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I am delighted you are joining us for this exciting journey of exploration, 

and I trust it will be as meaningful and formative in your life as it has 

been in mine. No matter where we find ourselves in our faith journey, 

we all feel the gap between the life we long to live and the life we 

actually live. In moments of quiet reflection, we wonder if it is possible 

to narrow this gap. I have good news for you. 

The life we long to live inevitably takes us to the foot of a Roman cross, 

where over two thousand years ago God’s gracious rescue plan finds 

its watershed moment. The cross where our Lord Jesus was crucified, 

where His atoning blood was shed for us, was not a tragic accident, 

but rather a glorious triumph. The cross of Christ paved the way for 

sinful rebels like you and me to be rescued from the hellish clutches of 

sin and death. The cross of Christ is where God’s perfect holiness and 

perfect justice meet, where truth and grace embrace. 

In the following pages you will be taking a closer look at several 

transforming facets of God’s rescue plan for your life and God’s good 

but broken world. It is my hope that as you see more clearly how the 

cross of Christ is at the very heart of God’s rescue story, you will gain 

a greater sense of gratitude for what Christ has done for you. It is my 

prayer that you may more fully experience the life you long to live, the 

life you were designed to live, and the life Jesus has rescued you to live 

both now and forever. 

Tom Nelson 

Senior Pastor, Christ Community Church
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 O V E R V I E W

We are not what we should be. There is a gap between the life we live and the 

life we are meant for. 

Perhaps we feel this way because we sense we could have done more in our 

vocation, seen more fruit from our labor, or earned another promotion. Maybe 

we feel this way while raising our children, with a persistent guilt that we could 

be doing more. Maybe we see the love, generosity, or humility of others and 

wonder why we cannot be more like them.

Whatever the reason, all of us sense we are not what we should be. However, 

there is severe disagreement over what we should do with these feelings of 

guilt. What should we do with our guilt, our shame? Where do we take it? How 

can we be relieved of it? 

There are many ways we could answer those questions, but three answers 

tend to dominate the ways we deal with this guilt. 
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First, we can attempt to deny the validity of the guilt and shame we feel. 

The presence of our guilt and shame simply reveals that our true problem is 

we do not love ourself enough. This answer is best seen in Lady Gaga’s song 

“Born This Way”:

I’m beautiful in my way 

’Cause God makes no mistakes 

I’m on the right track baby I was born this way 

Don’t hide yourself in regret 

Just love yourself and you’re set 

I’m on the right track baby I was born this way

In other words, if we love ourself enough, we will no longer be filled with guilt or 

shame. While there is certainly truth to our ability to heap unwarranted guilt on 

ourselves, is the best answer we can have for our shame—“love yourself”? Isn’t 

this our problem in the first place? We sense there is something unlovable in 

us, something has gone wrong. We have an endless number of songs, poems, 

and movies telling us to love ourselves, and yet the problem of guilt and shame 

remains in all of us. 

Another way we attempt to cover our guilt and shame is through religion. 

We pile up our good works and hope at the end of the day, our good works 

outnumber our bad works. However, this will lead us down a path to either 

despair or pride. 

If we convince ourself that we have produced enough good works to overcome 

our shame, then we look down on others. We have managed to turn our life 

around, why can’t they? This is why religious people can often be arrogant, 

thinking they are better, smarter, and wiser than others, showing their disdain 

and dismissiveness towards others.
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The path of religion also fails because we are filled with despair when we 

do not produce enough good works. Or, even worse, we do something so 

wrong that a lifetime of good works would never rid us of our guilt and shame.

The paths of religion and loving ourselves fail. There is no freedom down 

either of these roads. So what is the way forward? What is the way out of our 

nagging sense of guilt, shame, and despair?

The cross. This has been Christianity’s answer since the Sunday morning a 

few women went to Jesus’ tomb and found it was empty. The message of 

Christianity is that the man who was shamefully crucified as a guilty criminal 

was in reality rescuing us from our shame and guilt. The ultimate symbol of 

shame and guilt in the first century is now the symbol of freedom and hope for 

all Christians.

How? This is the question that we will be pressing into over the next six weeks; 

however, this question will have no meaning if we do not first begin where the 

cross demands we begin. The only way for the cross to have any meaning for 

us is to first acknowledge the guilt we feel is valid. We are guilty because we 

are not what we should be. We are broken and helpless creatures, in need of 

rescue. We need someone to come for us. 

Until we see our desperate plight, the cross will make little sense. As Canon 

Peter Green said, “Only the man who is prepared to own his share in the guilt 

of the cross may claim his share in its grace.”a

So our first question as we approach the cross is—what is the source of our 

guilt and shame? What is behind this nagging sense that there is something 

wrong with us? The answer to this question is in Genesis 3, and perhaps the 

best retelling of this story, comes from The Jesus Storybook Bible by Sally 

Lloyd-Jones.

a Quoted in John Stott, The Cross of Christ, 63.
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E XC E R P T  F R O M:  The Jesus Storybook Bible by Sally Lloyd-Jones

   R E F L E C T I O N

Read the following excerpt.
____________________________________________________________________

“The terrible lie”
From The Jesus Storybook Bibleb by Sally-Lloyd Jones
____________________________________________________________________

Adam and Eve lived happily together in their beautiful new home. And 

everything was perfect—for a while.

Until the day when everything went wrong.

God had a horrible enemy. His name was Satan. Satan had once been the 

most beautiful angel, but he didn’t want to be just an angel—he wanted to 

be God. He grew proud and evil and  full of hate, and God had to send him 

out of heaven. Satan was seething with anger and looking for a way to hurt 

God. He wanted to stop God’s plan, stop this love story, right there. So he 

disguised himself as a snake and waited in the garden.

Now, God had given Adam and Eve only one rule: “Don’t eat the fruit on that 

tree,” God told them. “Because if you do, you’ll think you know everything. 

You’ll stop trusting me. And then death and sadness and tears will come.” 

(You see, God knew if they ate the fruit, they would think they didn’t need 

him. And they would try to make themselves happy without him. But God 

knew there was no such thing as happiness without him, and life without him 

wouldn’t be life at all.)

As soon as the snake saw his chance, he slithered silently up to Eve. “Does 

God really love you?” the serpent whispered. “If he does, why won’t he let 

b Sally Lloyd-Jones, The Jesus Storybook Bible (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2007), 28-35.
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   R E F L E C T I O N

Read the following excerpt.
____________________________________________________________________

“The terrible lie”
From The Jesus Storybook Bibleb by Sally-Lloyd Jones
____________________________________________________________________

Adam and Eve lived happily together in their beautiful new home. And 

everything was perfect—for a while.

Until the day when everything went wrong.

God had a horrible enemy. His name was Satan. Satan had once been the 

most beautiful angel, but he didn’t want to be just an angel—he wanted to 

be God. He grew proud and evil and  full of hate, and God had to send him 

out of heaven. Satan was seething with anger and looking for a way to hurt 

God. He wanted to stop God’s plan, stop this love story, right there. So he 

disguised himself as a snake and waited in the garden.

Now, God had given Adam and Eve only one rule: “Don’t eat the fruit on that 

tree,” God told them. “Because if you do, you’ll think you know everything. 

You’ll stop trusting me. And then death and sadness and tears will come.” 

(You see, God knew if they ate the fruit, they would think they didn’t need 

him. And they would try to make themselves happy without him. But God 

knew there was no such thing as happiness without him, and life without him 

wouldn’t be life at all.)

As soon as the snake saw his chance, he slithered silently up to Eve. “Does 

God really love you?” the serpent whispered. “If he does, why won’t he let 

you eat the nice, juicy, delicious fruit? Poor you, perhaps God doesn’t want 

you to be happy.” 

The snake’s words hissed into her ears and sunk down deep into her heart, 

like poison. Does God love me? Eve wondered. Suddenly she didn’t know 

anymore. 

“Just trust me,” the serpent whispered. “You don’t need God. One small 

taste, that’s all, and you’ll be happier than you could ever dream…”

Eve picked the fruit and ate some. And Adam ate some, too.

And a terrible lie came into the world. It would never leave. It would live on in 

every human heart, whispering to every one of God’s children: “God doesn’t 

love me.”

And it wasn’t a dream. It was a nightmare. 

A dove flew from Adam’s hand. A deer darted in a thicket. It was as if they 

were frightened by something. A chill was in the air. Something strange was 

happening. They had always been naked—but now they felt naked, and 

wrong, and they didn’t want anyone to see them. So they hid. 

Later that evening, as God was taking his walk, he called to them. 

“Children?”

Usually Adam and Eve loved to hear God’s voice and would run to him. But 

this time, they ran away and hid in the shadows. 

“Where are you?” God called. 

“Hiding,” Adam said. “We’re afraid of you.” 

“Did you eat the fruit I told you not to eat?” God asked them.

Adam said, “Eve made me do it!”
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E XC E R P T  F R O M:  The Jesus Storybook Bible by Sally Lloyd-Jones

“What have you done?” God asked.

Eve said, “The serpent made me do it!”

And terrible pain came into God’s heart. His children hadn’t just broken the 

one rule; they had broken God’s heart. They had broken their wonderful 

relationship with him. And now he knew everything else would break. God’s 

creation would start to unravel, and come undone, and go wrong. From now 

on everything would die—even though it was all supposed to last forever.

You see, sin had come into God’s perfect world. And it would never leave. 

God’s children would be always running away from him and hiding in the 

dark. Their hearts would break now, and never work properly again. God 

couldn’t let his children live forever, not in such pain, not without him. There 

was only one way to protect them.

“You will have to leave the garden now,” God told his children, his eyes 

filling with tears. “This is no longer your true home, it’s not the place for you 

anymore.” 

But before they left the garden, God made clothes for his children, to cover 

them. He gently clothed them and then he sent them away on a long, long 

journey—out of the garden, out of their home. 

Well, in another story, it would all be over and that would have been... 

 

The End. 
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But not in this Story. 

God loved his children too much to let the story end there. Even though he 

knew he would suffer, God had a plan—a magnificent dream. One day, he 

would get his children back. One day, he would make the world their perfect 

home again. And one day, he would wipe away every tear from their eyes.

You see, no matter what, in spite of everything, God would love his 

children—with a Never Stopping, Never Giving Up, Unbreaking, Always and 

Forever Love. 

And though they would forget him, and run from him, deep in their hearts, 

God’s children would miss him always, and long for him—lost children 

yearning for their home.

Before they left the garden, God whispered a promise to Adam and Eve: “It 

will not always be so! I will come to rescue you! And when I do, I’m going 

to do battle against the snake. I’ll get rid of the sin and the dark and the 

sadness you let in here. I’m coming back for you!”

And he would. One day, God himself would come.

Reflect on the following questions.

 � After reading Lloyd-Jones’ retelling of Genesis 3, what would you say is the 

source of the guilt or shame you feel in your life? How does Lloyd-Jones 

describe the source of why you are not what you should be?
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 � In her telling of Genesis 3, Lloyd-Jones poetically portrays the two reasons at 

the core of why Adam and Eve sinned. They doubted God truly loved them; 

therefore, they concluded God was not to be trusted. Why has it been hard 

for you to trust God in your life? What has led you to feel that God does not 

truly love you?

 � Read Genesis 1-2. As you read, list the reasons you can and should trust 

God, and the reasons you can and should see God’s infinite love for you. 
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 � Read Genesis 3. How does Satan distort Eve’s view of God? What does 

Adam and Eve’s view of God become once they have eaten the fruit? How 

does this contrast with the view of God given in Genesis 1-2?

 � The cross is ultimately all about our need to be rescued. That is why God 

promises to one day destroy the serpent in Genesis 3:15. In light of God’s 

promise to rescue you, from what do you need to be rescued? If Jesus 

could save you from anything, what would that be?
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 � In order for us to fully trust God, we must see His love for us. This is why 

Dallas Willard wrote that Christians, in order to be obedient to and trust 

God, must come “...to the point where they dearly love and constantly 

delight in that ‘heavenly Father’ made real to earth in Jesus and are quite 

certain that there is no ‘catch,’ no limit, to the goodness of his intentions 

or to his power to carry them out.”c What limits are you placing on the 

goodness of God and His intentions for your life? Where in your life are you 

struggling to trust God?

  E N G A G E M E N T

 � Spend time in prayer repenting of your failure to fully trust and love God. 

Ask God for help in trusting and loving Him more, especially in the areas 

you mentioned above. Ask that “Christ may dwell in your hearts through 

faith” and that you “may have strength to comprehend with all the saints 

what is the breadth and length and height and depth” of the love of Christ 

for you (Ephesians 3:17-18). 

c Dallas Willard, The Divine Conspiracy, 321.
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 � In order for us to fully trust God, we must see His love for us. This is why 

Dallas Willard wrote that Christians, in order to be obedient to and trust 

God, must come “...to the point where they dearly love and constantly 

delight in that ‘heavenly Father’ made real to earth in Jesus and are quite 

certain that there is no ‘catch,’ no limit, to the goodness of his intentions 

or to his power to carry them out.”c What limits are you placing on the 

goodness of God and His intentions for your life? Where in your life are you 

struggling to trust God?

  E N G A G E M E N T

 � Spend time in prayer repenting of your failure to fully trust and love God. 

Ask God for help in trusting and loving Him more, especially in the areas 

you mentioned above. Ask that “Christ may dwell in your hearts through 

faith” and that you “may have strength to comprehend with all the saints 

what is the breadth and length and height and depth” of the love of Christ 

for you (Ephesians 3:17-18). 

 � Take time to confess your sin before God. Ask God to search your heart 

and to reveal sin to which you are blinded. After time in reflection, pray 

Psalm 51:1-17 out loud. Then read 1 John 1:9 as an assurance of the 

forgiveness God offers you through the cross of Christ.

  G R O U P  G A T H E R I N G

Watch the video for Session 1.
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As a group discuss the following. 

 � What is your favorite book, movie, or story of rescue? What makes rescue 

stories so compelling to us?  

 � When you hear the word “sin,” what comes to mind? During the video 

discussion, what helped you better understand what sin is? What would 

you give as a definition of sin?

 � Read Genesis 3:1-13. What do these verses reveal to you about sin? How 

does this passage help you understand your need to be rescued?

 � Why does Satan choose to attack God’s goodness—that Adam and Eve 

could not trust God? What are some areas of your life that have made it 

difficult for you to trust God?

 � How does Genesis 3 show you that you can and should trust God? What 

hope do you see in this passage for your own life?  

Break into smaller groups for prayer.

 �Share what you wish God would rescue you from right now—a sin, an 

addiction, a trying circumstance. Pray for one another, that God would 

rescue you from what troubles you. Thank God that He has met your 

greatest need by rescuing you from your sin and alienation from Him. 

 �Close your prayer with Romans 5:6—thanking God that “...while we were 

still weak, Christ died for the ungodly.”  
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 P R E P A R E  F O R  S E S S I O N  2

In preparation for the next Group Gathering, read and complete the Overview, 

Reflection, and Engagement sections of Session 2.
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 O V E R V I E W

Every human being knows what it is to feel isolated or alone. This feeling 

comes out in many ways, perhaps by a sense of failure: “I’ll never be 

able to do this...why can’t I just do this the right way?” Or it shows itself 

in misunderstanding: “No one will ever truly know me...why do others not 

understand me?” Or this feeling is evident in our loneliness: “I just don’t fit in...

why is it so hard for me to make friends?” Other times this feeling happens 

when we endure a unique period of suffering, conflict, or temptation. While 

others try to encourage us, their words betray their misunderstanding, and 

even though others reach out to us, our isolation only deepens. 

What good news is there for this experience? Where is the cure for our 

isolation and loneliness? 

Before we understand what the cure is, we must understand what the cure 

is not. The cure is not better friends or better circumstances. Certainly those 

things might help, but the root of isolation is much deeper than the sufferings 

of this life or the inability to find people who can truly know us. Our isolation 

exists because we have run from the One whom we must know. We are 
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isolated beings because we have been cut off from the One who truly knows 

us, who knows us better than we know ourselves. 

Religion responds to this isolation by offering us a list of things we must do 

to know God. It tells us where we have gone wrong and what we must do to 

restore our relationship with God. Religion is about asking the question, “How 

do we get back to God?”

However, the God of Christianity asks a fundamentally different question. In 

Christianity, God is not telling us what to do to get back to Him. Instead, God 

Himself has come to bring us back to Him.

The cure for loneliness is for someone who truly knows and understands us, to 

come near to us. We need someone to enter our suffering, our questions and 

our story, not only telling us, but showing us they understand. 

This is where Christianity is completely unique as a religion. For in Christianity, 

“the Word became flesh and dwelt among us…” (John 1:14). Our God took up 

residence in this earth: as a baby in his mother’s womb, as a carpenter in rural 

Nazareth, as a rabbi teaching people about the kingdom of God, and finally 

as the one who entered a cosmic loneliness, bearing the weight of this fallen 

creation alone on a cross. 

His life, His experience, His cross means He knows us. He knows our 

struggles, our fears, our temptations—He bore them all on the cross. In fact, 

He knows isolation in a way none of us ever could, He endured it on the cross. 

This is why the author of Hebrews can say: 

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. Let us then with confidence draw near to the 
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throne of grace, that we may receive mercy and find grace to help in 

time of need. (Hebrews 4:15-16)

This means Christians have a fundamentally different answer to the loneliness 

of this world than any other religion, for we have a Savior who understands 

our struggles. This should make the church a radically different place of 

community. For if our Savior went to such great lengths to understand and 

sympathize with us, the church should be a place filled with people who do the 

same. This has two implications for the life of the church: 

Community is possible. Christians share a common experience of 

God coming near. Christ enters their story, suffering, and pain. This 

means Christians have an expansive common ground to work from, 

even when they come from radically different cultural, socioeconomic, 

or racial backgrounds.

As we follow Jesus, He will lead us into a community that understands 

and listens. Christians can know people who are different from them 

or difficult to know because every Christian has experienced God 

coming near to them in Christ. Christians have been pursued by God; 

therefore, they are a people who will pursue others, so that they may 

be known and know the love of God.

Inclusive community is possible. Christians will be a radically 

inclusive people because they have the experience of God seeking 

them out and finding them in their isolation. Every Christian has the 

story of being dead in sin and far off from God, but in their alienation 

God came near to them. 

No one is too far away, and no one is too isolated. For in the gospel, 

Jesus has “...preached peace to you who were far off and peace to 

those who were near. For through him we both have access in one 

Spirit to the Father. So then you are no longer strangers and aliens, but 
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you are fellow citizens with the saints and members of the household 

of God…” (Ephesians 2:17-19). Christians will long for others to join 

this family, which will make the church a radical place of inclusive 

community.

However, to get to this place we cannot miss the beauty and the importance 

of the incarnation. Elyse Fitzpatrick captures this beauty in the chapter “Come 

Adore on Bended Knee” in her book Found in Him. Her thoughts bring us to 

the glory of the incarnation, what it means for our faith, and remind us that in 

Christ, God has come near to us.

   R E F L E C T I O N

Read the following excerpt.
____________________________________________________________________

“Come Adore on Bended Knee”
From Found In Hima by Elyse Fitzpatrick
____________________________________________________________________

But when the fullness of time had come, God sent forth his Son, born 

of woman, born under the law, to redeem those who were under the 

law, so that we might receive adoption as sons. Galatians 4:4-5.

Part of what it means to be a Christian is to believe the unbelievable: that the 

historical human person, Jesus, who was born in a stable in a backwater 

village outside of Jerusalem some two thousand years ago, was actually 

God in the flesh. This inconceivable proposition, the incarnation1, means that, 

beginning at his birth, the human baby named Jesus was “fully God and fully 

man in one person, and will be so forever.”2 God became man—forever. That 

infant in the cradle was Immanuel, God with us! 

b Elyse Fitzpatrick, Found In Him (Wheaton: Crossway, 2013), 43-58.
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you are fellow citizens with the saints and members of the household 

of God…” (Ephesians 2:17-19). Christians will long for others to join 

this family, which will make the church a radical place of inclusive 

community.

However, to get to this place we cannot miss the beauty and the importance 

of the incarnation. Elyse Fitzpatrick captures this beauty in the chapter “Come 

Adore on Bended Knee” in her book Found in Him. Her thoughts bring us to 

the glory of the incarnation, what it means for our faith, and remind us that in 

Christ, God has come near to us.

   R E F L E C T I O N

Read the following excerpt.
____________________________________________________________________

“Come Adore on Bended Knee”
From Found In Hima by Elyse Fitzpatrick
____________________________________________________________________

But when the fullness of time had come, God sent forth his Son, born 

of woman, born under the law, to redeem those who were under the 

law, so that we might receive adoption as sons. Galatians 4:4-5.

Part of what it means to be a Christian is to believe the unbelievable: that the 

historical human person, Jesus, who was born in a stable in a backwater 

village outside of Jerusalem some two thousand years ago, was actually 

God in the flesh. This inconceivable proposition, the incarnation1, means that, 

beginning at his birth, the human baby named Jesus was “fully God and fully 

man in one person, and will be so forever.”2 God became man—forever. That 

infant in the cradle was Immanuel, God with us! 

Paul expressed the incarnation in this way: “In him the whole fullness of 

deity dwells bodily” (Col. 2:9). Think of that! Jesus wasn’t just some special 

appearance of God, a theophany. Nor was he merely a misunderstood 

teacher of love who ended up getting crucified. He was God in the flesh—

immortal; invisible spirit clothed with human hair, skin, and blood; and 

supported by muscle and bone. In his humiliation, God had to breathe, eat, 

drink, and sleep. When cut he bled. He longed for companionship and truly 

suffered when his friends deserted him. He is one of our kind, and as we 

“share in flesh and blood, he himself likewise partook of the same things” 

(Heb. 2:14). 

To this day he remains one of us. This truth is the “foundation for all our 

comfort” forever.3 The incarnation brings unceasing hope and an end to our 

exile, wandering, and despair. There is great comfort for our souls in the truth 

that he is just like us. Here’s why: the incarnation tells us that even though 

we sin, we are not alone; even though we’re weak and finite, he knows what 

weakness and mortality are because he was weak and mortal just like us; 

and even though we continually fail, he has committed himself to be part of 

a race of failures—and he has done so forever. He does not use our flesh 

merely as an impersonal dwelling place, like some seedy motel room he 

can’t wait to vacate; rather, he assumes our nature completely and will be 

the God-man forever, throughout eternity! 

HE IS ONE OF US  

The incarnation sets Christianity apart from every other religion. The thought 

that God would become man is simply without parallel in any other faith. In 

no other religion does a god do anything more than tell his subjects what to 

do to become like him, earn his favor, or give instruction on how, if they’re 

lucky, they might avoid ticking him off. In no other religion does a creator god 

become weak and an indistinguishable part of his creation. 
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E XC E R P T  F R O M:  Found In Him by Elyse Fitzpatrick

In the incarnation, God became so completely one of us that the people 

who lived with him didn’t notice anything special about him; Jesus’s deity 

was perfectly veiled in human flesh. In fact, when he went to his own village, 

Nazareth, “the people who had known him for many years did not receive 

him.”4 “Is not this the carpenter’s son?” they asked. “Is not his mother called 

Mary?” (Matt. 13:55). Even his own family didn’t know he was the incarnate 

one. Think of this: “Not even his brothers believed in him” (John 7:5). 

What did Jesus look like? A regular Joe. His form was just like ours. Put this 

book down for a moment and look across the room at someone. That’s how 

ordinary he looked. Or, better yet, look at yourself in a mirror. He looked just 

like you! He had eyes, pores, hair, and teeth. If you’d seen him, you wouldn’t 

have thought he was anything special. He didn’t have any sort of magnetism 

that would make you take a second look. He looked like any twenty- or 

thirty-something carpenter on any construction job. 

His complete identification with us shouldn’t have taken his contemporaries 

by surprise, because seven hundred years before his birth the prophet Isaiah 

spoke of how normal the Messiah would appear: “He had no form or majesty 

that we should look at him, and no beauty that we should desire him” (Isa. 

53:2). He willingly took a servant’s form and was born in the likeness of men. 

He was fully human (Phil. 2:7–8). 

What was baby Jesus like? Did he have some sort of radioactive glow about 

him? Maybe a little halo or cherubs floating around his head? No. He looked 

like any Middle Eastern infant, wrapped in rags and nursing at his mother’s 

breast. And contrary to the sweet carol “Away in the Manger,” he did cry 

when awakened by the cattle’s lowing. He cried just like us. 

Unlike ancient mythological gods, Jesus was no naughty demigod stripped 

of his superpowers and banished to earth as punishment. Jesus isn’t Thor. 

