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A Note from Pastor Al
It gives me great joy that you are reading this book! Your decision to receive Jesus Christ
as your Lord and Saviour is the most important decision you will ever make, and I hope that this
book will lead you towards greater worship, service and knowledge about Him.
Jesus, in John 10:10, says that He has come to give His followers an “abundant life.” His
promise doesn’t mean a life filled with worldly riches that ultimately pass away, but true riches
like joy, peace, purpose, character, adventure, and the knowledge that you are deeply loved. The
joy that can be found in this abundant life is dependent upon your obedience to God and your
willingness to submit to His will. It is my hope that you will learn more about obedience and
submission as you work through this book.
I have prepared this to help you as you grow as a Christian. Please take the time to study
it faithfully, read the Bible passages fully, and pray continually throughout this process. May it
help you not only learn, but grow in your love of our Saviour.
If you have any questions or comments, you can get in touch with me through my
website.
God Bless,
Pastor Al Descheneau
www.ArtoftheChristianNinja.com
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Introduction: Intentional Discipleship
“It is instilled in us to think that we have to do exceptional things for God; we have not. We have
to be exceptional in ordinary things, to be holy in mean streets, among mean people, surrounded
by sordid sinners. That is not learned in five minutes.” ~ Oswald Chambers
I have a deep and abiding passion for discipleship, which is probably why this book took
so much effort to write. I want to get it right. I don’t want to leave out anything important. I want
to give you everything you need to be forgiven, know God, and to develop your faith and trust in
Jesus Christ. I want you to be able to defend your faith, trust the Bible, know sound theology,
and have access to resources that will broaden your understanding of the church of Jesus Christ,
what He has done throughout history, is doing today, and will be doing in the future -- a daunting
task at which I will inevitably fail miserably.

A Daunting Task
One day years go, and I can’t remember how it came up, I was sitting in my office alone
and a question crossed my mind: “What does a Christian need to know?” Before I even had a
chance to formulate an answer, a second question was chasing it: “What does a church need to
do for people?” When this kind of thing happens to me I usually have two responses: a stomachache and a desperate need to make a list. So I got out my computer and started Googling, tore
through my library books, and thought back to every course, class and conference I’ve ever
attended and started making my list -- a list that made me feel very overwhelmed.
I want to share this list with you, but with a warning that every person I’ve ever shared it
with has had the same reaction – they have fallen over and died. Ok, maybe not, but it has
produced some pretty interesting reactions. Some get excited about the possibilities, but most let
out a long breath and say, “Whoa. That’s scary.”
It is, but I want to share it with you anyway. Partly to let you know that I know
intentional discipleship is a lot to take on, but also to get you excited about the kind of life you
can expect on this journey with Jesus. Here’s what I came up with (Please read dramatically
while humming the theme from 2001: A Space Odyssey):
What A Christian Needs:
•
A Spiritual Connection to Jesus and The Church
•
Emotional Support
•
Financial Support
•
Help with Family Issues
•
A Place to be “Real”
•
Excellent, Uplifting, Moving and Authentic Spiritual Experiences
•
Friends, Confidants, Brothers and Sisters
•
A Place to Serve Meaningfully with their Gifts
•
A Safe Place to Escape Pain
•
To Be Challenged to Live Out their Adventure with Jesus
•
Accountability to Someone of the Same Spiritual Maturity
•
Leadership from Someone in Spiritual Authority
•
Clear Boundaries
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•
•
•

Freedom to Make Mistakes
To Know their Purpose and Worth
To Experience God’s Touch

What A Christian Learns:
•
Soteriology: Study of Salvation
•
Apologetics: Defending the Faith
•
Hermeneutics: How to Study the Bible
•
Systematic Theology: Truths about God
•
Homiletics: How to Apply the Bible to Life
•
Sacraments: Communion and Baptism
•
Eschatology: End Times, Heaven, Hell
•
Pneumatology: The Holy Spirit, Spiritual Gifts
•
Christology: The Person and Life of Christ
•
World Religions: Cults and Other Religions
•
Evangelism: How to Share Your Faith
•
Creationism: How Everything Came to Be
•
Ecclesiology: How the Church Functions
•
Church Discipline: Formative & Corrective Discipleship
•
Spiritual Disciplines: Methods to Grow Deeper
•
Missiology: God’s Work in the World
What A Christian Does:
•
Mercy: Acts of Kindness
•
Forgiveness: Asking and Giving Grace
•
Peacemaking: Conflict Management
•
Giving: Regular Tithing and Generosity
•
Service: Working Out Faith for God, Church, and the World
•
Encouragement: Helping Others Along the Way
•
Submission: Humility Before God, Authorities and Others
•
Studies: See “What a Christian Learns”
•
Prays: Private and Corporate Communication with God
•
Suffers Well: Rejoicing Always
•
Worships: An Active Lifestyle of Praise and Thanksgiving
•
Attends: Shows up to Learn, Work
•
Grows: Pursues Christlikeness
•
Sacraments: Baptism/Communion
How are you doing? Still with me? No, we are not going to cover all of these topics in this
book – that would be impossible! What is described above will take a lifetime of walking with
Jesus to understand and experience. The purpose of this book is to give you a good start (or a
course correction) on that journey and give you the foundational information you need to be
intentional about your discipleship.
So, armed with this list I asked myself the next, even scarier question, “As their pastor, how
can I make sure that the people who come to this church are able to get all this into their mind,
spirit and lives?” And then my brain exploded.
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Discipleship Is a Lifestyle
The task I set before myself was impossible, and it wasn’t long until God told me so. He
reminded me that discipleship is not something that you go through once, a series of boxes to
check, a class that you need to take, a test you need to pass, or a sermon series you can listen to.
Discipleship is a lifestyle, lived out every day, moment by moment, choice by choice, day by
day, relationship by relationship. I can’t make you into a disciple. I can’t make you into
anything. My job is to simply set the table and invite you to eat. I can only say with the Psalmist,
“Taste and see that the Lord is good…” (Psalm 34:8). The rest is up to the Spirit of God working
in you, and your willingness to obey Him.
That said, however, I do believe that discipleship can be guided. Jesus guided His
disciples through a discipleship process, intentionally growing them from fearful fishermen who
didn’t know what was going on to bold fishers-of-men who could preach the gospel even in the
face of great persecution. I believe he wants to do the same for us.
Intentional Discipleship training has been a preoccupation of mine for a long while, but I
haven’t seen many churches or Christians that have as much interest in it. There are lots of
ministries dedicated to discipleship programs, curriculums and conferences, but a comparatively
low percentage of churches who are engaged in it. It seems that though everyone loves to see the
effects of good discipline (e.g. good sportsmanship, well behaved children, and spiritual leaders),
there are not many that will go through what it takes to become disciplined themselves.
If you’ve been a Christian for a while, think about your own spiritual journey. How intentional
has it been? What steps have you followed? Who laid out those steps for you? What purposeful
plan are you using to grow in Christ and be a better disciple?

My Story
Don’t feel bad if you can’t answer those questions – many Christians can’t. I myself
struggled along the path of discipleship, not knowing what to do or where to go for my next step.
I grew up in a Christian family, but like most people, Christianity was about attending church,
going to the various holiday and food-related functions, reading the Bible and praying. I didn’t
know much more than that and it was all I did for the first 15 years of my faith.
It wasn’t until I went to Bible College that I was introduced to other forms of discipleship
and how much there is to know about God, the church and Christianity. I’m a natural born
sceptic, so I had lots of questions and was fascinated by how much thought people had put into
what I considered the basics of the faith and obscure things I’d never heard of.
I would wander through the library and ask myself, “How can there be so many books on prayer?
What’s so complicated about thanking God for your food and saying you’re sorry if you mess
up?” and “Who really cares about the Old Testament anyway? Aren’t the stories about Jesus in
the New Testament enough to get me saved?”
As I matured in those college years I learned a lot about the Bible, prayer, spiritual
disciplines, theology, history… and so much more. Christianity became more than something I
grew up believing because my parents were Christian. My picture of God grew beyond being
simply someone I closed my eyes and talked to now and again. Jesus became important to me.
He was no longer just someone who died on a cross because He loved the whole world so
much… but someone who was crucified for me, and who I can walk with every day.
I began to experience worship that touched my heart and spiritual warfare became a part
of my life. I was given freedom from burdens I’d been carrying for years and began to love
people, the church, and the gospel more than I ever had in my entire life.
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As I entered seminary I began to learn more about the depth of scripture. I discovered
that words which were a fountain of wisdom, full of knowledge and lofty thoughts which
touched the very core of my soul, exposed eons of human history, and mysteries about God. My
mind started to fill up with things that I could never begin to understand or explain. Some days
reading the Bible was like drinking from a fire-hose or trying to move a glacier. Other days it
was like holding a fire-brand by the wrong side. Often, it was like a glass of cool iced-tea on a
hot day, or a soothing balm to my aching muscles. The Scriptures became powerful.
Through each of these revelations I was guided by teachers, professors, curriculum,
pastors and mentors, leaders in the church, and fellow brothers and sisters who challenged me
further. I am abundantly thankful for these men and women of God.
When I entered into full-time ministry I was shocked to by how far I still had to go. For
example, I learned pretty quickly that much of my relationship with God was still in my head. I
knew a lot of answers to a lot of questions, but not enough of it had taken the eighteen inch
journey from my head to my heart.
God brought me to a place where my head knowledge and my natural talents would be
useless, where I would feel bitter pain, embarrassment, disappointment and failure. I would learn
what a relationship with Jesus that is lived mostly in the head accomplishes – nothing.
Again, I was blessed to have good counsellors and mentors who kept meeting with me, giving
me books, challenging me to grow, pushing me to pray, and pointing me at ways I could fix my
eyes, mind, and heart on Jesus.
Today, though I still struggle, I have a strong relationship with God. I hear His voice
often. I know His scriptures enough to use them to bring myself (and others) closer to Jesus. I
feel the Holy Spirit’s presence when I am worshipping, praying, tempted, and when I am
exercising my spiritual gifts.
I have a long way to go, and am still overwhelmed at times by the requirements of
discipleship, but more and more I am learning what it means to love Jesus and to have Him love
me.
And that’s what I want for you. It makes me sad that what I have experienced with Jesus
is the exception and not the rule. There are not many Christians in the world that have a close
relationship with God, or who are growing in their faith.
I want you to go beyond what I have experienced. I want you to develop skills and abilities you
never thought you could have, and experience life in a way you never thought possible. And the
way to do get there – and I believe this deep in my heart – is to be on an intentional path of
discipleship.

Do-It-Yourself Discipleship Doesn’t Work
As I was researching this topic I called some church leaders and learned something
troubling: not one of them had an intentional plan of discipleship. The conversations almost all
went the same way:
“We have no real plan to get people saved but when someone accidentally does, we ask
them politely to possibly consider attending a baptism or membership class. After that we leave
it up to them to join whatever they feel like in the hope that they will grow all by themselves.
Eventually, we take the good ones that manage to figure out some kind of maturity and we beg
them to be leaders because there are so few people who even come close to being spiritually
mature enough to be called by God to lead and teach in the church.”
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I’ve done a lot of reading on that subject, and the “do-it-yourself” approach simply
doesn’t work. It doesn’t work in school, at work, or any other place I can think of.
My youngest daughter, Eowyn, is now nine years old. She is a very smart little girl but
she needs guidance about what she needs to know and encouragement to practice what she is
learning.
Imagine if every week we asked her “What would you like to learn this week?” and just
let her pick. She doesn’t even know what she’s supposed to be asking for, let alone what order
she needs to learn it in. She could say “I don’t want to learn anything this week.” or, “I really
like colouring, I want to colour for the next year.”… and never learn how to read, write, or
multiply.
Employers wouldn’t do this either. Imagine walking into a new job and having the boss
say, “Ok, there’s some equipment, go build me something.” “There’s the computer, get to work.”
“There’s the kitchen, feed people.” “Here’s the classroom, go teach them something.”
That wouldn’t work, would it? No! That’s why they have training and orientation classes,
safety courses, clear goals, and meetings about expectations, efficiency and product knowledge.
They can’t expect their workers to be successful unless they are given what they need to do their
job well.
Why would we think it works in church? You come in to church and listen to some
sermons, sing some songs, meet some nice people, and then God does something in your heart
and you want to know more. But how can you know what to do if no one tells you.

Salvation is an Intentional Process
Listen to the conundrum posed in Romans 10:13-15:
“‘Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.’
How, then, can they call on the one they have not believed in?
And how can they believe in the one of whom they have not heard?
And how can they hear without someone preaching to them?
And how can anyone preach unless they are sent?”
There is a process to getting someone to the point of salvation, isn’t there? Someone has
to be sent to tell them the gospel. Then, they have to believe it. Then, they call on the Lord’s
name and are saved. It’s an intentional process with steps to follow.
I believe that our spiritual journey, under God, towards Christ, guided by the Holy Spirit,
is meant to be an intentional process as well. We could extend the questions in the passage even
further:
•
How can someone be sent if they are not trained?
•
How can someone be trained if there are no teachers?
•
How can someone teach if they have not learned?
•
How can someone learn if there is no one to help them study?
•
And so on…

Three Final Reasons for an Intentional Path
Hopefully by now I’ve given some important reasons for being intentional and proactive
in your relationship with Jesus, but here are two more good reasons why I think this is a good
idea:
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1. People like to know what to expect.
Whether it’s a menu at a restaurant, a college course syllabus, a job description, or the
introduction to a book, people like to know what’s coming. As much as humanity likes a good
mystery, it’s the resolution that we are waiting for. We want to know “whodunit”, how they
“dunit”, and why they “dunit”.
This book is meant to help you know what to expect during your discipleship journey, what to
expect from the church, and from yourself when it comes to your faith and discipleship process.
2. People like to know where they stand.
This book will give you a sort of standard to look at to see where you are on the path of
maturity. Is it perfect? No. But it may help challenge you to take the next step.
3. Discipleship is a command from God.
Christians are compelled to do this, and do it right. Read the great commission from
Matthew 28:19-20 again: “Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the
name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I
have commanded you.”
Jesus commands us to “go and make”. Those are very proactive words.
Jesus commands us to “baptize them”. To lead them down a practical path of discipleship
that isn’t just head knowledge, but a practical outworking of their faith.
Jesus commands us to “teach them to obey”. We are to make a path, be intentional, give
them good knowledge, and then teach them what to do with it.
This is an intentional process, but no one can make you engage in it. It is to your own
detriment to let this opportunity pass by – but it is your choice. (The fact that you are reading this
book is a good sign though!)
I have learned that God presents the choice to each believer to come to the table, choose
good food, chew it themselves, swallow it, and let it get deep inside to nourish them. He will set
a good table… but He will not force-feed you.
The table is set and there are a few ways you can respond:
1. You can choose not to come to the table at all, but instead eat what the world feeds you
and live in sickness.
2. You can eat a little at the table, but then go out and eat what the world offers too,
which will give you a sour stomach and the life of a hypocrite.
3. You can come to the table, complain about what’s on it, and go from table to table
(church to church) looking for the perfect, designer, exactly-what-I-want-the-way-I-want-it food
-- and in doing so starve to death.
4. You can come to the table, and stay at the table forever, and gorge yourself… never
leaving to use the energy that you’ve consumed, and be just that – a Christian consumer.
5. You can come to the table, eat well, and refuse the food the world offers. You can tell
others of the good food found at the table and use the nourishment you’ve graciously received to
serve God and others. That is a healthy life, and a life that will see blessing.
It’s your choice.
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Part 1: The True Gospel
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Spot The Difference
“The greatest enemy to human souls is the self-righteous spirit which makes men look to
themselves for salvation.” ~ Charles Spurgeon
The Christian church deals with a lot of issues. There are a lot of controversies swirling
around both inside and outside the body of believers. Moral questions, political affiliations,
missional differences, global concerns, theological interpretations, and a million stylistic
opinions are only a part of the everyday life and conversation for believers around the world.
But, amazingly, though the divisions seem to be a problem for us, scripturally speaking,
God actually does allow for a lot of debate, dialogue and differences among His people. He
allows for a lot of creativity and variation in the way we practice and perform our religious
activities and commune with Him and each other.
Some people talk about how sad it is that the Christian church is so divided – by
denominations, cultures, locations, styles – and consider our lack of uniformity a weakness. I
don’t. Instead, I consider these divisions as not only necessary but a source of great strength. As
we choose to express our love for God, the church and the unsaved in a variety of ways, we
inevitably learn from one another and give God praise in a rainbow of different ways. God
doesn’t desire our uniformity, He desires our unity.
It’s remarkable that we can attend different churches in different places, with a different
language, different clothing style, different taste in music, different architectural style, and be
worshipping the same God, for the same reason, with people who are our brothers and sisters in
Christ, and with whom we will spend all eternity. That’s amazing! I may not prefer their style,
but that doesn’t mean that they are wrong – only different – and I’m learning to praise God for
those differences, because as I experience them, I learn more about the heart of God and His
work in the world.

Spot the Difference
As wonderful as some of these differences are, there are some things in every Christian
church that must remain absolutely the same or that group of people will no longer be a Christian
church. There is a standard, a baseline, a fundamental, foundational group of beliefs and
professions that cannot and must not be altered.
It’s like those “Spot The Difference” pictures we see in newspapers and puzzle books
where two images are side by side, and at first glance look the same, but when you look closer,
some details have changed. The candlestick on one side is a piece of licorice in the other. The
clock reads a different time. There are three bugs instead of four.
Any building may have the word “church” or “Christian” on the sign out front, but that
doesn’t make them a Christian church. They may sing Christian songs, use Christian language,
read the Christian Bible, and even practice Christian traditions, but if they do not hold to the rock
bottom beliefs we will explore in the next few chapters, then they make themselves different
from the true church of Jesus Christ. They will no longer be drawing people towards the one and
only Saviour of the world, but have turned into a worldly, demonic corruption that is misleading
people with a message that cannot save and will lead its followers to hell.
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We are not accustomed to speaking like that today. It sounds intolerant and narrowminded – and that’s because it is. These are absolutely critical matters. Consider the words of
Jesus in Matthew 7:13-14:
“Enter by the narrow gate. For the gate is wide and the way is easy that leads to
destruction, and those who enter by it are many. For the gate is narrow and the way is hard that
leads to life, and those who find it are few.”
What Jesus is referring to is the difference between the True Gospel (the “narrow gate”)
and the many, many False Gospels (the wide gate) that have come about through the ages. On
one side is the True Gospel that points to One Saviour, One God, One Way, One Truth, and One
Source of Life. On the other hand are the False Gospels that sound right, are sometimes more
agreeable, more easily understandable, and sometimes even feel more right to us than the True
Gospel.
But this isn’t about our feelings or opinions: it’s about truth. There are some things that
Christians hold to for which there is no wiggle room, no negotiation, no alteration. Why?
Because we are talking about something more urgent than even life and death, we are talking
about issues of eternal life and eternal punishment. We must get it right.
When most people think of religion, church, or even Christianity, they don’t see it as a
straight and narrow path not to be deviated from. What they see is more akin to a buffet where
they can come and fill their plate with many different options, choosing the beliefs and values
they like, passing by the ones they don’t, and creating a religious system and worldview that
sounds right, feels right, and is most understandable to them.
The prevailing belief about what many people would call “going to heaven”, “being
saved”, “being religious”, “getting in touch with God” or simply “being spiritual”, seems to be
this:
As long as you are thinking about spiritual, doing spiritual things, and reading something
spiritual, then God (or whoever the higher-power you have designed is) must honour your
choices and create for you the heaven/paradise that you have designed for yourself. You set the
criteria for your life and afterlife and the deity/universe/whatever builds it for you. None of that
makes any kind of rational sense when you think about it.
It’s like taking the elevator to the top of a tall, fancy building, walking up to the biggest
door and saying, “Ok, I work here now. I’m going to choose the job I want, the hours I want to
work, report to whomever I want, get paid what I want, with the benefits I want, and retire
whenever I want to and however I want to.” I’m pretty sure that wouldn’t work, right? (Though,
in truth, I haven’t tried it… hmmm….)
It’s like walking into a kitchen and saying “I’m going to bake a cake, but I don’t like the
way Betty Crocker does it, so I’m going to put in all my favourite ingredients and call it cake. I
like hot wings, cheese, chocolate, hamburgers, asparagus, chamomile tea, oysters, Miracle Whip,
fried chicken, and ice-cream. I’ll put them in a bowl, mix them for however long I feel like, and
then stick it in the oven… no wait… microwave (faster is better)… for as long as I want, and
since I’m so dang smart, it will be a delicious cake.”
Nothing in the world works like that, so why would we think that’s our spirituality,
religion and our relationship with God is supposed to work that way?
What is truly sad is that this isn’t just out there in the world but is rampant among
believers. The True Gospel has been under attack forever, but is supposed to be attacked from
the outside. Now, even the churches that call themselves mainstream, evangelical, and
conservative, are altering and avoiding the proper teaching and preaching of the True Gospel.
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My favourite example of this (one that infuriates me to no end) is the churches that
change the words to Amazing Grace. We all know the first line, “Amazing grace, how sweet the
sound, that saved a wretch like me.” There are some people who find the word “wretch” too
harsh, too exclusive, and not nice enough for church people to sing.
One article said it has been changed “to downplay a sense of imposed self-loathing by its
singers.” So now they sing, “Amazing grace, how sweet the sound, that saved a soul like me” or
“that saved and set me free”.
Being a “wretch”, calling ourselves “wretched”, doesn’t feel right. It isn’t
understandable, relatable, or comforting and therefore it must be changed so we can feel better
about singing Amazing Grace. It reminds me of the words of Jesus to the church in Laodicea in
Revelation 3:17:
“For you say, I am rich, I have prospered, and I need nothing, not realizing that you are
wretched, pitiable, poor, blind, and naked.”
I know that Amazing Grace isn’t scripture (and yes, people have been mistranslating and
altering the words of the Bible because they didn’t like what it says either) but this certainly
shows the attitude of many Christians who will alter the True Gospel because they don’t like the
way it talks about them.

Know the Counterfeit
When the police are trying to stop counterfeiters they work hard to make bills that are
hard to copy. Inevitably someone figures out how to make a decent forgery, but it’s never
perfect. That’s why anyone who works with money goes through training to be able to spot a
fake bill. How do they do it? Not by explaining all the ways a counterfeit can be different, but by
having them memorize what a true note looks like. Therefore, anything that is different from that
perfect example must be a counterfeit.
In the same way, I want you to know the True Gospel so wholly that whenever you are
presented with something false, even though it may feel right, sound right, or even seem more
understandable, you will know it is a counterfeit.

The Five Solas
When Martin Luther and the Protestant Reformers were rallying against the heresies of
the Roman Catholic Church they were fiercely passionate, even to the point of losing their lives,
because of what was at stake – the authority of the scriptures and the message that Jesus Christ is
the only One who can save humanity from Hell. They were fighting for the True Gospel because
a counterfeit gospel was being put in its place.
As they were debating and writing they were not fighting for a worship style, where to
put the religious furniture, what should be worn in church, for a certain governmental style, or
which was the right translation of the Bible. They were fighting for what would be long
recognized as the most essential Christian doctrines (set of beliefs); the bedrock beliefs of the
Christian faith, which were being altered by the church for their own ends and profits.
In the end, and through a variety of biblical scholars and preachers, they settled on five
core beliefs. These fundamental beliefs are today known as the Five Solas (or Five Solae) and
are a powerful guide to help us stay true to the Biblical Gospel of Jesus Christ that leads to
Salvation. They are the Latin phrases, in no particular order:
•
Sola Gratia – Grace Alone
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•
•
•
•

Sola Fida – Faith Alone
Solus Cristus – Christ Alone
Sola Scriptura – Scripture Alone
Soli Deo Gloria. – The Glory of God Alone
Knowing and understanding these will help you to know the True Gospel of Salvation
through Jesus Christ and be able to identify any counterfeits (heresies, alterations, additions, etc.)
– that will ultimately people lead away from Jesus. We’ll take a look at them over the next few
chapters.
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Sola Scriptura – Scripture Alone
“The Bible is one of the greatest blessings bestowed by God on the children of men. It has God
for its author; salvation for its end, and truth without any mixture for its matter. It is all pure.” ~
John Locke
Sola Scriptura, or Scripture Alone, is the principal and belief that The Bible is the
supreme authority in all spiritual matters. It is the acknowledgement that the Bible contains the
very Words of God. They are not, as 2 Peter 1:16 puts it, “cleverly devised myths”, but are
divine revelations and eye witness accounts which contain, as 2 Timothy 3:15-17 says, “sacred
writings, which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus. All
Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for
training in righteousness, that the man of God may be complete, equipped for every good work.”
It is not a book about God. It is THE BOOK about God.
It is not a book about humanity’s history, purpose, worth and destiny. It is THE BOOK
about humanity’s history, purpose, worth and destiny.
It is not a confusing book because it was intended to be read and understood. It is not a
simple book, because it contains immense truths about everything that truly matters to the human
heart. It is not a nice book meant to make us feel happy all the time, it is a truthful book that will
bring us face-to-face with who we really are, the depravity of our souls, and our desperate need
for a Saviour, and then bring us elation and joy beyond any other human experience as it teaches
us how to restore our relationship with our beloved Creator who did everything possible to
restore us back to Him when we would not and could not.
Some will tell you this is one book of many religious books that point to God. That’s an
impossibility because this book stands alone as exclusive.
Some will tell you that this book is full of ancient truths for a different time. That’s
wrong because this is the living, breathing, perfect for every human being ever, Word of an
Eternal God who chose every single word, and has protected it from corruption for generations.
Some will argue that since the Bible is not a scientific textbook, it must be wrong, but it
was never intended to be and it has been proven right and accurate in every area it has been
tested against.
Certainly Christians are helped by many other kinds of books, but every Christian must
believe in Sola Scriptura, that Scripture Alone is the source of the perfect revelation of God, or
they will open themselves to falsehood, lies, and deception. Everything is tested by scripture.
God is absolutely clear that no one is to add or take away from what He has written (Rev 20:1819, Deut 4:2) and the true church has been vigilant to correct and combat anyone who has tried
to do so because within This Book are the words of life.
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Sola Gratia – Grace Alone
“What gives me the most hope every day is God's grace; knowing that his grace is going to give
me the strength for whatever I face, knowing that nothing is a surprise to God.”~ Rick Warren
The Second is Sola Gratia, or Grace Alone, was the overarching theme of the
Reformationists, not because the Roman Catholic Church was teaching that salvation isn’t from
the Grace of God found in Jesus, but because they teach that other things must to be done as
well. They teach that it is Jesus PLUS something that equals salvation. They teach that humanity
is saved by the grace of God, and by our own merit.
Some people paint a picture of salvation as being someone who is drowning, and all they
need to do is reach up their hand, and God will grab them and save them. They say it’s mostly
God’s work, but it requires us to do a little something.
Others will say that God requires certain steps. A Catholic sees salvation as a decision
made by faith in Jesus, but also something that has to be maintained through good works,
participation in church, and taking the sacraments. An Islamic person is taught that Jesus is a
good man, and a great prophet, but the only way to get into paradise is to earn it through keeping
the Five Pillars of saying the creed, daily prayers, almsgiving, fasting, and going to Mecca.
Buddhists and Hindus have to build good karma through positive actions that will eventually
lead them to a better state of being. Jehovah’s Witnesses and Mormons have to work towards
trying to be saved too.
It is only the teaching of the True Christian Gospel that has this idea of Grace Alone.
Anything outside of this will not lead to being saved! Believing we are saved by works will
either lead to pride where we think we save ourselves and are in the place and doing the work of
God, or will lead to depression because we never know if we’ve done enough to warrant
salvation.

Grace Alone in Scripture
Look at Paul’s explanation of our spiritual condition in Ephesians 2:1-3:
“And you were dead in the trespasses and sins in which you once walked, following the
course of this world, following the prince of the power of the air, the spirit that is now at
work in the sons of disobedience— among whom we all once lived in the passions of our
flesh, carrying out the desires of the body and the mind, and were by nature children of
wrath, like the rest of mankind.”
Look how we are described here!
We are “dead in our trespasses and sins” (When we sin, the consequence is death.
Romans 3:23 says “For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” Romans 6:23 says
“The wages of sin is death…”). We are spiritually dead because we have broken God’s law. Not
one of us can look at even the 10 Commandments and say that we have kept them perfectly in
our heart, soul, mind and body.
We “follow the prince of the power of the air”, which is another name for Satan. The
Bible says there are only two teams – Team Jesus and Team Satan, and you are (or were, by
God’s grace) on the wrong team.
We are “disobedient… lived in the passions of our flesh”. We live for ourselves, do what
we want, and don’t obey God unless it suits us and our own desires.
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We are “children of wrath”. The NIV says it this way, “Like the rest, we were by nature
deserving of wrath.” That is the word for God’s enemies. We were under judgement – guilty and
sentenced.

But God…
Then comes verse 4:
“But God, being rich in mercy, because of the great love with which he loved us, even
when we were dead in our trespasses, made us alive together with Christ—by grace you
have been saved— and raised us up with him and seated us with him in the heavenly
places in Christ Jesus, so that in the coming ages he might show the immeasurable riches
of his grace in kindness toward us in Christ Jesus. For by grace you have been saved
through faith. And this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God, not a result of works,
so that no one may boast.”
Dead people can’t save themselves. Enemies don’t become friends. Team Satan doesn’t
change sides. We love our flesh and our desires too much to put them aside to follow anyone but
ourselves.
But God, in His grace, though we were in a state of wretchedness, decided to change our
hearts, redeem us from the consequences of our sin – which we rightfully deserved, and in an
amazing act of love, exchanged the life of His Perfect Son, for the lives of worthless wretches
like you and me.
Why?
“Because of the great love with which he loved us… so that in the coming ages he might
show the immeasurable riches of his grace in kindness toward us in Christ Jesus”.
Sola Gratia, Grace Alone, is the answer to the deepest question of our heart: How can I
know that I’m saved? The answer is that there is nothing we can do to be saved, and if we have
acknowledged we are a sinner, asked for forgiveness, believed that it was the sacrifice of Jesus
Christ which paid the penalty for our sin, and then accepted the free gift of salvation… we are
saved. There is nothing more we can do. There is nothing we ever did.
God changed our hearts. Jesus died on the cross. The Holy Spirit seals us and reminds us
and lives in us. None of that is us, and it is all for His glory! Christians worship, pray, read
scripture, do good works, tithe, evangelize… not because we have to, but because we want to, in
response to the Amazing Grace God has shown us.1

1

(Thanks to Guy Waters who wrote an amazing article for Ligonier Ministries which inspired
this chapter: http://www.ligonier.org/learn/articles/grace-alone/ )
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Sola Fide – Faith Alone
“That is the mystery which is rich in divine grace to sinners: wherein by a wonderful exchange
our sins are no longer ours but Christ’s and the righteousness of Christ not Christ’s but ours. He
has emptied Himself of His righteousness that He might clothe us with it, and fill us with it. And
He has taken our evils upon Himself that He might deliver us from them… in the same manner as
He grieved and suffered in our sins, and was confounded, in the same manner we rejoice and
glory in His righteousness.”” ~ Martin Luther
We are saved through Faith Alone in Jesus Christ. Now, at first glance, this might sound
like a repeat of Sola Gratia, or Grace Alone, which stated that we are saved not by works, but by
the grace of God alone.
The reason this is different is because of the emphasis of scripture on both the Grace of
God and the Justice of God. It is not enough to say that we have been saved by grace, as though
somehow God just dismissed all of our sins because He was being nice. No, Sola Fide has to do
with the legal aspect of being saved. Let me explain:

We Are Guilty, Jesus Is Innocent
We have sinned, and are condemned. We broke the law. We stand under judgement. The
Judge looks at us and says, “you did not keep the law, but have broken it, and therefore, to
uphold the law, you must be punished.” God is a good God who will not let anyone get away
with anything. Sin must be paid for, injustice must be set right, and unrighteous behaviour must
be accounted for.
The punishment for sin is death. Romans 6:23, “The wages of sin is death…”. It has been
since the very beginning of time. God warned Adam that if he sinned, the consequence would be
death, and every human being has sinned, and therefore every human being has died. We have
all broken God’s law. Everyone. Everyone, that is, except Jesus.
So God, in His Grace, chose to send His Son to come to earth, to take on the form of a
human being, and to live a perfect life, free of sin, free of the curse, free from punishment. He
would be the only one to ever face temptation and not fall. He would be the only one to have the
opportunity to sin, and never take it. He would be what Adam should have been, the perfect
human, the perfect Son of God, the one who would do it right. (Romans 5)
And so, even though He had never done anything wrong, the Lord Jesus was sentenced
by His own creation, and, in agreement with the Father, to die in the most excruciating way
humanity has ever conceived – a Roman Crucifixion. He could have gotten off the cross at any
time. He could have made a perfect argument at any time. He could have brought down a legion
of angels at any time that would have wiped out those who were judging and persecuting Him,
but He didn’t. Why?
Because He was not just dying to fulfil some broken human law, but to fulfil the perfect
law of God (Romans 10:4). The law that said that anyone who broke His Holy, Perfect Law must
be put to death – physical and spiritual death (spiritual death is the punishment and torment in
Hell).
But He wasn’t dying for His own sin… He had no sin… He was instead dying for ours.
He was making possible our reconciliation to God because we couldn’t.
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“The Great Exchange”
“So from now on we regard no one from a worldly point of view. Though we once
regarded Christ in this way, we do so no longer. Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new
creation; the old has gone, the new has come! All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself
through Christ and gave us the ministry of reconciliation: that God was reconciling the world to
himself in Christ, not counting men’s sins against them. And he has committed to us the message
of reconciliation. We are therefore Christ’s ambassadors, as though God were making his appeal
through us. We implore you on Christ’s behalf: Be reconciled to God. God made him who had
no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.” (2 Corinthians
5:16-21)
Verse 21 here makes the point so clearly. This is what theologians call the Doctrine of
Justification. Martin Luther called this “The Great Exchange”. It is this doctrine that truly
separates Christianity from being a list of do’s and don’ts which attempt to appease or impress
God.
“God made him who had no sin…” Who’s that? Jesus Christ. He had no sin. And he
“made him… to be sin”. In other words, God the Father, the perfect Judge of sin, made Christ to
be regarded and treated as though he was a sinner, as though He was the absolute personification
of sin, even though He had never sinned. Why? “…so that in him we might become the
righteousness of God.”
You, the moment you had faith and believed in Jesus as the one who saved you from Sin,
became “the righteousness of God”. I know that you may not feel like it, or even act like it, but
that’s your nature now. Before, you had a nature of sin and rebellion, now you have a nature of
righteousness. That’s why you don’t want to sin now. It didn’t bother you before, but now it
bothers you. You used to have a lot of go-to excuses for why you sinned, but now, because of
your new nature, your excuses are thin and instead you have conviction. That is your new nature
crying out and showing you how different you are now!
This is so crucial to understand. When Satan comes to you and says, “You did something
so bad that God won’t forgive you” or “You need to punish that person because they did
something to you” – either side of that coin – the one where you feel as though you can’t be
forgiven, or where you won’t forgive someone else – remember The Great Exchange.
Isaiah 53, a prophecy written 700 years before Jesus walked the earth, describes in detail,
what Jesus would go through for us, and why.
“Who has believed our message and to whom has the arm of the Lord been revealed? He
grew up before him like a tender shoot, and like a root out of dry ground. He had no beauty or
majesty to attract us to him, nothing in his appearance that we should desire him.
He was despised and rejected by men, a man of sorrows, and familiar with suffering. Like
one from whom men hide their faces he was despised, and we esteemed him not. Surely he took
up our infirmities and carried our sorrows, yet we considered him stricken by God, smitten by
him, and afflicted.
But he was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities; the
punishment that brought us peace was upon him, and by his wounds we are healed.
We all, like sheep, have gone astray, each of us has turned to his own way; and the Lord
has laid on him the iniquity of us all.
He was oppressed and afflicted, yet he did not open his mouth; he was led like a lamb to
the slaughter, and as a sheep before her shearers is silent, so he did not open his mouth.
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By oppression and judgment he was taken away. And who can speak of his descendants?
For he was cut off from the land of the living; for the transgression of my people he was stricken.
He was assigned a grave with the wicked, and with the rich in his death, though he had
done no violence, nor was any deceit in his mouth.
Yet it was the Lord’s will to crush him and cause him to suffer, and though the Lord
makes his life a guilt offering, he will see his offspring and prolong his days, and the will of the
Lord will prosper in his hand.
After the suffering of his soul, he will see the light of life and be satisfied; by his
knowledge my righteous servant will justify many, and he will bear their iniquities.
Therefore I will give him a portion among the great, and he will divide the spoils with the
strong, because he poured out his life unto death, and was numbered with the transgressors. For
he bore the sin of many, and made intercession for the transgressors.”
Jesus, who had done nothing, became the personification of sin, taking the full wrath of
God for all of humanity’s sin. Is it any wonder he was sweating blood in the Garden of
Gethsemane? Is it any wonder why He asked for the cup to be taken from Him – that if there was
any other way, to take it? But there was no other way. In order to free those who would believe
from the consequences of their sins, He would have to be punished in accordance with the Law,
and according to the severity of the Law, pour out “his life unto death” and be “numbered with
the transgressors” (in other words, treated like a sinner), for the sake of all who would believe.

Diminishing the Cross
Therefore we do not say that we must punish ourselves to be forgiven, or that we have
done something too sinful to be forgiven, because that diminishes what Jesus did on the cross.
We also do not punish others for their sins, because that too diminishes what Jesus did for them,
as though His punishment wasn’t enough.
Sola Fide is an amazing truth because it explains to us how we can be justified by Grace.
God doesn’t let people get away with their sin and merely forget about it, but instead, pours out
His wrath on the one person who never deserved it, and the only person who could have stood as
our substitute. That’s why Jesus came. That’s was His greatest work for us. That is why we can
pray, and sing, and be forgiven. Because of His work for us on the cross… not because of any
work we do for ourselves.

Consequences of Faith
Now, there are some natural consequences of Faith too. When God affects our hearts,
opens our eyes to see our sin and our need for a Saviour, shares with us the Gospel of Salvation
by Grace, and then gives us the gift of faith to believe it – our lives change forever. Here are two
of the changes that happen after we have been justified by faith and the work of Jesus on the
cross.
You Were Made New by Faith
2 Corinthians 5:17 is an incredibly popular verse among Christians:
“Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has
come!”
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We say that all the time, but we must believe it and let that truth take hold of our hearts. It
is not, as some people believe, that we are saved by grace and then we have to work hard and
fight tooth-and-nail to stay saved or try to be good. No, once we have faith in Jesus, we are made
new.
You know what Christians are called throughout the New Testament? “Saints”. You who
are saved are Saints. Holy Ones. Consecrated people. That’s your title, even if you don’t believe
it, or if you don’t feel it right now. You have been justified by faith and now have the same
righteousness as Jesus. You don’t have to act like your old self. You don’t have to live and think
the way you once did, because you have a new nature.

Your Old Self Died
Satan and His demons will continuously come to us and say:
•
“You are still dirty”
•
“You are a mess”
•
“You sin because you are a sinner”
•
“You are still broken”
•
“You’ll never be really right with God or others.”
But the truth of scripture is that you have been completely changed, the very moment you
had faith. We can say, “No, I don’t have to do that, I’m not that person anymore. That person is
dead.”
Read Romans 6:1-7:
“What shall we say, then? Shall we go on sinning so that grace may increase? By no
means! We died to sin; how can we live in it any longer? Or don’t you know that all of us
who were baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death? We were therefore
buried with him through baptism into death in order that, just as Christ was raised from
the dead through the glory of the Father, we too may live a new life. If we have been
united with him like this in his death, we will certainly also be united with him in his
resurrection.”
Look closely at verse 6-7:
“For we know that our old self was crucified with him so that the body of sin might be
done away with, that we should no longer be slaves to sin— 7 because anyone who has
died has been freed from sin.”
Do you see that? That’s the power of faith in Jesus Christ and what it means to be
justified by grace and the power of God. You are no longer a slave to sin. When you died to sin,
you died to the requirement of being the servant of sin. There’s not much a slave-master can do
with a dead servant, and so upon the death of your old nature, your former master released you.
Now you live with a new nature, one that, because of your faith in Jesus, is no longer bound to
sin. You won’t like it. You may fall for temptation now and again, but now you see the
temptation, and you hate the sin, and you have the power to walk away from it. That is
something you didn’t have the power, or the will, to do before.
You may contend with what Ephesians calls the “Old Man”, your old nature that you
lived in before, because you are still part of this fallen world, in fallen flesh, living with the
physical and emotional consequences of your choices and the choices of those around you, but
the point is that you are now contending, or fighting against, your old nature – not succumbing to
it and living out of it.
That is the first consequence of faith – a new nature.
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Working Out Our Faith
The other consequence of having faith is it will create a need to work out that faith. This
is important to understand properly because there’s thing within each of us that believes that now
that we have accepted the free gift of salvation we should either – 1. Not work at all because we
are saved and can’t get any more saved, or 2. Work like crazy because we are afraid we might
lose our salvation if we don’t do enough to show how thankful we are.
Neither of those beliefs are Christian. In the first place, the Bible warns Christians against
idleness (not working and being a helpful, productive member of society and the church). On the
other hand it also says, in Romans 8, that God will never let us go, will never revoke His gift of
salvation, and no one in the universe can take it away from you.
The proper response to faith is to work it out. We are not saved by our good works, we
are saved unto good works. Do you see the difference? We are not saved by anything good we
do, but we are saved so that we can do good things.

