that our attitude to thisworld must be one not of desiderium (desire for what it hasto give, leading us to become its slave), but rather of con-temptus (recognition that, so far as we are concerned, it hasno ultimate worth, so that we become detached from it andare willing to lose it as and when God wills). “It must begrasped, that the mind is never seriously raised to desireand meditate on the future life till it has been imbued withcontempt for the present life.”6 Ronald Wallace summarizesCalvin’s overall view thus:

The conditions, then, for a right use of this world are to pass through it as pilgrims should who have their minds fixed onanother country to which they are travelling, to offer all thatwe possess and enjoy here in our open hands as a sacrifice toGod to take from us whenever it pleases Him, to make such tokens of the divine love as we enjoy in the midst of this presentcreation whet our appetites for the fuller glory that is yet tobe—in other words to use this world thankfully as a preparation for that which is to come. Under such circumstances it is right for us to indulge in a real and thankful love of this life. Wethus have the paradoxical truth that we are able to love thislife truly only when we have truly learned first to despise thislife.7

6. Institutes of the Christian Religion, Ill.ix. 1.

7. Calvin’s Doctrine of the Christian Life (Edinburgh: Oliver & Boyd, 1959), p. 130.


How then, according to Calvin, do we meditate on the future life? By deliberately thinking about it (throughout the chapter he calls his readers to “learn,” “conclude,” “ponder,” “reflect,” “consider,” “judge”—in other words, to usetheir minds on the subject). But what sort of thoughtsabout the future life should we form? We must think aboutit, says Calvin, in terms of its intrinsically greater glory, bothbecause of the closer fellowship with God that it will bringand the limitations from which it will deliver us (sec. 4) andbecause of the vindication of God, godliness, and the godlyto which the manifesting of it will lead (sec. 6). Thesethoughts will raise us above the world and give us the encouragement we need for patience here on earth untilGod’s time comes to take us to our heavenly home.

A century after Calvin lived Richard Baxter. He was a chronically sick Puritan, tubercular from his teens and suffering constantly from dyspepsia, kidney stones, headaches,toothaches, swollen limbs, intermittent bleeding at his extremities, and other troubles, and all before the days of painkilling drugs. Yet he was always energetic, outgoing,uncomplaining, and utterly healthy-minded, even thoughsometimes (and who can wonder?) a trifle short-tempered.

By 1661, when he was forty-five years old, he had just about evangelized the entire town of Kidderminster (two thousand adults, plus children), besides writing, amid manybooks, two classics that have been regularly reprinted sincehis day—The Saints’ Everlasting Rest, and The ReformedPastor. Then, during the next thirty years, when as an ejected clergyman he was no longer able to hold a pastoralcharge, he wrote so much that he now has a niche in history as the most prolific English theologian of all time. Whatkept this frail invalid going so single-mindedly and evenspectacularly through the years? In The Saints’ EverlastingRest Baxter tells the secret. From his thirtieth year he practiced a habit which he first formed when he thought he wason his deathbed: for something like half an hour each dayhe would meditate on the life to come, thereby escalatinghis sense of the glory that awaited him and reinforcing hismotivation to use every ounce of energy and zeal that hefound within himself to hasten up the path of worship, service, and holiness toward his goal. Diligent cultivation ofhope gave him daily doggedness in disciplined hard workfor God, despite the debilitating effect each day of his sickbody. He stands for all time as proof that there is supernatural strength for God’s service that is beyond human explanation. In one respect he went beyond Calvin: he devotedthe fourth part of The Saints’ Everlasting Rest to a detaileddemonstration of how you and I may meditate as he did,and so enter more deeply into the life of redirected loveand hope in which he himself was so proficient. No Christian teacher before or since has ever dealt with “heavenlymeditation,” as Baxter called this discipline, half so fully orhalf so well. If you want to master this fine and fruitful art, it is to part four of Baxter’s treatise that you should go.8

8. The most recent reprint of The Saints’ Everlasting Rest (drastically abridged) waspublished by Baker Book House (Grand Rapids) in 1978.


Is this not something we all need to do? Today, the love of luxury and the pull of pleasure are more intensely feltthan at any time in Christendom except perhaps among theRenaissance princes and the aristocracy of eighteenth-century England and France. The quest for pleasure—intellectual, sensual, aesthetic, gastronomic, alcoholic, narcissistic—is one aspect of that western decadence which seerslike Solzhenitsyn detect and denounce. This “cult of softness,” as it has been called,9 is fed from the vast smorgasbord of pleasures which our amoral, technically resourcefulsociety makes available to us, and gains rather than losesmomentum as the years pass. It bodes ill for our culture,just as it dilutes the quality of our Christianity. Observationassures me that only a new quest for heavenly mindedness,a new depth of self-denying love for our Lord and of hopedirected toward heaven, can keep us from being swept offour feet by the quest for pleasure that the world prosecutesso zealously all around us. Scripture convinces me thatthere is no dimension of renewal that we currently needmore.

9. Title of a study of contemporary culture by Garth Lean (London: Blandford Press,1965).


Keeping our heads despite the pull of pleasure is as hard a task as any for the affluent believer. To react by trying tonegate pleasure altogether, as if God himself was against it,would be arrogant ingratitude to him, as we have seen; butto retain pleasure in its proper place when all around usseem to have gone pleasure-mad calls for more wisdom than most of us can muster. Let Ecclesiastes, the preacher,instruct us once more. To enjoy simple everyday pleasuresand let them refresh your spirit is, he says, part of wisdom.Here are his key statements:

I commend the enjoyment of life, because nothing is better for a man under the sun than to eat and drink and be glad. Thenjoy will accompany him in his work (8:15).

A man can do nothing better than to eat and drink and find satisfaction in his work. This too, I see, is from the hand of God, for without him, who can eat or find enjoyment? (2:24fi; 3:12f.;5:19).

Light is sweet, and it pleases the eyes to see the sun. However many years a man may live, let him enjoy them all (11:7f.).

Enjoy life with your wife, whom you love, all the days of this meaningless life that God has given you under the sun (9:9).

The wisdom that thus commends and commands the joys that God providentially provides is not a calculating hedonism. It is wisdom that perceives the answer to the questionof how we should live to lie in three imperatives: worship(“fear God”), obedience (“keep his commandments”), andhope. “For God will bring every deed into judgment,” rewarding in a future state those believers who have madegood not evil, obedience not pleasure-seeking, their aim.(See Eccles. 12:13f.) This wisdom from Ecclesiastes is thewisdom I mentioned earlier. It is the wisdom that knowsthat happiness is the spin-off of holiness, the sweet by-product of devotion to God. By taking this wisdom to heart wemay learn how to enjoy the pleasures God gives withoutlapsing into the love of the world. Thus we shall be able to steer a straight course for heaven amid a culture that is obsessively preoccupied with earth.

Earlier I quoted Isaac Watts’ celebration of the joys of the Christian life. I now close my argument by citing his transcript of the healthy, expectant Christian’s state of mind.

My thoughts surmount these lower skies,

And look within the veil;

There springs of endless pleasure rise,

The waters never fail

There I behold, with sweet delight,

The blessed Three in One,

And strong affections fix my sight

On God's incarnate Son.

His promise stands forever firm,

His grace shall ne'er depart;

He binds my name upon his arm,

And seals it on his heart.

Light are the pains that nature brings;

How short our sorrows are,

When with eternal future things

The present we compare!

I would not be a stranger still To that celestial place

Where I forever hope to dwell,

And see my Savior's face.


















Blessed are those who thus hope for glory. The mastery of present pleasure, even as they enjoy it, is within theirgrasp. And this, too, along with mastery of sin and victoryover the devil, belongs to the fullness of their life in Christ.


5. GUIDANCE

How God Leads Us

WISDOM ALONG THE WAY

Evangelicals differ from most Roman Catholics and liberals in that they are constantly uptight about guidance. No otherconcern commands more interest or arouses more anxietyamong them nowadays than discovering the will of God.

It was of evangelicals that Joseph Bayly wrote in 1968: “If there is a serious concern among Christian students today, itis for guidance. Holiness may have been the passion of another generation’s Christian young men and women. Orsoul-winning. Or evangelizing the world . . . But not today.

Today the theme is getting to know the will of God.”1

1. Joseph Bayly, et a., Essays on Guidance (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press,1968), Preface.

Again, it was of evangelicals that Russ Johnston declared in 1971: “Fve spoken at many conferences where part ofthe afternoons are set aside for workshops . . . . If you makeone of the workshops ‘Knowing the Will of God,’ half the people sign up for it even if there are twenty otherchoices.”2

2. Russ Johnston, How to Know the Will of God (Colorado Springs: NavPress, 1971),P-5.


And it was of evangelicals that Garry Friesen reported in 1981: “Interest in the subject of guidance is consistentlyhigh. The demand for magazine articles and books on thesubject continues unabated. People continue to seek guidance on guidance.”3

3. Garry Friesen, Decision Making and the Will of God (Portland, Oreg.: MultnomahPress, 1981), p. 18.


My own experience confirms this. The more earnest and sensitive a believer is, the more likely he or she is to behung up about guidance. And if I am any judge, the evangelical anxiety level on the subject continues to rise.

Why is this? The source of anxiety is that a desire for guidance is linked with uncertainty about how to get it andfear of the consequences of not getting it. Such anxiety hasan unhappy way of escalating. Anxious people get alluredby any and every form of certainty that offers itself, no matter how irrational. They become vulnerable to strange influences and do zany things. This makes the guidance issuemore perplexing than ever before. Over the past 150 yearsthere has been a buildup of tension to a point where itmuddles minds, darkens counsel, and obstructs maturity ina way that is Spirit-quenching.

When muscles are hurting, relaxation is the first step toward a cure, and the same is true of anxiety about guidance. The persons most worried are regularly those with leastcause for alarm.

First, let it be said that the desire to know God’s guidance is a sign of spiritual health.

Healthy believers want to please God. Through regeneration they have come to love obedience and to find joy in doing God’s will. The very thought of offending him grievesthem deeply. They desire to live in a way that shows gratitude to God for his grace. As they grow spiritually, this desire becomes stronger. Naturally, they want clear indicationsof the will of God.

Reinforcing this desire is bewilderment at the vast range of choices in every field of our civilization. To want help indecision making is understandable. Some look for this helpto gurus, palmists, astrologers, clairvoyants, Ann Landers,and specialist counselors. Healthy Christians, however,while valuing human advice, look to God also. There aremany promises of divine direction in Scripture, and manytestimonies to its reality. It is wrong for Christians not toseek God’s help in making the choices, commitments, anddecisions that shape their lives.

Secondly, let it be said that the fear of spiritual ruin through mistaking God’s guidance is a sign of unthinkingunbelief.

I have a particular fear in mind, one that I have met many times in my ministry. It is widespread. It is not the productof any one school of thought. Rather it is the twisting oftruth that our fallen minds, with their legalistic bias andtheir inclination to view God as an ogre, easily fall into.

Satan, who loves to misrepresent God and make him seem ugly, naturally sponsors it!

It may be stated as follows: God’s plan for your life is like an itinerary drawn up for you by a travel agent. As long asyou are in the right place at the right time to board eachplane or train or bus or boat, all is well. But miss one ofthese preplanned connections, and the itinerary is ruined. Arevised plan can only ever be second-best compared withthe original plan.

The assumption is that God lacks either the will or the wisdom to get you back on track. A substandard spiritual lifeis all that is now open to you. You may not be on the scrap-heap, but you are on the shelf, having forfeited much ofyour usefulness. Your mistake sentences you to live andserve God as a second-rate Christian.

Many Christians run scared, fearing such disaster every time a major decision has to be made. Others trudge alongwith heavy hearts, believing that this fate is already uponthem because of some imprudence long ago. The fruit thatso fearful a fancy bears is bitter.

The kernel of truth in the above scenario is that bad decisions have sad consequences from which we cannot expect to be shielded. But beyond that the fear described expressesnothing more than unbelief regarding the goodness, wisdom, and power of God. God can and does restore the yearsthat the locusts have eaten (see Joel 2:25). Scripture showsus a number of saints making great and grievous mistakesabout the will of God for them—Jacob fooling his father,Moses murdering the Egyptian, David numbering the people, Peter boycotting Gentile believers—yet none becameincurably second-class. On the contrary, they were each forgiven and restored. This is how all true saints live.

Misconceiving God’s will is less sinful than knowing it and not doing it. If God restored David after his adulterywith Bathsheba and murder of Uriah, and Peter after histhreefold denial of Christ, we should have no doubt that hecan and will restore Christians who err through makinghonest mistakes about his guidance.

The last phrase paves the way to my third point: wrong ideas about God’s guidance lead to wrong conclusionsabout the right thing to do.

The basic fault here is disregard of a principle that is writ large in Scripture—too large, perhaps, for some to see. Theprinciple is that the right course is always to choose the wisest means to the noblest end, namely the advancing ofGod’s kingdom and glory. Moral law delimits the area within which the choice must be made (for sin is always out ofbounds; the end never justifies the means). God-given wisdom, comparing the short- and long-term effects of alternative courses of action, then leads us within these limits tothe best option. That option will always be the greatestgood, or in invidious situations, where no course of actionor inaction is free from regrettable aspects, the least evil.

In making our choice, that which is merely good (“good enough,” as we say) must never become the enemy of thebest. It is never enough to ask, as the Pharisees did, whethersuch and such a course of action is free from taint of sin.The question should be: is it the best I can envisage for theglory of God and the good of souls? God enables us to discern this by prayerfully using our minds—thinking howScripture applies, comparing alternatives, weighing advice, taking account of our heart’s desire, estimating our capabilities. Some call this common sense. The Bible calls it wisdom. It is one of God’s most precious gifts.

Is there a personal touch from God in all this? Most certainly. Those whom God wants in the pastorate, or in cross-cultural missionary work, or some other specialized ministry, are ordinarily made to realize they will never findjob-satisfaction doing anything else. When God has a particular career in mind for a person he bestows on that person an interest in that field of expertise. When God plansthat two people should marry he blends their hearts. ButGod’s inclinings of the heart (as distinct from our own selfgenerated ambitions and longings) are experienced only asmeshing in with the judgments of wisdom. Thus, interest inan unsuitable person as a life partner, or a ministry beyondone’s ability, should be seen as a temptation rather than adivine call.

Over the past 150 years, however, a different approach to Christian decision making has established itself, one thatplays down the significance of thought and wisdom in thequest to know God’s will. A mode of guidance more directand immediate than the forming of a wise judgment on thematter in hand has come to be desired. Why is this? The desire seems to reflect a mixture of things.

One is the anti-intellectual, feeling-oriented, short-term mentality of today’s secular culture, invading and swampingChristian minds.

Another is an admirable humility. Believers do not trust themselves to discern the ideal course of action, and want itdirectly revealed to them.

Another is the false idea that what God wants his children to do is irrational by ordinary standards, and not somethingto which wisdom would direct us.

Another is the fancy that, since each Christian is a special object of God’s love, special instructions from God can beexpected whenever he or she has to make a significant decision—a fancy that seems to reflect as much of childish egoism as it does of childlike faith.

Another is the presence in Scripture of guidance stories involving direct revelation, stories on which latter-day narratives of guidance are verbally modeled, leaving the impression that guidance is usually given this way.

Some seek guidance by making their minds blank and receiving what then rises into consciousness as a divine directive. This was a daily devotional routine in Frank Buchman’s Oxford Group (afterwards, Moral Rearmament). It undoubtedly kept people honest with their own consciences,and that was good. But murky urges and self-indulgentdreams, as well as pricks from conscience, will surface atsuch times. Those who assume that whatever “vision” fillsthe blank is from God have no defense against the invasionof obsessive, grandiose, self-serving imaginations spawnedby their own conceit.

Others, like the diviners of ancient paganism and the devotees of modern astrology, want to be told facts about the future in light of which they may chart a knowledgeablecourse in the present. This is what guidance means to them.

But Scripture directs us to live by God’s precept, rather than by prying into his hidden will of purpose. As Deuteronomy 29:29 says: “The secret things belong to the Lordour God; but the things that are revealed belong to us andto our children forever, that we may follow all the words ofthis law.”

Others, rather than seeking wisdom to do the best and most God-honoring thing in a situation, will draw lots, or setup situations in which they ask God for signs (a practiceloosely based on Gideon’s action recorded in Judges 6:36-40, and therefore sometimes called “fleecing”); or they willwait for a “prophecy” or dream or vision or heavenly voicein their inner ear. Sometimes they succeed in inducing theexperience they seek, as did covetous Balaam. There arefew experiences that cannot be induced if one wants thembadly enough. Many have been led in this way to embracewildcat schemes and immoral follies, believing that God hasapproved or even instigated such plans.

A similar mistake is to find in Scripture private messages from God that in fact are no more than one’s own readinginto the text a meaning that cannot be read out of it. Mylong-time friend and teacher Alan Stibbs, after promising toserve a church in northern England, was invited to an attractive post in South Wales. He read in Isaiah 43:6, “I willsay to the north, Give up,” and got the idea that God waspromising him providentially to terminate his prior commitment so as to free him to do what he felt he most wanted to do. When this did not happen, Alan looked again at histext and saw that it goes on: “and to the south, Do not withhold.” He realized that the verse concerns the gathering of God’s people from all over following the exile, and that hehad been fooling himself with his original fancy.

God is sovereign, and gracious to those who humbly seek him. No doubt he has given guidance on occasion by all themeans I have mentioned, and no doubt he will do so again.But such cases are exceptions, and to expect them to be therule is to ask for trouble. What sort of trouble? Either delusion and misdirected zeal, or apathy and lack of motivation,as a result of concluding that if guidance has not come inthis way there is nothing in particular that God wants oneto do. Which is worse—fanatical activity, or passive idleness? Being a lunatic or being lazy? Each is bad. But a biblical approach to guidance will save us from both kinds oftrouble.

How may we formulate such an approach? I offer the following ten checkpoints as a summary:

1. Ask the question: What is the best I can do for myGod?

2. Note the instructions of Scripture. The summons tolove God and others, the limits set and the obligations established by the law, the insistence on energetic action(Eccles. 8:10; 1 Cor. 15:58), and the drilling in wisdom (seeProverbs and James especially) enable one to make the bestchoice among behavioral options.

3. Follow the examples of godliness in Scripture. Imitatethe love and humility of Jesus himself. If we do this, we cannot go far wrong.

4. Let wisdom judge the best course of action. Considernot only the wisdom God gives you personally, but the corporate wisdom of your friends and mentors in the Christian community. Don’t be a spiritual Lone Ranger. When youthink you know God’s will, have your perception checked.Draw on the wisdom of those who are wiser than you are.Take advice.

5. Note nudges from God that come your way—specialconcerns or restlessness of heart might indicate that something needs to be changed.

6. Cherish the divine peace that Paul says “garrisons”(guards, keeps safe and steady) the hearts of those who arein God’s will (Phil. 4:7).

7. Observe the limits set by circumstances to what is possible. When it is clear that those limits cannot be changedaccept them as from God.

8. Be prepared for God’s guidance to be withheld untilthe right time comes for a decision. God usually guides onestep at a time.

9. Be prepared for God to direct you to something youdo not like, and teach you to like it!

10. Never forget that if you make a bad decision it is notthe end. God forgives and restores. He is your covenantGod and Savior. He will not let you go, however badly youmay have slipped. “Rejoice not over me, O my enemy;when I fall, I shall rise; when I sit in darkness, the Lord willbe a light to me” (Mic. 7:8).