No, God the Son freely volunteered to become one of us and to forever take 

to his person all that it meant to be human. “Though he was rich, yet for your 
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sake he [voluntarily] became poor, so that you by his poverty might become 

rich” (2 Cor. 8:9). The incarnation isn’t a punishment on the Son; it is an 

act of his love, a “voluntary humiliation.”5 He gladly “made himself nothing” 

(Phil. 2:7 NIV). He who had everything, who was Lord of all, God Most High, 

creator, became a poor servant—your servant—out of love for you, his 

beloved. He came to serve you and win you with his love. He became one of 

our own so that we could be his own. 

JESUS THE JEW  

But his self-humiliation didn’t end with becoming a human. He was born as a 

Jew, into the nation of Israel, an insignificant nation that the Lord described in 

this way: 

It was not because you were more in number than any other people 

that the LORD set his love on you and chose you, for you were the 

fewest of all peoples. (Deut. 7:7) 

Further, there wasn’t any other nation upon which the Lord so incessantly 

poured his love and yet was so opposed to his wooing. Even though he 

loved them, they gave themselves completely to wickedness. Nehemiah 

described Israel’s persistent resistance in these terms: 

Nevertheless, they [the Israelites] were disobedient and rebelled 

against you and cast your law behind their back and killed your 

prophets, who had warned them in order to turn them back to you, 

and they committed great blasphemies. Therefore you gave them 

into the hand of their enemies, who made them suffer. And in the 

time of their suffering they cried out to you and you heard them from 

heaven, and according to your great mercies you gave them saviors 

who saved them from the hand of their enemies. . . . Yet they acted 

presumptuously and did not obey your commandments, but sinned 

against your rules, which if a person does them, he shall live by them, 
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and they turned a stubborn shoulder and stiffened their neck and 

would not obey. (Neh. 9:26–27, 29) 

In fact, this nation had a history of being so wicked that even the Philistines, 

those idolatrous wretches, were actually ashamed of Israel’s lewd behavior 

(Ezek. 16:27). Because of the Israelites’ relentless stubbornness and unbelief, 

they were trodden under the heel of one wicked nation after another, and it 

was into this nation of failures (in every sense of that word) that the Savior 

chose to be born, in a Roman colony in a barn where his family had been 

forced to travel for taxation purposes. In his veins flowed Jewish blood, 

and in his manhood he remains Jesus the Jew to this day. Jesus the Jew 

embraces Israel’s national identity as the shameful chosen who were not 

known for their consecration but rather for their idolatry, insignificance, 

weakness, and slavery. How many times had they suffered exile as 

punishment for their rebellion? He came unto his own people, but in typical 

fashion, they “did not receive him” (John 1:11). 

He could have come as a wise Chinese, a powerful Roman, or a philosopher 

Greek, but he didn’t. Instead he came as a weak Savior, first to the Jews 

among whom there were not many wise, not many powerful, not many of 

noble birth (1 Cor. 1:26), and then to all the Gentile races who would hear 

the message through them. He was born as Savior for a world full of foolish, 

weak, ignoble losers. All of Israel’s history demonstrates how willing Christ 

was to be humbled. 

This needs to speak to your heart so that you know that no matter what kind 

of “loser” you are, Jesus willingly condescended to go even lower than that. 

He had no great pedigree. He was of questionable lineage, working class, 

uneducated, poor, weak, despised, rejected, and exiled. This is the baby and 

his family of origin; this is your Savior. 

VEILED IN FLESH THE GODHEAD SEE  

The incarnate God-man Jesus Christ is completely matchless, and his 



S E S S I O N 2

29T H E  C R O S S: the incarnation 29

condescension to humanity’s earthiness, finitude, frailty, and sin should 

astonish us and provoke worship. But the sad truth is that we’ve become 

so very familiar with this story that we can hum carols during the Christmas 

season while we shop for trinkets and never once fall on our faces in awe. 

Think on these words: 

Veiled in flesh the Godhead see,  

Hail the incarnate Deity,  

Pleased with us in flesh to dwell  

Jesus, our Emmanuel [God with us].6

Consider those words again: the invisible God, the Son, has been “veiled 

in flesh.” How can that be? The nativity story tells us. Similar to the way the 

Spirit hovered over creation (Gen. 1:2), the Holy Spirit hovered over a willing 

virgin girl named Mary.7 And as in the Genesis story, where the Word spoke 

and life appeared out of lifelessness, so it was in the womb of Mary. 

The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High 

will overshadow you; therefore the child to be born will be called holy—

the Son of God. (Luke 1:35) 

Within the darkness of the virgin’s womb, the eternal Word entered an 

ovum and took to himself from her body chromosomes, blood, flesh, and 

bone. The Word who was made flesh (John 1:14) gestated within her for 

nine months. God relied on a weak young girl to sustain his life. She ate and 

drank and nourished this embryo (who is also the Lord of heaven and earth) 

from the limited resources of her own little body. In his humanity he knew 

the restraint of living within a uterus, completely confined, in deep darkness. 

He felt it when his mother labored, and although he did not understand the 

process, like every infant before him, he struggled to be free and to breathe. 

He was born, “placenta and all,”8 as he came forth from the virgin’s womb, a 

strange shrine for our God. He is like us in every way; he knows what it is to 

be born and live our life. We are not alone—you are not alone. 
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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. (Heb. 4:15) 

Physically, the eternal Word was just like his mother, our sister. He 

experienced cold and hunger. He needed his diaper changed. Mary nursed 

him, and his life was sustained by her milk. As he grew, he enjoyed the 

comfort of his mom’s hugs. He loved the smell of her. He giggled when he 

felt his dad’s prickly beard on his cheek. He was kissed and learned to kiss 

in return. Snuggling felt good to him. Mentally and emotionally, he had a soul 

just like ours. That meant that he was social; he enjoyed family and friends 

and felt the sting of rejection. He loved to laugh, and he cried when he 

experienced discomfort and sorrow. He was sad when he was alone.

As he grew into a toddler, he began to learn language. Think of that! The 

Word who spoke the universe into existence had to learn Hebrew (and 

probably Aramaic). He had to learn how to say, “Abba,” “Dada.” Then he 

lisped, “I love you,” to his earthly mama. She taught him table manners. His 

dad would read to him from the Torah because he hadn’t yet learned to read. 

He would hear the Prophets, the Psalms, and the Law, and he would grow in 

his understanding of them until one day when, as an adult, he would realize 

that every word he had heard had actually been spoken about his life, death, 

and resurrection. But he didn’t instinctively know this as a little child first 

learning to pronounce the aleph. 

HE SHALL BE CALLED “JESUS”  

As an eight-day-old he was given the name that the angel had spoken to 

both Mary and Joseph—Jesus. Why “Jesus”? Why not “Joseph”? His name 

had to be Jesus, yehôšua, for, as the angel said, “He will save his people 

from their sins” (Matt. 1:21; see also John 3:17; 1 Tim. 1:15).9 
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From the very moment of his naming, even from the earliest days of his 

humanity, Jesus was traversing a road that would unavoidably lead to 

Calvary’s bloody hill. His people needed salvation, and he was born for one 

reason only: to provide it. But in order to save us, he had to be one of us. 

Only a man could pay the penalty for our sin; but only God would be free 

from sin and be able bear up under the unmitigated wrath of God. He had to 

be God and yet man, one of us, and he was. 

At that naming ceremony, Jesus the Jew was circumcised. Circumcision 

is a covenant seal, a sign made in the body of male infants, which was 

commanded by God and marked them as members of the community 

God had made promises to. It was a painful and bloody sacrament that 

symbolized the excision or cutting away of the “guilt and pollution of sin, and 

obliging the people to let the grace of God penetrate their entire life.”10 

Doesn’t it seem wrong for the baby Jesus to be marked like that? If the point 

of circumcision was the symbolic cutting away of the guilt and pollution of 

sin, why did Jesus, the holy child (Luke 1:35), have to suffer it? He had no 

guilt, no original sin that needed to be removed. His body was “formed as 

was the body of Adam by the immediate agency of God, uncontaminated 

and without spot or blemish.”11 

Though he was one in a line of sinners, the normal genealogy—“ this sinner 

begat that sinner” (Matt. 1:1-16; Luke 3:23-38)—was interrupted in his 

conception and birth. Yes, Mary was a sinner, but she was also a virgin, and 

that’s important because we sinners need a completely new sort of person 

to bring us salvation. None of us, no matter how sweet our little children 

might seem to us, ever gives birth to anything other than sinners. We are 

condemned to produce after our own kind. How hopeless our plight! 

But Jesus’s conception breaks into this deadly heritage. He was unique: he 

had no earthly father from whom he would inherit guilt “and a corrupt moral 

nature.”12 The previously unbroken line of sinners giving birth to sinners was 
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gloriously interrupted in Christ. God, not Joseph, was his Father. He was 

unique in all of history and yet—glorious truth!—he was also wholly one of us, 

and his life would mark the beginning of a completely new race of men and 

women. A new race of man had broken in that would produce children after 

its own kind. 

Jesus had to go through everything we go through in order to be our Savior, 

to be one of us. Even as an infant, in his circumcision, he had to bleed for 

sins he would never commit. He didn’t need this mark of covenant grace 

in his flesh. He himself was covenant grace in the flesh. Even though he 

was God and could have excused himself from suffering under this rite, he 

embraced his humanity and did not call out for help to avoid this pain. No, he 

submitted to it because he had to be one of us in every respect. He bled. He 

cried. His mother and father comforted him. 

THE BOY CHRIST JESUS  

Aside from his birth, circumcision, presentation at the temple, and journey 

to celebrate Passover at age twelve, the Scripture is mostly silent on his 

childhood. This may be because there was nothing remarkable about it. 

For sure, there is nothing from it that we need to know for our salvation, or 

we would be told. This silence simply proves that the little boy Jesus was 

just like any other little boy who ever lived—but without sin, of course. If we 

want to know what he was like, all we need to do is look at our children and 

imagine what they would be like if they had never sinned, if they didn’t have 

sinners for parents. 

There are two specific passages in Luke, however, that shed some light on 

his maturation, and it is to those two passages we will turn our attention now. 

The first passage is from Luke 2:40: “And the child grew and became strong, 

filled with wisdom. And the favor of God was upon him.” This passage 

employs four key words that describe him. These words are “grew,” “strong,” 

“wisdom,” and “favor.” 
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THE CHILD GREW  

The fact that the child who was God grew should amaze us. How can God 

grow? The fact that he grew doesn’t mean that he was imperfect in any 

way but rather that, in his humanity, he was young and little and needed to 

mature. Isaiah wrote, “For he grew up before him like a young plant, and like 

a root out of dry ground” (Isa. 53:2). 

The fact that he grew is important because growth is part of our life, too; 

he’s just like us. Our children grow and are not today what they will be ten 

years from now. Jesus was a child. He needed to mature into adulthood. 

Childhood is not part of the curse, nor is immaturity necessarily sin. Being 

unable to foresee every eventuality is not sinful; it is weakness. Jesus had 

to develop knowledge of how the world worked. His brain needed to form 

neural connections that weren’t there when he was born. He had to grow in 

understanding the world; he would learn about the seasons and the feel of a 

sheep before it is sheared. Jesus had to develop skin and bone and muscle. 

He experienced growing pains at night as his muscles stretched. He lost his 

baby teeth and would have to be taught the appropriate responses to make 

when he went to synagogue with his father. He grew in every sense of the 

word. The boy Jesus at five would have been very similar to any other five-

year-old, and he was different from the boy Jesus at twelve. God grew. 

HE BECAME STRONG  

Think of this—the one who “upholds the universe by the word of his power” 

(Heb. 1:3) needed to grow in strength. That meant that in his veiled deity, as 

a child he was weak. When playing games with his friends, he didn’t always 

win. He couldn’t lift a heavy water jug, nor could he remember everything 

that others said to him. He was weak both physically and mentally in the 

same way that our children are weak and that we are weak. For instance, I 

can’t count the number of times that I walk into a room to get something and 

can’t remember what it was that I came after. This is weakness, and physical 

weakness is not necessarily the result of sin. As I’m getting older and finding 
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more weakness invading my body, I’m glad that weakness doesn’t exclude 

me from the life of God. I am glad that God was weak. He understands. He 

forgot things. His body was just like ours. Weakness is not something to be 

ashamed of. In his humiliation, God was weak and had to grow in strength. 

FILLED WITH WISDOM  

The Lord Jesus, “in whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and 

knowledge” (Col. 2:3), had to grow in wisdom. This means that he didn’t 

automatically know all the wisdom of Proverbs. Like the son in Proverbs 

1:8, he had to “hear” his father’s instruction and “forsake not” his mother’s 

teaching. He also didn’t know exactly how that wisdom would mesh with the 

world in which he lived, nor did he automatically know the place of a specific 

passage in the Scriptures. He had to learn. Sometimes he was wrong and 

just didn’t know the right answer. Because he intentionally lived only as a 

human, veiling his omniscience, his ability to foresee the future was just like 

ours (Mark 13:32). 

But because Jesus never fought against God’s wisdom and instead always 

embraced it, it should not surprise us that he was filled with wisdom at 

a young age. By the time he was just twelve, his wisdom astonished the 

religious leaders of his day (Luke 2:47). Even so, his growth in wisdom wasn’t 

miraculous; he didn’t get any special help from the fact that he was God. 

He had to learn wisdom just as we do, but he didn’t resist it as we do, so he 

grew wise quickly. 

THE FAVOR OF GOD WAS UPON HIM  

From the very beginning of his life, he knew what it was to live with the light 

of God’s countenance upon him. He grew to sense God’s smile upon his 

life, and God’s grace invaded every moment of his day. He learned what it 

was like to please his Father, and although he might not have known exactly 

who he was at that point, he did know that pleasing the Lord was the most 
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important activity he could pursue. He was righteous, and he was always the 

happiest child in the room. It is written of him that he

loved righteousness and hated wickedness; therefore God, your God, 

has anointed you with the oil of gladness beyond your companions. 

(Heb. 1:9) 

He was happy without being cruel, and good without being a prig. 

As a child Jesus grew, became strong, and increased in wisdom, and the 

favor of God was upon him. What we have learned about him is that he was 

just like us but then, in one way, he was already beginning to pull away. He 

lived a sinless life and basked daily in the favor of the God he delighted to 

please, and none of us naturally knows what that’s like. And he smiled a 

lot—a lot more than we do. 

IN THE TEMPLE  

At age twelve Jesus went up to the temple with his family. This journey 

marked an important milestone in his young life because at twelve, 

according to Jewish law a son passes from infancy to the state of 

adult responsibility. . . when the child himself confesses with his own 

lips the word of God sealed in his flesh in circumcision.13 

In his parents’ weakness, they misunderstood Jesus’s mission and accused 

him of mistreating them by staying behind in the temple. Even so, Jesus 

went back down to Nazareth with his parents and was “submissive” to them 

(Luke 2:51). Let’s not miss the import of this statement. This child, who now 

was beginning to grow into the man he would be and was beginning to 

know what he was to do and where he belonged, submitted to their flawed 

leadership. 
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Undoubtedly he went up to Jerusalem repeatedly every year after that, but 

we don’t see him in the temple disputing with the leaders again. Why not? 

Because it wasn’t yet time for him to be known publicly. He still had eighteen 

years of humdrum life as a carpenter to live. Why? For us. Whenever we 

struggle with submitting to unwise or sinful authority, whenever we feel that 

we’re stuck in some dead-end, mundane life, we can remember that Jesus 

understands. He sawed wood and hammered nails and swept up shop for 

eighteen years, learning more and more about who he was and what his 

ultimate mission was. He knows what it is for you to be stuck in traffic or to 

change another diaper for the eighth time today. In his life as an ordinary 

carpenter, learning his trade, being given the jobs that only novices got, he 

gave boring work value forever. 

HE INCREASED IN OBEDIENCE  

Luke summarizes Jesus’s early life by saying that “Jesus increased in 

wisdom and in stature, and in favor with God and man” (Luke 2:52). The 

obedience of Jesus Christ was not light or a sham obedience. It was 

agonizingly real as he bore our flesh of sin and struggled with our weakness. 

The word translated “increased” in this verse is an “astonishing word about 

the growth of Jesus, ‘proekopten,’” which means “that he had to beat his 

way forward with blows. His obedience was a battle.”14 Just because he 

never gave into temptation doesn’t mean obedience was easy for him; it was 

more difficult than anything we will ever experience. 

Hebrews 5:8 tells us that “although he was a son, he learned obedience 

through what he suffered.” This learning of obedience doesn’t mean that he 

was “learning his lesson” or being punished for wrongdoing. It means that 

he had to learn how to say yes to God and no to sin every single moment 

of his earthly life, and this earthly life was, in itself, a suffering for him. His 

very humiliation as one of us—being cold, hungry, tired, and having to learn 

truth—was a life of suffering from his earliest days. Ultimately he would 
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learn full obedience, when he submitted in Gethsemane and breathed out 

his, “Not my will but yours.” Because he must be like us in every way, he 

was born under the law and under the curse of death that Adam, as our 

representative, brought down on our heads through his disobedience. 

Emotionally and spiritually Jesus had a human soul, exactly like ours yet 

sinless, and he had to struggle to grow in wisdom and obedience. He was 

pure like Adam had been in the garden before he fell. Like Adam, he knew 

real temptation, but unlike Adam, he loved his Father and his bride more than 

he loved himself. He had to grow in obedience, not because he was sinful or 

had a sin nature but because his life was one of faith, just like ours. 

FALL ON YOUR KNEES  

What is the appropriate response to the incarnation? As we’ve looked at 

the Christmas story, I purposely skipped over the worship that angels, 

magi, and shepherds brought to him, because I wanted to save it for our 

last few moments together. I wanted you to begin to experience what they 

experienced before I bid you worship with them. 

ANGELS, SHEPHERDS, AND WISE MEN  

Angels are present all over the incarnation story; it’s almost as though they’re 

simply beside themselves with wonder and awe. What is their King, the Son 

they have loved and served for eons, doing breathing air as incarnate man? 

An angel, Gabriel, brought the announcement of Jesus’s birth to Mary and 

Joseph. Here are the words he used to describe the incarnate one: 

He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High. And the 

Lord God will give to him the throne of his father David, and he will 

reign over the house of Jacob forever, and of his kingdom there will be 

no end. (Luke 1:32-33) 

Therefore the child to be born will be called holy—the Son of God. 

(Luke 1:35) 
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Jesus is great, the Son of the Most High, a King with an everlasting kingdom 

who will also be yehôšua, our Savior (Matt. 1:20-23). He will be called “out 

of Egypt” so that both Jew and Gentile will have a part in him (2:15). He will 

be born in Bethlehem, an insignificant hick village that will produce what 

appears to be just another (as was supposed) bastard child. But this child 

will rule and gently shepherd his people, Israel (v. 6). 

How long has it been since this story was good news of great joy for you 

(Luke 2:10-11)? Is your heart full of praise? Will you join with the angels and 

give “glory to God in the highest” (v. 14)? Will you join with the shepherds, 

glorifying and praising God for what you have been told (v. 20)? Will you 

rejoice exceedingly with great joy and fall down before the child along with 

the magi? Will you lay before him the treasure you have been grasping so 

tightly? Will you notice the gifts, the gold, frankincense, and myrrh? These 

were gifts meant for a royal baby but were ultimately for embalming our King. 

There are simply no words to explain what we have here. We have received 

a revelation of a mystery that is completely beyond our capacity to 

comprehend. What is our response? To fall on our knees in worship. 

Give heed, my heart, lift up thine eyes!  

What is it in yon manger lies?  

Who is this child, so young and fair? 

The blessed Christ-child lieth there. 

Welcome to earth, Thou noble Guest, 

Through whom the sinful world is blest! 

Thou com’st to share my misery; 

What thanks shall I return to Thee?15

 __________________________________________________________________

Notes
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Reflect on the following questions.

 � In the chapter, Elyse says, “This [the incarnation] needs to speak to your 

heart so that you can know that no matter what kind of ‘loser’ you are, 

Jesus willingly condescended to go even lower than that. He had no great 

pedigree. He was of questionable lineage, working class, uneducated, 

poor, weak, despised, rejected, and exiled. This is the baby and his family 

of origin; this is your Savior.” Why do you think Jesus chose to come in 

such a humble state? What would be different about Christianity if in 

the incarnation Jesus was a powerful, wealthy king instead of a humble, 

crucified Messiah?

 � What about the incarnation is most comforting to you? Why do you find 

comfort from this element of the incarnation?
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 � Read John 1. Why was it so important for “God to become flesh”? What in 

John 1 highlights the importance of the incarnation? 

 � How does the incarnation answer your own feelings of loneliness or 

isolation? What unique hope can the gospel offer to people who feel 

alienated or out of place? 
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 � How can the incarnation make you a person who is more willing to love 

those who are hard to love? What should change about the way you have 

responded or are responding to your suffering or isolation in light of the 

incarnation?

  E N G A G E M E N T

 � Read Colossians 1:15-20 and use it as a guide for prayer to give thanks 

to God, that though Jesus had no limit to His power, He chose to become 

a man and dwell among us. Ask that in your loneliness or pain (and in the 

loneliness and pain of others) God would be near, and the incarnation 

would be real to you (and others). In the spirit of “Hark! The Herald Angels 

Sing,” if you are able, spend this time in prayer on bended knee, adoring 

the marvel of the incarnation.

 � This week, schedule time to meet with someone you know who is feeling 

isolated or alone, just to listen and be present. Or, if you need someone to 

reach out to you, pray that God would send someone to be near to you 

during this season of isolation.
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  G R O U P  G A T H E R I N G

Watch the video for Session 2.

 � How can the incarnation make you a person who is more willing to love 

those who are hard to love? What should change about the way you have 

responded or are responding to your suffering or isolation in light of the 

incarnation?

  E N G A G E M E N T

 � Read Colossians 1:15-20 and use it as a guide for prayer to give thanks 

to God, that though Jesus had no limit to His power, He chose to become 

a man and dwell among us. Ask that in your loneliness or pain (and in the 

loneliness and pain of others) God would be near, and the incarnation 

would be real to you (and others). In the spirit of “Hark! The Herald Angels 

Sing,” if you are able, spend this time in prayer on bended knee, adoring 

the marvel of the incarnation.

 � This week, schedule time to meet with someone you know who is feeling 

isolated or alone, just to listen and be present. Or, if you need someone to 

reach out to you, pray that God would send someone to be near to you 

during this season of isolation.
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As a group discuss the following. 

 � When was a time in your life you felt lonely? How have you experienced this 

world as a lonely place?

 � In the video, Tom pointed out that God does not just tell us what to do, but 

instead becomes one of us. What would look different about the Christian 

life if God had never become flesh and dwelt among us? Or what would 

look different about your life if God had only given you rules to live by and 

not become a human like you?

 � Read John 1:1-18. How does this passage give you confidence that you 

can truly know God? What do you learn about God in John 1? What kind of 

God is John describing?
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 � What does John 1 say about God’s care for humanity? Why do you think 

God chose the incarnation as the way to rescue us from our sin?

 � How does the incarnation show you that God cares about you? What about 

the incarnation most encourages you?  

Break into smaller groups for prayer.

 �Share moments in your life when God has felt most near to you. Spend 

some prolonged time offering God simple, one-sentence prayers of thanks 

for the incarnation. The prayers could begin by saying, “Thank you for 

knowing me in my…” or “Thank you for drawing near to me during…” 

 �Read Psalm 46 to close your time together.

 P R E P A R E  F O R  S E S S I O N  3

In preparation for the next Group Gathering, read and complete the Overview, 

Reflection, and Engagement sections of Session 3.
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 O V E R V I E W

Today, the cross is the single greatest visual symbol of Christianity, but that 

was not the case for the earliest Christians. Initially, Christians did not use the 

cross to identify themselves, primarily for two reasons.