Faith Defined

To help us understand this, let’s define faith.2
Faith is incorporated into your entire being. Faith is not a feeling, nor is it an optimistic
decision where you choose to hope something good will happen. Faith is far deeper than that.
Faith is responsive. It is a response to something already defined, not a feeling about
something without substance. God made promises, Jesus secured those promises, the Gospel
explains those promises, and each is grounded in reality and is able to be understood. Believing
those promises, having faith, involves the mind, the heart and the will and is directed towards a
very real, very personal God… not an idea, but a person.

Knowledge, Agreement & Trust
There are three words that smarter people than I use to describe faith: Knowledge,
Agreement, & Trust. First we gain Knowledge and understanding of something – in this case, the
Gospel. Then we Agree with it, we recognize that it is true. And then we Trust it and make a step
of commitment that requires us to act on what we now know and agree with.
We’re talking about the gospel, but we could just as simply be talking about a chair. Say
you are looking at a chair and you want to sit down. It’s not a kind of chair you’ve ever seen
before, and you don’t know if it will support you. So you learn about the chair, read the specs
and find out how it is built. Now you have Knowledge.
But now you need Agreement. Do you agree with what you have just learned? Have you
seen others sit on it? Are you prepared to agree with the manufacturer that they can make a chair
you can sit on? What’s their track record? So now you have come into Agreement with the
person who made the chair and wrote the specs... what is next?
Sitting down! You have to trust what you know, what you’ve agreed with, and then sit
down! This is the action of faith. You trust it. It’s all just an idea until you sit down.
In the same way, Faith isn’t faith until it is worked out. Through faith we are justified,
and then we “walk by faith” (2 Cor 5:7). We step forward and live our lives in the new reality we
have just accepted and make choices based on that Knowledge, Agreement and Trust
relationship with God.
2

(I borrowed some of this outline from Reformation Study Bible, Pg 1804.)
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Faith & Works
James 2:14 says:
“What good is it, my brothers, if someone says he has faith but does not have works?
Can that faith save him?”
The answer is quite simply “no” because they have not demonstrated real “faith” – they
haven’t sat down in the chair yet. They’ve talked about sitting down, know about sitting down,
read the books about sitting down, told their friends that they want to sit down, sang songs about
sitting down, listened to lots of sermons about sitting down, have wandered around the chair, can
describe the chair… but they have not sat down. Therefore they do not have faith.
James continues in verse 17 saying “So also faith by itself, if it does not have works, is
dead.” In other words, knowing something and living something is not the same thing. In verse
24 he says, “You see that a person is justified by works and not by faith alone.”, which seems
exactly opposite to what we’ve been saying, but remember the context. Remember that we are
not saved by good works, but for good works. When James says “faith alone” he means the
bogus faith where people are only in intellectual agreement (as he said before), but not putting
boots to their faith and showing that their faith in Jesus is bearing fruit in their life.
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Sola Christus & Sola Deo Gloria – Christ Alone & The Glory of God Alone
“That is the mystery which is rich in divine grace to sinners: wherein by a wonderful exchange
our sins are no longer ours but Christ’s and the righteousness of Christ not Christ’s but ours. He
has emptied Himself of His righteousness that He might clothe us with it, and fill us with it. And
He has taken our evils upon Himself that He might deliver us from them… in the same manner as
He grieved and suffered in our sins, and was confounded, in the same manner we rejoice and
glory in His righteousness.” ~ Martin Luther
If you were to go down to the Byward Market in 1950 and ask the question “What
religion are you?” you would probably have received the answer “I’m Baptist, Lutheran,
Methodist, Anglican or Catholic”. There would be a few atheists, some Jewish people and a
couple of eastern religions, but they would have been few and far between. People would have
basically divided themselves by Christian denominations – though they may or may not have
been attending at the time.
If you were to go ask the same question today you’d get a lot of people saying, “I’m
spiritual, but not religious” or “I don’t go to church”. You would get a rainbow of different
religious outlooks: Atheists, Agnostics, Buddhists, Muslims, Jews, Bahai, Hindus, Wiccans,
Scientologists and probably a couple who practice Kabbalah.
You would find a lot of people, if pressed to give details, would have a sort of interfaith
spirituality where they mix and match all sorts of practices and parts of different religions to
come up with their own favourite blend.
My wife served me a tea the other day that had a mix of a couple different kinds of tea in
it, and I’ve had coffee that was mixed with partly dark and partly medium roast, part decaf, part
caffeinated. These people treat their religion like that – just mix some stuff together until it tastes
right to them.
They read the Bible, use crystals, light candles, pray, practice meditation and have a spirit
guide… and that’s their “faith”. Some will practice Native spirituality, go to a Buddhist temple,
and then read The Secret so they can practice the Law of Attraction and make good things come
to them. There are people who call themselves Christians, but read horoscopes, and believe in the
karmic view that if you do good things then good things will happen to you. It’s all about finding
their own path.
People can’t get away from their spiritual nature, because it is as much a part of them as
their physical nature, but that doesn’t mean that they are going to let anyone dictate how they
exercise their spirituality. In a short period of time the question you would ask of North
Americans moved from “What Christian denomination are you?” to “What have you come up
with as your way to practice spirituality?”

The Enlightenment Game
I was Googling around one day and came across a very interesting board game. It’s
called “Enlighten” and its tagline is “The new board game that’s taking people on a spiritual
journey to explore the world’s religions.” The game’s description from the website says: “Each
individual will travel around the board, answering questions about the six major religions….
Once the players have completed their spiritual journey around the world, they enter the
Enlightened Path, where players identify notable quotes from major religious and philosophical
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leaders…. To make this journey more fun, Enlighten summons players to debate questions in a
quest to reclaim their turn. Players can also land on a Life’s Rough Patch where they lose their
turn and have to atone themselves through sacred ritual. Enlighten is never dull, as players
engage in renewing spiritual rituals while learning more about the world and its people.”
In big red letters on the page are the words, “Open your mind, free your spirit, come play
with the rest of the world!”
Very interesting, eh? This game is just replicating what perhaps you, your friends, family
and neighbours are already doing. They are looking around the world at different religions,
opening their mind, and they are no longer assuming that the only path is the one given in the
Bible. It’s either somewhere else, or something they come up with all by themselves.

Sola Christus
This is why the belief in Sola Christus, Christ Alone, is so foundational to Christianity. It
is the belief that there is only one Saviour and one Mediator between God and man and that is
the person of Jesus Christ. We reject all other mediators and all other forms of salvation, and
anyone who claims to have a special connection to God.
We have already said, previously, that our salvation is because of the work of Jesus on
the cross Alone, by faith in Him Alone – something none of us could have done for ourselves. I
don’t want to go over the same ground that we have covered with the previous three Solas
(Scripture Alone, Grace Alone and Faith Alone), but instead want to make sure we all
understand this essential belief that our salvation is through Jesus ALONE.

Those Arrogant, Close-Minded Christians
I preached a series a few years ago called “They Like Jesus but not the Church”, which
was based on a book by Dan Kimball, where one week I talked about how most people in the
world have no problem with Jesus, but they do have a problem with Christians who arrogantly
think that all other religions are wrong. The idea is that being a Christian automatically makes
you closed minded and judgemental because we don’t allow for anyone else’s beliefs and we say
that everyone else is wrong but us. Which is true, but doesn’t sound very nice in the country that
we live in.
Some Christians I know have a problem with this too, and really don’t like the idea that
what they believe is right and what others believe is wrong. I’ve even heard them say, “I believe
Jesus died for my sins, and that Christianity is the right way, but who is to say that other
religions aren’t just different ways of getting to Jesus?”
Some people will talk about the basic tenants of religions and how they all have the same
things in common, even though they have different names. But is that true? Are there overlaps
between Christianity, Buddhism, Bahia and Islam? Are they all basically the same thing, leading
to the same place?
Dan Kimball had a very helpful illustration in his book that I want to share with you to
help us all understand the differences, and why Sola Christus, Christ Alone is so important.

Do All Roads Lead to God?
The illustration starts with a picture of a mountain. The basic idea that many people have
about religion is that “all roads lead to God”. No matter where you start at the bottom of the
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mountain, when you get to the top, everybody gets to the same peak. Now, is that true? It seems
so when you are looking at it from the bottom of the mountain.

At the bottom of the mountain, there are similarities and crossovers in the path. For
example, there are similar sounding teachings. For example, Jesus in Luke 6:31 said, “Do to
others as you would have them do to you.” Buddha said, “Consider others as yourself.” Jesus
said in Luke 6:29, “If anyone strikes you on the cheek, offer the other also.” Buddha also said,
“If anyone should give you a blow with his hand, with a stick, or with a knife, you should
abandon any desires and utter no evil words.” Sounds the same, and I would say that the person
who is speaking doesn’t make it any less true. Truth is truth.
Many faiths not only have similar teachings, but similar rituals like prayer, fasting,
special meetings and celebrations with food. Some are also exclusive, like Christianity, saying
that their way is the only way. Many religions believe in a form of hell where non-believers go.
So there are some similarities at the bottom of the mountain where some of the paths seem to
cross over.

The problem comes when we get closer to the top of the mountain. Some people assume
that all paths lead to God, but what they don’t realize is how different the gods at the top of the
mountains really are. It is categorically impossible that all religions lead to the same place. Let’s
just take three of them, for example.
On the path of Hinduism, when you get to the top of the mountain there are many gods.
Jesus may be one of the gods, but is not the only one there, or the only way to get to the top of
the mountain to meet God. In the afterlife, there is reincarnation to pay off karmic debt
(someone sends you back down the mountain to try again!), and eventually when you finally get
it right you don’t go to heaven to meet a personal God, you becoming one with the impersonal
“unchanging reality amidst and beyond the world” called Brahman.
At the top of the Islamic mountain, there is one god, Allah. Jesus is a prophet, but not
one of the Trinity, and not the Son of God. The afterlife is either paradise or hell, but salvation is
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not by grace, it is based on the weighing of the good and bad deeds done during your life. You
can’t really be sure that you will get into paradise until you get there.
At the top of the Christian mountain there is One God in Three Triune Persons (Father
Son and Holy Spirit). Jesus is the Son of God, and faith in His atoning death and resurrection is
the way to salvation. And the afterlife is either heaven or hell, not based on anything we do, but
on what Jesus did.

Certainly, there are things that different belief systems have in common, but when
someone explores further, there is no way to say that all paths lead to the same place. They are
three completely different mountains. And according to Jesus, scripture and Christian theology,
there is only one path on one mountain that will lead to salvation – the way of faith in Jesus that
leads to reconciliation with our Heavenly Father.

The Stumbling Stone
The consequence of believing in Sola Christus is that we put the entirety of our faith into
one person, Jesus Christ. I think this is where a lot of people stumble. Romans 3:30-33 says that
the Jewish people in Paul’s day had the same problem as many people today:
“What shall we say, then? That Gentiles who did not pursue righteousness have attained
it, that is, a righteousness that is by faith; but that Israel who pursued a law that would
lead to righteousness did not succeed in reaching that law. Why? Because they did not
pursue it by faith, but as if it were based on works. They have stumbled over the
stumbling stone, as it is written, 'Behold, I am laying in Zion a stone of stumbling, and a
rock of offense; and whoever believes in him will not be put to shame.'”
People want to hedge their bets on getting into heaven by wanting to put faith into
themselves or someone else, just to make sure. Some put their faith in Jesus, and then also in
some superstitions. Some put their faith in Jesus, but also in their good works. Some put their
faith in Jesus, and also in their denomination, their pastor, their nationality, their tribe, or
something else. For them (and they wouldn’t say this out loud), they believe they will get to
heaven and God will say, “Ok, now prove you are worthy to be here.” And they will need to pull
out whatever they’ve got – their membership card, their charitable receipts, the list of things
they’ve denied themselves, or say, “Oh, I’m here with pastor so-and-so, or prophet so-and-so.”
That’s not how it’s going to work.
That’s hard, isn’t it? It’s difficult to put all our eternal eggs into one basket. But that is
what Christians do. Christians put their faith into one person, Jesus.
We believe we will get to heaven and stand before the judgement seat and have nothing
in our hands. When God says, “Why should I let a sinner like you into my Holy presence for
eternity?” Our only answer will be, “You shouldn’t.” except that Jesus will be standing next to us
as our advocate and say, “Father, this one is with me. I took their punishment on Myself and You
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accepted that. I have traded their sin for My righteousness, and you have already paid out the
wrath they are due. I took it for them and they have put their faith in me.”

Jesus is Prophet, Priest & King
For centuries, tracing all the way back to the fourth-century writer Eusibius, Christians
have talked about Jesus as their perfect Prophet, Priest and King.3 This might be a new and
challenging thought to you because it goes against a lot of what we are taught about individuality
and pluralism in North America.
First, Jesus is our only Prophet. In other words, Jesus is the person from whom we get our
instruction in the things of God. He is our highest authority on what God is like, what God says,
how God acts, what His priorities are, and how we are to conduct ourselves in relation to Him.
We love pluralism today. No one is wrong, everyone is right. There are some who believe
that eventually we’ll figure out all this religious stuff and come to one final solution where we
will incorporate all beliefs and religious systems into one united religion that will satisfy
everyone. We’ll put away this petty squabbling about little issues like who God is, and what
eternity is like, and whose religious text is right, and we’ll just all get along – that’s pluralism.
Pluralism is a problem for Christians because of the exclusive claims Jesus made of
Himself and those who would follow Him. It is Jesus who is the only one who heals our
blindness and frees us from our ignorance about who God is. He is our greatest Teacher, and the
supreme authority on God.
Jesus is also our only Priest. He is the person through whom we gain access to God. In
Scripture, particularly in the book of Hebrews, Jesus is called our “High Priest”. Hebrews 2:17
says, “Therefore he had to be made like his brothers in every respect, so that he might become a
merciful and faithful high priest in the service of God, to make propitiation for the sins of the
people.”
Propitiation has two basic meanings – to appease the wrath of someone, and then to make
reconciliation with Him. That’s what a priest does. He brings the sacrifice to appease the wrath
of God and then performs the necessary actions to bring reconciliation.
Jesus, as the perfect High Priest, not only brings the sacrifice, but became the perfect
sacrifice. He, once and for all, finished the system of bringing blood sacrifices to God. He also
stands before God continuously doing what is necessary to bring about reconciliation. We bring
our prayers to God, through Jesus Christ. We ask things of God in Jesus’ name. We are forgiven
in Jesus’ name, because of Jesus’ blood, as Jesus stands before God as our propitiation.
Jesus is the only one who makes intercession for us. There is no need for any other priest,
holy man, family member, living or dead saint, or any other person, to mediate for us, because
Jesus is the perfect mediator between us and God. He is God and He is Man.
We do not pray to saints because we pray to Jesus. In many religions, and in Christianity
during the middle ages, the priest was thought to have special powers and a special relationship
with God that no one else could have. People would have to go to the priest in order to access
God and only a priest could grant forgiveness, only a priest could administer sacraments, only a
priest could bring your prayers to God. Jesus ended all of that and gives every believer direct
access to God through faith in Him.
3

Joel R. Beeke's article, "Christ Alone", found at: http://www.ligonier.org/learn/articles/christalone/ helped me understand this better.
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How can Jesus claim all of this? Because of Jesus is our only King. He is the person who
rules over all things. He is the highest authority. He is, in fact, God.
Jesus made a lot of promises that He would have to back up. He said He had the authority
to forgive sins (Matt 9:2). He said he could bring people back from the dead (John 5:21). He said
he could protect the lives and souls of those who believe in Him (John 10:28). He said He had
the ability to reward people in the afterlife (John 14:2, Mat 5:12). He said He is stronger than
Hell (Mat 16:18). He said He has the power to answer prayers, even those said without speaking
(Matt 21:22, John 14:13-14).
Those are big deals! He better have the authority to back that up. And if He does, why
would we ever go to any other person or created thing instead?

Jesus Said and Proved He is God
We believe in Sola Christus, Christ alone, because Jesus is God. He is our Prophet, the
one who tells us about God. He is our Priest, the one who brings us to God. And He is our King,
the One who is God.
Why do we believe this? Because Jesus said it, and then proved it.
In John 8:58 Jesus said, “…before Abraham was born, I AM.” and the response of the
Jews was to try to kill Him for blasphemy because they knew He was claiming to be God.
In John 10:30 He said, “I and the Father are one.” The Jews looked at him and said,
“…you, a mere man, claim to be God.” (John 10:33).
Jesus accepted worship on many occasions because He was God, and Thomas, one of His
disciples, looked at Jesus after He has died on the cross and rose on the third day and said, “My
Lord and my God!” (John 20:28) and Jesus didn’t correct him, because he was right!
Jesus did things that only God could do! We have eyewitness testimony, and accurate
historical accounts that Jesus physically healed people who were born with infirmities. He healed
people from a distance. He altered time and space – consider that He changed water into good
wine, and what does wine need to taste good? Time. Jesus altered time! He commanded demons
to do things. And in His greatest work, He died, was buried, and then… as He predicted over and
over… rose on the third day to conquer death.
And this leads us to our final Sola – Sola Deo Gloria: Everything is for God’s glory. Not
ours but His.
“So, whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do all to the glory of God.” (1 Cor.
10:31)
“Give unto the LORD the glory due unto His Name; worship the LORD in the beauty of
holiness.” (Psalm 29:2)
He is worthy of all worship and all things work towards His glory. We bring Him praise,
honour, glory, power, dominion and everything else, because of who He is and what He has
done.
We are saved by Grace Alone, through Faith Alone, in Christ Alone, according to
Scripture Alone, for the Glory of God Alone!
“Now to him who is able to keep you from stumbling and to present you blameless before
the presence of his glory with great joy, to the only God, our Savior, through Jesus Christ
our Lord, be glory, majesty, dominion, and authority, before all time and now and
forever. Amen.” (Jude 1:24-25)
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What Makes a Christian a Christian?
“True faith rests upon the character of God and asks no further proof than the moral perfections
of the One who cannot lie. It is enough that God has said it” ~ A.W. Tozer
I’ve heard a lot of people’s testimonies and one common phrase that keeps coming up is:
“I want what they have.”
Many people’s testimonies have a scene where they walk into a church, a small group, or
into a Christian’s home and see something in that person’s life that was missing from theirs.
They speak of inner turmoil, addiction, frustration, fear, anxiety, depression, uncertainty, hatred,
sadness, loneliness and a host of other problems. But when they look at the Christian, they see
something else. They see love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness
and self-control. They see the things that are missing from their life which they desperately want,
but don’t know how to access or generate within themselves.
And very often the scene transitions to a place where they finally get alone with God in
prayer and say, “God, I want what they have, but I don’t know how to get it. I’m a mess and I
can’t clean myself up. I’m addicted, and don’t have the power to stop. I’m angry and don’t have
the ability to calm down. I have no purpose, I have no reason to live, I have no idea what I’m
doing here. I’m living like it’s all about me, and I’m not enough anymore. If you’re real… I need
you to figure this out… I need you to fix me.” And as is so often the case in Christian
testimonies, they finally say, “I don’t have anywhere else to turn.”
Over and over and over, testimony after testimony, we hear of the same result: God
shows up. God grabs hold of the person. God changes how they think. They meet Jesus -- the
real Jesus. They read the Bible and the Spirit makes it new, exciting, comforting, and lifealtering. Jesus becomes their Lord, their Saviour, their Friend… their Reason.

Raised in Futility and Hopelessness
Jesus provides for Christians that which meets the deepest needs of every human being.
Satan and the world provide counterfeit promises and experiences all over the place which are
meant to give people a portion of what they desire, but never what they really need. People turn
to all sorts of places, from sex to career, food to friends, popularity to punishing themselves, in
an attempt to get what God is offering in Christ, to all believers.
That’s part of the reason my heart breaks so much for young people and young families.
They have gone through their whole lives being told there is no such thing as truth, that they are
descended from primates, that their past has no purpose, their future has no hope, and everything
they do is ultimately meaningless. They have been taught they can’t trust anyone as divorce rates
have risen, church leaders have fallen into scandal, the news media is shown to be manipulative
and wrong. Over and over they've been given reasons not to trust organizations, not to trust
companies, not to trust government, not to trust teachers.
So they band together in a seemingly random order trying to find some kind of meaning
and purpose and construct social systems based on the garbage they are fed by the world,
willingly swallowing anything just so they can feel some kind of joy, distraction and connection
to community – even if it is unhealthy, addictive, and destructive.
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Real Christians
This is why people need the gospel – why they need Jesus. This is why they need to see
and experience authentic Christianity. They don’t need religion, or tradition, or Sunday school,
or another sermon, or a guru who gives them three easy steps to find God and feel forgiven. They
need to be shown, in the lives of real Christians, what a relationship with Jesus looks like and
how it is better, more meaningful, deeper, stronger, and more right than any other choice this
world offers them.
Unfortunately, there don’t seem to be many real Christians around anymore. There are
lots of religious people who attend religious services and know lots of religious jargon. There are
charismatic leaders who know how to whip people into a frenzy and promise them things that
make them feel good. There are churches which are more akin to mausoleums than houses of
worship, who refuse to adapt to culture, who fear change, who have no plan to grow deeper in
Jesus, and wouldn’t know what to do with a person who walked through the door and was
begging to be a Christian.
So many lost people. So many broken people. And millions of people sitting in churches
week after week being given the answers which will give that broken person hope and meet their
deepest needs. Why is it those two groups don’t get together very often?

What is a Christian?
What these people desperately need is to become a Christian. But what is a Christian?
From faith healers to televangelists, Mother Theresa to the nuns in Sister Act, crazed
fundamentalists on the news to ultra-groovy, new-age hippy believers, there are dozens of
stereotypes in the media that show the fringes of our Christian subculture. Every other blogpost
on the internet is trying to differentiate the subgroups within the Christian community -- Catholic
from Evangelical, Reformed from Missional, sweet from sour, new from old, and everything in
between. But the question remains: What is a Christian?
Part of the reason I want to teach “The Foundations” is because many people can't give
an answer beyond: “A Christian is Follower of Christ”. It’s right, but what does it mean?
Let’s talk about three things that make a Christian a Christian. Of course everyone will
have different expressions of their faith, different ways they meet God, will mature at different
rates, and have different questions, needs and hurts that need to be addressed, but I believe every
Christian will have these three characteristics.

A Christian Believes:
The first is that a Christian has certain, specific beliefs. We have already covered a lot of
this in the Five Solas, but we didn’t cover everything. I want to give you another tool which
summarizes the core of the gospel and Christian theology in only a few paragraphs. It’s called
the Nicene Creed.
The Nicene Creed
People have been trying to take apart and alter the scriptures, the gospel and the story of
Jesus in a lot of ways over the years, and the response of the Christian church has often been to
assemble the best theologians and to write (or reaffirm) a creed.
The Nicene Creed is over 1600 years old and many churches recite it each week as part
of their liturgy. It’s something of a yardstick of orthodoxy (or correct belief) where someone can
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quickly identify the most basic of Christian beliefs. It was put together to combat false, heretical
teachers who were teaching non-biblical things about Jesus, particularly those who were saying
that Jesus is a created being, not eternal, and is not One and the same with the Father.
The Nicene Creed goes like this:
“I believe in one God, the Father Almighty, Maker of heaven and earth,
and of all things visible and invisible.
And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the only-begotten Son of God,
begotten of the Father before all worlds; God of God,
Light of Light, very God of very God;
begotten, not made, being of one substance with the Father,
by whom all things were made.
Who, for us men and for our salvation, came down from heaven,
and was incarnate by the Holy Spirit of the virgin Mary,
and was made man; and was crucified also for us under Pontius Pilate;
He suffered and was buried; and the third day He rose again,
according to the Scriptures;
and ascended into heaven, and sits on the right hand of the Father;
and He shall come again, with glory, to judge the quick and the dead;
whose kingdom shall have no end.
And I believe in the Holy Ghost, the Lord and Giver of Life;
who proceeds from the Father and the Son;
who with the Father and the Son together is worshipped and glorified;
who spoke by the prophets.
And I believe in one holy catholic and apostolic Church.
I acknowledge one baptism for the remission of sins;
and I look for the resurrection of the dead,
and the life of the world to come. Amen.”
I find it to be quite beautiful and very succinct. These are the core beliefs of a Christian.
They are not religious but they do guide our religion. They are not merely traditional, but they
are certainly historical. They are universally applicable and incorporate the most important parts
of the Christian faith. They are the foundational beliefs of a Christian.

A Christian Does:
As important as good theology is, it’s not enough to know the right things if they are not
practiced. A person can be fat and out of shape while still reading health magazines, studying
exercise techniques, and even have a gym membership. The knowledge isn’t making them any
healthier – they must exercise what they know. Therefore the next answer to “What is a
Christian?” is that a Christian does certain things.
Part of the consequence of meeting your Creator, meeting Jesus, being forgiven by God,
being shown mercy, goodness, kindness and grace, is that it has a distinct effect on how you live
your life.
If you asked people what a Christian does, they might say “go to church”, “try to be good
people”, “pray”, “read their bible”. But is that it? Is that the culmination of the Christian life? I
think not.
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I made a list a while back of the kinds of things Christians do. It was fairly substantial
(and a little overwhelming), but after a while I realized that the list can be broken down into only
four different categories: Worship, Fellowship, Discipleship, and Outreach. When someone asks
me “What does a Christian do?” or “How can I grow as a Christian?” or “What is the church?”
these four words are always my answer.
A Christian Worships
They seek God in multiple ways, all the time, in every area of their life. For a Christian,
worship doesn’t just happen when music is playing on Sunday morning, but during every part of
every day. As 1 Corinthians 10:31 says, “Whether you eat or drink or whatever you do, do it all
for the glory of God.” Colossians 3:17 says, “And whatever you do, whether in word or deed, do
it all in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through Him.” 1 Peter 4:11
says, “If anyone speaks, he should do it as one speaking the very words of God. If anyone serves,
he should do it with the strength God provides, so that in all things God may be praised through
Jesus Christ. To him be the glory and the power for ever and ever. Amen.” A Christian’s life is a
life of worship.
A Christian Fellowships
Fellowship is just a fancy word for hanging around other people who share your interests
– in a Christian’s case the chief interest is Jesus. If there is a word that encapsulates the Gospel
of Jesus Christ and the motivation of all Christian endeavors, it would be the word “Love.” The
most attractive thing we have to offer each other and the world beyond our doors is our love for
God and for one another. As 1 Corinthians 13 says, no matter what we do, and how well we do
it, if we do not have love, we are nothing.
God does not call Christians to be alone. God calls them to be part of His Church, His
group of like-minded people who will support and care for each other. This is why churches
spend a lot of time trying to convince people to stay, eat, have coffee, come on Wednesday
nights, get into small groups, go to church functions, and find Christian friends… because a
Christian who is alone cannot grow as healthily as one who is around other believers.
If you’re introverted like me, then sometimes it’s difficult – but it’s still necessary.
Consider that many of the things we are supposed to do, which we are commanded to do in
scripture, can ONLY happen in community. The best examples are the “one another” passages
(Hebrews 3:13, 10:24-25; Galatians 6:2; Colossians 3:16; James 5:16; 1 Peter 4:8-9; Ephesians
4:32). They simply can’t be done in isolation.
A Christian is a Disciple
In other words, they pursue a better and deeper knowledge of who Jesus is and how to be
more like Him. Being a disciple means not only expanding our knowledge, but expanding how
we apply that knowledge. It means asking hard questions, looking for answers, and then using
the answers we have found to serve others, help them grow, and to draw them closer to Jesus.
I love the old blessing, “May you be covered in your rabbi’s dust”. It was a phrase which
meant that as you were being discipled by your rabbi, you would walk so closely behind your
teacher, and sit so close to his feet as he taught, that you would be caked in the dust that he
would be kicking up. That is the desire of a Christian. To be so close to Jesus, so zealous to learn
from Him and do what He desires, that we would be covered in the dust of our rabbi.
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Even when that path leads to suffering, we follow. It’s not too often we would answer the
question “What does a Christian do?” with “A Christian suffers well”, but it’s true. We follow
our Teacher, our Saviour, our Lord, wherever He would have us go, and under whatever
conditions, because we know He knows better than us what we need in order to grow to be more
like Him.
A Christian Practices Outreach (Shares Their Faith)
A Christian has a concern for the world beyond ourselves and a desire to obey the
command of Jesus to “go into the world and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the
name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything
[Jesus] commanded you.”
We serve the world, pray for them, love our enemies and do good to those who harm us.
(Luke 6:27-28) We have an answer prepared for those who want to know about the hope that is
within us and we do it with gentleness and respect(1 Peter 3:15).
A Christian shares their faith, does not fear reprisal for giving glory to God, and is willing
to look foolish in the world’s eyes for the sake of Christ. We do not fear the world, and we enjoy
the good things in it, but we do not become the world. We use the tools of this world to bring
glory to God and to proclaim the name of Jesus Christ.
A Christian Experiences:
“What is a Christian?” isn’t only answered by “A Christian believes…”, and isn’t fully
answered by “A Christian does…”. It also requires us to remember that all Christians will
experience similar things.
As a conservative, Baptist, Christian Preacher, I’m often pigeonholed by people thinking
that I don’t like experiences – maybe you’ve been treated the same way. Baptists [Christians]
don’t have fun, don’t laugh, don’t tell jokes, don’t dance, don’t go to parties, don’t, don’t, don’t.
They study, they obey, but they don’t experience their faith.
Maybe some don’t, but I certainly believe that real Christians do – and even should –
experience their faith! When a person meets Jesus they are going to have some amazing things
happen. Maybe not all at once and sometimes it will take some training, practice, and maturing
before the experiences come about, but they are common among all believers. I believe some of
these common experiences are summarized in Galatians 5:22-23, what the Bible calls “The Fruit
of the Spirit”. Have you experienced these?
Christians experience and share love. A believer will begin to have emotional
connections in places they never thought they would. Their heart will break for things they never
cared about before. They will discover what it means to love and to be loved, and then what it
means to be rejected by those they love. God will deepen their ability and desire to love.
Christians experience new joy. They no longer worry about being happy because they
realize that being happy isn’t what the world is all about. They realize that they can have joy –
deep joy – even when their circumstances aren’t happy.
Christians experience peace. Whereas before they knew Jesus, or committed their life to
Him, they were all over the place, upset, angry, anxious, frustrated and fearful, they are now able
to find peace in Christ. They now know how to access peace, the Author of peace, the Prince of
Peace, and they have the Holy Spirit inside of them showing them things and giving them
resources to draw on that they never had before.

43 | P a g e

Christians experience patience with themselves and with others. As God settles on their
heart an eternal perspective, they will rise above the day and the difficult situations they have
before them, and realize that God is in control, and they are not. They will remember how long it
took for them to turn their lives over to Him, and how many times they have failed, and they will
extend the same grace and mercy God has shown them to others.
Christians experience what it means to be kind. Before, they lived for themselves and
were very pessimistic about the world. They knew everyone was out to get them, and no one
could be trusted. Now they desire to spread joy and love by being kind to people – for no reason.
They extend the benefit of the doubt to people, and let them have their own way. They take the
next spot in line, and don’t get upset in traffic when things aren’t going their way.
Christians experience the amazing benefit of being good. They felt bad before, guilty,
judged, and dirty. Now they feel, because of the love and forgiveness of God and His new
Purpose in their life, good. They desire good things. They put sinful, unhelpful, unloving, gross
things behind them and they desire good things that are helpful and that build them up. The
change is sometimes shocking to them, as their tastes and desires change because they now want
to live an upright life and walk with a clean heart.
Christians experience faithfulness. As they learn that Jesus will never let them down, so
they don’t want to let others down either. They move from being untrustworthy to trustworthy,
from manipulating others for their benefit, to allowing others to actually going out of their way
and doing things they don’t want to do simply because it’s the right thing.
Christians experience gentleness. Now remember that gentleness, or meekness, doesn’t
mean weakness, it means power under control. It describes a powerful, wild horse that has
become obedient and useful to their master. They are no less powerful, but now that power is
being directed. The biggest, gruffest, scariest guy, when Jesus gets hold of their heart, becomes a
gentle giant. They turn their power, their will and their abilities over to Jesus and He teaches
them how to use that power for His glory. Suddenly, weaker people, those who can’t help
themselves, become far more important to him. God doesn’t turn powerful people into
weaklings; He takes the power He gives people and shows them how to use it rightly.
Christians experience self-control. A Christian experiences something most people don’t
have. Because of their new nature they can make decisions and stick to them. They can put down
things and not pick them up. They can go places they never thought possible. All because the
Holy Spirit within them is strengthening them and forming them into the person Jesus is creating
them to be.
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What Makes a Church a Church?
"I do not think the devil cares how many churches you build, if only you have lukewarm
preachers and people in them." ~ Charles Spurgeon
For some, a “church” is simply a building. If you punch the word “church” into Google
images that’s what you get – pictures of beautiful buildings. You've probably been asked the
question, "Do you go to church?", as though "church" was a destination to reach, or an address to
be found. If it was the middle of the night and you happened to drive by your church building
you might say, “That’s my church!”, even if the lights were off and no one was there. The word
“church” can be used to describe a building, but that’s certainly not the full meaning. Actually,
the origin of the word “Church” is quite interesting.

EKKLESIA – “A Congregation”
The word we normally read in the New Testament as “church” is the Greek word
EKKLESIA, which simply meant “a congregation of citizens called out from their homes into a
public place” – there wasn’t really a religious connection to the word – it could be any
congregation of people for any reason. When Jesus looked at Peter and said in Matthew 16:18,
“…on this rock I will build my church…” He was used the word EKKLESIA to refer to His
“called-out ones”, or His “congregation” – the special group of people that would be His
followers.
Throughout scripture the word “church” is used to describe a congregation of believers,
but never to describe a building. In Romans 16:5 Paul says, “Greet also the church in their
house.” showing the clear difference between the congregation and the building. A New
Testament believer would never have said “I go to church”, they would have said “I’m part of a
church”. The church is the people, the house is the building.

HODOS – “The Way”
Another common word used in scripture to describe the followers of Jesus was HODOS,
or “The Way”. When Paul was running around persecuting the church he was chasing a group
who called themselves “The Way”. Acts 9:1-2,
“But Saul, still breathing threats and murder against the disciples of the Lord, went to the
high priest and asked him for letters to the synagogues at Damascus, so that if he found any
belonging to the Way, men or women, he might bring them bound to Jerusalem.”
Jesus called Himself “The Way, the Truth and the Life” (John 14:6), a word that simply
meant “the path”, or “the road”, but was also used to describe “A way of thinking, feeling or
deciding”. Just like today if we said we want to “walk a mile in their shoes”, we don't their actual
shoes, but their way of life. Followers of Jesus said that they were following The Way of Jesus.

CHRISTIANOS – “Christians”
That’s what they called themselves, but later, as the church grew and spread, the nonbelieving culture started calling them something else – CHRISTIANOS or “Christians”. Acts
11:26 says,
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“For a whole year they met with the church [Notice it doesn’t say “they met at the
church”] and taught a great many people. And in Antioch the disciples were first called
Christians.”
This wasn’t meant to be complimentary. The ending "–ians" simply means “belonging to
the party of” or “follower of”, so it was shorthand for this crazy group of people who kept
talking about this back-from-the-dead Jesus fellow who turned random people into brothers and
sisters who met together regularly to eat His body and drink His blood (Christians were pretty
misunderstood at the beginning – and still are today, I suppose). These “Christians” said that
Jesus was the one whom the Jews called Christ, so the culture around them started calling them
“Christians” – “followers of Christ”. Amazingly, and in a relatively short period of time after
Jesus walked the earth, these believers went from being a small “congregation” to an identifiable
group, distinct from Judaism and distinct from the Gentile religions.

KURIAKOS – “Church”
Let’s see what we have so far. We have a Congregation [EKKLESIA] of Christians
[CHRIASTIANOS], who call themselves “The Way” [HODOS]. So why do many English
translations of the bible use the word “Church”? Where did that come from?
The word “Church” actually comes from a different Greek word – KURIAKOS which
simply means “the lord’s” or “belonging to the lord” (KURIOS = “lord”). It is used in scripture a
couple of times (1 Cor 11:20, Rev 1:10), and the word could mean any human lord, but it always
refers to Jesus in scripture. For Christians there really is only one Lord, so when Christians
started to gather into larger groups, designate places of worship, and even build buildings, they
would call them KURIAKOS – places that “belong to the Lord”.
This really took off when Emperor Constantine (circa 300AD), the first Christian
Emperor of Rome, started building places of worship all over the place and wanted to set them
apart from the other public buildings he was erecting and so called them KURIAKOS. The
pronunciation of the word changed over the years, but now the buildings that we build which are
meant to house a group of believers still have that same name –we call them Churches.
And so, to summarize, on Sunday morning you sit in a “Church”, a KURIAKOS, which
is a building dedicated to the Lord. Surrounding you are Christians who make up the
EKKLESIA, the Congregation of people who have been called out from the world to become
followers of the HODOS, The Way, of Jesus the Christ. Don’t you love word studies‽

KOINONIA
Word studies are so much fun, let’s do one more. We’ve talked about the names for this
body of believers, but there’s another great word that describes what happens among the people
who are part of this group. It’s a word that is used both to describe and to identify what the
church is and does.
It’s the word KOINONIA. The Church of Jesus Christ is meant to practice, experience
and be defined by their expression of KOINONIA. It’s used 20 times in the Bible and is such a
wonderfully expressive word that it takes many English words to fully capture its meaning.
KOINONIA = Commitment
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Its first occurrence is in Acts 2:42, right at the birth of the church, shortly after the Apostle Peter
has given his first sermon and 3000 are converted to Christianity. It says, “And they devoted
themselves to the apostles' teaching and the fellowship [KOINONIA], to the breaking of bread
and the prayers.” It describes the group of people who had come together under the banner of
Christ. They committed themselves to one another. They became a community, a group, a united
front built upon faith in and love for a single leader, Jesus Christ.
KOINONIA = Spiritual Unity
Paul uses it in Philippians 2:1-2 as he is teaching believers about pursuing Christ-like
humility and how to treat other believers. He says,
“So if there is any encouragement in Christ, any comfort from love, any participation
[KOINONIA] in the Spirit, any affection and sympathy, complete my joy by being of the
same mind, having the same love, being in full accord and of one mind.”
This is the spiritual aspect to KOINONIA. It’s not just about being united in our minds,
wills, and decisions, but also describes how Christians are drawn together by the Holy Spirit to
care for one another and worship God. It describes a group of people who are not only seeking
agreement and united in their purpose, but serving God, one another, and serving alongside one
another with love and joy.
KOINONIA: From Jesus to Church
This love for one another does not come from inside ourselves, but is built upon and
flows from our relationship with Jesus. KOINONIA is also used to describe our relationship with
Jesus. Listen to 1 John 1:6-7,
“If we say we have fellowship [KOINONIA] with him while we walk in darkness, we lie
and do not practice the truth. But if we walk in the light, as he is in the light, we have
fellowship [KOINONIA] with one another, and the blood of Jesus his Son cleanses us
from all sin.”
If we are in KOINONIA (loving fellowship, agreement, service, intimate communion)
with Jesus, then we will have KOINONIA (loving fellowship, agreement, service, and intimate
communion) with the people of the church. It’s a powerful truth that the closer we are to Jesus,
the closer we will feel to His people, and the further we are from Jesus, the further away we will
feel from His church.
We cannot say that we are loving, serving, enjoying, and participating with Jesus, full of
the Holy Spirit, and passionately pursuing the mission God has for us, while at the same time
being distant from His people, arguing with another believer, avoiding another Christian, or
sinning against a brother or sister in Christ. They work together. We express our love for God by
loving His people. We express our service to our Lord Jesus by serving His people. When we are
listening to the Holy Spirit, He will point us towards His people. Our KOINONIA with God
flows directly into our KOINONIA with His church.
Therefore if you feel stuck in your spiritual life, if you feel a distance from God, if you
are feeling dispassionate in your relationship with Jesus, if you don’t regularly see the work of
the Holy Spirit in your life, one sure way to reclaim that is to pursue KOINONIA with His
people.
KOINONIA = Sacrifice
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Consider that another way this word is used is to describe a sacrificial gift given from one
believer to another (or group of believers) who is in need. In the same section of scripture where
Paul is talking about being a cheerful giver and teaching that God supplies our needs generously
so we can give generously (2 Corinthians 9:6-15), he uses the word KOINONIA to describe
“generously sharing” with other believers who are in need.
In other words, when you are meeting the needs of another believer, whether in
friendship, or service, or through a financial or practical gift, you are exercising KOINONIA and
are not only growing closer to that person, but closer to God.
KOINONIA = Communion
Allow me one final use of KOINONIA in scripture. Listen to 1 Corinthians 10:16-17,
“The cup of blessing that we bless, is it not a participation [KOINONIA] in the blood of
Christ? The bread that we break, is it not a participation [KOINONIA] in the body of
Christ? Because there is one bread, we who are many are one body, for we all partake of
the one bread.”
When we have Communion, the Lord’s Supper, we are participating in an exercise of
KOINONIA. We are expressing our KOINONIA with Jesus, and our KOINONIA with His
church. I read a section from a passage in 1 Corinthians 11 every month during the Communion
Service, but let's read its context:
“In the following directives I have no praise for you, for your meetings do more harm
than good. In the first place, I hear that when you come together as a church, there are
divisions among you, and to some extent I believe it. No doubt there have to be
differences among you to show which of you have God’s approval. When you come
together, it is not the Lord’s Supper you eat, for as you eat, each of you goes ahead
without waiting for anybody else. One remains hungry, another gets drunk. Don’t you
have homes to eat and drink in? Or do you despise the church of God and humiliate those
who have nothing? What shall I say to you? Shall I praise you for this? Certainly not!”
So what’s Paul’s problem with the church here? The KOINONIA, the intimacy,
fellowship, joy of service, unity in spirit, is broken. The church gets together to eat, to worship
and to celebrate the Lord’s Supper, but they aren’t serving one another, they are divided, they are
abusing each other, disregarding each other’s needs, not helping those who need it, letting those
who need food go hungry, some eating and drinking it all before the rest can even get there!
Like many churches, they are doing their religious thing, putting in their time, going
through the motions, but the KOINONIA isn’t there. They should be loving one another, serving
each other, seeking unity, taking care of the ones who have needs, blessing each other,
encouraging the weaker among them… but instead they come to church and pretend that it exists
for them, and that their relationship with God has nothing to do with the Christians around them.
They do their religious duty thinking only of themselves.
Paul looks at this church and says, “You’re not eating the Lord’s Supper, you’re just
having a worldly party. Because you have lost your KOINONIA, you are no longer a church.”
He continues in verse 23:
“For I received from the Lord what I also passed on to you: The Lord Jesus, on the night
he was betrayed, took bread, and when he had given thanks, he broke it and said, ‘This is
48 | P a g e

my body, which is for you; do this in remembrance of me.’ In the same way, after supper
he took the cup, saying, ‘This cup is the new covenant in my blood; do this, whenever you
drink it, in remembrance of me.’ For whenever you eat this bread and drink this cup, you
proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes.”
Now read to the next part carefully:
“Therefore, whoever eats the bread or drinks the cup of the Lord in an unworthy manner
will be guilty of sinning against the body and blood of the Lord. A man ought to examine
himself before he eats of the bread and drinks of the cup. For anyone who eats and drinks
without recognizing the body of the Lord eats and drinks judgment on himself. That is
why many among you are weak and sick, and a number of you have fallen asleep.”
Communion is a time for us to examine ourselves, but some ministers (myself included)
may be negligent in reminding us what we are to be examining ourselves for. Consider the
context, what is Paul really concerned about? KOINONIA!