These are words of great comfort for all who want to do God’s will, but find themselves afraid they may have missedit. The Lord is my Shepherd. He leads me. I need not be uptight! What a relief!

FANTASY AND REALITY

As we said at the outset, guidance is a very tricky subject for many modern Christians. Most of us have had firsthand experience with guidance problems, either our own or thoseof others whom we have tried to help. Focus, now, on theseperplexities. Why do so many problems of this sort arise?Where do the difficulties come from? Most of them are ofour own making. In our quest for God’s guidance we become our own worst enemies. What happens? We go into atwofold tailspin.

On the one hand, we lose theological control, so that erratic superstitions take over. We isolate and narrow the guidance issue to major decisions that involve sizable risksfor the future—the choice of a life partner, a vocation oremployment, or a place to live. That isolation is bad theology, and leads to the further mistake of thinking that guidance on these matters comes “out of the blue,” like anoracle reflecting facts about the future that we ourselves donot and cannot know. Those who look for guidance througha prophecy, inner voice, “fleece,” or random selection of Bible verses are under the spell of this misconception.

On the other hand, we embrace the romantic fancy that all experiences of true guidance can be reported in terms ofthe formula, “The Lord told me” thus and so. Such experiences, so we think, produce absolute confidence about therightness of a specific action. In the absence of any experience that we could describe in this way we say we havenot received guidance as yet. If, however, after prayer wefind ourselves with a pressing urge in our minds, we hail itas “my guidance” and defy anyone to talk us out of it. Are we right? Probably not. Yet this idea of guidance is so wellestablished in our thinking that a recent book could call itthe “traditional” view.

What shall we say of it? The first thing to say is that this idea of guidance is actually a novelty among orthodox evangelicals. It does not go back further than the last century.Second, it has led people to so much foolish action on theone hand, and so much foolish inaction on the other, as wellas puzzlement and heartbreak when the “hotline” to Godseems to go silent, that it has to be seen as discredited.Third, it must be said that Scripture gives us no morewarrant constantly to expect personal “hotline,” “voice-from-the-control-tower” guidance than to expect new authoritative revelations to come our way for the guidance ofthe whole church.

Certainly, God’s guidance is promised to every believer. Certainly, some individuals in Scripture (Gideon, Manoahand his wife, and Philip, for instance) received guidance in“hotline” fashion—just as some biblical characters did infact receive revelations of universally authoritative truth,and just as Gideon’s “hotline” guidance, given by theo-phany, was later confirmed to him by remarkable things thathappened to a sheepskin on two successive nights. But, aswas said earlier, we must learn to distinguish between theordinary and the extraordinary, the constant and the occasional, the rule and the exception.

God may reveal himself and give guidance to his servants any way he pleases. It is not for us to set limits on him. Butit remains a question as to whether or not we are entitledto expect “hotline” disclosures on a regular basis. The correct answer is no. All the biblical narratives of God’s direct communications with men are on the face of it exceptional,and the biblical model of personal guidance is quite different.

Scripture presents guidance as a covenantal blessing promised to each of God’s people in the form of instructionon how to live, both in broad policy terms and in makingspecific decisions. “I will instruct you and teach you theway you should go; I will counsel you with my eye uponyou” (Ps. 32:8). “Good and upright is the Lord; therefore heinstructs sinners in the way. He leads the humble in what isright, and teaches the humble his way” (Ps. 25:8-9). Howdoes God guide? By instructing. How does he instruct? Partly by his shaping of our circumstances, and partly by his giftof wisdom to understand the teaching of his Word and apply it to our circumstances. God’s regular method of guidance is a combination of providence and instruction. Whatmore he may do in a particular case cannot be anticipatedin advance. But wisdom will always be given if we are humble and docile enough to receive it.

God’s guidance is more like the marriage guidance, child guidance, or career guidance that is received from counselors than it is like being “talked down” by the airport controller as one flies blind through the clouds. Seeking God’sguidance is not like practicing divination or consulting oracles, astrologers, and clairvoyants for information about thefuture, but rather is comparable with everyday thinkingthrough of alternative options in given situations to determine the best course open to us. The inward experience ofbeing divinely guided is not ordinarily one of seeing signs or hearing voices, but rather one of being enabled to work outthe best thing to do.

The classic Bible presentation of the guided life, and of the reality of the guidance that produces it, is Psalm 23, thebeloved shepherd psalm. Christians should read it as a declaration of what it means to be a believer led through life bythe God who is Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. The picture isof the saint as a divinely-led sheep. Silly and apt to stray as Iam (“prone to wander, Lord, I feel it; prone to leave theGod I love,”4) my covenant God will not leave me bereft ofeither security or sustenance. He provides rest (“beside stillwaters”), refreshment (“he restores my soul”), protection(“through the valley of the shadow of death”), enrichment(“thou preparest a table”), and enjoyment (“goodness andmercy shall follow me”). Guidance is one facet of that totalcovenant care whereby the King of Love draws me into thedestiny of deliverance and delight that he planned for mebefore the world was made.

4. From “Come Thou Fount of Every Blessing,” by Robert Robinson.


Look more closely at verse 3: “He leads me in paths of righteousness for his name’s sake.” “Paths of righteousness”are behavior patterns that please God because they correspond to his commandments and match his moral nature.Perceptive and prudent vocational decisions are certainlyincluded, but the basic idea is that our holy God calls us tobe holy. This is the essence of biblical guidance. “For hisname’s sake” refers to the furthering of his glory (i.e., responsive praise for revealed praiseworthiness) through hisdemonstration of covenant faithfulness. The Lord is myShepherd; he is pledged to watch over me, order my travels, stay with me, and bring me safely home. He will not fail in his commitment. Finally, “he leads me” means that by hisprovidential instruction he gives me wisdom to see theright thing—the best, the most fruitful, the purest and noblest, the most Christ-like and God-honoring thing—that Ican do in each situation, and motivates me to that end.

How does God give this discernment? We say it is a matter of wisdom. Where does this wisdom come from? That question may be answered in two ways. Formally and theologically, the answer is: from God’s Word and Spirit. Personally and experientially, the answer is: from beingtransformed by God’s grace. Each answer is part of the other; both go together.

God’s teaching in Scripture is our basic guide for living. Bible history and biography illustrate and enforce, bothpositively and negatively, the divine demand for faith andfaithfulness that so many didactic passages spell out. TheHoly Spirit who inspired the Scriptures authenticates themto us as the Word of God, making us unable to doubt theirauthority, and also interprets them to us as we read andmeditate on them and hear and read others’ expositions ofthem. Interpretation means precisely: seeing how they apply. Commentaries can tell us what the text meant as anexpression of the writer’s mind to those to whom he firstaddressed himself, but only the Holy Spirit can show uswhat it means as God’s Word of direction for our life today.Only through the Spirit is guidance from Scripture a reality.

Two points often are overlooked. First, there are many situations in which the general principles of Scripture are allthe guidance we either need or get. In military operations the general will give the field commander his orders of theday in the form of objectives (capture this strong point, defend that position, move troops to such-and-such a place),and leave it to him to devise the ways and means. God oftenguides us in the same fashion, leaving it to us to use the intelligence he gave us to work out the best way to implement biblical principles and priorities. It is part of theprocess whereby he matures us in Christ.

Second, the moral law of Scripture, which is the family code for all God’s children, leaves us free to make our ownchoices as to how we use created things—what interests wepursue, what hobbies we have, and so forth. No guidance isto be expected in these areas beyond the general maxims ofnot letting the good displace the best, not hurting others bythe ways in which we enjoy ourselves, and not hurting ourselves by any excessive indulgence that diverts us fromheaven to earth and from the Giver to his gifts. These arethe rules of using liberty responsibly.

On the other hand, inward discernment of the best and holiest thing to do is always a fruit of faith, repentance, consecration, and transformation by the Holy Spirit. Familiar arethe opening words of Romans 12: “I appeal to you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which isyour spiritual worship. Do not be conformed to this worldbut be transformed by the renewal of your mind,...” (w.1-2). Less often, however, is stress laid on what comes next:“That you may prove what is the will of God, what is goodand acceptable and perfect” (v. 2). Prove means “discern byexamining alternatives,” and Paul’s point is that there is a moral and spiritual precondition of being able to see in eachsituation what God wants done. Those whose minds God iscurrently transforming may still err about specific aspects ofGod’s will in areas where their earthly perspective stillholds sway, but where no work of inward renewal is in progress, no adequate discernment of God’s will at any pointcan be expected. Guidance is God’s gift to those who arelooking to him—that means precisely, looking to JesusChrist—to save them from sin. “He leads thehumble inwhat is right, and teaches the humble his way” (Ps. 25:9, emphasis added).

We should note here the importance of models. The apostles tell us to imitate Christ, and also themselves. Whatthis imitation amounts to is catching the spirit of lowly,costly, self-giving love—love that in its desire to make theother person great spends and is spent up to the limit. Partof discerning God’s will is an awareness of the need tomaintain this attitude in all relationships, and to avoid theego trips that negate it.

The importance of corporateness in our quest to know the will of God also needs to be stressed. We were neithermade nor redeemed for self-sufficient aloneness. We mustnot expect our private stock of wisdom and discernment tosuffice without supplement from outside sources. “In anabundance of counselors there is safety” (Prov. 11:14). Wemust never be too proud to take advice from persons wiserand godlier than ourselves. Personal guidance that we believe we have received by inner nudge from the Lord needsto be checked with believers who are capable of recognizing unrealism, delusion, and folly when they see it. The Holy Spirit regularly uses the fellowship of the body ofChrist to deepen our discernment of God’s will. It is part ofthe discipline of divine guidance to be ready for the Spirit toconfirm his will for our lives through other believers.

Such, then, is divine guidance according to the Scriptures. It may be more than this. What is certain, however, is that itwill never be less. Any supposed guidance that deviatesfrom the Bible, the limits of possibility set by providence,and the discernment of the regenerate heart as to whatmost honors and pleases our Savior God must be judgedphony and delusive.

In this age of shallow, secularized self-confidence pitfalls abound. We need to search our hearts time and again lestwe fool ourselves and others by imagining that we have received God’s guidance when really our own desires areleading us astray. Yet God remains faithful, and it may stillbecome every Christian’s honest and true testimony that“he leads me in paths of righteousness for his name’s sake.”Praise his holy name!

TRUE GUIDANCE

I have already said that God ordinarily guides his children in their decision making through Bible-based wisdom. I havedismissed the idea that guidance is usually or essentially aninner voice telling us facts otherwise unknown and prescribing strange modes of action. I have criticized the waysome Christians wait passively for guidance and “put out afleece” when perplexed, rather than prayerfully following wisdom’s lead. After all this, I am sure there are mutterings.Some readers may believe that I have played down, andthereby dishonored, the guiding ministry of the Holy Spirit.One cannot say what I have said in the steamy Christian atmosphere of 1987 without provoking that reaction. Sothere is need now to discuss the Holy Spirit’s role in guidance in a direct way.

The last thing I want to do is to dishonor, or lead others to dishonor, the Holy Spirit. But the fact must be faced thatnot all endeavors that seek to honor the Holy Spirit succeedin their purpose. There is such a thing as fanatical delusion,just as there is such a thing as barren intellectualism. Overheated views of life in the Spirit can be as damaging as “flat-tire” versions of Christianity that minimize the Spirit’sministry. This is especially true in relation to guidance.

What does it mean to be “led by the Spirit” in personal decision making? That phrase, found in Romans 8:14 andGalatians 5:18, speaks of resisting sinful impulses, not of decision making. However, the question of what it means tobe Spirit-led in choosing courses of action is a proper andimportant one.

The Spirit leads by helping us understand the biblical guidelines within which we must keep, the biblical goals atwhich we must aim, and the biblical models that we shouldimitate, as well as the bad examples from which we aremeant to take warning.

He leads through prayer and others’ advice, giving us wisdom as to how we can best follow biblical teaching.

He leads by giving us the desire for spiritual growth andGod’s glory. The result is that spiritual priorities become clearer, and our resources of wisdom and experience formaking future decisions increase.

He leads, finally, by making us delight in God’s will so that we find ourselves wanting to do it because we know itis best. Wisdom’s paths will be “ways of pleasantness”

(Prov. 3:17). If at first we find we dislike what we see to be God’s will for us, God will change our attitude if we let him.God is not a sadist, directing us to do what we do not wantto do so that he can see us suffer. He wants joy for us in every course of action to which he leads us, even those fromwhich we shrink at first and that do in fact involve outwardunpleasantness.

No one, I hope, would dispute what I have said, but some would say that it is only half the story. Part of what beingSpirit-led means, they would tell us, is that one receives instruction from the Spirit through prophecies and inwardrevelations, such as repeatedly came to godly people in Bible times (see Gen. 22; 2 Chron. 7:12-22; Jer. 32:19; Acts8:29; 11:28; 13:4; 21:11; 1 Cor. 14:30). They believe thiskind of communication to be the fulfillment of God’s promise that “your ears shall hear a word behind you saying,‘This is the way, walk in it,’ when you turn to the right orwhen you turn to the left” (Isa. 30:21). They are sure thatsome impressions of this kind should be identified as theSpirit-given “word of knowledge” in 1 Corinthians 12:8.They insist that this is divine guidance in its highest andpurest form, which Christians should therefore constantlyseek. Those who play it down, they would say, therebyshow that they have too limited a view of life in the Spirit.

Here I must come clean. I know that this line of thought is sincerely believed by many people who are, I am sure,better Christians than I am. Yet I think it is wrong and harmful, and I shall now argue against it. I choose my words withcare, for some of the arguments made against this view areas bad and damaging as is the view itself. The way of wisdom is like walking a tightrope, from which one can fall byoverbalancing either to the left or to the right. As, in Richard Baxter’s sharp-sighted phrase, overdoing is undoing, sooverreacting is undermining.

The issue here is not whether a person’s life in the Spirit is shallow or deep, as if the further one advances spirituallythe more one will seek and find guidance through prophecies and inward revelations. Nor is the issue whether Godhas so limited himself that he will never communicate directly with present-day Christians as he did with somesaints in biblical times. In my view there is no biblical warrant either for correlating spiritual maturity with direct divine guidance, or for denying that God may still directlyindicate his will to his servants. The real issue is twofold:what we should expect from God in this regard, and whatwe should do with any invading impressions that come ourway.

What should Christians do when they feel that God has directly told them to say or do something? They should faceup to the following facts:

1. If anyone today receives a direct disclosure from God,it will have no canonical significance. It will not becomepart of the church’s rule of faith and life, nor will thechurch be under any obligation to acknowledge the disclosure as revelation; nor will anyone merit blame for suspecting that the disclosure was not from God. If the alleged disclosure is a prediction (as when Rees Howells, founder ofthe Bible College of South Wales, predicted back in 1930, inhis book God Challenges the Dictators, that there would beno second World War), Moses assures us that there is noteven a prima facie case for treating it as from God until ithas come true (Deut. 18:21f.). If the alleged disclosure is adirective (as when a leader claims that God told him tofound a hospital, university, mission, or crusade of somekind), any who associate themselves with his project shoulddo so because wisdom tells them that it is needed, realistic,and God-honoring, not because the leader tells them thatGod directly commanded him (and by implication them) toattempt it.

People who believe they have received direct indications of what God will do, or what they should do, should refrainin all situations (worship services, board meetings, gatherings of family or friends, preparation of publications, orwhatever) from asking others to agree that direct revelationhas been given to them; and Christians should greet anysuch request with resolute silence.

2. Guidance in this particular form is not promised. For itto occur is, as we have said, extraordinary, exceptional, andanomalous. No Scripture leads us to hope or to look for it.Isaiah 30:21, which may seem to point this way, is actually apromise of wise teaching through wise teachers. No one,therefore, who believes that he received a direct revelationat any time should look for this event to recur. The idea thatspiritual persons may expect this sort of guidance often, orthat such experiences are proof of their holiness or of their call and fitness to lead others, should be dismissed out ofhand.

3. Direct communications from God take the form of impressions, and impressions can come, even to the most devoted and prayerful people, from such murky sources aswishful thinking, fear, obsessional neurosis, schizophrenia,hormonal imbalance, depression, side effects of medication,and satanic delusion, as well as from God. Impressions needto be suspected before they are sanctioned and tested before they are trusted. Confidence that one’s impressions areGod-given is no guarantee that this is really so, even whenthey persist and grow stronger through long seasons ofprayer. Bible-based wisdom must judge them.

Two tragedies of misguided impressions come to mind. Both involved godly men who were greatly used in spiritualministry. Rees Howells, whom I have already mentioned, informed his Bible college community that, through him, Godwas forbidding marriage to those who wished fully to servethe Lord. Havoc resulted from this unscriptural teaching.Again, some years earlier, the American Frank Sandford hadan impression that he should cruise the Atlantic in a yachtto intercede for worldwide revival. When a colleague became ill he had an impression that they should not put in toport for treatment. The man died. After serving a prisonterm for his action, Sanford had an impression that he wascalled to reproduce the hidden life of Elijah prior to thecontest at Carmel. So he did, living entirely incognito saveto a handful of friends, until his death. These are examplesof unjudged impressions and their sad results. To follow impressions, however much they are bound up with the holy concerns of evangelism, intercession, piety, and revival, isnot to be Spirit-led.

Following unjudged impressions, particularly when they concern sex, money, and power, makes the Lord’s enemiesblaspheme, and discredits the whole idea of a guided life. Inreaction some conclude that no specific impressions areever given by the Holy Spirit, and that every claim to themmust be a delusion. But that also is wrong. Impressions—not revelations of information, but focusings of concern—belong to Christian living. When we say we have a “vision”or “burden” about something we are referring to an impression. When our concern is biblically proper, we are right toregard our impression as a nudge from the Holy Spirit.

Nehemiah speaks of what “God had put into my heart to do for Jerusalem” (Neh. 2:12), and by prayer, persuasion,and push, Nehemiah got the job done. Paul and Silas “attempted to go into Bithynia, but the Spirit of Jesus did notallow them” (Acts 16:7)—that is, an inner impression restrained them. God, as they soon discovered, was leadingthem to Greece. Paul’s “mind could not rest” while evangelizing Troas, because Titus had not come (2 Cor. 2:13;mind is “spirit” in the Greek, meaning a mind enlightenedby God’s Spirit). So Paul left, construing his restlessness asGod prompting him to go in search of Titus rather thancontinue the Troas mission. These are biblical examples ofsaints pulled or pressed by God in particular directions.

This is an experience that most Christians know.

My point is not that the Spirit of God gives no direct impressions, but rather that impressions must be rigorouslytested by biblical wisdom—the corporate wisdom of the believing community as well as personal wisdom. If this isnot done, impressions that are rooted in egoism, pride,headstrong unrealism, the fancy that irrationality glorifiesGod, a sense that some human being is infallible, or similarmisconceptions will be allowed to masquerade as Spirit-given. Only impressions verified as biblically appropriateand practically wise should be recognized as from God.People who receive impressions about what they shouldbelieve or do should question such impressions until theyhave been thoroughly tested.

