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“WHAT IT MEANS TO ME”       BY: WALT RUSSELL 

The weekly Bible study began with comfortable predictability. After the customary pie, the 
members got cups of coffee and settled into their familiar niches around the room. Charlie, the 
leader, cleared his throat to signal that things were starting. As he did with merciless regularity 
each week, he began with the question, “Well, what do these verses mean to you?” 

The discussion followed a familiar pattern. Each responded to what the verses meant to him or 
her, and the group reached its weekly general consensus—at least on the easier verses. They all 
knew what was coming, however: another stalemate between Donnell and Maria. Donnell had 
been a Christian for several years and was the self-appointed resident theologian. For some 
reason he always seemed to lock horns with Maria, a relatively new Christian, yet an 
enthusiastic student of the Bible. 

The scene repeated itself every time they came to difficult verses. The passage would elicit 
conflicting interpretations. Donnell would argue vehemently for the interpretation of his former 
pastor, which usually seemed a bit forced to the rest of the group. But it was Maria, being new 
and perhaps more straightforward, who would challenge Donnell. Because she didn’t know the 
Bible that well yet, she would relate the difficult verse to her Christian experience in a way that 
contradicted Donnell’s interpretation. Donnell would only redouble his efforts.  

The stalemate usually ended with Charlie, the leader, or Betty, the resident peacemaker, 
bringing “resolution” to the discussion. One of them would calmly conclude by saying, “Well, 
this is another example of how reading the Bible is a matter of personal interpretation and how 
a verse can mean one thing to one person and something else to another.” The group members 
would leave with a vague, hollow feeling in their chests. 

A recent Barna Research Group survey on what Americans believe confirms what this brief 
scenario illustrates: we are in danger of becoming a nation of relativists. The Barna survey 
asked, “Is there absolute truth?” Amazingly, 66 percent of American adults responded that they 
believe that “there is no such thing as absolute truth; different people can define truth in 
conflicting ways and still be correct.” The figure rises to 72 percent when it comes to those 
between the ages of 18 and 25. 

Before we stoop to cast the first stones, we evangelicals might ask if we are without sin in this 
matter, especially when it comes to our approach to interpreting the Bible. I believe we may 
unwittingly contribute to the widespread malaise of relativistic thinking. Indeed, our big 
educational standbys—Sunday school, the adult Bible study, and the sermon—may help spread 
the disease. 
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A Mouthful of Confusing Signals 

“What does this verse mean to you?” It is stunning how often we use this cliché to signal the 
beginning of the interpretive time in Bible studies and Sunday-school classes. But the question 
may send a mouthful of confusing signals. 

First, it confuses the “meaning” of a passage with the “significance” of the passage. This point 
has been cogently made by literary critic E.D. Hirsch, Jr., in his book Validity in Interpretation. 
Hirsch asserts that “meaning is that which is represented by a text; it is what the author 
meant...Significance, on the other hand, names a relationship between that meaning and a 
person, or a conception, or a situation, or indeed anything imaginable.” 

The meaning of a text never changes. Our first goal is to discover this fixed thing. In contrast, 
the significance of that text to me and to others is very fluid and flexible. 

By confusing these two aspects of the interpretation process, we evangelicals approach the 
Bible with an interpretive relativism. If it means one thing to you and something contradictory 
to me, we have no ultimate court of appeals. We can never establish and validate “the one 
correct interpretation.” In fact, our language and approach suggest that there is no such animal. 

In conservative Christian circles this has tragically led to people seeing the authority of God 
residing in the most powerful preachers of his Word rather than in the Word itself. This explains 
Donnell’s appeal, “But my pastor says...” 

Second, the question “What does this verse mean to you?” reflects a drift in determining 
meaning that has been going on for a century in literary circles. The classical approach was to 
focus on the author and his or her historical and (later) emotional setting in life. Earlier in the 
twentieth century the focus shifted to the text, and authors lost their special rights to explain 
what their text meant. Texts allegedly take on a life of their own apart from their authors. 

However, the drift has not stopped at the text. The focus for determining meaning is now on 
the interpreter. The reader allegedly “creates meaning.” 

Applied to biblical study, interpretation becomes not discovering the absolute truths of God’s 
Word, but winning others over to what the text “means to us” because our system for 
explaining it is the most internally coherent and satisfying. The best we can hope for us to 
persuade others to join our interpretive community, at least until a more coherent and 
satisfying interpretation comes along. 