First, early Christians were often the target of persecution, and using the cross 

as a symbol could invite attention or arrest from authorities. Therefore, the early 

Christians used symbols such as a peacock (which symbolized immortality), a 

dove, or a fish (the icthys, the Greek word for fish, was an acronym for “Jesus 

Christ, Son of God, Savior”).a

Christians also avoided the cross as a symbol for another reason—it was 

the symbol of shame, guilt, and the profane. Crucifixion was reserved for the 

lowest and most common of criminals, which meant anyone who saw a cross 

immediately associated it with worthlessness and disgrace. The cross had a 

stigma attached to it, and to identify with a cross was to identify yourself with 

shame.

a John Stott, The Cross of Christ, 20.
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However, by the second century, the cross began to be Christianity’s dominant 

symbol. Christians not only embraced the visual symbol of the cross, but it 

became central to their worship. John Stott explains, “It seems certain that, at 

least from the second century onwards, Christians not only drew, painted and 

engraved the cross as a pictorial symbol of their faith, but also made the sign 

of the cross on themselves or others.”b 

Around AD 200, Tertullian, a Christian theologian, wrote of the practice that 

was now common among Christians:

At every forward step and movement, at every going in and going out, 

when we put on our clothes and shoes, when we bathe, when we sit 

at table, when we light the lamps, on couch, on seat, in all the ordinary 

actions of daily life, we trace upon the forehead the sign [the cross].c

Why did the biggest object of shame and disgrace become the visual marker 

of identity for Christians? Because the cross gives the Christian a new identity. 

The cross is the central reality of who a Christian is.

Therefore, Christians began to regularly remind themselves of their new identity 

through the cross, what the cross told them about themselves. This new 

identity through the cross revolved around the two primary things the cross 

says to us:

The cross shows how deeply flawed we are. We are so flawed it cost 

Jesus His life. As Romans 5:8 says, “...while we were still sinners, Christ 

died for us.” A “sinner” is not simply someone who breaks a rule or makes 

a mistake, but someone who is separated from God, a rebel against God, 

someone who, remembering Genesis 3, does not love or trust God, and tries 

to live as if they are God. 

b John Stott, The Cross of Christ, 27.
c Quoted in John Stott, The Cross of Christ, 27.
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The cross was ours. We were owed that punishment, but as Paul writes in  

2 Corinthians 5:21, “For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so 

that in him we might become the righteousness of God.” On the cross, Jesus 

becomes my sin and suffers on my behalf, revealing the depth of my sin and 

brokenness. 

In addition to reminding us our brokenness, the cross is the place where we 

see the depth of God’s love for us.

The cross shows how deeply loved we are. Jesus came to seek and save 

the lost (Luke 19:10), to give his life in service as a ransom for many (Mark 

10:45), to lay down his life for his friends (John 15:13-15). Jesus was not the 

victim of circumstances. He knew His life would end at the cross and willingly 

lived His life and died that death. Why? 

For God so loved the world. For God so loved you, that His Son went to a 

cross. God does not begrudgingly rescue us that we might be His slaves. No, 

through the cross He adopts us as His own sons and daughters. That is why 

Paul says what he says in Galatians 4:4-7, concluding: “And because you are 

sons, God has sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, crying, ‘Abba! Father!’ 

So you are no longer a slave, but a son, and if a son, then an heir through 

God.”

Jesus has taken our place on the cross so we might share His inheritance as 

the Son of God. The cross tells us who we are—we are deeply loved.

The beauty of the cross does not just stop at what it means for us, individually, 

but also what it means for the community of the cross, the church.

The cross enables the church to be a community of forgiveness. If, 

through the cross, our flaws have been healed and sins forgiven, how could 

we ever hold anyone’s sins against them? Christians should keep no record 
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of wrongs because our own record of wrong has been canceled, nailed to the 

tree. The church is a place where forgiveness abounds because the church is 

a community of the cross.

The cross enables the church to be a community of self-giving love. At 

the center of the gospel is the self-giving love of God. As we worship, follow, 

and seek this God, we will become a self-giving people: people who serve their 

neighbors, always seek the good of others, and no matter where they are—

whether the workplace, the home, or the church—long to see the flourishing of 

all human beings. 

However, as good as this might sound, there is still something unsettling about 

the cross. How could Jesus suffer for someone else’s sins? How could Jesus 

pay our penalty? Isn’t that barbaric? John Stott has written at length to answer 

these questions. In his book The Cross of Christ he explains why Jesus’ cross 

was not simply a good example for us, but was His suffering for us.

   R E F L E C T I O N

Read the following excerpt.
____________________________________________________________________

“God in Christ”
From The Cross of Christd by John Stott
____________________________________________________________________

Our substitute, then, who took our place and died our death on the cross, 

was neither Christ alone (since that would make him a third party thrust 

in between God and us), nor God alone (since that would undermine the 

historical incarnation), but God in Christ, who was truly and fully both God 

d John Stott, The Cross of Christ (Downers Grove: Intervarsity Press, 1986, 2006), 156-162.
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of wrongs because our own record of wrong has been canceled, nailed to the 

tree. The church is a place where forgiveness abounds because the church is 

a community of the cross.

The cross enables the church to be a community of self-giving love. At 

the center of the gospel is the self-giving love of God. As we worship, follow, 

and seek this God, we will become a self-giving people: people who serve their 

neighbors, always seek the good of others, and no matter where they are—

whether the workplace, the home, or the church—long to see the flourishing of 

all human beings. 

However, as good as this might sound, there is still something unsettling about 

the cross. How could Jesus suffer for someone else’s sins? How could Jesus 

pay our penalty? Isn’t that barbaric? John Stott has written at length to answer 

these questions. In his book The Cross of Christ he explains why Jesus’ cross 

was not simply a good example for us, but was His suffering for us.

   R E F L E C T I O N

Read the following excerpt.
____________________________________________________________________

“God in Christ”
From The Cross of Christd by John Stott
____________________________________________________________________

Our substitute, then, who took our place and died our death on the cross, 

was neither Christ alone (since that would make him a third party thrust 

in between God and us), nor God alone (since that would undermine the 

historical incarnation), but God in Christ, who was truly and fully both God 

and man, and who on that account was uniquely qualified to represent both 

God and man and to mediate between them. If we speak only of Christ 

suffering and dying, we overlook the initiative of the Father. If we speak only 

of God suffering and dying, we overlook the mediation of the Son. The New 

Testament authors never attribute the atonement either to Christ in such a 

way as to disassociate him from the Father, or to God in such a way as to 

dispense with Christ, but rather to God and Christ, or to God acting in and 

through Christ with his whole-hearted concurrence.

The New Testament evidence for this is plain. In surveying it, it seems logical 

to begin with the announcement of the Messiah’s birth. The names he was 

given were Jesus (“divine Savior” or “God saves”) and Emmanuel (“God with 

us”). For in and through his birth God himself had come to the rescue of his 

people, to save them from their sins (Mt. 1:21–23). Similarly, according to 

Luke, the Savior who had been born was not just, in the familiar expression, 

the Christ of the Lord, the Lord’s anointed, but actually “Christ the Lord”, 

himself both Messiah and Lord (Lk 2:11). 

When Jesus’ public ministry began, his personal self-consciousness 

confirmed that God was at work in and through him. For though he did 

speak of “pleasing” the Father (Jn 8:29) and “obeying” him (Jn 15:10), of 

doing his will and finishing his work (e.g., Jn 4:34; 6:38-39; 17:4; 19:30), yet 

this surrender was entirely voluntary, so that his will and the Father’s were 

always in perfect harmony.47 More than that, according to John he spoke of a 

mutual “indwelling”, he in the Father and the Father in him, even of a “union” 

between them (e.g. Jn 14:11; 17:21-23; 10:30). 

This conviction that Father and Son cannot be separated, especially 

when we are thinking about the atonement, since the Father was taking 

action through the Son, comes to its fullest expression in some of Paul’s 

great statements about reconciliation. For example, “all this is from God” 

(referring to the work of the new creation, 2 Cor. 5:17–18), who “reconciled 
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us to himself through Christ” and “was reconciling the world to himself 

in Christ” (2 Cor 5:18-19). It does not seem to matter much where, in 

translating the Greek, we place the expressions “through Christ” and “in 

Christ”. What matters is that God and Christ were together active in the 

work of reconciliation, indeed that it was in and through Christ that God was 

effecting the reconciliation. 

Two other important Pauline verses forge an indissoluble link between 

Christ’s person and work, and so indicate that he was able to do what he did 

only because he was who he was. Both speak of God’s “fullness” dwelling 

in him and working through him (Col 1:19–20 and 2:9). This work is variously 

portrayed, but it is all attributed to the fullness of God residing in Christ —

reconciling all things to himself, making peace by the blood of the cross, 

resurrecting us with Christ, forgiving all our sins, cancelling the written code 

that was against us, taking it away, nailing it to the cross, and disarming the 

principalities and powers, triumphing over them either “by it” (the cross) or “in 

him” (Christ). 

Anselm was right that only man should make reparation for his sins, since it 

is he who has defaulted. And he was equally right that only God could make 

the necessary reparation, since it is he who has demanded it. Jesus Christ is 

therefore the only Saviour, since he is the only person in whom the ‘should’ 

and the “could” are united, being himself both God and man. The weakness 

of Anselm’s formulation, due probably to his cultural background in medieval  

feudalism, is that he overemphasized the humanity of Christ, since man the 

sinner must pay the debt he has incurred and repair the damage he has 

done. But the New Testament emphasis is more on the initiative of God, who 

“sent” or “gave” or “delivered up” his Son for us,48 and who therefore suffered 

in his Son’s sufferings. 

George Buttrick wrote of a picture which hangs in an Italian church, 

although he did not identify it. At first glance it is like any other painting of the 
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crucifixion. As you look more closely, however, you perceive the difference, 

because “there’s a vast and shadowy Figure behind the figure of Jesus. The 

nail that pierces the hand of Jesus goes through to the hand of God. The 

spear thrust into the side of Jesus goes through into God’s”.49 

We began by showing that God must “satisfy himself,” responding to the 

realities of human rebellion in a way that is perfectly consonant with his 

character. This internal necessity is our fixed starting-point. In consequence, 

it would be impossible for us sinners to remain eternally the sole objects of 

his holy love, since he cannot both punish and pardon us at the same time. 

Hence the second necessity, namely substitution. The only way for God’s 

holy love to be satisfied is for his holiness to be directed in judgment upon 

his appointed substitute, in order that his love may be directed towards us 

in forgiveness. The substitute bears the penalty, that we sinners may receive 

the pardon. Who, then, is the substitute? Certainly not Christ, if he is seen 

as a third party. Any notion of penal substitution in which three independent 

actors play a role—the guilty party, the punitive judge and the innocent 

victim—is to be repudiated with the utmost vehemence. It would not only be 

unjust in itself but would also reflect a defective Christology. For Christ is not 

an independent third person, but the eternal Son of the Father, who is one 

with the Father in his essential being. 

What we see, then, in the drama of the cross is not three actors but two, 

ourselves on the one hand and God on the other. Not God as he is in himself 

(the Father), but God nevertheless, God-made-man-in-Christ (the Son). 

Hence the importance of those New Testament passages which speak of 

the death of Christ as the death of God’s Son: for example, “God so loved 

the world that he gave his one and only Son” (Jn 3:16), “he...did not spare his 

own Son,” (Rom 8:32) and “we were reconciled to God through the death of 

his Son” (Rom 5:10).50 For in giving his Son he was giving himself. This being 

so, it is the Judge himself who in holy love assumed the role of the innocent 

victim, for in and through the person of his Son he himself bore the penalty 
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which he himself inflicted. As Dale put it, “the mysterious unity of the Father 

and the Son rendered it possible for God at once to endure and to inflict 

penal suffering.”50 There is neither harsh injustice nor unprincipled love nor 

Christological heresy in that; there is only unfathomable mercy. For in order 

to save us in such a way as to satisfy himself, God through Christ substituted 

himself for us. Divine love triumphed over divine wrath by divine self-sacrifice. 

The cross was an act simultaneously of punishment and amnesty, severity 

and grace, justice and mercy. 

Seen thus, the objections to a substitutionary atonement evaporate. There is 

nothing even remotely immoral here, since the substitute for the law-breakers 

is none other than the divine Lawmaker himself. There is no mechanical 

transaction either, since the self-sacrifice of love is the most personal of 

all actions. And what is achieved through the cross is no merely external 

change of legal status, since those who see God’s love there, and are 

united to Christ by his Spirit, become radically transformed in outlook and 

character. 

We strongly reject, therefore, every explanation of the death of Christ which 

does not have at its centre the principle of “satisfaction through substitution,” 

indeed divine self-satisfaction through divine self-substitution. The cross 

was not a commercial bargain with the devil, let alone one which tricked 

and trapped him; nor an exact equivalent, a quid pro quo to satisfy a code 

of honour or technical point of law; nor a compulsory submission by God 

to some moral authority above him from which he could not otherwise 

escape; nor a punishment of a meek Christ by a harsh and punitive Father; 

nor a procurement of salvation by a loving Christ from a mean and reluctant 

Father; nor an action of the Father which bypassed Christ as Mediator. 

Instead, the righteous, loving Father humbled himself to become in and 

through his only Son flesh, sin and a curse for us, in order to redeem us 

without compromising his own character. The theological words satisfaction 

and substitution need to be carefully defined and safeguarded, but they 
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cannot in any circumstances be given up. The biblical gospel of atonement is 

of God satisfying himself by substituting himself for us. 

The concept of substitution may be said, then, to lie at the heart of both sin 

and salvation. For the essence of sin is man substituting himself for God, 

while the essence of salvation is God substituting himself for man. Man 

asserts himself against God and puts himself where only God deserves 

to be; God sacrifices himself for man and puts himself where only man 

deserves to be. Man claims prerogatives which belong to God alone; God 

accepts penalties which belong to man alone. 

If the essence of the atonement is substitution, at least two important 

inferences follow, the first theological and the second personal. The 

theological inference is that it is impossible to hold the historic doctrine of the 

cross without holding the historic doctrine of Jesus Christ as the one and 

only God-man and Mediator. As we have seen, neither Christ alone as man 

nor the Father alone as God could be our substitute. Only God in Christ, God 

the Father’s own and only Son made man, could take our place. At the root 

of every caricature of the cross there lies a distorted Christology. The person 

and work of Christ belong together. If he was not who the apostles say he 

was, then he could not have done what they say he did. The incarnation is 

indispensable to the atonement. In particular, it is essential to affirm that the 

love, the holiness and the will of the Father are identical with the love, the 

holiness and the will of the Son. God was in Christ reconciling the world to 

himself. 

Perhaps no twentieth-century theologian has seen this more clearly, or 

expressed it more vigorously, than Karl Barth.51 Christology, he insisted, is 

the key to the doctrine of reconciliation. And Christology means confessing 

Jesus Christ the Mediator, he repeated several times, as “very God, very 

man, and very God-man.” There are thus “three Christological aspects” or 

“three perspectives” for understanding the atonement. The first is that “in 
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Jesus Christ we have to do with very God. The reconciliation of man with 

God takes place as God himself actively intervenes.”52 The second is that 

“in Jesus Christ we have to do with a true man. . . . He is altogether man, 

just as he is altogether God. . . . That is how he is the reconciler between 

God and man.”53 The third is that, although very God and very man, “Jesus 

Christ himself is one. He is the God-man.”54 Only when this biblical account 

of Jesus Christ is affirmed can the uniqueness of his atoning sacrifice be 

understood. The initiative lay with “the eternal God himself, who has given 

himself in his Son to be man, and as man to take upon himself this human 

passion. . . . It is the Judge who in this passion takes the place of those who 

ought to be judged, who in this passion allows himself to be judged in their 

place.”55 “The passion of Jesus Christ is the judgment of God, in which the 

Judge himself was the judged.”56

The second inference is personal. The doctrine of substitution affirms not 

only a fact (God in Christ substituted himself for us) but its necessity (there 

was no other way by which God’s holy love could be satisfied and rebellious 

human beings could be saved). Therefore, as we stand before the cross, we 

begin to gain a clear view both of God and of ourselves, especially in relation 

to each other. Instead of inflicting upon us the judgment we deserved, 

God in Christ endured it in our place. Hell is the only alternative. This is the 

“scandal”, the stumbling-block, of the cross. For our proud hearts rebel 

against it. We cannot bear to acknowledge either the seriousness of our sin 

and guilt or our utter indebtedness to the cross. Surely, we say, there must 

be something we can do, or at least contribute, in order to make amends? 

If not, we often give the impression that we would rather suffer our own 

punishment than the humiliation of seeing God through Christ bear it in our 

place. 

George Bernard Shaw, who had considerable insight into the subtleties 

of human pride, dramatized this in his comedy about the Salvation Army 
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entitled Major Barbara (1905). Bill Walker, “a rough customer of about 25,” 

arrives at the Army’s West Ham shelter one cold January morning drunk 

and infuriated because his girl-friend Mog has not only been converted 

but “got another bloke.” Bill’s rival is Todger Fairmile, a champion music 

hall wrestler in Canning Town, who has also been converted. Accusing 

Jenny Hill, a young Salvation Army lass, of having set his girlfriend against 

him, Bill first seizes her by the hair until she screams and then strikes her 

with his fist in the face, cutting her lip. The bystanders mock him for his 

cowardice. He attacks a girl, they say, but he would not have the courage to 

hit Todger Fairmile. Gradually Bill’s conscience and pride nag him, until he 

can no longer bear the insult. He determines to do something to redeem his 

reputation and expiate his guilt. He says in broad Cockney: 

“Aw’m gowin to Kennintahn, to spit in Todger Fairmawl’s eye. Aw 

beshed Jenny Ill’s fice; an nar Aw’ll git me aown fice beshed. . . . Ee’ll 

itt me ardern Aw itt er. Thatll mike us square.” 

But Todger refuses to co-operate, so Bill returns shamefaced: 

Aw did wot Aw said Aw’d do. Aw spit in is eye. E looks ap at the skoy 

and sez, “Ow that Aw should be fahnd worthy to be spit upon for the 

gospel’s sike!”. . . an Mog sez “Glaory Allelloolier!” 

Jenny Hill says she is sorry and that he did not really hurt her, which makes 

him angrier still: “Aw downt want to be forgive be you, or be ennybody. Wot 

Aw did Aw’ll py for. Aw trawd to gat me aown jawr browk to settisfaw you–” 

Because that way has failed, however, he tries another ruse. He offers to pay 

a fine which one of his mates has just incurred, and produces a sovereign. 

“Eahs the manney. Tike it; and lets ev no more o your forgivin an pryin an 

your Mijor jawrin me. Let wot Aw dan be dan an pide for; and let there be 

a end of it. . . . This bloomin forgivin an neggin an jawrin. . . mikes a menn 

thet sore that iz lawf’s a burdn to im. Aw wownt ev it, Aw tell yer. . . . Awve 
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offered to py. Aw can do no more. Tike it or leave it. There it is,”—and he 

throws the sovereign down. 

The proud human heart is there revealed. We insist on paying for what 

we have done. We cannot stand the humiliation of acknowledging our 

bankruptcy and allowing somebody else to pay for us. The notion that this 

somebody else should be God himself is just too much to take. We would 

rather perish than repent, rather lose ourselves than humble ourselves. 

Moreover, only the gospel demands such an abject self-humbling on our 

part, for it alone teaches divine substitution as the only way of salvation. 

Other religions teach different forms of self-salvation. Hinduism, for example, 

makes a virtue of refusing to admit to sinfulness. In a lecture before the 

Parliament of Religions in Chicago in 1893, Swami Vivekananda said: “The 

Hindu refuses to call you sinners. Ye are the children of God; the sharers of 

immortal bliss, holy and perfect beings. Ye divinities on earth, sinners? It is a 

sin to call a man a sinner. It is a standing libel on human nature.” Besides, if 

it has to be conceded that human beings do sin, then Hinduism insists that 

they can save themselves.57 

As Brunner put it, “All other forms of religion—not to mention philosophy 

– deal with the problem of guilt apart from the intervention of God, and 

therefore they come to a ‘cheap’ conclusion. In them man is spared the 

final humiliation of knowing that the Mediator must bear the punishment 

instead of him. To this yoke he need not submit. He is not stripped absolutely 

naked.”58 

But we cannot escape the embarrassment of standing stark naked before 

God. It is no use our trying to cover up like Adam and Eve in the garden. Our 

attempts at self-justification are as ineffectual as their fig-leaves. We have to 

acknowledge our nakedness, see the divine substitute wearing our filthy rags 

instead of us, and allow him to clothe us with his own righteousness (cf. Rev 
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3:17-18). Nobody has ever put it better than Augustus Toplady in his immortal 

hymn “Rock of Ages”: 

Nothing in my hand I bring,  

Simply to your Cross I cling;  

Naked, come to you for dress;  

Helpless, look to you for grace;  

Foul, I to the fountain fly;  

Wash me, Saviour, or I die.

 __________________________________________________________________
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Reflect on the following questions.

 � Why do you think God chose the cross, a symbol of disgrace and shame, 

to be the symbol of your salvation? How does Stott’s writing make you look 

at the cross in new ways?
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 � John Stott writes, “Instead of inflicting upon us the judgment we deserved, 

God in Christ endured it in our place. Hell is the only alternative. This is the 

‘scandal,’ the stumbling-block, of the cross. For our proud hearts rebel 

against it. We cannot bear to acknowledge either the seriousness of our sin 

and guilt or our utter indebtedness to the cross. Surely, we say, there must 

be something we can do, or at least contribute, in order to make amends?” 

Why is it so hard for believers to acknowledge their sin, especially 

before others? How might the cross free believers to acknowledge their 

shortcomings before others?

 � Read 2 Corinthians 5:17-21. What does Paul mean when he says Jesus 

became our sin, and we get His righteousness? Why does Paul insist that 

the essence of the cross is that Christ took on our sin that we might have 

His righteousness (v 21)? 
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 � Paul uses the word “reconciliation” to describe the work of Christ on the 

cross. How does the cross reconcile you to God? How might it enable you 

to reconcile with others? What could look different about your life if you 

were to fully take on “the ministry of reconciliation” Paul says is entrusted to 

Christians (v 18)?

 � In light of 2 Corinthians 5 and John Stott’s writing, how do you understand 

Jesus’ death on the cross for you? How would you explain Jesus’ death to 

someone who is not a Christian? How would you explain the cross to your 

kids or to your neighbor?
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  E N G A G E M E N T

 � John Stott writes, “...We cannot escape the embarrassment of standing 

stark naked before God. It is no use our trying to cover up like Adam and 

Eve in the garden. Our attempts at self-justification are as ineffectual as 

their fig-leaves. We have to acknowledge our nakedness, see the divine 

substitute wearing our filthy rags instead of us, and allow him to clothe us 

with his own righteousness.” In light of this, write out a prayer of naked 

honesty before God. Write out your sins, your struggles, your doubts, your 

questions—and then close the prayer with the lines from the hymn “Rock 

of Ages,” quoted on page 59.

 � This week place a cross, or a photo of a cross, somewhere you look 

frequently. Use it as the lock screen on your phone, the desktop 

background of your computer, or draw one and place it at your desk as a 

reminder of your new identity in Christ.
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  G R O U P  G A T H E R I N G

Watch the video for Session 3.

  E N G A G E M E N T

 � John Stott writes, “...We cannot escape the embarrassment of standing 

stark naked before God. It is no use our trying to cover up like Adam and 

Eve in the garden. Our attempts at self-justification are as ineffectual as 

their fig-leaves. We have to acknowledge our nakedness, see the divine 

substitute wearing our filthy rags instead of us, and allow him to clothe us 

with his own righteousness.” In light of this, write out a prayer of naked 

honesty before God. Write out your sins, your struggles, your doubts, your 

questions—and then close the prayer with the lines from the hymn “Rock 

of Ages,” quoted on page 59.

 � This week place a cross, or a photo of a cross, somewhere you look 

frequently. Use it as the lock screen on your phone, the desktop 

background of your computer, or draw one and place it at your desk as a 

reminder of your new identity in Christ.
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As a group discuss the following. 

 � Which person in your life has made you feel most loved? Why is that? What 

is it about the way they love you that makes you feel accepted or safe?

 � Why is it easy for us as humans to hide from one another? Why is it so 

difficult for us to be open and transparent before others?

 � Read 2 Corinthians 5:16-21. Why is it hard for some to see Jesus 

“becoming our sin” on the cross? Why does Paul stress the idea of 

substitution as the heart of God reconciling us back to Him?



S E S S I O N 3

65T H E  C R O S S: the crucifixion

 � In the video, Bill said the cross should give us a humble confidence. What 

in 2 Corinthians 5 should humble you? What should give you confidence? 

What about the cross should make a Christian a humbly confident?

 � How might the cross prevent you from hiding? How does the cross make 

you free to be open before others? How could the cross help you be a 

person from whom others feel that they do not need to hide?  

Break into smaller groups for prayer.

 �Thank God that He has reconciled you to Him through the cross. Ask that 

God would make you an agent of reconciliation for others; that He would 

lead you to share the gospel with others; that He would use the cross to 

make you a more forgiving person; and that He would give you a humble 

confidence to live your life knowing He loves you despite your flaws. 

 �When you are done praying, read Romans 8:1-2.