Nor can one be certain even then about one’s impressions. Some impressions seem to be instances of clairvoyance, sanctified for restraint or encouragement (as in recorded cases of Christians feeling constrained to leavetrains and planes that later crashed, or when C. T. Studd sawin the margin of his Bible the words “China, India, Africa,”the three parts of the world where he subsequently servedas a pioneer missionary). There is no certain way to testsuch impressions. Sometimes one will not be able to tellwhether one’s impression was a message from God or a human fancy. The correct conclusion to draw is that as weseek to do what by biblical standards best serves God’sglory and the good of others, God will be with us: just that.

The radios of my youth would crackle with atmospherics, making clear reception impossible. All forms of self-center-edness and self-indulgence, from surface-level indisciplineand lawlessness to the subtlety of grandiose elitism or theirreverence of not obeying the guidance you have receivedalready, will act as atmospherics in one’s heart, making recognition of God’s will harder than it should be, and one’s testing of impressions less thorough and exact. But thosewho are being “led by the Spirit” into humble holiness willalso be “led by the Spirit” in evaluating their impressions,and so will increasingly be able to distinguish the Spirit’snudges from impure and improper desire. “He ... teachesthe humble his way” (Ps. 25:9)· Blessed, then, we may say,are the pure in heart. They shall know the will of God.


6. JOY

A Neglected Discipline

Homes have kitchens, and kitchens have counters, and on many kitchen counters today stands a plastic container labeled “Joy”—“Lemon Fresh Joy,” to be precise. What doesit hold? Detergent, for the operation that in England iscalled “washing up” and in America “doing the dishes.”(Think about the fact that “wash up” in America means“make yourself clean and comfortable, ready for a meal,”and you will see how right Oscar Wilde was to speak ofEngland and America as two great nations separated by acommon language.)

Why call a detergent “Joy”? The question is not hard to answer. “Joy” is a word that has “good vibes.” It is a wordthat makes one feel bright, and when washing dishes oneneeds bright feelings. The word has this effect because itconnects to the desire of our heart We want joy. We were made for joy. The value of human beings is sometimes affirmed by quoting, from a black source, the words “Goddon’t make no junk.” In similar fashion, we may affirm thetrue goal of human life by saying, “God don’t make nobodyfor misery.” If we are miserable, it is because we have chosen to say no to joy. The fact remains that God intended joyfor us from the start.

JOY IS INTENDED

Let me spell that out. Scripture shows that God creates human beings with their joy in view. “Man’s chief end is to glorify God, and [in so doing] to enjoy him for ever” (Westminster Shorter Catechism, answer to question 1). Joy wasGod’s plan for man from the beginning. God’s purpose thatwe should enjoy him, both directly in face-to-face fellowship and indirectly through enjoyment of what he has created, is pictured by the fact that the earthly home that hegave Adam and Eve was a pleasure-garden (Eden) where hehimself walked in the cool of the day. The psalmist regains aspiritual sanity he had almost lost when he declares: “I amalways with you; you hold me by my right hand. You guideme with your counsel, and afterwards you will take me intoglory. Whom have I in heaven but you? And earth has nothing I desire besides you . . . . God is the strength of my heartand my portion for ever.... It is good to be near God” (Ps. 73:23-28). The thought is the same as in Psalm 43:4, whereGod is called “my joy, and my delight.” The New Testament tells us that our redemption and life in Christ reverses ourdamnation and death in Adam (see Rom. 5:12-19; 1 Cor.15:2If.), that God “richly provides us with everything forour enjoyment” (1 Tim. 6:17), and that glorified saints endlessly delight in the God whom they endlessly adore (seeRev. 7:9-17; 21:1-4; 22:1-5). Thus it appears that God’s saving activity vindicates, restores, and fulfills his original purpose of joy for man that Satanic malice and human sin havethwarted. Joy to the world remains God’s goal.

The New Testament takes us a step further in understanding this. In John’s Gospel the veil is lifted on the mutual love and honor that bind Father, Son, and Holy Spirit together in the unity of the one eternal God (see John 2:l6f.;4:34; 5:19-30; 6:38-40; 12:27f.; 13:31£; 14:31; 16:13-15),and Jesus prays to his Father that his disciples may be “one... in us ... as we are one: I in them and you in me” (John17:21-23). He states his wish “that they may have the fullmeasure of my joy within them” (v. 13). God’s original purpose was that human beings should share the joyful togetherness of the Trinity, and the gospel of Christ, whichproclaims deliverance from sin and is backed up by God’sprovidential kindness (see Acts 14:17; Rom. 2:4), is an invitation to enter this joy through penitent and trustful worship. It is in love to the Father and the Son, love that mirrorsthe Son’s love for the Father, that the fullness of joy will befinally found. But sin—self-worship, transgression, unbelief,impenitence—separates us from the joy of God, and exposes us to a godless eternity instead (see John 3:16-21;Rom. 1:18—2:16; Rev. 22:11-15). But the gospel invitation still stands, and if by embracing sin we miss joy, both present and future, the fault is ours.

Stop, now, and ask yourself: Do I know joy as a central, staple, constant reality in my life? “Rarely, rarely, comestthou, / Spirit of delight,” wrote Shelley, and his experienceshould not surprise us, for he was a stubborn, passionateatheist. The Christian, however, discovers that, though living in this fallen and disordered world is never a “joy ride,”yet it may become a “joy road” through response to the callof God.

JOY IS PRECIOUS

To dwell at length on the preciousness of joy is needless. Joy makes you shout; joy makes you jump; joy turns mereexistence into real living. Joy is life with a capital L Joy produces tears, and when you weep for joy it is not becauseyou are miserable. I remember my son at the age of sevenor eight rolling around the floor with his eyes full of tears,saying, “I’m so happy! I’m so happy!” Why was this? For thefirst time in his life he had beaten his daddy at Ping-Pong,and he couldn’t get over it! We talk about the huge joys ofchildhood, and they are indeed huge, but there is no reasonwhy joy of equal intensity should not be part of adult life.That it can be, and should be, is what this chapter seeks toshow.

Salutations in England bear witness to the preciousness of joy. Where Americans greet their friends by saying, “Hi!

How’re you doing?” it has become common in England to hail friends with the words, “Any joy?” This is a good question. If you are concerned about another person this is whatyou want to know: has anything happened to make themsing, shout, and feel on top of the world? Sometimes the answer has to be no, for the world these days is short on joy.But it is sad when that is the only answer one can give. “Anyjoy?” is my question to you who read this, and your life willbe poor and barren indeed if the facts force you to say no.

Joy is at the heart of satisfied living. It is also at the heart of real and credible Christianity, the Christianity that glorifies God and shakes the world. As joy is, to quote C. S. Lewis, “the serious business of heaven,” so it is central toserious godliness on earth. “The kingdom of God is not amatter of eating and drinking, but of righteousness, peaceand joy in the Holy Spirit” (Rom. 14:17). A joyless Christianity (and joylessness cannot be hidden) will become anobstacle to believing Paul’s statement and will render thefaith repulsive rather than attractive, whereas a joyful Christianity is a most arresting advertisement for the transforming power of the gospel. So all who hope to cut ice aswitnesses for Christ will do well to study the art of joy aspart of their spiritual preparation.

The joy that gives Christians credibility also gives them energy. When Nehemiah organized a day in Jerusalem forthe reading and preaching of the Law, the people were sooverwhelmed as they realized what they had been missingfor so many years that they dissolved in tears. Nehemiahtold them to stop weeping and start celebrating: “Go andenjoy choice food and sweet drinks, and send some to thosewho have nothing prepared . . . . Do not grieve, for the joyof the Lord is your strength” (Neh. 8:12). Half a century ago, Hitler lifted the thought “Strength through Joy” fromthis passage and made it the motto of the Hitler Youthmovement; the secularization was grotesque, but the psychology was sound. In times of persecution it has alwaysbeen joyful Christians who have proved strong under pressure. In times of difficulty it is the joyful Christians who decline to be discouraged and who show most of whatAmerica calls stick-to-itiveness and England stickability. So ifwe want to prove strong in the Lord we need to study joy.

Do I arouse eagerness in your heart? Or do I irritate you? There are people who resent the suggestion that joy is foreveryone. “Oh,” they say, “that may be all right for you, butit’s no use for me; it’s just mockery as far as I’m concerned.” They say that because they are hurting emotionally. If you are hurting, it is hard to believe that there is anypossibility of joy for you. You feel bitter and angry whenyou know that others experience joy and want to pass it onto you. But to readers enmeshed amid the four black s—disappointment, desolation, depression, desperation—orbogged down in any one of the four black F's—frustration,failure, fear, fury—I wish to say two things.

First, Christians are not victims and prisoners of either the past or the present. The powers of forgiveness and new creation are at work in their lives. Before them lies a sure andcertain hope of deliverance, transformation, and glory. Joywill some day be theirs in fullest measure, and they shouldnot give way to the black feeling that life will never be better for them than it is now.

Second, Christians have, so to speak, larger souls than other people; for grief and joy, like desolation and hope, orpain and peace, can coexist in their lives in a way that non-Christians know nothing about. Grief, desolation, and painare feelings triggered by present situations, but faith produces joy, hope, and peace at all times. This does not meanthat grief, desolation, and pain cease to be felt (that idea isinhuman); it means that something else is experiencedalongside the hurt. It becomes possible for Christians today,like Paul long ago, to be “sorrowful, yet always rejoicing”

(2 Cor. 6:10). People who sorrow should be told that God offers them joy whatever their circumstances; for this assurance is just as true for them as it is for anyone else.

JOY MODELED

Paul’s description of himself as “sorrowful, yet always rejoicing” might sound so paradoxical as to be incredible. Demonstrably, however, it was the sober truth. For the demonstration, one need only look at his letter to the Philippians. Philippians is relaxed and informal as comparedwith, say, Galatians or Romans or 1 Corinthians. Paul writesit to his converts, who are also his friends, not to settle major matters of faith or practice, but to thank them for a gift,to tell them how he was doing, to encourage them in theLord, and to announce Timothy’s forthcoming visit to them.You and I, writing to our friends, will probably share ourtroubles more than our joys, but Paul’s letter radiates joyfrom first to last. This is remarkable, since he is writing froma Roman prison, probably chained to a guard day and night,and with a capital charge hanging over his head!

Joy and rejoice are the keywords of Philippians. Paul calls his converts his joy (4:1); he prays for them with joy (1:4);he rejoices in their generosity to him, seeing it as furtheringtheir own spiritual welfare (4:10, 17); he asks them to practice unity, so as to make his joy brimful (2:2); he rejoicesthat Christ is being preached, even though sometimes fromfalse motives (1:18); he finds joy even in the possibility ofhis own martyrdom, and tells his friends that should it happen they must rejoice in it too (2:17f.), though he expectsthat he will be released “for your progress and joy in thefaith, so that through my being with you again your joy inChrist Jesus will overflow” (l:25f.). At what, for the moment, he takes to be the end of his letter, he writes: “Finally,my brothers, rejoice in the Lord!” (3:1); and, then, after discovering that he has a good deal more to say, and saying it,he comes back with emphasis to the same point: “Rejoice inthe Lord always. I will say it again: Rejoice!” (4:4). Note thathe says, not “sometimes,” but “always!” He does not merelyencourage constant joy; he commands it, which is ratherbreathtaking. Yet when he tells his friends always to rejoice,he is not asking them to do anything more than he doeshimself.

Two situations that find Paul rejoicing are specially noteworthy. Both might have been expected to cut off rather than produce joy. The first is an experience of personal malice. Cooped up in captivity, Paul cannot be out and about,spreading the gospel of Christ in the way that his apostoliccommission and evangelistic instincts direct, and that is undoubtedly frustrating for him. However, this cloud has a silver lining: local Christians have been stirred up throughknowing that Paul is, as he says, “in chains for Christ” (1:13)to witness in public more boldly than before.

Looking behind actions to motives, as good pastors do, Paul sees that “some preach Christ... out of goodwill... inlove, knowing that I am put here for the defence of the gospel” (1:15f.). One imagines them sending him messages:“Don’t fret, Paul, because you can’t come out and preach;we’ll preach, you pray, and together we’ll advance the gospel.” Such messages would be most supportive and encouraging.

Others, however, as Paul also sees, “preach Christ out of envy and rivalry... out of selfish ambition, not sincerely,supposing that they can stir up trouble for me while I am inchains” (1:15, 17). Malice is motivating these preachers.They want to make Paul feel wretched and miserable, perhaps because they are publicly disagreeing with him on keypoints, deliberately arousing prejudice against him, usurpinghis leadership, or simply because he lacks the freedom topreach as they do. It seems unbelievable that men whopreached Christ could take pleasure in rubbing salt into thewounds of Paul the great apostle, but such pettiness on thepart of proud preachers toward those whom they see asstanding in their way has recurred constantly in the historyof the church, and it is not unknown today.

Note how Paul reacts. It would have been easy, and in a sense natural, for him to slip into the spineless self-pity andnail-biting misery that his rivals were wishing upon him. Heknew, however, what every one of us needs to know: we arefree not to choose the feelings that others choose for us. Sohe declines to feel miserable. “What does it matter?” hewrites. “The important thing is that... Christ is preached.And because of this I rejoice” (1:18).

Magnificent! Yes—and a model for us. How do we react when meanness and malice link arms to create misery? Howdo we cope when we become objects of a vendetta, findingourselves surrounded by people who want to pull us down?How do I, as an author, handle contemptuous reviews of mybooks? From Paul’s example we learn that even at suchtimes joy and peace are possible. We do not have to react asothers want us to react. To a greater extent than we may yethave realized, we can choose what to think about (see 4:8).If we focus our mind on joy-inducing facts, we become impervious to those who would plunge us into misery, however great their hostility, however strong their influence,and however little we can do about them at present.

The second triumph of joy in Paul’s life that Philippians reveals is yet more amazing. It is joy in the expectation ofpossible martyrdom. Paul knows that his imprisonment mayend in the death sentence. He lives with that uncertainty,hoping that God will bring about his release but not able tobe quite sure (1:19-26). Even so, joy breaks in. He knowsthat if his life is cut short he goes to be with the Lord, andthat whatever happens is the will of God. He can say: “Evenif I am being poured out like a drink offering on the sacrifice and service coming from your faith”—if, in otherwords, my death accompanies and completes your giving ofyour lives to God—“I am glad and rejoice with all of you”(2:17). Living under this sword of Damocles, he is stilllighthearted enough to talk, playfully, as if the choice between death and life is really his, and he is finding it hard tomake up his mind (1:21-24)! In the power of his joy hefeces death as readily and squarely as he feces life. Couldyou? Could I?

In Britain and America execution for active Christianity is unlikely to come our way, but it is morally certain thatsome who read this will be called upon one day to glorifyGod by dying of cancer. What does that thought do to us?Does it strike a chill into our hearts? Cancer is a beast. But itis clear that Paul could have faced cancer and rejoiced, andif we master the secret of his joy, so may we.

JOY COMMANDED

And joy of Paul’s kind—holy, strong, supportive, unquenchable—is actually commanded! “Rejoice in the Lord always. I will say it again [for emphasis, as when we ourselves repeatthings]: Rejoice!” It is not an option, it is an order. This iswhat Paul, as Christ’s official spokesman, directs us to do.The command comes from the Lord himself. The New English Bible’s “I wish you all joy in the Lord,” the Good Newsversion’s “May you always be joyful in ... the Lord,” andGoodspeed’s “Good-bye, and the Lord be with you always.Again I say, good-bye,” miss the point being made here.Paul’s words express not just a pious wish but a practicalimperative, requiring and obliging us to cultivate joy.(Granted, the Greek allows this watering down—just!—butthe earlier use of “rejoice” in its full sense, plus the flow ofthought in the context, makes the pious-wish exegesis most unlikely.) The practice of joy, then, is an art that we are required to learn.

JOY DEFINED

The first task is to discern what Christian joy actually is, and the first step toward that is to focus our ideas about the nature of joy. Many seem to stumble here, so I start with somenegative statements to clear the ground.

Negation number one: joy is not the same thing as fun and games. Many people “have fun,” as we say, seeking andfinding pleasure, without finding joy. You can “enjoy yourself’ and remain joyless. The restless, relentless pursuit ofpleasure (sex, drugs, drink; gadgets, entertainments, travels)is very much a mark of our time, at least in the affluentWest, and it clearly indicates a lack of joy. Christians whoknow the joy of the Lord find that a great deal of fun comeswith it, but joy is one thing and fun is another. By contrast,Paul in prison had no fun (that seems a safe statement), yethe had much joy. You can have joy without fun, just as youcan have fun without joy. There is no necessary connectionbetween the two.

Negation number two: joy is not the same thing as jollity, that is, the cheerful exuberance of the person who is alwaysthe life of the party, the one who can be relied on for jokesand general effervescence, and of whom people say thatthere’s never a dull moment when he (or she) is around.Some Christians are like that, others are not and never willbe, but this is a matter of temperament that has nothing todo with joy. One may have a bouncy temperament and yetmiss joy, or one may be a low-key person with a melancholic streak, whom no one would ever call “jolly,” and yethave joy in abundance. That is good news, for if joy depended on having a jolly temperament, half my readers, and Iwith them, would have to conclude ourselves unqualifiedand debarred from joy for ever. But the truth is that however our temperaments differ, the life of “joy in the Lord” isavailable to us all.

I remember as a young Christian hearing a venerable pulpiteer insist, with great emphasis, that good Christians have teapot faces rather than coffeepot faces. Standard Englishteapots are spherical, and the teapot face is round, with abig, broad beam and four-inch smile. Standard Englishcoffeepots, by contrast, are long and thin, and the coffeepotface is the same, and looks grave and sombre. Much impressed by this, I was considerably depressed when next Ilooked in the mirror! But I reflected that what the preacherhad been talking about was bone structure, and bone structure will not be changed till God gives us our new bodies,and so, willy-nilly, my coffeepot face would be mine for life.Did that mean that I could not experience or express Christian joy? Not at all! The preacher’s point, that every Christian should radiate joy, was right, but he had made it in thewrong way. (Perhaps he was betrayed by having a chubbyteapot face himself: who can say?) Anyhow, the point is thatthough some people will never be jolly and whoop it up inthe way that other people do, both the exuberant ones andthe quiet ones may know the joy that is the gift of God.

Negation number three: joy is not the same thing as being carefree. Advertisements that picture nubile young adults sprawling all over the Bahamas seek to persuade usthat “getting away from it all” on vacation is the recipe forjoy. Many people agree. But if that is so, as soon as the vacation ends and you return to the responsibilities and burdensand abrasivenesses of life—the depressing workplace, theuncongenial company, the repeated disappointments—joywill end because you are no longer carefree. Joy, on thisview, will only be available to us for our two- or three-weekvacation each year! This is the escapist idea of joy; weshould be thankful that it is not true.

On the evening of his betrayal and arrest, perhaps twelve hours before his crucifixion, Jesus, who had already indicated that he knew what was facing him, said to his disciples:

“I have told you this (i.e., that obedience will keep you in my love) so that my joy may be in you and that your joymay be complete” 0ohn 15:11). These words tell us thatjoy was his at that moment, though he was not carefree.Similarly, Paul in prison, living with the possibility of summary execution, was not carefree, yet he had joy in abundance. Joy despite killing pressure was reality for Jesus andPaul, has been reality for tens of thousands of Christianssince, and can be reality for us also.