Within academic circles, this emphasis on creating meaning has been broadly labeled “reader-
response criticism.” It has had an enormous impact on many disciplines within both the 
university community and our broader culture, from the interpretation of literature to the 
interpretation of the U.S. Constitution. 
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Avoiding Relativism 

What can we do to avoid this relativism? 

First, we need to clean up our language when we talk about Scripture. If we want to discuss the 
meaning of the text, then we ask, “What does this verse or text mean?” If we want to discuss 
significance, then ask, “What is the relevance or significance of this verse to you?” The meaning 
of a text never changes. Our first goal is to discover this fixed thing. In contrast, the significance 
of that text to me and to others is very fluid and flexible. 

Second, we must differentiate between our emotional posture (tolerant and sensitive) and our 
view of the truth (something absolute, which can be determined). We show sensitivity but 
avoid giving up too much “real estate.” 

Establishing correct meanings entails lots of hard, interpretive work. When disagreements arise, 
it is tempting to retreat from the hard work under the banner of tolerance and sensitivity. 
Instead, we should underscore in a loving, sensitive manner that only one of several conflicting 
interpretations can be correct. This correct interpretation can be validated as the most likely 
one primarily by arguing from the main theme of the passage’s immediate context. 

We who teach the Bible feel the pressure Americans generate for immediate application. We 
are therefore constantly tempted to skip the hard work of determining a biblical text’s meaning 
and move quickly to the text’s personal relevance. We should ask, “When was the last time we 
took the time during teaching a passage to establish its context?” Such work will take up part of 
our teaching time, and it is difficult to make the historical or literary contexts “sizzle.” The 
challenge is to make the setting of other people’s lives and questions as interesting as our own. 

Many of us are unwilling to establish the passage’s literary context by tracing the biblical book’s 
argument. Or we do not establish the historical context by reading background material in a 
Bible dictionary, a Bible encyclopedia, or a good commentary.  

Why? Increasingly we do not see value in establishing a passage’s historical and literary context. 
In believing that God’s Word directly addresses us, we ignore that He speaks to our needs 
through the historical and literary contexts of the people of the Bible. 

But the reward for such work is that we have the controls and safeguard of the original context 
that the Holy Spirit used when He inspired the passage. The absence of such work increases our 
chances of emerging with wrong meaning, wrong emphasis, and wrong application. It may even 
negate the Holy Spirit’s power in our teaching of that passage.  

Focusing on the felt needs of listeners makes it easy to end up with a great felt need 
desperately in search of a passage. The current emphasis on shorter topical preaching and 
topical Bible studies may unwittingly help feed this relativism in application. The mistake is a 
fundamental one: elevating the hearers’ context over the Bible’s. Instead of holding the Bible’s 
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context and our contemporary context in a dynamic tension, we assume that the contemporary 
context is the most important one.  

This perspective may be more dangerous than we think. It presupposes an existential and 
human-centered world view. Therefore, the onus is upon each individual to wring some sense 
of life through the exercise of personal choice. If we unwittingly cater to this world view, God 
and His Word become reduced to helpful items on life’s smorgasbord of options that bring 
fulfillment. We must differentiate between our emotional posture (tolerant and sensitive) and 
our view of the truth (something absolute, which can be determined). When disagreements 
arise, it is tempting to retreat from the hard work under the banner of tolerance and sensitivity. 
Instead, we should underscore in a loving, sensitive manner that only one of several conflicting 
interpretations can be correct.  

It would be far better to appeal to a genuine felt need and then challenge the world view that 
surrounds that need. Our culture’s context—an existential, human-centered world view—needs 
to be confronted by the Bible’s context—a historical and God-centered world view. Verses 
isolated from their literary contexts seldom achieve such a confrontation. Whole paragraphs 
discussed within the flow of broader arguments come much closer.  

Sprinkling single verses into the topical sermon or tacking them on at the end of a “need-
oriented” Bible study do not point the listener to the God of the text, but to the teacher of the 
text. This is especially likely to happen with baby-boomer listeners, who tend to be more 
person oriented than authority oriented. 

Our Needs are Not Enough 

An example of how this works can best be illustrated by an approach to a four-part Bible-study 
series in light of Americans’ strong felt need for happiness.  

We might remember that Paul’s letter to the Philippians was about “joy” and “rejoicing.” A 
quick read confirms the presence of those words. We have already determined our general 
targeted need in this series (people’s hunger for happiness), and we have already assumed our 
general conclusion for the series (God wants to meet our need for happiness). Therefore, what 
we are really looking for are interesting and specific biblical bridges from our targeted need to 
our conclusion. So far, so good. But here is where the weeds get taller and the briars sharper.  