 P R E P A R E  F O R  S E S S I O N  4

In preparation for the next Group Gathering, read and complete the Overview, 

Reflection, and Engagement sections of Session 4.
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 O V E R V I E W

No one thinks “goodbye” should be our last word. Even though human beings 

have been dying for centuries, death still feels like an intruder. We may be well 

acquainted with death, but it remains the most painful reality we experience. 

The novelist John Irving captures this brilliantly in A Prayer for Owen Meany:

When someone you love dies, and you’re not expecting it, you don’t 

lose her all at once; you lose her in pieces over a long time—the way 

the mail stops coming, and her scent fades from the pillows and even 

from the clothes in her closet and drawers. Gradually, you accumulate 

the parts of her that are gone. Just when the day comes—when 

there’s a particular missing part that overwhelms you with the feeling 

that she’s gone, forever—there comes another day, and another 

specifically missing part.

Anyone who has grieved the death of someone dear to them has felt this pain 

of death. It is a pain that stings even years after someone we love has died. It is 

an affliction that even time does not heal.
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So it is worth asking the question, Why? Why does death still sting? Why have 

we still not come to terms with our mortality? 

We see this sentiment everywhere we look. Our most beloved stories are filled 

with resurrection hopes, whether it’s Aslan coming back from his death at the 

Stone Table or the words on the gravestone of Harry Potter’s parents, “The 

last enemy that shall be destroyed is death…” We tell stories of resurrection 

because we know “goodbye” was never meant to be our last word. 

It should not surprise us that central to the gospel story is the death and 

ressurection of Jesus. He came to take on the great intruder, death, what we 

all know should not be, yet is. The death of Jesus, however, is not the full story 

of the gospel. For the gospel is not simply that Jesus died for our sins, but that 

in his death on the cross He has defeated death itself. This is why Paul mocks 

death, our great enemy, in 1 Corinthians 15:54-55:

When the perishable puts on the imperishable, and the mortal puts on 

immortality, then shall come to pass the saying that is written:

“Death is swallowed up in victory. 

O death, where is your victory? 

O death, where is your sting?”

Christians know death is the last enemy to be defeated, and it suffered its fatal 

blow on a cross 2,000 years ago. Therefore, Christians will look at death in a 

fundamentally different way. For Christians, the resurrection lets us be both a 

people of grief and a people of expectation.

The hope of the resurrection lets us be a people who grieve. We should  

not offer glib sentimentalities or say “death is a part of life” because that is not 

true. As Genesis 3 made clear, death is a trespasser and has no place in any 

of our stories. 
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Therefore, we can weep with those who weep, listen to the laments of those 

who are suffering from the grief of death, and know those feelings are well 

justified. Christians grieve well, especially with those in our church community. 

Grief is to be expected, and the Christian grieves, although as Paul says, not 

without hope:

But we do not want you to be uninformed brothers, about those 

who are asleep, that you may not grieve as others do who have no 

hope. For since we believe that Jesus died and rose again, even so, 

through Jesus, God will bring with him those who have fallen asleep. (1 

Thessalonians 4:13-14)

The hope of the resurrection lets us be a people of expectation. The 

one in Whom we have placed our faith said, “I am the resurrection and the life. 

Whoever believes in me, though he die, yet shall he live, and everyone who 

lives and believes in me shall never die.” (John 11:25-26)

Jesus is life itself, and to follow Him is to know a life that is abundant and 

unceasing. Therefore, we expect Jesus to bring life where there is death. We 

expect Him to work in the lives around us as our friends and family come 

to faith. We expect Him to work in our own hearts, giving us the power to 

conquer sin and become more like Him. We expect Him to work through our 

vocations, by loving our neighbors and contributing to the common good of 

our city. Above all, we expect Him to one day raise us from death into life. For 

the Christian, we know we have joined a kingdom where the lost are found, the 

blind will see, the lame will walk, and the dead will live.

We live in expectation of that day, for death has been defeated, and “goodbye” 

will not be our last word.
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This good news has been captured well by D.A. Carson, who unpacks the 

good news of the cross and resurrection in “The God Who Dies—And Lives 

Again” from his book The God Who Is There.

   R E F L E C T I O N

Read the following excerpt.
____________________________________________________________________

“The God Who Dies—And Lives Again”
From The God Who Is Therea by D.A. Carson
____________________________________________________________________

When you think of the biographies of important people, whether artists, 

football hunks, an Einstein, a political figure—it doesn’t matter—never is there 

any suggestion that they were born in order to die. If the party is no longer 

living, then there is some mention of the person’s death, no doubt, which 

may be heroic or ordinary, prolonged or quick, accidental or the result of old 

age—it may be all kinds of things. But never do we speak of someone being 

born in order to die. That is true for Muhammad. It is true for Gautama the 

Buddha. There may be stories of their deaths, but no one suggests that the 

purpose of their coming was to die. 

This is why the four Gospels (the first four books of the New Testament : 

Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John) are so hard to classify. People have written 

scholarly volumes on what genre of literature they fall into. Is it a tragedy? 

Well, Jesus rises from the dead, which doesn’t sound all that tragic. Is it, 

literarily speaking, a comedy? But they are a different species. They are too 

serious for comedy: the centrality of the cross and what is achieved and 

the barbaric awfulness of it all amidst its splendor—they cannot be reduced 

to one-word expressions. Are the Gospels biographies? That is probably 
a D.A. Carson, The God Who Is There (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2010), 151-167



S E S S I O N 4

71T H E  C R O S S: the resurrection

This good news has been captured well by D.A. Carson, who unpacks the 

good news of the cross and resurrection in “The God Who Dies—And Lives 

Again” from his book The God Who Is There.

   R E F L E C T I O N

Read the following excerpt.
____________________________________________________________________

“The God Who Dies—And Lives Again”
From The God Who Is Therea by D.A. Carson
____________________________________________________________________

When you think of the biographies of important people, whether artists, 

football hunks, an Einstein, a political figure—it doesn’t matter—never is there 

any suggestion that they were born in order to die. If the party is no longer 

living, then there is some mention of the person’s death, no doubt, which 

may be heroic or ordinary, prolonged or quick, accidental or the result of old 

age—it may be all kinds of things. But never do we speak of someone being 

born in order to die. That is true for Muhammad. It is true for Gautama the 

Buddha. There may be stories of their deaths, but no one suggests that the 

purpose of their coming was to die. 

This is why the four Gospels (the first four books of the New Testament : 

Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John) are so hard to classify. People have written 

scholarly volumes on what genre of literature they fall into. Is it a tragedy? 

Well, Jesus rises from the dead, which doesn’t sound all that tragic. Is it, 

literarily speaking, a comedy? But they are a different species. They are too 

serious for comedy: the centrality of the cross and what is achieved and 

the barbaric awfulness of it all amidst its splendor—they cannot be reduced 

to one-word expressions. Are the Gospels biographies? That is probably 

as close as you can get to an adequate label. A New Testament Gospel is 

somewhat akin to first-century Hellenistic biographies, I suppose. But there 

aren’t any other first-century Hellenistic biographies where the plotline says 

that the reason the central figure came was to die. The New Testament 

Gospels feel very different from first-century Hellenistic counterparts. 

Have you been exposed to some of the literature that gets promoted every 

Easter season? Around about Easter the press loves to drag out the latest 

scholar who has written something on the Gospel of Judas or the Gospel of 

Thomas or some other Gospel not included in the Bible. Various people line 

up to say, “These are as authoritative as the Gospels in the New Testament, 

and we should incorporate them again too. Originally, Christianity was much 

broader, and then it got narrow and orthodox and mean. But originally it was 

much, much broader. There were a lot of Gospels.” 

This revisionist history really cannot stand up to close scrutiny. The earliest 

of these other so-called Gospels is about mid-second century, and they 

drag on for another century and a half or two centuries. None of them is 

connected with the first generation of eyewitnesses the way the canonical 

Gospels are (that is, the Gospels in our Bible), not one of them. But there is 

more to it than that. 

Consider the so-called Gospel of Thomas. It is a short book of 114 sayings 

supposedly credited to Jesus and includes two tiny historical snippets. 

That’s it. In other words, it is completely unlike the Gospels in the New 

Testament, all of which drive toward the cross and resurrection of Jesus. 

The Gospel of Thomas leaves these climatic events out. In fact, in the first 

century people didn’t speak of four Gospel books: Matthew, Mark, Luke, 

and John. They spoke, rather, of one gospel message: the gospel of Jesus 

Christ, the one gospel of Jesus Christ according to Matthew, according to 

Mark, according to Luke, and according to John. There is one gospel with 

various witnesses describing what this Good News about Jesus Christ 
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consists of, telling this spectacular news about the Savior who invaded 

history to save his people from their sins. Only later did people start referring 

to them rather loosely as “the Gospel of Matthew” or “the Gospel of Mark,” 

but even then it is really important to see that all four of these books 

(Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John) say something about Jesus’s forerunner 

(John the Baptist, the one who announces Jesus), origins, and ministry (they 

talk extensively about what he did, what he said, how he preached, some 

of his miracles, his parables, his sayings, some of his sermons), and then at 

the end he is crucified and rises again. All along the story has been driving 

toward his death. This is essential to the plotline in each book. 

An important part of this plotline is how Jesus starts talking about how he 

is going to die. In Matthew 16, when Peter confesses that Jesus really is the 

promised Messiah, the one who comes from David’s line, the one whom 

they were expecting, Jesus goes on to say, in effect, “Yes, and you know, 

I must go to Jerusalem and suffer many things and be crucified and the 

third day rise again.” Then one of the disciples replies with words to this 

effect: “No way. That cannot be. The promised Davidic figure, the promised 

Messiah, is so strong, and someone like you can do miracles. How are they 

going to stop you?” But Jesus keeps insisting again and again: he will be 

betrayed and killed, and this is the center of his heavenly Father’s plan. Jesus 

came to die. That is why each of the Gospels finds Jesus insisting that he 

came for this purpose. 

But Jesus adds some very strange clarifications: “I’m not going to die as 

a martyr. No one can take my life from me. I lay it down myself. I have the 

power to lay it down, and I have the power to take it again” (see John 10: 

17-18). He does not classify himself as a martyr but as a sacrifice. He is not 

simply the sad victim of a vicious conspiracy or a nasty historical mistake. He 

is a willing sacrifice. 
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That is why these books sound so strange to anyone who reads a lot of 

biographies. There is no one quite like him. Even when he is being arrested 

and dragged away, his disciples wonder if having courage now means to 

pull out a sword and slash at the attackers. Jesus’s response is, “Don’t 

you understand? I could in theory call twelve legions of angels. Do you 

really think an unruly mob is going to stand up to twelve legions of angels?” 

(see Matt. 26:50-54). But he didn’t come to be rescued. He came to be 

butchered. He came to die. 

Moreover, in ordinary biographies, once you do have people safely buried 

in the ground, they stay there. But Jesus comes to die and rise again. This 

pair of events, Jesus’s death and resurrection, are so central to everything 

the Bible says about Jesus and all the purpose of his coming that the 

apostle Paul, writing a couple of decades after Jesus rose from the dead, 

announces to his readers in 1 Corinthians 15 that he is going to lay out the 

matters “of first importance” (15:3)—and he first says, “Christ died for our 

sins according to the Scriptures” (15:3), and then he spends much of the rest 

of the chapter talking about Jesus’s resurrection. These are matters of first 

importance. They are the basis of everything in Christian belief, conduct, and 

understanding. We have to get this right, or we have no part of Christianity 

left. 

There are many ways to go about studying Jesus’s death and resurrection. 

We could go through all of the accounts of his death, for example, and all the 

allusions to his death. What I am going to do is direct your attention rather 

quickly to one of the actual accounts of his death, the one found in Matthew 

27. Then I shall switch to a passage in John that talks about his resurrection. 

Much more could be said about these passages1 (and of course there are 

many other passages), but I shall center this chapter on these two so that we 

have some focus to what we are saying. 
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The Ironies of the Cross (Matt. 27:27–51) 

The account we have here of Jesus’s death is carefully shaped by Matthew. 

Matthew is a skillful, God-inspired writer. Of the New Testament writers, 

the two who are most given to irony are Matthew and John. At one level 

Matthew is simply describing what happened, but he relates it in such a way 

that what he shows you are the ironies of the cross, the real meaning behind 

the raw events. By “irony” I mean words that convey in their context the 

exact opposite of what they formally say. That’s irony. What you will discover 

is that in each of several paragraphs Matthew lays out what happened when 

Jesus died, describing it all with such a delicious dipping into irony that we 

begin to see what God is really doing in this death.

Instead of printing the entire narrative, we shall lay out the text section by 

section as we go along. 

1. The Man Who Is Mocked as King Is King (Matt. 27:27–31) 
27Then the governor’s soldiers took Jesus into the Praetorium and 

gathered the whole company of soldiers around him. 28They stripped 

him and put a scarlet robe on him, 29and then twisted together a 

crown of thorns and set it on his head. They put a staff in his right 

hand as a scepter. Then they knelt in front of him and mocked him. 

“Hail, king of the Jews!” they said. 30They spit on him, and took the 

staff and struck him on the head again and again. 31After they had 

mocked him, they took off the robe and put his own clothes on him. 

Then they led him away to crucify him.  

      Matthew 27:27– 31

Already Jesus has been savagely beaten as part of the interrogation 

process. That was standard procedure. Then after the sentence was 

passed, he was savagely beaten again. That too was standard procedure. 
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Once you were condemned to be crucified, you were beaten again before 

you were taken out and crucified. He has already suffered all of that. 

What takes place here is not standard procedure. This is barracks-room 

humor. They put some sort of robe on him as if he is an emperor, and they 

twist into a crown one of the spiked vines that they have in the Middle East. 

They ram it down onto his head. They put a stick in his hand as if it is a 

scepter and pretend that he is a great monarch. “Hail, king of the Jews!” they 

say, bowing down, slapping his face, laughing. Such fun. They take this stick 

that is supposed to be the symbol of his power and bash it against his head 

again and again. More laughter. Barracks-room humor. 

But every time they say “Hail, king of the Jews!” they mean the opposite. In 

the context the words actually convey nothing but derision and scorn. They 

think that their humor is deeply ironic and very funny. But there is a deeper 

irony. Matthew knows, and God knows, and the readers know that Jesus is 

the king. The man who was mocked as king is the king. That is the first deep 

irony in this passage. 

After all, how does the Gospel of Matthew begin? “This is the genealogy of 

Jesus the Messiah the son of David, the son of Abraham” (1:1, emphasis 

added). Jesus is in the Davidic line. He has the legal right to the throne. And 

all through the book there are allusions to Jesus being the king. He tells 

some parables in which—for those with eyes to see—the king in the parable 

is Jesus himself. In fact, as part of the procedure during Jesus’s trial before 

Pilate, the Roman governor, Jesus is asked, “Are you the king of the Jews?” 

From Pilate’s perspective, if Jesus says yes then he could be condemned : 

his words would be a confession of treason. Jesus would be setting himself 

up against the Herod family (which supplied the local petty monarchs in the 

area) or even setting himself up against Caesar in Rome. Jesus would be 

a usurping king. Jesus answers with a kind of affirmation: “It is as you say. 

You have said this.” But he does not want simply to flatly say, “Yes, I am the 
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promised king”—because what Jesus means by king is not exactly what 

Pilate means by king. Nevertheless, he is the king of the Jews. 

In fact, when you read the whole New Testament, he is not only the king of 

the Jews, he is the king of you and me. How does Matthew end his Gospel? 

Jesus, risen from the dead, says, “All authority in heaven and on earth has 

been given to me” (Matt. 28:18). Quite frankly, he claims to be king of the 

universe. He is certainly the king of these soldiers who are laughing at his 

supposed power as king. Matthew wants us to see that the man who is 

mocked as king is king. 

But what sort of a kingdom is it? What kind of kingdom is it where the king 

lays down his life not because he has been overpowered by a competitor 

but as an act of voluntary self-sacrifice? Most kings surely would want to go 

out and fight. Jesus refuses to do so. In fact, in one remarkable passage a 

few chapters earlier in Matthew, Jesus actually talks about the nature of his 

kingdom. I have alluded to it before. In Matthew 20, the mother of James and 

John and her two sons (two of Jesus’s disciples) approach Jesus, and what 

they want is to sit one on the right and one on the left in Jesus’s kingdom. 

They want political power. But Jesus goes on to say, 

25You know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their 

high officials exercise authority over them. 26Not so with you. Instead, 

whoever wants to become great among you must be your servant, 
27and whoever wants to be first must be your slave—28just as the Son 

of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as 

a ransom for many.  

      Matthew 20: 25–28

Jesus is not recommending that his followers adopt the stance that makes 

them everybody’s doormat, useful only for other people to wipe their feet on 

(that is not the point), nor that they should deny any sort of authority when 
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they are put in a position of authority (that is not the point). The problem is 

that in this world, when we gain authority, we start lording it over people. We 

start thinking that it is our due. But Jesus is the sort of God—he is the God 

who is there—who loves because he is that kind of God. His aim is to serve. 

He does not come to be fawned over but to serve, and to serve finally by 

giving his life a ransom for many. That is why he comes. For the first three 

centuries of the church’s history, ordinary Christians understood this very 

well, for they often depicted Jesus, with their own delicious irony, as the king 

who reigns from a cross. 

That is the kind of kingdom over which he reigns, for he expects his followers 

to exercise authority in exactly that way. 

There is the first irony: the man who is mocked as king is king. 

2. The Man Who Is Utterly Powerless Is Transcendently Powerful 

(Matt. 27:32– 40) 
32As they were going out, they met a man from Cyrene, named Simon, 

and they forced him to carry the cross. 33They came to a place called 

Golgotha (which means “the place of the skull”). 34There they offered 

Jesus wine to drink, mixed with gall; but after tasting it, he refused 

to drink it. 35When they had crucified him, they divided up his clothes 

by casting lots. 36And sitting down, they kept watch over him there. 
37Above his head they placed the written charge against him: THIS IS 

JESUS, THE KING OF THE JEWS. 

38Two rebels were crucified with him, one on his right and one on his 

left. 39Those who passed by hurled insults at him, shaking their heads 
40and saying, “You who are going to destroy the temple and build it in 

three days, save yourself! Come down from the cross, if you are the 

Son of God!”  

      Matthew 27:32–40
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Here is a horrible picture of the most abject weakness possible. When the 

sentence was passed, you were beaten again, and then you were forced 

to carry the crossbeam (the horizontal beam of the cross) on your shoulder 

out to the place of execution where the upright was already in the ground. 

There you were stripped and either nailed or tied to the crossbeam, which 

was then hoisted up and attached to the upright. You hung there not only in 

pain but in shame: when men and women were crucified, they were crucified 

naked. 

In former times there had been occasions when the soldiers had left 

somebody hanging on a cross, and friends of the victim had actually 

managed to come along and take the person down. Victims had been 

known to survive. At this point in Roman history that wasn’t possible: it was 

now imperial policy to leave a group of four soldiers at the site to guard the 

body until the victim was unambiguously dead. And you pulled with your 

arms and you pushed with your legs to open up your chest cavity so that 

you could breathe, and the muscle spasms started so that you collapsed. 

But then you couldn’t breathe. So you pulled with your arms and you pushed 

with your legs so that you could breathe, and then the spasms started again 

and you collapsed. That could go on for hours, sometimes days, and the 

soldiers kept watch. If for any reason the soldiers wanted to finish you off a 

little faster (for example, because a special feast day was about to dawn), 

what they would do was smash your shin bones. Then you couldn’t push 

with your legs anymore, and you would suffocate in a few minutes. 

At this point Jesus is as powerless as you can imagine. There is no way out. 

There is no hope. And he is so weak from his repeated beatings, he isn’t 

even strong enough to hoist the crossbeam on his shoulders and take it out 

to the place of execution. By trade a carpenter, Jesus is now so weak he 

cannot lift a piece of wood, so they have to conscript somebody else to do it 

for them, a man identified as Simon from Cyrene. 



S E S S I O N 4

79T H E  C R O S S: the resurrection

Then the mockery begins: “You who are going to destroy the temple and 

build it in three days, save yourself! Come down from the cross, if you are the 

Son of God!” (Matt. 27:40). Now where does this insult come from? It seems 

strange in our ears. But it too showed up in the trial—not the trial before 

Pilate but the trial before the high priest in the previous chapter (Matthew 26). 

Some had tried to make this part of the charge against Jesus. The reason 

it could, in theory, have been very dangerous, was this: the Roman Empire 

was a highly diverse place, religiously speaking, so one of the things that the 

Romans did to keep the peace among competing religions was make it a 

capital crime to desecrate a temple, any temple. If you desecrate a temple, 

any temple, then under Roman law you die. So if someone heard Jesus 

saying, “Destroy this temple, and in three days I’ll raise it again,” perhaps the 

first part of his utterance could be worked into conspiracy for a capital crime, 

that is, destroying a temple. Because the witnesses couldn’t get their stories 

straight, this charge actually went nowhere. Jesus was finally charged with 

treason, with setting himself up as king over against Caesar. Apparently, 

however, some who had heard this charge at the trial find it amusing. They 

look at Jesus in his most abject weakness, and they say, in effect, “So, big 

mouth—you’re so strong, aren’t you? You who are going to destroy the 

temple and build it in three days—look at you now, strong man!” 

If you have ever helped build a house with Habitat for Humanity, you know 

that with a decent foundation laid, a lot of planning, a good engineer, a 

certain amount of pre-fab, and forty strong-backed volunteers, you can put 

up a small house in a day. But you could not put up one of the temples in the 

ancient world in a day. In fact, you could not put up one of the cathedrals in 

Europe in a lifetime. Not one of the original architects of the great cathedrals 

in Europe ever saw the finished product. It took more than one lifetime to 

build one. In Jesus’s day, just the current beautification project of the temple 

in Jerusalem had already been going on for forty-six years. Moreover, by 

Jewish law you were not allowed to hammer a stone within hearing distance 
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of the temple. All those stones had to be measured, cut, brought in, and set 

in place without hydraulics. No wonder the temple took a long time to build. 

Yet Jesus did say, “Destroy this temple, and in three days I’ll build it again” 

(see John 2: 19). When the mockers hurl Jesus’s words back in his face, they 

think they are using irony to be funny. When they say, “You who are going 

to destroy the temple and build it in three days,” they mean precisely the 

opposite: he can do nothing of the kind. He is in fact hopelessly weak, dying, 

and damned on a cross. 

But Matthew knows, and God knows, and the readers know, that by this 

death and the resurrection around the corner Jesus is destroying the 

temple and rising again. When early in his ministry Jesus used these words, 

“Destroy this temple, and I will raise it again in three days” (John 2:19), his 

disciples did not have a clue what he was talking about. They probably 

muttered under their breath, “Jesus is saying something deep again, very 

mysterious.” But then John comments, “After he was raised from the dead, 

his disciples recalled what he had said. Then they believed the scripture and 

the words that Jesus had spoken” (John 2:22). 

The point is that the temple in the Old Testament was the great meeting 

place between God and human beings, as we have seen. It was the place of 

sacrifice. Now Jesus, referring to his own body, says, “Destroy this temple, 

and I will raise it again in three days.” He means that by the destruction of his 

own life and its resurrection, he becomes the great meeting place between 

God and human beings. By rising again after his death, he becomes the 

great temple with all the power that is required to bring someone back from 

the dead. The great meeting place between God and human beings is no 

longer a building in Jerusalem with its sacrificial system. It is Jesus himself. 

Thus, while the mockers think their mockery is cast in humorous irony, 

we cannot help but see an even deeper irony, for the man who is utterly 

powerless is in fact powerful. He is the temple of the living God.
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3. The Man Who Can’t Save Himself Saves Others (Matt. 27:41– 42) 

The mockery continues: “In the same way the chief priests, the teachers of 

the law and the elders mocked him. ‘He saved others,’ they said, ‘but he 

can’t save himself! He’s the king of Israel! Let him come down now from the 

cross, and we will believe in him’” (Matt. 27:41–42). 

What do we mean by the verb “to save”? What does it mean on the streets 

of Minneapolis or Chicago or London? It depends who is using it. If you are a 

banker, saving is something that we are supposed to do (if the market does 

not wipe it all out) to protect our investments and prepare for retirement. 

If you are gifted in sports, saving is what the goalie does to stop a goal, 

whether in soccer or ice hockey. If you are a geek, saving is what you are 

supposed to do so that you do not lose too much data if your hard drive 

crashes. So we use the verb “to save” in a variety of different contexts, don’t 

we? What does Matthew mean? 