An Unworthy Manner
What does it mean to “eat the bread or drink the cup of the Lord in an unworthy manner
[and] sin against the body and blood of the Lord”? We often assume it means just searching our
hearts for sins that no one knows about, that we haven’t confessed yet, bitterness or jealousy or
lust we have in our hearts… and that is only part of the meaning. We should certainly do that.
But remember the context.
We “sin against the body and blood” when we participate in the Lord’s Supper and are
not in KOINONIA with Jesus and the brothers and sisters around us. This is why the Lord’s
Supper is reserved for believers alone. Only those who have given their lives to Jesus can have
KOINONIA with Jesus, and with the Church. This is why many churches only allow members to
take Communion, in an attempt to not bring judgement upon their church for allowing people
who are not in KOINONIA to participate in the Lord’s Supper.

Eating & Drinking Judgement
Look at verse 29 again to see how serious this is, “For anyone who eats and drinks
without recognizing the body of the Lord eats and drinks judgment on himself.” What does
“recognizing the body of the Lord” mean?
It means two things:
First, we have to recognize the actual body of Jesus Christ, which was give up for us at
the Great Exchange, made the Propitiation for our sins, and which was hung on the cross in our
place. We must have that at the forefront of our minds as we partake in the bread, which
symbolizes Jesus' body, given for us, and the cup, which reminds us of His blood which was
shed for the forgiveness of our sins.
Second, we must also recognize the other way the “body of the Lord” is used in scripture.
Over and over and over in scripture the Church is called the “body of Christ” (Romans 12:5, 1
Cor 10:17, 12:27, Eph 4:12). Jesus is the head, we are the body. We are His hands and feet in
this world, the body by which He manifests His will and through whom He works the most.
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When we take communion without being in KOINONIA with the brothers and sisters
around us, we eat and drink judgement on ourselves. How serious is this? Verse 30 says that in
the Corinthian church God’s judgement came down “That is why many among you are weak and
sick, and a number of you have fallen asleep.”
One of my commentaries says this,
“To not come to the table in unity and acceptance of fellow believers revealed arrogance and
ungratefulness for what Christ had done. To take the Lord’s Supper – to eat the bread and drink
the wine – as though it were no more than a regular meal to assuage hunger is to miss the
sanctity of this spiritual rite. Those who did so were eating and drinking God’s judgment against
themselves. This ‘judgement’ was severe, one of the most severe in the New Testament. The
judgement was disciplinary in nature; that is, it did not refer to eternal judgment, but it was
severe enough to cause many of the believers to be weak and ill, while some had even died. That
some of the people had died may have been a supernatural judgement on the Corinthian church.
This type of disciplinary judgement highlights the seriousness of the Communion service. The
Lord’s Supper is not to be taken lightly; this new covenant cost Jesus His life. It is not a
meaningless ritual, but a sacrament given by Christ to help strengthen believers’ faith.”4

What’s In A Name?
There’s something beautiful about the simplicity of the word “church” and the
complexity of how it came about. The story of how we came to call this place, and these people,
a “church” gives us a glimpse into the complexity of the organization and the simplicity of what
it is meant to do. What happens here, among us, each day, each week, while we are in service
together and while we are caring for one another during the week, is unique to the Christian
church. We are the only group that can experience KOINONIA with God, with Christ, with the
Holy Spirit, and with Each other.
We are the only group who has the HODOS, The Way, because we know the One who
truly is the Way, the Truth and the Life. We are the EKKLESIA, the called-out ones, who were
once part of the world, but are no longer. We are now CHRISTIANOS, those belonging to
Christ, His people. And we come here, to this KURIAKOS, this place that belongs to the Lord,
this place of worship, fellowship, discipleship, service, love, joy, commitment, praise, power,
unity… so that we can be KURIAKOS a people who belongs to the Lord.
Through my years as a Christian, and as a pastor, as I have learned to love Jesus, I have
learned to love His church and His people too, and it is my prayer that you would do the same.

4

Life Application Bible Commentary – Pg. 165-166
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Part 2: Growing At Church
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Leaning on Your Leaders
“Elders shepherd churches like Jesus by teaching, leading, pursuing, serving, and modeling like
Jesus.” ~ Jeramie Rinne
It is my deep desire to help you pursue your faith, fall in love with Jesus and His church,
and serve and make your church the place where you expect great things to happen. What
happens in the Christian Church is what is going to last for eternity. What we do together is what
we will be talking about and celebrating with Jesus one day. Your church is worth pursuing and
sacrificing for.

The Most Important Organization on Earth
I've been part of the Christian church for a long time. For literally as long as I can
remember, with only a short period of rebellion during my first year in college to break the
chain, I have been a part of a Christian family and have attended Christian services.
The Christian church is very important to me and the closer I have gotten to Jesus the
more I care for His church. The longer I have worked for the church the more I've grown to
believe that it is the most important organization on the planet. We are capable of so much more
good than any other organization. There are Christian churches in every nation in the world full
of believers who want to do good for others and share the message of salvation. Christians
around the world are working hard to make the gospel real in people’s lives by sharing not just
the message of salvation, but practical examples of grace too.

Christian Relief Organizations
I don’t usually make political commentary during my sermons. Politics are complicated
and I don’t consider myself informed enough to be able to speak on the subject with any kind of
authority, so I generally avoid any kind of political commentary. But something happened a little
while back that bugged me, and seemed to bug a lot of evangelical Canadians. Thomas Mulcair,
leader of the NDP, said that evangelical Christians go “completely against” Canadian values and
law. He was talking about the Crossroads group that builds wells and provides clean water to
people in Uganda, who also teach that homosexuality is a sin.
This irritates me because one of our national core values is being a nation that helps other
nations -- and it is the Christian Church throughout the centuries who has led the charge of
mercy missions around the world. No, Christians don’t have a perfect record, but it is
overwhelmingly the Christian church that have left their homes, spent their money, and risked
and lost their lives, in order to bring mercy (and the gospel) to the world. That's very Canadian.
I did a quick search of the top disaster relief organizations in the world and then
specifically went down the list of groups that went to aid in Haiti in 2010. They are
overwhelmingly Christian organizations. Samaritan’s Purse, Catholic Charities, The Salvation
Army, Feed the Children, Food for the Poor, Habitat for Humanity, and World Vision (and I
could go on and on) help millions and millions of people around the world and they are all
Christian-based organizations [even Red Cross was started by a Christian]! Of course, this
doesn't even count the work of local Christian churches. These amazing people have been
bringing global assistance to victims of natural disasters, war, disease and famine at great cost to
themselves. They share food, water, shelter, and education with the most struggling, most
53 | P a g e

dangerous areas of the world -- in Jesus’ name. The Christian church is changing lives all over
the world, all the time, and I am proud to be part of that group.

Living Out Our Purpose
Over the years I've learned a lot of lessons about what it means to care for His people and
the place He has for me in His organization. I spent a lot of years working through who I am in
Him, and who I am NOT – and trying to reconcile those two things for His glory. In the same
way I have been praying about and working out our church's place in the global body of Christ –
our responsibility, our local expression of the Kingdom. I believe that God has a mission and a
purpose for every believer, and I believe that He brings believers together locally to accomplish a
His special purpose together.
God plants His churches and calls every Christian. He has a purpose for us, and it is up to
us to work out together what that is. It is only when we are pursuing our purpose that our
relationship with God will grow, we will mature as disciples of Jesus, we will see the work of the
Holy Spirit, and our love for each other will grow deeper.

Applying the Truth
I was talking to a pastor whom I hold in very high esteem this week who reminded me
that I missed an important part of my sermon last week (and maybe the last few weeks): the
application. He reminded me that it’s not enough to simply relate the truth, it must be grounded
in reality and give us something to do. His words ring in my ears, “Most people don’t really care
about the truth… they just want something that works.” So I can stand up here all day long
sharing truth, but it only becomes helpful when coupled with application. I think a lot of people,
if given a piece of truth can’t (or won’t) naturally take the leap to applying it without some
guidance.
The Apostle Paul, as he was writing his various letters to the churches, would write deep
theological truths, and then give commands and encouragements on how to apply it. It’s almost a
50/50 split – half teaching, half application. God is just as interested in us knowing the truth as
He is in us living it out.

A Deficit of Maturity
In the last chapter I said:
“If we are in KOINONIA with Jesus, then we will have KOINONIA with the people of the
church. It’s a powerful truth that the closer we are to Jesus, the closer we will feel to His people,
and the further we are from Jesus, the further away we will feel from His church.”
I want to go back to that for a moment. There is a dramatic deficit of mature believers
today, and I believe one of the key reasons people are distant from Jesus is because they are
distant from the church. There is a consumerist mindset among Christians where they are more
concerned with being “fed” than growing closer to Jesus and the people around them.
Some of you feel a tug in your heart to grow closer to Jesus but you don’t really know
where to start. You have questions that plague you, which are a stumbling block on your spiritual
journey. You don’t know where to find the tools you need to take the next step towards Christian
maturity. Some of you are struggling with relationship issues, addictions, fears, anxiety, anger,
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depression… and you've never told anyone – or you've only told a few people who have been
affected by your pain – and you don’t know what to do.
Some of you have a gift, but you've never used it to serve God, and don’t know what it’s
like to bless others in the way God designed you. You may even think that you don’t have a gift
because you don’t look like the people around you. There are things you love to do, that you are
good at doing, and have no idea how to do it in a way that would serve God and His church.
Some of you have a passion in your heart, something you've wanted to do for a long time, but
don’t know how to take the next step towards pursuing that passion.
This is why God created the church! You are in the exactly the right place to become
exactly who God has created you to be – but many Christians don’t know, or don’t believe that
to be true. They are looking for something else, when what they need is right in front of them.
God designed this organization, His Church, to be a place where you can reach your full
potential to bless God and others. This is a place where you can find healing for your deepest
hurts, and support in your darkest times. This is the greatest organization in the world, which has
the greatest resources, the longest reach, the best cause, the most reason, and the best Leader –
Jesus Christ.
Over the next couple of weeks, as part of this Foundations series, I want to share with
you a few ways that you can reach your potential right where you are.

Lean On Church Leaders
The first way that I want to share with you about how to use the church to grow as a
believer is to Lean on Your Church Leaders. As one who God has called to be a church leader,
this one is particularly close to my heart but it’s difficult to talk about. If I don’t tread carefully
here I can easily come across arrogantly, as though I have some kind of Messiah complex or
think I’m better than everyone else. I don’t believe that, so I want to make a bit of a biblical case
for what I’m talking about here.

A Biblical Case for Christian Mentors
The scriptures talk a lot about imitating not only Christ, but also other Christians
especially good, Christian leaders.
•
Paul says to the Philippians , “Join with others in following my example.”(3:17).
•
To the Thessalonians he says, “You became imitators of us and of the Lord…
And so you became a model to all the believers.” (1 Thess 1:6-7).
•
To the Corinthians Paul says, “I urge you, then, be imitators of me.” (1 Cor 4:16)
•
To the elders of the church Peter says, “…be examples to the flock.” (1 Peter 5:3)
•
Hebrews 13 has a couple of verses which give some pretty strong commands to
believers:
o “Remember your leaders, those who spoke to you the word of God.
Consider the outcome of their way of life, and imitate their faith.”
(Hebrews 13:7)
o “Obey your leaders and submit to them, for they are keeping watch over
your souls, as those who will have to give an account. Let them do this
with joy and not with groaning, for that would be of no advantage to you.”
(Hebrews 13:17)
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Why It's Not Happening
Christian mentoring is supposed to be normative in the church, but it's not happening the
way it used to. I believe there are a myriad of reasons why it isn't happening in churches today.
1. Because of some very high-profile failures, people hesitate to trust Christian leaders,
and so they write them all off.
2. Some people worry that imitating another Christian or even having leaders in the
church goes against scripture because it makes idols of them. Which can be true, but I would
argue is rarely the case on the local level (though it can happen to people who begin to idolize
certain “celebrity” pastors and teachers).
3. Another reason might be the rise of these “celebrity Christians” who become longdistance models for Christians who would consider them their mentor. They don’t meet with
them, talk to them, know them, or pray with them, but they consider them mentors. It’s not that
we can’t learn from these folks, but Christian leaders and mentors are meant to be people who
you meet with regularly, who know your name, your family, your struggles, and who care for
you as an individual. Long-distance, celebrity preachers can’t do that.
4. Another problem is that there are a lot of Christian leaders who simply are not worth
imitating because they are not pursuing their relationship with Jesus. It’s not a lack of desire for
some people, but a lack of option. Unfortunately the Canadian and North American church does
have some bad eggs, and many churches are stuck with immature elders and leaders, and they are
ruining it for those who desire to grow.
5. Another problem is that many Christian leaders don’t see it as their responsibility to
mentor other believers. In my experience, and after a lot of reading, I know that many church
leaders think their job begins and ends with getting their ministry tasks done. I know of very,
very few Christian leaders who believe their primary job is to replicate their faith into the next
generation of believers. I’m not sure if its laziness, or they are too busy, or it’s lack of training,
(or all of those), but most Christian leaders don’t find mentoring and training to be an important
part of their job.
6. On the other hand, there are some great leaders out there who are not being taken
advantage of! It really does break my heart that there are some great Christian leaders, pastors
and teachers in North America – hundreds and even thousands of competent ministers who know
the scriptures, pray for their people, have wisdom that they want to share – but are watching the
people they care for whiz by them towards destruction without so much as a word. These leaders,
both the professionals and the lay-leaders (and I know how they feel), stand ready to bring sound
teaching, good doctrine and wise counsel, practical love and have access to lots of ways to help –
but coming up against a wall that they can’t seem to get over.

How To Pursue Your Church Leaders
So my encouragement to you, as it is to every Christian I talk to, is to pursue your local
Christian leaders. That’s how God designed his church to work.
Here’s what I’m not saying: I’m not saying we are perfect – far from it. But I and the
other leaders of the church have been given to you as a gift from God (Ephesians 4:11-12) – and
that can come across as prideful, but believe me I (and the other leaders here) don’t see it that
way – if anything, it’s terrifying (especially Hebrews 13:17)!
So, that being said, let me share a few ways that you can take the ball and run with it. I’m
going to share some of these from a personal perspective, but I believe they are universally
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applicable for other church leaders as well. So, here are some ways you can use your church
leaders to help you grow in spiritual maturity:
1. Test us. Make sure they are called of God and qualified to lead. God has a list of
requirements in scripture for the men and women He calls to be leaders in His church. The list of
qualifications for elders in the church is found in 1 Timothy 3:2-7 and Titus 1:6-9. The list of
qualifications for deacons is found in 1 Timothy 3:8-13. Before you submit to their authority and
give them a voice in your life, check out their life and test them first.
2. Tell us your dreams, aspirations, fears and anxieties. Take off the mask, and take
down the wall. Share your heart with them, not just the news and weather. My heart is to help
you meet Jesus in new ways, and to help you explore your full potential in Him, and I can’t do
that unless I get to know you better. It does you no good at all to pretend in front of me, make
things up, or put on some kind of holy façade to impress me. Let me know what is going on in
your heart, and let me help you unpack that from a Christian, Biblical worldview.
3. Bother us. Don’t think you’re a nuisance or a bother because serving you is what we
live for! I have been given to you for the purpose of helping you meet Jesus. Like any other
person I am happiest when I am able to exercise my gifts and abilities for the glory of God – but
my gifts require you in order to exercise them! You are not a bother, you are the whole reason
we are here.
4. Ask us tonnes of questions. We've put a LOT of work into studying life, scripture,
theology, history, the church, personal and family counselling, and some other things because we
want to be able to help you. Pastors all over the world are seeking God in prayer and studying
their little hearts out so they can be of service to you! So ask us some things – there’s a good
chance you’re going to get a decent answer, or at least you’ll have a fellow believer who will be
seeking those answers with you. The only thing keeping you from a good answer to that nagging
question is yourself.
5. Trust us. This could come across as a sort of power trip, but if you have checked us
out using the criteria in 1Timothy and Titus, then we are supposed to have a good reputation,
care for people, be sober-minded, respectable, not quarrelsome, gentle, and not be in this job for
money or our own selfish pursuits. One of the qualifications of an elder is that we not become
“puffed up with conceit” because as soon as we start power-tripping or manipulating people or
situations to our advantage we lose the blessing of God.
This is just standard, no-brainer advice. If you walk into the doctor and he says, “you’re
sick, take this pill", you do it. If you walk up to your personal trainer and he says, “eat this and
do these exercises”, it’s not a power-trip, it’s why you came to them in the first place. Yes,
anyone can be wrong, but hopefully what this Christian leader is saying is coming from
scripture, blessed by the Spirit of God, from a heart that cares for you, and is tempered with the
wisdom of experience. No, you don’t have to submit, and there’s really nothing we can do about
that, but it’s to your own disadvantage not to. At least give it a try!
6. Help us pray for you. I've said this already, but it can’t be overstated – share your
heart and concerns with us. Stop me where I am and ask for prayer. Call me and ask for prayer.
Email me and ask for prayer. It’s not that my or any other Christian leader’s prayers are worth
more than yours, or anyone else’s, or that God somehow listens to us more than you, but a huge
part of my ministry, according to scripture (Acts 6:4), is to pray for you, and I can only do that
effectively if I know what is happening in your life. I can mobilize people to pray for you too. I
have a voice and connections you don’t have, and I can get more people to pray, if that’s what
you want. Share your prayer concerns with me and the leaders of the church.
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7. Get to know us as people. Some people see Christian leaders as talking-heads who
aren't really people, but super-busy, bible-quoting machines, holier-than-thous who float above
everyone because they get to go to special meetings and talk on Sunday. Let me assure you that
Church leaders are just people. I like wings, beer, steak, pizza, pool, sports, books, and tv –
maybe even a little too much. Many Christian leaders are introverts (including myself), and so
it’s tough for them to get to know people sometimes. Sure, we love people, but we also hide
behind the work of ministry so we don’t have to get out of our comfort zone. So we need you to
come at least half-way. I would like to get to know you and your family more, so please give me
a call and let’s get together. Not because it’s my job, but because I really want to know you
more.
8. Lovingly support us, and help us grow so you can grow. The scriptures say in 1
Timothy 5:17, “Let the elders who rule well be considered worthy of double honor, especially
those who labor in preaching and teaching.” This is a tough job. It’s public, political, religious,
and all-encompassing. Our hearts are on the line every day. We are under constant spiritual
attack. It is a HUGE, terrifying, weighty, responsibility to bring the Word of God to people
week-after-week in a way that is infused with the Holy Spirit, proclaims the gospel of Jesus,
honours and worships God, and helps the people we care about.
Pastors and Christian leaders are dropping like flies – some estimates say 1500 leaving
the ministry each month due to burnout, conflict or moral failure. If you have a good pastor
(elder, deacon), be good to them and take care of them. Do what you can to strengthen them, and
help them to grow as a believer, a leader, and a person. Take care of them financially, physically
and emotionally. Bless them so they can be a blessing to you.
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Making Christian Friends
“Is any pleasure on earth as great as a circle of Christian friends by a good fire?” ~ C.S Lewis
Developing close friendships and meaningful relationships with other believers isn't easy
and can be quite intimidating to talk about. If it was easy, it would be happening, but
unfortunately it isn't.

Impersonal Churches
You've all heard, and maybe even shared, the criticism that “big churches” are
impersonal. You can walk in and walk out, and though you are surrounded by hundreds of
people, no one knows you. So what’s the solution? To find a small church where people will see
you, are friendlier, where you will be noticed, missed, and forced to interact with those around
you! We smaller churches are always bragging about how much better it is to be part of a small
church for those reasons.
Well, that hasn't always been my experience, nor is it the experience of many others. I
know lots of people who attend smaller churches and feel just as alone in them as they would in
a mega-church.
There are many men who feel distant from their church, who will serve if they are asked
to, and have breakfast when invited, but who don’t feel close to anyone they see each week. If
they were stuck on the side of the road, in the middle of the night, and needed a pickup, they
might call someone from the church – but probably not. And certainly if they were falling into
temptation -- stumbling out of a bar, addicted to pornography, their marriage falling apart, being
abused by their boss – and they needed rescue, help, prayer, and accountability, most men in the
church wouldn't even consider talking to the other men in their church.
There are many women who come week-to-week, put on their face, act friendly, wave
their hands in service, make the coffee and snacks, serve in the nursery, teach Sunday school…
but they don’t feel a close affinity to the women of the church. Not really. When they share, they
share superficial prayer requests, usually involving the health of someone else, their kids, their
grand-kids – anyone other than themselves, but certainly not the true and deep struggles of their
heart. They feel compelled to serve, but they feel more like a name on a list than a member of a
team, let alone a valued member of the body of Christ. When they are tempted, afraid,
overwhelmed, anxious, confused… they would never think to call someone from their own
church! No way! What if it got around? The trust simply isn't there.
So these men and women come to church, their small church, week after week – unless
they can find an excuse not to – and they sit, and smile, and sing, and serve, and drink the coffee,
eat the cookies, talk about the latest movie, or the weather, or work, or whatever, but they go
home every single week feeling no closer to their fellow believers than they did the day before,
the week before, the year before.
It is a deeply, tragically ironic thing to be superficial or feel alone in a place built on the
sacrificial love of Jesus, overwhelming grace and forgiveness of God, empowered and protected
by the Holy Spirit. It is amazing to know that each one of us feels a deep desire to be closer to
God and long to know and be known by others – but experience none of that in Christ’s church.
There is a serious disconnect there. Something is profoundly wrong.
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Close Christian Relationships Are Biblical
What’s going wrong? We all feel the need for closeness. The Holy Spirit prompts us to
seek out love and equips us to serve one another. Jesus invites us to be a member of His family.
God commands us to be with each other. So, why aren't the people of God connecting to one
another as they should be?
At the very birth of the church, in Acts 2, we read this:
“And they devoted themselves to the apostles' teaching and the fellowship, to the
breaking of bread and the prayers. And awe came upon every soul, and many wonders
and signs were being done through the apostles. And all who believed were together and
had all things in common. And they were selling their possessions and belongings and
distributing the proceeds to all, as any had need. And day by day, attending the temple
together and breaking bread in their homes, they received their food with glad and
generous hearts, praising God and having favor with all the people. And the Lord added
to their number day by day those who were being saved.” (Acts 2:42-47 ESV)
That’s what is supposed to happen among believers. What’s going on?
In Hebrews, when the church was under attack and people were leaving because of how
hard it was to be identified with Jesus, Christians are told to,
“…consider how to stir up one another to love and good works, not neglecting to meet
together, as is the habit of some, but encouraging one another, and all the more as you
see the Day drawing near.” (Hebrews 10:24-25 ESV)
We are told in Galatians 6 to
“Bear one another's burdens, and so fulfill the law of Christ.”(Galatians 6:2 ESV)
That law is found in John 13:34-35,
“A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another: just as I have loved you,
you also are to love one another. By this all people will know that you are my disciples, if
you have love for one another.”
This should be normal among Christians, so why isn’t it?

Six Reasons Young Christians Leave Church
The Barna Group, probably the most famous Christian market research group out there,
completed a study a short while ago which turned into a book called “You Lost Me: Why Young
Christians are Leaving Church and Rethinking Faith”. It gives six reasons, and though some of
them are certainly geared to people aged 18-29, I believe many of the roots of the issues are
universal and apply to anyone of any age.
I’m going to share with you the six reasons from a summary article on the Barna website,
and at first, they are going to seem disconnected from what we are talking about – Developing
Christian Relationships – but I believe they all point directly at it when we look deeper:
Reason 1: Churches Seem Overprotective.
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“… much of their experience of Christianity feels stifling, fear-based and risk-averse. Onequarter of 18- to 29-year-olds said ‘Christians demonize everything outside of the church’….
Other perceptions in this category include ‘church ignoring the problems of the real world’
(22%) and ‘my church is too concerned that movies, music, and video games are harmful’.
(18%).”
When I look at that reason what I see is simply that the church spends a lot of time
talking about rules, do’s and don’ts, and not nearly enough time interacting with these people on
an individual level. Instead of walking along-side these folks, building relationships with them,
pointing them at Jesus, and intentionally mentoring them along a transformative, discipleship
path, we set up a list of rules, some easy answers, and let them figure it out on their own. Instead
of having small groups that listen to people’s hearts and meet their most basic spiritual needs, we
have bible studies where people argue about semantics to avoid going deep with one another.
And so the people leave because we care more for our rules and reputations than we do for them.
Reason 2: [Their] Experience of Christianity is Shallow.
“A second reason that young people depart church as young adults is that something is lacking
in their experience of church. One-third said ‘church is boring’ (31%). One-quarter of these
young adults said that ‘faith is not relevant to my career or interests’ (24%) or that ‘the Bible is
not taught clearly or often enough’ (23%). Sadly, one-fifth of these young adults who attended a
church as a teenager said that ‘God seems missing from my experience of church’ (20%).”
Now someone might argue that this means we need to jazz up our churches, get better
music, blame the preachers for not being interesting enough. I don’t believe that’s what this is
saying. People will see something as boring when they don’t understand what’s going on, when
it has no meaning to them, and there is no connection to their lives.
I can sit and enjoy watching curling because I used to curl and I know the game. I can
enjoy watching hockey because I understand the rules. But if I don’t know a broom from a
button, or why the referee keeps blowing his whistle every time the puck crosses the little red
line, I’m going to lose interest quickly.
I believe it’s the same in church – it has far more to do with understanding what’s going
on and seeing the meaning and value behind it than how fancy and modern the production is.
And how do people learn what’s going on? How do they learn the meaning of what they are
experiencing? How do they find value in the experience of church? It’s not just what happens on
Sunday morning, but throughout the week.
I will worship God better on Sunday when I am comfortable and feel close to the people
I’m worshiping with – even if I don’t like the style, I can love the musician, the singer, and the
people in the pew, which makes it meaningful. I will listen to the sermon better, and get more out
of God’s word if I know that I will have a chance to ask questions of a trusted mentor later, will
be held accountable to it, and be able to practice the application with the support of my friends
and fellow believers. I will volunteer to serve more, and get more out of serving others, and meet
God in my serving, when I know the needs of the people around me, how I can help them, know
I am valuable to them, and that they will serve me and love me back – not that they are using me
because I’m willing.
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Reason #3: Churches Come Across Antagonistic to Science.
“One of the reasons young adults feel disconnected from church or from faith is the tension they
feel between Christianity and science. The most common of the perceptions in this arena is
‘Christians are too confident they know all the answers’ (35%). Three out of ten young adults
with a Christian background feel that ‘churches are out of step with the scientific world we live
in’ (29%). Another one-quarter embrace the perception that ‘Christianity is anti-science’ (25%).
And nearly the same proportion (23%) said they have ‘been turned off by the creation-versusevolution debate.’”
You may think that this isn't relationship based, but listen to what they said. These people
look around at the smug Christians who think they have all the answers and don’t want to be a
part of that group. This is a group that hasn’t shared their doubts. The relationships among that
group are not free enough, and there is no permission, for people to share their fears, their
doubts, their faith struggles, their unanswered prayers… they feel they must put on the show,
have the pat-answer, and project confidence. What they are not seeing are authentic Christians
who struggle with the same problems they do.
They've been “turned off by the creation-versus-evolution debate” not because they don’t
value debate… but because of the unkindness, arrogance, and militant nature of how Christians
are doing it! They do not see loving people who are pursuing the truth and graciously defending
the scriptures, they see angry fundamentalists who are more interested in talking than listening.
This is a relational issue. We all need to have a place where we can come and feel safe
enough to share our struggles, our fears, our hurts, our doubts, and know we are not going to get
pat-answers, but be surrounded by people who will say “I’ve struggled with that too… here’s my
story.” Or “I am struggling with that… can we work together to figure it out?”
Reason #4: Young Christians’ Church Experiences Related to Sexuality are Often
Simplistic, Judgmental.
“With unfettered access to digital pornography and immersed in a culture that values hypersexuality over wholeness, teen and twentysomething Christians are struggling with how to live
meaningful lives in terms of sex and sexuality [and so are many men and women who are much
older than twentysomething]. One of the significant tensions for many young believers is how to
live up to the church's expectations of chastity and sexual purity in this culture…. Research
indicates that most young Christians are as sexually active as their non-Christian peers, even
though they are more conservative in their attitudes about sexuality. One-sixth of young
Christians (17%) said they ‘have made mistakes and feel judged in church because of them.’”
What you are reading here is not as much about the changes in societal mores (which is
certainly true and a cause of some of this tension) as it is the shame people feel when they are
around other Christians. When they come to church and “have made mistakes” who do you think
makes them “feel judged in church”? Certainly some of it is the Spirit of God working in their
heart to move them towards repentance, but it’s also the eyes of everyone around them.
Why? Because they have no idea that anyone else is struggling with sexual sin too.
They've never talked to another man about sexual temptation. They've never talked to another
woman about their sexuality. They feel alone, and the only people talking about it, the only ones
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who make them feel normal are outside the church telling them that everything they do is okay
as long as it is between two consensual adults. They feel in their heart that something is wrong
with that, but when they look around at church, who are they going to talk to about it?
Who won’t judge them? Who won’t tell them to pray about it and then walk away? Who
can they trust won’t gossip about it? Who will meet with them over and over and over as they
fumble and fall, never letting them go, being patient with them, helping them?
They look around, in pain, in confusion, feeling dirty – knowing God will forgive, but
also knowing they will do the same thing again – and feeling defeated, and they can’t see any
Christian they are close enough to tell. So they go to the world.
Reason #5: They Wrestle With the Exclusive Nature of Christianity.
“Younger Americans have been shaped by a culture that esteems open-mindedness, tolerance
and acceptance. Today’s youth and young adults also are the most eclectic generation in
American history in terms of race, ethnicity, sexuality, religion, technological tools and sources
of authority. Most young adults want to find areas of common ground with each other,
sometimes even if that means glossing over real differences. Three out of ten young Christians
(29%) said ‘churches are afraid of the beliefs of other faiths’ and an identical proportion felt
they are ‘forced to choose between my faith and my friends.’ One-fifth of young adults with a
Christian background said ‘church is like a country club, only for insiders’ (22%).”
Again, this is all relational language. They are willing to look over huge diversity in order
to have relationships with each other – and they come to church and find clique after clique.
They gloss over differences so they can be together – and yet they have a hard time finding a
mature Christian who will accept them for who they are. They see how we treat one another,
how we talk about other belief systems, and they don’t hear kindness, gentleness, self-control,
and love, they hear fear – and fear is not attractive to anyone.
Christians, who have been in church, raised in church, say that it’s “like a country club,
only for insiders.” Do you know what I hear there? That they never felt like an insider while they
were at church. They never got inside. They always felt outside. Or, they were on the inside, but
when they brought someone they cared about to church, they were never really allowed in. They
looked at their peer group and said “I like you guys, but you’d never fit in with the group of
Christians I hang out with on Sunday.” So for a while they kept their Christian group separate
from their other group, until the day they realized they felt closer and more loved by the nonChristians than the Christians. At that moment they thought, “I’m not an insider anymore…
maybe I never was…” and they turned their backs and walked towards the people who really
cared about them.
Reason #6: The Church Feels Unfriendly to Those Who Doubt
“Young adults with Christian experience say the church is not a place that allows them to
express doubts. They do not feel safe admitting that sometimes Christianity does not make sense.
In addition, many feel that the church’s response to doubt is trivial. Some of the perceptions in
this regard include not being able ‘to ask my most pressing life questions in church” (36%) and
having 'significant intellectual doubts about my faith’ (23%). In a related theme of how churches
struggle to help young adults who feel marginalized, about one out of every six young adults with
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a Christian background said their faith ‘does not help with depression or other emotional
problems’ they experience (18%).”
Could this be any more clear? This is all about relationships within the church! These
people don’t feel safe. They feel as though they are being trivialized. They feel shut out from
asking hard questions. They have no connection between their knowledge of the gospel, and how
that translates into being something that transforms their lives – and the reason is because they
are not in close relationships to people who are modeling that for them, and there is no one
around who is admitting they have the same problems. The stigma of depression and emotional
pain should not be present in the body of Christ. Every one of us has a story to tell about this.
Every one of us has the ability to help others bear their burdens.

Not Us.
We cannot be like this! This must not be true here. Yes, I know we are busy people, we
are being entertained into oblivion, we don’t know where to start, we have no practice, our house
is dirty, our schedule is full, we've been let down before, we are afraid of any kind of intimacy or
sharing on deep levels because of scars in our past.
I know, and it takes great courage, tenacity, and a miracle of God to change that – but we
serve a God who works miracles. We serve a living saviour who gives us what we need to do
what we must, and that includes deepen ourselves through relationships to one another.
We cannot be the superficial group where no one grows. We cannot be the church where
people are afraid to speak. Women and men of the church are encouraged and commanded to get
into one another lives. Throughout scripture we are taught to pass along our faith and practice to
the next generation of believers. This isn't meant to be something that is arduous and lifesucking, but something that builds you up, opens your heart, helps you grow in faith, and know
you are useful to the kingdom and the Father.
Titus 2 commands older women to mentor the younger women. 2 Timothy 2 commands
men to mentor young men. We are reminded throughout scripture to be intentional about passing
along our faith and life, and so just as I encouraged you to pursue your Christian leaders, I
encourage you to pour your faith and life into someone else’s.
Before, I was trying to give you a little push towards being intentional about your
spiritual life, getting out of your comfort zone, and asking someone to speak into your life. Now
I’m encouraging you to do something that might be much harder: to get out of your comfort zone
and have the courage to speak into someone else’s life. Be a mentor. Be a good Christian friend.
Be the one who builds that relationship that you wish you had when you were young in the faith.
Take the risk of opening up your life and go deep with the younger believers around you.
And if you are a younger believer – or feel like one – God still wants you to be an
encouragement and a help to others along their faith journey. Listen to the Spirit of God and
speak the messages He gives you.
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Making Love Your Priority
“One hundred religious persons knit into a unity by careful organization do not constitute a
church any more than eleven dead men make a football team. The first requisite is life, always.“
~ A. W. Tozer
I like learning and teaching theology. I thoroughly enjoyed preaching and writing this
Foundations book because it is full of deep, biblical, gospel truths – the very bedrock of what we
should build our lives on. I love being able to help people know God better by answering
questions about God through scripture. In my own personal studies there is no greater joy for me
than discovering another piece of understanding about the nature of God.
But there is one thing about the nature of God that I continuously forget – God is love.
Maybe you don’t have this problem, but I do. I think more about God’s other attributes like His
unchanging immutability, His power, His omniscience, His graciousness, His wrath – more than
I do His love. It is the difficulty I have always had with taking my faith and helping it make that
18 inch journey from my head to my heart.
I’m not sure why this is a problem for me, because the love of God is overwhelming in
scripture (and in my life for that matter). Three times in one chapter (1 John 4) it says that “God
is love”. I don’t want to get into a theological discussion about the love of God, but I do want to
use this as a jumping off point. 1 John 4 reminds us that God is love, and that His love empowers
our love.
“Beloved, let us love one another, for love is from God, and whoever loves has been born
of God and knows God. Anyone who does not love does not know God, because God is
love.” (1 John 4:7-8)

Our Highest Priority
This must be our first and most essential thought. I/We must remember that all of the
characteristics of the Christian life – faith, hope, mission, purpose, joy, worship, forgiveness,
peacemaking, communion, baptism, -- none of them mean anything unless they are motivated by
the love of God for me and are then lived out in loving actions towards those around me.
I can understand discipleship, walking behind and learning from my Master, but if I am
not doing the things He is doing, my learning means nothing. I can recite the True Gospel word
for word, share scriptures until the cows come home, but if those verses don’t take root in my
heart and give me daily hope, a stronger connection to Jesus, and are shared with others in a way
that shows the love of God, they are powerless. I can revel in the mastery and simplicity of the
Five Solas: Scripture Alone, Grace Alone, Faith Alone, Christ Alone and the Glory of God
Alone – and believe them with all my heart, but if those truths do not spill out of my heart and
mouth to others, if I am not becoming more gracious to others, if I am not stirring up another’s
faith, if I am not pointing others to Christ, if I’m not in a community of believers, worshipping
God with others – all of that knowledge is pointless.
Doubtless, those of you who know scripture are hearing echoes of 1 Corinthians 13,
which says:
“If I speak in the tongues of men and of angels, but have not love, I am a noisy gong or a
clanging cymbal. And if I have prophetic powers, and understand all mysteries and all
knowledge, and if I have all faith, so as to remove mountains, but have not love, I am
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nothing. If I give away all I have, and if I deliver up my body to be burned, but have not
love, I gain nothing.” (vs 1-3)
I’m reminded about the context of those verses. They are written by the Apostle Paul
after he spends time teaching us about the power of the Holy Spirit lived out in our spiritual gifts
and the importance of recognizing our need for others, and their need for us, in the body of
Christ.
The verse right before “If I speak in the tongues of men and angels…” says this:
“And now I will show you the most excellent way.” (12:31).
That is a very meaningful, challenging verse to me. The act of loving others is more
excellent than desiring, having, and using our spiritual gifts! Being loving is more excellent than
speaking in tongues, prophesying, teaching the scriptures, administrating our resources, and even
miraculous healing. Witnessing an act of love is more excellent than anything else we could see
in our lives.
We all desire God’s blessing and when we ask “What can we do to become a church (or a
family, a person, a workplace) that God blesses?” the answer isn’t all that complicated. It isn’t
having better pews to sit in, more contemporary music, great preaching, changing our leadership
style, getting into our community [whatever that means], doing more missions, engaging the
youth, or anything else that we can do. It doesn’t mean traveling the world, buying cooler stuff,
finding our perfect job, or worrying about every moment being perfect. The answer is simply
that we must desire the “most excellent way” of living. The answer scripture gives to “what must
I do to be blessed?” is to of love God and each other more, better, spontaneously, sacrificially,
and consistently. When we do that, we will live a blessed life.