We first face a choice about how much time and energy we are going to spend on uncovering 
the historical, cultural, and literary backgrounds of the Epistle to the Philippians. It seems 
straightforward enough: True happiness and joy come from knowing Christ and thereby being 
able to rejoice in any circumstances. A four-part Bible-study series might look like this: 

• Joy in friendships (Phil 1:3-5) 
• Joy in perseverance (Phil 1:25-26) 
• Joy in teamwork (Phil 2:1-4) 
• Joy in God’s peace (with a low-key evangelistic twist) (Phil 4:4-7) 
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Here we have an expository series with some continuity from one book of the Bible (this 
satisfies the older folks in the group). We address significant emotional felt needs of both non-
Christians and Christians within our culture (this satisfies the baby boomers). And we address 
some of the key issues people face (this satisfies the baby busters). 

But instead of doing the hard work of investigating the epistle’s historical and literary context, 
we made the mistake of assuming our context was the main context that mattered. We thereby 
distorted the meaning of these four passages. Focusing on the felt needs of listeners makes it 
easy to end up with a great felt need desperately in search of a passage…. The mistake is a 
fundamental one: elevating the hearers’ context over the Bible’s. Instead of holding the Bible’s 
context and our contemporary context in a dynamic tension, we assume that the contemporary 
context is the most important one. 

The existential perspective, for example, sets up happiness or joy as the goal. We also distort 
Paul’s understanding of the gospel in Philippians if we interpret this epistle from our fulfillment-
fixation perspective. If personal joy and peace are our primary concerns, the gospel is reduced 
to the God-given means for achieving this kind of fulfillment. It becomes an existential fix-all. 

But the biblical perspective sees joy as a by-product of involvement in the gospel cause. By 
interpreting Paul’s eight uses of the word gospel in Philippians within their original literary and 
historical context, we see that the gospel was something in which the Philippians shared in 
partnership (1:5) and in which Euodia and Syntyche shared Paul’s struggle (4:2-3). The gospel 
was something Paul defended and confirmed (1:7), and which supplied the standard for the 
Philippians’ conduct as they strove for the faith of it (1:27). Ironically, Paul’s present sufferings 
turned out for the greater progress of the gospel (1:12), and Timothy’s serving of Paul helped 
further the gospel (2:22). 

The gospel, then, is not something that exists solely for our progress and personal fulfillment 
(although it does include these things). Rather, the gospel is something to which we are to give 
ourselves for its progress and fulfillment. The gospel is God’s program for worldwide blessing.  

Only entering into the cultural, historical, and literary context of Philippians allows us to grasp 
this insight. It requires bridging significant temporal, cultural, and language gaps. But isn’t this 
why God has given the church Spirit-gifted teachers who can take advantage of the 
embarrassment of riches in Bible-study tools and helps?  

A brief visit to a good Christian bookstore will quickly reinforce the fact that no other people in 
the history of the church have been blessed with our dizzying array of Bible-study aids. Our 
nemesis is not a lack of resources but a lack of understanding about their necessity.  

We must establish the original historical and literary context of biblical passages. Once this 
work is done, then we can move to determining the needs a passage addresses. But the text, 
not our concerns, initially determines the focus. To ignore the necessity of this task is to risk 
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sliding into relativism. We find few contextual safeguards in this land of “what-it-means-to-me” 
and probably very little of God’s voice. 
     
Walt Russell is associate professor of New Testament language and literature at Talbot School 
of Theology, Biola University, La Mirada, California. This article first appeared in the October 26, 
1992 issue of Christianity Today. Used by permission of the author. 
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GROUNDED IN GOD’S WORD LESSON SUMMARY 
 

Video Outline: 
 “All Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and 

for training in righteousness, that the man (or woman) of God may be complete (mature), 
equipped for every good work.” - 2 Timothy 3:16-17 

 
Three reasons why people don’t read the Bible: 

- Digital distractions 
- Feeling disconnected from the Bible 
- We have doubts 

 
 

Two foundational truths about the Bible: 
1. God gave us the Bible 

 
“All Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and 

for training in righteousness…” – 2 Timothy 3:16-17 
 

“For no prophecy was ever produced by the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were 
carried along by the Holy Spirit.” – 2 Peter 1:21 

 
2. We can trust the Bible 

 
Key Question: Will we read the Bible through the lens of suspicion or trust? 