We had a glimpse of the answer three chapters back. When Joseph is told 

that Mary is pregnant, he is told that he must give the baby “the name Jesus 

[Yahweh saves], because he will save his people from their sins” (Matt. 1:21, 

emphasis added). “Saving” in Matthew’s Gospel means saving people from 

their sin: from its guilt, consequences, eternal effects, and power in this 

life. That is why Jesus came. Even when Jesus “saves” people by healing 

them, this is a function of his determination to save his people from their sin, 

including the temporal effects in this life (see Matt. 8:14–17). 

But now the mockers are chanting, “He saved others”—that is, he helped 

them, he cured them, he was such a good savior. “But he can’t save 

himself!” In other words, “Look at him. He is completely shackled; he is 

completely tied down. There is no way he can save himself, which shows 

that he is not much of a savior at all.” So when they say, “He saved others,” 

again they mean with cheap irony, “He is no savior to be respected at all.” 
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But Matthew knows, and God knows, and the readers know, that it is by 

staying on that cross that he saves others. Strictly speaking, he cannot 

save himself and save others. If he saves himself, he will not be able to save 

others. When they say, “He can’t save himself,” they mean that he is so 

attached to the cross, so nailed to the cross, that physically he cannot get 

down. But Matthew knows that he could get down. He could still call his 

twelve legions of angels. But he cannot save himself if he is to save others 

because the very purpose of his hanging on that cross is to bear my sin in 

his own body on the tree. If he does save himself, I am damned. It is only by 

not saving himself that he saves me. 

So once again, there is a deeper irony hidden behind the mocking irony of 

the mockers. Unlike what the critics thought, their words are true. He saved 

others; he can’t save himself. 

I suspect that part of the reason that we have initial trouble absorbing this is 

that we live at a time in Western culture where a lot of conduct is constrained 

by force of law or just by force. In other words, we do not have much place 

left for a kind of internal moral imperative. 

Did you see the film Titanic when it came out? As the great ship is going 

down, people are scrambling for the lifeboats, of which there are too few. 

There are a lot of well-to-do men on the boat, and they start scrambling and 

shoving the women and children aside so that they can reserve their own 

places. The sailors pull out handguns and fire in the air and say, “Women 

and children—the boats are for women and children.” Historically, of course, 

that is rubbish. There were numerous wealthy men on that boat. John 

Jacob Astor was there, the Bill Gates of 1912, the richest man. He got his 

wife to the boat, and when others said to him, “You get in too, sir,” he said, 

“No, this is for women and children,” and he stepped back and drowned. 

Benjamin Guggenheim was there. He was pulled apart from his wife and 

yelled to someone between, “Tell my wife that Guggenheim knows his duty.” 
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Guggenheim stepped back and then drowned. She was saved. Despite 

the fact that in third class many people were locked down, there was not 

a single report of wealthy men on deck scrambling to save themselves by 

jeopardizing women and children. Isn’t that stunning? When Fareed Zakaria 

commented on this in a New York Times article,2 he brought to mind the 

obvious question: Why did the producer and director distort history and 

say what isn’t true? Why didn’t they tell the truth about what happened at 

this point? Zakaria’s answer to this question: because if they had told the 

truth today, nobody would have believed them. For at the time there was still 

enough of a culture of chivalry, often fed by Christian self-denial for the sake 

of others, that an internal moral imperative drove many men, out of resources 

from within themselves, to do something self-sacrificial for others. 

That is what drove Jesus supremely: he came to do his Father’s will, and 

his Father’s will is that he should sacrifice himself for all those who in grace 

would believe. To a lesser degree, that is the way Christian motivation 

must operate in us once we become Christians, followers of Jesus. We are 

changed by the new birth; we are strengthened by the Holy Spirit living and 

working within us. There is an internal moral imperative, a transformation of 

heart—doubtless not more than a pale reflection of Jesus, but in the same 

line, wanting to sacrifice for the sake of others. 

4. The Man Who Cries Out in Despair Trusts God (Matt. 27:43–51) 

The people are still mocking: 

43“He trusts in God. Let God rescue him now if he wants him, for he 

said, ‘I am the Son of God.’” 44In the same way the rebels who were 

crucified with him also heaped insults on him. 

45From noon until three in the afternoon darkness came over all the 

land. 46About three in the afternoon Jesus cried out in a loud voice, 
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“Eli, Eli, lema sabachthani?” ( which means “My God, my God, why 

have you forsaken me?”). 

47When some of those standing there heard this, they said, “He’s 

calling Elijah.” 

48Immediately one of them ran and got a sponge. He filled it with wine 

vinegar, put it on a staff, and offered it to Jesus to drink. 49The rest 

said, “Now leave him alone. Let’s see if Elijah comes to save him.” 

50And when Jesus had cried out again in a loud voice, he gave up his 

spirit.  

      Matthew 27:43–50

So is Jesus actually giving up at this point, caught up in the web of miserable 

circumstances, drowning in despair? Is that the message we are to learn? 

“Push me far enough, and I too will collapse”? Oh, his cry is much deeper 

than that. Because of Jesus’s death, because of his willingness to stay there, 

in the very next verse beyond this paragraph, “the curtain of the temple was 

torn in two from top to bottom” (Matt. 27:51)—the veil of the temple that set 

off the very presence of God from the rest of the people. Then the Most 

Holy Place, where only the high priest could enter once a year, is exposed. 

The veil is torn apart as if to indicate that you and I—ordinary human beings 

without priestly pretensions—can actually get into the presence of God 

because Jesus’s sacrifice really has paid all the debt that the blood of bulls 

and goats could never ever pay for through the sacrifices we saw a few 

chapters back. Now Jesus dies, and in his cry “My God, my God, why have 

you forsaken me?” he is crying in the bleakest, darkest, most pitiable despair, 

not because he does not know that he is doing his Father’s will but precisely 

because he does know that he is doing his Father’s will. He is trusting God, 

and that Father’s will is to bear my sin in his own body on the tree, absorbing 
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the curse, discharging the debt, paying the guilt, and tearing the veil so that I 

can get into the Most Holy Place, into the very presence of the living God. 

Can God Die?  

I titled this chapter, in part, “The God Who Dies.” In some ways that title is 

a bit slippery, even potentially misleading. By and large the New Testament 

does not talk of God dying. It speaks of Jesus being the God-man, and it 

speaks of Jesus dying. Never is there a hint that the Father dies. Of course 

not: he is not a human being that he could die. Only the Son can die, only 

the “Word made flesh.” Jesus can die because he is a human being, a 

man. But if he is also confessed to be God and worshiped as God (see for 

example John 20:28), is there not a sense in which we may speak of God 

dying? 

By and large the Bible avoids such choice of words. Once in a while, 

however, we find passages that come so close to this. When the apostle 

Paul gives a speech to some church elders from Ephesus, he says, “Keep 

watch over yourselves and all the flock of which the Holy Spirit has made 

you overseers. Be shepherds of the church of God, which he bought with 

his own blood” (Acts 20:28, emphasis added). Isn’t that remarkable? “God... 

with his own blood”? Now, of course, if pressed, Paul could parse that a bit. 

He could say, “Of course, the person I have in mind is not God the Father 

but the Son of God, Jesus, who is himself God, and because he is God and 

because he does give his life and shed his blood, therefore, it is appropriate 

to say that God sheds his blood.” If you want to unpack it, that is what Paul 

means. 

Nevertheless, do not let the shock of the language stop you. This is God’s 

action in Christ Jesus, the man who is also God. This is not the death of 

one human individual and no more. It is a human individual who is also 

the living God who hangs on that cross, not because he is forced to do so 

by circumstance but because he is fulfilling in himself all of the strands of 
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the Old Testament’s sacrificial system, the temple system—all the strands 

from the fall and the promise of the seed of the woman coming to crush 

the serpent’s head by his own death. Elsewhere Paul can write, “God 

demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ 

died for us” (Rom. 5:8, emphasis added). As the old hymn says,

Bearing sin and scoffing rude,  

In my place condemned he stood.  

Sealed my pardon with his blood!  

Hallelujah, what a Savior!   

Philip P. Bliss

It is appropriate to speak of the God who dies.

At the end of World War I, that bloodiest and most stupid of wars, several 

English poets (Wilfred Owen, Rupert Brook, one or two others) wrote some 

very moving poetry about the sheer savagery of the war. One of the minor 

poets was Edward Shillito, whose piece “Jesus of the Scars” deserves wide 

circulation. The poem ends by saying, 

The other gods were strong, but Thou wast weak;  

They rode, but Thou didst stumble to a throne;  

But to our wounds only God’s wounds can speak,  

And not a god has wounds, but Thou alone.3

So when we face the ravages of uncertainty, when there is suffering and 

agony in our lives or in the world, and we wonder what God is doing and 

we have no answers and we reread the book of Job (that piece of wisdom 

literature we saw in chapter 6) and we hear God saying through four 

chapters of rhetorical questions, “Be still, Job; there are many things you do 

not understand at all,” we can now actually add something more that we do 

understand: 
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But to our wounds only God’s wounds can speak,  

And not a god has wounds, but Thou alone. 

You can trust a God who not only is sovereign but bleeds for you. 

Sometimes when there are no other answers for your guilt or your fears or 

your uncertainties or your anguish, there is one immovable place on which to 

stand. It is the ground right in front of the cross. 

The Resurrection 

As important as the cross is, it is not the end of the story, for all of the New 

Testament writers focus equally on the resurrection of the Lord Jesus. 

The resurrection accounts are rich and diverse. There is no way they can 

be reduced to mass hallucination. Jesus appeared to many people many 

times over a period of forty days or so. He appeared to ones and twos; 

he appeared to as many as five hundred at a time; he appeared to the 

apostles more than once; he appeared in locked rooms; he appeared on the 

seashore and ate some fish that he was cooking for them. The witnesses 

multiply. He shows up when they are not expecting him, and he shows up 

when they are. He cannot be categorized or dismissed or domesticated. 

The resurrection appearances are simply too frequent, too diverse, and 

supported by too many witnesses. What do you do with them? 

If you think that the early Christians made this up or were somehow 

hoodwinked or fell victims to mass psychology of some sort, it is hard to 

explain why they were willing to die for their faith. If the resurrection is a 

fairy story a bit like “Hansel and Gretel,” my question is, “How many have 

offered to die for Hansel and Gretel?” But the early Christians were willing to 

die for their conviction that Jesus had risen from the dead. They had seen 

him, touched him, handled him, eaten with him, after he had risen from 

the dead—and they were transformed by him. In fact, he promised them 

resurrection bodies of their own one day. They believed that he was Lord. 
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Why Doubt the Resurrection of Jesus? (John 20:24–28)  

One of the most moving scenes describes what takes place on the second 

Sunday, the Sunday after the Sunday when Jesus rose from the dead. The 

first Sunday, resurrection Sunday, Jesus appeared to some women, to Peter 

and John, to a couple walking to the little town of Emmaus, and to ten of the 

apostles. Now on the second Sunday, we read these words: 

24Now Thomas (also known as Didymus), one of the Twelve, was not 

with the disciples when Jesus came. 25So the other disciples told him, 

“We have seen the Lord!” But he said to them, “Unless I see the nail 

marks in his hands and put my finger where the nails were, and put my 

hand into his side, I will not believe.”  

      John 20: 24–25

This is the kind of doubt that springs from hurt. He did not want to be duped. 

He had believed that Jesus was the Messiah, and then Jesus had died. 

That made no sense. He was lonely and scared. He was still a pious, Jewish 

monotheist, but he had been snookered (he thought) once and now he 

wasn’t going to talk himself into believing that Jesus was back after all. He 

was going to have to see for himself. He was not going to have an easy faith, 

just believing somebody else’s account. He wasn’t going to do that. In other 

words, he wanted to distinguish between faith and gullibility, so he therefore 

laid out the most extreme test he could imagine. He wanted to be sure that 

the body that went into the tomb was the same as the one that supposedly 

came out or had some sort of genuine, organic connection with it. So he 

specifies, “Unless I see the nail marks in his hands and put my finger where 

the nails were, and put my hand into his side, I will not believe” (20:25). 

I chair The Gospel Coalition. Our executive director is a chap called Ben 

Peays. Ben is an identical twin, and when I say identical twin, I mean 

identical twin. They look alike generally, but also have the same little smirks 

and smiles and so on—they are spitting images of each other. I’m sure that if 
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you know them well enough you can tell them apart; I can only barely do so, 

unless they are side by side. So last year when we had our council meeting, 

Ben was around, of course, but we did not tell anybody on the council that 

his brother was showing up too. So at one point in the council meeting I said, 

“Guys, I should tell you that our executive director has been working so hard 

with so much work to do we decided to clone him and get two of him.” And I 

pointed at the other one. 

Maybe Jesus has a twin. Maybe he can pretend to come out of the tomb. 

Maybe he can be the new Jesus. But then where are the wounds—not only 

the wounds from the nails but the shaft that went up under his rib cage into 

the pericardium and pierced the flesh such that blood and water flowed 

out? Where are the wounds? “Unless I put my hands in his wounds, I will not 

believe.” That was the test. 

26A week later his disciples were in the house again, and Thomas 

was with them. Though the doors were locked, Jesus came and 

stood among them and said, “Peace be with you!” 27Then he said to 

Thomas, “Put your finger here; see my hands. Reach out your hand 

and put it into my side. Stop doubting and believe.” 28Thomas said to 

him, “My Lord and my God!”  

      John 20: 26–28

On first reading Thomas’s response, one wonders why he says so much. 

Why doesn’t he simply say, “You are alive!” or “Oops, I was wrong” or 

something more modest? Why does he infer so much (“My Lord and my 

God!”) from the fact that Jesus is now alive? After all, some chapters earlier 

Lazarus had been raised from the dead, and nobody said to Lazarus after 

he was raised from the dead, “My Lord and my God!” So why is Thomas 

saying this to Jesus? 
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What you have to do is put yourself into the very account. Put yourself—so 

far as it is possible—in Thomas’s place. You have a whole week between the 

first reports of Jesus’s resurrection and the second appearance. The fellow 

apostles are coming along and saying, “We actually saw him. Peter saw 

him on his own. Peter and John saw the empty tomb. The two on the road 

to Emmaus saw him. Together we saw him—ten of us all at once. And then 

there are the reports of the women. We have all seen him.” So now all week 

long Thomas is saying, in effect: 

Can’t be. I just can’t believe it. I know the tomb is empty, but who 

knows, a grave robber might have come. Maybe we got the wrong 

tomb; it was dark when they put him in. But supposing he is alive, 

what would that mean? Oh no, it can’t be. It doesn’t make any sense. 

But he did do some strange things in his life. I mean, after all, he said 

the very night that he was going to the cross, “Have I been with you 

such a long time, and have you not known me? He who has seen 

me has seen the Father” [see John 14:9]. And there was that strange 

utterance from Jesus sometime back where he said, “Before Abraham 

was born, I am” [John 8:58]. That’s more than just bad timing. 

Abraham has been dead for two millennia. Why didn’t he say, “Before 

Abraham was born, I was”? This would have been claiming some sort 

of preexistence, maybe—hard enough to believe. But still, that’s just 

preexistence. But “Before Abraham was born, I am”? That’s taking the 

name of God! 

What do you do with passages like that? All during the years of Jesus’s 

ministry, when Jesus said things that were hard to understand, doubtless 

his disciples scratched their heads, smiled devotedly, and thought, “More 

mystery. Maybe we’ll understand it someday.” They could remember that 

Jesus had insisted that it was the Father’s determination that all should 

honor the Son even as they honor the Father (see John 5:23). You do not say 

that about a mere human being. 
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Maybe Thomas during that week before the second Sunday had also 

thought through some Old Testament texts a bit more, in the light of the 

claims that Jesus had risen from the dead. And then, of course, historically 

speaking, the other New Testament Gospels report other instances in which 

he had opportunity to observe Jesus. I shall mention one. 

Only the Offended Party Can Forgive 

There’s a spectacular account in two other Gospels (not in John) where 

Jesus is preaching in a packed house—no chairs, people are just packed 

in. By this time Jesus has quite a reputation as a preacher and teacher but 

also as a healer. Four men bring along a paralyzed friend. He cannot walk, 

so he is brought on some sort of pallet. The four bearers try to get into the 

house where Jesus is preaching and simply cannot get in. People are saying, 

“Hush, hush, the master is preaching. Wait your turn. He’s busy. Don’t bother 

him.” But the four men with their litter will not be stopped. So they go up 

the outside stairs (many houses had outside stairs in those days because 

people would cool down in the evening on the flat roofs with the breezes 

wafting over the city of Jerusalem). Reaching the flat roof, they listen carefully 

for where Jesus is speaking. They find the right area and start taking off 

the tiles. Then they lower their friend down on ropes in front of Jesus. If the 

crowd will not make room for him through the doorway, they will make room 

for him because a bed is coming down on their heads. Then this bed and 

its paralyzed man is in front of Jesus, and Jesus says, “Son, your sins are 

forgiven” (Mark 2:5). 

Theologians who are present are indignant. “Who can forgive sins but God 

alone?” (Mark 2:7). That’s a good observation, isn’t it? 

Supposing, God forbid, that on your next trip to work you are brutally 

attacked by a gang of thugs. You are viciously beaten up, left half dead, 

maybe gang-raped. Emergency services take you to a hospital, and I go and 

visit you two days from now. You are bandaged up with your legs on pulleys. 
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You can barely talk. And I say to you, “You know, you can be glad, for I found 

the thugs, and I have forgiven them.” What would you say to me? Wouldn’t 

you be outraged? “Who do you think you are? You’re not the one who was 

gang-raped! You’re not the one lying in the hospital! How can you possibly 

forgive them? The only person who can forgive is the offended party. Only 

the offended party can forgive.” 

At the end of World War II, a Jew by the name of Simon Wiesenthal was still 

clinging to life in Auschwitz, even after all of his extended family had been 

wiped out. At this juncture he was only weeks away from the end of the 

terror and horror of Auschwitz: the Russians were moving in from the East. 

Wiesenthal was in a work party when suddenly he was pulled out by the 

German guards and shoved into a room. There was a young German Nazi 

soldier there—maybe nineteen years old. He had suffered grievous wounds 

and was clearly going to die. Before he died he wanted to talk to a Jew. 

In God’s peculiar providence, the Jew who was pulled out of the line and 

shoved into that room was Simon Wiesenthal. The young Nazi explained why 

he wanted to see him. Gasping for breath, not long to live, he acknowledged 

that the Nazis had treated the Jews horribly and that he himself had been 

engaged in horrible things. Now he wanted the Jews’ forgiveness. 

Wiesenthal was quietly reasoning it out in his mind. He later wrote up his 

reflections in a little book called The Sunflower. Most of the pages of that 

short book describe what flashed through Wiesenthal’s mind. The reasoning 

is this: Who can forgive but those who have been offended? The most 

offended parties of the Holocaust are dead. In Auschwitz they have already 

been burned in the ovens. How can a survivor like Wiesenthal pronounce 

forgiveness on behalf of those who died? How can he speak for the dead? 

If the most brutalized victims of the Nazis are dead, then there is no one 

qualified to pronounce forgiveness, so there is no forgiveness for the Nazis. 
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Without saying a single word, Wiesenthal listened to the young man, then 

turned and walked out of the room. 

After the war was over and he had written his little book, Wiesenthal sent it to 

ethicists all around the world—Christian and Jewish, various backgrounds—

and asked them to answer the question, “Did I do what was right?” He 

kicked off a furious exchange among ethicists all over the world. 

Wiesenthal almost got it right. He was surely right to insist that only the 

offended party can forgive. That is right. But according to the Bible, the most 

offended party is always God. That is what David understood when he dared 

to write, “Against you, you only, have I sinned and done what is evil in your 

sight” (Ps. 51:4).4 

Now this young paralytic is lowered before Jesus—a young man who has not 

offended Jesus in the flesh, not man-to-man, person-to-person—and Jesus 

looks at him and says, “Your sins are forgiven” (Mark 2:5). The theologians 

ask, “Who can forgive sins but God alone?” (Mark 2:7). 

Just so. And Thomas remembered that too. Combined with all the 

other memories of what Jesus had said and done, combined with all his 

reflections on the Old Testament Scriptures, he came to the only reasonable 

conclusion: Jesus is not only a resurrected man—miracle enough!—but 

somehow, incredibly, wonderfully, he is God, with all of God’s right to forgive 

sins. And he bowed before the resurrected Jesus and said, “My Lord and my 

God!” (John 20:28). 

That is what each of us must do: recognize that what Jesus has 

accomplished on the cross was suffering for the sake of his own people 

who put their faith in him, who recognize that what he bore was their sin. 

As the God-man, only he can forgive. We must have his forgiveness to be 

reconciled to God. We must have it. Then we bow before him and cry with 
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joy and thankfulness, with mystery, adoration, and awe, “My Lord and my 

God.” 

Concluding Prayer

We rejoice, heavenly Father, in the truth that Jesus rose from the dead. 

Yet we begin to see that this is not simply a truth in the public arena of 

history to be absorbed quickly and then set to one side. For if indeed 

your dear Son, the God-man, rose from the dead, then everything is 

changed. His victory over death is confirmed. The sacrifice he provided 

has been vindicated. Already he is the head of a new humanity that will 

one day share in his resurrection-likeness. And his people, heavenly 

Father, rejoice to bow before him and cry, “My Lord and my God.” 

Grant that each one who reads these pages may cry, “Forgive my sin 

as you forgave the sin of that paralyzed man, my Lord and my God.” In 

Jesus’s name, Amen.

 __________________________________________________________________

Notes
1 I include more sustained exposition of these two passages in my book Scandalous: The 

Cross and Resurrection of Jesus (Wheaton: Crossway, 2010). 

2 Fareed Zakaria, “To Hell in a Handbasket,” review of A Thread of Years by John Lacaks, 
New York Times, April 19, 1998, http:// www.fareedzakaria.com/ articles/ nyt/ 041998. 
html. 

3 Edward Shillito, “Jesus of the Scars,” in Jesus of the Scars and Other Poems (London: 
Hodder & Stoughton, 1919). 

4 This was discussed in chapter 6.
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Reflect on the following questions.

 � Which of the four ironies of the cross that Carson draws most surprises 

you? What new light did it shine on Jesus and His death on the cross?

 � Carson writes: “But what sort of a kingdom is it? What kind of kingdom is 

it where the king lays down his life not because he has been overpowered 

by a competitor but as an act of voluntary self-sacrifice?” How would you 

answer that question? What sort of kingdom would have the story of death 

on a cross and a resurrection to life at the center? What does the cross and 

resurrection reveal to you about the kingdom Jesus is offering?
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 � Read 1 Corinthians 15:50-58. Paul says that, because of the 

resurrection, our work done for Christ “...is not in vain…” (v 58). Reflect on 

some of the frustrating things you are facing in your work, home, church, 

or vocation. How might the resurrection change the way you look at your 

frustrations? Why will your work not be in vain if it is done for Christ?

 � What gives you fear in your life right now? What makes you anxious or 

worried? How does the resurrection of Christ speak to those fears? What 

might 1 Corinthians 15 have to say to your fears?
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 � Are you prepared or ready to die? In light of the cross and resurrection, 

what should be different in the way you look at your own death? What 

would a healthy “theology of death” look like in practice in a church?

  E N G A G E M E N T

 � Pray through 1 Corinthians 15:50-58. Ask God to increase your faith and 

hope for the day when you shall be changed (vv 50-53). Ask God to give 

you the strength to look at death with no fear, knowing death has been 

defeated and its sting nullified (vv 54-57). Ask God to enable you to be 

steadfast and immovable, always working for Christ, knowing your work is 

not in vain (v 58).

 � This week, write a note to a fellow Christian who you know is suffering the 

grief of death. Avoiding empty cliches, encourage them in light of what 

D.A. Carson says, “You can trust a God who not only is sovereign but 

bleeds for you. Sometimes when there are no other answers for your guilt 

or your fears or your uncertainties or your anguish, there is one immovable 

place on which to stand. It is the ground right in front of the cross.” After 
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writing the note, pray 1 Thessalonians 4:13-14 would be true of them in 

their grief.

  G R O U P  G A T H E R I N G

Watch the video for Session 4.
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writing the note, pray 1 Thessalonians 4:13-14 would be true of them in 

their grief.

  G R O U P  G A T H E R I N G

Watch the video for Session 4.
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As a group discuss the following. 

 � Why do you think our culture is filled with stories of conquering death? Why 

do you think we have this prevailing sense that “goodbye” should not be our 

last word? What is your favorite story you have read or favorite movie you 

have seen that tells a story of conquering death?