The Heart of the Kingdom
“And one of the scribes came up and heard them disputing with one another, and seeing
that he answered them well, asked him, ‘Which commandment is the most important of
all?’ Jesus answered, ‘The most important is, ‘Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the
Lord is one. And you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your
soul and with all your mind and with all your strength.’ The second is this: ‘You shall
love your neighbor as yourself.’ There is no other commandment greater than these.”
And the scribe said to him, ‘You are right, Teacher. You have truly said that he is one,
and there is no other besides him. And to love him with all the heart and with all the
understanding and with all the strength, and to love one's neighbor as oneself, is much
more than all whole burnt offerings and sacrifices.’ And when Jesus saw that he
answered wisely, he said to him, ‘You are not far from the kingdom of God.’” (Mark
12:28-34)
This questioning scribe was closer than the others to understanding the Kingdom of God
because he understood that God’s highest priority is love, not the actions of religion. He wasn't
quite there because he didn't understand that Jesus was the beloved Son of God who had come to
suffer for sins on his behalf, but he was a lot closer than the others because he understood
something fundamental about God and about His Heart for the Kingdom – Love comes first.
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Love is an Action
But what is Love? What I believe most people don’t understand about love is that it is not
primarily an emotion – it is primarily a decision, and secondarily an action. It becomes an
emotion only after a person has decided to love and then acted on that love.
Think of Romans 5:8, “…but God shows his love for us in that while we were still
sinners, Christ died for us.” He made the choice to love us, acted on that decision and made a
way for us to be saved. He didn’t do this primarily out of an emotional connection to us, but
because love requires action.
Ephesians 2:4-5 says, “But God, being rich in mercy, because of the great love with
which he loved us, even when we were dead in our trespasses, made us alive together with
Christ…” Despite our condition of being dead in our sins, and as he called us in verse 3, people
who deserved His “wrath”, God chose to show us love.
That is the decision which we all need to make, and which I wish to compel you towards
today. Decide today that you will be a loving person. Don’t wait until you feel like it; make the
decision to do it. Commit in your heart to God, and ask for His help, to make the choices a
loving person would make. God doesn’t leave wiggle room in scripture for anything else to be
our highest priority.
Here’s an example of what I mean: In Matthew 5:44 Jesus says:
“But I say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you.”
We can’t do that until we have made the decision to do so. Loving our enemies is not
something we are going to do naturally, nor is it something that we are going to feel – it is a
decision, a choice, that we have to make well before we are faced with an enemy to show love to.
If we are primarily living with the understanding that love is an emotion, then we will
never be able to obey the scriptures and be people who are characterized by love. We will be far
too easily swept around by things like how we feel, how the other person feels, whether we are
sick or well, happy or sad, in plenty or in want… all of those things will factor into whether or
not we will love someone at that time. But, if we have made the decision to love, and intend to
live by the rule of love, then it will be far easier to be consistent in loving others.
The saddest example of this I can think of is the reason so many give for why they
divorce – they fall out of love. If the marriage is built upon something as transient as emotion,
then the marriage is doomed from the start. I’ve been to weddings where the vows are not vows
at all, but flowery words about a love devoid of commitment. I read a great quote this week in an
online news article which said,
“‘I do’ is becoming something more like ‘I might’, as one in three couples refuse to vow
‘til death do us part’ at the altar.”
I get this. If you’re going to be honest, it’s pretty hard to say that you are going to be in
emotional love with someone for the next ten, twenty, fifty years. It would be exhausting to try to
feel loving towards another person 24/7 until the day one of you died. All it takes is one good
argument, or a passing thought about another person and boom! The feelings begin to falter. So
you have to leave some room just in case you or the other person doesn't just feel it anymore.
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My How They Love One Another!
Here’s the part where I’m going to get preachy… this same principle applies to church as
well. In John 13 Jesus famously said:
“By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you love for one another.” (Jn
13:35)
There is a famous story by an ancient Christian writer named Tertullian who told of a
time when the Roman government was worried about what was going on among this group of
people who called themselves Christians. They were increasing in number, but they wouldn't say
that Caesar was Lord. All they had to do was put a pinch of incense before the altar of the
emperor, but they wouldn't do it. This worried the Romans who thought they might be disloyal.
So they sent a spy to gather information about what the Christians did at their meetings and when
the report came back it confused the pagan leaders even more. It said something like:
“These Christians are a very strange bunch of people. They meet together in an empty room to
worship. They don’t have a statue or an image, but they speak of one whom they call Jesus, and
whom is expected to come at any time. But there is one thing I can say for sure: My how they
love Him, and my how they love one another!” (Adapted from a story told in J. Vernon McGee's
"Thru The Bible" Commentary)
That’s what’s supposed to happen when someone meets a group of Christians – or a
Christian individual I might add. They might walk out confused about the songs we sing, the
scripture we quote, the way we dress, the traditions we hold, or what was happening at our
meetings…. They might walk away thinking you are weird, and use strange words, and do
strange things… but if there are two thoughts they walk away with they must be: “Wow, do they
ever love this Jesus person!” and “My goodness, do they ever love each other!”
I realize that I’m not saying anything earth-shattering here. I also realize that as simple as
this is, it’s also the hardest thing in the world to do right. While processing this idea I went
through my bookshelf looking for books that talked about the importance of loving one
another… and that was every book I have.
A video I watched this week said it this way:
“If you’re a Christian, and I spend the whole day with you and can’t tell if you’re a Christian or
not… you’re doing it wrong!”
I opened a theology book and discovered the central theme of God’s love throughout
scripture and how important it is to study about God’s love. I looked at books about how to live
wisely and it showed me how critical it is to live with love as a priority first, and all else will
follow. I read a book about how to hear God’s voice and was told about how God speaks through
serving others and listening to other believers, so if you want to hear God’s voice get close to
them. I looked at the authors who teach about how to organize and grow a church and it was
there too – don’t worry as much about methodology as you do about teaching, experiencing and
sharing God’s love.
When we ask, “How can I become a more mature disciple of Jesus?” the answer is that
we need to learn how to love God in our heart, and then act out that love towards others with our
hands and words.
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When we ask, “How can I get more out of worship?” the answer is that we need to focus
on singing, sharing, and speaking about the love of God, and then allowing that love to affect us
in such a way that we not only believe it, but feel it also.
When we ask, “How can I do outreach to my family, friends and community?” the
answer is that we live out the love of God in a way that is obvious to everyone around us.
When we ask, “How can I have meaningful relationships with people?” the answer is that
we need to make the choice, the decision, to step out of our routine, our comfort zone, and get
ourselves into a place where we can be loved and show love.

Practical Love
Ok, so it’s practical application time. Let’s close out by looking at a two ways that we
can do this.
1. Make the Family of Believers a High Priority in Your Life.
I’m a big fan of The Purpose Driven Life by Rick Warren. The second purpose he says
we were created for is that “You Were Formed for God’s Family.” His points are simple but
profound. Warren reminds us that all Christians, when we are saved, are brought into a new
family. It was God’s desire to have us be His children, and when He speaks, He speaks in terms
of relationship. He is our Father, we are His children. Ephesians 1:5 says, “His unchanging plan
has always been to adopt us into his own family by bringing us to himself through Jesus Christ.”
He reminds us that scripture teaches that we are to prioritize the body of Christ, the
Christians around us, in our life. 1 Peter 2:17 says “Love the brotherhood.” (Another translation
says, “Show special love for God’s people.” CEV) Galatians 6:10 says it this way, “So then, as
we have opportunity, let us do good to everyone, and especially to those who are of the
household of faith.”
Why? Because of what Jesus said about how people are to know that we are His disciples
– because of our love for one another. We were saved through Jesus TO BE members of his
family. Ephesians 2:19, “So then you are no longer strangers and aliens, but you are fellow
citizens with the saints and members of the household of God…”
Certainly this is a command in scripture, to make time to be with and love other
believers, but it is also a joy for us. We grow in community, we serve in community, and we
exist for community. And we primarily exist for the community of faith. Remember, the whole
reason we have spiritual gifts is so we can do good for one another. (1 Corinthians 12:7)
So, if you are given the choice between attending church and going somewhere else,
prioritize attending church. If you are given the choice to bless a non-believer or a believer, bless
the believer. If you have something and want to give it away, ask other Christians first. If you
want to talk, or find a partner, or do something with another person, find another Christian.
The lower down your brothers and sisters get on your priority list, the further you will
find yourself from God, the more easily you will fall into temptation, the greater the chance is
you will adopt false teaching, and the less love you will experience in your life.
2. Go Be Where You Can Love and Be Loved.
The Message version of Romans 12:4-5 says this:
“Each part gets its meaning from the body as a whole, not the other way around. The
body we’re talking about is Christ’s body of chosen people. Each of us finds our meaning
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and function as a part of his body. But as a chopped-off finger or cut-off toe we wouldn’t
amount to much, would we?”
A lot of Christians, in my experience, live like chopped-off fingers and toes. They desire
to be useful, feel they are made with a purpose, and know deep in their being that God is calling
them towards something greater, but they aren’t able to pick up any traction when they try to
figure out what that is. And I believe that’s because they are trying to do it on their own, outside
of the church, away from other believers.
Perhaps you have been burned by people, let down by them, hurt by something people
did to you. That pain has caused you to erect a wall around yourself which you use to protect
yourself from greater hurts. You’ve worked hard to make that wall look good. You’ve painted it
up, put a smile on it, and when you are around others, it’s like there’s not even a wall there at all.
They see the façade, but they never get to see the real you.
Consequently you keep God at a distance, because you know that if there’s one thing that
He wants to do, it’s get into your business, know the real you, get emotional with you, and mess
around with your innards. You also keep the church at a distance because you are afraid that if
you let down your defences you’ll be let down or even hurt again.
And so you live a bi-polar life where part of you is committed to Jesus and He is calling
to you a greater relationship with Him – but you are trying to do it away from the church. It
won’t work.
How do you get over that? What you must do is to put yourself into a place where you
can be loved. Your natural tendency will be to only go when you feel like it, but as I said before,
love is a choice, so you must make the decision to go places where you can love and be loved.
I’m not saying you have to go and pour out your guts to the first person you see, but you must
begin by making the commitment to consistently be around believers, where they can love you
and where you can love them back.
Satan wants you alone. God said, “It is not good for man to be alone.” Satan wants you to
himself, Jesus wants you with Him and around other believers. Just go. When the church is open,
be there. Invite believers into your home and invite yourself over to other believers’ homes when
you can. Join Christian book clubs. Ask a Christian leader to introduce you to someone. Join
Christian chat groups online. Just be around other believers. This is one of the lessons Jesus has
taught me over the years – the blessing that can come just by sucking it up and showing up even
when you don’t want to.

Conclusion
(I’m going to borrow from Rick Warren’s “Purpose Driven Life” a bit more.)
It is in the church where you will be identified as a genuine believer and where you will
be able to express your membership as one of the Body of Christ. It is your church family who
will keep you from becoming self-centred and isolated. It is your church family who will help
you develop spiritual muscle. It is in the church where you will find that you have purpose and
meaning, and where you are needed. It is through the church that you will share in Christ’s
mission in the world. And it is the church family that will keep you from back-sliding.
But it’s your choice. If you are a Christian you have been born-again, but it is your choice
whether you will prioritize other Christians and put yourself in a place where you can love and
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be loved. “The Christian life is more than a commitment to Christ; it includes a commitment to
other Christians.”5

5

Purpose Driven Life: Expanded Edition, Pg. 139
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Part 3: Intentional Discipleship
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First, A Warning
“The "show business," which is so incorporated into our view of Christian work today, has
caused us to drift far from Our Lord's conception of discipleship. It is instilled in us to think that
we have to do exceptional things for God; we have not. We have to be exceptional in ordinary
things, to be holy in *mean streets, among *mean people, surrounded by sordid sinners. That is
not learned in five minutes.” ~ Oswald Chambers (*ordinary/average)

God Isn't A Gumball Machine
We’ve been working hard over the last bunch of chapters to lay the groundwork for the
next part, which is where I’m sure most readers really want to get to. I've had many people over
the years sit across from me in my office, or at a small group, or after service, and ask the same
question: What do I need to do to grow as a Christian?
What many of these folks want is a program, a system, a list of things to do that will
deepen their faith, help them know the Bible more, answer their theological questions, challenge
them to serve more, and help them become a better Christian. I'm thankful for these folks. They
have a desire, but they don’t know how to get started.
Other people will ask that same question, “What do I need to do to grow as a Christian?”,
but they are not doing it out of a thirst for more, but out of a place of pain. What they are really
saying is, “I’m barely holding on to the faith here. My life is a mess, my priorities are messed up,
I’m addicted to things that are hurting me, my relationships are in turmoil, I haven’t felt peace
for a long time, I’m not enjoying church, I don’t have any close friends, I don’t feel worship, I
think I’m losing my faith, my salvation, and maybe my soul.”
They are crying out for help. They want to know what spiritual activity will fix these
problems and will make God bless them so they can feel better. I certainly don’t blame them for
wanting that, and I most certainly want to help in whatever way I can.
This is what we’ve been working towards. I needed to build up an understanding of what
it means to be a sinner, to be saved, to have faith, and to be a Christian. I needed everyone to
have an understanding of the basics… the Foundations… of Christianity before I got into the
“how-to” section.
I’ve been putting off this practical section in hopes that you won’t come into it believing
that doing all of these things will give you the answers. No, these are tools by which you can
access the answers you are looking for.
I’m going to say something strange now, so please pay attention: If you are trying to
grow as a Christian, or are trying to figure out how to get out of the messes in your life, you
don’t need to know how to pray better. You don’t need to read your Bible more. You don’t need
to fast, or join a class, or go to more worship services, or get a mentor, or get baptized, or learn
more verses. It is not about what you can do.
As we come into this practical section it is absolutely imperative that you grasp that what
I’m going to teach you is not a way to build up credit with God, twist His arm, impress Him, or
anything else that will make Him indebted to you. Spiritual disciplines are not a way to make
God bless you. Putting in more time in prayer or reading the Bible does not equal God’s
blessing. God is not a gumball machine that you can put in a quarter, spin the dial, and get
something. This is not like exercise where if you work hard enough you are guaranteed to see
results. It doesn’t work like that. Your spiritual life doesn’t work like that.
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Everybody – everybody! gets this wrong at some point. They look at God and say, “I’ve
done so much for you, now you should do something for me.” And they site all of their spiritual
works, their service, their church attendance, all the things they’ve given up, and list all the ways
they have been a good boy or girl that deserves a cosmic cookie from God.
It doesn’t work like that. And if there is something that I wanted you to get out of the
previous chapters it is that your salvation is a work of Jesus, out of the mercy and great love of
God, not by anything you have done. God has poured blessings on you, but it is from His grace,
not out of a sense of indebtedness. He saved you from Hell, gave you a new heart, a new life, the
gift of the Holy Spirit, of the church, and so much more, not because you deserve it, but because
HE LOVES YOU SO MUCH.

Go to Church and Sin
Amos 4:4-5 helps us understand the importance having a proper motivation towards these
spiritual disciplines. It is critical that we see that God is after our hearts, our love for Him, our
relationship with Him, our obedience to His will, and NOT about us simply going through a
bunch of prescribed religious activities. God wants to relate to us the way a child loves their
father, not the way a bank treats a client.
This is such a common temptation that we have to snuff it out at the onset. We cannot
come to our daily devotions, to church, prayer, study, visiting the sick, tithing, or anything else
with the hopes of trying to get something out of God. It must, must, MUST be motivated by our
love for Him, our thanksgiving for salvation, and our relationship with His Son, Jesus Christ.
Listen to how God talks to His people to show them how ridiculous their spiritual
activities have become to Him. He says:
“‘Go to Bethel and sin; go to Gilgal and sin yet more. Bring your sacrifices every
morning, your tithes every three years [some translators say “days”]. 5 Burn leavened
bread as a thank offering and brag about your freewill offerings—boast about them, you
Israelites, for this is what you love to do,” declares the Sovereign Lord.”
Can you hear the sarcasm? There’s a lot going on here, but let me summarize. Gilgal and
Bethel were important places of worship for the Israelite people, and they were full. They were
equivalent to some “mega-churches” today, or the big revival tents of old. (Please understand
that I’m not about to bash megachurches. Some of them are AMAZING, Christ honouring, Godfearing, people loving places, with amazing pastors and congregations!)
They were abuzz with religious activity. People were coming from all around to be a part
of this amazing “church”. Let’s take a look at the description of what these churches were like
5:21-26 – but we’ll do it in reverse. God is speaking with derision and hatred towards them, but
let’s look at them from a human point of view. Perhaps you’ll see some of yourself in these
descriptions:
“I hate, I despise your religious festivals; your assemblies are a stench to me.”
These folks were having great festivals, parties, and assemblies. People were moving and
shaking at this church! They were following enough of the religious language and ancient
practices that they could call themselves a “church”, but not so much that they were being
hampered by the old, boring, restrictive practices of the Law of Moses. Like many Christians
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today, the people who went to Bethel and Gilgal appreciated the modern twist that this church
had taken on their worship times.
“Even though you bring me burnt offerings and grain offerings, I will not accept them.
Though you bring choice fellowship offerings, I will have no regard for them.”
This church, and these people were into new worship, new modes, the fun assemblies -the really good stuff -- not the boring, orthodox stuff. In chapter 4 which we read before it says
that they were coming either every three years or every three days… the idea being that they
allowed people to sacrifice either less or more often than they were required so they could show
how open, spiritual and cool they were. Show up whenever you want and you don’t have to
follow the rules.
Verse 5 says they were bringing “leavened bread” to their sacrifices, which was strictly
prohibited by Leviticus 2:11. So in other words, “Worship whenever you want, however you
want, in the way you want, with the things you want, and the people you want – it’s all about
you!” I can just hear them saying, “God is all about love! Love wins! God isn’t just about rules
and regulations, He wants you to enjoy life, to be successful, to have great bounty… so come,
bring your sacrifices to the church if that’s what you’re into – or don’t. In fact, this is a place
where you can and celebrate your offering -- bring your good stuff, your “choice fellowship
offerings” and we will make sure that we tell everyone – then God and everyone who comes will
be impressed with you! Or don’t… whatever! It’s all about you!”
“Away with the noise of your songs! I will not listen to the music of your harps.”
This church had a great band too! All the most modern instrumentality, the coolest singer,
the nicest light system. This was a good show to come and watch! Skip to verse 26:
“You have lifted up the shrine of your king, the pedestal of your idols, the star of your
god—which you made for yourselves.” Another translation has this, “You shall take up
Sikkuth your king, and Kiyyun your star-god—your images that you made for
yourselves…”
They had some cool stuff that other churches didn’t have. They were so inclusive! Not
only did they worship Yahweh, but they allowed you to worship Sikkuth and Kiyyun who were
associated with astrology and the planet Saturn. They had pagan idols right inside the church.
This church didn’t make you feel bad for checking your horoscope, in fact they printed it right in
the bulletin. They had all the coolest religious stuff from all the different religions – prayer
wheels, and native spirituality, worshipping mother earth, you can call God a “she” or an “it”…
they let you worship however you wanted, whenever you wanted and whoever you wanted.
Worshipping these other gods also had the added benefit of allowing you to circumvent the Law
of God and indulge in all kinds of sexual immorality and become wealthy through any means
possible. You could have your religious cake and eat it too!
This church wouldn’t judge you. They would accept you with open arms. They would let
you feel like you were worshipping the One True God, but also let you have a couple of other
pagan gods on the side. They wouldn’t make you do anything you didn’t want to do, believe
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anything you didn’t like, or do anything difficult. They were all about health, wealth, freedom
and peace.
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A Church You Can Brag About
Look at the end of Amos 4:5:
“‘…brag about your freewill offerings—boast about them, you Israelites, for this is what
you love to do,’ declares the Sovereign Lord.”
This is a church you could be proud to call home. They are in all the papers, the pastor is
on all the tv shows, he writes bestselling books, the band has their own top 10 CD! I bet that was
their slogan: A Church You Can Brag to Your Friends About. This church was all about letting
people do what they “love to do.”
A lot of people want this kind of a church and this kind of Christianity. They are quietly
ashamed of their conservative church that believes the Bible is the Word of God and that Jesus is
the Only way. They wish their church would get more press, be more popular, compromise a
little more, and have some of the things the cool churches have. They wouldn’t say it in public,
and they certainly wouldn’t say it to their church, but they quietly believe it in their hearts. They
can’t brag about their church because it is too closed minded, too conservative, to Biblethumping, not open enough to current trends, current thinking, the new social agenda, modern
viewpoints and other worldviews. I believe this is why many Christians swap churches. Not
because of any biblical reason, but because their church isn’t cool enough for them.

A Pagan Mindset
Why do I tell you all this in the context of personal, spiritual development and as an
introduction to our “how-to” about intentional discipleship and growing in the faith? Because I
need you to get the motivations of your heart straight before you ever start down this path of
Christianity. I need you to have your heart in the right place before you take the next step of
discipleship. I need your spiritual life to be motivated by your love for your God, your
thankfulness to your Saviour Jesus Christ, and a passion to connect with His Holy Spirit – not by
a selfish desire to get health, wealth, comfort or anything else.
Does God want to give you good things?
Will you find peace if you do these things?
Will you be comforted? Will you be able to deal with stress, and loss, and fear, and
anxiety better?
I would say unequivocally YES!
I believe that if you practice these disciplines you will, without question, grow as a
person, become a better person, a better husband or wife or child, a better worker, be able to save
your money, live on purpose and feel like you are contributing to the world, be physically,
emotionally and spiritually healthier! BUT If you are doing these things for that reason, you are
completely missing the point. I hope you understand that!
Read what Jesus said in Matthew 6:31:
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“So do not worry, saying, ‘What shall we eat?’ or ‘What shall we drink?’ or ‘What shall
we wear?’ For the pagans run after all these things, and your heavenly Father knows
that you need them.”
The pagan mindset is to try to manipulate the spiritual realm for advantages in the
physical realm. They build whole religious systems around manipulating their gods to do things
they want them to do. They do horrible things like cutting themselves or child sacrifice so they
can prove their worth and their fear, and they do ridiculous things to impress their gods so they
can get goodies from them.
A pagan worries every day about whether or not their god is going to bless them, curse
them, give them good things, or wipe them off the planet. They just don’t know. And it is
completely un-Christian and counter to the Gospel of Jesus Christ for a Christian to think that
way about their Heavenly Father! He’s not a petty, angry, easily manipulated, easily distracted
and sinful pagan God, but a loving Father who knows your deepest needs and has already made
provision for you by sacrificing His beloved Son on your behalf.
In the next verse Jesus tells us how we need to approach spiritual maturity. He says,
“Seek first his kingdom and his righteousness and all these things will be given to you as
well.”
Sometimes, as you seek God’s Kingdom and Righteousness first, God will take you
places you never wanted to go, lead you to do things you never wanted to do, and use you in
ways you never dreamed possible. The fruit that is going to come out of your life when you turn
your life over to Jesus (and stop trying to use Him as a spiritual ATM) will surprise you, and will
always require sacrifice. He will ask for more and more of you as you give yourself more and
more to Him.
And as you do that, I promise you, you will not be thinking “Wow, I had it better before,
when I was a pagan.” You will be thinking, “I can’t believe where I am, how much I care, how
hard this is, how much of me this is requiring… and I can’t believe how much joy there is here! I
would never have chosen this for myself, but knowing I’m where God wants me gives me
something I could never get from the pleasures of the world.”
Your life and mine can be a flourish of religious activity, and our hearts can still be far
from God. It’s possible, like in the time of Amos, we could see a revival of sorts happen in our
church, but have it be a worldly one. It’s possible that you could do everything I’m going to talk
about over the next few chapters, and do it with all your might, and have none of it deepen your
relationship with God, but instead puff you up with pride because you feel so super religious
now. On the other hand it could cause you to feel absolutely depressed because it’s not working
and you feel like God’s not doing His part. I don’t want either of those things to happen.

True Revival

Let me close by quoting what J Vernon McGee’s commentary says about Amos 4:4-56:
“It’s very easy for us to join a large, happy religious crowd, enthusiastically sing rousing songs,
and put money in the offering plate, and yet not be changed in our hearts. The test of a spiritual
6

Pg. 354
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experience is not ‘Do I feel good?’ or ‘Did we have a big crowd and a good time?’ The real test
is “Do I know God better and am I more like Jesus Christ?’
The people in Amos’ day didn’t return home determined to help the poor, feed the hungry, and
care for the widows and orphans. They went home with the same selfish hearts that they had
when they left home, because their ‘worship’ was only empty ritual (Isa 1:11-17). Any religious
‘revival’ that doesn’t alter the priorities of Christians and help solve the problems of society
isn’t a revival at all.
It’s interesting that Amos mentioned music, because that’s an important part of the church’s
worship. However, what the Jews thought was beautiful music, God considered nothing but
‘noise’ (Amos 5:23). People today pay high prices for tickets to ‘Christian concerts.’ Yet they
won’t attend a free Bible study class or Bible conference in their own church….”
I find that very convicting, and will spend time seeking God in the next while for places
in my heart where I have been trying to manipulate Him like a pagan or where He has been
changing me, and asking me to respond, but I have stopped Him because of my own fear,
prejudice, unmet expectations, or plain laziness. I encourage you to do that as we get into the
practical steps towards spiritual maturity.
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Count the Cost
“When all is said and done, the life of faith is nothing if not an unending struggle of the spirit
with every available weapon against the flesh.” ~ Dietrich Bonhoeffer

You Were Saved To Be A Disciple
Let me start with this first, and it’s something that I've said many times, but can’t be
overstated: The call to salvation is a call to discipleship. When you are saved – when you give
your heart and put your faith into the Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ, you are making Him your
“Saviour” and your “Lord”. In other words you are not merely saved to be saved, but were made
from a dead thing into a live thing, an enemy soldier into a faithful trooper, a child of hell to a
son or daughter of the Heavenly Father. You were saved on purpose for a purpose.
When Jesus came to you offering salvation He said, “Follow Me”. We follow a person,
not a book, a doctrine, an idea, a way of life, or even a religion. We follow Jesus. Jesus didn't say
“Follow my rules”, He said, “Follow Me”. He invited us into a relationship with Him. He would
be our God and we would be His people. He would be our Saviour we would be the saved. He
would be the Teacher, we would be the disciple.

Discipleship is a Journey
Next, let me say this: Christian maturity is a process – a journey. Everyone is on a
different part of the journey – a different phase in their relationship with God. We will never
reach the end on this side of Heaven because there will always be more things we can learn about
Jesus, more missions for us to follow, more sins that must be crushed. Each part of our life will
have unique challenges and blessings, and Jesus will be discipling, leading and moving us along
the path that He has laid out for us in different ways, at different speeds.
None of us will do this perfectly. There will be times we rebel, where we decide not to
listen, where we let an idol into our lives. And while that’s not ideal, Jesus will be there to
forgive and to help us get back up and walk further with Him.
There will be times when we are going to concentrate on different parts of our walk. At
times we will be more about serving – giving of ourselves to Jesus and to others. There will be
times when we are on a study binge because Jesus wants us to learn something – and we will be
drawn to sermons, and books, and teachers, and of course, the scriptures. Other times we will
feel a thirst for worship and will find that we can’t get enough of the Psalms, Christian music,
concerts, and may even find ourselves writing music. And all of this is ok! This walk with Jesus
will be dynamic and exciting at times.
There will also be times when God purposefully leads us through a dark time, “a dark
night of the soul”, a “valley of the shadow of death”, which will be very difficult – prayer won’t
come easily, doubt will always be at our door, the scriptures will be difficult, people will hurt us,
and we will feel crushed and forgotten. It may have nothing to do with something we have done
and is not a consequence of our own actions, but something God decides to lead us through and
intends to use to demolish and rebuild some of the very foundational parts of our soul – a time
when He is preparing us for something more – a deeper relationship with Him or a special
purpose to serve a unique group of people. He will do this sometimes, and it will be very
difficult, but He promises in Romans 8 never to waste any of that pain, and to use it for His
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glory, our good, and the good of others. It won’t feel good as we go through it, but He promises
there will always be a light at the end of the tunnel. He asks us to keep walking.
There are times where we will be disciplined by Jesus because of something we have
done. We will need to walk through the consequences. He will be there to guide, teach, comfort
and help, but He will not miraculously remove the discipline because as a good teacher He
knows the best way for us to learn.

Count the Cost
“Now great crowds accompanied him, and he turned and said to them, ‘If anyone comes
to me and does not hate his own father and mother and wife and children and brothers
and sisters, yes, and even his own life, he cannot be my disciple. Whoever does not bear
his own cross and come after me cannot be my disciple. For which of you, desiring to
build a tower, does not first sit down and count the cost, whether he has enough to
complete it? Otherwise, when he has laid a foundation and is not able to finish, all who
see it begin to mock him saying, ‘This man began to build and was not able to finish.’ Or
what king, going out to encounter another king in war, will not sit down first and
deliberate whether he is able with ten thousand to meet him who comes against him with
twenty thousand? And if not, while the other is yet a great way off, he sends a delegation
and asks for terms of peace. So therefore, any one of you who does not renounce all that
he has cannot be my disciple.’” (Luke 14:25-33)
As was stated before, it is vital that we get our motivations straight when it comes to this
journey of discipleship. Yes, there is joy and a peace that passes understanding. We will find the
greatest treasures of our life when we are walking with Jesus, talking to God, and filled with the
Holy Spirit. There is no greater love than the love of God, and no greater life than the Christian
life. But it is not an easy life, and Jesus never said it would be.
“Then Jesus told his disciples, “If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and
take up his cross and follow me. For whoever would save his life will lose it, but whoever
loses his life for my sake will find it. For what will it profit a man if he gains the whole
world and forfeits his soul? Or what shall a man give in return for his soul?” (Matthew
16:24-26)
That’s the crux. If there was ever a reason why someone would follow Jesus, this would
be it – because what is the point of living a temporary life where we gain a bunch of useless
possessions and fleeting nonsense if we lose our very soul and spend eternity in hell? What is the
point of flailing about, spending our time and energy on things that will not last to the end of this
generation, let alone eternity? If God offers a life that will matter – and will matter forever – then
why would we waste our lives on anything else?

Many Fall Away
Jesus said in Matthew 22:14 about those who would hear the message of salvation that
“Many are called but few are chosen.” There are many who will hear the message of the Gospel,
the true message, but few who will listen to this call. In fact, just two chapters later in Matthew
24:10-11 Jesus says,
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“Then they will deliver you up to tribulation and put you to death, and you will be hated
by all nations for my name's sake. And then many will fall away and betray one another
and hate one another. And many false prophets will arise and lead many astray. And
because lawlessness will be increased, the love of many will grow cold.”
This happens all the time, and is a reality in many churches in Canada. When the heat is
on, and the true Gospel is preached, and discipleship gets hard, many many fall away. The
church starts to eat one another as brother betrays brother. False prophets start to stand up and
proclaim an easy gospel, a Jesus who is easier to follow, a salvation without cost, and many will
end up following them straight to hell.

A Hard Saying
People walking away from Jesus are not new. It happened to Jesus even when He walked
the earth.
“When many of his disciples heard it, they said, 'This is a hard saying; who can listen to
it?' But Jesus, knowing in himself that his disciples were grumbling about this, said to
them, 'Do you take offense at this? Then what if you were to see the Son of Man
ascending to where he was before? It is the Spirit who gives life; the flesh is no help at
all. The words that I have spoken to you are spirit and life. But there are some of you who
do not believe.' (For Jesus knew from the beginning who those were who did not believe,
and who it was who would betray him.) And he said, 'This is why I told you that no one
can come to me unless it is granted him by the Father.'
After this many of his disciples turned back and no longer walked with him. So Jesus said
to the Twelve, 'Do you want to go away as well?' Simon Peter answered him, 'Lord, to
whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life, and we have believed, and have
come to know, that you are the Holy One of God.'” (John 6:60-69)
That is my deepest prayer for each one of you here. That you would accept this hard
teaching and not walk away. That you would accept the call to discipleship, to follow Jesus, and
that you will not walk away. That you will hear the words of salvation spoken in the scriptures,
and see that “the words that I have spoken to you are spirit and life” and not be like those who
did not believe, or those who wanted something else, those like Judas who would listen to Jesus,
walk with Jesus, hear the message of Jesus, and still not allow it to sink deep into your heart,
accept Him as Lord, and change you.
I have known too many Christians who simply said “it’s too hard.” I have known far too
many who have said, “I know what the right thing to do is, what God is calling me to do, what
the Bible says, but I don’t want to.” I have not known enough Christians who will look at the
crucified, broken Jesus – and keep following Him to the cross. I have not known enough
Christians who hear hard teachings like renounce your wealth, walk away from your comfort, go
and fix that relationship, turn off the idiot box, purposefully and intentionally study the scripture
every single day, be faithful to your church – and then accept them because they are right, good
and commands from Jesus.
I have known too many Christians who have been offered a way out, and have taken it. I
have not known enough Christians who look at Jesus through blurry, tear filled eyes, confused
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about what they are hearing, knowing the difficulty of the journey, and when Jesus says to them
“Do you want to go away as well?”, say to him, “Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the
words of eternal life, and we have believed, and have come to know, that you are the Holy One
of God.””

Commissioned by Jesus
Consider Matthew 10. In verse 1 we read that Jesus called his twelve disciples over to
him and gave them spiritual authority and power before He sent them out to proclaim the Gospel.
He has done the same to anyone here who has accepted Jesus as Saviour and Lord. You were
saved to be an active disciple, not a passive one. In verses 5-15 Jesus commissions them to go
and spread God’s mercy and healing, to preach the good news and the judgement of God, to
bless the homes of those who would accept the message and curse the ones who would not.
And then in verses 16-33 he gives them a warning about what it would be like to be on
mission with Him. He did not send them out believing that everyone would listen, that their life
would be easy, that He would solve all their problems, and that being followers of His would
make their journey a happy one.
No, when He commissioned them He gave them dire warnings about persecution,
betrayal, hard times, and death. He warned them that their own families would turn against them.
He told them that they shouldn’t walk from town to town, but run because the time is short. He
told them that even though they had the message of light, they would be so misunderstood that
they would be called demons.
But after each of His warnings came a message of hope. Listen:
“Behold, I am sending you out as sheep in the midst of wolves, so be wise as serpents and
innocent as doves. Beware of men, for they will deliver you over to courts and flog you in
their synagogues, and you will be dragged before governors and kings for my sake, to
bear witness before them and the Gentiles. When they deliver you over, do not be anxious
how you are to speak or what you are to say, for what you are to say will be given to you
in that hour. For it is not you who speak, but the Spirit of your Father speaking through
you. Brother will deliver brother over to death, and the father his child, and children will
rise against parents and have them put to death, and you will be hated by all for my
name's sake. But the one who endures to the end will be saved. When they persecute you
in one town, flee to the next, for truly, I say to you, you will not have gone through all the
towns of Israel before the Son of Man comes.
A disciple is not above his teacher, nor a servant above his master. It is enough for the
disciple to be like his teacher, and the servant like his master. If they have called the
master of the house Beelzebul, how much more will they malign those of his household.
So have no fear of them, for nothing is covered that will not be revealed, or hidden that
will not be known. What I tell you in the dark, say in the light, and what you hear
whispered, proclaim on the housetops. And do not fear those who kill the body but cannot
kill the soul. Rather fear him who can destroy both soul and body in hell. Are not two
sparrows sold for a penny? And not one of them will fall to the ground apart from your
Father. 30 But even the hairs of your head are all numbered. Fear not, therefore; you are
of more value than many sparrows. So everyone who acknowledges me before men, I also
will acknowledge before my Father who is in heaven, 33 but whoever denies me before
men, I also will deny before my Father who is in heaven.”
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He promises elsewhere that the wisdom we need will be given when we ask. He says that
when you don’t know what to say, God Himself will speak through you. He says that it will be
hard, but you will never need to doubt your salvation, because that is assured. He promises that
you will never have to go where Jesus didn’t go first – He knows everything you are facing. He
says that you need not fear because God knows exactly what is happening and is a perfect,
gracious, just God who will exact perfect justice against those who do wrong against you. He
says that God knows every, tiny, little part of you, and not one hair, not one tear will fall without
Him seeing it, weighing it, and accounting for it. The names of the faithful will be acknowledged
by God Himself.
These are words of hope, assurance and a message that gets me very excited about
serving Jesus.

What is the Real Cost?
Before I talk about the steps of maturity and the activities of a disciple, I’m reminded
how important it is that we chew on what God has already said and is saying still. Though it
might be frustrating, I really don’t want to rush into the application because I want each of us to
understand the cost and the joys of discipleship.
The costs of discipleship are easy to list – following Jesus costs us everything. Remember
His words from Luke 14:33 “So therefore, any one of you who does not renounce all that he has
cannot be my disciple.”
Everything. Our plans, our career, our homes, our money, our future, our family, our pets,
our hobbies, our prized possessions, our bank accounts, our retirement plans, our time, our skills
and abilities, our pride, our excuses, our introvertism, our extrovertism, our control issues, our
laziness, our books, our study time, our tv shows, our sins, our secrets, our passions, our loyalties
– everything. Following Jesus costs us everything.
But, as Jesus said in Matthew 16:26, “… what will it profit a man if he gains the whole
world and forfeits his soul?” -- So what if it costs everything?! What is the real cost? The cost is
all the temporary things that we are going to lose anyway! The cost is only things that we have
given a perceived value – not anything of real value!
And the alternative is so much better! We are trading the world, which is passing away,
and all of our own worldly gain for eternal joy and glory.

Some Costs
Listen to some of the promises in scripture and consider the cost:
Control
Some of us don’t want to give up control of our plans and our stuff. God says in Jeremiah
29:11:
“‘For I know the plans I have for you,’ says the Lord. ‘They are plans for good and not for
disaster, to give you a future and a hope.’”
In Proverbs 3:5-8 it says:
“Trust in the Lord with all your heart, and do not lean on your own understanding. In all
your ways acknowledge him, and he will make straight your paths. Be not wise in your
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own eyes; fear the Lord, and turn away from evil. It will be healing to your flesh and
refreshment to your bones.”
Why do you desire control of your life when God can do a much better job? What’s the
cost of giving control over to him? Your own crooked paths? Give them up!

Security / Hurts
Some don’t want to give up the security of their religion because doing religious things
makes them feel good. Some here don’t want to give up their hurts and bitterness because they
have held onto them for so long – their bitterness is the fuel of their life.
Jesus says in Matthew 11:28-29,
“Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. Take my
yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find
rest for your souls.”
What is the cost of giving up your religion? The burden of trying to impress God, the
guilt of not knowing if you’ve ever done enough, the self-righteousness which is so tiresome to
keep going. What is the cost of giving up your bitterness and hurts that fuel your life? Surely you
are weary and tired from carrying that pain around for so long. Jesus says that when you join
with Him, are yoked with Him, He will take that burden from you, and free your heart.

Wealth / Security / Comfort
Some don’t want to give up their wealth and possessions. Some have a lot to give up,
others not as much, but you hold on to your wealth with a tight fist. You’ll give up a lot, but are
not even willing to accept the possibility that Jesus might be asking you to give it up for a greater
purpose. Some are not willing to consider that their retirement years are not meant to be years of
rest, but years where they are freed to work more for the Lord. Some couldn't even consider
taking a different job, or pursuing a life of ministry or mission because it would cost them their
comfort? What is the cost of releasing that wealth?
Jesus says in Philippians 4:19,
“And this same God who takes care of me will supply all your needs from his glorious
riches, which have been given to us in Christ Jesus.”
God has more than you do, and will give it as you need it! The riches you are holding on
to may actually be keeping you from experiencing a greater blessing! Imagine what it would be
like if you were to meet God and He were to say, “I had so much more I wanted to give you, so
much more planned for you, so much blessing in store, but you didn’t want to put down what
you already had in your hand. All you had to do was let go of the lesser thing, and I would have
given you something greater. You desired comfort for yourself, but I wanted to use you to
change the world!”
Some of you have a secret addiction or a guilty pleasure that you don’t want to give up
because you enjoy it or believe it will be too hard to do. How heartbreaking it is that you would
trade that temporary, addictive, worldly high, for what God wants to do with you.
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Get Hot or Get Cold
Let me close with the words of Jesus to the church in Laodicea from Revelation 3:15-22.
I read these all the time and they are greatly convicting to me. They shake me out of
complacency and remind me not to trade earthly things for heavenly ones.
“This is the message from the one who is the Amen—the faithful and true witness, the
beginning of God’s new creation: ‘I know all the things you do, that you are neither hot
nor cold. I wish that you were one or the other! But since you are like lukewarm water,
neither hot nor cold, I will spit you out of my mouth! You say, ‘I am rich. I have
everything I want. I don’t need a thing!’ And you don’t realize that you are wretched and
miserable and poor and blind and naked. So I advise you to buy gold from me—gold that
has been purified by fire. Then you will be rich. Also buy white garments from me so you
will not be shamed by your nakedness and ointment for your eyes so you will be able to
see. I correct and discipline everyone I love. So be diligent and turn from your
indifference. Look! I stand at the door and knock. If you hear my voice and open the
door, I will come in, and we will share a meal together as friends. Those who are
victorious will sit with me on my throne, just as I was victorious and sat with my Father
on his throne. Anyone with ears to hear must listen to the Spirit and understand what he
is saying to the churches.’”
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Building Endurance: Steps to Maturity
“Spiritual maturity is not reached by the passing of the years, but by obedience to the will of
God.” ~ Oswald Chambers

Praise for AWANA
Have you heard of AWANA? Essentially, AWANA is a biblical, discipleship program
for kids aged 2-18. Each week they play games, memorize scripture, hear the gospel, have a
small group discussion, and participate in local and global missions. It’s been around for about
60 years and today more than 16,000 Canadian kids participate in the program. Globally, there
are more than 20,000 churches are involved.
My kids have been part of a very well run AWANA program at a church in Ottawa. I’m
consistently amazed by how intentional this ministry is at proclaiming the gospel of Jesus Christ
(every event, every week, the unvarnished gospel is presented) and getting kids involved and
excited about their own discipleship process.
My children have been working hard to get through the books and earn their awards.
They’ve had to sit through special teaching times, write their testimony, find and interview a
missionary, and lots of other great exercises, but the core of the book is all about memorizing,
studying and understanding scripture.
They are, essentially, going through a catechism. Catechism is simply a summary of the
principles of the Christian religion that is taught in the form of questions and answers. The
AWANA curriculum presents concepts to the children and them gets them to reflect on, study,
and learn the answers to some important theological questions. My son Edison is in a book right
now where he’s learning “How do we know the bible is true?” and “What do I need to know
about God, the Lord Jesus Christ and the Holy Spirit?” Each week they memorize an answer to
the question, define important terms, study and memorize the scriptural evidence to support it,
and then put it into action. And they love going because it’s also a lot of fun!