What is joy? We have seen what it is not. A positive definition is now overdue. Though spiritual joy is our special interest in this study, we shall understand it better if first we focus on joy in its generic form. Here is my definition. Joy isa happiness of the heart, linked with good feelings of onesort or another. The word joy covers the entire spectrum of what may be called the rapturous, ranging from the extreme achings of ecstasy to the quiet thrill of contentment.Webster defines joy thus: “Excitement of pleasurable feelingcaused by the acquisition or expectation of good;... delight; exultation; exhilaration of spirits.” Joy is a conditionthat is experienced, but it is more than a feeling; it is, primarily, a state of mind. Joy, we might say, is a state of thewhole man in which thought and feeling combine to produce total euphoria. The preciousness of joy, the integralplace of joy in the ideal life, and the pitifulness of joylessness, are apparent from the definition.

SOURCES OF JOY

Still thinking in generic terms, we now ask: where does joy come from? What causes it? What are the perceptions inwhich it is rooted? If we consulted a professional counseloron this point, we could expect to be told that joy springsfrom four sources.

First, joy flows from awareness of being loved. No one has joy who does not know that there is someone who values, accepts, and cares for him (or her). To feel that as aperson I count for nothing in people’s eyes and that I donot matter to anyone and that what happens to me is notgoing to bother a single person is a great joy-killer. It makesimpossible any sense of personal worth or well-being. TheWestern world is full of lonely people who never taste joy for this reason. The experience of being loved is a fountainhead of joy.

Second, joy flows from accepting one’s situation as good. As morphine kills pain, so discontent kills joy. People whoare always fretting about the way things are, wishing theywere different, and longing for things to happen that are notlikely to happen, disqualify themselves from joy in a verythorough way.

Third, joy flows from having something worthwhile. We speak of our spouses, our children, our homes, our books,our hobbies as our joys. This, that, or the other, we say, is “ajoy to me,” “a real joy,” “a great joy.” What we mean is thatin these relationships and activities we have something thatis precious and makes life worth living. If nothing you haveseems worthwhile, you will not have joy.

Fourth, joy flows from giving something worth giving. Our self-centered age can hardly grasp that giving might bea way of joy, but it is. Every normal mother knows that giving is a way of joy; she works tirelessly to give her childrena home and a life they will enjoy, and when they are happy,she is happy too. There are, broadly speaking, two sorts ofhuman beings: those who are constantly giving and thosewho are constantly taking—acquiring, manipulating, exploiting, draining other people dry in their own insatiableself-absorption—and there is no question which categoryknows the most about joy. Many go through life withoutever learning that joy is like jam, sticking to you as youspread it, but that is the truth all the same.

CHRISTIAN JOY

What has been said so far has been said in general terms; I have been generalizing about joy in all its many modes andforms, both secular and sacred. But Paul in Philippians is exemplifying and prescribing Christian joy—joy “in the Lord,”joy that flows from one’s relationship to Jesus Christ. Thiswill be our specific theme from now on. Any who have notyet committed themselves to the risen Christ as their Saviorand Master will find themselves at this point left behind. Fornow we are to see, in terms of our four-source formula,how the knowledge of one’s saving relationship to Christcan bring unquenchable joy into believing hearts, and this issomething that only Christians can ever understand. “Rejoice in the Lord” means rejoice in being Christ’s, in havingChrist’s Father as your Father, in being right with God theFather and an heir of his glory through Christ’s mediation,in possessing salvation and eternal life as Christ’s gift. Weare to let joy flow from this source. How will that happen?Through the fulfilling of the four-source formula, as statedabove.

The first source of joy is the awareness that one is loved. Christians know themselves loved in a way that no one elsedoes, for they know that God the Father so loved them as togive his only Son to die on the cross in shame and agony sothat they might have eternal life. “God demonstrates hisown love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christdied for us” (Rom. 5:8). “He who did not spare his ownSon, but gave him up for us all—how will he not also, alongwith him, graciously give us all things?... I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor ... anything else in allcreation, will be able to separate us from the love of Godthat is in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Rom. 8:32, 38£). In thislove that paid so great a price to save sinners, the Father andthe Son were at one, for “Christ loved the church and gavehimself up for her to make her holy” (Eph. 5:25£); and every Christian should follow Paul in drawing out the personal implication—“the Son of God ... loved me and gavehimself for me” (Gal. 2:20).

Amazing love! How can it be

That thou, my God, should’st die for me?




The measure of love, human and divine, is how much it gives, and by this standard the love of God is immeasurable,because both the greatness of the gift, and the cost of givingit, are beyond our power to grasp. All human parallels fallshort; all comparisons are inadequate.

Never was love, dear King,

Never was grief like thine.




Humbled and awed, Christians should bask daily in the awareness of God’s overwhelming, incomparable love.

The second source of joy is the acceptance of one’s situation as good. Christians can do this everywhere and always because they know that circumstances and experiences,pleasant and unpleasant alike, are planned out for them bytheir loving heavenly Father as part of their preparation for glory. “We know that in all things God works for the goodof those who love him, who have been called according tohis purpose” (Rom. 8:28). God’s purpose is that thosewhom he calls should be remade so that they become liketheir Savior, the incarnate Son Jesus Christ. Their good isthe fulfilling of this divine purpose for them; and God worksunceasingly in and through everything that happens so thatit becomes in one way or another a means of bringing themcloser to the goal.

It is a mistake to imagine that the good for which God works is our unbroken ease and comfort. God’s goal is, rather, our sanctification and Christlikeness, the true holinessthat is the highway to happiness. Constant ease and comfort,therefore, are not to be expected. Yet Christians may nonetheless derive constant contentment from their knowledgethat God is making everything that happens to them ameans of furthering and realizing the glorious destiny that istheirs. “Whatever is good for God’s children, they shall haveit,” wrote Richard Sibbes the Puritan, “for all is theirs to further them to heaven. If crosses be good, they shall havethem, if disgrace be good, they shall have it, for all is ours, toserve our main good.” To understand this is to have the secret of abiding contentment in one’s grasp. Paul exemplifiessuch contentment, telling the Philippians: “I have learned tobe content whatever the circumstances. I know what it is tobe in need, and I know what it is to have plenty. I havelearned the secret of being content in any and every situation, whether well fed or hungry, whether living in plentyor in want. I can do everything”—everything, that is, thatthe ongoing flow of my God-governed life requires of me— “through him who gives me strength” (Phil. 4:1 If.). Thiscontentment is the soil in which Paul’s joy is rooted andgrows.

A single lady of about fifty, a career woman of some eminence in her profession, came to a conference in a condition bordering on nervous collapse. Her parents, who were both still living, had never treated her as anything otherthan their little girl whom they expected to dance attendance on them. (The story of unimaginative parents failingto adjust to the fact that their children have become adultsis unfortunately not uncommon.) Her resentment of herparents’ attitude had built up to such a pitch of intensitythat it was tearing her to pieces. During the conference,however, another woman showed her Christian love andcare, and helped her to understand how Romans 8:28 applied to her home situation. The lady learned to see it asshaped by the Lord for her good, and went home rejoicingin the certainty that if she continued faithful in honoringher parents and ministering to them in Christian love, Godwould give her peace and further his work of grace in herlife. Rarely have I seen so complete a transformation in soshort a time. The secret was that she accepted her circumstances from the Lord as sent for her good. This is not always an easy lesson; it was not easy for her. But it is a basiclesson that all who would know Christian joy must learn.

Joy’s third source is possession of something worth possessing. Here, too, the Christian is supremely well placed, as we see from Paul’s further words about himself. In Philippians 3 we find him celebrating the incomparable worth of the saving relationship with Christ that he now possesses—or, rather, that now possesses him. “I consider everything aloss compared to the surpassing greatness of knowingChrist Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I have lost all things”

(v. 8). (So he had; he was an up-and-coming rabbi, a top-class Pharisee, a man marked out for distinction as a leader in Judaism. When he became a Christian he forfeited his status and all his prospects of advancement and found himselfhaving to cope constantly with Jewish plots against his liberty and his life.) “I consider them [i.e., all the things Ihave lost] rubbish” (literally, dung, worthless stuff that canbe jettisoned very cheerfully), “that I may gain Christ andbe found in him, not having a righteousness of my own thatcomes from the law, but that which is through faith inChrist—the righteousness that comes from God and is byfaith” (vv. 8-9) (Righteousness is a salvation-word in Scripture, meaning a relationship with God that is right and as it should be, having been reestablished and set right after prior disruption. Righteousness is never in fact a humanachievement brought about through law-keeping, as thePharisees supposed, but is always a gift of God’s free grace,received in Christ, through faith in Christ-—that is, by meansof union and communion with the living Savior. Paul is celebrating this righteousness that the Father gives in and withand through Christ, glorying in it as his present and permanent possession.) “I want to know Christ” (that is, to keepextending my knowledge of him, ever coming to know himbetter than I knew him before); “I press on toward the goalto win the prize for which God has called me heavenward in Christ Jesus” (Phil. 3:7-10, 14). That prize is essentiallymore of the precious relationship itself.

To paraphrase Paul: “I have lost a great deal, but I have gained more. What I have gained is something supremelyworth having, something that is glorious and that will grow,broaden, deepen, and become richer to all eternity: namely,an ongoing love relationship with Jesus Christ the Savior.The more I have of it, the more I want of it; thus it establishes itself as the biggest and most valued thing in my life.”This is Paul’s emphasis, and his words will find an echo inevery healthy Christian heart.

In courtship, the goal for both parties is lifelong togetherness in mutual love, honor, and enjoyment of each other. They see their relationship as an end in itself; they intend tokeep seeing it that way through marriage, parenthood, andwhatever the future holds. They expect it to continue to bewhat it already is to them, that is, a source of supreme delight and joy. The situation is similar when a sinner hascome to know Jesus Christ as Savior. Christ is the greatlover and giver whose welcome of us who believe guarantees that for all eternity we shall be beneficiaries of hisgoodwill and generosity. Gratitude for this amazing graceprompts the Christian to say, with Paul: “I have Christ. Iknow Christ. I love Christ. He is the pearl of great price. Heis all I want. I am the happiest of human beings, for I am hisand he is mine for ever, and I will cheerfully let anything goin order to hold on to him and enjoy the full fruits of hislove.” These thoughts are a third source of joy.

The fourth source of joy is to give something worth giving. This also is an element of Christian experience in a special and unique way. Christ sends believers into the world to be his witnesses, and when they share their knowledge ofChrist with others they know they are giving them the onething that is supremely worth giving, and is in addition desperately needed. Paul found joy in the privilege of being putin trust with the gospel, and so should Christians today,even when for the moment the Good News is unappreciated and those to whom one is trying to bring it become rudeand offensive in their manner of rejecting it.

As was said earlier, Christians can experience both joy and sadness at the same time. There is joy in making knownthe Word of Life, even when sorrow is also being felt because the gift has been spurned. But what joy there is whensomeone to whom one has witnessed comes to faith inChrist! Christians sometimes find themselves wonderingwhether their life is worthwhile, whether they are doinganything that is worth doing. They are sometimes concerned about frittering away precious time and opportunities, wondering whether the serious concerns of adultexistence in Christ’s service have not slipped through theirfingers. Sometimes these feelings are justified; Christianssometimes really are wasting their lives, and there is no joyin that. But Christians who invest time, effort, ingenuity, initiative, and prayer in spreading the gospel and helping buildthe faith of others do not feel this kind of self-doubt. Theyhave no reason to do so. In a dying world, surrounded byfascinating fellow-mortals who because of their sins face alost eternity, nothing is so well worth doing as sharing thegood news about Jesus and the salvation he gives. No formof love to our neighbor is so appropriate and, indeed, urgent as evangelism. Christians who see this, and are consciously, wholeheartedly committed to this good work, as Paul was before them, find joy in it, just as he did.

CHOOSING JOY

Paul, as we have seen, not only testifies to joy in his own prison experience, but commands his Philippian friends topractice joy as a constant discipline of life. “Rejoice in theLord always,” he writes, and repeats himself for emphasis. Itis as if he should say: You must pray, worship, love each other, keep the commandments, bear one another’s burdens,set your moral sights by the Sermon on the Mount, witness,avoid all forms of sin, be Spirit-filled to do battle with Satanand temptation when they assault you, pursue good works,and seek to display the fruit of the Spirit constantly—and,along with all that, as a matter of special importance, youare to rejoice in your relationship to Jesus Christ all thetime!

Joy is, in fact, one aspect of the fruit of the Spirit, and the habit of rejoicing in the Lord, as the appointed meanswhereby joy becomes a reality, is as much a matter of divine command and Christian duty as is the doing of any ofthe other things mentioned. It is true that joy, both naturaland spiritual, will periodically come upon us as a gust orglow of unsought exhilaration, an unexpected kiss fromheaven as it were, for which we should be grateful everytime; but we are not on that account to think of joy as essentially a mood of euphoria for which we ask and then sit down to wait. Joy is a habit of the heart, induced and sustained as an abiding quality of one’s life through the discipline of rejoicing. Joy is not an accident of temperament oran unpredictable providence; joy is a matter of choice. Paulis directing his readers to choose to rejoice, because it is inand through the activity of rejoicing that joy becomes a personal reality.

We have seen this in Paul. He prays for the Philippians “with joy” because of their partnership in the gospel (1:5),and calls them his “joy” (4:1), as he does the Thessalonians,too (1 Thess. 2:19f·; 3:9). What he means is that when hethinks about them, dwelling on God’s grace in their lives,joy flows into his heart. Thus he rejoices in them, or ratherrejoices in the Lord because of them, as for instance in Philippians 4:10: “I rejoice greatly in the Lord that at last youhave renewed your concern for me.” As we also saw, Paulcan choose to rejoice in one aspect of a situation of whichother aspects are calculated to depress: he rejoices thatChrist is being preached, and refuses to brood on the badmotives of the preachers or to indulge in self-pity becausehe is not able to do what they are doing (1:15-18). This,more than anything else, makes it clear that joy is a choice;one chooses to focus one’s mind on facts that call forth joy.Such is the secret of “rejoicing in the Lord always,” namely,to choose what you think about. It is as simple—and as difficult!—as that.

Can we really choose what we are going to think about? In these days, when we are endlessly overstimulated fromoutside and the ever-present TV encourages the passivemind-set that makes us wait to be entertained, the idea of regularly choosing themes for our thoughts seems strangeto the point of ffeakiness. But Paul has no doubt thatthought-control of this kind is possible. He actually commands it. “Finally, brethren, whatever is true, whatever ishonorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever islovely, whatever is gracious, if there is any excellence, ifthere is anything worthy of praise, think about these things”(Phil.4:8, rsv). Controlling and directing one’s thoughts is ahabit, and the more one practices it the better one becomesat it.

Motivation, of course, helps, and Christians have a strong motivation—a deep-rooted urge, instinctive to them as regenerate persons—to center their thoughts on God’s graceand glory at all times. As a person in love thinks lovingthoughts of the beloved one spontaneously and constantly,so does the regenerate Christian think loving thoughts ofGod the Savior. And as it is common today for travelers toturn on their Walkman and let their attention be absorbedby the music that their earphones deliver, so it has alwaysbeen common for Christians to let their thoughts be drawnup to God, magnet as he is to the regenerate mind, and tomeditate—that is, talk to themselves and to God, silently oraloud—concerning God’s nature, works, and ways, in amanner that prompts praise and adoration, and brings endless delight to the heart. Paul’s instruction in what to thinkabout simply gives focus and direction to this regenerate instinct, so as to ensure that our meditation will profit us asmuch as possible.

But what, in particular, are the true, honorable, just, pure,lovely, gracious, excellent, and praiseworthy things on which we are to center our thoughts? They are the doingsof God and the fruit of those doings in human lives. Theycertainly include the fourfold awareness that we have discussed: first, that God loves me, infinitely and eternally; second, that everything comes to me from God, at least withhis permission and always under his protection, to furthermy eternal good; third, that my saving knowledge of theLord Jesus, which will eternally increase, is something supremely worth having; fourth, that the gospel message ofsalvation that I seek to pass on to others is something supremely worth giving. These thoughts will always prime thepump of joy in our hearts and thus produce a steady flow ofjoy, peace (see 4:7, 9), and delight. Try it, and see!

The secret of joy for believers lies in the fine art of Christian thinking. It is by this means that the Holy Spirit, over and above his special occasional visitations in moments ofjoy, regularly sustains in us the joy that marks us out asChrist’s. Our Lord Jesus wants our joy to be full. Certainly,he has made abundant provision for our joy. And if we focusour minds on the facts from which joy flows, springs of joywill well up in our hearts every day of our lives; and thiswill turn our ongoing pilgrimage through this world into anexperience of contentment and exaltation of which theworld knows nothing. From this experience of joy willcome strength for service. Joy—that is, rejoicing in theLord—is thus a basic discipline of the Christian life, essentialto spiritual health and vitality. Few Christians seem to understand this, and fewer still seem to practice the disciplinewith diligence. But what a difference it makes when we do!

A generation ago I was close to a certain Christian family. Spiritually, I owe more to them than I think they ever realized. Life was not easy for them. The father died young, afterbeing immobilized for years by heart disease. The daughternever grew normally and died in her teens of rheumatic fever. One son was so retarded mentally that he had to be institutionalized. The mother remarried, but died of cancer inmiddle age. Thereafter her second husband lived alone forsome years, totally housebound with crippling arthritis.When I visited him, his gentle, sunny joyfulness in Christ,free from all complaint and self-pity, was a tonic from whichmy memory still draws nourishment. It is of him that I thinkwhen I hear Balaam’s words: “Let me die the death of therighteous, and may my end be like theirs!” (Num. 23:10). Isaw in him the power of joy, and it was a revelation. Now Icelebrate the power of joy as part of the gospel. Beethovenwrote on the score of his Missa Sollennis, “From the heart;may it in turn go to the heart.” I could have put the samewords at the beginning of this chapter. God grant that myreaders will get the message. I close with two Scriptures foryou all who have followed me thus far.

“May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace as you trust in him, so that you may overflow with hope by thepower of the Holy Spirit” (Rom. 15:13).

“To him who is able to keep you from falling and to present you before his glorious presence without fault and with great joy—to the only God our Savior be glory, majesty,power and authority, through Jesus Christ our Lord, beforeall ages, now and for evermore! Amen” (Jude 24-25).


7. SCRIPTURE AND SANCTIFICATION

How the Bible Helps Us to Holiness

“Sanctify them by the truth,” prays Jesus, adding adoringly, ‘Your word is truth” (John 17:17). Truth here bears a theological sense: it is a declaration and disclosure of reality asGod knows it. Since all Holy Scripture is God’s Word oftruth, we are right to infer from Jesus’ words that biblicalteaching is the means of the sanctification for which heprayed. Since he was praying not just for those who had already become his followers but “also for those who will believe in me through their message” (v. 20), his prayer wasas much for us as it was for Peter, John, Augustine, Bunyan,Spurgeon, or whomever. Though his heavenly intercession(Rom. 8:34; Heb. 7:25) would seem to be more a matter ofactive intervention on our behalf than of continual supplication before the Father, we may be sure that the sanctification of his people remains his constant concern. And the means whereby it takes place is the Word of God.

What is sanctification? The root meaning of the word is relational, or as some say positional: to sanctify, or consecrate, is to set something or someone apart for God, eitherin general and inclusive terms or for some specific purpose,and to have it, or him, or her, accepted by God for the endthat is in view. So, in the high-priestly prayer from which wehave just quoted, Jesus says: “For them I sanctify myself,that they too may be truly sanctified” (v. 19). Jesus’ selfsanctification was the specific setting of himself apart to bethe sacrifice for his disciples’ sins; their sanctification, andours, is the inclusive setting of ourselves apart to be God’sholy people in every aspect, department, activity, and relationship of our lives.