 � Read 1 Corinthians 15:1-5. Why does Paul think the resurrection is of first 

importance? What would the Christian faith lose without the resurrection? 

What would be different about your own faith?

 � In the video, Gabe mentioned a number of things that have given him 

confidence in the resurrection. What has given you confidence that the 

resurrection truly happened?

 � How might the resurrection free you from the things that cause you fear? 

How might the resurrection fill us with courage? 

 � What about the resurrection should change the way we view death? 

How should the resurrection inform the way you think about your own 

death? How should the resurrection inform your response to funerals and 

memorials for deceased friends and relatives?  

Break into smaller groups for prayer.

 � If anyone in your group has recently suffered a loss of a family member or 

a friend, spend time praying for them. If they are comfortable, circle around 

them and lay your hands on them as you pray. Pray for God’s comfort and 

peace—and also pray that the resurrection will fill them with hope.

 �Pray the resurrection would fill each of you with courage and hope. Pray 

God would already begin preparing you to die well, full of faith and trust in 

the one who will one day call you from death into life.
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 �Finish your time by reading 1 Corinthians 15:54-58.

 P R E P A R E  F O R  S E S S I O N  5

In preparation for the next Group Gathering, read and complete the Overview, 

Reflection, and Engagement sections of Session 5.
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 O V E R V I E W

To long for a fresh start is to be human. If we live long enough, at some point 

we will want a clean slate. Maybe it’s a strained relationship, a job we wish 

we could begin again, or words we wish we had never said. We all have had 

moments we wish to have back. To start over. To begin again. We resonate 

with the lyrics of “Ashes of American Flags” by Wilco:

All my lies are always wishes

I know I would die if I could come back new

Wilco gets at something behind our longing for a fresh start. Many of us have 

received fresh starts, only to make the same mistakes all over again or repeat 

past failures. What we long for, what we need, is not simply a fresh start, but to 

come back new. This is the promise at the heart of the gospel, as Paul describes 

in Colossians 3:3-4:

For you have died, and your life is hidden with Christ in God. When 

Christ who is your life appears, then you also will appear with him in 

glory.
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All in Christ have died. All in Christ have come back new. 

In the Gospel according to John, Jesus used the image of a new birth to 

describe the new life available to the Christian—“Truly, truly I say to you, unless 

one is born again he cannot see the kingdom of God…” (John 3:3). Jesus goes 

on to describe the Christian as one who has been born again and filled with 

the Spirit. The gospel is not just about the forgiveness of sins and resurrection 

from the dead, but Jesus is offering a new kind of life. John understood that, 

and it was the reason he wrote his Gospel:

Now Jesus did many other signs in the presence of the disciples, 

which are not written in this book; 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. (John 20:30-31)

New life. That is at the heart of what the cross offers us. What exactly does 

that mean? How does the cross give us new life?

The cross gives us new life by giving us a new family. After Paul reminds 

his readers that they have died with Christ and are united with Him in new life 

(Colossians 3:3-4), he then reminds them of their new family. 

Do not lie to one another, seeing that you have put off the old self with 

its practices and have put on the new self, which is being renewed in 

knowledge after the image of its creator. Here there is not Greek or 

Jew, circumcised and uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave, free; 

but Christ is all, and in all. (Colossians 3:9-11)

We have put on the new self, the new life, so we can enter into true community, 

free of dishonesty. We are freed from feelings of pride and superiority because 

we are all in Christ.
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Together we celebrate our new life in Christ and encourage one another to put 

off or kill the old self and to be united in Christ. The cross gives us new life by 

surrounding us with a new family full of this new life.

The cross gives us new life by giving us new eyes. The cross is not 

simply a private morality to which we are expected to adhere. Rather, the cross 

gives us a new set of eyes that changes the way we view all of life. It changes 

the way we see our family and our job. It both reveals sin that blinds us and 

gives us the hope and power to live free from that sin. 

In addition to a fresh start, He give us a clean slate. It lets us die and come 

back new. It speaks to all of your life with a freshness that will enable us to live 

differently.

How does the gospel speak to all of life? This is the question Tim Keller 

unpacks in his article “The Centrality of the Gospel,” which spells out how the 

cross offers us new life.

   R E F L E C T I O N

Read the following excerpt.
____________________________________________________________________

“The Centrality of the Gospel” a

by Dr. Timothy Keller
____________________________________________________________________

The gospel is the central element in the Christian life and continually renews 

the believer and the Church. Outlined in this article are fourteen ways in 

which the gospel impacts the believer and eight ways it nurtures the Church.
a Timothy Keller, “The Centrality of the Gospel” (Redeemer City to City, 2009).
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PRINCIPLE 
In Galatians 2:14, Paul lays down a powerful principle. He deals with Peter’s 

racial pride and cowardice by declaring that he was not living “in line with 

the truth of the gospel.” From this we see that the Christian life is a process 

of renewing every dimension of our life—spiritual, psychological, corporate, 

social—by thinking, hoping, and living out the “lines” or ramifications of the 

gospel. The gospel is to be applied to every area of thinking, feeling, relating, 

working, and behaving. The implications and applications of Galatians 2:14 

are vast.

Part I—IMPLICATIONS AND APPLICATIONS
IMPLICATION NO. 1 — THE POWER OF THE GOSPEL

First, Paul is showing us that bringing the gospel truth to bear on every 

area of life is the way to be changed by the power of God. The gospel is 

described in the Bible in the most astounding terms. Angels long to look into 

it all the time (1 Peter 1:12). It does not simply bring us power, but it is the 

power of God itself, for Paul says, “I am not ashamed of the gospel, because 

it is the power of God for salvation” (Rom.1:16). It is also the blessing of God 

with benefits that accrue to anyone who comes near (1 Cor. 9:23). It is even 

called the very light of the glory of God itself: “they cannot see the light of 

the gospel of the glory of Christ... For God... [has] made his light shine in our 

hearts to give us the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of 

Jesus Christ” (2 Cor. 4:4, 6).

After the gospel has regenerated us and we are converted, it is the 

instrument of all continual growth and spiritual progress: “All over the world 

this gospel is bearing fruit and growing, just as it has been doing among 

you since the day you heard it and understood God’s grace in all its truth” 

(Col. 1:6). Here we learn several things: (1) The gospel is a living thing (cf. 

Rom 1:16), like a seed or a tree that brings more and more new life—bearing 
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fruit and growing. (2) The gospel is “planted” in us so as to bear fruit only as 

we understand its greatness and implications deeply—understood God’s 

grace in all its truth. (3) The gospel continues to grow in us and renew us 

throughout our lives—as it has been doing since the day you heard it. This 

text helps us avoid either an exclusively rationalistic or mystical approach to 

renewal. On the one hand, the gospel has a content—it is profound doctrine. 

It is truth, and specifically, it is the truth about God’s grace. But on the other 

hand, this truth is a living power that continually expands its influence in 

our lives, just as a crop or a tree would grow and spread and increasingly 

dominate an area with roots and fruit.

IMPLICATION NO. 2 — THE SUFFICIENCY OF THE GOSPEL

Second, Paul is showing that in our Christian life we never “get beyond the 

gospel” to something more advanced. The gospel is not the first step in 

a stairway of truths; rather, it is more like the hub in a wheel of truth. The 

gospel is not just the ABCs but the A to Z of Christianity. The gospel is not 

the minimum required doctrine necessary to enter the kingdom but the way 

we make all progress in the kingdom.

We are not justified by the gospel and then sanctified by obedience; rather 

the gospel is the way we grow (Gal. 3:1–3) and are renewed (Col. 1:6). It 

is the solution to each problem, the key to each closed door, the power 

to take us through every barrier (Rom. 1:16–17). It is very common in the 

church to think as follows: “The gospel is for non-Christians. One needs it 

to be saved. But once saved, you grow through hard work and obedience.” 

But Colossians 1:6 shows that this is a mistake. Both confession and “hard 

work” that is not arising from and in line with the gospel will not sanctify 

you—they will strangle you. All our problems come from a failure to apply the 

gospel. Thus when Paul left the Ephesians he committed them “to the word 

of his grace, which can build you up” (Acts 20:32).
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The main problem in the Christian life, then, is that we have not thought out 

the deep implications of the gospel; we have not “used” the gospel in and 

on all parts of our life. Richard Lovelace says that most people’s problems 

are just a failure to be oriented to the gospel—a failure to grasp and believe 

it through and through. Luther says, “The truth of the Gospel is the principle 

article of all Christian doctrine... Most necessary is it that we know this article 

well, teach it to others, and beat it into their heads continually” (on Gal. 

2:14–15). The gospel is not easily comprehended. Paul says that the gospel 

does its renewing work in us only as we understand it in all its truth. All of 

us to some degree live around the truth of the gospel but do not “get it.” 

So the key to continual and deeper spiritual renewal and revival is continual 

rediscovery of the gospel. The discovery of a new implication or application 

of the gospel—seeing more of its truth—is an important stage of any 

renewal. This is true for either an individual or a church.

APPLICATIONS    

The two “thieves” of the gospel.    

Since Paul uses the metaphor of being “in line” with the gospel, we can 

consider that gospel renewal occurs when we keep from walking “off line” 

either to the right or to the left. A key for thinking out the implications of 

the gospel is to consider the gospel a third way between two mistaken 

opposites. However, we must realize that the gospel is not a halfway 

compromise between these two poles—it produces not something in the 

middle but something different from both.

Tertullian, a Christian writer in the second and third centuries, said, “Just 

as Christ was crucified between two thieves, so this doctrine of justification 

is ever crucified between two opposite errors.” He meant that there were 

two basic false ways of thinking, each of which “steals” the power and the 

distinctiveness of the gospel from us by pulling us to one side or the other of 

the “gospel line.” These two errors are very powerful, because they represent 

the natural tendency of the human heart and mind.
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(The gospel is “revealed” by God [Rom. 1:17]—the unaided human mind 

cannot conceive it.) The “thieves” can be called moralism or legalism on 

the one hand and hedonism or relativism on the other hand. Another way 

to put it is: the gospel opposes both religion and irreligion (see Matt. 21:31; 

22:10). On the one hand, moralism/religion stresses truth without grace, for 

it says that we must obey the truth in order to be saved. On the other hand, 

relativism/irreligion stresses grace without truth, for it says that we are all 

accepted by God (if there is a God) and we have to decide what is true for 

us. But “truth” without grace is not really truth, and “grace” without truth is 

not really grace. Jesus was “full of grace and truth” (John 1:14). Any religion 

or philosophy of life that deemphasizes or loses one or the other of these 

truths falls into legalism or license, and either way, the joy and power and 

release of the gospel are stolen.

The moralism-religion thief. How does moralism/religion steal joy 

and power? 

Moralism is the view that you are acceptable (to God, the world, others, 

yourself) through your attainments. Moralists do not have to be religious 

but often are. When they are, their religion is pretty conservative and filled 

with rules. Sometimes moralists have a view of God as very holy and just. 

This view will lead either to (a) self-hatred (because they can’t live up to the 

standards) or (b) self-inflation (because they think they have lived up to the 

standards). It is ironic that inferiority and superiority complexes have the very 

same root. Whether the moralist ends up smug and superior or crushed and 

guilty just depends on how high the standards are and on his or her natural 

advantages such as family, intelligence, looks, willpower. Moralistic people 

can be deeply religious—but there is no transforming joy or power.

The relativism-irreligion thief. How does relativism steal joy and 

power? 

Relativists are usually irreligious, or else they prefer what is called “liberal” 

religion. On the surface, they are more happy and tolerant than moralistic/
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religious people. Although they may be highly idealistic in some areas (such 

as politics), they believe that everyone needs to determine what is right and 

wrong for themselves. They are not convinced that God is just and must 

punish sinners. Their beliefs in God will tend to picture him as loving or as 

an impersonal force. They may talk a great deal about God’s love, but since 

they do not think of themselves as sinners, God’s love for humankind costs 

him nothing. If God accepts us, it is because he is so welcoming or because 

we are not so bad. The gospel’s concept of God’s love is far richer and 

deeper and more electrifying.

What do both religious and irreligious people have in common?

They seem so different, but from the viewpoint of the gospel, they are really 

the same.

They are both ways to avoid Jesus as Savior and keep control of their lives.

Irreligious people seek to be their own saviors and lords through “worldly” 

pride. (“No one tells me how to live or what to do; I determine what is right 

and wrong for me!”) But moral and religious people seek to be their own 

saviors and lords through “religious” pride. (“I am more moral and spiritual 

than other people, so God owes it to me to listen to my prayers and take me 

to heaven. God cannot let just anything happen to me—he owes me a happy 

life. I’ve earned it!”) The irreligious person rejects Jesus entirely; the religious 

person uses Jesus as an example and helper and teacher—but not as a 

Savior. In her novel Wise Blood, Flannery O’Connor’s main character Hazel 

thinks “that the way to avoid Jesus [is] to avoid sin.” These are two different 

ways to do the same thing—control one’s own life. (Note: Ironically, moralists, 

despite all the emphasis on traditional standards, are in the end self-centered 

and individualistic, because they have set themselves up as their own savior. 

Relativists, despite all their emphasis on freedom and acceptance, are in 

the end moralistic, because they still have to live up to [their own] standards 

or become desperate. And often they take great pride in their own open-

mindedness and judge others who are not.)
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They are both based on distorted views of the real God.

The irreligious person loses sight of the law and holiness of God, and the 

religious person loses sight of the love and grace of God; in the end they 

both lose the gospel entirely. For the gospel is that on the cross Jesus 

fulfilled the law of God out of love for us. Without a full understanding of 

the work of Christ, the reality of God’s holiness will make his grace unreal, 

or the reality of God’s love will make his holiness unreal. Only the gospel—

that we are so sinful that we need to be saved utterly by grace—allows us 

to see God as he really is. The gospel shows us a God far more holy than 

the legalist can bear (he had to die because we could not satisfy his holy 

demands), and yet far more merciful than a humanist can conceive (he had 

to die because he loved us).

They both deny our sin—and therefore lose the joy and power of grace.

It is obvious that relativistic, irreligious people deny the depth of sin, and thus 

the message “God loves you” has no power for them. But although religious 

persons may be extremely penitent and sorry for their sins, they see sins as 

simply a failure to live up to standards by which they are saving themselves. 

They do not see sin as the deeper self-righteousness and self-centeredness 

through which they are trying to live lives independent of God. So when they 

go to Jesus for forgiveness, they go only as a way to cover over the gaps in 

their project of self-salvation. And when people say, “I know God is forgiving, 

but I cannot forgive myself,” they mean that they reject God’s grace and 

insist that they be worthy of his favor. So even religious people with “low self-

esteem” are actually in their state because they will not see the depth of sin. 

They see it only as rule-breaking, not as rebellion and self-salvation.

A WHOLE NEW WAY OF SEEING GOD

Christians have adopted a whole new system of approach to God. They 

may have gone through both religious and irreligious phases in the past, 

but they have come to see that the reasons for both their irreligion and their 

religion were essentially the same, and essentially wrong! Christians come to 
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see that both their sins and their best deeds have all been ways of avoiding 

Jesus as Savior. They come to see that Christianity is not fundamentally an 

invitation to become more religious. A Christian comes to say, “Though I 

have often failed to obey the moral law, the deeper problem was why I was 

trying to obey it. Even my efforts to obey it have been just ways of seeking 

to be my own savior. In that mindset, even if I obey or ask for forgiveness, 

I am really resisting the gospel and setting myself up as savior.” To “get” 

the gospel is to turn from self-justification and rely on Jesus’ record for a 

relationship with God. The irreligious don’t repent at all, and the religious 

repent only of sins; Christians also repent of their righteousness. That is the 

distinction between the three groups—Christians, moralists (religious), and 

pragmatists (irreligious).

SUMMARY 

Without a knowledge of our extreme sin, the payment of the cross seems 

trivial and does not electrify or transform us. But without a knowledge of 

Christ’s completely satisfying life and death, the knowledge of sin would 

crush us or move us to deny and repress it. Take away either the knowledge 

of sin or the knowledge of grace and people’s lives are not changed. They 

will either be crushed by the moral law or run from it in anger. So the gospel 

is not that we go from being irreligious to being religious but that we realize 

that our reasons for both our religiosity and our irreligiosity were essentially 

the same and essentially wrong. We were seeking to be our own savior 

and thereby keep control of our own life. When we trust in Christ as our 

Redeemer, we turn from trusting either self-determination or self-denial, 

either hedonism or moralism, for our salvation.

A WHOLE NEW WAY OF SEEING LIFE

Paul shows us, then, that we must not simply ask in every area of life, “What 

is the moral way to act?” but “What is the way that is in line with the gospel?” 

The gospel must be continually thought out to keep us from moving into our 
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habitual moralistic or individualistic directions. We must bring everything in 

line with the gospel.

The example of racism 

Since Paul applied the gospel to racism, let’s use it as an example:

The moralistic approach to race. Moralists tend to be very proud of their 

culture. They easily fall into cultural imperialism and try to attach spiritual 

significance to their cultural norms, to make themselves feel morally superior 

to other peoples. This happens because moralistic people are very insecure, 

since they take the eternal law quite seriously and know deep down that they 

cannot keep it. Therefore they use cultural differences to buttress their sense 

of righteousness.

The relativistic approach to race. The opposite error from cultural imperialism 

is cultural relativism. This approach says, “Yes, traditional people were racists 

because they believed in absolute truth. But truth is relative. Every culture is 

beautiful in itself. Every culture must be accepted on its own terms.”

The gospel approach to race. Christians know that intolerance does not 

stem so much from a belief in truth as from a lack of belief in grace. The 

gospel leads us (a) to be somewhat critical of all cultures, including our own 

(since there is truth), but (b) to realize that we can feel morally superior to no 

one; after all, we are saved by grace alone, and therefore a non-Christian 

neighbor may be more moral and wise than I. This gives the Christian a 

radically different posture from that of either moralists or relativists.

Note: Relativists (as noted above) are ultimately moralistic, and therefore they 

can be respectful only of other people who believe everything is relative! But 

Christians cannot feel morally superior to relativists.
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Part II.—THE KEY TO EVERYTHING
The gospel is the way that anything is renewed and transformed by Christ—

whether a heart, a relationship, a church, or a community. It is the key to all 

doctrine and to our view of our lives in this world. Therefore, all our problems 

come from a lack of orientation to the gospel. Put positively, the gospel 

transforms our hearts and thinking and approaches to absolutely everything.

A.  THE GOSPEL AND THE INDIVIDUAL

1. Approach to discouragement. When a person is depressed, the 

moralist says, “You are breaking the rules—repent.” On the other 

hand, the relativist says, “You just need to love and accept yourself.” 

Without the gospel, superficialities will be addressed instead of the 

heart. The moralist will work on behavior and the relativist will work 

on the emotions themselves. But (assuming there is no physiological 

basis for the depression) the gospel leads us to examine ourselves and 

say, “Something in my life has become more important than God, a 

pseudo-savior, a form of works-righteousness.” The gospel leads us to 

repentance, not to merely setting our will against superficial issues.

2. Approach to the physical world. Some moralists are indifferent to the 

physical world and see it as “unimportant.” Other moralists are downright 

afraid of physical pleasure, and since they are seeking to earn their 

salvation, they prefer to focus on sins of a physical nature like a failure to 

discipline sex and the other appetites. These are easier to avoid than sins 

of the spirit like pride. Therefore, moralists prefer to see sins of the body 

as worse than other kinds. The legalism that results usually leads to a 

distaste of pleasure. On the other hand, the relativist is often a hedonist, 

someone who is controlled by pleasure and makes it an idol. The gospel 

leads us to see that God has created both body and soul and so will 

redeem both body and soul, although under sin both body and soul 

are broken. Thus the gospel leads us to enjoy the physical (and to fight 
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against physical brokenness, such as sickness and poverty) yet to be 

moderate in our use of material things.

3. Approach to love and relationships. Moralism often makes relationships 

into a “blame game.” This is because a moralist is traumatized by 

criticism that is too severe and maintains a self-image as a good person 

by blaming others. On the other hand, moralism can use the procuring 

of love as the way to “earn our salvation” and convince ourselves we are 

worthy persons. That often creates what is called “codependency”—a 

form of self-salvation through needing people or needing people to need 

you (that is, saving yourself by saving others). On the other hand, much 

relativism reduces love to a negotiated partnership for mutual benefit. 

You relate only as long as it is not costing you anything. So the choice 

without the gospel is to selfishly use others or to selfishly let yourself be 

used by others. But the gospel leads us to do neither. We do sacrifice 

and commit ourselves, but not out of a need to convince ourselves 

or others that we are acceptable. We can love the person enough to 

confront when that’s needed, yet stay with the person even when it does 

not benefit us.

4. Approach to suffering. Moralism takes the “Job’s friends” approach, 

laying guilt on yourself. You simply assume, “I must be bad to be 

suffering.” Under the guilt, though, there is always anger toward God. 

Why? Because moralists believe that God owes them. The whole point 

of moralism is to put God in your debt. Because you have been so moral, 

you feel you don’t really deserve suffering. Moralism tears you up, for 

at one level you think, “What did I do to deserve this?” but on another 

level you think, “I probably did everything to deserve this!” When the 

moralist suffers, then, he or she must either feel mad at God (because 

I have been performing well) or mad at self (because I have not been 

performing well) or both. On the other hand, the relativist/pragmatist feels 

justified in avoiding suffering at all costs—lying, cheating, and broken 
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promises are okay. But when suffering does come, the pragmatist lays 

the fault at God’s doorstep, claiming that he must be either unjust or 

impotent. The cross shows us, however, that God redeemed us through 

suffering. God suffered not that we might not suffer but that in our 

suffering we could become like him. Since both the moralist and the 

pragmatist ignore the cross, they will both be confused and devastated 

by suffering.

5. Approach to sexuality. The relativist sees sex as merely biological and 

physical appetite. The moralist tends to see sex as dirty or at least a 

dangerous impulse that leads constantly to sin. But the gospel shows 

us that sexuality is to reflect the self-giving of Christ. He gave himself 

completely without conditions, so we are not to seek intimacy while 

holding on to control of our life. If we give ourselves sexually, we are to 

give ourselves legally, socially, personally—utterly. Sex is to happen only 

within a totally committed, permanent relationship of marriage.

6. Approach to one’s family. Moralism can make you a slave to parental 

expectations, while relativism sees no need for family loyalty or the 

keeping of promises and covenants if they do not “meet my needs.” 

The gospel frees you from making parental approval an absolute or 

psychological salvation, for it points to how God becomes the ultimate 

Father. Then you will neither be too dependent on nor too hostile toward 

your parents.

7. Approach to self-control. Moralists tell us to control our passions for fear 

of punishment. This is a volition-based approach. Relativism tells us to 

express ourselves and find out what is right for us. This is an emotion-

based approach. The gospel tells us that the free, unconditional grace of 

God “teaches” us to “say no” to our passions (Titus 2:12) if we listen to it. 

This is a whole-person approach, starting with the truth descending into 

the heart.
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8. Approach to witness. The pragmatist would deny the legitimacy of 

evangelism altogether. The moralist person does believe in proselytizing, 

because “we are right and they are wrong.” Such proselytizing is almost 

always offensive. But the gospel produces a different constellation of 

traits in us: First, we are compelled to share the gospel out of generosity 

and love, not guilt. Second, we are freed from fear of being ridiculed 

or hurt by others, since we already have God’s favor by grace. Third, 

we learn humility in our dealings with others, because we know we are 

saved by grace alone, not because of our superior insight or character. 

Fourth, we are hopeful about everyone, even the “hard cases,” because 

we ourselves were saved only because of grace, not because we were 

likely people to be Christians. Fifth, we are courteous and careful with 

people. We don’t have to push or coerce them, for it is only God’s 

grace that opens hearts, not our eloquence or persistence or even their 

openness. All these traits create not only a winsome evangelist but an 

excellent neighbor in a multicultural society.

9. Approach to human authority. Moralists will tend to obey human 

authorities (family, tribe, government, cultural customs) too much, since 

they rely so heavily on their self-image of being moral and decent. 

Relativists will obey human authority either too much (since they have 

no higher authority by which they can judge their culture) or else too 

little (they may obey only when they know they won’t get caught). That 

means either authoritarianism or anarchy. But the gospel gives you both 

a standard by which to oppose human authority—if it contradicts the 

gospel—and an incentive to obey the civil authorities from the heart, 

even when you could get away with disobedience.

10. Approach to human dignity. Moralists often have a pretty low view of 

human nature—they mainly see human sin and depravity. Relativists, 

on the other hand, have no good basis for treating people with dignity. 