My Own Lack
I am so thankful for this program because it is giving them a love for God, a great
understanding of theology and salvation, a passion for worship and service, and helps them
practice memorizing scripture. It has opened up a world of new insights, new conversations, new
convictions, and new hope as they learn to put more faith into Jesus Christ. I can see that my kids
are getting the tools to become strong Christians, and as they progress will be challenged to teach
and lead others to the Lord and in scriptural study.
I didn’t have this. I actually went to AWANA as a kid, but I didn’t really memorize much
or participate, and I didn’t last for more than a year or two. My knowledge and experience with
the Christian faith came later in life and I still feel like I’m playing catch-up for all the years that
I wasted my time with other, lesser things.
I didn’t practice memorizing scripture and I struggle with it today. I didn’t get a good
biblical grounding with a decent catechism so I’ve had to go searching on my own, missing huge
portions of teaching because I simply didn’t know it existed. I didn’t have a good model of
discipleship in the Christian faith while growing up, partly because I didn’t pay attention, and
partly because my church had a fairly useless youth group and an uninspiring Sunday School
program. Sure, I went to everything, but I can’t remember one thing I learned about Jesus there.
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I tell you all of this because I’m sure that many of you have gone through the same thing.
Our discipleship journeys are often eerily similar: “I got saved and that was it. No one told me
the next steps. I had to figure them out on my own. I had no mentor, no spiritual father or
mother, no process, no intentionality.”
That story is played out all the time in thousands of churches. People come in, get saved,
and don’t know what to do next. Their excitement wears off and they either leave the church,
bounce around looking for spiritual experiences, or join the throngs of nominal believers who are
overcome by temptation, live in secret sin, turn into consumer Christians, pray only when things
get tough, read their Bible when they feel guilty, or slip into a funk and just keep doing same
devotional book for years and years – that’s it. There are millions of nominal Christians who
have not grown in their faith, but are just repeating the same learning and experience over and
over and over. They are stuck in their maturity process, or never really entered into one in the
first place.
It is my deepest hope, and the passion of my life, to change that. I want each of you to be
passionate disciples of Jesus Christ who have the tools and inspiration you need to pursue a
deeper, consistent and more meaningful relationship with God. You might recognize that as the
tag-line on the blog I write. That thought is the driving force of my life and ministry.

If I am to Love and Follow Jesus, I Must Know Him
It all essentially comes down to this thought: If I am to love and follow Jesus, I must
know Him. I must know who He really is, how He thinks, what He’s done, how He plans, what
His relationship with different people at different times has been like, what He expects of me,
what He intends to do with me, to give me, to take from me, to do to me. I need to know Him.
Open up to Romans 15:4-6 and let’s take a look at a theme verse for what I’m talking
about here.
“For whatever was written in former days was written for our instruction, that through
endurance and through the encouragement of the Scriptures we might have hope. May
the God of endurance and encouragement grant you to live in such harmony with one
another, in accord with Christ Jesus, that together you may with one voice glorify the
God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.”
If I am to know Jesus, find my “hope” in Jesus, live “in accord” with Jesus, “in harmony”
with the body of Christ, “glorify God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ”, I must know the
Scriptures!
Let’s consider what Romans 15:4-6 says: “Whatever was written in former days…” –
that’s the Bible. For the folks who originally read this, it would have been the Old Testament, but
we can extrapolate it out to include our whole scriptures today. They were “written in former
days…” why? “… for our instruction.”
This reminds me of another passage in 2 Timothy 3:15-17 which says, “All Scripture is
God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, 17 so
that the servant of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work.”
We have been given this book, the Bible, to instruct us. It was “breathed out” by God so
that we would be taught what we need to know, rebuked for the wrong actions and thoughts we
have, corrected and restored – a word which also means improved in our life and character, and
trained – which is a word that means educated and instructed – a word used for cultivating the
mind and morals of children. Herein are commands and admonitions for taking care of the body
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and soul. It has been given to us so we may know the story of Jesus and know how to live a
Christ-like life.
Read Romans 15:4 again:
“For whatever was written in former days was written for our instruction, that through
endurance and through the encouragement of the Scriptures we might have hope.”
There’s a key word there that I want to pull out and examine. It’s important to understand
when we are talking about the steps to Christian maturity that it will require something very
important of us: The word is “endurance”. Something sadly lacking in the Christian church
today, and is the reason why we don’t have enough mature believers.

Endurance
Let’s talk about this word “endurance” for a moment.
1. Endurance Comes from God
First, let’s note this: endurance comes from God. Endurance is a gift from God. I’m not
about to tell you to pull up your socks, get to work and white-knuckle your way into a better
relationship with Jesus. I’m not going to call you lazy or tell you to try harder to read your Bible
more. It’s not about getting up earlier, staying up later, gritting your teeth and making it happen.
Yes, there will be some times where you will need to use some discipline, and it will require
some effort, but running the race of Christian maturity isn’t about the effort you exert – it is
about depending on the resources God gives you.
Look at Romans 15:5, “May the God of endurance and encouragement grant you…”. The
endurance that I’m talking about comes from God. It starts with Him working in our heart, and
then continues on to where we begin to pray for endurance, and then it comes as a gift as we
work it out over a lifetime of faith. He starts it; He finishes it.
Philippians 1:6 says, “And I am sure of this, that he who began a good work in you will
bring it to completion at the day of Jesus Christ.” God begins the work, God completes the work.
In the meantime, we lean on Him and ask Him for the endurance we need to accomplish what He
has set out for us to do.
2. Endurance Comes Over Time
Second, let me say this, we gain endurance over time, not all at once. I’ve told you this
before, but I want to repeat it: there are phases to Christian maturity, steps in the process. In
scripture, at different times, believers are called babies, children, young men, old men, soldiers,
civilians, athletes who are running a race, and those who have finished the race who are now
called witnesses. There are phases in spiritual development, and with each phase comes a need
for new skills and training, new temptations crop up, we are faced with new information and
perspectives that cause us to re-evaluate what we thought we knew about ourselves and the
world.
I put together a little outline of the kind of phases, or steps, that an average believer can
expect to go through. This isn’t perfect, but it’s an idea. I wish I had a cute name for each of
these steps, but I don’t yet, so you’ll have to bear with me. Check these out:
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Step One
The first steps of a Christian include Repentance, Baptism, Prayer, Studying Scripture,
Church Attendance, Serving in the Church. That’s what the average new believer is going to
experience.
They hear the Gospel, meet Jesus, and then they want to get to know Jesus more. They
are now face to face with their life of sin so Repentance, Forgiveness and Faith is a huge part of
their walk – it’s almost all encompassing as they feel forgiven, know Jesus loves them, thank
Him for dying for their sin, and then turn their backs on the sins that are getting between them
and God.
Each Christian is then presented with a step of obedience that each must take – a public
declaration of their salvation before others, and the ordinance (the order from Jesus) to be
baptised.
The four most important things that new Christians need to do is to pray regularly, study
scripture, attend church (in other words, be with other Christians and under good Christian
teachers), and work out their faith by serving others in simple ways. This is the life-blood of their
faith, the very core of their obedience.
This never changes at any level of Christian maturity. Prayer, study, attendance and
service are the most essential ways that we meet Jesus, learn about Jesus, learn about our faith,
and obey what Jesus says. For the rest of our lives, everything we do will be built on these four
disciplines.
If I am to Love Jesus and Follow Jesus, I must Know Jesus – and I get to know Jesus best
through these four disciplines.

Step Two
After obeying Jesus in those four areas for a while God will begin calling us to get more
involved and to give more of ourselves to Him and His church. We will begin needing answers
to deeper questions, hitting sins that we can’t overcome by ourselves, needing conversations that
require more time that we get after church. We will desire Christian friends to replace the ones
we lost when we became a Christian. We will need more information about Jesus, more
experiences with Jesus, and a better understanding of the person and work of Jesus.
This is what comes next: Joining a Small Group, becoming a Member of a Church, begin
Tithing, studying apologetics, begin discovering our spiritual gifts. These seem to be the next
logical steps in Christian development. Again, this isn’t perfect, and isn’t universal, but it’s quite
standard.
Joining a Small Group and becoming a Member of a Church are natural and important
part of progressing as a believer. You love Jesus, are learning to relate to Him, and as you pray,
study, attend and serve, God naturally calls you into a deeper relationship with Him and His
church. I’ve talked about that before, so I don’t need to belabour it.
It is also around this time when the person starts realizing that there are areas of their life
that they haven’t turned over to the Lordship of Jesus – and the biggest one is almost always
their money and possessions. They realize that scripture tells them to be generous and to
contribute financially to the work of the church. This is a huge step for some people, and is a
very simple one for others. It’s a step of necessary obedience that happens when a person desires
to go deeper with God and give a greater portion of themselves to Him.
Another thing that happens around this time is that a bunch of really tough questions
come up like: “Why does God allow suffering and evil to exist?” “How reliable is the Bible?”
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“Do science and the Bible conflict?” “How can we know for sure that God exists?” “What about
all the other religions?” – some of these can be earth shaking, faith challenging, confusing, and
even painful questions which expose the cracks in a person’s faith in God and understanding of
scripture. This is why it is so important that the church, mentor, small group, and individual
Christian, study apologetics (the logical and rational defence of the Christian faith). This is
where a Christian really solidifies their faith and finds good answers to those deep, important
questions.
As a sort of bonus, after studying, one of the amazing things that starts to happen is that
hymns and spiritual songs start to come to life. Consider the words of “Before the Throne of God
Above” which is chock full of scriptural imagery and theological language.
“Before the throne of God above I have a strong and perfect plea.
A great high Priest whose Name is Love, Who ever lives and pleads for me.
My name is graven on His hands, My name is written on His heart.
I know that while in Heaven He stands No tongue can bid me thence depart.
When Satan tempts me to despair and tells me of the guilt within,
Upward I look and see Him there who made an end of all my sin.
Because the sinless Savior died my sinful soul is counted free.
For God the just is satisfied to look on Him and pardon me.
Behold Him there the risen Lamb, my perfect spotless righteousness,
The great unchangeable I AM, The King of glory and of grace,
One in Himself I cannot die. My soul is purchased by His blood,
My life is hid with Christ on high, With Christ my Savior and my God!”
After some time studying the Bible, this song really starts to come alive. Studying the
word not only fills our head with knowledge, but informs our heart and deepens our worship
times.
At the same time, as they study, believers also begin to discover their Spiritual Gifts. Up
to this point they have been serving in general areas in the church, or perhaps working out of
their natural talents – like computers or music – but now they discover that God has given them
something they didn’t have before they got saved, something special to use for His Kingdom.
This is where they do a Spiritual Gifts inventory, start to explore other areas of service where
they start to hone in on their life’s mission and are encouraged by other believers to live it out.
Step two is a very exciting time for many Christians because they really start to come
together with who God has created them to be.

Step Three
Step three is where things start to get harder, because this is where the need for
“endurance” really kicks in. This is where the chinks in the armour really show up. Moving from
Step Two to Step Three is a seismic shift, and it is very challenging. Most Christians don’t make
the leap. Instead, they stay in Step Two, or slide back to Step One. If you haven’t been consistent
in prayer, study, attendance and service, Step Three will be too big a leap. If you haven’t gotten
past the big questions, don’t have the support of a small group and a committed church, and have
not begun to realize the cost of following Jesus even in tithing, then Step Three will seem
impossible – only for super-Christians and trained professionals – not to be tried at home.
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Step Three is where a Christian really moves into action. In hockey terms, this is really
where they get the ice-time – which means they get more goals, more skating, see more intensity,
and learn lots about the game – but they also get hurt more, suffer more injuries, and discover the
weaknesses in their game.
Step Three is where the Spiritual Disciplines get put into practice, the Christian starts
practicing Spiritual Warfare, where they practice Stewardship of their Time, Talents and
Treasures, and where they start learning how to practice Leadership and proactively Disciple
others.
Technically, the Christian has been doing this all along, but now they really kick it into
high gear. I used the word “practice” over and over, because that’s what they are going to do
now. They are going to really practice Spiritual Disciplines in a way they haven’t before. They
learn the arts of meditation and fasting. They begin to practice the disciplines of simplicity and
solitude. They learn the power of confession and worship. New levels of maturity lead to new
experiences in discipline and spiritual power.
They also begin moving away from general areas of service (which they are leaving open
for the Step One Christians) and specifically serving in the area of purpose that God designed
them for. They discover their greatest, God-given purpose as a husband and father, a wife and
mother, and as a teacher or preacher, evangelist, missions worker, or administrator. They enter
into mercy ministries, start giving away their stuff to provide for others, or leading teams to
greater effectiveness. This is where their life, their family, their ministry, and their church really
start to thrive as they serve Jesus with their gifts.
They also start to experience what it means to practice Spiritual Warfare. Certainly all
along they have realized that they are tempted by demons, that Satan is real, and they have been
praying against his works and effects – but now they start storming the gates of Hell as Jesus
calls them to go on the offensive. There is a lot of study and spiritual development needed in
order to do this, but it’s amazing to experience.
And certainly, all along, they have been turning more and more of their lives over to
Jesus, but there seems to be a point where Jesus says, “Ok, now I’m going to do something
extra…” and He starts asking for things that are more difficult to give up. He wants more Time.
He wants us to re-evaluate how we see and use our possessions and wealth, even our hobbies and
collections. The little stuff that we never thought about before suddenly becomes a big deal –
how long we spend watching TV, what kind of movies we watch, the books we read, what kind
of car we drive, our commitment to other clubs, organizations and teams… everything seems up
for grabs at this point! Jesus really starts to stretch us and prepare us for something greater.
Step Three is also where we start to realize that we have come a long way – maybe it’s
only been a few years on the calendar, but our former life feels like an eternity ago. God has
really changed us and has made us something new, and we look around and see a bunch of nonChristians, new Christians, or nominal Christians who are floundering in their faith and need
guidance. For the first time you realize that God is telling you to walk with one of these folks,
listen to them, guide them along a path, and help them in a special way – to be their mentor, their
leader, their guide. And this requires some skills, some training, some time, some emotional
energy, and some spiritual maturity. It also requires humility and perseverance, and a strong core
of faith and dependence on Jesus Christ.
Step Three is a place most Christians never get to experience, but it is a truly wonderful
adventure. It’s never boring, and is a place where you really get to see what God can do. You
meet a Jesus you never knew before.
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3. Endurance Comes Through Suffering
One final note on endurance, and this is, I believe, the reason that many people don’t get
to Step Three of their maturity process: in order to build endurance, you must suffer.
“Therefore, since we have been justified by faith, we have peace with God through our
Lord Jesus Christ Through him we have also obtained access by faith into this grace in
which we stand, and we rejoice in hope of the glory of God. Not only that, but we rejoice
in our sufferings, knowing that suffering produces endurance, and endurance produces
character, and character produces hope, and hope does not put us to shame, because
God's love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit who has been given to
us.” (Romans 5:1-5)
The Christians you look up to, the ones who have great character, who exude hope, who
love Jesus, who know Jesus, who listen to Jesus, and who don’t live with shame, who know
God’s love, who overflow with the love He is pouring in their hearts, who have supernatural
power from the Holy Spirit – the Christians we want to be like and who amaze us – have
suffered.
God wants great things for you, and wants you to follow His steps toward Christian
Maturity, but the journey will always involve suffering. He says, “I want to build your character,
use you in special ways, build something unique in you, teach you how to worship, build your
fellowship, make you a force for missions and outreach, help you serve others, and make you a
passionate disciple of Jesus – and the only way I can do that is to teach you how to do it my way.
And sometimes those lessons will require suffering in order to learn them well.”
Many of us will look at God and say, “I’d rather have comfort than character” and we
miss out on taking the next step of maturity. I don’t want that for you. I want you to learn to love
scripture. I want you to love Jesus. I want you to love God, and love growing in Him. I don’t
want you to be afraid of suffering, but embrace it and even rejoice in it, to trust God’s path and
keep walking because God is doing something great in you and will use you greatly for His
glory, your good, and the good of those around you.
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Part 4: Disciplines Of The Heart
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Preparing Your Heart With Psalm 51
“The wonderful news is that our Lord is a God of mercy, and He responds to repentance.” ~
Billy Graham
My intention when I started writing this chapter was to give some very practical steps on
how to do the Four Core Christian Disciplines (Prayer, Bible Study, Church Attendance &
Serving Others -- first introduced here) successfully, but then God reminded me that I had
missed a step.
I've covered the importance of counting the cost of discipleship and preparing ourselves
for a long-term commitment. I've already said that God looks at our motives before our actions,
so I don’t need to go over that again. No, what I missed is how to get our heart right with God
before we get into these four disciplines.
It’s kind of like when you watch an F1 or Indy-car race where you see the drivers
swerving back and forth keeping their tires hot so they can take the corners properly when the
race starts. If the tires get cold, they won’t stick to the road as well. What I want to talk about
today is the warm-up before the race, the qualifier, that which needs to be settled before we start
practicing the Four Core Christian Disciplines. To make sure that when we come to God in
prayer, to the Holy Spirit to learn from the Bible, to the church to fellowship with other
believers, and serve others with the gifts God gives us, we have right motives and can get the
most benefit from them.

Using Psalm 51 to Stir Our Heart
Psalm 51 has always been close to my heart because it reminds me of how much God
loves me, and that I can be forgiven. I love the words of this Psalm and repeat them often in
prayer. When I sin, no matter how much I sin, and how rebellious my heart is, God is ready to
forgive me, restore me, and build me back up. That gives me great hope.
It was written by King David after he had been confronted by the Prophet Nathan about
his adultery with Bathsheba and murder of her husband Uriah. It is a pouring out of David’s
heart about his guilt, shame and repentance – and a list of requests to God. After he accepted the
guilt of his sin and confesses it to God, David gives a list of things that he wants from God.
It might seem strange to come to God with a list of requests after confessing such
grievous sins, but David knows the heart of God, and the promises found within God’s law.
What I want you to see is David’s heart here. He epitomises what I’ve been trying to say over the
past while – that how we come to God and why we come to God are critical factors in how we
are going to know, love, and understand God.
David pours out his heart, accepts his guilt, and faces God’s righteous judgement. And
since his heart is in the right place, his requests are not driven by fear, or anger, or jealousy, or
selfishness, or pride, but by the Spirit of God working within him. His desires are healthy, holy
and a good model for us to follow.
Let’s go through this psalm together to see how it teaches us how to prepare our hearts
for our times of prayer, study, fellowship and service:
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Mercy, Love, Compassion
David’s first and most desperate need is a clean heart. This is where we all must begin.
Look at the first few verses of the passage and listen for some key words:
“Have mercy on me, O God, according to your unfailing love; according to your great
compassion…”
“Mercy” is another word for pity or grace. “Show me pity, give me grace.” How could he
ask for this in light of the sin he had committed? Because he trusted in God’s “unfailing love”
and his “great compassion” for his people.
David had spent so much time with God that he knew God intimately. He has spent time
in His word, pouring over His laws, reading the stories of God’s faithfulness to his people. His
early life was spent alone in caves praying, begging God for help as he was under attack, and
hiding from a king who wanted him dead. After a long time of dependence on God and God’s
plan, he became a “Man after God’s own heart” (Acts 13:22) who had cultivated a very close
relationship with His Father God. So even though his sins were terrible – unforgivable by human
standards – neglecting military duty, plotting, lying, lusting, adultery, murder – David new that if
his repentance was true, and his desire for forgiveness was genuine, that God would forgive and
restore their relationship. Yes, there would be consequences to his actions, but no consequence
could be worse than losing the closeness he had with God because of unrepentant sin.
Now, how could David know that God would forgive? Because he knew God’s word and
he knew God’s character. God’s love is an “unfailing love”. Without a doubt David would agree
with the Apostle Paul in Romans 8 (vs 31-39):
“If God is for us, who can be against us? He who did not spare his own Son, but gave
him up for us all—how will he not also, along with him, graciously give us all things?
Who will bring any charge against those whom God has chosen?... Who shall separate us
from the love of Christ? Shall trouble or hardship or persecution or famine or nakedness
or danger or sword?... No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him
who loved us. For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons,
neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything
else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus
our Lord.”
David knew of God’s love and desire to be in a right relationship with mankind. He
would have also agreed with the Apostle John who said that “God is Love” (1 John 4:8) and with
Paul’s definition of Love in 1 Corinthians 13 -- which describes how God relates to believers
when they fall into sin. He's not waiting for you to mess up so He can withdraw His love. When
you sin:
“[God] is patient, [God] is kind…. [God] does not dishonour others, [God] is not selfseeking, [God] is not easily angered, [God] keeps no record of wrongs. [God] does not
delight in evil but rejoices with the truth. [God] always protects, always trusts, always
hopes, always perseveres.”

Our Most Desperate Need
And so, knowing this, David comes to God with his first request -- which is ours too:
“… Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity, and cleanse me from my sin! For I know my
transgressions, and my sin is ever before me. Against you, you only, have I sinned and
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done what is evil in your sight, so that you may be justified in your words and blameless
in your judgment. Behold, I was brought forth in iniquity, and in sin did my mother
conceive me. Behold, you delight in truth in the inward being, and you teach me wisdom
in the secret heart.”
David fesses up, knows his sin, realizes his condition, and doesn’t hide from it or make
excuses. He knows He broke God's law. He admits that he’s been sinful since before he was
born, that God is right in judging him, and that even on the inside, his “inward being” – the place
where no one gets to see – he’s sinful. He admits it.
That’s where we all need to start! Before we come before Jesus in prayer, study, church
or service, we must admit that we are a sinner in need of a Saviour. That is the beginning of our
relationship with Jesus. We are in need. We are broken and unfixable without a miracle. God
doesn’t need us, but wanted us and made a way for us to be cleansed through the shed blood of
Jesus. This is the attitude that we come to prayer with. This is the heart behind our study. This is
the reason we are faithful to our church. This is the motivation of our service.
“We love because he first loved us.” (1 John 4:19)
“Whatever you do, work at it with all your heart, as working for the Lord…” (Colossians
3:23)
“In your relationships with one another, have the same mindset as Christ Jesus: Who,
being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be used to his
own advantage; rather, he made himself nothing by taking the very nature of a servant,
being made in human likeness. And being found in appearance as a man, he humbled
himself by becoming obedient to death—even death on a cross!” (Philippians 2:5-8)
David's deepest desire is to be clean in his heart; to be in a right relationship with God.
Listen to verses 7-10,
“Cleanse me with hyssop, and I will be clean; wash me, and I will be whiter than snow.
Let me hear joy and gladness; let the bones you have crushed rejoice. Hide your face
from my sins and blot out all my iniquity. Create in me a pure heart, O God, and renew a
steadfast spirit within me.”
That’s the prayer I pray all the time. The great desires of my heart are found in verse 10:
a pure heart and a steadfast spirit.

A Pure Heart and A Steadfast Spirit
Consider the opposite of a pure heart and a steadfast spirit. The condition that most
people on earth live with every day is so very depressing. They live with an impure,
contaminated, defiled, polluted heart and a wavering, unsteady, shakeable, faltering, bendable,
breakable spirit. Too many people live that way. Too many Christians. But they don't have to!
We want to be able to go to bed at night guilt free. We want to have right relationships
with those around us, and with God. We want to know we are forgiven, free, cleansed, and at
peace. We want a spirit that can stand up against all the storms that the world throws at us.
Unshakable! When sickness, death, fear, worry, and loss come crashing against our lives, we
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want a spirit that is strong enough to take it. We want to be able to have joy in the midst, not
crumble when the earthquakes come. Right?
How can we get that? It’s not something we can create within ourselves. We can’t grant
ourselves forgiveness, it must come from God. We can’t shore up our own spirit; it has to be
built by God. We can’t calm our own storms, that’s something only God can do.

"Create"
Look at the first word of verse 10: “Create”. It’s a very important word. The same one
used in Genesis 1:1 where it says,
“In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.”
Genesis 2:1 says,
“Now the earth was formless and void [those are the words for chaos, wasteland,
unreality, emptiness], and darkness [a word also used for obscurity, a dark prison, helllike] was over the surface of the deep, and the Spirit of God was hovering over the
waters. And God said, 'Let there be light,' and there was light.”
That’s the power of God. That’s what He does. He creates something out of nothing.
Where we have brokenness, darkness, emptiness, and impurity He creates light!
We think we have to clean ourselves up to be ready for God’s forgiveness – we can’t.
We think we need to do better before we are worthy of God’s forgiveness – we will never
be.
We think can help God out and try our best to be good, pure, holy and right – we are
unable!
We need a miracle of God – a re-creation, rebirth, renewal – to clean our hearts and fix
our spirits.
That’s why Jesus says we must be “born again” (John 3:3). That’s why Paul says we are a
“new creation” (2 Cor 5:17). We are not fixed, added to, or readjusted. We are not basically good
people who just need a little help. We are dead. We are sinful; totally depraved to the very core.
We don’t need a mechanic, we need a miracle. We go from dead to alive, from enemies to
friends (Eph 2:1-10), as God creates a totally new being, a new heart, and a new spirit inside of
us.
The promise of Ezekiel 36:25-27 is as much for you and me as it was for the children of
Israel:
"I will sprinkle clean water on you, and you shall be clean from all your uncleanness,
and from all your idols I will cleanse you. And I will give you a new heart, and a new
spirit I will put within you. And I will remove the heart of stone from your flesh and give
you a heart of flesh. And I will put my Spirit within you, and cause you to walk in my
statutes and be careful to obey my rules.”

Professing But Not Possessing Christ
It is only after we have come to God for cleansing and rebirth that we are able to come to
prayer, study, fellowship and service with a right heart. Only then. If we are not coming as
people who have been born-again we are like those who Jesus prophesied against in Matthew
7:21-23:
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“Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but the
one who does the will of my Father who is in heaven. On that day many will say to me,
‘Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name, and cast out demons in your name, and
do many mighty works in your name?’ And then will I declare to them, ‘I never knew you;
depart from me, you workers of lawlessness.’”
There will be many who will profess Christianity, but not possess Christ! For their whole
lives they may go to church, say some prayers, read their bible, and serve… and then go to Hell
when they die! Why? Because they will have been giving only lip service to the Lord. They have
been masquerading as disciples, but have known all along in their hearts that they have no real
relationship with Jesus. Some will end up being teachers and preachers… but many will just
come week in and week out, putting in the time, trying to make some person happy – but never
really repenting of sin and giving their hearts to God.
“Jesus is not impressed by thoughtless and heartless piety. Superficial religion might satisfy the
casual observer, but Jesus demands obedience inside and out…. A shell of spirituality may
preserve our reputation with others, but it undermines real growth. We are deluded if we think
that God might be fooled by fake holiness. God desires ‘truth in the [inward being]’ (Psalm
51:6).”7
There is absolutely no point in working through the Four Core Christian Disciplines if
you have no real relationship with Christ. You will be merely heaping more sin, guilt and
hypocrisy upon yourself. Get right with God, follow Psalm 51, come face to face with your sin,
repent of your sin, and ask God to forgive you, and create within you a new heart and a steadfast
spirit – then start working through the Four Core Christian Disciplines. It is then that they will
have meaning!

The Worst Thing Imaginable
Psalm 51:11 can be one of the most terrifying verses in the whole Bible for people who
don't understand it!
“Do not cast me from your presence or take your Holy Spirit from me.”
I’ve already said before that we cannot lose our salvation, so what is David talking about
here?
He is sharing his greatest fear with his greatest love. He would rather lose the whole
world than his connection to God. Let me quote John Calvin who says it better than me:
“It is natural that the saints, when they have fallen into sin, and have thus done what they could
to expel the grace of God, should feel an anxiety upon this point; but it is their duty to hold fast
the truth, that grace is the incorruptible seed of God, which can never perish in any heart where
it has been deposited.”
This is the mark of a believer: that the whole world might be lost, and it would be
bearable to them, but the one thing they cannot bear the loss of their connection to the Lord
Jesus.
7

Life Application Bible Commentary: Matthew, Pg. 141
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Asking for the Joy of Salvation
Look at verse 12 as we close:
“Restore to me the joy of your salvation and grant me a willing spirit, to sustain me.”
This third request impacts me deeply and I hope it touches you as well. I desire a pure
heart. I desire a steadfast spirit. And I desire to have the joy of my salvation -- even though I
forget sometimes. David isn’t asking God to restore his salvation – he never lost it – he wants the
“joy” of his salvation restored.
I’m already in the practice of asking for forgiveness and strength. What I’m not in the
practice of asking for is joy. It’s something that I think we all need to do more. Christians tend to
have the reputation of being a dour bunch! This request is one I’m working on and I hope you
will too.
When I sin, I lose my joy. As long as I am living with sin in my heart, in rebellion from
Jesus, and with myself on the throne of my life, I lose my joy. My close fellowship with God is
broken, and I feel it. But as soon as I repent from sin, turn my heart back to Him, ask forgiveness
because of through the shed blood of Jesus, I have joy!
It’s sadly ironic that people spend so much time seeking joy in sinful, worldly things –
and for a time, it can provide distraction and entertainment – but it does not provide true joy. Sin
brings sorrow.
“Every good and perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of lights…”
(James 1:17)
It is a pure heart and a steadfast spirit that brings true joy. It’s knowing that we have been
declared righteous when we don’t deserve it, that our treasure is in heaven where moth and rust
don’t destroy, that our future is secure, our Lord is alive, the Holy Spirit is within us and God is
on our side – that’s what brings joy! I read one commentary that said,
“The fact that the psalmist prays for so many things indicates how many things he knew he had
lost when he plunged into sin.”8
I know that feeling, and I’m sure many here do as well. Thank God that He has so much
patience with His people.

8

An Expositional Commentary on Psalms, James Boice: Book 2, Pg. 434
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From Repentance to Commitment
"The Christian life is not adding Jesus to one's own way of life but renouncing that personal way
of life for His and being willing to pay whatever cost that may require." ~ John MacArthur
I know you’ve been working long and hard to be able to get to the practical aspects of the
Four Core Christian Disciplines: Prayer, Bible Study, Church Attendance and Serving Others –
and we’re close, but we're not there yet.

Don’t Be An Ephesian
I agree that we need to talk about the “how-to”, but as I said last week God convicted me
that it’s important that we not begin with the practical side but by preparing our hearts. If you
remember, I likened it to the qualifying lap of a car race – the warming of the tires which makes
us stick to the road and not spin off when the race starts. The last thing I want you to do is begin
working through these disciplines without an understanding of why you are doing them and who
they are focused on. You’ll spin out in your faith and hit a wall by doing them for yourself and
miss out on why you're really supposed to be doing them.
You could fall into the same mistake as the church of Ephesus in Revelation 2:2-4 which is a very big deal. Jesus looks at these busy, busy believers who were doing all sorts of
good things in and for their church and says,
“I know your works, your toil and your patient endurance, and how you cannot bear with
those who are evil, but have tested those who call themselves apostles and are not, and
found them to be false. I know you are enduring patiently and bearing up for my name's
sake, and you have not grown weary. But I have this against you, that you have
abandoned the love you had at first.”
His solution was the same one I gave you before – verse 5:
“Remember therefore from where you have fallen; repent, and do the works you did at first. If
not, I will come to you and remove your lampstand from its place, unless you repent.”
Do you hear what Jesus says to busy, religious people? Repent from your sin and get
right before God. Then, get back to the basics of the faith (what I call the Four Core Christian
Disciplines). Get your heart right, pray though Psalm 51, mean it with your entire being, and then
start doing “the works” you need to do.

Repentance → Commitment
The end of Psalm 51 reads:
“Do not cast me from your presence or take your Holy Spirit from me. Restore to me the
joy of your salvation and grant me a willing spirit, to sustain me.”
But it’s not done yet. Look at the next word:
“then”
Do you see it there again? Repentance first, and then commit to obedience. David’s heart
is broken before God and he desires to restore the relationship he once had with God. He wants
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to be a “man after God’s own heart” again and so spends a good deal of the psalm dealing with
repentance, but doesn't end there! He says,
“Then I will teach transgressors your ways, so that sinners will turn back to you. Deliver
me from the guilt of bloodshed, O God, you who are God my Savior, and [then] my
tongue will sing of your righteousness. Open my lips, Lord, and [then] my mouth will
declare your praise.”
David, over and over, says, “God, I’m a sinner and I need you to forgive me, restore me
and fill me with Your presence – and then out of that strength I will obey you.” We talked about
this last week from Ezekiel 36. Remember verse 27?
“I will put my Spirit within you, and cause you to walk in my statutes and be careful to
obey my rules.”
God does the work and then causes us to move forward in obedience.
Think of the words of Isaiah 64:6 which talks about a group of people (the Israelites) who
were once obedient and then fell into sin and disobedience. He says:
“We have all become like one who is unclean, and all our righteous deeds are like a
polluted garment.”
In Isaiah 57:12-13 the prophet says this:
“I will declare your righteousness and your deeds, but they will not profit you. When you
cry out, let your collection of idols deliver you!”
There is no point in doing any of these good, religious things if you have not repented of
your sin first.
And as if to drive that point home, David takes a moment out of the psalm to remind
himself about the very heart of God when it comes to repentance. He says in verses 16-17:
“For you will not delight in sacrifice, or I would give it; you will not be pleased with a
burnt offering. The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart, O
God, you will not despise.”
Notice that in verse 13 David says, “I will repent and then I will teach and share the
gospel.” and in verse 14-15, “I will repent and then I will sing worship songs.” Our relationship
with God is not primarily built upon our obedience to what He says – that is important, but that
comes later. Our relationship with God is primarily built upon our understanding of our total
depravity in sin, our desperate need for a Saviour, and our ultimate need for grace and
deliverance through the blood of Jesus. It is not about our acts of worship, church attendance,
how much time we spend in prayer, how many committees we are on, how many people we have
shared the gospel with, how many verses we have memorized, or any other religious thing – it is
about having a “broken and contrite heart” before God. But what does that mean?
Listen to the Amplified Bible’s version of verse 17:
“My sacrifice [the sacrifice acceptable] to God is a broken spirit; a broken and a
contrite heart [broken down with sorrow for sin and humbly and thoroughly penitent],
such, O God, You will not despise.”
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The Good News translation says it this way:
“My sacrifice is a humble spirit, O God; you will not reject a humble and repentant
heart.”
I really like the way Eugene Peterson puts verses 16-17 in the Message Bible:
“Going through the motions doesn't please you, a flawless performance is nothing to you.
I learned God-worship when my pride was shattered. Heart-shattered lives ready for love
don’t for a moment escape God’s notice.”
We start at Repentance and then move to Commitment. We commit our lives to Jesus and
to His Service forever. We switch allegiances from the Kingdom of Darkness (which serves self
and Satan), pick up our sword, put on our armour and begin fighting for the Kingdom of God
(which serves Jesus Christ our Lord).

Our Commitment
Once we have repented, the rest of our lives will be spent drawing our strength and joy
from Jesus. We give everything up to follow Him.
Remember what I said before: “If I am to love and follow Jesus, I must know Him.”
How do we get to know Him? The Four Core Christian Disciplines! These are a matter of
life and death – spiritual life and spiritual death. If your heart is attuned to Christ and you are
practicing these disciplines, you will grow in maturity and in love for Him and others. If you
begin in repentance and then neglect these disciplines, you will grow distant in your relationship
with Him and you will find your love growing cold, your spirit growing weak, your heart
hardening, temptation more difficult to flee, and sin more attractive.

Two Sides of Commitment
I believe this is why scripture balances out the motives behind our commitment.
Forgiveness of sin and eternity with Jesus is a wonderful incentive to repent and believe, but God
gives us even more reasons why we need to practice these Four Core Christian Disciplines. They
are so critically important that God gives us every reason we could possibly need for why we
must practice them. In scripture we read both “Incentives” and “Commands” for the Four
Christian Disciplines. God gives us positive, feel-good reasons for doing them… and then
commands us to do them even when we don’t feel like it.
I want to talk about this before we get into the practical side of things. Again, this is tied
to our motives, the preparation of our heart, and the attitude from which we approach our
relationship with Jesus before we ever get down on our knees, open our Bibles, get in the car to
go to church, or serve someone. I hope you can follow along with my logic here:

"Incentives"
Consider Prayer. Jesus sometimes uses enticing, encouraging language to give us a desire
to pray to Him - the soft-sell for why we should pray.
•
“And I tell you, ask, and it will be given to you; seek, and you will find; knock, and it
will be opened to you. For everyone who asks receives, and the one who seeks finds,
and to the one who knocks it will be opened. What father among you, if his son asks
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•
•
•
•

for a fish, will instead of a fish give him a serpent; or if he asks for an egg, will give
him a scorpion? If you then, who are evil, know how to give good gifts to your
children, how much more will the heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to those who
ask him!” (Luke 11:9-13)
“But when you pray, go into your room and shut the door and pray to your Father
who is in secret. And your Father who sees in secret will reward you.” (Matthew 6:6)
“If my people who are called by my name humble themselves, and pray and seek my
face and turn from their wicked ways, then I will hear from heaven and will forgive
their sin and heal their land.” (2 Chronicles 7:14)
“Call to me and I will answer you, and will tell you great and hidden things that you
have not known.” (Jeremiah 33:3)
“First of all, then, I urge that supplications, prayers, intercessions, and thanksgivings
be made for all people, for kings and all who are in high positions, that we may lead
a peaceful and quiet life, godly and dignified in every way.” (1 Timothy 2:1-2)

It’s like that for all the Core Disciplines. There are wonderful fruits given to those who
will practice Bible Study.
•
•
•
•

“Your word is a lamp to my feet and a light to my path.” (Psalm 119:105)
“I have stored up your word in my heart that I might not sin against you.” (Psalm
119:11)
“Blessed is the one who reads aloud the words of this prophecy, and blessed are
those who hear, and who keep what is written in it, for the time is near.” (Revelation
1:3)
“All Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for
correction, and for training in righteousness, that the man of God may be competent,
equipped for every good work.” (2 Timothy 3:16-17)
There are promises for those who will be faithful in Church Attendance:

•
•
•
•

“…where two or three are gathered in my name, there am I among them.” (Matthew
18:20)
“…confess your sins to each other and pray for each other so that you may be
healed.” (James 5:16)
“…in Christ we who are many form one body, and each member belongs to all the
others.” (Romans 12:5)
“Whoever acknowledges me before men, I will also acknowledge him before my
Father in heaven.” (Matthew 10:32)
There are promises for those who are faithful in Service:

•
•

“For we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God
prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them.” (Ephesians 2:10)
“Whoever brings blessing will be enriched, and one who waters will himself be
watered.” (Proverbs 11:25)
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•
•
•

“Whoever is generous to the poor lends to the Lord, and he will repay him for his
deed.” (Proverbs 19:17)
“In the same way, let your light shine before others, so that they may see your good
works and give glory to your Father who is in heaven.” (Matthew 5:16)
“Give and it will be given to you. Good measure, pressed down, shaken together,
running over, will be put into your lap. For with the measure you use it will be
measured back to you.” (Luke 6:38)

These are all wonderful promises from God that, when we are obedient to the Four Core
Christian Disciplines will produce amazing fruit in our lives. If we listen to our Lord Jesus
Christ, and give control of our lives to the Holy Spirit, then good things will happen! We will see
miracles, our needs will be met, we will have heavenly rewards, we will see forgiveness and
healing, we will know the great and hidden things of God, and we will live in peace and dignity.
Hearing the Word will bring blessing and training in righteousness. When we are together with
other believers, God promises to be there in a special way, the support we gain from others will
bring us healing, and we have a place to belong. Those are wonderful promises and are what
some people need in order to get on board with these disciplines. They need to know it’s going to
work, that He will hear, that Jesus will act, that our obedience to Him and communication with
Him will result in seeing His power manifested in our lives. They need to hear that God will
make changes in our world when they are obedient to Him. And that’s ok! We all need to hear
the enticements, the soft-sell, and grab on to those promises.