But whereas Jesus’ self-sanctification is his own act, he speaks of our sanctification as a work of God upon us and inus. This points us to the further truth that when God setsfallen human beings like ourselves apart for himself, to behis servants and worshipers and to live in fellowship withhim, his action is transformational in its character and effects. Why so? Because those whom God sets apart for himself must be Godlike, and if they are not already so theymust be made so. Accordingly, we find that while someNew Testament passages speak of God’s sanctification of usin the past tense, as an event, a milestone, something already done (Acts 26:18; Heb. 10:10, 14, 29), others speak ofit as something present and future (1 Thess. 4:3-4; 5:23), inother words as a process that goes on. The former texts refer to the relational aspect of sanctification, which becomesreal upon our believing as do justification and adoption, and is momentary. The latter texts refer to the transformationalprocess that is lifelong and that is spoken of elsewhere asgrowth in grace, growing up into Christ, and being changedfrom glory to glory by the Holy Spirit (2 Pet. 3:18; Eph.4:15; 2 Cor. 3:18; cf. Rom. 12:2). It is to this progressive transformation that the word sanctification regularly refersin Christian theology, whether Protestant, Roman Catholic,or Eastern Orthodox.

We are talking about God’s work of character change in Christians; about the life of God in the soul of man; aboutthe fruit of the Spirit; about the outworking in our behavior—our new, supernatural life—that is hid in Christ withGod. We are talking about God working in us to make uswill and act for his good pleasure. We are talking about thefamily likeness that God the Father wants to see in all hisadopted children: the family likeness that is Christlikeness,displaying the love, humility, and righteousness that constitute the moral image of the Son who is himself the image ofthe holy Father. We are talking about God supernaturalizingour lives, and causing us to behave in ways in which left toour own resources we never could have behaved. We aretalking about an ongoing spiritual mystery. If regeneration isa work of new creation, sanctification is a work of new formation. If regeneration is a new birth, sanctification is anew growth. If regeneration means our Adamic naturenailed to the cross and Christ’s risen life implanted, sanctification means our Adamic nature dying and Christ’s lifewithin us flowing. “Those he justified, he also glorified,”said Paul (Rom. 8:30). If regeneration is glorification in theseed, sanctification is glorification in the bud, and glorification in heaven is the full flower. Such is the frame of reference within which what Walter Marshall, the Puritan, called “the gospel mystery of sanctification” has to be studied.

In my book, Keep in Step with the Spirit, I expressed some convictions relating to sanctification that I would liketo summarize at this point. I see sanctification as a neglected priority in today’s church everywhere, and a fading gloryin the evangelical world in particular. In the past, RomanCatholics and Protestants alike emphasized the reality ofGod’s call to holiness, and spoke with deep insight aboutGod’s provision for holiness. English-speaking preachers inthe Reformation tradition (Puritans and eighteenth-centuryevangelicals in particular) constantly expounded whatGod’s holiness requires of us, what our holiness involves forus, and what the Holy Spirit does in us. They pointed out bywhat means and through what disciplines he works this momentous change in us, and how holiness increases our assurance, joy, and usefulness to God. Today, there are manyministers who believe that their effectiveness depends ontheir mastery of professional skills, but Robert MurrayMcCheyne, Presbyterian revivalist in Dundee, Scotland inthe 1830s, declared: “My people’s greatest need is my personal holiness.” Today, the concern for holiness that wasonce so striking a mark of evangelical people is largely athing of the past. We rarely handle the issue in a direct way,and when we do our touch is tentative and insecure. Oursituation reminds me of some lines of a poem by RudyardKipling, titled “The Way through the Woods.”

They shut the road through the woods Seventy years ago.

Weather and rain have undone it again

And now you would never know

There was once a road through the woods.




That seems to me to be exactly our story with regard to sanctification. To listen to the sermons and read the bookswe publish today, you would never know that once thehighway of holiness was clearly marked out for Bible-believers, and that ministers and people knew it well andspoke of it with authority and confidence. “Weather andrain have undone it again”—and now we have to rebuildand reopen the road, starting from scratch.

What has caused this sad state of affairs? Several factors, I think, coming together and reinforcing each other.

There is, first, the factor of preoccupation. Controversy to defend orthodoxy in an age when orthodoxy is being attacked and eroded; enquiry into the breadth of Christianliberty aind the propriety of Christian involvement in cultural and social concerns; fixity on the quest for satisfaction,self-fulfillment, and success in one’s Christian life—thesethings have come to possess our minds, and have crowdedout all study of the matter, manner, motivation, and meansof what Scripture calls “good works.”

Then there is the factor of confusion. The doctrine of sanctification has in the past been a battle area. Though today the combatants have mostly backed off from eachother, rival positions are still being affirmed within theirown constituencies. Some preach the victorious life, inwhich handing over all moral and spiritual issues to Jesus is the secret of tranquil righteousness (this was taught by suchas Handley C. G. Moule and F. B. Meyer). Some proclaim a“second blessing,” called entire sanctification, which purifies the heart and raises life to a new level of love to Godand men (this was taught by such as John Wesley and Oswald Chambers). Some modify “second blessing” teachinginto a doctrine of Spirit-baptism or Spirit-filling, in whichdeliverance from sins and inhibitions is seen as central.Spiritual intuitions as distinct from rational reflections nowbecome the guide of life (this was taught by, for instance,Watchman Nee). Some see sanctification as an ongoingstruggle with sin, in which humility, self-distrust, and adoration of God’s grace are the notes of spiritual health (thiswas taught by such as J. C. Ryle and C. H. Spurgeon). In aChristian world where all these views of sanctification jostleside by side, it is no wonder that people become confusedand give up.

Then, finally, there is the factor of reaction. Christians today are reacting against the emphasis of an earlier era on separation from the world, which, we think, led not only toavoidance of the world’s sins but also to an impoverishingof believers’ moral awareness. Also, we are reacting againstthe moral maturity that was expressed by the stiffly sensitive “Victorian conscience.” We are much more interestedin something called “emotional maturity,” which encourages moral tolerance with no emphasis on behavioral standards. In our passion for intimacy with God and ourboldness in treating him as a pal we are reacting against thestress on his holiness and his demand that those who seek his face be holy too, which we meet in our evangelical forebears.

These are the main factors that have for a generation distracted us from taking sanctification seriously as an issue of universal importance. But it is precisely as such that I wantyou to see it now.

How should we think of sanctification? Following are some basic definitions that will function as reference-pointsand grids for the mind. Here, first, are two statements froma joint Anglican and Presbyterian source, the WestminsterAssembly.

They, who are once effectually called and regenerated, having a new heart, and a new spirit created in them, are further sanctified, really and personally, through the virtue of Christ’sdeath and resurrection, by his Word and Spirit dwelling inthem: the dominion of the whole body of sin is destroyed, andthe several lusts thereof are more and more weakened andmortified; and they more and more quickened and strengthened in all saving graces, to the practice of true holiness, without which no man shall see the Lord. (Westminster Confession,XHI.I.)

Q. What is sanctification?

A. Sanctification is the work of God’s free grace, whereby we are renewed in the whole man after the image of God, and areenabled more and more to die unto sin, and live unto righteousness. (Westminster Shorter Catechism, Q. 35)

Here, next, are comparable definitions of sanctification and holiness from an almost contemporary source, the Congregational Puritan John Owen.

Sanctification is an immediate work of the Spirit of God on the souls of believers, purifying and cleansing of their natures fromthe pollution and uncleanness of sin, renewing in them the image of God, and thereby enabling them, from a spiritual and habitual principle of grace, to yield obedience unto God,according unto the tenor and terms of the new covenant, byvirtue of the life and death of Jesus Christ . . . . Hence it followsthat our holiness, which is the fruit and effect of this work, the work as terminated in us, as it compriseth the renewed principle or image of God wrought in us, so it consists in a holy obedience unto God by Jesus Christ, according to the terms of thecovenant of grace, from the principle of a new nature. (Works,ed. W. Goold, London: Banner of Truth, 1966, III.386)

As for Baptists, it appears that down the centuries most of them have lined up with Westminster and Owen. Here, forinstance, are some thoughts from the chapter titled “Sanctification” in the Abstract of Systematic Theology, publishedin 1887 by James P. Boyce, founder and first theology professor of Southern Seminary, which is now located at Louisville, Kentucky.

What now, we may inquire, is the nature of the sanctification which is wrought out in the believer?

It is a personal sanctification ... a real sanctification ... of the whole nature, both body and soul.

It is not a sanctification to be completed in this life. The work goes on through the lifetime of the believer, nor is itcompleted before death. . . . Paul constantly speaks of himselfas still struggling against the power of sin, as not counting himself to have attained, as buffeting his body and bringing it into bondage lest he should be rejected, and thus he gives us, in hisdescriptions of his own experience, a pattern of what has beenalmost universally acknowledged as that of every other Christian . . . .

(But) the partial sanctification of this life is also progressive... it is a growth from the seed planted in regeneration, which is constantly bringing forth new leaves, and new fruit; it growswith increased intellectual knowledge of God’s truth, with aclearer perception of human sinfulness and corruption, withstronger faith and brighter hope, and more confident assuranceof personal acceptance with God, with a more heartfelt conception of the sacrificing love of Christ, and with a more realizing belief in his constant presence and knowledge of what wedo. It even increases from its own acquired strength andthrough the suffering and doing in which it is developed . . . .

Temptations and struggles enter into that progress, and not only they, but even the sins and falls which mar the Christianlife. The process of sanctification is like the ascent of a mountain. One is always going forward, though not always upward,yet the final end of the progressive movement of whateverkind is the attainment of the summit. Sometimes, because ofdifficulties, the road itself descends, only more easily to ascendagain . . . . Often it is feared that there has been no higher attainment, often that it has been a continual descent, until, perchance, some point of view is gained from which to look down upon the plain where the journey was begun and behold theheight which has already been overcome. Often, with weariedfeet, and desponding heart, the traveller is ready to despair, because of his own feebleness, and the difficulties which surround. But he earnestly presses forward and the journey iscompleted, the ascent is made, the end is attained, (pp. 412-415)

The understanding of sanctification that these passages from the Westminster standards, from Owen, and fromBoyce, set before us has been characteristic of Protestantismsince Protestantism first began. It was the view of Lutherand Calvin; it was rooted in the teaching of Augustine, andbehind him (so I am persuaded) in the teaching of the NewTestament. It was unanimous in Protestantism until Wesleybrought in his idea that through faith sin may be conqueredhere and now, so that we come in this life into that state of perfect motivational purity and love that will mark us inglory. All forms of “second-blessing” teaching about Christian holiness, without exception, have stemmed from Wesley’s doctrine, modified more or less by this or that teacher.I believe the older teaching is better, and in Keepin Stepwith the Spirit I argue in detail for my view.

In that book I also affirm or imply the following points:

1. The context of sanctification is justification by faiththrough Christ. The sanctified are justified sinners, saved bygrace and living every day only by being forgiven by God.

2. The basis of sanctification is union with Christ in hisdeath and resurrection. The holy life is the Christ-life in us,not the fruit of any natural potential or resources that wehave for godly living.

3. The agent of sanctification is the Holy Spirit, who enables us habitually and actively to will and work for God’spleasure and for his praise. It is we who work—there is nopsychological passivity here, but rather intense moral efforton our part; yet we work, not self-reliantly, but in dependence on Christ and in expectation of help from the Spirit.By leading us to form the habits of holiness the Spiritchanges us into Christ’s moral likeness.

4. The form that sanctification takes is conflict with theindwelling sin that constantly assaults us. The conflict,which is lifelong, involves both resistance to sin’s assaultsand the counterattack of mortification, whereby we seek todrain the life out of this troublesome enemy.

5. The rule of our holiness is God’s law. The heart of ourholiness is the love of our heart in gratitude and goodwilltoward God, and toward others for his sake. The expression of our holiness is our Jesus-likeness, that is, our manifestingthe fruit of the Spirit (Gal. 5:22-24), which is the moral andspiritual profile of Jesus in his disciples.

I take these five positions to be basic and noncontrover-sial among evangelicals, and therefore take no time here expounding them in detail; rather, I shall build on them.

How, then, does the authority of Scripture operate in relation to sanctification?

First, Holy Scripture shows us the nature of sanctification as a work of God, a “gospel mystery.” This we have alreadyreviewed. Sanctification is not natural morality, but supernatural conformity to the moral and spiritual likeness of Jesus Christ. Sanctification is not mystical passivity, as our useof the slogan “let go and let God” has too often implied, butit is active moral effort energized by prayerful and expectant faith. We look for help in practicing righteousness, andwe receive it. Nor is sanctification a solitary achievement.Rather, it is to be worked out and expressed in the closeand demanding relationships of the Christian church, primarily the local congregation, and also of the family, and ofthe wider worlds of work and citizenship and social concern (see Rom. 12:1—15:13; Col. 3:1-4:6; Eph. 4:1-6:20;1 Pet. 1:22-4:6). Scripture is emphatic that sanctification is a matter of not serving sin (Rom. 6) and that holiness means(to use the old words) being upright and virtuous, “bearingfruit in every good work” (Col. 1:10) and being “keptblameless” in the eyes of God and men (1 Thess. 5:23; Phil.2:14; 2 Pet. 3:14).

“When people talk,” wrote Bishop J. C. Ryle in 1879, “ofhaving received ‘such a blessing’ and of having found ‘the higher life,’ after hearing some earnest advocate of ‘holinessby faith and self-consecration,’ while their families andfriends see no improvement and no increased sanctity intheir daily tempers and behavior, immense harm is done tothe cause of Christ”1 (Holiness, 1879 ed., p. xv). That, youmust agree, is a scriptural point of view.

1. J. C. Ryle, Holiness (Welwyn: Evangelical Press, 1979).


Second, Holy Scripture displays to us the standard of sanctification, namely the moral law of God set forth in thedecalogue and summed up in Christ’s two great commandments and incarnated (surely we may say this) in the loveand humility and self-giving service that we see in our LordJesus Christ himself. This is the “third use of the law” thatCalvin stressed, after Luther had laid it down that God’s lawserves, first, as a standard of civil righteousness in the Christian state and, second, as a source of conviction of sin.There is also a third way, urged Calvin, in which God meanshis law to function, namely as a spur to Christians, to stimulate and encourage them in the practice of righteousness.The thought here is that the law is the family code forGod’s royal children. In this world, royal children live under the public eye, with much expected of them, and ifthey lapse morally it is noticed. The same is true of God’schildren. The world watches them and notices if they fallfrom grace. Then God is dishonored, and the credibility ofthe Christian claim that God renews us in righteousness isdiminished. This makes it vital that we live by God’s standard, obeying his law and imitating our master, Christ.Though we are not under the law as a system of salvation,we are divinely directed to keep it, according to Christ’s exposition of it, as the rule for our life (1 Cor. 9:21; Gal. 6:2).

Third, Holy Scripture teaches us the necessity of sanctification. This has been denied by various sorts of Antino-mians, who have made the claim that God sees no sin in true believers (the precise claim, be it noted, that John isevidently, indeed explicitly, refuting in 1 John 1:6-10, andPeter in 2 Peter 2). In reality, the witness of Scripture is:“without holiness no one will see the Lord” (Heb. 12:14).There is no heaven without holiness.

This is a conclusion that follows first from the revealed nature of God, and from his basic command to his people,in which his nature is invoked as being itself the reason whythe command must be issued and observed. “Be holy because I, the Lord your God, am holy” (Lev. 19:2). “I am theLord ... your God; therefore be holy, because I am holy”(Lev. 11:45). “Just as he who called you is holy, so be holyin all you do; for it is written, ‘Be holy, because I am holy’”(1 Pet. 1:15-16).

The same conclusion follows from the revealed plan of grace. The New Testament tells us that we were chosen, redeemed, and called to be holy. The Father “chose us in him[Christ] before the creation of the world to be holy andblameless in his sight” (Eph. 1:4). “Christ loved the churchand gave himself up for her to make her holy ... to presenther to himself as a radiant church, without stain or wrinkleor any other blemish, but holy and blameless” (Eph. 5:25-27). “It is God’s will that you should be holy.... God didnot call us to be impure, but to live a holy life” (1 Thess.4:3, 7). Sanctification is not an option, but an integral part of the salvation package, just as the repentance and consecration that lead into the pursuit of holiness are integral to theresponse for which the gospel calls. God’s plan is to save usfrom sin, not in sin; therefore the need for holiness must beacknowledged and accepted.

The necessity of holiness follows also from the revealed nature of man. There is no happiness without holiness. Human nature is so made that its fulfillment, contentment, andfreedom become realities only as we learn to love, worship,and serve our Maker. Psalm 16 shows that the man whofinds fullness of joy in God’s presence, here and hereafter, isthe one who has chosen the Lord as his portion, who lovesrighteousness (“the path of life”) and delights in the saints,and not anyone else. This is a fact about ourselves thatneeds highlighting in these hedonistic days: only holinessbrings full joy.

Finally, the necessity of holiness follows from the revealed conditions of assurance. No one has a right to believe thatthey are partakers of God’s salvation unless they walk thepath of conscious, purposeful obedience and service toGod. In 2 Peter 1:3-11 we learn that progress in sanctification is the only way to make one’s calling and election sure(that is, to make certain of it), and passages such as 1 Corinthians 6:9-11; Galatians 6:7-8; and Ephesians 5:5-6 tell usbluntly that any unholy persons who lay claim to assuranceare self-deceived, for the path they are on leads only towrath and exclusion from God’s kingdom. If we value assurance (and Romans 8, which is an ecstatic exposition of thecontent of Christian assurance, must surely convince us that a valid assurance is of infinite worth), we must seek it byobeying the teaching to which we have been entrusted, andso reaping the fruit that consists of holiness, as Paul puts itin Romans 6:17 and 22. Feelings of confidence about oursalvation need to be tested before they are trusted, and1 John gives the tests: those who are born of God practicerighteousness, do not habitually sin, honor the Christ whowas truly incarnate and truly died for their sins, and lovetheir fellow-believers (1 John 2:29; 3:6, 9; 5:1 with 4:1-6and 5:4-12, 18). True faith in Christ and perceptible sanctification are the conditions of sound and trustworthy assurance among those who have been Christians for any lengthof time. (The gracious way in which God may fulfill Romans5:5 and 8:15-16 at the time of a person’s conversion is notwhat I am discussing here, any more than Paul was when hedictated those verses. In both passages, the Spirit’s witnessin our consciousness to God’s love to us and our sonship tohim is presented in connection with our actual living of thelife of righteousness and patient endurance, and that is always the proper context in which to consider it.)

From all these different standpoints, then, Scripture shows us the necessity of holiness, and the means by whichGod’s work of sanctifying us is carried out. I must say something about these matters.