Usually they have no religious beliefs about what human beings are. (If 
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people are just chance products of evolution, how do we know they are 

more valuable than a rock?) But the gospel shows us that every human 

being is infinitely fallen (lost in sin) and infinitely exalted (in the image of 

God). So we treat every human being as precious, yet dangerous!

11. Approach to guilt. When you say, “I can’t forgive myself,” it means 

there is some standard or condition or person that is more central to 

your identity than the grace of God. If you cannot forgive yourself, it is 

because you have failed your real god, your real righteousness, and it 

is holding you captive. The moralist’s false god is usually a god of their 

imagination that is holy and demanding but not gracious. The relativist’s 

false god is usually some achievement or relationship. God is the only 

God who forgives—no other “god” will.

12. Approach to self-image. Without the gospel, your self-image is based 

upon living up to some standards—whether yours or someone else’s 

imposed upon you. If you live up to those standards, you will be 

confident but not humble. If you don’t live up to them, you will be humble 

but not confident. Only in the gospel can you be both enormously bold 

and utterly sensitive and humble. For you are both perfect and a sinner!

13. Approach to joy and humor. Moralism eats away at joy and humor—

because the system of legalism forces you to take yourself (your image, 

your appearance, your reputation) very seriously. Relativism, on the other 

hand, will tend toward cynicism as life goes on. This cynicism grows 

from a lack of hope for the world: in the end evil will triumph—there is 

no judgment or divine justice. But if we are saved by grace alone, then 

the very fact of being Christian is a constant source of amazed delight 

for us. There is nothing matter-of-fact about our lives, no “of course” to 

our lives. It is a miracle that we are Christians, and we have hope. So the 

gospel that creates bold humility should give us a deep sense of humor. 
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We don’t have to take ourselves seriously, and we are full of hope for the 

world.

14. Approach to “right living.” Jonathan Edwards points out that “true virtue” 

is possible only for those who have experienced the grace of the gospel. 

Any person who is trying to earn their salvation does “the right thing” 

in order to get into heaven, or in order to better their self-esteem, or for 

another essentially self-interested reason. But persons who know they 

are totally accepted already do the right thing out of sheer delight in 

righteousness for its own sake. Only in the gospel do you obey God for 

God’s sake and not for what God will give you. Only in the gospel do 

you love people for their sake (not yours), do good for its own sake (not 

yours), and obey God for his sake (not yours). Only the gospel makes 

doing the right thing a joy and delight, not a burden or a means to an 

end.

B.  THE GOSPEL AND THE CHURCH

1. Approach to ministry in the world. Moralism tends to place all the 

emphasis on the individual human soul. Moralistic religionists will insist 

on converting others to their faith and church but will ignore the social 

needs of the broader community. On the other hand, “liberalism” will 

tend to emphasize only amelioration of social conditions and minimize 

the need for repentance and conversion. The gospel leads to love, which 

in turn moves us to give our neighbor whatever is needed—conversion or 

a cup of cold water, evangelism and social concern.

2. Approach to worship. Moralism leads to a dour and somber kind of 

worship that may be long on dignity but is short on joy. A shallow 

understanding of “acceptance” without a sense of God’s holiness, on 

the other hand, can lead to frothy or casual worship. (Meanwhile, a 

sense of neither God’s love nor his holiness leads to a worship service 

that feels like a committee meeting!) But the gospel leads us to see 
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that God is both transcendent and immanent. His immanence makes 

his transcendence comforting, while his transcendence makes his 

immanence amazing. The gospel leads to both awe and intimacy in 

worship, for the Holy One is now our Father.

3. Approach to the poor. The pragmatist tends to scorn the faith of the 

poor and see them as helpless victims needing expertise. This is born 

out of a disbelief in God’s common grace to all. Ironically, the secular 

mindset also dismisses the reality of sin, and thus anyone who is poor 

must be oppressed, a helpless victim. Moralists, on the other hand, tend 

to scorn the poor as failures and weaklings. They see them as somehow 

to blame for their situation. But the gospel leads us to be (a) humble, 

without moral superiority, knowing that we were spiritually bankrupt but 

have been saved by Christ’s free generosity; (b) gracious, not worried 

too much about “deservingness,” since we didn’t deserve Christ’s grace; 

and (c) respectful of believing poor Christians as brothers and sisters 

from whom we can learn. It is only the gospel that can bring people into 

a humble respect for and solidarity with the poor.

4. Approach to doctrinal distinctives. The “already” of the New Testament 

makes us bold in our proclamation. We can most definitely be sure of 

the central doctrines that support the gospel. But the “not yet” requires 

charity and humility in nonessential beliefs. That is, we must be moderate 

about what we teach except when it comes to the cross, grace, and sin. 

In our views, especially our opinions on issues that Christians cannot 

agree on, we must be less unbending and triumphalistic (believing we 

have arrived intellectually). It also means that our discernment of God’s 

call and will for us and others must not be propagated with overweening 

assurance that our insight cannot be wrong. (Unlike pragmatists, we 

must be willing to die for our belief in the gospel; unlike moralists, we 

must keep in mind that not every one of our beliefs is worth fighting to 

the death for.)
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5. Approach to holiness. The gospel’s “already” means we should not 

tolerate sin. With the presence of the kingdom, we are made “partakers 

of the divine nature” (2 Peter 1:4). The gospel brings us the confidence 

that anyone can be changed, any enslaving habit can be overcome. But 

the gospel’s “not yet” means that our sin remains in us and will never be 

eliminated until the fullness of the kingdom comes. So we must avoid pat 

answers, and we must not expect quick fixes. Unlike moralists, we must 

be patient with slow growth or lapses and be aware of the complexity 

of change and growth in grace. Unlike pragmatists and cynics, we must 

insist that miraculous change is possible.

6. Approach to miracles. The “already” of the kingdom means that power 

for miracles and healing is available. Jesus demonstrated the kingdom by 

healing the sick and raising the dead. But the gospel’s “not yet” means 

that nature (including us) is still subject to decay (Rom. 8:22–23) and thus 

sickness and death remain inevitable until the final consummation. We 

cannot expect miracles and freedom from suffering to be such normal 

parts of the Christian life that we will glide through our days with no pain. 

Unlike moralists, we know that God can heal and do miracles; unlike 

pragmatists, we do not aim to press God into eliminating suffering.

7. Approach to church health. The “already” of the kingdom means that the 

church is now the community of kingdom power. It is therefore capable 

of mightily transforming its community. Evangelism that adds “to their 

number daily those who [are] being saved” (Acts 2:47) is possible! Loving 

fellowship that destroys “the dividing wall of hostility” (Eph. 2:14) between 

different races and classes is possible! But the “not yet” of the kingdom 

means Jesus has not yet presented his bride, the church, “as a radiant 

church, without stain or wrinkle or any other blemish” (Eph. 5:27). We 

must not then be harshly critical of imperfect congregations nor jump 

impatiently from church to church over perceived blemishes. Error will 

never be completely eradicated from the church. The kingdom’s “not yet” 
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also means to avoid an overly severe imposition of church discipline and 

other means to seek to bring about a perfect church today.

8. Approach to social change. We must not forget that Christ is even now 

ruling in a sense over history (Eph. 1:22–23). The “already” of grace 

means that Christians can expect to use God’s power to change social 

conditions and communities. But the “not yet” of sin means there will 

be “wars and rumors of wars.” Selfishness, cruelty, terrorism, and 

oppression will continue. Christians harbor no illusions about politics 

nor expect utopian conditions. The “not yet” means that Christians will 

not trust any political or social agenda to bring about righteousness 

here on earth. So the gospel keeps us from the overpessimism of 

fundamentalism (moralism) about social change and also from the 

overoptimism of liberalism (pragmatism).

SUMMARY 

All problems, personal or social, come from a failure to apply the gospel in 

a radical way, a failure to get “in line with the truth of the gospel” (Gal. 2:14). 

All pathologies in the church and all its ineffectiveness come from a failure 

to let the gospel be expressed in a radical way. If the gospel is expounded 

and applied in its fullness in any church, that church will begin to look very 

unique. People will find in it both moral conviction yet compassion and 

flexibility.
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Reflect on the following questions.

 � Keller writes, “Paul says that the gospel only does its renewing work in us 

as we understand it in all its truth. All of us, to some degree, live around the 

truth of the gospel but do not ‘get’ it.” What do you think he means when he 

says we live around the truth of the gospel without getting it? How have you 

done this? 

 � Which has been more destructive to your view of the gospel—the legalistic 

or relativistic thief? Why? What in Keller’s article will help you respond to this 

thief so the gospel can take deeper roots in your heart?
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 � Keller says the Christian will repent of good works, not just sins. What 

“good things” do you need to repent of? What things in your life do you do 

well that have caused you to look down on others? What areas in your heart 

are most prone to self-righteousness?

 � Read Colossians 3:1-11. After Paul says that in Christ we have new life (vv 

3-4), he tells the Colossians to put to death the sin in them (vv 5-9). In your 

new life, what sins continue to plague you? What does the gospel say to 

those sins and how can the power of the new life of the gospel enable you 

to defeat them?
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 � In light of Keller’s article, what are some practical steps you can take to 

defeat the sin in your life? What are some practices you have found that 

God has used to give you freedom from sin?

 � In the section “The Gospel and the Individual,” Keller listed a number 

of ways we try to approach life without the gospel. In which of those 

areas of life is the gospel speaking the clearest to you (i.e., approach to 

discouragement, physical world, etc.)? In which of those areas are you still 

trying to approach life either through moralism or legalism? Why do you 

think the gospel has not yet broken into these approaches in your life?
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  E N G A G E M E N T

 � Pray that God would enable you to set your mind on things that are above, 

namely the gospel and the beauty of the risen Christ, seated at the right 

hand of God (Colossians 3:1-2). Ask that God would enable you to put to 

death what is earthly in you. Ask that your church community would be a 

place where sin is defeated and Christ is all, and in all (Colossians 3:11).

 � This week, look for a moment in the natural flow of a conversation where 

you can share with a non-Christian how the gospel has given you a new 

way of looking at life. Tell them how the gospel has given you a new way to 

look at guilt, joy, self-image (or what you listed previously as the approach 

to life that the gospel has most changed for you).

  G R O U P  G A T H E R I N G

Watch the video for Session 5.
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  E N G A G E M E N T

 � Pray that God would enable you to set your mind on things that are above, 

namely the gospel and the beauty of the risen Christ, seated at the right 

hand of God (Colossians 3:1-2). Ask that God would enable you to put to 

death what is earthly in you. Ask that your church community would be a 

place where sin is defeated and Christ is all, and in all (Colossians 3:11).

 � This week, look for a moment in the natural flow of a conversation where 

you can share with a non-Christian how the gospel has given you a new 

way of looking at life. Tell them how the gospel has given you a new way to 

look at guilt, joy, self-image (or what you listed previously as the approach 

to life that the gospel has most changed for you).

  G R O U P  G A T H E R I N G

Watch the video for Session 5.
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As a group discuss the following. 

 � When have you experienced a fresh start? Why do you think this is such a 

common human feeling? What about a fresh start fills people with hope?

 � Read Colossians 3:1-4. Why do you think Paul stresses that we keep our 

mind on things above? What do you think he means by this? What practical 

next step can you take this week to keep your mind on things above?

 � In the video, Nathan mentioned that God does not just give you a clean 

slate, He takes the slate away. What is the difference between the two?

 � Why do you think it is hard for Christians to grow? In your own life, what has 

been an impediment to spiritual growth and maturity?

 � What in Colossians 3 or the video motivates you to grow as a Christian? 

Why does Tom mention that motivation is key to spiritual growth? What 

currently motivates you to grow? What should motivate Christians to grow 

and change?  

Break into smaller groups for prayer.

 �Share where you feel stuck spiritually. Share one or two areas of your life in 

which you hope to grow. Pray for one another, that you would seek Christ 

first and be motivated by His love for you.

 �When you are done praying, read Colossians 1:11-14. 
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 P R E P A R E  F O R  S E S S I O N  6

In preparation for the next Group Gathering, read and complete the Overview, 

Reflection, and Engagement sections of Session 6.
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 O V E R V I E W

During His earthly ministry, there is one word Jesus repeatedly used to 

describe why He had come: kingdom. When Jesus began His public ministry, 

He began with these words:

Now after John was arrested, Jesus came into Galilee, proclaiming the 

gospel of God, and saying, “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of 

God is at hand; repent and believe in the gospel.” (Mark 1:14-15)

The kingdom of God is at hand. While the cross is the central work of Christ, 

Jesus did not come only to announce that forgiveness of sins is now possible. 

He did not just say that we are able to be near to God once again or that death 

no longer had the last word. Jesus declared that a kingdom was breaking into 

our world, a kingdom with new priorities and different values than the kinds of 

kingdoms this world has produced. This is a kingdom with a better King who 

will make all things new.
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This is why in the Lord’s Prayer Jesus asks us to pray:

Our Father in heaven

Hallowed be your name

Your kingdom come, 

your will be done, 

on earth as it is heaven…

(Matthew 6:9-10)

As Christians, we long for the coming of this kingdom, but you may have 

noticed a tension between what Jesus asks us to pray for and what He 

announced in Mark 1. The kingdom is “at hand,” but we also pray “Your 

kingdom come.” How could Jesus say both?

The kingdom has come. The cross has saved us from our sin, given us new 

life, and promised us the hope of resurrection. This is all a part of the kingdom 

that Christ announced, but there is a part of the kingdom that has not yet fully 

come. Paul speaks to this hope in Romans 8:

For the creation waits with eager longing for the revealing of the sons 

of God. For the creation was subjected to futility, not willingly, but 

because of him who subjected it, in hope that the creation itself will be 

set free from its bondage to corruption and obtain the freedom of the 

glory of the children of God. 

Paul is saying that not only do we long for the kingdom, but also this creation– 

this world—longs for the kingdom. This world does not function the way it 

was meant to—institutions, governments, families, and communities are filled 

with disintegration. Christ came not only to set us free from sin, but also to set 

creation free from its bondage. Because of the cross, one day all things will 

be made new, according to Revelation 21:5. The cross is not just the means 
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of our personal salvation, but also the means of God’s total renovation of this 

creation.

So what does this mean for us as Christians? How do we participate in the 

work of renewal begun with Jesus on the cross? 

Jesus came to bring a kingdom, and we are called to participate in the work 

of that kingdom. This raises a number of questions, questions answered well 

by N.T. Wright in his chapter “Rethinking Salvation: Heaven, Earth, and the 

Kingdom of God” in Surprised by Hope.

   R E F L E C T I O N

Read the following excerpt.
____________________________________________________________________

“Rethinking Salvation: Heaven, Earth, and the 
Kingdom of God”
from Surprised by Hopea by N.T. Wright
____________________________________________________________________

INTRODUCTION 

We have now reached the point where we must ask: So what? Is all this talk 

about God’s ultimate future, about “life after life after death,” simply a matter 

of tidying up our beliefs about what will happen in the very end, or does it 

have any practical consequences here and now? Is it simply a matter of 

getting our teaching and preaching right and of ordering our funerals and 

other liturgies so that they reflect biblical teaching about death and what lies 

a N.T. Wright, Surprised by Hope (New York: Harper Collins Publishers, 2008), 189-205.
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beyond instead of nonbiblical and even antibiblical ideas that have crept into 

the church here and there? 

Let me approach this question obliquely. Among the objections that are 

regularly raised to believing in the bodily resurrection of Jesus, I recently 

came across a remarkable one that shows, it seems to me, a total 

misunderstanding of what Christianity is all about. One of the leading 

American writers on early Christianity, Dominic Crossan, has asked on a 

number of occasions: Even if Jesus did rise from the dead, so what? Very 

nice for him, but what’s it got to do with anything else? Why should he be so 

specially favored? If God can pull off a stunt like that, why can’t he intervene 

and do a lot more useful things like stopping genocide or earthquakes?1 

And this objection chimes in with things that have been said, for instance, by 

my distinguished predecessor Bishop David Jenkins, constituting what you 

might call the moral objection (as opposed to the historical or scientific one) 

to believing in Jesus’s bodily resurrection. 

I don’t want to comment here on the objection itself—though we may note 

that when historians start to make arguments about what happened on the 

grounds of what ought (or ought not) to have happened, they put themselves 

on very thin ice indeed. What I want to do, rather, is to show what the New 

Testament says by way of answer to the question, What’s the resurrection of 

Jesus got to do with anything else? and to point to some conclusions from 

this for the life of the church and of Christians today.2 

Part of the energy for this undertaking comes from two further observations, 

this time about the way we keep Easter in the contemporary church. (The 

church I know best is the Church of England, but conversations with friends 

in other churches indicate that similar phenomena can be found in plenty of 

other churches too.)
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A good many Easter hymns start by assuming that the point of Easter is 

that it proves the existence of life after death and encourages us to hope 

for it. This is then regularly, but ironically, combined with a view of that life 

after death in which the specific element of resurrection has been quietly 

removed. “May we go where he is gone,” we sing at the end of one well-

known hymn, “rest and reign with him in heaven!” But that is precisely not 

the point that the New Testament draws from Jesus’s resurrection. Yes, 

there is a promised rest after the labors of this life, and the word heaven 

may be an appropriate, though vague, way of denoting where this rest takes 

place. But this time of rest is the prelude to something very different, which 

will emphatically involve earth as well. Earth—the renewed earth—is where 

the reign will take place, which is why the New Testament regularly speaks 

not of our going to be where Jesus is but of his coming to where we are, as 

we saw in the previous part of the book. 

But even when we become more precise and focused about what the New 

Testament says about our own future hope—the final resurrection itself and 

whatever intermediate state may precede it, which we discussed in chapters 

10 and 11—this is still, maybe to our surprise, not what the New Testament 

sees as the main result of the resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth. Yes, that 

resurrection does indeed give us a sure and certain hope. If that’s not the 

case, we are of all people, as Paul says, most to be pitied.3 But when the 

New Testament strikes the great Easter bell, the main resonances it sets 

up are not simply about ourselves and about whatever future world God is 

ultimately going to make, when heaven and earth are joined together and 

renewed at last from top to bottom. Precisely because the resurrection has 

happened as an event within our own world, its implications and effects are 

to be felt within our own world, here and now. 

This is one of the points at which it simply won’t do to say (as, according to 

various opinion polls, a lot of clergy and even some bishops are inclined to 

say) that believing in the bodily resurrection of Jesus is a take-it-or-leave-it 
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option. Jesus’s bodily resurrection marks a watershed. It may look like only 

a few steps this way or that to move from one side to the other, but if you 

accept the bodily resurrection of Jesus all the streams flow in one direction, 

and if you don’t they all flow in the other direction. And, to put it kindly but 

bluntly, if you go in the other direction, away from the bodily resurrection, 

you may be left with something that looks a bit like Christianity, but it won’t 

be what the New Testament writers were talking about. Please note, this is 

not at all a matter of putting a check beside some dogmas and not others, 

with the resurrection simply being a rather more difficult box to check off 

than some others. It is a matter of a belief that is a symptom of an entire 

worldview, an accurate index to a way of looking at everything else. 

The point of this final section of the book is that a proper grasp of the 

(surprising) future hope held out to us in Jesus Christ leads directly and, to 

many people, equally surprisingly, to a vision of the present hope that is the 

basis of all Christian mission. To hope for a better future in this world—for 

the poor, the sick, the lonely and depressed, for the slaves, the refugees, the 

hungry and homeless, for the abused, the paranoid, the downtrodden and 

despairing, and in fact for the whole wide, wonderful, and wounded world—

is not something else, something extra, something tacked on to the gospel 

as an afterthought. And to work for that intermediate hope, the surprising 

hope that comes forward from God’s ultimate future into God’s urgent 

present, is not a distraction from the task of mission and evangelism in the 

present. It is a central, essential, vital, and life-giving part of it. Mostly, Jesus 

himself got a hearing from his contemporaries because of what he was 

doing. They saw him saving people from sickness and death, and they heard 

him talking about a salvation, the message for which they had longed, that 

would go beyond the immediate into the ultimate future. But the two were 

not unrelated, the present one a mere visual aid of the future one or a trick 

to gain people’s attention. The whole point of what Jesus was up to was that 

he was doing, close up, in the present, what he was promising long-term, 
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in the future. And what he was promising for that future, and doing in that 

present, was not saving souls for a disembodied eternity but rescuing people 

from the corruption and decay of the way the world presently is so they 

could enjoy, already in the present, that renewal of creation which is God’s 

ultimate purpose—and so they could thus become colleagues and partners 

in that larger project. 

When we turn to Paul, the verse that has always struck me in this connection 

is 1 Corinthians 15:58. Paul, we remind ourselves, has just written the 

longest and densest chapter in any of his letters, discussing the future 

resurrection of the body in great and complex detail. How might we expect 

him to finish such a chapter? By saying, “Therefore, since you have such a 

great hope, sit back and relax because you know God’s got a great future 

in store for you”? No. Instead, he says, “Therefore, my beloved ones, be 

steadfast, immovable, always abounding in the work of the Lord, because 

you know that in the Lord your labour is not in vain.” 

What does he mean? How does believing in the future resurrection lead 

to getting on with the work in the present? Quite straightforwardly. The 

point of the resurrection, as Paul has been arguing throughout the letter, 

is that the present bodily life is not valueless just because it will die. God 

will raise it to new life. What you do with your body in the present matters 

because God has a great future in store for it. And if this applies to ethics, 

as in 1 Corinthians 6, it certainly also applies to the various vocations to 

which God’s people are called. What you do in the present—by painting, 

preaching, singing, sewing, praying, teaching, building hospitals, digging 

wells, campaigning for justice, writing poems, caring for the needy, loving 

your neighbor as yourself—will last into God’s future. These activities are 

not simply ways of making the present life a little less beastly, a little more 

bearable, until the day when we leave it behind altogether (as the hymn so 

mistakenly puts it, “Until that day when all the blest to endless rest are called 

away”). They are part of what we may call building for God’s kingdom. 
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I shall come back to the meaning of “God’s kingdom” presently. But let us 

note, at the outset of this final section of the book, that the promise of new 

creation—the promise we have been studying throughout this book—is not 

and cannot be simply about straightening out ideas about life after death. 

It is about the mission of the church. There has been a lot of talk where I 

work about a “mission-shaped church,” following a report with that title, 

urging today’s church to regard mission not as an extra, something to fit in if 

there’s any time left over from other concerns, but as the central and shaping 

dynamic of its life.4 But if this is to mean what it ought to mean, we must also 

reshape our ideas of mission itself. It’s no good falling back into the tired old 

split-level world where some people believe in evangelism in terms of saving 

souls for a timeless eternity and other people believe in mission in terms of 

working for justice, peace, and hope in the present world. That great divide 

has nothing to do with Jesus and the New Testament and everything to 

do with the silent enslavement of many Christians (both conservative and 

radical) to the Platonic ideology of the Enlightenment. Once we get the 

resurrection straight, we can and must get mission straight. If we want a 

mission-shaped church, what we need is a hope-shaped mission. And if that 

is surprising, we ought to be getting used to it by now. 

We begin with one of the largest topics of all, which most Christians take for 

granted but which is in urgent need of a radical rethink: salvation.

THE MEANING OF SALVATION 

The truly exciting, surprising, and perhaps frightening thing about where we 

have now got to in this book is that we are now forced to rethink the very 

meaning of salvation itself. 

Mention salvation, and almost all Western Christians assume that you mean 

going to heaven when you die. But a moment’s thought, in the light of all we 

have said so far, reveals that this simply cannot be right. Salvation means, 

of course, rescue. But what are we ultimately to be rescued from? The 
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obvious answer is death. But if, when we die, all that happens is that our 

bodies decompose while our souls (or whatever other word we want to use 

for our continuing existence) go on elsewhere, this doesn’t mean we’ve been 

rescued from death. It simply means that we’ve died. 

And if God’s good creation—of the world, of life as we know it, of our 

glorious and remarkable bodies, brains, and bloodstreams—really is good, 

and if God wants to reaffirm that goodness in a wonderful act of new 

creation at the last, then to see the death of the body and the escape of 

the soul as salvation is not simply slightly off course, in need of a few subtle 

alterations and modifications. It is totally and utterly wrong. It is colluding with 

death. It is conniving at death’s destruction of God’s good, image-bearing 

human creatures while consoling ourselves with the (essentially non-Christian 

and non-Jewish) thought that the really important bit of ourselves is saved 

from this wicked, nasty body and this sad, dark world of space, time, and 

matter! As we have seen, the whole of the Bible, from Genesis to Revelation, 

speaks out against such nonsense. It is, however, what most Western 

Christians, including most Bible Christians of whatever sort, actually believe. 