"Commands"
Other times the incentives don’t seem like enough. We need to be commanded to obey.
Consider these commandment verses on Prayer in contrast to the ones we read before:
•
“Rejoice always, pray without ceasing, give thanks in all circumstances; for this is
the will of God in Christ Jesus for you.” (1 Thessalonians 5:16-18)
•
“Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with
thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God.” (Philippians 4:6)
•
“…praying at all times in the Spirit, with all prayer and supplication. To that end
keep alert with all perseverance, making supplication for all the saints…” (Ephesians
6:18)
•
“And [Jesus] told them a parable to the effect that they ought always to pray and not
lose heart.” (Luke 18:1)
Sometimes we need to hear the kinds of verses that simply tell us that we must pray, we
should never stop, we are commanded to, we are implored to (Paul uses the word “urge” in 1
Timothy 2:1). Sometimes that’s the only reason that we pray – because we must. It is then that
our resolve is tested, our relationship with Jesus becomes real, and our faith is strengthened.
•
•
•

Listen to these Commands for Bible Study:
“Do not quench the Spirit. Do not despise prophecies, but test everything; hold fast
what is good.” (1 Thessalonians 5:19-21)
“Do your best to present yourself to God as one approved, a worker who has no need
to be ashamed, rightly handling the word of truth.” (2 Timothy 2:15)
“Keep a close watch on yourself and on the teaching.” (1 Timothy 4:16)
110 | P a g e

•

“I will meditate on your precepts and fix my eyes on your ways. I will delight in your
statutes; I will not forget your word.” (Psalm 119:15-16)

There are times the only reason we come to the Bible is because of our commitment to do
so, and our willingness to follow our Lord. It’s not about wanting to – it’s about obedience.
•

And for Church Attendance:
“And let us consider how to stir up one another to love and good works, not neglecting to
meet together, as is the habit of some, but encouraging one another, and all the more as
you see the Day drawing near.” (Hebrews 10:24-25)

There are seasons where we just don’t want to go to church, we don’t want to sing, we
don’t want to hear another sermon, and we don’t want to be around people. It is during these
times that the commands of scripture compel us to go – for our own good.
•
•
•
•

And to Serve:
“And whoever would be first among you must be slave of all. For even the Son of Man
came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.” (Mark
10:44-45)
“As each has received a gift, use it to serve one another, as good stewards of God's
varied grace…” (1 Peter 4:10)
“Let each of you look not only to his own interests, but also to the interests of others.”
(Philippians 2:4)
“...Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless those who curse you, pray
for those who abuse you. To one who strikes you on the cheek, offer the other also, and
from one who takes away your cloak do not withhold your tunic either. Give to everyone
who begs from you, and from one who takes away your goods do not demand them back.
And as you wish that others would do to you, do so to them.” (Luke 6:27-31)

Why Commands?
There are times when we absolutely need to be commanded to do these things, because
otherwise we simply won’t.
Sometimes, when things are going well, we don’t feel desperation for God and we don’t
feel like we need to tap into the resources Jesus has for us. We don’t need Him because we’ve
got it under control! We have enough money, we have a decent marriage, we are enjoying our
work, our kids are happy, and we are healthy. It’s easy to get complacent in our prayer lives
when things are positive and happy.
On the other hand we sometimes don’t feel like praying, reading scripture, going to
church, or serving others because things are not going well. God isn't doing the things we expect
(and want) Him to do. It can be easy to give up when we don’t see results: when we are not
seeing the fruit, the good things, the rewards, the healing… when we are still confused and in the
dark, when we have no peace. It is then that we need to have a different reason to pray.
There are times when God will bring us through a time of refinement, a time where we
are going through the fires that are meant to purify us. There are times where we go through a
“dark night of the soul”, where we walk “through the valley of the shadow of death”. At those
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times it is very normal to think He has abandoned us and to then start turning to other sources of
strength – ourselves, our words, our anger, our reputations, our money, seeking salvation from
other people, distraction from substances or entertainment. It is human for us to have a crisis of
faith and want to stop praying when we are hurt.
I believe that’s why God has these commands – because we need them. We want all of
our obedience to bring immediate blessing. We want it to work like our jobs – we put in 40
hours, at the end of the week we get 40 hours pay. But God doesn’t work like that.
We want Him to say, “If you are obedient, then I’ll immediately bring blessing.” But at
times (more often than we wish) God plays the long-game where the blessings come later…
sometimes much later. During those times it’s hard to grab onto the promises because they are
hard to hear. It doesn't matter how many times you read, “If you abide in me, and my words
abide in you, ask whatever you wish, and it will be done for you.” (John 15:17) because you've
been abiding, and asking, and it’s not being “done”… at least not done the time and way you
want it. You don’t want to hear the words of Romans 8:28 any more, (“…and we know that for
those who love God all things work together for good…”) because you're just not seeing any
"good".
It is during those times that we need to grab hold of the commands of scripture. It is
during the times of darkness and doubt that we really build endurance, obedience, and when our
relationship with Jesus can really grow.
Don’t give up. Don’t quit. Listen to the promises of God and the commands of God and
participate in the Four Core Christian Disciplines deliberately and passionately. Remember to
begin with repentance, get your heart right with God, and then, for whatever reason is working
for you that day – whether it’s because you are leaning on the promises of God, or simply
because you are commanded to – practice those disciplines and see what God will do.
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Part 5: The Four Core Christian Disciplines
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Prayer
"God will fill the hungry because He Himself has stirred up the hunger. As in the case of prayer,
when God prepares the heart to pray, He prepares His ear to hear (Ps. 10:17). So in the case of
spiritual hunger, when God prepares the heart to hunger, He will prepare His hand to fill." ~
Thomas Watson
We’re here! We’ve made it to the How-To part! We’ve been working hard to get here,
deliberately laying the foundation of making sure the motivations of our hearts are right with
God. But now, we press forward to the practical outworking of the Four Core Christian
Disciplines. Can you remember what they are? Prayer, Bible Study, Church Attendance and
Serving Others. Right!

Why Study Prayer?
Some of you might be thinking, “Great! Finally! I've been struggling with this for a long
time now and I can finally get some tips on how to strengthen these parts of my spiritual life.”
Others might be ready to tune-out thinking, “Why on earth would we need to learn how to do
this? It comes naturally to me. I’ve been doing it all my life!” And there might be some here that
are thinking, “How dare Pastor Al even think of telling someone how to do this. This is personal.
There’s no right way to pray or read the Bible. There’s no right way to attend church. It’s
arrogant to think that one person’s way is going to work for everyone.”
Let me explain quickly why we are going through this how-to section:
While I agree that each of these Core Christian Disciplines are very personal, there really
are practical ways that we can improve how we do them, and ways that we can get them wrong.
Think of Luke 11 where the disciples had been watching Jesus at prayer. They saw something
that He had been doing, an effect or some kind of power they didn't have. They saw a lack in
their own prayer and so they went to Jesus and said, “Lord, teach us to pray, as John taught his
disciples.” They wanted a distinctively Jesus-style, a Christian prayer, that would set them apart
from others and would let them access God the way Jesus did. They had to be taught how to
pray, and I believe so do we.
There are a lot of people who don’t know how to do these things because they didn't
grow up in the church. For them prayer is mysterious and difficult, Bible study is boring and
confusing, they don’t know how to get the most out of attending church (which is probably why
attendance is in such decline across North America), and while many desire to serve others, they
don’t know what their spiritual gifts are, they have a packed schedule, and have so many
personal needs that stepping into someone else’s problems sounds like a terrible idea! I know
with absolute certainty that many people desire to have a better prayer life, to know more about
God, to have powerful corporate worship experiences, and to share the love of Jesus with others
in practical ways – and I believe part of the way to get there is through training.

What Is Prayer?
So many people have defined prayer in so many different ways. Some with complex
theological language, other very simplistically. The famous Dutch pastor and theologian
Hendrikus Berkhof wrote a great book introducing people to the Christian faith. But, when he
came to the subject of prayer he found that he didn’t know where to put it in the book! He said,
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“The nature of prayer happens to be such that its place in the study of faith is uncertain and
therefore varying. The reflection on prayer would fit in with the doctrine of God, the doctrine of
man, preservation, the covenant, the Spirit, the Church or man’s personal life.”
That tells us something important. It tells us that prayer is not just something a Christian
does, but is the root of all Christian theology and practice. It’s overarching. It’s not just a part of
the Christian faith; it is the very essence of it. Prayer is part of many other religions, but
Christian prayer is the expression of a specific relationship with Jesus Christ, and is a response to
His work in us, for us and through us.
I’ve read a lot of definitions of prayer:
• John Ortburg in The Life You’ve Always Wanted said, “Prayer… is the concrete
expression of the fact that we are invited into a relationship with God.”
• Dallas Willard in The Divine Conspiracy said, “Prayer is talking to God about what
we are doing together.”
• Patrick Morley in his book A Man’s Guide to the Spiritual Disciplines said, “Prayer is
the conversation that turns salvation into a closer, personal relationship with God.”
So in light of all of this, I’ve come up with my own definition that we can use.
Prayer is multifaceted, perpetual communication with God through Jesus Christ with the
intention of seeking a closer relationship with Him through confession, worship,
thanksgiving and supplication.
So, let’s take this apart piece by piece to help us define prayer.

Multifaceted
First, is the word “multifaceted”. Just as there is no one kind of marriage, friendship, or
partnership, so there is no one kind of or formula for prayer. Our relationship with God is
multifaceted. In the Bible He’s called our Saviour, King, Commander, Brother, Father, Priest,
Prophet, and so much more. And we relate to Him on multiple levels in multiple ways.
This is good news because it means that the guilt you are feeling for not measuring up to
someone else’s prayer life doesn't need to be there. Sometimes you look at someone else who
spends a lot of time on their knees, with their eyes closed, at five o'clock in the morning, and say,
“Wow, that person has a way better prayer life than me.” And you feel guilty because every time
you've tried closing your eyes at 5 AM to pray, you end up waking up at 7AM wondering what
happened.
Perhaps for you, a focused prayer time happens with your eyes open, walking around, at
9 PM. Maybe you’re perfect prayer place is outside, or inside, or sitting, or standing, or lying
down on your face. Sometimes it changes depending on the content of your prayer. If you are
crying out to God after a car accident, your posture will be different than when you have just
done something sinful and you are repenting before Him.
Someone may have told you that you need to always be quiet, and gentle, and sweet, or
talk to God politely, like He’s your boss or He’ll fire you. That’s not the kinds of prayers we read
about in the Bible. Prayers are “multifaceted” because people have a wide range of emotions.
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Perpetual
This leads us to our next word. Prayer is multifaceted because prayer is “perpetual”.
Ephesians 6:18 says we should “pray in the Spirit on all occasions with all kinds of prayers and
requests.” It’s not a one-time shot we do in the morning to check in with HQ and then walk out
the door on our own. Prayer is intended to be an ongoing communication with God. And because
a lot happens to us in the course of a day, we are going to change our tone. We wake up in the
morning, and it’s a good day. We have warm water in the shower. We look in the mirror and like
what we see, get to work early, and the boss gives us a coupon for a free lunch at our favourite
restaurant. “Thanks God! What a great start to the day!”
Or, we wake up in the morning, and our alarm didn't go off. So we jump in the shower to
find that there’s no more hot water left. We look in the mirror and it looks like we fell out of the
ugly tree and hit every branch on the way down. And when we finally do get to work the boss
chews us out for being late and asks us to work through lunch. That’s going to be a different
prayer! But God is there through it all, and desires to have us talk to Him all the way through it.
This is a very difficult thing to do, and I don’t think that any of us will achieve this kind
of relationship with God on this side of eternity, but the invitation stands for us to naturally
talking to God about everything that’s going on in our life.

Communication
This leads us to our next phrase, “communication with God through Jesus Christ.” This is
key.
God wants to talk to you and wants you to talk to Him. He’s done everything possible to
make that happen because He loves you very much. Love requires communication. To build any
relationship – marriage, friendships, family –requires honest, ongoing, open, long-term,
intentional communication. If I told you I loved someone but never talk to them except
occasionally when there’s a problem and I need something from them, you would question my
loyalty and love for that person. Right? That’s the relationship I have with my mechanic, not my
wife, kids or God.
I hope you realize that God wants to be in a relationship with you. We gloss over this so
many times that it has become part of the background noise of our faith. We take this for granted,
but we shouldn't. God knows your every deed, every thought, and every word you've ever said…
and He still wants to have you around Him!
We shouldn't be allowed to pray. According to the Bible, if it wasn't for God sending
Jesus to die on the cross in our place, we would still be dead in our sins, and totally committed to
living by our sinful natures (Ephesians 2:1-4, Colossians 2:13-14) . James 4:4 says that before
we are saved we are an “enemy of God”.
But God loves you very much, and wants to be in relationship with you. He desires to
communicate with you, and for you to talk to Him. The Bible says in Romans 8:34 that Jesus is
continually “interceding for us.” That means that Jesus is talking to God on our behalf and
making the case for why we should be forgiven and ushered into His presence and allowed to
speak. The Devil, the accuser, stands there saying, “This person is a sinner that turned his back
on you, and he should be sent to Hell and punished forever. That’s your rule God and you need
to stand by it!”
But Jesus defends us saying, “Father, you chose that person to be saved. They called out
to me and believed in me, and I took their punishment. Their debt has been paid because I paid it.
They’re one of mine. That person has been washed clean and has been given the gift of purity
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because I took all of His shame and have washed them myself. Father, allow this one to come
before you just I come before you.”

Intentional
And this leads us to our next phrase, “with the intention of seeking a closer relationship
with Him.” That’s what prayer is all about. God has opened up His heart to us and has made a
relationship with Him possible. He bought us back from Satan, death and eternal damnation in
Hell. He loved us so much that He sent His one and only Son to die in our place because no one
else could. And therefore, when we become a Christian, we live with that in the forefront of our
minds, and we make the intention of our lives to grow closer to the one who loves us so much.
Why do we pray? We pray in response to God’s love for us! 1 John 3:1 says:
“How great is the love the Father has lavished on us, that we should be called children of
God!”
We pray to build a relationship with our Father whom we love and who loves us.
Have you ever walked into your home and smelled an apple pie baking in the oven? Or
went into someone’s house in December and it just smelled like Christmas? Or you smell the
scent of the person that you love when you are near them? Then you understand the feelings of
pleasure associated with a wonderful smell. That’s what we are told our prayers are like to God.
Throughout the Bible it says that our prayers are like a fragrant incense offering to God,
something pleasing to Him. They are like a gift we give Him.

The Four Components of Prayer
And the final part of our definition gives us the Four Components of Prayer, “confession,
worship, thanksgiving and supplication.” How do we express our love for God? How do we
build our relationship with Him? There are things we do in prayer that will build up this
relationship. At different times and in different ways all of these should be a part of our
communication with God.
People sometimes struggle with what to say to God. These Four Components of Prayer
will give you good guidelines on where to start your prayers, and what to say.
The first of the four is Confession which is a key part of building our relationship with
God. In one sense, it is the beginning of our relationship with Him… though not exactly, since
He created us and knows us before we ever acknowledge Him. But when we finally do
acknowledge Him, the first thing we must do is confess our sin and need for His Lordship,
presence and salvation to Him.
Confession and Repentance are the first things we do when we come to God, but they
are also something we do throughout our lives to show our desire to walk away from sin and
towards Jesus every day.
Next, as a result of our confession, repentance and forgiveness… we are naturally lead
into Worship. If you struggle with worshipping God in your prayer life, then you probably
struggle with confession, repentance and understanding your forgiveness. The songs on Sunday
morning are actually prayer because singing is one of the many facets of the diamond of
communication that we have between us and God. We are speaking words to God in song, and
we are calling back to Him His attributes.
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Worship is simply talking to God about who He is. It is telling God His attributes the
same way that we do for someone we care about or are impressed by. We tell them about
themselves as a way to show love and devotion to them, or awe and fear of them. “You are
special.” “You are beautiful.” “You are overwhelming!” “You are strong.” “You are skillful.”
“You are so creative.” .” “You are powerful!” Worship is a natural response when we get a
glimpse of God. We do this with each other naturally, and that’s what good worship music, and
worshipful prayer is.
In Revelation 4:8 the angels worship God by saying “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord God
Almighty!” Holiness is one of God’s attributes.
Next comes Thanksgiving. Worship is talking to God about who He is; thanksgiving is
talking to God about what He has done. The blessings and mercies that He has given, especially
those we so often take for granted like sleep, food, health, family and the like, but most
importantly, for salvation through Jesus Christ.
Listen to how the Psalmist gives thanksgiving to God:
“Come and see what God has done, how awesome his works on man's behalf!” (Psalm
66:5)
“I praise you because I am fearfully and wonderfully made; your works are wonderful, I
know that full well.” (Psalm 139:14)
When we read about the worship in heaven in Revelation 4:6-11 we hear them saying,
“You are worthy, our Lord and God, to receive glory and honor and power, for you
created all things, and by your will they were created and have their being.”
Finally, the fourth aspect of prayer is Supplication – asking God for what we need. This
is a huge stumbling block for some people because they don’t understand why their prayers
aren't being answered. They have asked God for things, made requests, and it’s not happening.
So they get discouraged.
This is why I prefer the word “supplicate” to “request”. Supplicate is made up of two
words: “supple” and “placate”. When something is “supple” it is able to bend. To “placate”
means to “please” someone. So literally, when we come to God and ask for something, we come
humbly, bending our will to His, so we may do that which pleases Him. This is as much about
bringing our requests to God as it is about Him teaching us to be humble before Him.
The key to understanding supplication is found in John 15:5-8. Jesus talks to His
disciples about how we relate to Him by using the picture of a grape vine and the branches that
connect to that vine and bear the fruit.
“I am the vine; you are the branches. If a man remains in me and I in him, he will bear
much fruit; apart from me you can do nothing. If anyone does not remain in me, he is like
a branch that is thrown away and withers; such branches are picked up, thrown into the
fire and burned. If you remain in me and my words remain in you, ask whatever you wish,
and it will be given you. This is to my Father's glory, that you bear much fruit, showing
yourselves to be my disciples.”
When we come to God in supplication… when we ask God for things… Jesus says there
is a qualification to all our requests: we need to be connected to the Vine. If we expect to have
any grapes, then we’d better be getting food and nutrients from the Vine. If we disconnect
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ourselves from our source of life and think our little branch is going to do anything apart from
the Vine, then we’re crazy.
What does it mean to be connected to the vine? Are you ready to come full circle? It
means we are faithful to the Four Core Christian Disciplines. Jesus says, “If you remain in me
and my words remain in you, ask whatever you wish, and it will be given you.” The opposite of
that is to say, “If you ignore me, push me aside, do your own thing, and don’t bother listening to
or studying my words, distance yourself from my people, refuse to listen to me as Lord, and
serve only yourself… no matter what you ask for, it won’t be given to you.”
Why? Because if we ask for things without listening to God, we’ll be asking with selfish
desires and destructive motives! We will want things that glorify us, comfortus, meet our wants,
fill our desires, make us feel better, make our life easier, punish those that we don’t like. We
won’t be concerned with praising God, learning more about Him, building our character to
become more like Christ, or serving and taking care of anyone else. When we stop pursuing
Jesus through the Four Core Christian Disciplines, it’s becomes all about us. James 4:1-3 says:
“What causes fights and quarrels among you? Don't they come from your desires that
battle within you? You want something but don't get it. You kill and covet, but you cannot
have what you want. You quarrel and fight. You do not have, because you do not ask
God. When you ask, you do not receive, because you ask with wrong motives, that you
may spend what you get on your pleasures.”
If you have been praying for something for a long time and it’s not happening, check
your motives. Why do you want that to happen? Do you trust God enough to believe that He
already knows what you need before you even need it? Do you trust that God knows what He’s
doing? He will answer every prayer you bring to Him. Sometimes “yes”, sometimes “no”,
sometimes “later”. God is gracious enough not to give us those things which will harm us, or will
not lead to His glory. Can you imagine what would happen if God said yes to everything
everyone asked for? What a world we would live in! Praise God that sometimes He doesn't give
us what we ask for.

FAQ
Let me close today with a few final, practical points about how to do this. We've talked
about what prayer is, and the importance of it. We've discussed the motives of our hearts, and
our need to humble ourselves before Him when we ask for something. I want to end this chapter
by answering a few practical questions about prayer that you may have:
What do I need to do to get started? (Or… How can I be more consistent?)
The simple answer is the one you have probably already heard, and is good advice for a
lot of things. If you want to be a better writer, find a time and a place and show up and write. If
you want a healthy marriage, set consistent and regular times to be together. If you want a strong
family, consistently be together at meal times and at other times too.
The best thing you can do is find a time (morning, afternoon, evening, coffee break,
lunch-time, before bed, before anyone gets up) and then set an alarm, put it in your calendar, and
make that time sacred.
Then find a spot. A place where you know you can be alone, quiet and uninterrupted for a
period of time. It may take some practice. You may have to get up earlier, stay up later, leave the
house, or go sit in the car. Find a time, find a spot and be there.
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I start praying but I don’t know what to say. What should I say?
You’re not alone in this struggle, a lot of people struggle with the words of their prayers.
Some have been to prayer meetings with old saints who can pray for 15 minutes straight, in King
James English, without even pausing to think or repeating themselves – and that’s a daunting
thing to try to keep up with.
A lot of people struggle with what to say so they just keep saying the same word over and
over hoping something will pop-out. “Lord Jesus, thank you Jesus for being my Lord, Jesus. I
just want to, Lord Jesus, thank you, Jesus and just want you, Lord, give you my thanks, Lord
Jesus just for being my Lord.” That can get very discouraging.
Here are my suggestions. First, start with the Four Components of Prayer: Confession,
Worship, Thanksgiving and Supplication. What do you need to confess to God today? What have
you learned about God’s attributes in the past while? What has God been doing for you lately
that you can thank Him for? What are your needs?
Second, if you struggle with what to say, bring your Bible with you. You’re already
committed to studying it; now use it as the jumping off point for your prayers. There are lots of
prayers you can pray – the Lord’s Prayer and Psalm 23 are two famous ones. Use their words as
a starting point for talking to God.
“Our Father in Heaven” – “God you are my Father and that means a lot to me because I
need a father right now. I need advice, and help, resources, and someone to discipline me.”
Third, bring a prayer book with you. I highly recommend “The Valley of Vision” which
is a collection of Puritan prayers and devotions. It has helped me for years to find the words to
express what was inside my spirit. There are lots of prayer books, and prayers online that can
help to give you a starting point.
How long do I need to be there for?
I’ve already said that the hope is that we would pray without ceasing, but the question of
how long we need to be in prayer during our quiet times is a valid one.
Here’s my answer: God is pleased with whatever short time we give him, even if it’s a
few minutes of prayer. However, God will always ask for more time, and no matter how much
time we spend during that set-aside quiet time, if our hearts are connecting to God, it will never
feel like enough. His intention isn’t that we have hour long quiet times – it’s that we would
eventually be so used to talking to Him that our whole life, when we are at work, talking to
someone else, resting, playing, or whatever, is spent in constant communication with Him.
Start with a short quiet-time – 10 minutes of Bible Reading and Prayer, and as you do
that consistently, you will need to lengthen it and it should naturally happen. As you mature, you
will need more time, and then you will learn to pray more often, wherever you are, and be
mindful of the presence of God in every situation.
Do I stand, sit, or kneel? What should my posture be?
Why do we fold our hands and close our eyes? It’s more tradition than anything. I teach
my kids to bow their heads out of respect for God, to close their eyes to keep from being
distracted, and fold their hands so they’re not doing anything else with them!
In the Bible we see people Bowing (Ex 4:31), Kneeling (Psalm 95:6), Sitting (Judges
20:26), Face to the Ground, (Matt 26:39), Standing (Mark 11:25), Lifting up Hands (1 Timothy
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2:8), Looking upward (John 17:1), Heads between their Knees (1 Kings 18:42), Pounding on
their Chest (Luke 18:13), and Looking out a Window (Daniel 6:10).
John MacArthur says something very important about the question of prayer posture. He
says,
“Rather than external positioning, the Bible emphasizes the posture of the heart. Whether you
are standing, sitting, or lying down, the important thing is that your heart is bowed in submission
to the lordship of Christ. False religion places a premium on external behaviour, while true
Christianity is concerned with the heart. And true prayer is characterized by an attitude of
humility before God-not the physical posture of the person praying.”
Practically speaking: be in a position where you will be comfortable, but not so
comfortable you’re going to fall asleep. Change your posture based on what kinds of prayer you
are praying. If you are requesting, open your hands to show you are receptive. If you are
repenting, place your hands palms down as though you are putting something down. Our mind
naturally follows our body, so we can change how we are relating to God just by changing our
posture.
Why aren't my prayers being answered?
We already addressed this when I talked about the motives of our supplication, but here’s
a list of scriptural reasons why God wouldn’t be listening to our prayers and answering them.
Essentially, these are ways that we separate ourselves from the Vine:
Unrepentant Sin, Secret Sins or Sinful Motives - Sin is like cotton in the mouth of our
prayer life. God will stop listening if we have sin in our lives that He wants us to get rid of. We
also can’t fool God into giving us something that we’re just going to use to further our own
destruction or sinful wants. You may be able to convince me to give you 50 bucks to buy
something you say you need … and then go turn around and buy alcohol, or drugs, or porn, or
something else… but we can’t fool God. He knows what we want to do with it.
Stubbornness and Pride - This is the prayer that goes, “God, I know what I’m doing…
and I’m not really asking your advice… but I could use some supernatural help to get it going. If
you could just bless what I’m doing… instead of messing with the why’s and how’s… then
that’d be good.” God says that people who won’t ask God what He wants, but just want Him to
bless their own plans will “eat the fruit of their ways and be filled with the fruit of their
schemes.” That’s Bible talk for “they’ll get what they’re asking for” which isn’t good.
Half-Heartedness – God’s not a big fan of half-hearted people. We talked about lukewarm believers before. He spits them out (Rev 3:16). James 1:8 talks about the double-minded
man who is “unstable” because he’s not seeking God, or himself, or anything else with his whole
heart. He’s half in the world and half out.
I’m often convicted by the story in 2 Kings 13:18-19 where Elijah tells the king of Israel
to take his arrows and strike the ground with them to show that the Lord will bring victory over
his enemies. The king took the arrows, struck the ground three times and stopped. Elijah gets
furious with him and says, “You should have struck five or six times; then you would have
struck down Syria until you had made an end of it, but now you will strike down Syria only three
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times.” The problem: the King’s lack of enthusiasm, his half-heartedness about being obedient
and seeing God work. God doesn’t desire half-hearted prayers.
How can I pray for others?
I really appreciate people who ask this question because it reminds me that our prayer life
isn’t just about us and our own spiritual development, but is one of the key ways God has
decided to work in this world. He has decided that He will work in this world in response to our
prayer life. He desires us to pray, and He wants us to pray for others, so that we can see His hand
working in our lives and theirs, and then give Him glory for what He does.
My favourite method of praying for others is what I call Praying in Concentric Circles.
This all happens during the “supplication” part of your prayers. Here’s how it works: Start with
yourself and your own needs. Then pray for the needs, comfort, salvation, and challenges of the
people who are closest to you – your significant other, your kids, your family. Then work your
way out a little farther – your friends, your church, your coworkers. Then go a little farther –
your community, your neighbourhood, your city, province, nation. Then pray globally for world
missionaries, for the world events you know about on the news. If you pray in concentric circles,
then it’s a little easier to frame your prayers.
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Why Study Your Bible?
"A readiness to believe every promise implicitly, to obey every command unhesitatingly, to stand
perfect and complete in all the will of God, is the only true spirit of Bible study." ~ Andrew
Murray

How You See It Affects How You Treat It
What is the Bible to you?
There are people in every corner in the world who know how they should answer that
question... but they don’t really treat the Bible the way they talk about it.
People see the Bible in different ways. Some see it as an emotional antacid that you read
only when your life has your stomach tied in knots. Or a sleeping pill that you read to cure
insomnia. Some see it as an insurance policy where you may not have read all the fine print but
you hope that owning one will get you out of some kind of trouble someday. Some see it as a
holy book reserved for monks and gurus but not really something normal people would ever
want to read. Others see it as a story book filled with fables and fairy tales. Others would say it’s
an interesting but useless book of fiction, or an ancient book pertinent to a bygone culture, but
not relevant for today.
How you treat the Bible is directly connected to how you see it. The time you spend in it,
the effort you make to understand it, and the authority level you give the words within it, will
directly correspond to your view of it – even if you would never say so.

Why Study the Bible?
So, before we begin talking about Bible Study let me give a bit of a plug for why this is
such a big deal. You may cringe at the word “study” because it conjures up bad memories of
math-quizzes, long classes with a boring teacher going through boring material, dusty books
without any pictures full of useless facts that need to be regurgitated for some test. I can
completely understand why you’d tune out if that’s what comes to mind when you think of
studying. But let me assure you: this kind of study is different.
Listen to the words of Hebrews 4:12-13:
“For the word of God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing to
the division of soul and of spirit, of joints and of marrow, and discerning the thoughts
and intentions of the heart. And no creature is hidden from his sight, but all are naked
and exposed to the eyes of him to whom we must give account.”
This book contains the very words of God, given through human agents, to all of
humanity, to guide us in this world, and ultimately lead us to salvation from hell and into eternal
life. It is the greatest source of moral authority and perfect truth in this world. It contains the very
words of our Creator, and teaches us about the most important figure in the history of the world –
Jesus Christ. It helps us understand the very core of what it means to be human, and speaks to us
so individually that at times it feels like it was written to us alone. It shows us our sin, our
desperation, our damnation, and the deep and abiding love God has for us. Above all it shows us
the cost of what it took to come and save us from our sin so we could be with Him.
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If you believe that, then you need to read it that way. If you don’t believe that, then you
should study this book anyway to see if these claims are true or not. You can’t afford to be
wrong about this one. This is a very important book.

5 Reasons to Study the Bible
I came up with 5 reasons why Christians need to study the Bible:
First, without Bible study we soon forget God’s promises. If we are not in the word
regularly, we can forget what God has done for us, and is doing through us. We can get bitter,
afraid, confused, or prideful if we are not reminding ourselves of the presence and promises of
God regularly. It’s amazing how often God will use the Bible to remind us of His goodness,
greatness, love for us, and tell us what we need to hear that day.
Second, if we are not studying the Bible we become an easy target for the devil’s
schemes. Think of the Garden of Eden. What was Satan’s opening line there? The first line he
ever spoke to humanity in Genesis 3:1 “Did God really say, 'You must not eat from any tree in
the garden'?” He challenged God’s word. The whole conversation between Satan and Eve was
based on God’s Word. Can you trust God’s word? What did God really say? Can God’s word be
modified for this situation? When Jesus was facing His temptation in the desert He didn't
dialogue with the Tempter at all, but quoted the Bible and shut down the conversation. Most of
us don’t know our Bibles well enough to shut down temptation so Satan sucks us into a dialogue
with him, and then we fall. If we don’t know our Bibles… if we don’t know the truth… then we
are open to being deceived.
Third, without consistent Bible study habits, we become closed-minded. Some people
learn one or two verses and use them as the rule for their whole lives, their church, their families,
and relationships. For example, think of the person who knows Matthew 7:1, “judge not lest ye
be judged” but doesn't know the rest. They never get to Matthew 18:15 where Jesus says, “If
your brother sins go and show him his fault in private; if he listens to you, you have won your
brother.” They never confront anyone about their sin because they think that they "aren't
supposed to judge people". When in actual fact the Bible tells us to lovingly challenge one
another to make sure we are all doing the right thing and growing in our obedience to God. We
need the whole counsel of scripture to have the right picture of what it means to be a Christian,
not just picking and choosing a few favourites that fit with what we want to believe.
Fourth, if we don’t have good Bible study habits then we won’t be able to, as 1 Peter
3:15 says, “Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the
reason for the hope that you have.” I’m convinced that this is a big reason why people don’t
share their faith. At some point they were told the truth, believed it, but never locked that truth
inside of them to share with others. They are afraid that questions will come up that they won’t
have answers for so they don’t start conversations about faith at all. But if we are good students
of the Bible, then we will have the answers to many (not all, but many) questions and have more
confidence when we tell the story of what Jesus has been doing in our lives and in this world.
Fifth, finally, and most seriously, without diligent study we can be led, and lead
others into heresy. The word heresy literally means, “to choose other beliefs.” If God’s word is
a revealed word – meaning God gave it to us for a purpose, with a meaning in mind – then there
is a right way to read it.
When we read the Bible, we are not reading opinion, but the words of God, and we let
them speak to us. If we stop reading the Bible and start reading into the Bible, we will begin to
introduce heresies… or “other beliefs” that can lead us and others away from the truth.
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Listen to how seriously God takes heresy in 2 Peter 2:1-3:
“But there were also false prophets among the people, just as there will be false teachers
among you. They will secretly introduce destructive heresies, even denying the sovereign
Lord who bought them—bringing swift destruction on themselves.”
We need to have good Bible study habits and consistent accountability or we run the risk
of promoting heresy, and what we think about a subject, rather than what God thinks.

What is Bible Study?
Like the last chapter, I have written a definition that we can take apart:
Bible Study is making the choice, under God’s direction, to methodologically spend
time, energy and concentration to deepen our faith in Jesus through His Word.
“Making the Choice”
Getting to know the Bible better is a choice. Anything we do that doesn’t come naturally
and needs effort requires us to make a choice. Becoming healthier in mind, body or spirit doesn’t
merely happen to us by chance or through osmosis or proximity to healthy people. Bible Study is
no different.
Sitting through sermon after sermon and attending various Bible-based groups does not
make you a student of the Bible. You need to make the choice to engage your mind, heart and
hands in the process. One must say, “I see value in knowing the scriptures, and therefore I
choose to invest my time and energy into studying them.” I know many Christians who have
attended church functions for a loooong time but don’t know any more about the Bible than they
did after their first few years of salvation.
In 2 Timothy 2:15 Paul says to Timothy, “Do your best to present yourself to God as one
approved, a worker who has no need to be ashamed, rightly handling the word of truth.” Another
translation says “Be diligent…” Bible Study requires us to decide to do our best and be diligent
to make the effort to learn.
“Under God’s Direction”.
Listen to the words of 1 Corinthians 2:9-13:
“But, as it is written, ‘What no eye has seen, nor ear heard, nor the heart of man
imagined, what God has prepared for those who love him’— these things God has
revealed to us through the Spirit. For the Spirit searches everything, even the depths of
God. For who knows a person's thoughts except the spirit of that person, which is in him?
So also no one comprehends the thoughts of God except the Spirit of God. Now we have
received not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit who is from God, that we might
understand the things freely given us by God. And we impart this in words not taught by
human wisdom but taught by the Spirit, interpreting spiritual truths to those who are
spiritual.”
We cannot really understand the Bible without God’s help. Yes, we can learn about the
people and places the Bible speaks about, but we cannot truly be impacted by the full worth of
God’s Word unless He works within us to help us understand it. It is His letter to us, and when
He is not involved in the reading of it, it becomes stale and fruitless. If we don’t come to God
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before we study it, the Bible will be foolishness to our ears, and produce nothing but guilt,
showing us all the ways we don’t measure up. But if we seek God when we come to His word,
then inside of it we will not only find conviction, but also wisdom and freedom.
That’s why I started with prayer. In a previous incarnation of this study I started with
Bible Study, but realized that really wasn’t where we need to start. We need to start in prayer,
and then come to study.
“Methodologically”
That’s just a fancy word meaning that we need to have a plan.
Let me say this: I strongly believe that God speaks to individuals all the time as they
faithfully read their Bibles. I have often counselled people to read their Bibles as though God is
speaking directly to them and has a message for them from the verses they are reading that day. I
believe that with all my heart, and I know many people who have met God in powerful ways
during their daily Bible reading.
I also believe that the Bible was written to be understood. The message of scripture is
simple to grasp and God can speak to people of all levels of experience, intelligence and
education through His word. It is not merely a book for scholars and linguists – it is a book
written for every person in every place at every time. I have no doubt in my mind that if you grab
a Bible and start faithfully reading it that God will teach you something about Himself and
dramatically change your life.
However, like anything else we learn, be it cars, sports, quilting, cooking or cheesemaking, a good student of the Bible requires a plan. Reading the bible “Devotionally” – by
which I mean simply reading the words of God and asking God to speak through them – is of
great benefit. However, we also need to “Study” our Bible – meaning that we need to have a plan
to go deeper than devotional reading.
This is a huge stumbling block to some people. They don’t like being told what to do.
They don’t want to admit that they need someone else to teach them about the Bible. That’s
called pride. When a prideful person comes to the Bible they will often make one of three
mistakes: they will assume they know it all and don’t need anyone’s help. Or, they will ignore
anything they don’t understand and assume it’s not important. Or, they will just start making
things up all by themselves. That’s a great path to ignorance and heresy.
God has raised people up (Eph 4:11, 1 Peter 5:1-2) who He has specially gifted with the
ability to teach us things about the Bible. It is our responsibility to make sure they are good
teachers who are following Jesus and submitting to the Holy Spirit (Romans 16:17-18; 1 John
4:1; 2 John 1:10-11), and then it is our responsibility to humbly and attentively to them (Hebrews
13:17; 1 Thess 5:12) – through their sermons, books, study guides, or one on one. They are a gift
from God to us.
Reading the Bible is wonderful, but when we study the Bible, we need a good guide to
help us, a plan to complete the task, and a system by which we gather the knowledge. If we come
to Bible Study without techniques and tools, then we cannot say we are studying it, any more
than a scientist can say they are studying something if they have no equipment, system, process,
reports, or methodology.
“Time, Energy and Concentration”
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Bible study will take your time. This is probably the greatest expense to us, because our
time is very valuable. It seems that we would much rather spend any other resource we have
other than time. Devotional reading will take less time, but Study will require more.
Bible study will also take energy. It’s not something we can do very well when we are
tired at the end of the day. I’m sure you’ve realized that if you are going to learn anything that it
will require some dedicated energy – not leftovers.
And it will require concentration. We have to choose… there’s that word again… to put
our concentration into the study. Anyone who has ever taken a class knows that you can sit
through class, take notes, and even do the assignments, and not learn a thing because you’re just
going through the motions to get the grade! To get anything out of Bible Study you will be
required to concentrate and invest some brain-power.
“To Deepen Our Faith in Jesus Through His Word.”
At the end of the Gospel of John in 20:31 we read:
“…but these are written so that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God,
and that by believing you may have life in his name.”
The goal of Bible Study is not merely to understand the Bible, but to understand our
salvation from God through Jesus Christ as it is revealed in scripture. The Bible helps us know
our Creator, Lord, and Saviour. The whole story is about Jesus, from beginning to end, and it is
He whom we are learning about in every verse.
We are not there to figure out ways to manipulate and bend the words of the Bible for our
own purposes. We are not there to become “Bible-thumpers” who use the word of God to make
others feel guilty or stupid. Our goal when coming to Bible Study is to have God speak to us
through it, to bring us to an understanding of what God has revealed about Jesus, and to connect
to Him for our daily hope.