On the means of sanctification, John 17:17, with which we began, is the basic text. Citing it, Boyce writes: “The primary means which the Spirit uses for our sanctification, isthe truth of God . . . . ‘Growth in the grace’ is inseparablyconnected with growth ‘in the knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ’ (1 Pet. 3:18).” Boyce shows that this isfurther taught in Scripture by passages that:

1. connect spiritual life with truth (see John 6:63; 8:32)

2. ascribe quickening power to the Word of God (see Ps.119:50, 93)

3. teach that truth promotes obedience (see Ps. 119:34,43-44)

4. declare its usefulness in preventing sin (see Ps. 119:11)

5. associate it with cleansing from sin (see Ps. 119:9;1 Pet. 1:22)

6. state that it produces hatred of sin (see Ps. 119:104)

7. assert its power to lead to salvation (see 2 Tim. 3:15-17)

8. say that “all things that pertain unto life and godliness”have been given through the knowledge of God, and Christ(see 2 Pet. 1:2-3)

9. imply that growth in grace is due to greater knowledge(see Heb. 5:12-13)

10. announce that all the ministerial gifts bestowed byChrist are “for the perfecting of the saints, unto the work ofministering, unto the building up of the body of Christ; tillwe all attain unto the unity of the faith, and of the knowledge of the Son of God, unto a full grown man, unto themeasure of the stature of the fulness of Christ” (Eph. 4:11-16).2

2. Boyce, Abstract, pp. 418ff.


As Boyce goes on to explain, providences, prayer, Christian fellowship, and church worship are means of sanctification only “as they convey truth, or as they suggest truth, oras they are employed in recognition [we would say, celebration] of some truth.” This seems to me to be illuminating, and right.

On the way of holiness, that is, the way in which what Scripture calls “good works” are performed, what needs tobe said is the following.

“Good works” must be good not only in their content, but also in the manner in which they are done and the motive with which we do them. The legalistic formalism of thePharisees concentrated on matter but ignored manner andmotive. True holiness requires that the motive be twofold:the glory of God through the expressing of gratitude forgrace, and the good of our fellowmen through the serviceof their needs. Holiness requires also that the mannershould be appropriate to the matter: in other words, that weshould do each thing, as we say, “properly.”

Our awareness that this is so should make us realize that we can never hope to do anything right, never expect toperform a work that is truly good, unless God works withinus to make us will and act for his good pleasure. Realizingthis will make us depend constantly on our indwellingLord—which is the heart of what is meant by abiding inChrist.

Our living should accordingly be made up of sequences having the following shape. We begin by considering whatwe have to do, or need to do. Recognizing that without divine help we can do nothing as we should (see John 15:5),we confess to the Lord our inability, and ask that help begiven. Then, confident that prayer has been heard and helpwill be given, we go to work. And, having done what wecould, we thank God for the ability to do as much as we did and take the discredit for whatever was still imperfect andinadequate, asking forgiveness for our shortcomings andbegging for power to do better next time. In this sequencethere is room neither for passivity nor for self-reliance. Onthe contrary, we first trust God, and then on that basis workas hard as we can, and repeatedly find ourselves enabled todo what we know we could not have done by ourselves.That happens through the enabling power of the Holy Spirit,which is the wellspring and taproot of all holy and Christ-like action. Such is the inside story of all the Christian’s authentically good works.

There is a reciprocal relation between good works and the ongoing moral character change that the Holy Spirit isworking in us. The desire to work in a way that will pleaseGod springs from the renewed disposition of our regeneratehearts, and each good work helps to form habits of single-minded, joyful, trustful obedience which then become firmelements in our character.

Disciplined self-examination before God, in order to learn what one’s weaknesses, blind spots, and deepest needsare, is an ongoing necessity. In this we need divine help. Weneed to pray with the psalmist: “Search me, O God ... testme ... see if there is any offensive way in me, and lead mein the way everlasting” (Ps. 139:23-24). Self-examinationbrings the self-knowledge that spiritual realism requires.

In Romans 7:21-23, Paul, wishing to show the connection between the law and sin, gives us a cross-section of his owninner experience as his self-examination showed it to him.He does not say “I feel” but “I find” and“I see.” “I find”thislaw at work: When I want to do good, evil is right there with me. For in my inner being I delight in God’s law; but Isee another law at work, waging war against the law of mymind and making me a prisoner,” he writes. “Find” and“see” show that he is talking, not about his feelings, past orpresent, but about what he had achieved in those momentsof action when he set himself to do the best he could. Self-examination reveals to him that his reach had exceeded hisgrasp, that his desire to serve God had not resulted in perfect service. Once again the hidden hand of sin had heldhim back, knocked him off course, and dragged him down.

Jonathan Edwards, some twenty years after his conversion, wrote: “I have affecting views of my own sinfulness and vileness, very frequently to such a degree as to hold mein a kind of loud weeping ... so that I have been oftenobliged to shut myself up. I have had a vastly greater senseof my own wickedness and the badness of my heart thanever I had before my conversion . . . . It is affecting to thinkhow ignorant I was, when a young Christian, of the bottomless, infinite depths of wickedness, pride, hypocrisy and deceit left in my heart.”3 Such is the fruit of self-examination: the closer we are to God, the more we see the sin that remains in us (for the light of God shows it up), and the lowerwe go in our estimate of ourselves. It is not too much to saythat sanctification and realistic humility go hand-in-hand.

3. Jonathan Edwards, Religious Affections, ed. J. M. Houston, (Portland, Oreg.: Multnomah Press, 1984), p. xxxii.


We see, therefore, why what the Puritan, Robert Bolton, called “The Saint’s Self-Enriching Examination” is so important in our Christian lives.

“They shut the road through the wood seventy years ago.” It is ironic that in this twentieth century, in which thehuman sciences have studied human nature so assiduouslyfrom their own points of view, and piled up such a mountain of knowledge about the human individual, the knowledge of God’s way in human sanctification has been solargely and comprehensively lost in the churches; but so ithas been. To recover it, one has to go back to men likeBoyce and Spurgeon, and the Anglican J. C. Ryle, in his greatbook Holiness, and behind them to Edwards and the Puritans, especially the English Puritans. To be sure, the majesticprinted sermons of the late Dr. Martyn Lloyd-Jones on Romans and Ephesians (Banner of Truth) contain this teaching, although in a rather diffuse form, and two superb smallbooks by Jerry Bridges dealing with it, The Pursuit of Holiness and The Practice of Godliness (both NavPress) shinelike good deeds in a naughty world. But unless you are fortunate enough to come across material of this kind, “nowyou would never know/There was once a road through thewoods.”

We evangelicals today do not impress the world with the quality of our humility, humanity, conscientiousness, orcompassion. We desperately need a reopening of thatclosed road, first and foremost in our own lives. May we begiven grace to hear what the Spirit is saying to the churchesabout sanctification, that is, about the way in which ourLord’s prayer for us in John 17:17 might be answered. Theabove chapter is nothing like the last word on this subject,but could it function as the first word? I echo Paul: “I speak tosensible people; judge for yourselves what I say” (1 Cor. 10:15 ).


8. POOR HEALTH

Physical Cures and Healing

Poor health has been a feet of life since the Fall. Had there been no sin, there would be no sickness. As it is, both areuniversal, the latter being a penal result of the former. SoScripture implies. So, too, did yesterday’s Christians viewthe matter. They did not find poor health and chronic discomforts an obstacle to feith in God’s goodness. Rather,they expected illness, and accepted it uncomplainingly asthey looked forward to the health of heaven.

But today, dazzled by the marvels of modern medicine, the world dreams of abolishing poor health entirely. Wehave grown health conscious in a way that is itself rathersick, and certainly has no precedent—not even in ancientSparta, where physical culture was everything.

Why do we diet and jog and pursue health-raising andhealth-sustaining things so passionately? Why are we so absorbed with physical health? We are chasing a dream, the dream of never being ill. We are coming to regard a pain-free, disability-free existence as one of man’s natural rights.

It is no wonder that Christians nowadays are so interested in divine healing. They long for the touch of God, as direct and powerful as possible, on their lives (and so they should). They are preoccupied with physical health, towhich they feel they have a right. (How much there is ofworldliness in this preoccupation is a question worth asking, but it is not one we will consider here.) With these twoconcerns dominating their minds, it is not surprising thattoday many claim that all sick believers may find physicalhealing through faith, whether through doctors or apartfrom them. A cynic would say the wish has been father tothe thought.

But is that fair? That it was natural for such a thought to emerge in our times does not make it either true or false. Itregularly presents itself as a rediscovery of what the churchonce knew, and never should have forgotten, about thepower of faith to channel the power of Christ. It claims tobe biblical, and we must take that claim seriously.

To support itself from Scripture, this teaching uses three arguments.

First, Jesus Christ, who healed so abundantly while on earth, has not changed. He has not lost his power. Whateverhe did then he can do now.

Second, salvation in Scripture is a wholistic reality, embracing both soul and body. Thoughts of salvation for the soul only without, or apart from, the body are unbiblical.

Third, blessing is missed where faith is lacking, and where God’s gifts are not sought. “You do not have, because youdo not ask,” says James. “Ask and it will be given you,” saysJesus. But Matthew tells us that in Nazareth, where Jesuswas brought up, he could not do many mighty works because of their unbelief.

All of this is true. So does Jesus still heal miraculously? Yes, I think that on occasion he does. I do not deny healingmiracles today. There is much contemporary evidence ofhealing taking place in faith contexts in ways that have baffled the doctors. B. B. Warfield, whose wife was an invalidthroughout their marriage, testily denied that God everheals supernaturally today. But it looks as if he was wrong.

However, what often is claimed is that healing through prayer, plus perhaps the ministrations of someone with ahealing gift, is always available for sick believers, and that ifChristian invalids fail to find it, something is lacking in theirfaith.

It is here that I demur. This reasoning is wrong—cruelly and destructively wrong—as anyone who has sought miraculous healing on this basis and failed to find it, or who hasbeen called on to pick up the pieces in the lives of otherswho have had that kind of experience, knows all too well.To be told that longed-for healing was denied because ofsome defect in your faith when you had labored andstrained every way you knew to devote yourself to God andto “believe for blessing,” is to be pitchforked into distress,despair, and a sense of being abandoned by God. This is asbitter a feeling as any this side of hell—particularly if, likemost invalids, your sensitivity is already up and your spiritsdown. Nor does Scripture permit us to break anyone in pieces with words (Job’s phrase: it fits) in this way.

What, then, of those three arguments? Look at them again. There is more to be said about each one.

It is true that Christ’s power is still what it was. However, the healings he performed when he was on earth had a special significance. Besides being works of mercy, they weresigns of his messianic identity. This comes out in the message he sent to John the Baptist: “Go and tell John what youhear and see— Blessed is he who takes no offense at me”(Matt. 11:4, 6). In other words, Jesus was saying, “Let Johnmatch up my miracles with what God promised for the dayof salvation”—see Isaiah 35:5ff. “He should then be in nodoubt that I am the Messiah, whatever there is about methat he does not yet understand.”

Anyone today who asks for miracles as an aid to faith should be referred to this passage in Matthew and told thatif he will not believe in face of the miracles recorded in theGospels, then he would not believe if he saw a miracle inhis own backyard. Jesus’ miracles are decisive evidence forall time of who he is and what power he has.

But in that case, supernatural healings in equal abundance to those worked in the days of Jesus’ flesh may not be hiswill today. The question concerns not his power but hispurpose. We cannot guarantee that, because he healed thesick brought to him then, he will do the same now.

It is also true that salvation embraces both body and soul. And there is indeed, as some put it, healing for the body inthe atonement. But perfect physical health is not promisedfor this life. It is promised for heaven, as part of the resurrection glory that awaits us in the day when Christ “will change our lowly body to be like his glorious body, by thepower that enables him even to subject all things to himself.” Full physical well-being is presented as a future blessing of salvation rather than a present one. What God haspromised, and when he will give it, are separate questions.

The wife of a pastor friend bore a “miracle baby” after physicians had declared pregnancy impossible. But the childwas malformed, and died within a week. Preaching the following Sunday, my friend applied to this bereavement thetruth that Christ’s death secured bodily healing: “Godhealed Joy Anne,” he said, “by taking her to heaven.”Exactly.

Further, it is true that blessing is missed where faith is lacking. But even in New Testament times, among leaderswho cannot be accused of lacking faith, healing was not universal. We know from Acts that the apostle Paul was sometimes Christ’s agent in miraculous healing, and he washimself once miraculously healed of snakebite. Yet he advises Timothy to “use a little wine for the sake of your stomach and your frequent ailments” (1 Tim. 5:23), and informshim that he left Trophimus “ill at Miletus” (2 Tim. 4:20). Healso tells the Philippians how their messenger Epaphrodituswas so sick that he “nearly died for the work of Christ,” andhow grieved Paul himself had been at the prospect of losinghim (Phil. 2:25-27). Plainly, had Paul, or anyone else, soughtpower to heal these cases miraculously, he would havebeen disappointed.

Moreover, Paul himself lived with “a thorn in the flesh” that went unhealed. In 2 Corinthians 12:7-9, he tells us thatin three solemn seasons of prayer he had asked Christ, the Lord and the Healer, to take it from him. But the hoped-forhealing did not occur. The passage merits close attention.

“Thorn” pictures a source of pain, and “flesh” locates it in Paul’s physical or psychological system, thus ruling out theidea, suggested by some, that he might be referring to a difficult colleague. But beyond this, Paul is unspecific, andprobably deliberately. Guesses about his thorn range fromrecurring painful illnesses, such as inflamed eyes (see Gal.4:13-15), migraine, or malaria, to chronic temptation. Theformer view seems more natural, but nobody can be sure.All we can say is that it was a distressing disability fromwhich Paul could have been delivered on the spot, hadChrist so willed.

So Paul lived with pain. And the thorn, given him under God’s providence, operated as “a messenger of Satan, to harass me” (2 Cor. 12:7), because it tempted him to thinkhard thoughts about the God who let him suffer, and in resentment to cut back his ministry. How could he be expected to go on traveling, preaching, working day and night,praying, caring, weeping over folk with this pain constantlydragging him down? Such thoughts were “flaming darts ofthe evil one” (Eph. 6:16) with which he had to contendconstantly, for the thorn remained unhealed.

Some Christians today live with epilepsy, homosexual cravings, ulcers, and cyclical depressions that plunge theminto deep waters of this kind. Philip Hughes is surely correct when, commenting on this passage, he writes: “Is therea single servant of Christ who cannot point to some ‘thornin the flesh,’ visible or private, physical or psychological,from which he has prayed to be released, but that has been given him by God to keep him humble, and therefore fruitful? ... Paul’s ‘thorn in the flesh’ is, by its very lack of definition, a type of every Christian’s thorn in the flesh.’ ”1

1. Philip Edgcumbe Hughes, Paul’s Second Epistle to the Corinthians (NICNT: Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1962), adloc.


Paul perceived, however, that the thorn was given him, not for punishment, but for protection. Physical weaknessguarded him against spiritual sickness. The worst diseasesare those of the spirit: pride, conceit, arrogance, bitterness,self-seeking. They are far more damaging than physical malfunctioning. In 2 Corinthians 12, Paul described the thornas a sort of prophylactic against pride when he said it was“to keep me from being too elated by the abundance of revelations” (v. 7). Seeing that this was so, he could accept it asa wise provision on the part of his Lord. It was not for wantof prayer that the thorn went unhealed. Paul explained tothe Corinthians what Christ’s response was as he prayedabout it. “He said to me, ‘My grace is sufficient for you, formy power is made perfect in weakness’” (v. 9). It was as ifthe Savior was saying, “I can demonstrate my power betterthan by eliminating your problem. It is better for you, Paul,and for my glory in your life, that I show my strength bykeeping you going though the thorn remains.”

So Paul embraced his continuing disability as a kind of privilege. “I will all the more gladly boast of my weaknesses,that the power of Christ may rest upon me” (v. 9). The Corinthians, in typical Greek fashion, despised him as a weakling. They did not consider him an elegant speaker or animpressive personality. Paul went even further, telling themthat he was weaker than they thought, for he lived with his thorn in the flesh. But Paul learned to glory in his weakness,“for when I am weak, then I am strong” (v. 10). And hewanted the Corinthians to learn to praise God for his weakness, too!

One virtuous commentary doubts whether the thorn could be illness in view of Paul’s “extraordinary stamina”throughout his ministry. How obtuse! Extraordinary staminawas precisely what Paul was promised. Similarly obtuse wasthe reviewer who described Joni Eareckson’s books as a testimony to “human courage.” Courage, yes—but very muchmore than human! The age of miraculous blessing is notpast, thank God, though such blessing does not always takethe form of healing. But then, neither did it do so in Paul’sday.

Three conclusions issue from what we have seen.

The first concerns miraculous healing. Christ and the apostles only healed miraculously when they were specifically prompted to do so; when, in other words, they knewthat to do so was the Father’s will. That is why their attempts at healing succeeded. Still, miraculous healing forChristians was not universal then, so there is no warrant formaintaining that it should be so now.

The second conclusion concerns sanctifying providence. God uses chronic pain and weakness, along with other afflictions, as his chisel for sculpting our lives. Felt weaknessdeepens dependence on Christ for strength each day. Theweaker we feel, the harder we lean. And the harder we lean,the stronger we grow spiritually, even while our bodieswaste away. To live with your “thorn” uncomplainingly,sweet, patient, and free in heart to love and help others, even though every day you feel weak, is true sanctification.It is true healing for the spirit. It is a supreme victory ofgrace. The healing of your sinful person thus goes forward,even though the healing of your mortal body does not. Andthe healing of persons is the name of the game so far as Godis concerned.

The third conclusion concerns behavior when ill. We should certainly go to the doctor, use medication, andthank God for both. But it is equally certain that we shouldgo the Lord (Doctor Jesus, as some call him) and ask whatchallenge, rebuke, or encouragement he might have for usregarding our sickness. Maybe we shall receive healing inthe form in which Paul asked for it. Maybe, however, weshall receive it in the form in which Paul received it. Wehave to be open to both.

I thank God that I have known more than forty years of excellent health, and I feel well as I write this. But it will notalways be that way. My body is wearing out. Ecclesiastes 12,if nothing worse, awaits me. May I be given grace to recall,and apply to myself, the things I have written here when myown day of physical weakness comes, whether in the formof pain, paralysis, prostration, or whatever. And may thesame blessing be yours also, in your hour of need.


9. DISAPPOINTMENT,DESPAIR,DEPRESSION

How theGreat Physician TouchesTroubled Minds

Sometimes a light surprises

The Christian while he sings;

It is the Lord, who rises

With healing in his wings.




So wrote William Cowper, and he was right. When we praise the Savior, he draws near. As you tell him how muchyou love him, he will make you more vividly aware of howmuch he loves you. But what about Christians who are notsinging because they can find nothing to sing about or givethanks for? What about those who are swamped for whatever reason by bitter feelings and sour, despairing thoughts?The good news is that not even despair puts them beyondthe reach of Jesus’ love.

On Friday afternoon they took Jesus down from the cross,as dead as a man can be. On Sunday afternoon he walked most of the seven miles from Jerusalem to Emmaus withtwo of his disciples. He had broken through the death barrier, and was alive and well once more on planet Earth. Forforty days before ascending to heaven where he now livesand reigns he appeared to those who had been his followersand friends. Why? First, because he loved them, and wantedthem to see him alive. Second, he still needed to explain tothem his saving achievement and their role as witnesses tohim. Last, but not least, some of them were in emotional andspiritual distress, and needed the therapy that was uniquelyhis. All this is reflected in the Emmaus Road story (Luke24:13-35). (If you do not know this story, I urge you to readit now before you get into my comments on it.)