This is a serious state of affairs, reinforced not only in popular teaching but 

also in liturgies, public prayers, hymns, and homilies of every kind. 

All this was borne in on me recently when I read a popular-level book by 

the well-known Christian writer Adrian Plass. Plass doesn’t claim to be a 

profound theologian, though actually his great contribution, through humor, 

irony, and the occasional deeply poignant story, is often to make us think 

afresh about things we take for granted. So when someone gave me his 

new book, Bacon Sandwiches and Salvation, I looked forward to more of the 

same. And I wasn’t disappointed: the book is funny, shrewd, deliberately silly, 

and deliberately serious.5 
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When it came to the most serious bit, on salvation itself, I was looking 

forward to some fresh thinking. Plass himself raises the questions that puzzle 

many people today:

But what is it all about? What does it mean to be saved? Saved from 

what? Saved for what? Should the whole business of salvation have a 

significant impact on my present as well as on my future? Speaking of 

the future, what can we expect from an eternity spent in heaven? How 

can we possibly make sense of heaven when our feet remain so solidly 

on Earth? Where is the interface, the meeting point between the flesh 

and the Spirit? And when all the strange religious terms and voices 

and patterns and mantras and man-made conventions have faded 

away, what will be left?6 

Well, quite. That is indeed the puzzle we found in the early chapters of the 

present book. I turned the page, eager to see what Plass would come up 

with as a fresh statement of salvation. But I was disappointed: 

[God’s] plan was for us to live in perfect harmony with him.... Then 

something went horribly, dreadfully wrong.... This truly ghastly thing 

that happened somehow separated human beings from God, 

who nevertheless continued to love them/us with a passion that is 

impossible to comprehend. Desperate to heal the rift, he devised 

a rescue plan.... Because Jesus was executed on the cross it is 

now possible for any or all of us, through repentance, baptism and 

obedience, to recover the magnificent relationship with God that 

was destroyed in days gone by…. If you and I accept the death and 

resurrection of Jesus as a living, divine, working mechanism in our 

own lives we shall one day go home to God and find peace....The 

Holy Spirit, sent by Jesus himself after his death, offers support and 

strength for those who call on him.7 
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Now I know it is hardly fair to take on Adrian Plass in a book like this. He 

does not claim to be writing a work of theology, and as I said, his book has 

many wonderful insights (as well as many corny jokes). I cite him simply as a 

classic example—all the more powerful because at this point he is so clearly 

articulating what so many take for granted—of the normal Western Christian 

view: that salvation is about “my relationship with God” in the present and 

about “going home to God and finding peace” in the future. The fact that, 

though asking so many probing questions and clearly being dissatisfied 

with the stock answers he has received, he has not thought to question 

these answers themselves shows how deeply rooted they are in an entire 

tradition. Those of us who have known this tradition all our lives—not just an 

evangelical tradition, by the way, but at this point the entire tradition of the 

Western church—will recognize his summary as being what most Christians 

believe and, indeed, what most non-Christians assume Christians believe. 

And, to make the point once more as forcibly as I can, this belief is simply 

not what the New Testament teaches. 

The day after writing this paragraph I had another, and sharply personal, 

example of the same problem. An anguished e-mail appeared from the 

man who is translating my book Judas and the Gospel of Jesus into one 

of the Balkan languages. He had just got to the point where I was warning 

that some Western Christians have embraced something worryingly similar 

to second-century Gnosticism when they think of the present world as evil 

and the only solution being to escape it and to go to heaven instead. This 

produced a tirade of accusations from the translator, for whom that seemed 

to be precisely what he thought the gospel was all about. Hadn’t I read the 

Bible? Didn’t I believe in heaven? Or in Jesus? Was I trying to invent a new 

religion? 

Thus far, I am simply rubbing in the point I have been making throughout the 

book. But in this closing section we have to look head-on at the problem that 

directly results from this widespread misperception of the Christian view of 



142 T H E  C R O S S: the kingdom

E XC E R P T  F R O M:  Surprised by Hope by N.T. Wright

salvation. As long as we see salvation in terms of going to heaven when we 

die, the main work of the church is bound to be seen in terms of saving souls 

for that future. But when we see salvation, as the New Testament sees it, in 

terms of God’s promised new heavens and new earth and of our promised 

resurrection to share in that new and gloriously embodied reality—what I 

have called life after life after death—then the main work of the church here 

and now demands to be rethought in consequence. 

At this point the well-known slogan of Christian Aid, “We Believe in Life 

Before Death,” comes into its own. Life before death is what is threatened, 

called into question, by the idea that salvation is merely life after death. If 

we’re heading for a timeless, bodiless eternity, then what’s the fuss about 

putting things right in the present world? But if what matters is the newly 

embodied life after life after death, then the presently embodied life before 

death can at last be seen not as an interesting but ultimately irrelevant 

present preoccupation, not simply as a “vale of tears and soul-making” 

through which we have to pass to a blessed and disembodied final state, 

but as the essential, vital time, place, and matter into which God’s future 

purposes have already broken in the resurrection of Jesus and in which 

those future purposes are now to be further anticipated through the mission 

of the church. Life after death, it seems, can be a serious distraction not only 

from the ultimate life after life after death, but also from life before death. To 

ignore this is in fact to collude not only with death but also with all sorts of 

other powers that gain their force from their own alliance with that ultimate 

enemy. 

Salvation, then, is not “going to heaven” but “being raised to life in God’s 

new heaven and new earth.” But as soon as we put it like this we realize that 

the New Testament is full of hints, indications, and downright assertions that 

this salvation isn’t just something we have to wait for in the long-distance 
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future. We can enjoy it here and now (always partially, of course, since we 

all still have to die), genuinely anticipating in the present what is to come in 

the future. “We were saved,” says Paul in Romans 8:24, “in hope.” The verb 

“we were saved” indicates a past action, something that has already taken 

place, referring obviously to the complex of faith and baptism of which Paul 

has been speaking in the letter so far. But this remains “in hope” because 

we still look forward to the ultimate future salvation of which he speaks in (for 

instance) Romans 5:9,10. 

This explains at a stroke the otherwise puzzling fact that the New Testament 

often refers to salvation and being saved in terms of bodily events within 

the present world. “Come and save my daughter,” begs Jairus; as Jesus 

is on his way to do so, the woman with the issue of blood thinks to herself, 

“If I can only touch his clothes I will be saved”; “Daughter,” says Jesus to 

her after her healing, “your faith has saved you.”8 Matthew, telling the same 

story, abbreviates it drastically, but at this point he adds an extra note: “And 

the woman was saved from that moment on.”9 It is fascinating to see how 

passages like this—and there are many of them—are often juxtaposed 

with others that speak of salvation in larger terms, seeming to go beyond 

present physical healing or rescue. This juxtaposition makes some Christians 

nervous (surely, they think, salvation ought to be a spiritual matter!), but 

it doesn’t seem to have troubled the early church at all.10 For the first 

Christians, the ultimate salvation was all about God’s new world, and the 

point of what Jesus and the apostles were doing when they were healing 

people or being rescued from shipwreck or whatever was that this was a 

proper anticipation of that ultimate salvation, that healing transformation 

of space, time, and matter. The future rescue that God had planned and 

promised was starting to come true in the present. We are saved not as 

souls but as wholes. 

(All sorts of things follow from this. We might notice, for instance, that 

theories of atonement, of the meaning of the cross, are not simply a set of 
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alternative answers to the same question. They give the answers they give 

because of the question they ask. If the question is, How can I get to heaven 

despite the sin because of which I deserve to be punished? the answer may 

well be, Because Jesus has been punished in your place. But if the question 

is, How can God’s plan to rescue and renew the entire world go ahead 

despite the corruption and decay that have come about because of human 

rebellion? the answer may well be, Because on the cross Jesus defeated 

the powers of evil, which have enslaved rebel humans and so ensured 

continuing corruption. Please note, these and other possible questions and 

answers are not mutually exclusive. My point is that reframing the question 

will mean rethinking the various answers we might give and the relationship 

between them. This is a large topic for another occasion.)11 

But as soon as we grasp this—and I appreciate it takes quite a bit of latching 

onto for people who have spent their whole lives thinking the other way—we 

see that if salvation is that sort of thing, it can’t be confined to human beings. 

When human beings are saved, in the past as a single coming-to-faith event, 

in the present through acts of healing and rescue, including answers to 

the prayer “lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil,” and in the 

future when they are finally raised from the dead, this is always so that they 

can be genuine human beings in a fuller sense than they otherwise would 

have been. And genuine human beings, from Genesis 1 onward, are given 

the mandate of looking after creation, of bringing order to God’s world, of 

establishing and maintaining communities. To suppose that we are saved, as 

it were, for our own private benefit, for the restoration of our own relationship 

with God (vital though that is!), and for our eventual homecoming and peace 

in heaven (misleading though that is!) is like a boy being given a baseball 

bat as a present and insisting that since it belongs to him, he must always 

and only play with it in private. But of course you can only do what you’re 

meant to do with a baseball bat when you’re playing with other people. And 

salvation only does what it’s meant to do when those who have been saved, 
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are being saved, and will one day fully be saved realize that they are saved 

not as souls but as wholes and not for themselves alone but for what God 

now longs to do through them. 

The point is this. When God saves people in this life, by working through 

his Spirit to bring them to faith and by leading them to follow Jesus in 

discipleship, prayer, holiness, hope, and love, such people are designed—it 

isn’t too strong a word—to be a sign and foretaste of what God wants to do 

for the entire cosmos. What’s more, such people are not just to be a sign 

and foretaste of that ultimate salvation; they are to be part of the means by 

which God makes this happen in both the present and the future. That is 

what Paul insists on when he says that the whole creation is waiting with 

eager longing not just for its own redemption, its liberation from corruption 

and decay, but for God’s children to be revealed: in other words, for the 

unveiling of those redeemed humans through whose stewardship creation 

will at last be brought back into that wise order for which it was made.12 

And since Paul makes it quite clear that those who believe in Jesus Christ, 

who are incorporated into him through baptism, are already God’s children, 

are already themselves saved, this stewardship cannot be something to be 

postponed for the ultimate future. It must begin here and now. 

In other words—to sum up where we’ve got so far—the work of salvation, in 

its full sense, is (1) about whole human beings, not merely souls; (2) about 

the present, not simply the future; and (3) about what God does through 

us, not merely what God does in and for us. If we can get this straight, we 

will rediscover the historic basis for the full-orbed mission of the church. To 

pursue this further, we need to look at the larger picture within which all this 

makes sense: the kingdom of God. 

THE KINGDOM OF GOD 

We have seen at several points in this book that the normal Christian 

understanding of kingdom, especially of kingdom of heaven, is simply 
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mistaken. “God’s kingdom” and “kingdom of heaven” mean the same thing: 

the sovereign rule of God (that is, the rule of heaven, of the one who lives 

in heaven), which according to Jesus was and is breaking in to the present 

world, to earth. That is what Jesus taught us to pray for. We have no right to 

omit that clause from the Lord’s Prayer or to suppose that it doesn’t really 

mean what it says. 

This, as we have seen, is what the resurrection and ascension of Jesus and 

the gift of the Spirit are all about. They are designed not to take us away from 

this earth but rather to make us agents of the transformation of this earth, 

anticipating the day when, as we are promised, “the earth shall be full of the 

knowledge of the Lord, as the waters cover the sea.” When the risen Jesus 

appears to his followers at the end of Matthew’s gospel, he declares that all 

authority in heaven and on earth has been given to him. When John the Seer 

hears the thundering voices in heaven, they are singing, “The kingdom of the 

world has become the kingdom of our Lord and of his Messiah, and he shall 

reign for ever and ever.”13 And the point of the gospels—of Matthew, Mark, 

Luke, and John together with Acts—is that this has already begun. 

The question of how it has begun—in what sense it is inaugurated, 

anticipated, or whatever—has been the stuff of debate for a long time. But 

part of the problem with that debate is that those taking part in it do not 

usually clarify the question of what precisely it is that is begun, launched, or 

initiated. At one level it is clearly the hope of Israel, as expressed in classic 

kingdom passages such as Isaiah 52:7–12. There, “God becoming king at 

last” means the end of exile, the defeat of evil, and the return of Israel’s God 

to Zion. We can see all of that becoming the major theme not only of Jesus’s 

life and public career but also of his own interpretation of his death.14

But underneath that again, when we stand back, is the meaning of God’s 

kingdom, to which the hope of Israel was designed to contribute—or, to put 

it another way, the meaning because of which God called Israel in the first 
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place. Faced with his beautiful and powerful creation in rebellion, God longed 

to set it right, to rescue it from continuing corruption and impending chaos 

and to bring it back into order and fruitfulness. God longed, in other words, 

to reestablish his wise sovereignty over the whole creation, which would 

mean a great act of healing and rescue. He did not want to rescue humans 

from creation any more than he wanted to rescue Israel from the Gentiles. 

He wanted to rescue Israel in order that Israel might be a light to the Gentiles, 

and he wanted thereby to rescue humans in order that humans might be his 

rescuing stewards over creation. That is the inner dynamic of the kingdom of 

God. 

That, in other words, is how the God who made humans to be his stewards 

over creation and who called Israel to be the light of the world is to become 

king, in accordance with his original intention in creation, on the one hand, 

and his original intention in the covenant, on the other. To snatch saved souls 

away to a disembodied heaven would destroy the whole point. God is to 

become king of the whole world at last. And he will do this not by declaring 

that the inner dynamic of creation (that it be ruled by humans) was a mistake, 

nor by declaring that the inner dynamic of his covenant (that Israel would be 

the means of saving the nations) was a failure, but rather by fulfilling them 

both. That is more or less what Paul’s letter to the Romans is all about.15

This is the purpose that has been realized in Jesus Christ. One of the 

greatest problems of the Western church, ever since the Reformation at 

least, is that it hasn’t really known what the gospels were there for. Imagining 

that the point of Christianity was to enable people to go to heaven, most 

Western Christians supposed that the mechanism by which this happened 

was the one they found in the writings of Paul (I stress, the one they found; 

I have argued elsewhere that this involved misunderstanding Paul as well) 

and that the four gospels were simply there to give backup information 

about Jesus, his teaching, his moral example, and his atoning death. This 

long tradition screened out the possibility that when Jesus spoke of God’s 
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kingdom, he was talking not about a heaven for which he was preparing 

his followers but about something that was happening in and on this earth, 

through his work, then through his death and resurrection, and then through 

the Spirit-led work to which they would be called. 

Part of the difficulty people still have in coming to terms with the gospels, 

read in this way, is that kingdom of God has been a flag of convenience 

under which all sorts of ships have sailed. Some used the phrase as a 

cover for pursuing business of their own—programs of moral, social, or 

political improvement or upheaval, agendas of the left and the right, of the 

well-meaning but muddled and of the less well-meaning but all too clear. 

Many who went this route treated the gospels as though they were simply 

stories about Jesus going around helping people as best he could, with the 

unfortunate sequel of his untimely death. And many other Christians, seeing 

this shallow and confused exegesis and application, reacted angrily against 

what is called kingdom theology as though it were simply an outdated and 

shallow corporate version of faddish self-help moralism. (This is a serious 

problem in some parts of America, where kingdom has become a slogan of 

this kind and has then been used to rule out or marginalize many aspects 

of orthodox Christian faith—precipitating among some would-be orthodox 

Christians a reaction against any social or political dimension to the gospel 

and against kingdom language altogether. By such means do we project our 

own confusions onto the text.) 

But the fact that some people, and some movements, have misappropriated 

the kingdom theology of the gospels doesn’t mean there isn’t a reality of 

which such ideas are a caricature. What we find in the gospels is much, 

much more profound. Here we meet again a familiar problem, the problem 

of how Jesus’s initial ministry joins up with his self-giving to death. I have 

argued at length elsewhere that Jesus never imagined that the kingdom 

he was launching through his healings, feastings, and teachings would be 

fulfilled without his death. Or, to put it the other way around, I and others 
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have stressed that Jesus’s death was not (and he did not think it was) about 

something other than the kingdom work to which he had devoted his short 

public career. The problem of evil, which looms up as the backdrop to the 

gospels, is not going to be dealt with even by Jesus’s healings, feastings, 

and teachings. It certainly won’t be dealt with by his then providing his 

followers with a fast-track route to a distant and disembodied heaven. It can 

only be dealt with—the kingdom can only come on earth as in heaven—

through Jesus’s own death and resurrection. That is a whole other story, 

though of course a central and vital one.16 

But when we reintegrate what should never have been separated—the 

kingdom-inaugurating public work of Jesus and his redemptive death and 

resurrection—we find that the gospels tell a different story. It isn’t just a story 

of some splendid and exciting social work with an unhappy conclusion. 

Nor is it just a story of an atoning death with an extended introduction. It is 

something much bigger than the sum of those two diminished perspectives. 

It is the story of God’s kingdom being launched on earth as in heaven, 

generating a new state of affairs in which the power of evil has been 

decisively defeated, the new creation has been decisively launched, and 

Jesus’s followers have been commissioned and equipped to put that victory 

and that inaugurated new world into practice. Atonement, redemption, 

and salvation are what happen on the way because engaging in this work 

demands that people themselves be rescued from the powers that enslave 

the world in order that they can in turn be rescuers. To put it another way, if 

you want to help inaugurate God’s kingdom, you must follow in the way of 

the cross, and if you want to benefit from Jesus’s saving death, you must 

become part of his kingdom project. There is only one Jesus, only one 

gospel story, albeit told in four kaleidoscopic patterns.17

Heaven’s rule, God’s rule, is thus to be put into practice in the world, 

resulting in salvation in both the present and the future, a salvation that is 

both for humans and, through saved humans, for the wider world. This is the 
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solid basis for the mission of the church. But to explore this further will need 

another chapter.

 __________________________________________________________________
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8 Mark 5: 23, 28, 34. 
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Mark 6: 56, 10: 52; Luke 8: 36, 50, 17: 19, 18: 42; Acts 4: 9, 14: 9, 16: 30, 31, 23: 24, 27: 20, 
31, 34, 43, 44, 28: 1, 4. 

11 See, for a start, my book Evil and the Justice of God (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 
2006), chap. 3. 

12 Rom. 8:19. 

13 Matt. 28:18; Rev. 11:15. 

14 I have explored this most fully in JVG. 

15 See particularly Paul, chap. 2. 

16 See, for example, my Evil and the Justice of God, chap. 3; The Challenge of Jesus 
(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2000), chap. 4; JVG, chap. 12; N. T. Wright and 
Marcus Borg, The Meaning of Jesus: Two Visions (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 
1999), chap. 6. 

17 The so-called other gospels—Thomas and the rest—are distinguished by this: that they 
neither want to see God’s kingdom inaugurated on earth as in heaven nor want to know 
anything about Jesus’s saving death. That is why they are so attractive to those who today 
prefer, as some did at the time they were written, an escapist philosophy and a spirituality 
of self-discovery. On all this see, for example, Nicholas Perrin, Thomas, the Other Gospel 
(London: SPCK, 2007); Darrell L. Bock, The Missing Gospels: Unearthing the Truth Behind 
Alternative Christianities (Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson, 2006). 
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Reflect on the following questions.

 � Wright says, “The point of the resurrection, as Paul has been arguing 

throughout the letter, is that the present bodily life is not valueless just 

because it will die. God will raise it to new life. What you do with your body 

in the present matters because God has a great future in store for it.” How 

does this give new meaning to your present vocation in light of the reality of 

this kingdom? How can your work, whatever it is, be used by Christ and His 

kingdom?

 � Wright says the resurrection and the kingdom “...are designed not to take us 

away from this earth but rather to make us agents of transformation of this 

earth.” Why does Wright (and the apostle Paul in 1 Corinthians 15:58) think 

the resurrection should cause us to work harder in this life? How should the 

resurrection change the way you view your work?
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 � Read Philippians 2:1-11. As King, how does the incarnation of Jesus 

frame the way you should lead as “agents of transformation”? Why might 

humility be important for Christians as they seek to work as agents of 

transformation?

 � List the various places where you have influence (home, vocation, 

community, family, etc.)  Wright says the story of God’s kingdom has meant 

that “...Jesus’ followers have been commissioned and equipped to put that 

victory and that inaugurated new world into practice.” What do you think he 

means? How should you put into practice this new kingdom in your family? 

Your workplace? Your home? Your places of influence or leadership?
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 � As you think about Jesus making all things new, what fills you with hope? 

What do you look forward to most about the renewal of this broken creation?

  E N G A G E M E N T

 � Pray that the kingdom of Jesus would come—that this world would reflect 

His love, His grace, His justice. Pray that He would empower you to share 

the good news of the kingdom with others. 

 � If you are physically able, take a day this week and fast during lunch. 

Schedule it on your calendar now. During this fasting time, ask God to 

enable you to be His faithful servant in whatever vocation He has placed 

you and that through the power of the Spirit, others would see an in 

breaking of the kingdom Jesus promised.
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  G R O U P  G A T H E R I N G

Watch the video for Session 6.
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As a group discuss the following. 

 � What parts of this world do you think are far from what God wants them 

to be? What parts of your community do you think are far from what God 

intended?

 � Read Romans 8:18-25. Why do you think Paul stresses that God is 

not just redeeming human beings, but also creation? Why do you think 

Paul draws such a close link between the saving of God’s people and the 

renewing of God’s fallen creation?

 � Tim mentioned that the kingdom calls us to be faithfully present and to look 

at power and our influence in a new light. Go around the group and list the 

various places of influence in which God has placed you. How might the 

cross change the way we view that influence? How should the cross and 

this kingdom influence the way we view our positions of leadership? 

  G R O U P  G A T H E R I N G

Watch the video for Session 6.
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 � Go around the room and share your main area of work or vocation. If God 

is making all things new, what implications does that have on your work and 

vocation? For the work of others in your group? How might your work now 

participate in God’s ultimate work of renewing creation? 

 � From looking at the cross over the last six weeks, what would you say is the 

biggest takeaway? What was the most important thing you learned, saw, or 

experienced?  

Break into smaller groups for prayer.

 �Ask God to give you a sense of purpose and hope for your daily vocation 

and work. Ask God to give you glimpses of how the kingdom is breaking 

into this world. Ask God to fill you with hope for the day when the kingdom 

will finally come in full.

 �Close your time by praying the Lord’s Prayer together (Matthew 6:9-13). 

 C O N C L U S I O N

The cross. It is at the center of everything we believe as Christians. It is the 

only way you and I are rescued from the trouble of this world. The cross is the 

means by which our forgiveness is secured and you and I are adopted into 

God’s family —not as slaves, but as sons and daughters. 

But the cross is the not the end of our story. For Jesus’ resurrection was the 

beginning of the end of death. Through the cross, we have entered new life, life 

that means death no longer must reign in our lives. Instead, we have joined a 

new kingdom, a kingdom that is breaking into this world and will one day make 
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the Lord’s Prayer come true—that God’s will would be done on earth, as it is in 

heaven.

May we be a people of the cross, who look to it alone as our means of 

salvation, and who trust the One who bore it on our behalf as the only who can 

guide us through this world. And may we hear and follow Paul’s command to 

the Philippians:

Let each of you look not only to his own interests, but also to the 

interests of others. 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. Therefore God has highly 

exalted him and bestowed on him the name that is above every name, 

so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on 

earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ 

is Lord, to the glory of God the Father. (Philippians 2:4-11)

 � Go around the room and share your main area of work or vocation. If God 

is making all things new, what implications does that have on your work and 

vocation? For the work of others in your group? How might your work now 

participate in God’s ultimate work of renewing creation? 

 � From looking at the cross over the last six weeks, what would you say is the 

biggest takeaway? What was the most important thing you learned, saw, or 

experienced?  

Break into smaller groups for prayer.

 �Ask God to give you a sense of purpose and hope for your daily vocation 

and work. Ask God to give you glimpses of how the kingdom is breaking 

into this world. Ask God to fill you with hope for the day when the kingdom 

will finally come in full.

 �Close your time by praying the Lord’s Prayer together (Matthew 6:9-13). 

 C O N C L U S I O N

The cross. It is at the center of everything we believe as Christians. It is the 

only way you and I are rescued from the trouble of this world. The cross is the 

means by which our forgiveness is secured and you and I are adopted into 

God’s family —not as slaves, but as sons and daughters. 

But the cross is the not the end of our story. For Jesus’ resurrection was the 

beginning of the end of death. Through the cross, we have entered new life, life 

that means death no longer must reign in our lives. Instead, we have joined a 

new kingdom, a kingdom that is breaking into this world and will one day make 
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