 
 
Key Implication of these two foundational truths: 
The Bible should change us – instead of us changing the Bible. 
 

“Like newborn infants, long for the pure spiritual milk, that by it you may grow up into 
salvation.” – 1 Peter 2:2 

 
If churches could do only one thing to help people at all levels of spiritual maturity grow in their 

relationship with Christ, their choice is clear. They would inspire, encourage, and equip their 
people to read the Bible - specifically to reflect on Scripture for meaning in their lives…”  

- Hawkins and Parkinson 
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GROUNDED IN GOD’S WORD DISCUSSION GUIDE 
 

Icebreaker: 
Before watching the video take some time to discuss the following question:  

- Outside of the Bible, what is one of your favorite books, and how has that book shaped 
you? 

 
Video Discussion Questions: 

- Pastor Will shares three reasons why we neglect reading the Bible (digital distractions, 
feeling disconnected from the Bible, doubts about the Bible). To which of these do you 
most relate? What might be some other reasons why people don’t read the Bible today? 

- When Christians say the Bible is inspired, what do they mean? How is this different than 
other uses of the term? 

- What is an example of someone reading something through a lens of suspicion rather 
than a lens of trust? When we come to something difficult in the Bible, what does it look 
like to read the Scripture through a lens of trust? 

 
What it Means to Me (Russell) Discussion Questions: 

- Have you experienced what Russell describes at the beginning of his article, the “What it 
means to me” thought process about the Bible? If so, how have you seen this play out? 

- What does Russell say is the difference between meaning and significance on page 2? 
How is this distinction helpful for you? 

- What might it mean to look at Scripture primarily through the lens of our felt needs? 
Why should we be careful about this? 

- How would you assess your ability to understand the literary and historical context of 
Scripture? Is this part of the process something new or of interest to you?  

- If reading Scripture takes time, and understanding Scripture correctly takes effort, why 
would we want to invest the time and energy to do this? 
 

Final Question: 
- What can you do to treasure Scripture more in your life, and help other Christians 

treasure it more in their lives? 
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“THE GOSPEL IN ALL ITS FORMS”     BY: TIM KELLER 
The gospel has been described as a pool in which a toddler can wade and yet an elephant can 
swim. It is both simple enough to tell to a child and profound enough for the greatest minds to 
explore. Indeed, even angels never tire of looking into it (1 Peter 1:12). Humans are by no 
means angels, however, so rather than contemplating it, we argue about it. 
 
A generation ago evangelicals agreed on “the simple gospel”: (1) God made you and wants to 
have a relationship with you, (2) but your sin separates you from God. (3) Jesus took the 
punishment your sins deserved, (4) so if you repent from sins and trust in him for your 
salvation, you will be forgiven, justified, and accepted freely by grace, and indwelt with his 
Spirit until you die and go to heaven. 
 
There are today at least two major criticisms of this simple formulation. Many say that it is too 
individualistic, that Christ’s salvation is not so much to bring individual happiness as to bring 
peace, justice, and a new creation. A second criticism is that there is no one “simple gospel” 
because “everything is contextual” and the Bible itself contains many gospel presentations that 
exist in tension with each other. 
 
No single gospel message? 
Let’s take the second criticism first. The belief that there is no single basic gospel outline in the 
Bible goes back at least to the Tubingen school of biblical scholarship, which insisted Paul’s 
gospel of justification was sharply different from Jesus’ gospel of the kingdom. In the 20th 
century, British professor C.H. Dodd countered that there was one consensus gospel message in 
the Bible. Then, in turn, James Dunn argued in Unity and Diversity in the New Testament (1977) 
that the gospel formulations in the Bible are so different that we can’t come up with a single 
outline. 
 
Now hundreds of websites of young Christian leaders complain that the older evangelical 
church spent too much time reading Romans rather than Jesus’ declaration that “the kingdom 
of God is at hand.” But to be true to first-century Christians’ own understanding of the gospel, I 
believe we must side with Dodd over Dunn. Paul is emphatic that the gospel he presents is the 
same as the one preached by the Jerusalem apostles. “Whether it was I or they,” Paul says, 
referring to Peter and the others, “so we preached and so you believed” (1 Cor. 15:10-11). This 
statement assumes a single body of gospel content. 
 