Who were the patients to whom the Great Physician ministered on that occasion? One was Cleopas (v. 18). The other, not named by Luke, lived with Cleopas, and it is natural to guess (though not possible to prove) that it was Mary,wife of “Clopas” (John 19:25) and mother of James (Mark15:14), who was at the cross when Jesus died. (In that case,Cleopas was Alphaeus, James’s father.) I shall assume thiswas so, and that it was husband and wife trudging home thatday. They walked slowly; most people do on a long walk,and they were sharing their perplexity and pain at Jesus’death. Their spirits were very low. They thought they hadlost their beloved Master forever; they felt that the bottomhad Mien out of their world. They were in the shock of abereavement experience, and hurting badly.

Now picture the scene. Up from behind comes a stranger, walking faster, and falls into step beside them. Naturally theystop discussing their private misery, and there is silence. The stranger breaks the silence by asking them, in a waythat shows friendly interest, what they have been talkingabout. The question stops them in their tracks: “they stoodstill, their feces downcast”—or, as older versions of verse17 put it, “looking sad.” Because the couple is in the midstof great grief, it is an effort for them to talk to a third party.They have no interest in this stranger. No doubt they wish,with all their hearts, that he was not there. Neither of themis even looking at him. This probably was partly to communicate that he was intruding, and pardy to shield themselvesfrom the stranger’s gaze. When we know grief is written allover our feces we avoid looking at other people because wedo not want anyone to look at us and see the signs of oursorrow. So I can imagine this couple swiveling their headsaway, or gazing stonily at the ground in front of them, neverfeeing their traveling companion at all. Certainly, “their eyeswere kept from recognizing him” (v. 16), so that had anyone at that moment asked them, “Is Jesus with you?” the reply would have been, “Don’t be silly, he’s dead, we’ve losthim, we hoped he was the one to redeem Israel but clearlyhe wasn’t; we shan’t see him again—and nothing makessense any more.”

Stop! Look! listen! Here is a perfect instance of a kind of spiritual perplexity that (I dare to affirm) every child ofGod experiences sooner or later. Be warned: it can be appallingly painful, and if you are not prepared to meet it, itcan embitter you, maim you emotionally, and to a great extent destroy you—which, be it said, is Satan’s goal in it, every time. What happens is that you find yourself feeling thatGod plays cat and mouse with you. Having lifted you up by giving you hope, he now seems to throw you down by destroying it. What he gave you to lean on he suddenly takesaway, and down you go. Your feelings say that he is mockingyou, taking pleasure in frustrating you and making you miserable. He must be a heartless, malicious ogre after all. Soyou feel broken in pieces, and no wonder.

Examples are easy to find. Here is a Christian worker, maybe a lay person, maybe a minister, who takes on a task(pastoring a church, leading a class, starting a new work, orwhatever) confident that God has called, and who expectstherefore to see blessing and fruit. But all that comes is disappointment and frustration. Things go wrong, people actperversely, opposition grows, one is let down by one’s colleagues, the field of ministry becomes a disaster area. Or,here are a couple who marry in the Lord to serve him together, who dedicate their home, wealth, and in due coursechildren to him, and yet find nothing but trouble—healthtrouble, money trouble, trouble with relatives and in-laws,and maybe (the most bitter thing of all) trouble with theirown offspring. What hurts Christian parents more than seeing the children whom they tried to raise for God give upChristianity? But do not say that these things never happento truly faithful folk; you know perfectly well they do. Andwhen they do, the pain is increased by the feeling that Godhas turned against you, and is actively destroying the hopesthat he himself once gave you.

Some thirty years ago a clergyman’s daughter was attracted to a young man. She was a Christian; he was not. She didas Christian girls should do at such times: she held back and prayed. He was converted, and they married. Soon the man,who was at that time a prosperous farmer, felt called to sellout and train for the pastorate. Hardly had his ministry begun, however, when he died painfully of cancer, leaving hiswidow with a small son and no money. Today she has aministry to individuals which, without that experience, shenever would have had; yet over and over she has had tofight feelings that say: “God played games with me; he gaveme hopes and dashed them; he’s cruel; he’s vile.” I expectshe will be fighting that battle till she dies. These things happen, and they hurt.

See it in Scripture. Teenager Joseph, youngest in the family, is given dreams of being head of the clan. Furious, his brothers sell him into slavery to make sure it never happens. Joseph is doing well in Egypt as the right-hand man ofa leading soldier-politician. The lady of the house, perhapsfeeling neglected by her husband as wives of soldiers andpoliticians sometimes do, wants to take Joseph to bed withher. Joseph says no, and this put-down from a mere slaveturns the lady’s lust to hate (never a hard transition) so thatshe lies about him, and suddenly he finds himself languishing in prison, discredited and forgotten. There he stays forsome years, a model convict we are told, but with no prospects and with nothing to think about save the dreams ofgreatness that God once gave him. “Until what [God] hadsaid came to pass the word of the Lord tested him” (Ps.105:19). “Tested him”—yes, and how! Can we doubt thatJoseph in prison had constantly to fight the feeling that theGod who gave him hopes was now hard at work destroying them? Can we suppose that he found it easy to trust Godand stay calm and sweet?

The heartbreaking perplexity of God-given hopes apparently wrecked by God-ordained circumstances is a reality for many Christians today, and will be the experience ofmore tomorrow—just as it was for Joseph, and for the Em-maus disciples. Back to their story, now, to watch the GreatPhysician at work with them.

Good physicians show their quality by skill in diagnosis. They do not just palliate symptoms, but go to the root ofthe trouble and deal with that. What did Jesus see as theroot cause of this couple’s distress? His dealing with themshows that his diagnosis was of unbelief, caused by two,things.

First, they were too upset—too upset, that is, to think straight. It was beyond them to put two and two together.They had slid down the slippery slope from disappointmentto distress, through distress to despair, and through despairinto what we call depression, that commonest of twentieth-century diseases, for which one in every four North Americans has to be treated medically at some point in life. If youhave ever experienced depression, or sought to help its victims, you will know that folk in depression are marvelouslyresourceful in finding reasons for not taking comfort, encouragement, or hope from anything you say to them. Theyknow you mean well, but they defy your efforts; they twisteverything into further reasons why they should be gloomyand hopeless (“it’s all right for you, but it’s different forme,” and so on). They are resolved to hear everything asbad news. That is exactly what we find here in Cleopas’s narrative concerning the empty tomb. (It has to be Cleopasat this point; Mary would not be talking to a strange man,and the story is told in a very male manner.)

“It is now the third day since this happened,” says Cleopas. “Moreover, some women of our company amazed us. They were at the tomb early in the morning and did notfind his body; and they came back saying that they had evenseen a vision of angels, who said that he was alive. Some ofthose who were with us went to the tomb, and [surprise!surprise! ] found it just as the women had said, but him theydid not see” (w. 22-24). (Implication: there’s nothing inthis wild talk of him being alive; someone must have desecrated the tomb and stolen the body, so as to deny it decent burial.) Thus Cleopas announces the empty tomb asmore bad news.

Yet over and over before his passion Jesus had foretold not only his death but his rising on the third day (Luke 9:22;18:33; Matt. 16:21; 17:23; 20:19). Straight thinking aboutthe empty tomb, in the light of these predictions, wouldhave made their hearts leap. “He said he would rise; nowthe tomb’s empty; he’s done it, he’s done it, he’s done it!”But both were too upset to think straight.

This was due to the root cause of their unbelief, which Jesus also diagnosed, namely the fact that they were ignorant—too ignorant, that is, of Scripture. “O foolishones”—Jesus’ tone is compassionate, not contemptuous: Όyou dear silly souls” would get the nuance—“and slow ofheart to believe all that the prophets have spoken! Was itnot necessary that the Christ should suffer these things andenter into his glory?” (w. 25-26). Jesus then spent maybe two hours showing them from Scripture (memorized) thatit was in feet necessary, as God’s way of accomplishing redemption and establishing his kingdom. His action showshow he saw their fundamental need.

As ignorance of Scripture was the basic trouble on the Emmaus Road, so it often is with us. Christians who do notknow their Bible get needlessly perplexed and hurt becausethey do not know how to make scriptural sense of whathappens to them. These two disciples could not make senseof Jesus’ cross. Many do not know the Bible well enough tomake sense of their own cross. The result is a degree of bewilderment and consequent distress that might have beenavoided.

Diagnosing them thus, Jesus did three things to heal this couple’s souls. First, he did what all counselors must do: heasked questions, got them to talk, established a relationship,and so made them receptive to what he had to say. Hisopening gambit (“Tell me, what were you talking about?” v.17) drew from Cleopas only rudeness (“Don’t tell me youdon’t know!” v. 18). Hurting folk often act that way, externalizing their misery by biting your head off. But Jesus wasunruffled; he knew what was going on inside Cleopas, andpersisted with his question (“Do I know? You tell me, anyway; let me hear it from your own lips”). Had they declinedto share their trouble, Jesus could not have helped them.But when they poured out their hearts to him, healing began.

Then, second, Jesus explained Scripture—“opened” it, to use their word (v. 32)—as it bore on their perplexity andpain. He showed them that what had been puzzling them, the death of the one they thought would redeem them inthe sense of ending the Roman occupation, had actuallybeen prophesied centuries before as God’s way of redeeming in the much profounder sense of ending the burden andbondage of sin. He must have gone over Isaiah 53, wherethe servant who dies for sins in verses 1-9 appears alive, triumphant, and reigning in verses 10-12; he must have produced many other passages that picture God’s Messiahtraveling to the crown via the cross; certainly he kept themin a state of dawning comprehension and mounting excitement (their hearts “burned,” v. 32) till they reached home.Thus healing proceeded.

The principle here is that the most healing thing in the world to a troubled soul is to find that the heartbreak thatproduces feelings of isolation, hopelessness, and hatred ofall cheerful cackle is actually dealt with in the Bible, and in away that shows it making sense after all in terms of a lovingdivine purpose. And you can be quite certain that the Bible,God’s handbook for living, has something to say about every life problem involving God’s ways that we shall evermeet. So if you are hurting because of what you feel Godhas done to you, and you do not find Scripture speaking toyour condition, it is not that the Bible now fails you butonly that, like these disciples, you do not know it wellenough. Ask wiser Christians to open Scripture to you in relation to your pain, and I guarantee that you will find that tobe so. (To borrow a phrase from Ellery Queen—challengeto the reader!)

Finally, Jesus revealed his presence. “Stay with us,” theyhad said to him on reaching Emmaus. (What a blessing for them that they were given to hospitality! What they wouldhave missed had they not been!) At the table they askedhim to give thanks, and as he did so and handed them bread“their eyes were opened and they recognized him” (v. 31).Whether recognition was triggered by seeing nail prints inhis hands, or by remembering the identical voice and actionat the feeding of the five thousand or four thousand, assome have wondered, we do not know; nor does it matter.Now, as then, Jesus’ ways of making his presence known aremysteries of divine illumination about which you can rarelysay more than that as something was said, seen, read, or remembered—it happened. So it was here; and thus healingwas completed.

To be sure, the moment they recognized him he vanished. Yet plainly they knew that he was with them still. Otherwise, would they have risen from the table in theirweariness and hurried back to Jerusalem through the nightto share their news? Sensible Palestinians did not walk lonely country roads at night, fearing thugs and muggers (thatwas why Cleopas and Mary urged the stranger to stay withthem in the first place). But it is evident that they countedon their Lord’s protecting presence as they went about hisbusiness. “Stay with us,” they had said, and inwardly theyknew he was doing just that. Thus their broken hearts weremended, and their sorrow replaced by joy.

Jesus Christ, our risen Lord, is the same today as yesterday, and it belongs to true Easter faith to take to our own hurts the healing of the Emmaus Road. How? First, by tellingJesus our trouble, as he invites us to do each day. He remains a good listener, with what the hymn calls “a fellow-feeling for our pains”; only as we lay aside prayerless resentment and self-pity and open our hearts to him will weknow his help. Second, by letting him minister to us fromScripture, relating that which gives us pain to God’s purpose of saving love. This will regularly mean looking to theLord’s human agents in ministry, as well as private Biblestudy. Third, by asking him to assure us that as we gothrough what feels like fire and floods he goes with us, andwill stay with us till the road ends. That prayer he will always answer.

"We do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who has been tempted in every way, just as we are—yet was without sin.Let us then approach the throne of grace with confidence,so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help us inour time of need” (Heb. 4:15-16, niv). So wrote an apostolicman long ago to ill-treated, distracted, and depressed believers. The Emmaus Road story urges us to do as he says—andit shows us how.

A NOTE ON DEPRESSION

I hope that using the word depression in the chapter title did not give anyone the idea that I was offering a full account of the causes and cures of depression in Christians.What I wanted to illustrate is that, even among believers,disappointment can lead to despair that can cause depression. Depression is a complex psychophysical condition,and many factors—temperamental, circumstantial, andspiritual—go into the making of it. It is a lapse into miserable hopelessness that is regularly linked with an upset,temporary or long-term, of body chemistry. Often it is impossible to be sure which factors contributed the most tothe condition.

Helping someone who is depressed may call for a wide range of specialists—medical, psychological, sociological,and spiritual. Physicians and psychiatrists must not ignorethe spiritual dimensions of depression, just as pastors mustnot ignore the medical dimensions. Partnership is the proper path here.

Among those depressions that have predominantly mental causes are depressions that are the products of directly spiritual factors, such as the pressure of deficiency in one’srelationship with God or of felt emptiness through the lackof any such relationship. In these cases, trusting God’spromises and looking for the presence of the Lord JesusChrist are major factors in finding a cure.

Books that I have found helpful in charting the spiritual factors of depression are Spiritual Depression, by D. MartynLloyd-Jones; The Masks of Melancholy, by John White; TheRoots of Sorrow, by Richard Winter; and the Puritan classic,“A Child of Light Walking in Darkness,” in Volume 3 of theWorks of Thomas Goodwin.


10. CHURCHREFORMATION

Outward Reordering and Inward Renewal

The word reformation is magic to my heart, just as I am sure it is to yours. Say reformation, and immediately wethink of that heroic sixteenth-century era when so manymomentous events that still burn bright in our imaginationstook place.

OUR REFORMATION HERITAGE

We think, for instance, of Martin Luther nailing his ninety-five theses to the door of Wittenberg Castle Church, challenging, as it turned out, the whole religious system of his day. We think of Luther at Worms a few years later, facingthe Holy Roman emperor and being told that he must withdraw his challenges to the church and his testimony to justification by faith. His famous response to the emperor, nobles, and ecclesiastical dignitaries of central Europe wasthis: “Unless you prove to me by Scripture and reason that Iam mistaken, I cannot and will not recant. My conscience iscaptive to the Word of God. To go against conscience is neither right nor safe. Here I stand. There is nothing else I cando. God help me. Amen.” These magnificent words haveechoed down through the centuries, and justly so.

Luther stuck to his guns. He translated the Bible into German, and preached and wrote tirelessly to spread the evangelical message. He became the pioneer of reformation throughout Germany and northern Europe. His name willsurely be honored as long as history lasts.

We think, too, of John Calvin, that shy scholar who wanted nothing more than to be a man of letters, reading and writing books during his entire life. But fierce, red-beardedGuillaume Farel told him he must settle in Geneva to sharein the work of the Reformation there, and this he did. Sleeping only four hours a night, he not only preached daily sermons and discharged his full share of pastoral duties, butalso toiled away at his writing, producing among other masterpieces the Institutes, that great Christian statement thatfor many of us still stands in a class by itself. He also wrotecommentaries on the greater part of Holy Scripture, settingnew and superb standards of faithful exposition. Calvin diedat fifty-five, absolutely worn out—another of God’s heroes.

We think also of John Knox, obliged to spend years as a galley slave because of his activities as a reformer and thenfinally rewarded by a few amazing weeks during which virtually the whole of Scotland turned to the Reformation. Almost overnight Scotland became the tenaciously Protestant nation that it has been from that day to this.

We think as well of the English martyrs. First in honor comes William Tyndale, who defied the king by translatingthe Bible. He was burned eventually in Belgium becauseHenry VIII sent word to the continent that he must be putto death.

Then there was Thomas Cranmer, Henry’s archbishop of Canterbury, who bided his time until it was possible to produce a Reformed confession of faith and a Reformed prayerbook for the Church of England. All too soon Edward VI, hisroyal backer in this enterprise, died and Mary came to thethrone. She resolved to take England back to Rome. She hadsome 330 English Protestants burned at the stake, includingfive bishops—and Cranmer was one of them. They threwhim into prison where he was put under intolerable pressure—today we would call it brainwashing. Because of thispressure Cranmer recanted his Protestant convictions, signing six documents to that effect a few days before he was tobe burned at the stake. He had been told that if he signedhe would be pardoned. When he found out the next daythat he was going to be burned anyway, he sat up all nightwriting a recanting of his recantation. He read this aloud inSt. Mary’s Church, Oxford, in the presence of his thunderstruck accusers, who then hurried him off to the fire. Hedied holding his right hand outstretched into the flames,thus fillfilling a promise from that last speech: “And forasmuch as my hand offended, writing contrary to my heart,my hand shall first be punished therefore; for may I come tothe fire, it shall first be burned.”

These stories of Christian heroism remain vivid, just as the truths for which these reformers lived and died remainprecious. So when we say reformation we naturally think ofthese events and thank God for them. The treasures of wisdom enshrined in the theology of these Reformers are morethan we have mastered today, and the selfless strength ofthe Reformers’ testimony to the truth is a constant inspiration to us. Theirs is the faith in which I live and by which Ihope to die, and I trust that the same is true of you also.Thank God for the Reformation!

THE OVERLOOKED ASPECT OF THE REFORMATION

Now we look at the church of our day and say, “We need another reformation.” But do we know what we are saying?As we form our idea of reformation from these historicalmemories we are in danger of settling for too narrow a perspective of what reformation is—too narrow a notion ofwhat it was in the past and too narrow a notion of what itwill be in the future, if God visits us once more. Theachievements of the Reformation martyrs that I have mentioned do not tell the full story of this sixteenth-centurymovement. These are high spots that stick in our minds. Butthere was more to it than that.

Most of us are children of a tradition for which the historical name is Pietism. Pietism was an answer to deadnessin state churches. The pietist movement brought together groups of lively Christians for Bible study, prayer, fellowship, and mutual encouragement. These groups becamebeacons of light in the dreary darkness of a semi-dead national church in country after country.

I am thinking here of Puritan associations in England in the late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. I am thinkingof the “praying societies” in the national church of Scotlandand of regular meetings in Holland and Germany in the lateseventeenth century. I think, too, of John Wesley’s Methodist societies in the days of the evangelical awakening in theeighteenth century, and of many other midweek fellowshipmeetings that were set up in English parishes that the revival touched. There were also Welsh societies, “experiencemeetings” as they were sometimes called, that began in theeighteenth century, when the evangelical awakening hitWales, and these continued until the end of the nineteenthcentury. God blessed these gatherings and made themsources of light and life to many as the years went by.

It is natural for Christians to get together in fellowship meetings to pray, praise God, and encourage each other.And it has happened in this century in parts of the worldwhere little or nothing was known about the Reformation. Ithink of the revival fellowships that began to emerge in theEast African church in the 1930s, mostly though not exclusively Anglican. Fifty years later, the East African revivalkeeps flaring up in place after place, and fellowship gatherings are still at its heart.