A Challenge
Next we will go through the How-To’s of Bible Study -- the Tools and Techniques -- but
my hope for now is that you take our first question ("What is the Bible to you?") and spend some
time thinking about it. How do you see the Bible? What do you believe about it? Does how you
see the Bible line up with how you treat it? If someone were to see how much time you spend
reading it, the effort you put into understanding it, and the authority level it has for you – would
they say that it’s the most important book in your life because it points to the most important
person in your life? If they would, then praise God and keep up the good work! I'm not trying to
put a guilt trip on you – ok, maybe a little – but it is my deep desire for you to love the scriptures
and be built up in them so you can be a strong Christian.
So if you feel convicted by this chapter because you say the Bible is important to you but
you don’t spend much time in it, today is the day to change that. Today is the day you can
recommit yourself to learning about Jesus in scripture.
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How to Study Your Bible
To get the full flavor of an herb, it must be pressed between the fingers, so it is the same with the
Scriptures; the more familiar they become, the more they reveal their hidden treasures and yield
their indescribable riches.” ~ John Chrysostom
I promised in the last chapter that we would get very practical, so let’s get going. I want
to introduce you to the Tools and Techniques you can use to study the Bible to make sure we get
it right
There are a zillion good tools to use for Bible Study and it can get quite overwhelming
when picking them, so let me give you some basics to get you started (I got some help from this
great article by Chuck Swindoll). Remember, you don’t need to buy all of these at first. To do so
would be overwhelming. But as you grow and learn and practice Bible Study, as with any
discipline and skill, you will develop the need for more and better tools to do it. So here’s an
overview of the kinds of tools you can use to study the Bible:

The Tools of Bible Study
A Study Bible
A good study Bible is your best friend and most helpful resource. Every Christian should
have a good study Bible. They are the toolbox you keep in your truck or in your furnace room
with the hammer, crescent wrench, tape measure, box knife, a level, a flashlight and pair of
pliers. Your toolbox doesn’t have every tool, and some of the tools aren’t perfect for the job, but
you can get almost anything done with the basic supplies inside.
There are lots and lots of study Bibles out there. Some are for specific kinds of studies –
like topical studies or word studies. Some are by famous authors like John MacArthur or Eugene
Peterson. Some have different themes like Leadership, Addiction Recovery, Apologetics or
Stewardship. Others are geared for different age groups. Depending on which one you choose
you will gain or lose something.
If I had to pick one that covers the most bases for your average Christian adult, I would
highly recommend the ESV Study Bible because it has the most (and best) tools I've ever found
in any study Bible. It has a readable, critically acclaimed and accurate translation. It has
concordances to help you find individual words. It has theological articles to help you understand
important doctrines. It has notes on many of the verses and cross references to help you see
where the same concept is found in different parts of scripture. It has maps to help you ground
your study in geography and history. It has diagrams based on the most recent historical and
archaeological research, and special charts to show the various themes found throughout
scriptures.
If you are a young person or have no background on the Christian faith and want
something with a few more notes for beginners, they also have an ESV Student Study Bible
available which has special features for your needs. A study Bible is an invaluable tool.
A Concordance
The second tool is called a Concordance which contains an alphabetical listing of every
word in the Bible and cross-references them with the verses in which they appear. A Study Bible
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has a basic concordance of many of the most common words, but a full Concordance will have
eeeevery word! This is important for Bible Study because when we want to follow God’s
thinking on a certain topic all the way through scripture, the Concordance gives us a great place
to start. If you want to learn about “Joy” look up the word “joy” and read all the verses about it.
A good Concordance will even give alternative words and break down their uses for you.
Dictionaries and Encyclopaedias
Third are Dictionaries and Encyclopaedias. Christians believe that every word that we
read in the Bible was specially chosen by God. God didn’t merely inspire the concepts in
scripture, but every single word. The Bible was originally written in a few different languages –
Hebrew, Aramaic and Greek, which means that when we translate it into English, we can lose
something in translation. A Bible Dictionary is designed to give us the background on what the
words meant in their original language and help us understand some of the nuances that are lost
when they use English words. For example, since the Greeks had at least 4 different words for
our English word “Love” it’s helpful to know which one they are using in each instance.
One special tool is called a “Strong’s Concordance” which is a numbered list of every
original-root-word in the Bible. So if you are doing a word study, you can look up the exact word
in the Strong’s Concordance and then find the exact definition of that root word in a Bible
Dictionary. A lot of these resources can be found online – my favourite place is
blueletterbible.org which links all these resources together easily.
Commentaries
The fourth tool for Bible study are commentaries, which are basically longer version of a
study Bible. Instead of small notes about individual verses, a commentary will give whole
paragraphs and pages about individual verses and chapters, introduce themes, backgrounds,
world history, give a biography of the author, the recipient, and much much more. They are most
helpful when doing a book study – like if you wanted to learn lots more about Romans or
Genesis.
I recommend starting with a commentary set of the whole Bible first. My favourite right
now is the “Zondervan Illustrated Bible Backgrounds Commentary” because it has lots of
pictures! As a side note, remember that if you are going to study a book of the Bible, it’s best to
read different commentaries from different authors so you get a more complete picture. They all
have their biases. It’s also best to use them after you have done your own personal study so that
you have some idea of what you’ve already read. If you want a good website to find the best
commentaries – because there are many, and some of them are no good – go to
www.bestcommentaries.com.
Doctrines and Systematic Theologies
Fifth are Doctrines and Systematic Theologies. These are a lot more involved than a
Commentary or Study Bible and are most helpful for learning about big Bible themes like
salvation, hell, heaven, the characteristics of God, the Holy Spirit, spiritual gifts, the Church, etc.
You won’t want to start with one of these, but as you study you’ll find yourself coming up
against some big questions, and these types of books give you a Biblical answer to those big
questions.
Bible Study Software
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Sixth are Bible Study Computer Programs like Logos or BibleWorks. They are really
expensive, but they take everything we have been talking about and make it easy to click through
and jump back and forth. These two companies do really good work and add lots and lots of new
titles regularly, all linked together in a bazillion different ways. These can be quite expensive,
but there are a few more cost-effective (free!) options.
I’ve already mentioned a couple, but some of these websites are great. They keep track of
your notes, give you daily devotionals, links to study guides, commentaries, concordances and
more resources, have blogs to read, can be interactive and use social networking, and make
simple study a lot quicker. The downside is that there are some real garbage sites, sometimes
they are hard to manoeuvre around, and a person can get very distracted by their computer if they
aren’t careful. My favourite sites are: ESVBible.org, BibleStudyTools.com, BibleGateway.com
and BiblePlaces.com.

The Techniques of Bible Study
So there are some tools. Now let’s talk about techniques. Once we have our toolbox full
of tools, what are we supposed to do with them?
There are 4 basic kinds of Bible study that we can do: Topical, Exegetical, Biographical
and what we can call Favourites. One of these might be more interesting to you than the others,
and that’s ok. Start with one that resonates with you and then try another one.
Topical Study
Topical basically means that we pick a subject like salvation, heaven, hell, joy,
judgement, prophecy, love, sacrifice, or grace and we see what the Bible says about that topic.
We find verses about that topic, and look up those words in a concordance to see what comes up;
we read doctrines and systematic theologies about them. This book, for example, came from a
topical study of salvation and discipleship.
Exegetical Study
Exegetical study means that we study systematically, going verse by verse. We pick a
book and study it chapter by chapter, verse by verse, and word by word. Start at the beginning
and go verse by verse finding the key concepts, studying the context, learning what the
individual words meant then, and what it all means for us today.
Biographical Study
A Biographical study is the study of a person like Moses, Ruth, Nehemiah, David,
Solomon, Jesus, or Paul. Pick a person and read all the books, verses and topics about them.
Identify with them in your own life. Read their ups and downs. Study where they lived, and what
their life was like. How did they live? How did they die?
Favourites Study
And the fourth is a junk-drawer word I'm just calling Favourites. This would be where we
grab a well-known passage that we are curious about – like the Lord’s Prayer, Psalm 23 or 51, or
all the definitions of love from 1 Corinthians 13 – and just learn all we can about them. It’s partly
exegetical, and a little bit topical, and a little bit biographical.
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Observe → Interpret → Apply
So that’s the 4 basic kinds of bible study. But what do you need to do? No matter what
kind of study you’ve chosen, whether it’s topical, exegetical, or biographical, you’re going to
come at it in the same way: Observe, Interpret, Apply.
Let’s go through this together so you can see it done, using John 1:14,
“The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us.”
Observe
First we Observe. This is where we build our foundation of understanding the content.
This is where we ask the “5W’s and an H” – Who, What, Where, When, Why and How. Here are
some questions you can ask when observing a passage:
1. What does it say? What is the most obvious, basic thing this verse says? What are
your first impressions? Well, the NIV has the word “Word” capitalized, so it must be a proper
name. And that proper name is probably a person who… wasn’t made of flesh yet, so probably
wasn’t human… but then became flesh -- a human… and then lived among other humans. Ok.
2. What are some key words that I need to understand? This requires a word study which
means you break out your Concordance and Dictionary. What did the word mean back then to
the people who first read it? What does that tell us today?
Well, a few obvious words in our passage might be the words “Word”, “Flesh” and
“Dwelling”. Let’s pick the word “Dwelling”. I went online to BlueLetterBible and found the
original text and learned that it is the Greek word SKENOO which means “Tabernacle” or
“Tent”, and occurs 5 times in the bible, once in John and 4 times in Revelation. I also seem to
recall that the Israelites in the Old Testament had a “Tabernacle”. I wonder if there’s a
connection.
3. What’s the literal context? What words are surrounding the passage you’re looking at?
Who’s speaking? Who is it being spoken to? What is the main idea the author is trying to get
across in this book, and in this paragraph, and in this sentence? And if God inspired the writing,
then each word is important, so why did God choose that word, and what did that word, and
sentence, and paragraph mean to the people then?
And what genre of literature is this? Knowing what kind of literature this is will help us
interpret it. If you’re reading a poem and you treat it like an encyclopaedia, you’re going to mess
up the meaning. If you think a fictional parable is a true-story, then you’re missing something.
The Bible contains many kinds of literature. There are teaching sections, legal writing, narrative
stories, allegorical stories, poetry and prophecy. It’s important to figure out what kind of style
you are reading before you interpret it.
What we’re looking at right now is the introduction to a Gospel (which is a genre of letter
intended to teach people about history) where the author is using metaphor to describe something
historical. He’s using a word picture to talk about something historical, but it was so incredible
that he can’t describe it without using a word picture. That’s important to know and will colour
how we read the passage.
4. What is the cultural context? Where was the person when he wrote this? Who was he
writing to? What were the political, social, economic, and religious conditions during that time?
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Was there persecution? Famine? Was the author in prison like Paul? Or the leader of a country
like Nehemiah? Or on the run like David? Was the recipient a church in a rich city, a slave
owner, or is this a chronicle of events meant to be kept in a library for reference? Cultural
context is critically important for understanding the bible.
My study Bible says that John, the author of the Gospel, was a Jewish man who wrote his
book to both Jews and Gentiles. So he must have used the word “Tabernacle” on purpose to
bring up something important in the minds of the Jewish and Gentile readers. Those readers
would have known about the tent – which was called a Tabernacle – that moved around with the
people of God in the wilderness, after the exodus from Egypt, as they journeyed to the Promised
Land. So when John uses that word, he’s describing something – he’s using it on purpose to
describe what Jesus did for us! Jesus is the presence of God, in a fleshly tent, journeying with us
in this world, just like in the days of Moses.
5. What cross references apply? This is where we leave the verse we are studying and
look around the Bible for other verses that contain the same words, concepts and ideas as the one
we are studying. When we come across a difficult verse, we always go to verses that are easier to
understand to get clarity. If what we are looking at isn’t clear, then we go to where God is clear
to help us interpret.
The Bible never contradicts itself, but often gives various sides of something so we can
learn about it in different ways. The Bible will always interpret itself rightly.
So when it says, “the Word” which we understand to be referring to Jesus, “became
Flesh”, then that causes us to ask some important questions. Does that mean that He was no
longer God? Does that mean that he was sinful like other humans? What are the implications of
God becoming human? We need to look at other passages to understand that. For example,
Hebrews 4:15 says, “For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our
weaknesses, but one who in every respect has been tempted as we are, yet without sin.” That
helps.
Cross references are an important part of figuring out what’s going on in a passage we are
studying.
Interpret
After we’ve observed what we are studying it’s time to Interpret it. In other words, ask
the question, “What is the main point (the plain meaning) of the passage?” Based on your
observation and all that you know about the context, meaning, words, cross-references, author
and the rest: What’s the big-idea God is getting across to us? What was the author trying to tell
those who read it the first time? What is God sharing with us today?
2 Timothy 3:16-17 says:
“All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and
training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every
good work.”
Is this passage teaching me doctrine? Is this passage rebuking me and telling me of a sin I
have in my life, or that is in the world, that needs to be avoided and repented of? Is this verse
correcting me and straightening out something that I’ve gotten wrong, or that others have gotten
wrong? Or is this training me to do something like help someone, fix something, serve someone,
or encourage someone? Why was this written and what does it mean?
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Remember: the main point of every study, every chapter and verse, is to teach us about
Jesus, so we must ask the question: What does this teach me about Jesus? Is it teaching me about
His mission, His character, His plan, His nature, His Gospel? The whole book is about Jesus, so
what does my study teach me about Jesus? If we Observe and Interpret without asking this
question, we have missed the whole point of our Bible Study!
Well, the main point of our verse seems to be that Jesus is God (the Creator) in the flesh,
and chose to become one of us. Jesus, “The Word”, became human, and took on a tent of “flesh”,
and decided to live among us – in an even greater fashion than He did in the Old Testament with
the Israelites. It is the continuation of the great story of salvation and the presence of God with
His people.
If we kept studying this we’d discover things like Jesus existed from eternity past, and
was never created, but chose in love to become a human, for our sake, to take our penalty,
because only a human could take the punishment for another human. And only a perfect human
could take on Himself the wrath of God against sin for all humanity. And we would learn to
identify the importance of the word “Word” and associate it with the power of God in Creation –
That calling Jesus “the Word” tells us that he has the full power and majesty of God, the same
power that spoke the universe into being.
We would also learn that in Greek culture the word “Word” was considered to be exactly
the opposite. Words were an abstract, impersonal force – like the principles of reason or
knowledge that gave order to the universe. This would speak volumes to the Gentile listeners as
they learned that God was not an impersonal creator who used words, but was very personal. It is
by His hand all things are sustained. That’s an important truth for us today too.
Of course interpreters have been studying this passage for 2000 years, so we’ve only just
scratched the surface of what it means, but we’re already learning something powerful.
Apply
But so what? This is why we don’t end with Observation and Interpretation; we must
Apply what we have learned. It’s great to know what it says and what it means, but… how does
what I have learned relate to my life? This is God’s book. It is not written just to others, but to
you and me as well. We need to ask “What does this passage really mean?” and then follow it up
with, “And now what must I do?”
What do I need to change? What encouragement can I take from this? Who do I need to
tell this to? What plan can I make to learn this lesson, and open my heart to God helping me to
live more like Jesus? How can this truth manifest itself and become real in my life? How does
the Holy Spirit want to use this to change my heart, my behaviour, my outlook on life, my
relationship with Jesus, my relationship with others? We cannot end with knowledge; we must
put that knowledge into action.
I’m going to leave that to you to figure out. Talk about it with your family, your study
group, and your friends. What does it mean to you that the person and force which created the
universe, the person who spoke all things into being, who said “let there be light”, came into His
creation and walked among us. That the same God who guided the children of Israel with a pillar
of fire and smoke, who dwelt in the holy of holies, was present in the person of Jesus Christ?
That the omnipotent became flesh. That the ultimate source of glory humbled himself to become
nothing. That the Author of the universe entered into His own story. What does that mean to
you?
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I invite you to spend some time meditating on that idea. Pray through it. Think about it.
Talk about it. And then take what you get from God and apply it. Let that truth change your life
and your behaviour and affect your day-to-day living.
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Church Attendance: Getting the Most Out of Sunday Service
“The perfect church service, would be one we were almost unaware of. Our attention would
have been on God.” ~ C.S. Lewis
Attending Church is one of the Four Core Christian Disciplines, but some believers are
not in the habit of attending church on a consistent basis -- or, hop from church to church seeking
to find the perfect place to "get fed". Being around other believers is an important and complex
endeavour. We come to church from a variety of different situations, perspectives and
backgrounds, with different needs and requirements to get the most out of our time at church.
Consider how different we are.

A Diverse Group
Most of us are busy people. There’s a lot going on these days. It’s summer, the weather is
warming up and it’s time to for yard-work, fishing and vacation. There have been a lot of sports
finals to watch, and even more coming this summer, so there’s a lot to be interested in. It’s
block-buster movie season so there’s lots of good things playing at the theatre. There’s a tonne
going on in local, provincial and national news – not to mention all the global crises that we are
supposed to keep up with. Some of you have some very serious things on your mind,
experiencing troubles with your family or friends while others are struggling to make ends meet.
And then there are all of our other day-to-day tasks and events. We've got a lot on our plates.
Physically speaking, some are feeling pretty good, had a great rest, a nice breakfast and
can’t wait to get to whatever you’re doing later today. Others had a really rough sleep last night
and can barely stay awake. Maybe you’re feeling physically ill today or have been in chronic
pain.
Practically speaking some of you are visual learners and have a hard time listening to
someone speak for a long time –just the idea of a 35 minute lecture puts you to sleep – so you
stare at the PowerPoint hoping that it will keep you interested. Others of you are auditory
learners and get distracted by the PowerPoint. Some of you are tactile learners who are having a
really tough time right now because you’re having to sit still and try to pay attention, so you have
to fiddle with a pen or tap your foot, or do something or you’ll go bananas.
There were some people who like "church music", others don't. Some like guitar, others
piano. Some like to sing, others don’t. Some love going upstairs to hang out with people, others
just want to get in and out without being bothered by a bunch of people who don’t really care
about them anyway.
Some looked at the title and thought “that might be interesting”, others groaned knowing
this had nothing to do with them. Some people are mad at other people. Some are mad at people
who aren't even alive anymore. Some have been hurt but won’t show it. Some are barely holding
it together, hoping that no one notices. Others are desperately hoping someone will notice. Some
are wondering why the intro is so long and wondering when we are going to get into the Bible.
Others are glad there’s an intro because there have been way too many verses for them to follow
lately. Some have a deep, growing and flourishing relationship with their friend, Saviour and
Lord Jesus Christ. Others don’t even know what that looks like.
So, with all this diversity of background, levels of spiritual maturity, emotional and
relational baggage, personal preferences, unique life situations, and learning styles, how can we
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possibly create a Sunday morning experience that helps everyone in the church grow closer to
God, learn more about Jesus, worship Him in an intimate, personal way, grow closer in
relationships with the group, and then go home blessed, comforted, uplifted and challenged to
apply something new to their lives throughout the week. That’s a tall order!

You Have What You Need
Here’s the thing: If God is present with us, Jesus is alive and active, and the Holy Spirit is
still powerful, then you already have everything you need to experience Him no matter where
you are.
If you’re at church and the worship music is well rehearsed, has God-honouring lyrics,
and presented with excellence, regardless of style, a path to worship is available for you to take.
If the Bible is being read and preached with humility and truth, then there is something to learn.
And if you are surrounded by people who love Jesus, then I believe we have some very good
conditions to see God do some special and amazing things. Yes, we are going to make mistakes,
and sometimes the songs are a little off, and my sermon is boring, and the technology doesn't
work, and the room is too hot or cold… but by and large, I believe deep in my heart that most
church services are fertile ground for God to grow our spirits each week.
What must be done is for you and I to come in a receptive condition for what God wants
to do. We must stop using others as the excuse for our own spiritual weakness and realize that
getting the most out of the Sunday morning experience falls on us as individuals.

Getting the Most out of Sunday Service
So if that’s right, then the question we must ask ourselves is this: "How can I ensure that
when I come to church I can experience the presence of God, worship Jesus from the bottom of
my heart, obey Him in whatever He desires, and walk away encouraged and challenged as a
disciple of Jesus each Sunday?" In short, "What can I do to get the most out of Sunday Service?"
I read an article by Pastor John Piper a while back called “Take Heed How You Hear”9
where he presents 10 different ways we can ensure that we are spiritually ready for whatever
God wants to do during the Sunday service. I found them very helpful, and I believe you will
too.
1. Pray that God Would Prepare Your Heart
So, as we've been saying all along, prayer is where all of our spiritual development
begins. I went through a book a while back called “Power through Prayer” by E.M. Bounds
which was written to preachers to implore them to realize the desperate necessity of constant and
passionate prayer. One of his points was that no matter how good the scholarship, the
illustrations, the force, the emotion, and excellence of the delivery of the sermon, it will mean
nothing – and could even do damage to the people listening if it is not built on the foundation of
a prayerful relationship with God.

9

http://www.desiringgod.org/articles/take-heed-how-you-hear
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But it works both ways. Those who come to listen, to sing, to serve, to give, and to learn
need to come with their hearts prepared to receive. Piper says, “The heart we need is a work of
God. That's why we [have to] pray for it.” A soft heart for God isn't something we can generate
within ourselves, it must come from God. Remember Ezekiel 36:26 where God says "I will give
you a new heart." We've covered this many times before, but remember that if we don’t take time
to ask God to prepare our hearts, we have no chance of being changed by the music we sing, the
word we hear, or the believers around us.
Think of your heart as a cup. If we come each week full of jealousy, pride, covetousness,
fear, sin, unrighteous anger, worldly pleasure, or anything else, what else can fit into it?
Think of your heart as soil. If the soil is hard and dry, and hasn’t been tilled and turned
over, softened by the healing rains of the grace of God through Jesus Christ, then whatever seeds
of change are cast out by the music, offering, prayers, sermon, service or fellowship will just
bounce off the ground and won’t take root.
Our prayer each week should be before we come on Sunday, “[Lord, I don’t know what
you have for me at church today, but please] give me a heart for you. Give me a good and honest
heart. Give me a soft and receptive heart. Give me a humble and meek heart. Give me a fruitful
heart.” (JP)
2. Feed Yourself During the Week
Don’t let the Sunday service be the first and last place you see God’s Word, worship
Jesus, and talk to Him each week. The Christian life is so much more than Sunday morning! The
meat and potatoes of your faith happen during the week – this is just the appetizer before the
meal that will be your week.
Psalm 34:8 says, “O taste and see that the LORD is good.” Imagine that the word of God
is your food, and prayer, worship and fellowship is like your drink. It is certainly nourishment
for your soul, but what if it also affected your body. What if you only ate and drank once a
week? What if you starved yourself the whole week long and then came crawling into the
building each week, famished and exhausted for the one meal you know will be set for you.
Would you enjoy the food? Would it help you grow and strengthen your muscles? No, you
would come in starving, barely surviving, and when it was served you wouldn't treasure it, smell
it, taste it and enjoy it… would you? You’d barely taste it, and it wouldn't be enough. Your body
wouldn't be prepared for it and might even make you sick because you’re not used to eating.
Sunday morning can’t be your whole spiritual diet. Think of it like a big pot-luck dinner
with your family and friends each week. It’s a special time where you get to experience foods
that you don’t have to make, and which you don’t usually get. It’s a place you can savour, and
pause, and converse over the food, push back from the table and drink from your cup, try things
you've never experienced, and lean over to people and say “try this, it’s good!”.
If you've ever heard someone say that they left a church because “they weren't being
fed”, I would almost guarantee that they didn't have the practice of feeding themselves during the
week. “Not being fed” isn't a biblical excuse to leave a church. Heresy, which is where the
church is serving poison food, is a good reason to leave a church.
I promise that if you come prepared by feeding yourself the word, and drinking in prayer,
worship and fellowship regularly during the week, you will have a much better appetite for
Sunday morning and will enjoy it more and grow more quickly in Christ.
3. Purify Your Mind
142 | P a g e

A corrupt, sinful, indulgent heart and mind will dramatically affect your spiritual life
during the week and on Sunday mornings. You know this, but perhaps you don’t realize how
dramatically it affects your attitudes towards worship, study, prayer and other Christians.
James 1:21 says that Christians need to be, "Putting aside all filthiness and all that
remains of wickedness, in humility receive the word implanted, which is able to save your
souls." Philippians 4:8 implores us that, “…whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right,
whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable—if anything is excellent or
praiseworthy—think about such things.” This is a challenge to me because I've incorporated
worldly entertainment into my rest time. I’m not as bad as I once was, but it’s still something I
have to watch and be careful of.
Let me read directly from Piper on this because I’m not sure I would have ever written
this sentence myself.
“It astonishes me how many Christians watch the same banal, empty, silly, trivial, titillating,
suggestive, immodest TV shows that most unbelievers watch. This makes us small and weak and
worldly and inauthentic in worship.”
Chew on that for a moment. Consider the tv shows and movies that you watch and ask if
they are banal (meaning unoriginal, obvious and boring), empty, silly and trivial. I only get about
5 channels on my TV, but if I ever turn it on to surf I always regret it because it really is empty,
silly, trivial and boring. It’s like eating cotton or listening to white-noise – just empty filler with
no redeeming quality.
Worse, perhaps, are the shows and movies that are titillating, suggestive and immodest.
The most popular shows today, on the specialty channels like HBO, Showcase and Spike have
this sensuality designed into them! You say you want to watch it for the plot, the action, etc., but
right along with those are sexual immorality, suggestive themes, and outright pornography.
Watching these shows makes us small in our minds – because we import no new, good,
helpful information. It makes us weak in our spirits – because we are consistently giving Satan
more and more images and memories to distract, tempt and entice us to sin. It messes up our
vision of reality and creates unholy and unrealistic desires that make us unhappy and discontent.
It would be amazing if Christians could stop putting this stuff in their brains altogether,
but at the very least, let’s try to make Saturday night a “garbage free zone” where we only watch
or read “something true and great and beautiful and pure and honourable and excellent and
worthy of praise.” I love how Piper says the result will be,
“Your heart will shrivel and be able to feel greatness again.”
I have felt that shrivelling of my heart before, and I have also experienced God
unshrivelling it and filling my heart back up to make it full and ready for Him. I know that there
are some people who have slain this demon already and can attest to this truth too. This isn't
about burying our heads in the sand and begin afraid of culture, or about throwing our TV’s out
and never going to the theatre. It’s about being able to focus our hearts on God. Can you imagine
how different your Sunday morning would be if it began on Saturday night?
4. Settle Your Mind
This is all about trusting in the truth that you already have so you can grow and develop
more truths. Some people have struggles with their faith that they just can’t get past, and it is a
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roadblock to their spiritual development. They come week after week, but they are not growing
because they are stuck on one or two big questions that make them doubt God, their Salvation,
their Faith and the grace of God.
There are other people who have many answers, but have not put them into practice.
They are theoretical, but they have not become real. This means that they never really learn the
lesson that God is trying to teach them because it never goes from their mind to their heart and
hands – so God keeps repeating the same lesson over and over and over because they've never
taken the step of obedience so they can move to the next lesson.
The encouragement here is to settle certain things in your minds – and move on. If you
have a struggle with some aspect of Christianity then investigate those areas and settle them in
your minds so you might be able to extend your roots deep into the soil. Jeremiah 17:7-8 says,
"Blessed is the man who trusts in the LORD and whose trust is the LORD. For he will be like a
tree planted by the water, that extends its roots by a stream." Do the work of learning what God
says, do what needs to be done practically to make that real, and then settle your heart and mind
on that subject. For example:
If you come every week doubting that the Holy Spirit is real and wonder if the book He
wrote may not be truth, then you will not be able to grow deeper. If so, then you need to read,
study, and talk to me and other believers about the authority of the scriptures and the work of the
Holy Spirit. Do the work, have it settled, then move on.
If you spend your week in difficulty and wonder if God is good or bad, present or absent,
it will stunt your spiritual growth. Settle in your hearts that your immortal soul was purchased
once and for all on the cross by Jesus Christ, that if God is for you who can be against you and
that there is nothing you can do to earn or lose your salvation because it is the free gift of grace.
If you have to wonder each moment if you are good enough to be accepted by God, or if the sin
you committed means God doesn’t love you today, then there is no way you will be able to
worship effectively, pray personally, sing joyfully or listen to the Bible attentively. When trials
come, if your roots are not deep, and your faith is unsettled, your faith will fail you.
If God has been working on you in an area of obedience like how much time you spend
doing something so you can avoid your family, indulging in pornography or courting an affair,
something that you need to change in your attitude or outlook, or something you need to give
away… whatever it is… it’s my experience that your spiritual growth will be stunted and stalled
until you deal with that area. You can tinker with the car engine, adjust the mirrors, clean the
carpets and get all the pretty decorations you want, but if your tires are flat, you’re not going
anywhere.
5. Get Some Sleep on Saturday Night
This one seems like a no-brainer, but needs to be said. 1 Corinthians 6:12 says this, “All
things are lawful for me, but I will not be enslaved by anything.” That’s Bible talk for “Yes,
you’re an adult and you can go to bed whenever you want… but being an adult also means doing
the right and responsible thing.”
There is no law for what you are supposed to do or not do on a Saturday night. There is
no bedtime or specific Bible verses that say what you are supposed to be doing the night before.
Sure, you’ve got some guidelines about drunkenness and orgies, but there are lots of things you
can do on Saturday nights that aren’t sin, but that will absolutely ruin your Sunday morning
worship experience. When you are tired you are more susceptible to temptation and Satan can
use your weakened physical state to distract you, play with your emotions, and enslave you. You
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get into a cycle of lack of sleep and spend the day jacked up on stimulants like coffee or energy
drinks, then you are absolutely destined to fall for temptation – you’re easy prey.
And when you add the spiritual side of coming to church – the battle that rages to keep
Christians away from worship, the preaching of the word, and the fellowship of believers, then
you are in real trouble. Lack of sleep is something people use to torture the enemy and weaken
their resolve so they will crack under pressure. Sunday morning is a spiritual battleground, and
sleepy soldiers are no help to anyone.
I like what Piper says here too:
“Without sufficient sleep, our minds are dull, our emotions are flat, our proneness to depression
is higher, and our fuses are short. My counsel [is to] decide when you must get up on Sunday in
order to have time to eat, get dressed, pray and meditate on the Word, prepare the family, and
travel to church; and then compute backward eight hours and be sure that you are in bed 15
minutes before that. Read your Bible in bed and fall asleep with the Word of God in your mind. I
especially exhort parents to teach teenagers that Saturday is NOT the night to stay out late with
friends. If there is a special late night, make it Friday. It is a terrible thing to teach children that
worship is so optional that it doesn't matter if you are exhausted when you come.”
I read that knowing that I need to learn it too. I’ve built some boundaries that have really
changed my life and my Sunday morning experience, but I need to do better for my own spirit
and my family’sas well. I hope that you will pray though this list and that you will grow on
Sunday mornings even more.
6. Forbear One Another on Sunday Morning
His full title for this section was “Forebear one another Sunday morning without
grumbling and criticism.”
We should already know that there are lots and lots of different kinds of Christians. God
calls all kinds of people into His Kingdom. And because we are not the same, it stands to reason
that we are not going to agree on everything all the time. We are going to have different
opinions, styles and ideas – not about core issues, but about non-essential things that have to do
with our personal preferences. Some people like having flowers up on stage, others don’t. Some
people want to have more music, others less. Some think that church should have a certain dress
code, others believe that church definitely shouldn’t have a dress code. None of this is core to the
faith, and it creates many disagreements among brothers and sisters that make Satan laugh.
Do you want to know the best way to ruin your Sunday morning, or someone else’s?
Start grumbling. Grumbling is demonic, did you know that? It’s a sin. Muttering under your
breath, rolling your eyes, making others feel small, elevating your own opinion above others…
all sin. Grumbling will ruin your Sunday morning because you won’t be able to see the good
things going on, but only the bad. It’s akin to putting on sunglasses, itchy pants, and a gas-mask
and then complaining that the world is too dark and everyone is annoying. Grumbling comes
from a bitter, upset heart and it affects you and those around you in countless negative ways.
Listen to the words of Philippians 2:14-15:
“Do all things without grumbling or disputing, that you may be blameless and innocent,
children of God without blemish in the midst of a crooked and twisted generation, among
whom you shine as lights in the world…”
Every Sunday there is a demonic little voice inside your head that says:
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

You deserve more.
You’re important.
Don’t give them the benefit of the doubt.
Your opinion outweighs others.
Everything is miserable.
Nothing’s going right.
You mentioned this and it didn’t change.
You should go somewhere else.
You should let others know how upset you are about this, but don’t tell them
because nothing will happen… just grump around.
Feed the bitter root.
Start an argument with someone about something trivial.
It’s your right to complain and since everyone is here at church, this is the best
time.

Grumbling is a temptation for families on the way to church, when they arrive at church,
during service, and then after service as well. There are lots of opportunities to grumble, every
Sunday morning.
So how do we combat this? Make the choice to have a longer fuse on Sunday morning.
Colossians 3:13 says,
“Bear with [Forbear] each other and forgive whatever grievances you may have against
one another. Forgive as the Lord forgave you.”
What that means is that we give each other the same grace and forgiveness we have been
given by God through Jesus Christ. We embody the gospel in our relationships to one another.
Does this mean that we just ignore everything and never have a conversation about what
we like or dislike? Sometimes it does. Sometimes we just suck-it-up and drop it. James 1:19 says
that we are to “be quick to hear, slow to speak, slow to anger”.
But other times, when we just can’t let it go, on Sunday morning we must “forbear”. To
forbear means to refrain, abstain, hold back, and to be patient and self-controlled when you are
annoyed or provoked. It means to hang on to it for a little bit and wait for the right time and
place, and then privately talk to the right person about the issue and try to get a peaceful
resolution. Wait until Monday or Wednesday after you’ve had a chance to think and pray about
it, and then, if you still have a problem, call that person on the phone, or better still, invite them
over for coffee.
We don’t want to be like the people described in Psalm 106:25 where it says “They
grumbled in their tents; they did not listen to the voice of the LORD.” Nobody wins when we
grumble against each other and then refuse to gather together because of our own hard hearts.
7. Be Meek and Teachable When You Come
James 1:21 says, “In meekness receive the word implanted, which is able to save your
souls.” This goes for all of us, including me. If we show up thinking we know it all, have a chip
on our shoulder, and assume that we are God’s gift to the Church, then we are going to get
absolutely nothing out of Sunday service.
Scriptures says repeatedly “God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble.”
(Proverbs 3:34, James 4:6,1 Peter 5:5) So if you are sitting in service thinking “I could run sound
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better, do PowerPoint better, sing better, pray better, read better, teach better, play better, or
make better coffee…” then scripture says God is opposing you! I know I sometimes struggle
with this whenever I go to another church. I have to be extra careful that I don't harbour critical
thoughts.
When it comes to the sermon, to come with meekness and humility doesn’t mean that you
must blindly accept every word that is said as though the preacher is Moses or the Apostle Paul.
Dr. Piper says this:
“Meekness and teachability are not gullibility. You have your Bible and you have your brain.
Use them. But if we come with a chip on our shoulder and a suspicion of the preaching week
after week, we will not hear the Word of God. Meekness is a humble openness to God's truth with
a longing to be changed by it.”
The simple point here is to come asking the question, “What does God want to say to me
through the people who are leading the service this morning?” The service leader prepares an
opening scripture… what did God say to you during that reading? Did you miss a blessing
because you forgot to listen? The music was prayed over and specially chosen. Did you pay
attention to the words and what the Spirit of God was doing during the singing? Were you
paying attention to the offertory prayer? Maybe God had a message for you there. What does
God want to tell you in this sermon, at this time? If you come with a “longing to be changed”
and a “meek and humble openness to God’s truth”, He will do something special.
Let me also say this: I love teaching and if you want to challenge something I’ve said,
something I’ve done, something you think you’ve heard, or whatever else about me or the
service, let’s talk about it during the week. Contact me or let's set up another time so we can
chew the issue out together.
8. Purposefully Focus Your Mind on God
When you come into the sanctuary, sometimes there is a lot of noise, kids, music
practicing and activity. I praise God for that activity, because I've been in churches where it’s
more like a mausoleum and that’s depressing. No matter the conditions of the room, when you
come in seek to “focus your mind’s attention and your hearts affection on God.”
What do you do when you first pull up into the church parking lot? That’s a great time to
start obeying Psalm 46:10, “Be still, and know that I am God.” Take the steps from your car to
the church to prepare yourself for service. When you enter the sanctuary, focus your mind on
why you are here, who you are here to meet, and then choose to give your attention to God.
Perhaps just a quick prayer to God, thanking Him for this place, these people, this time,
and asking Him to begin tilling the soil of your heart so you are prepared to receive Him.
Something simple like, “God, I’m glad I’m here, and I’m glad you’re here. I want to meet you
today.”
Come expecting to meet God because He is here to meet with you! Socializing is really
good, and I encourage everyone here to be super-friendly and loving and supportive… but taking
that moment to focus on God will change your whole attitude. Maybe, as the old hymn says, “the
things of earth will grow strangely dim” for just a little while.
9. Think About What is Sung, Prayed and Preached
We’ve covered this a bit already, but the encouragement here is to keep your brain in
gear. One of my struggles in life is not activating my mind – it’s focusing it. I have to make a
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conscious effort each week to read the words on the screen, sing them with meaning, and not go
into auto-pilot even during the sermon. Do you ever go on auto-pilot during the service, and then
wake up an hour later and can’t remember what happened? I've done that, and I can’t tell you
how many blessings I've missed out on. 1 Corinthians 14:20 says,
“Brothers, do not be children in your thinking. Be infants in evil, but in your thinking be
mature.”
Paul says to Timothy in 2 Timothy 2:7,
"Think over what I say, for the Lord will give you understanding in everything".
Some of us raised on hyper-actioned Michael Bay movies and frenetic cartoons and have
been conditioned towards 30 second attention spans. If something doesn’t flash, explode, or
make us laugh every other moment, we get bored. There’s no doubt that a lot of us feel like we
could really use a commercial break or two during in the middle of the Sunday sermon. My
encouragement is to do your best to stay with the pastor and the music. Most times preachers
have worked hard to try to prepare something worth hearing, and would really appreciate it if
you’d make the effort to listen!
It’s a good habit to try to memorize the songs so that you can sing them during the week
without using the PowerPoint so you can close your eyes and concentrate on God. It’s a little
depressing when the PowerPoint goes down and no one remembers a song they've sung 50 times.
Open your ears, you minds and your hearts to listen to the words God is bringing to you.
10. Desire the Truth of God's Word More than You Desire Riches or Food
“Like newborn babies, desire the pure milk of the word, so that by it you may grow in
respect to salvation.” (1 Peter 2:2)
This is something that comes as you mature in Christ. I know you can’t simply will
yourself to want the word of God more, but you can put yourself in a place where you learn that
the Word of God is of more value to you than anything you could possibly buy, and where you
realize that it provides greater sustenance than anything you could possibly eat.
Each week, "as you sit quietly and pray and meditate on the text and the songs, remind
yourself of what Psalm 19:9-11 says about the Words of God." (Piper) They are "true, and
righteous altogether. More to be desired are they than gold, even much fine gold; sweeter also
than honey and drippings of the honeycomb. Moreover, by them is your servant warned; in
keeping them there is great reward."
They really are. The words contained within the Bible, the Spirit which empowers them,
the God who wrote them, the Lord Jesus whom they are all about, are good, precious, filling,
wonderful, and are worthy to build our lives on.
A Christian church service can give you a taste of heaven and a hint of what Christian
maturity is all about. Sunday morning service, if you let it, can give you a thirst for God, a closer
fellowship with the Holy Spirit and the people of God, and help you want a deeper and more
meaningful relationship with Jesus.
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Serving Others: Why Should I?
“One of the principal rules of religion is, to lose no occasion of serving God. And, since he is
invisible to our eyes, we are to serve him in our neighbour; which he receives as if done to
himself in person, standing visibly before us.” ~ John Wesley
Our heart for service is rooted in our relationship with God, and an understanding of all
that He has done for us. It is empowered by His Holy Spirit within us. We serve out of
thankfulness for our salvation and the presence of God in our life. This is the final section of the
Four Core Christian Disciplines – Serving Others.
Let's start by reading Matthew 20:17-28:
“And as Jesus was going up to Jerusalem, he took the twelve disciples aside, and on the
way he said to them, “See, we are going up to Jerusalem. And the Son of Man will be
delivered over to the chief priests and scribes, and they will condemn him to death and
deliver him over to the Gentiles to be mocked and flogged and crucified, and he will be
raised on the third day. Then the mother of the sons of Zebedee came up to him with her
sons, and kneeling before him she asked him for something. And he said to her, ‘What do
you want?’ She said to him, ‘Say that these two sons of mine are to sit, one at your right
hand and one at your left, in your kingdom.’”
You have to love moms, right? This mother’s name was Salome and she wanted the best
for her sons, and so she went straight to the top and asked for it. She may have known Jesus
because she was may have been Jesus’ aunt, which would have made James and John His
cousins. And she wanted from Jesus what all moms want for their kids… a good future.

Drinking The Cup
“Jesus answered, ‘You do not know what you are asking. Are you able to drink the cup
that I am to drink?” They said to him, ‘We are able.’”
Jesus looks right at James and John and asks them to think about this. They have just
heard, in no uncertain terms, what Jesus was going to go through when He got to Jerusalem –but
I don’t still don’t think they knew what they were asking for. The disciples never did really
understand how Jesus was going to inaugurate His new Kingdom. It didn’t compute that Jesus
would suffer and die… even though He had already told them three times.
In the same way, many of us don’t really understand what we are getting into when we
come to Jesus for salvation. Certainly we understand our sin and our need for salvation, but
many of us can’t grasp the scope of the journey we are embarking on when we decide to make
Jesus our Lord and Saviour. And so, in the same way as James and John, we look at Jesus and
say, “Yes! Be our Lord and we will follow you.” Look at their response:
“’We are able.’ He said to them, ‘You will drink my cup, but to sit at my right hand and
at my left is not mine to grant, but it is for those for whom it has been prepared by my
Father.’”
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In scripture the “cup” represents a person’s divinely appointed destiny—God’s plan for
their life. Every person that hears the words of Jesus and truly understands and accepts the
gospel message is asked the same question by Jesus: “Are you able to drink the cup?”
In other words, “Are you ready to submit your life to your divinely appointed destiny,
and let God oversee His plan for your life… or do you still want control of it?” He said it this
way in Matthew 16:24:
“If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow
me.”
In Matthew 10:34-39 He says,
“Do not think that I have come to bring peace to the earth. I have not come to bring
peace, but a sword. For I have come to set a man against his father, and a daughter
against her mother, and a daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law. And a person's
enemies will be those of his own household. Whoever loves father or mother more than
me is not worthy of me, and whoever loves son or daughter more than me is not worthy of
me. And whoever does not take his cross and follow me is not worthy of me. Whoever
finds his life will lose it, and whoever loses his life for my sake will find it.”
This is the first and most critical point when it comes to the Discipline of Serving Others.
Giving our lives to Jesus is almost never what we expect. Jesus often takes our lives in a very
different direction than we would have chosen.
James and John did indeed drink the cup of the Lord. James gave up His whole life in
service to Jesus. When he was called to follow, he left behind the security and comfort of his
father’s fishing business and spent the rest of his days living an unsettled life wandering from
city to city. As far as we know he never married, had no place he could call home, only owned
the clothes on his back, and was the first apostolic martyr (Acts 12:12). He had an amazing
ministry and was mightily used by God, and grew very close to Jesus, but this was certainly not
the life that he ever would have chosen for himself before Jesus called him.
John became a church planter, a pastor of pastors, seminary teacher, traveling preacher,
and wrote four books of the Bible: the Gospel of John, three letters, and the Book of Revelation.
His life was as fruitful as it was difficult. While the other 11 apostles died violent deaths because
of the gospel of Jesus Christ, John suffered through persecution and exile. But there is no one in
the Bible that talks more about the love of Jesus than John.
These two men had very different cups. Both knew joy, love, effective ministry, and
God’s blessing… but also much suffering and sorrow.
The first question that we need to answer, before we ever talk about Serving Others is
simply: “Will you drink the cup of God’s divinely appointed future for you?”
Will you trust that His way is better, His ways are higher, and make Him the true Lord of
your life, putting yourself under His will, no matter what the call may be?
If not, there’s no point in listening further because you are still Lord of your own life and
master of your own destiny. There’s a reason that we speak of Jesus as our Lord and Saviour –
those two titles are indelibly tied. He is our Saviour – the only one who could (or would) pay the
penalty for our sin and reconcile us to God. But accepting that gift also makes Him our Lord. If
we believe He is the Son of God, and the Saviour of the World, then we must accept that He is
our creator and the master of our lives. If He is the Saviour of our souls, then He is also the
Master of them.
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So before we talk about Serving Others we have to talk about Lordship. Is Jesus your
Lord, your Master, your Boss, your King, the One to whom you go to for direction, wisdom and
strength? In the words of Proverbs 3:6, Do you “Trust in the LORD with all your heart and lean
not on your own understanding; in all your ways acknowledge him…”? Are you directing your
paths, or is He?
If He is your Lord, then you can and will serve others.
If He is not, then no matter what you are doing, you are ultimately only serving yourself.