In the days of the Reformation regular small group meetings had already begun. Luther started them. And the Reformer of Strasbourg, Martin Bucer, encouraged the pattern in his churches. He had a Latin name for it: Ecclesiola in ec-clesia (the little church within the church). These fellowship structures are integral to the Reformation heritage.

Today we tend to follow the majority of Pietists in defining reformation as the outward activity of putting straight the doctrines formally professed by the organized churchand the church order that went with them. We think of it ascleaning up superstition and sweeping out errors that havedisfigured official religion. But we do not immediately thinkof reformation as involving an overall renewal of spiritualvitality. As inheritors of what may be called the pietist disjunction, we view the corporate renewal of spiritual life assomething distinct from reformation. We believe the formeris an inward work of God and should be spoken of in different terms from the latter. These are, we think, two separaterealities; they are not necessarily connected. But we arewrong in this—historically and biblically—as I am going toshow.

SUBSTANTIAL REFORMATION

The sixteenth-century upheaval that reshaped church doctrine and order was the outward aspect of an inward renewal of faith and devotion. This is a biblical pattern, as we will see. Conversely, whenever God visits his people with spiritual revival, some measure of outward reordering will be involved: that is plain from the scriptural evidence. The pointto grasp is that what we are talking about is one work ofGod viewed from two standpoints, not two works. Reformation, and renewal or revival, are essentially one.

The Reformers saw themselves as pastors and evangelists no less than as theologians and ecclesiastical statesmen. Thiswas true of Luther, Bucer, Calvin, Zwingli and their colleagues, and of all the British leaders. They saw themselves,not only as “washing and cleansing the face” of the church,that is, getting doctrine, church order and liturgy straight,but also as letting loose the gospel of God which, throughthe Spirit, transforms whole communities and brings newfaith, love and life wherever it is preached.

In the sixteenth century this was what actually happened. Calvin’s Geneva took John Knox’s breath away. He described it as the most perfect school of Christ the world hadseen since the days of the apostles. Godliness and righteousness were everywhere. Calvin’s Geneva was not just formally and outwardly right; it was inwardly, substantially,spiritually right, a genuinely godly community.

The same was true of Scotland in John Knox’s great days, and also of England in ways that most history books overlook. The records of the preaching of such men as Latimerand Bradford, and of the sudden blossoming of Christianphilanthropy in England, tell their own clear story. Thework that God did touched clergy and laymen with spirituallife as well as reshaping the organized church into a stanceof formal correctness.

When we talk about reformation, then, we should realize that we are talking about a two-sided, yet single, vivifyingwork of God. The Puritans give us the right perspective.They saw the sixteenth-century Reformers as used by Godto start reformation by establishing the gospel in the English church, and themselves as seeking to be used by God tocomplete the reforming process by converting the Englishpeople to a living faith in Christ.

Perhaps you have heard of Richard Baxter, the Puritan evangelist of Kidderminster in the English midlands. In seventeen years he produced a Christian community half thesize of Calvin’s Geneva, which in moral and spiritual qualitywas equal or superior to Geneva. There was an amazingtransformation of that town under his ministry. Family catechizing, family worship, a public worship pattern full ofpraise, church discipline, preaching, devotional reading, regular pastoral counseling, and small-group ministry under-Baxter’s oversight, were all part of it, and reformation wasBaxter’s name for it. He wrote a classic book on ministerialpractice entitled The Reformed Pastor. By the word reformed Baxter meant spiritually alive and morally in shape,not merely maintaining what we would call Calvinistic doctrine, though he assumes that. His meaning becomes clearwhen he writes: “If God would but reform the clergy, thepeople of England would soon be reformed.” Kidderminsterwas a model parish, and Baxter wrote a full account of it because he believed other communities would profit by hisexperience. He hoped he would see wholesale revival inEngland in his day. That, to him, would have been reformation finally fulfilled.

But his hopes came to nothing. After the restoration of Charles II, two thousand Puritan clergy were ejected fromtheir pulpits, and the national reaction against godliness lasted for more than half a century. Baxter was heartbroken.

Yet the inspiration of his Kidderminster ministry remains, and we do well to take it to heart today. Both Calvin’s Geneva and Baxter’s Kidderminster show the full dimensionsof the revitalizing work of grace that we are examining.

BIBLICAL EXAMPLES OF REFORMATION

The Bible records many striking spiritual movements that the textbooks usually call reformations. In every case thissame two-sidedness applies. These movements had an outward aspect; immorality and idolatry were put away. Butthey also had an inward side; men and women were stirredto seek God and renew their covenant with him.

Joshua 24, for instance, tells how Joshua, at the end of his life, called the people together and challenged them, saying,“Now fear the Lord and serve him with all faithfulness.Throw away the gods your forefathers worshiped beyondthe River and in Egypt, and serve the Lord. But if serving theLord seems undesirable to you, then choose for yourselvesthis day whom you will serve” (Josh. 24:14-15).

The people replied, “We too will serve the Lord” (v. 18). Joshua served God; they would do the same.

Joshua continued confrontationally, as preachers sometimes must, for reality’s sake. “You are not able to serve the Lord. He is a holy God; he is a jealous God. He will not forgive your rebellion and your sins” (v. 19). The people insisted, however, that they would serve God, and a covenantwas made. It seems that for a time there was a return toGod as Joshua commanded.

In 2 Chronicles, three striking renewals are recorded, led in each case by a godly king.

Second Chronicles 15 tells of reformation under King Asa. “When Asa heard the prophecy of Azariah son of Obedthe prophet, he took courage. He removed the detestableidols from the whole land of Judah and Benjamin and fromthe towns he had captured in the hills of Ephraim. He repaired the altar of the Lord that was in front of the porticoof the Lord’s temple” (v. 8). This is reformation in our usualnarrow sense, a matter of putting right the outward form ofthings. But in this movement there was more. Asa gatheredthe people together, and they committed themselves solemnly to the Lord by sacrifice: “They entered into a covenant to seek the Lord, the God of their fathers, with alltheir heart and soul” (v. 12). It was what so many thousandsin Europe did in the sixteenth century: they set themselvesto seek the Lord with all their being. “They took an oath tothe Lord with loud acclamation, with shouting and withtrumpets and horns. All Judah rejoiced about the oath because they had sworn it wholeheartedly. They sought Godeagerly, and he was found by them. So the Lord gave themrest on every side” (w. 14-15).

In 2 Chronicles 29—31 we hear of Hezekiah’s reformation. Chapter 29 tells how Hezekiah systematically rooted outidolatry, and then chapter 30 tells in detail how Hezekiahbrought the people together to keep a solemn passover toGod and to renew their commitment. The week of the pass-over became such a momentous time to them spirituallythat they lengthened it. We read, “The whole assembly thenagreed to celebrate the festival seven more days; so for another seven days they celebrated joyfully” (v. 23). They were saying, “This time in the Lord’s presence has been sogood, so enriching, so momentous in our experience thatwe will extend it.” And they did. Verse 26 says, “There wasgreat joy in Jerusalem.” New closeness to God always bringsjoy, and new closeness was the reason why joy was great inJerusalem in those days.

In 2 Chronicles 34—35 we read of reformation under Josiah. (There is a parallel and supplementary account in 2Kings 22-23 ) Israel was surrounded by nations that worshiped nature gods represented by idols, and idolatry keptflowing over the borders to corrupt successive generationsof Israelites, just as nowadays in this era of swift communication the so-called wisdom of the east comes flooding intoNorth America in the New Age movement. In the seventhcentury b.c. the effect of Hezekiah’s reformation in the previous century wore off, paganism took over, and purginghad to take place. Chapter 34 tells how Josiah stamped outidolatry. Then, in 2 Chronicles 35, we read about the otherside of the renewal: passover worship and praise.

There was a similar movement under Ezra, recorded in chapters 9-10 of his book. Ezra 9 documents the outwardaspects of revival in the ceremonial putting away of paganwives who, contrary to the will of God, had been taken inmarriage by Israelites. The people repented. Then Ezraprayed for forgiveness, and there was a new commitment toGod by those who had sinned. This was the inward realityof reformation, that is, spiritual renewal.

In Nehemiah 8—10, the outward form of reformation was a return to Scripture, as explained by Ezra and a team ofpreachers. The people were moved to tears, and a great national recommitment followed. Reformation? Yes. But it hadboth an inward aspect and an outward aspect, as the tearsand subsequent rejoicing show.

What these Old Testament stories make plain to us is that reformation of the church is a work of God that revitalizesfaith and worship, as well as leading to doctrinal and liturgical corrections. Complementing these stories and confirming this perspective is the New Testament narrative ofPentecost in Acts 2. At Pentecost, renewal came throughmovement out of the old covenant into a new order ofthings in the Spirit. We would ordinarily call it a movementof revival rather than of reformation. But notice how fromthe start the body of believers “devoted themselves to theapostles’ teaching and to the fellowship, to the breaking ofbread and to prayer” (Acts 2:42). This is a new corporatelife-style. “Every day they continued to meet together in thetemple courts. They broke bread in their homes and ate together with glad and sincere hearts, praising God and enjoying the favor of all the people” (v. 46). The inward aspectcame from faith in Christ; it expressed itself in joy. But ithad as its outward aspect worship, regular prayer, and celebration of the Lord’s Supper: a genuinely reformed order forchurch life. Inward and outward went together, as in theOld Testament visitations from God.

In Revelation 2—3 the same two-sidedness appears. The Savior rebukes the churches, telling them to put away theirsins and return to him. But for what? For the outward reordering of their corporate lives? Yes, certainly, but formuch more than that—for true spiritual renewal in every department of their personal lives as well.

Spiritual movements vary in what they exhibit, but in them there is always some element of outward purging, reshaping and reforming, and some element of the inner renewing of faith and communion with God. The late MaxWarren helpfully linked revival with reformation by picturing revival as the re-forming, that is, the fresh forming up,briefing and refitting, of troops for battle so that the armymay go forward to fight again. This is a good image to havein mind as we reflect on the outward and inward dimensions of God’s quickening visitations. Whether we call themworks of renewal, revival, or reformation is not importantso long as we are clear on the broadness of the scope ofwhat God actually does when he visits.

THE ELEMENTS IN TRUE REFORMATION

What would a work of divine reformation in our churches today look like? I must be careful here. Different churcheshave different problems and needs, so generalizations couldeasily misfire. Current movements professing to bring newlife to churches might suspect me of implying negativejudgments about them, which is not my purpose. My bestcourse is to try to answer the question by listing some ofthe realities that any coming of God to reform his peoplewould produce anywhere at any time.

First, there would be a sense of biblical authority—that is, an awareness that biblical teaching is divine truth and thatthe invitations and admonitions, threats and warnings,promises and assurances of Scripture still express the mindof God toward mankind. The Bible would be honored againas the Word of God, and the perverse pluralism of liberaltheology, which addles the brains and blinds the hearts ofmany, would wither and die. The root of this pluralism isthat teachers feel free to ignore some of the things the Bibleteaches and to pull others out of context; the fruit of it isthat God’s people are led astray into dry places and theHoly Spirit of God is comprehensively quenched. Reformation always begins as a call from God to “come out of thewilderness” of subjective speculation and spiritual impotence and learn again in humility the true teaching of thewritten Word about grace and godliness, knowing that thesecret of power for living lies here. Thus, unhappily, reformation always leads to controversy, for some resist the message.

Second, there would be a spirit of seriousness about eternal issues. Heaven and hell would be preached about, thought about, and talked about once again. Life in thisworld would once again be lived in the light of the world tocome, and the Philippian jailer’s question, “What must I doto be saved?” would be seen as life’s basic question oncemore. For most of this century the church, liberal and conservative, in all denominations, has been so occupied withthis world that minds turned to eternity have been the exception rather than the rule. Sociopolitical, cultural, sporting, and money-making interests have dominated Christianminds rather than the laying up of treasure in heaven. Awork of reformation would change that: not by withdrawing Christians from these fields of action, but by radically altering their perspective on what they are doing, so that God’sglory and eternal values would become the chief concerns.

Third, there would be a passion for God, transcending any interest in religion, or cultivation of religiosity. One’srelationship to God would be seen as the most importantthing in the world, and a Bible-based awareness of the greatness and awesomeness of God the eternal Savior-Judge, inwhose hands we ever are, would displace all cheapthoughts of God as just a useful pal.

Fourth, there would be a love of holiness, growing out of deep conviction of sin, deep repentance, deep gratitude forforgiveness and cleansing through the blood of Jesus Christ,and a deep desire to please God. Casualness about righteousness, cutting moral corners, areas of blatant self-indulgence, love of luxury, and broken commitments havedisfigured twentieth-century Christianity at all levels. Thiswould change, as indeed it needs to, for moral standardsamong Christian people, as in the world around them, seemto be getting worse rather than better. It is frightening tosee how little believers nowadays seem to be botheredabout personal sin.

Fifth, there would be a concern for the church. Christians would catch the biblical perspective, in which the church isthe center and focal point of God’s plan and the display-ground of his saving and sanctifying wisdom (see Eph. 3:1-12). They would be deeply concerned about the image thatthe church presents to the world, and any form of unfaithfulness, carnality, false doctrine, formalism, disorder, orwrongheadedness in the church would cause them distressand send them to their knees. God should be honored, notdishonored, in his church, and the church should show itself strong in standing against the world and testifying to itsSavior. These are universal Christian concerns at reformation times, and saints at such times will endure and risk anything in order to see the church move in the right direction.

Sixth, there would be a willingness to change; whether from sin to righteousness, or from lassitude to zeal, or fromtraditional patterns to new procedures, or from passivity toactivity, or any other form of change that was needed. Believers would come together to praise, pray, encourageeach other, and see what they could do together to advancethe cause of Christ. It would be as if they had awakenedafter a long sleep. They would wonder how they were ableto be somnolent, apathetic, and inactive for so long. Whatnew things they would find themselves doing cannot bespecified in advance beyond this general formula, butshould God work in reformation it is safe to say that newness of discipleship and change of ways in some shape orform would be the experience of us all.

THE NATURE OF TRUE REFORMATION

What I have to say about the work of God itself can now be summarized in four points.

1. Reformation is a divine visitation. This is Zechariah’smessage. Visions of renewal and restoration that fill the firstfew chapters of his prophecy prompted Calvin more thanfour hundred years ago to say, “This doctrine may be fully applied to our age”; we may equally apply it to our own latetwentieth century. Zechariah wrote, “Therefore, this is whatthe Lord says, Ί will return to Jerusalem with mercy, andthere my house will be rebuilt . . . . ’ Proclaim further: This iswhat the Lord Almighty says: ‘My towns will again overflow with prosperity, and the Lord will again comfort Zion andchoose Jerusalem’” (Zech. 1:16-17). This is reformation inits outward aspect, and it is of God. But with it, says Zechariah, the Lord brings the inward reality too. ‘“Shout and beglad, O Daughter of Zion. For I am coming, and I will liveamong you,’ declares the Lord” (Zech. 2:10). Such divinevisitation is the inmost heart of any truly significant changein the condition of the church.

2. Reformation is a work of Jesus Christ. In Revelation 2—3 renewal is pictured as Jesus coming down from his throneby the Spirit and drawing near to renew his people and enable them to overcome pressures that are currently overcoming them. This is needed today. Sin and worldliness,error and folly have crept in, as we all know only too well.Churches are corrupted. Purging is needed. Spiritual lightburns dim. The secular community goes downhill like theGadarene swine rushing toward the edge of the cliff; thechurch has lost its influence, and cannot stop the decline.How different from the sixteenth century! The Lord Jesus,again and again, must come to us to raise up a standardagainst the evil that comes in like a flood.

3. Reformation is a constant task for God’s people. Wecannot restore spiritual life, but there is something we cando to prepare the way for Christ’s coming to reform hischurch: we can turn away from error and sin, and thereby prepare the way of the Lord, removing roadblocks and making straight a highway for God into our lives. Undoubtedlythis is what is meant by that famous slogan, which I am surewe have heard but have never perhaps thought about as weshould: Ecclesia reformata semper reformanda (the churchthat has been reformed needs always to be reformed). Thattag has to do, not simply with outward order, but with renewal of inward spiritual life.

4. Reformation always begins with repentance, seekingGod in new ways and putting away wrong things. This isclear from Christ’s words to his people in the letters of theBook of Revelation, just as it is clear from the stories ofspiritual movements in Old Testament times.

Revelation 3:18-20 answers the question: What can we do to bring about reformation? This passage tells us that thepeople of God must do three things. First, perceive—perceive, that is, the grim reality of their current situation, justas our Lord called on the Laodiceans to perceive the depthsof their own spiritual need. They said they were rich, butthey did not realize that they were “wretched, pitiful, poor,blind and naked.” Jesus said, “Those whom I love I rebukeand discipline” (v. 19). We must leave behind unrealismand stop pretending all is well when it is not well and facethe guilt of our own unfaithfulness and halfheartedness.

Second, pray. We can talk to Jesus about our need and beg him to draw near to us and in mercy deal with ourlukewarmness. The great men of the sixteenth-century Reformation were praying men. They knew that withoutprayer nothing can be expected to go right, and they acted accordingly. Luther confessed, with startling spiritual realism, “I am too busy to spend less than three hours a day inprayer.” It was said that Mary Queen of Scots feared theprayers of John Knox more than she feared the armies ofEngland. The Lord calls us to become men and women ofprayer: “I counsel you to buy from me gold refined in thefire, so you can become rich; and white clothes to wear, soyou can cover your shameful nakedness; and salve to put onyour eyes, so you can see” (v. 18). Jesus tells us to take noteof his rebuke and respond in prayer.

Third, prepare. We may prepare the way of the Lord in the sense suggested by Isaiah 40:3-4, where it is said, ‘“Inthe desert prepare the way for the Lord; make straight inthe wilderness a highway for our God.’” That means clearthe road, throw out the stones, get rid of the roadblocks.Sins embraced are roadblocks. We must forsake them. AskGod to search your heart. “Search me, O God, and know myheart; test me and know my anxious thoughts. See if there isany offensive way in me, and lead me in the way everlasting” (Ps. 139:23-24). Pray the psalmist’s prayer and ask Godto show you what stones need to be put away. Isaiah saysthat “every valley shall be raised up, every mountain andhill made low; the rough ground shall become level, therugged places a plain. And the glory of the Lord will be revealed” (40:4-5). This will happen in part through the workof God’s people preparing and clearing the road.

We can ask the Lord to search us right now. We can ask him to save us from that desensitizing complacency that hasmade us lukewarm, halfhearted Christians, living with perfect orthodoxy (I expect) in our heads but yet like men in a dream—with no spiritual vitality.

That is what we are summoned to do in Revelation 3:20. This was not written as an evangelistic text, though it hasoften been used that way. It was written to backsliding believers. So when Jesus says, “Here I am! I stand at the doorand knock If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, Iwill come in and eat with him, and he with me,” he is calling for repentance and promising a renewal of fellowshipand strength to those who heed his call. Will you hear Jesusas he speaks to you? Will you open the door? Will you enthrone him at the center of your personal and church life?

Scripture teaches us not simply to think but also to act with regard to reformation. We cannot precipitate it, but wecan put ourselves in the way where it is found, and what wecan do we should do. May God give us ears to hear, eyes tosee, hearts to respond, and wills to act. As he speaks to us inthese days, may we realize that it is he himself drawing nearto us and that he is on his throne to renew us, sustain us, reform us and finally bring us to glory. Praise to him forever!Amen.
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