Saved to Serve
The second thing we must know about Serving Others is that the call to Salvation is a call
to Service. Let’s continue reading from verse 24:
“And when the ten heard it, they were indignant at the two brothers. But Jesus called
them to him and said, ‘You know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and
their great ones exercise authority over them. It shall not be so among you. But whoever
would be great among you must be your servant, and whoever would be first among you
must be your slave, even as the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to
give his life as a ransom for many.’”
First, notice something important here: Jesus didn’t rebuke James and John for asking to
be men of power and influence. He never said, “You shouldn’t want to be great! You should be
humble and lowly and small and poor and obscure! People who follow me aren’t allowed to be
powerful and influential!” No, instead, He said, “You want to be great? I want you to be great
too, and greatness is worth seeking! But, the path to greatness doesn’t look the way you think it
does. True greatness comes as a result of serving others.”
Being saved and Serving Others is inseparable, intertwined, hand in glove, two sides of
the same coin. Listen to Matthew 25:31-46 and hear how Jesus talks about His people, His
Kingdom and His disciples in terms of Service:
“When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him, then he will sit on
his glorious throne. Before him will be gathered all the nations, and he will separate
people one from another as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats. And he will
place the sheep on his right, but the goats on the left. Then the King will say to those on
his right, ‘Come, you who are blessed by my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for
you from the foundation of the world. For I was hungry and you gave me food, I was
thirsty and you gave me drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me, I was naked and
you clothed me, I was sick and you visited me, I was in prison and you came to me.’ Then
the righteous will answer him, saying, ‘Lord, when did we see you hungry and feed you,
or thirsty and give you drink? And when did we see you a stranger and welcome you, or
naked and clothe you? And when did we see you sick or in prison and visit you?’ And the
King will answer them, ‘Truly, I say to you, as you did it to one of the least of these my
brothers, you did it to me.’
Then he will say to those on his left, ‘Depart from me, you cursed, into the eternal fire
prepared for the devil and his angels. For I was hungry and you gave me no food, I was
thirsty and you gave me no drink, I was a stranger and you did not welcome me, naked
and you did not clothe me, sick and in prison and you did not visit me.’ Then they also
will answer, saying, ‘Lord, when did we see you hungry or thirsty or a stranger or naked
or sick or in prison, and did not minister to you?’ Then he will answer them, saying,
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‘Truly, I say to you, as you did not do it to one of the least of these, you did not do it to
me.’ And these will go away into eternal punishment, but the righteous into eternal life.”
This is a picture of final judgement, the final separation of the saved from the unsaved to
their eternal destinations. This is the pronouncement by King Jesus to the sheep who are
believers, and the Goats who are non-believers. A huge difference between those who are saved
and those who are not is a heart for Serving Others – it is a defining characteristic of believers.
Now, it’s important to remember that Christians do not serve others to get saved; they do
it because they are saved. Service flows out of the love that God is pouring into their hearts.
When a person is connected to Jesus, and is having their cup filled by Him, they cannot help but
serve. They are like a balloon that is being filled up with water… it can only take so much and
then it has to either give some away, or they’ll burst. Maybe you’ve felt this.
You spend some time in prayer, or Bible study, or worship and God gets a hold of your
heart and calls you to into service. You feel the desire to do something with what you just
learned, experienced, or felt. That’s a normal Christian response.
It’s often followed by a demonic attack reminding you how busy you are and that you
don’t have time for this. Or a reminder of how unskilled you are. Or how that’s not really your
job. Or how you’ve tried that before and it didn’t work. Or you become overwhelmed by details
and think “I don’t know where to start, so I guess I won’t”, and you just hold your breath until
that impulse to serve goes away. Have you felt that?
God says “Go and do: Encourage that person, start that ministry, feed that family, correct
that person, help that child, get to know that man or woman, wash those dishes, join that
committee, give up something so someone else can be blessed.” I know it’s happened to you
because Serving Others is the proper outflow of our relationship to God. It is the practical
outworking of a heart that is in line with Jesus. Listen to how James 2:14-19 ties together our
faith in Jesus Christ and the good works of service we do:
“What good is it, my brothers, if someone says he has faith but does not have works? Can
that faith save him? If a brother or sister is poorly clothed and lacking in daily food, and
one of you says to them, ‘Go in peace, be warmed and filled,’ without giving them the
things needed for the body, what good is that? So also faith by itself, if it does not have
works, is dead. But someone will say, ‘You have faith and I have works.’ Show me your
faith apart from your works, and I will show you my faith by my works. You believe that
God is one; you do well. Even the demons believe—and shudder!”
A lot of people say they believe in God. James says, so what? Even the demons believe
that. If you believe in God, then you must come to Him through faith in Jesus Christ – He is the
only Way (John 14:6). And if you have faith in Jesus Christ, then you will work out that faith
through service. It’s that simple.

Christian Service is NOT a Commodity Exchange
If you have no connection to Jesus, or are not being consistently filled by Him, then you
will not serve – you will want to be served. You will come to be served by others (some people
call it “to be fed”), but you will not serve. If you are not regularly connecting to God in prayer,
study and worship, then He is not regularly filling you up and you will feel spiritually dry. You
will spend your time and energy on worldly things. If you’re not connected to God then you
won’t feel divine care for others or the confidence to get out of your comfort zone to do anything
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for anyone else… unless you get something out of it in return. That’s not Serving Others, that’s
an exchange of commodities.
“I’ll take care of your kids if you take care of my kids” is not serving others, it’s a
commodity exchange. “I’ll have you over to my house if you have me over to your house” is a
commodity exchange. “I’ll serve on this committee if I can have my way in certain areas of the
church” is a commodity exchange. “I’ll donate this to the church, but only if I can put a plaque
on it” is not serving others, it’s a commodity exchange.
We do not exist on this world merely to exchange commodities… Christians are
different. Christian service is NOT about Give and Take. We give without expecting in return.
We serve sacrificially, because Jesus loves us and served us sacrificially. It’s not about being fair
or just or getting what we deserve. It’s not about tit-for-tat or “if you, then I’ll.” Jesus says in
Matthew 10:8:
“You received without paying; give without pay.”
In the Sermon on the Mount in Luke 6:32-36 he says:
“If you love those who love you, what benefit is that to you? For even sinners love those
who love them. And if you do good to those who do good to you, what benefit is that to
you? For even sinners do the same. And if you lend to those from whom you expect to
receive, what credit is that to you? Even sinners lend to sinners, to get back the same
amount. But love your enemies, and do good, and lend, expecting nothing in return, and
your reward will be great, and you will be sons of the Most High, for he is kind to the
ungrateful and the evil. Be merciful, even as your Father is merciful.”

The Source of Christian Service is Jesus
When Paul was speaking to the church in Philippi about how they were to act like
Christians, he talked about the importance of sacrificial service. He based it all on the love,
connection, salvation and the model we have in Jesus. He says in Philippians 2:1-4:
“So if there is any encouragement in Christ, any comfort from love, any participation in
the Spirit, any affection and sympathy, complete my joy by being of the same mind,
having the same love, being in full accord and of one mind. Do nothing from selfish
ambition or conceit, but in humility count others more significant than yourselves. Let
each of you look not only to his own interests, but also to the interests of others.”
You can almost hear him pleading from his prison cell in Rome, “If you are at all
Christians… if you know anything about Jesus… if you have even the faintest clue about what
He has done for you… if you have been impacted in any way because of the amazing grace of
the salvation of your souls through Jesus Christ… then stop being selfish and start taking care of
each other!”
Ultimately we serve other because Jesus served us. And when we serve others, we are
serving Jesus!
Paul wasn’t dumb. And even 2000 years ago people were busy with families, money
concerns, time management problems, and the worries of life. Everyone has cars to gas up, is
tired, has chores to do on the weekend, and problems we need to look after. We’re all in the same
boat. No one is different! There is not one person in any church, since the beginning of time, that
couldn’t come up with 10 good excuses for why they are unable to serve right now.
Paul’s answer to our excuses starts in verse 5:
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“Have this mind among yourselves, which is yours in Christ Jesus, who, though he was in
the form of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, but emptied
himself, by taking the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men. And being
found in human form, he humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point of death,
even death on a cross.”
No one can out serve Jesus. We think we have a lot on our minds? Read the gospels and
see how busy, stretched and emotionally and physically draining Jesus’ ministry. We think that
we are too good to be around those kinds of people? Jesus was perfect in every way, and yet
humbled Himself to come to be around sinful, wretched, rebellious humanity. We think we’re
too important to do that job? Jesus had the power and glory of God, and yet He washed feet,
served food, stayed up till the wee hours of the night teaching the same people the same lessons
over and over and ultimately died on a cross that He didn’t deserve. We think we’re too tired to
do that job? Jesus would often work all day, pray all night, and then do it all again. Jesus was
arrested during the night, got no sleep, was beaten severely, and still marched towards the cross
to die for our sins.
All our excuses evaporate when we look at the life of Jesus Christ – and then realize that
the same Spirit that was in Christ dwells also in us, giving us access to the same spiritual
resources Christ had (Romans 8:11; 1 Corinthians 3:16; 1 Corinthians 6:19; 2 Corinthians 6:16; 2
Timothy 1:14). That is a gift… a service… that Jesus provides for us every day.

A Challenge
In the next chapter we are going to cover questions like “How does this work out
practically within the church?”, “What must I do?” “Where am I to serve?” as we look at 1
Corinthians 12. Your homework right now is to simply get quiet with God and ask Him to
examine your heart of service.
Pray: “Lord, do I have a servant’s heart? Show me what areas I’m not obeying you in the
area of Service, and help me be encouraged by seeing how you have already been using me to
serve others. Lord, you say in your word that ‘whatever we have done to the least, we have done
for You’ so help me to see you in the eyes of those around me. Help me to cultivate a soft heart
of service to show you love and spread your love around.”
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Serving Others: General Areas of Service
“Prayer in action is love, and love in action is service. Try to give unconditionally whatever a
person needs in the moment. The point is to do something, however small, and show you care
through your actions by giving your time … We are all God’s children so it is important to share
His gifts. Do not worry about why problems exist in the world – just respond to people’s needs
… We feel what we are doing is just a drop in the ocean, but that ocean would be less without
that drop.“ ~ Mother Teresa
We talked before about how every Christian is called to service; “Drinking the Cup”
means accepting our divinely appointed destiny, acknowledging that we are “saved to serve” and
that Christianity is NOT a commodity exchange. We serve sacrificially because of our
connection to Jesus Christ the perfect model of a servant.
What I want to cover now is how that works out in the context of a church family. If you
have given your heart to Jesus, He is your Lord and Saviour, and you have accepted His call to a
lifetime of Christian Service, then you have to ask yourself, “What does He want me to do?
Where am I to serve? How do I start? What are my gifts?”

Not Just Spiritual Gifts
I was going to discuss spiritual gifts until realized that Christian service isn't just about
spiritual gifts. I sort of wrote this backwards because I started by discussing spiritual gifts and
then realized that there are some areas of Christian service that are common to all believers. I
started to write a paragraph about that but quickly figured out that it’s a bit more involved. So
what we’re going to talk about are some general areas of service that every Christian is to do. If
we jumped straight to Spiritual Gifts some might miss out on some areas of service thinking,
“Since it’s not my area of gifting, I don’t have to/get to do that.”
These are commands given to all believers. The only way I can think to do this is in a list
format, so I apologize for that. No, this isn’t every type of service in the Bible but some key ones
we all need to know.

The Golden Rule
Every area of service is guided by the Golden Rule which Jesus gives us in Matthew
7:12:
"So whatever you wish that others would do to you, do also to them, for this is the Law
and the Prophets.”
What Jesus means is that the entirety of the commands in the Bible, when it comes to
how humans are to relate each other, can be summed up in that one phrase: “…whatever you
wish that others would do to you, do also to them…”
•
•
•
•

I don’t want to get murdered, so I won’t murder others.
I want to be respected, so I’ll respect others.
I want others to care for me, so I’ll care for others.
I want people to be generous to me, so I’ll be generous.
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•
•
•
•

I don’t want people gossiping about me, so I won’t gossip about them.
I want to have a liveable wage where I can take care of my family, so I’ll pay
those who work for me a liveable wage.
I want to be visited, so I’ll visit others.
I want to live in peace, so I will make peace with others.

The Least of These
We’ve already discussed one of the key scriptures in Matthew 25:31-46 where we are
told to feed the hungry and thirsty, welcome strangers, clothe the naked, and visit the sick and
the prisoner. These days we have taken those ministries out of the church, and out of our lives,
and given that burden to people who we believe are specially gifted, or have a certain aptitude
for the work. We create sub-ministries to take care of those things for us: like prison ministry or
a parachurch organization who will take care of the poor. We will pay a minister or a chaplain to
go visit the sick. We’ll leave clothing the poor to specialized places like Good Will or the
Salvation Army.
We shouldn’t be thinking that way. We shouldn’t be assuming that it’s not our job and
that it’s only for certain people. Scripture says that all of those ministries are meant to be
normative for every believer. I’m not saying that we all need to work on street-corners, or that
everyone should spend Saturday’s at the prison.
What I’m saying is: If the heart of Jesus is for these people's needs and if we have the
Holy Spirit living within us, then our heart should bend towards those people too.
We have to ask ourselves in what way are we obeying these commands. How does our
church do this? What ministries do we have to feed the hungry, welcome strangers, clothe the
naked, and visit the sick and the prisoner? How are we, as a group of believers, obeying Jesus in
this area? We need to get this right and find ways that we can do this in our community. (By the
way, if you have ideas, talk to your pastor, an elder or deacon and let’s work on it together!)
We also need to ask, “In what ways do we as individuals share the love of Jesus in a
practical way with people who need help?” After we have spent time serving our own
community through our church – because it is the local church which should get our primary
support – how can we do more?
Yes, I believe God has gifted His church with certain people He has called to lead the
pack in some of these areas. I thank God for those parachurch organizations, and prison
ministries and Good will. God has raised up some amazing people with a soft heart towards
certain needs to help us be able to do this more easily. So, how are we helping them accomplish
their ministry? At the very least we could raise awareness by distributing their materials. We
could support these ministries financially or through volunteering our extra time (after we have
served at church). We could designate Sundays to various programs and let them inspire us to
action, or partner with them for certain projects.
Read Matthew 25 again and ask yourself if this sounds optional. It really isn’t.

Helping The Weak
“We who are strong have an obligation to bear with the failings of the weak…”. (Romans
15:1)
“… we must help the weak…” (Acts 20:35)
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We need to serve others (and this is referring to our Christian brothers and sisters, but we
should have this attitude towards everybody) by having a generous attitude towards them and
their weaknesses. Whether they are weak in body and need help doing something, weak
emotionally and need our time and prayers, weak mentally and need our assistance in teaching or
in special care, or weak spiritually and need to be mentored and cut some slack as they work out
their faith, we are to be people who have a special heart for the weak brothers and sisters around
us. This is a good way to obey 1 Thessalonians 5:11 which says:
“Therefore encourage one another and build one another up…”.
We are not about keeping people down… we are about building people up!

Financial Support and Hospitality
“Contribute to the needs of the saints and seek to show hospitality.” (Romans 12:13)
In short, a way we serve others is that if we see a believer in need, help them. That
sometimes means financially, but it more often means practically. If a fellow Christian needs to
build something, but doesn’t know how – build it for them. If they need a microwave or a couch,
find them one. If you know how to use computers and set up stereo systems, and they don’t…
help them!
This coin has two sides, however. On one side, we need to be willing and able (and
excited!) to help people with the materials and abilities we have--- but we also need to share with
others what our needs are.
That means that when you have a need, make it known to the church. Perhaps we could
set up a bulletin board where people post their needs. Maybe that means we create a database of
people to call for various problems – so you call the church, and we put you in touch with the
right person. Maybe that means that we are just more mindful of asking folks, sharing our
burdens and opening our hearts a bit more.
What keeps people from doing this is pride. They don’t want to feel as though they are
needy… or let on that they lack something. We’re going to have to get over that. There’s no
reason to “put on airs” with your brothers and sisters in Christ. We are all in need of something,
which is why God gave us each other in the first place.
In this same verse we also read the word for “hospitality”, which literally means “love for
strangers”. In this context it means that we should take special care in showing love for
Christians we don’t know yet. The fact that they are believers means that they get special
treatment in our eyes. So, be generous to the believers we know, and be loving towards the
believers we don’t. Hebrews 13:2 gives us a good reason why, “Do not neglect to show
hospitality to strangers, for thereby some have entertained angels unawares.”

Restoring Wayward Christians
We talked about weak Christians already, but this is a little different. Galatians 6:1-2
says:
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“Brothers, if anyone is caught in any transgression, you who are spiritual should restore
him in a spirit of gentleness. Keep watch on yourself, lest you too be tempted. Bear one
another's burdens, and so fulfill the law of Christ.”
Another way we can serve one another is by stepping outside our comfort zone and
purposefully going towards brothers and sisters who are sliding down the slippery slope,
backsliding, falling away, going wayward, who are caught in a sin. Instead of shunning and
ostracising, we are to go out and try to help them! Instead of rolling our eyes, pinching our noses,
and avoiding the person, we, who are more spiritually mature than they, are supposed to go and
get them! Romans 15:1 says it this way:
“We who are strong have an obligation to bear with the failings of the weak, and not to
please ourselves.”
In other words we have an obligation to get out of our comfort zone, to move away from
only doing things that we like, to move away from only being around the people we like – to not
just worry about “pleasing ourselves” – and go and strengthen the weak.
• So, if someone is addicted to something, ask if you can help them out of that
addiction by getting them to a group, or being there for accountability.
• If someone is struggling with their weight, don’t surround them with sugary treats.
• If someone is struggling with pornography, tell them that you will be one of the
people who they can call, tell them to download some accountability software and
make you one of the people that get e-mailed their list of websites.
• If someone is angrily walking away from the church, seek them out.
• If someone is harbouring bitter feelings, tell them that you’ve noticed their heart
hardening, and figure out how to help them through it.
• If someone is heretical in their beliefs, teach them what is right.
Imagine being part of a church where you knew those kinds of people were available
when you are tempted, generous people who are willing to give you their time to help you, and
that if you fall, they will always be there to pick you up in Jesus name. How can you and I “bear
with the failings of the weak” and “restore people” gently to the faith?

Greeting One Another
Here’s another general area of service that all Christians are responsible for. Four times
in the New Testament we are commanded to “Greet one another with a holy kiss.” (1 Cor 16:20,
2 Cor 13:12, etc).
Today, we don’t do that, and it would be greatly misunderstood if you were to try. It’s the
same with foot-washing or women covering their heads – it’s a cultural thing. However, even
though the practice has changed, the symbolic meaning is still very important. Christians are
supposed to greet one another in friendship.
When we see one another, we are meeting a brother or sister in Jesus, a fellow adopted
son or daughter of God, a prince or princess of the Kingdom…so it’s a big deal.
We should at least acknowledge another with a welcoming handshake, a tip of the hat, a
head nod – or something just to say, “Jesus loves you, I love you, and I acknowledge you as part
of my family and a person worthy of respect.”

159 | P a g e

Rejoicing and Weeping With One Another
“Rejoice with those who rejoice, weep with those who weep.” (Romans 12:15)
“…[address] one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing and making
melody to the Lord with your heart…” (Ephesians 5:19)
We can serve people, both Christian and non, by simply being with them during their
times of joy and grief; by allowing their feelings to affect our own. Another word for this is
compassion, or empathy. This means that when we are singing, let us all sing together. When
someone is happy, be happy for them, and be happy with them. When they are sad, comfort them
and be empathetic to what they are feeling.
We can serve people simply by showing up to their important life events, or at least
sending a card to acknowledge them. We can remind them of the scriptures that speak to our
hearts during those times – happy or sad.
This is all about making an effort to connect with other believers on a personal level.
No, not everyone has to be your best friend. No, you don’t have to spill your guts to
every person in the church. This is simply realizing that God is going to put people in your life
who you are supposed to care about, and being present at people’s times of celebration and
mourning is an unbelievably powerful act of service to them. You don’t need the right words.
You don’t need a present. You don’t need anything. Just try to feel what they are feeling with
them.

Every Day Encouragement
Along this same vein we read Hebrews 3:13:
“But exhort [or 'encourage'] one another every day, as long as it is called ‘today,’ that
none of you may be hardened by the deceitfulness of sin.”
I want to latch onto the words “every day”. We can serve one another by making it a
point to send encouragement to people in our church – often. The concern the author of Hebrews
has here is that if we are not encouraging one other and acknowledging each other in friendship,
then we can be culpable in making people’s hearts get hard toward God.
How? I’m sure you know this feeling.
You come to church and no one greets you. The same people ask you the same two
questions every single week and it never goes deeper: “How are you doing? How’s work?” The
same people forget your name every week and most haven’t bothered to even figure out where
you live. You leave the building and no one notices. All week long you have your phone around
you and you don’t get one phone call from another Christian, except for some people who want
you to do something for them.
It’s not too long until your heart starts to get hard towards believers, towards the church,
and towards God. Demons start whispering in your ear, “These people don’t love you, or even
like you. They only want to take from you. You give and give, and they take and take. You
should leave and find a place that loves you more. Heck, if this is how Christians are, then you
don’t need to be one at all – what’s the point? If this is the kind of people Jesus makes, then you
can do better.”
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You've probably felt that. So have many others. It’s our responsibility to help people feel
loved. Remember the Golden Rule!
How can we do this? It’s pretty straight forward – and one reason I appreciate social
media is because it makes this really easy. If you’re still offline, then call and send
encouragement notes. If you are online, e-mail, text, Facebook, tweet – whatever you can do to
make small and growing connections to people in the church. It doesn’t begin and end on
Facebook, but it’s a good place to start.
These tools will help you figure out how to ask deeper questions and actively try to learn
about people. If there is a home you’ve never been to, or people you’ve never had in your home
(or one you haven’t been to in a while) -- invite them over, or invite yourself over! Be patient
and wait for a good time – don’t just show up unannounced because, again, that’s not as
culturally acceptable anymore – but make the time and do it. Host BBQ’s at your home, have a
small group that rotates people every 6-8 weeks. When you go out to a museum, for dinner, or
somewhere, make a point of calling up some folks and see if they want to go too.

Spurring People
“And let us consider how to stir up one another to love and good works…” (Hebrews
10:24)
This is one of my favourite verses because of the words “stir up”, which has an even
better translation in the NIV - “spur”. That is a great word picture when we consider the term
comes from the thing that a cowboy straps on his boot so he can inflict pain on the horse so they
will run faster. We are to do that to each other – it’s a service we provide other believers. The
Greek word is PAROXYSM and it means to “stimulate strongly”, “irritate” or “incite”.
When was the last time you were irritated so much by the Christians around you that you
just had to act in “love” and do “good deeds”? Imagine being surrounded by Christians who
won't get off your back about it. That’s the kind of picture that we should get into our head when
it comes to how we should encourage each other to be loving and do the right thing. We should
bug each other to the point of irritation that we hear so much about “love” and “good deeds” that
we get to the point where we say, “Fine! I’ll be loving and do good things! Quit bugging me!”
Can you imagine being a church where we are “spurring” people to love?
The word is also used in a way where people are “spurred” or “incited” to riot. Imagine
our church being the cause of a “love riot”? Imagine having such an effect on each other that we
start a “love riot”. I don’t even know what that would look like! People marching down the
street… and instead of fighting, smashing cars and breaking storefront windows… they’re
hugging, picking up litter and cleaning the storefront windows? Instead of the police having to
shoot tear gas to disperse the crowd, they’re firing streams of Mountain Dew and passing out
cake… I don’t know.
But that’s the kind of life we should be “spurring” one another towards. Maybe it just
looks like spurring one another towards hope when we’re down. Or we could be inciting people
to be more available to their wife and family. Maybe it looks like getting people so excited about
Jesus that they want to spend more time with God in prayer and Bible study. Maybe it means
other Christians irritating us to the point where we can’t help but pay off our credit cards and
start spending wisely.
There are lots of ways that we could irritate each other. This is the good way. How can
we spur each other on?
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Serving Others Starts At Home
Here's something important: This all starts at home. 1 Timothy 5:8 says:
“But if anyone does not provide for his relatives, and especially for members of his
household, he has denied the faith and is worse than an unbeliever.”
All of these different ways of living out the gospel, giving grace to others out of the grace
that Jesus showed us, starts at home. We do this first for our family, our husband, wife and kids,
and our extended family. We meet their needs, encourage them, spur them on, help them flee
from sin, take care of their hearts, bodies and minds, and rejoice and weep with them.
If we aren't prioritizing the people in our home, the primary ministry we have been given,
then we are not living out the gospel, not obeying God, and are “worse than an unbeliever” –
because even pagans and atheists inherently know that they need to take care of their family first.
So I will never sacrifice my family on the altar of the church. They get first dibs at my
time, energy, money, concentration and love. I'm a husband first, a dad second, and a pastor
third. That’s how it has to work. Don’t short-change your family because you’re serving the
church – that’s sin.

Then Comes the Church
But, next comes the church. If you've been paying attention, you’ll have noticed that
these verses all seem to lean towards taking care of people at church, and not as much towards
the world. That’s because they do. Some, who are more evangelistic minded think, “We have to
get out into the world! Not just be self-focused!” I totally agree. And everything I've just said is
about not being self-focused, and getting outside of ourselves. Many of these exhortations apply
just as well to our unbelieving neighbours. After all, that’s what the parable of the Good
Samaritan (Luke 10:25-37) is all about – stopping our lives and taking care of people who are
radically different than us for no other reason than that they are fellow human beings who
deserve our love and attention.
We can’t get away from the fact that the Discipline of Serving Others is done primarily at
home and secondarily at church. Remember John 13:35:
“By this all people will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.”
Galatians 6:10 says it this way:
“So then, as we have opportunity, let us do good to everyone, and especially to those who
are of the household of faith.”
So when you are considering how to serve and where to serve, it begins at home and
moves outward to the people who attend the same church as us. We don’t serve to the exclusion
of the people in the wider world, but we prioritize our brothers and sisters first. I think this is a
portion of what Jesus meant when he said: “But seek first the kingdom of God…” (Matthew
6:33)

The Measure You Use
One final encouragement/warning from Luke 6:38 when it comes to Christian Service:
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“…give, and it will be given to you. Good measure, pressed down, shaken together,
running over, will be put into your lap. For with the measure you use it will be measured
back to you.”
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Serving Others: Spiritual Gifts
“In the New Testament, we don't find our gift through self-examination and introspection and
then find ways to express it. Instead, we love one another, serve one another, help one another,
and in so doing we see how God has equipped us to do so.” ~ Russell D. Moore
In this final chapter we are going to cover another aspect of Serving Others. We’ve already
covered the general areas of service that are common to all Christians. Now we are going to talk
about more specific areas of Christian service through the lens of the spiritual gifts God gives to
us to serve Him and others.

Spiritual Gifts from the Holy Spirit
Let's do this using 1 Corinthians 12 as our guide:
“Now concerning spiritual gifts, brothers, I do not want you to be uninformed.” (vs 1)
The Bible teaches that when we come to Jesus, repent of our sins, accept His free gift of
salvation, and make Him Lord of our lives, that we are given special “spiritual gifts”. The
presence of the Holy Spirit gives us one or more special abilities that we didn’t have before we
were saved. He comes to live inside of every Christian (John 16:4-14) and brings a new capacity
and desire to serve Jesus and His church. These Spiritual Gifts are given to us so we can fulfill
the special purpose God has for us in this world.

No Cookie Cutter Christians
“Now there are varieties of gifts, but the same Spirit; and there are varieties of service,
but the same Lord; and there are varieties of activities, but it is the same God who
empowers them all in everyone.” (vs 4-6)
This is a critical point that we all need to understand: There are many, many ways to
serve God. There is no one, cookie-cutter, way to serve God, and it is impossible for us to
contain within the walls of our church every possible way to serve God. There are “varieties of
gifts… service… [and] activities” all designed and empowered by our very creative God.
This is why I can’t simply prescribe certain acts of service to you. Yes, it's important for
Christian leaders to have a good grasp on how to recruit, train and organize people so they can be
effective – and there are some great practices that work almost everywhere (things like good
communication, mentoring, getting feedback to improve…), but when it comes to Christian
Service though your Spiritual Gifts, there is no way I could simply say, “Here are the 5 or 10
spiritual gifts and here's how to use them." God is far more creative than that.
In scripture we can find lists of spiritual gifts in the Bible, which are helpful (Rom. 12:68; 1 Cor. 12:4-11; 12:28), but they are not exhaustive lists. In fact, many of the words used are
more like categories than descriptions. For example, there are lots of ways to “teach” or
“administrate” in the body of Christ around the world. So, although I wish I could make
understanding your spiritual gifts really easy, God didn’t set it up that way. I would argue
though, however confusing this is for us, His way is better.
Why? Because unlike Walmart, McDonalds, Target, or any of the other big-chain stores
we can find all over the place, God has been very creative in the way He has designed His
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church. Every McDonalds you go to, no matter where in the world, is pretty much the same – not
so for every church.
Think of it this way: I have a friend who is building a house, and there is a limited
selection of things they can use to create it – wood, stone, mud, fabric. God doesn’t have that
limitation. He designs the church more like a living organism which changes and adapts to its
environment. Certainly, He keeps the core the same (just like we share about 50% of our DNA
with a banana, and about 98% with a hamster), but God uses the parts in different ways to create
new and amazing churches which are adapted to the environment around it. Let me give you
another example:

God Designs Churches Like Flowers
We all know that there are lots of kinds of flowers. I saw one online called the Rat’s Tail
which has a special perch built in so that birds can land easily so it can be pollinated. There’s
another flower that comes from a vine known as the Marcgravia Evenia which has special
concave leaves that work like satellite dishes. This helps them to be found by bats who travel
using sound. The bats get the berries, the plant gets pollinated and their seeds get spread around.
God designs churches the same way He designs flowers. He has created lots of kinds, in
vastly different areas, each special in its own way, each needing a different set of strengths and
features. At their core they are the same – they believe in Jesus, are empowered by the Holy
Spirit, guided by the scriptures, have a teacher and people who take care of each other, and desire
to spread the gospel – but how they do that varies because of the people, the environment, and
the unique needs and culture of the community.
So, I can’t really tell you exactly what God wants you to do. I don’t know what you are
good at, much less what your spiritual gifts are, or the special assignment that God has for you.
What I can do is to give you an understanding of how God designs a Church.

Who and Why?
“Now to each one the manifestation of the Spirit is given for the common good.” (vs 7)
Who gets Spiritual gifts? Every Christian. Why do they get them? “For the common
good.” Which means, in context, “for the church’s good.” They are given so that the church can
be healthy and strong. If you are a Christian, then you have been given a gift that is meant to be
used to help your church (and by extension the worldwide Church) serve God and fulfill His
purpose for us in the world.
That is why we all need to be knowledgeable in our spiritual gifts, be developing them,
and then work out of our own spiritual gifts. Because, when we’re not, we cripple the church. If
I’m doing your job, I cripple the church. If I don’t exercise my spiritual gifts, I cripple the
church. That’s why it’s important we figure out what they are, and then use them! One of the
best things about working out of our spiritual gifts is that when we do, we experience much more
joy in our lives – because we are doing what we are meant to do.

God’s Design, Not Ours
To illustrate this, Paul explains the organization of the church as being like the human body.
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“The body is a unit, though it is made up of many parts; and though all its parts are
many, they form one body. So it is with Christ. For we were all baptized by one Spirit into
one body—whether Jews or Greeks, slave or free—and we were all given the one Spirit to
drink. Now the body is not made up of one part but of many. If the foot should say,
"Because I am not a hand, I do not belong to the body," it would not for that reason cease
to be part of the body. And if the ear should say, "Because I am not an eye, I do not
belong to the body," it would not for that reason cease to be part of the body. If the whole
body were an eye, where would the sense of hearing be? If the whole body were an ear,
where would the sense of smell be? But in fact God has arranged the parts in the body,
every one of them, just as he wanted them to be. If they were all one part, where would
the body be? As it is, there are many parts, but one body.” (vs 12-20)
Paul’s point here is that God is the one who arranges the parts of the church, gives the
gifts, calls people to service, and puts them where they need to be – for the good of the church.
This is not our work, but His. It is our call to be obedient to Him. In Jesus’ church, individual
people don't elect themselves to positions of responsibility. When we as a church start to look for
people to serve in a ministry, lead a small group, be a deacon or an elder, we are not begging for
volunteers, we are placing before the church the opportunity to serve God in the place that He
has told you to be. We are simply asking everyone to help us figure out what God is doing with
us.
In the Baptist Church, elections and ministry teams are not meant to be a constant,
desperate plea to simply plug people into the man-made positions we’ve come up with. Instead,
each person in the church is meant to come together, work out of our faith, be sensitive to the
Spirit of God, and try to determine who God has already appointed for these tasks and come into
agreement with Him.
If He chooses to appoint someone, then we respond with obedience and thanksgiving,
and enable them do the job God has called them to do. If God chooses not to raise anyone up,
then we are NOT going to force ourselves beyond His will and put people into areas of service
who don't belong there. We are NOT going to simply put a warm-body into a position because
we’ve decided, in our own wisdom, it must be filled. That would be like grafting a foreign limb
onto our body, or taking a piece from one part of our body and gluing it somewhere else. It’s
unnatural and unhealthy. GOD is the one who arranges the members of the body, not us. And He
arranges them properly and with a purpose far beyond our abilities. We only mess things up
when we assume we know best and try to outsmart Him.

Our Response to His Design
“The eye cannot say to the hand, "I don't need you!" And the head cannot say to the feet,
"I don't need you!" On the contrary, those parts of the body that seem to be weaker are
indispensable, and the parts that we think are less honorable we treat with special honor.
And the parts that are unpresentable are treated with special modesty, while our
presentable parts need no special treatment.” (vs 21-24)
Next Paul addresses our response to how God arranges the body. There are two ways we
can mess this up:not appreciating our own gift and judging the way other people serve. We need
each person to do what God has built and gifted them to do, and allow them to do it. Don’t look
at another believer and envy their spiritual gift because God is a good Creator who knows
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exactly how you are designed, and a good Father who knows the perfect gift to give you to make
you happy. If you are a behind-the-scenes servant, be thankful because that means you don’t get
the jabs those in public areas get. If you are an administrator, don’t envy the prophet because you
don’t know what it’s like to be in their shoes. If you’re a prophet, don’t envy the one who does
healing because God needs both of you.
We also need to be careful not to judge other believers – or other churches – about how
they are designed. It's wrong to look at another Christian church and judge what they are doing.
It’s like looking at a flower and saying, “you don’t smell right to me, so you must be a mistake.”
Let me give you another flower example. This flower is not only the biggest flower in the
world, but also the worst smelling. Its odor is about the same as the decomposing carcass of a
dead animal. That’s how it gets its name! It’s called the Corpse Flower because it smells like a
rotting corpse. Many of us would look at this flower and say. “Why are you so big? Why are you
so stinky? You should change and be a little smaller, a little more manageable. How can people
enjoy you if you’re so big? And you should smell different too. You should be more pleasant and
attractive. God likes pleasing, pretty flowers – not flowers like you.”
But no! God designed it to attract beetles and flies. Its red tinges make it look like meat.
It is designed by our Heavenly Father to do exactly what it is supposed to do and fulfil a very
special role in the forest.
In the same way, there are some very faithful Christians and Christian churches that are
going to look, sound, act, and smell different than we would like – but are doing exactly what
Jesus wants them to do! They are serving His purpose. God gifts His church with the right people
to do the jobs He wants.
Paul gives a couple of examples of types of Christians we sometimes look down on –
even in our own church. Some people are a “weaker” part… but they are “indispensable”. Think
of some of the weaker parts of your body, and how important they are. Like your eyes. They
can’t take hardly any punishment… a grain of sand shuts them down… and yet they are very
important, right? Some people are eyes. But there are other parts of our body that are “treated
with special modesty”… and we wouldn’t give them up, right? There are some parts of the
Christian body that need to be taken very special care of because they are very special people.
They don’t need to change to become what we want them to be – they need protection so they
can serve God in the way He created them to joyfully serve!
In contrast, there are other people who don’t need any special treatment at all. They’re
like a fist, or knee, or elbow in the body of Christ. They might not be very delicate, they might
make a mess now and again, but they can take immense punishment for long periods of time, and
they can protect the other members of the body, and can fend off wolves, and other attackers…
and we need them. We shouldn’t tell them to soften up, or to quit doing what they do. Nobody
wants soft fists and bones… that’s a sickness. If you had something coming to attack your body,
and hurt one of your “weaker parts”, wouldn’t you want to make sure that the strong parts of
your body were ready to do their job?
Therefore, we must be more thankful for the different churches in the world, the different
parts of our church, and for the many different kinds of people that make it up.

Interdependent By Design
God did something pretty amazing when He designed the church. He not only gave us all
gifts, but also big holes in our abilities. He made us with strengths and weaknesses. Why? So we
would need each other. In his famous poem, John Donne said:
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“No man is an island entire of itself; every man is a piece of the continent, a part of the main…
any man’s death diminishes me, because I am involved in mankind.”
Paul says it this way:
“But God has combined the members of the body and has given greater honor to the
parts that lacked it, so that there should be no division in the body, but that its parts
should have equal concern for each other. If one part suffers, every part suffers with it; if
one part is honored, every part rejoices with it.” (vs 24-26)
We need each other. The Christians that are here today are not here by accident. We are
meant to serve each other, honour each other, and care for each other. We are to be concerned for
each other, because when one part suffers, everyone else suffers too. Maybe it’s not a visible
effect on you… maybe you don’t feel like someone else’s problems hurt you… but ask any
cancer patient if they would have liked to know if something inside of their body was messed up
long before they felt the pain of the problem. Early detection of problems in the church is
important—and eventually it will affect you.
We’ve already talked a lot about how we can care for one another, so I don’t need to go
through that again, but we all need to be reminded to practice it.
I need you and you need me. That’s how God built His church. We all need to help one
another find their spiritual gifts, encourage one another to use them, share our needs so we can
practice them, pray for God’s guidance and strength to follow Christ to where He wants us to be,
look at what’s going on around us and ask the Holy Spirit within us what He wants us to do, and
seek to share and grow our love for one another by serving one another. When we do that, we
honour Christ, worship God, and please the Holy Spirit.
Let’s close off this section (and this book) the way that Paul closes this section as he talks
about our Spiritual Gifts and Serving Others:
“Now you are the body of Christ, and each one of you is a part of it. And in the church
God has appointed first of all apostles, second prophets, third teachers, then workers of
miracles, also those having gifts of healing, those able to help others, those with gifts of
administration, and those speaking in different kinds of tongues. Are all apostles? Are all
prophets? Are all teachers? Do all work miracles? Do all have gifts of healing? Do all
speak in tongues? Do all interpret? But eagerly desire the greater gifts. And now I will
show you the most excellent way. If I speak in the tongues of men and of angels, but have
not love, I am only a resounding gong or a clanging cymbal. If I have the gift of prophecy
and can fathom all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I have a faith that can move
mountains, but have not love, I am nothing. If I give all I possess to the poor and
surrender my body to the flames, but have not love, I gain nothing.
Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud. It is not
rude, it is not self-seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no record of wrongs. Love
does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth. It always protects, always trusts,
always hopes, always perseveres. Love never fails.” (vs 27-13:8)

168 | P a g e

169 | P a g e