One gospel, many forms 
So yes, there must be one gospel, yet there are clearly different forms in which that one gospel 
can be expressed. This is the Bible’s own way of speaking of the gospel, and we should stick 

https://biblia.com/bible/esv/1%20Cor.%2015.10-11
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with it. Paul is an example. After insisting there is only one gospel (Gal. 1:8), he then speaks of 
being entrusted with “the gospel of the uncircumcised” as opposed to the “gospel of the 
circumcised” (Gal. 2:7). 
 
When Paul spoke to Greeks, he confronted their culture’s idol of speculation and philosophy 
with the “foolishness” of the cross, and then presented Christ’s salvation as true wisdom. When 
he spoke to Jews, he confronted their culture’s idol of power and accomplishment with the 
“weakness” of the cross, and then presented the gospel as true power (1 Cor. 1:22-25). 
One of Paul’s gospel forms was tailored to Bible-believing people who thought they would be 
justified by works on judgment day, and the other to pagans. These two approaches can be 
discerned in Paul’s speeches in the book of Acts, some to Jews and some to pagans. 
 
There are other forms of the gospel. Readers have always noticed that the kingdom language of 
the Synoptic Gospels is virtually missing in the Gospel of John, which usually talks instead about 
receiving eternal life. However, when we compare Mark 10:17, 23-34 , Matthew 25:34, 46, and 
John 3:5, 6 and 17, we see that “entering the kingdom of God” and “receiving eternal life” are 
virtually the same thing. Reading Matthew 18:3, Mark 10:15 and John 3:3, 5 together reveal 
that conversion, the new birth, and receiving the kingdom of God “as a child” are the same 
move. 
 
Why, then, the difference in vocabulary between the Synoptics and John? As many scholars 
have pointed out, John emphasizes the individual and inward spiritual aspects of being in the 
kingdom of God. He is at pains to show that it is not basically an earthly social-political order 
(John 18:36). On the other hand, when the Synoptics talk of the kingdom, they lay out the real 
social and behavioral changes that the gospel brings. We see in John and the Synoptics two 
more forms of the gospel – one that stresses the individual and the other the corporate aspect 
to our salvation. 
 
What, then, is the one simple gospel? 
Simon Gathercole distills a three-point outline that both Paul and the Synoptic writers held in 
common. (See “The Gospel of Paul and the Gospel of the Kingdom” in God’s Power to Save, ed. 
Chris Green Apollos/Inter-Varsity Press, UK, 2006.) He writes that Paul’s good news was, first, 
that Jesus was the promised Messianic King and Son of God come to earth as a servant, in 
human form. (Rom. 1:3-4; Phil. 2:4ff.) 
 
Second, by His death and resurrection, Jesus atoned for our sin and secured our justification by 
grace, not by our works (1 Cor. 15:3ff.) Third, on the cross Jesus broke the dominion of sin and 

https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Gal.%201.8
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Gal.%202.7
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/1%20Cor.%201.22-25
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Mark%2010.17
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Mark%2010.23-34
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Matt%2025.34
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Matthew%2025.46
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/John%203.5
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/John%203.6
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/John%203.17
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Matt%2018.3
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Mark%2010.15
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/John%203.3
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/John%203.5
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/John%2018.36
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Rom.%201.3-4
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Phil.%202.4ff
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/1%20Cor.%2015.3ff
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evil over us (Col. 2:13-15) and at His return He will complete what He began by the renewal of 
the entire material creation and the resurrection of our bodies (Rom 8:18ff.) 
 
Gathercole then traces these same three aspects in the Synoptics’ teaching that Jesus, the 
Messiah, is the divine Son of God (Mark 1:1) who died as a substitutionary ransom for the many 
(Mark 10:45), who has conquered the demonic present age with its sin and evil (Mark 1:14-
2:10) and will return to regenerate the material world (Matt. 19:28.) 
 
If I had to put this outline in a single statement, I might do it like this: Through the person and 
work of Jesus Christ, God fully accomplishes salvation for us, rescuing us from judgment for sin 
into fellowship with Him, and then restores the creation in which we can enjoy our new life 
together with Him forever. 
 
One of these elements was at the heart of the older gospel messages, namely, salvation is by 
grace not works. It was the last element that was usually missing, namely that grace restores 
nature, as the Dutch theologian Herman Bavinck put it. When the third, “eschatological” 
element is left out, Christians get the impression that nothing much about this world matters. 
Theoretically, grasping the full outline should make Christians interested in both evangelistic 
conversions as well as service to our neighbor and working for peace and justice in the world. 
 
Feeling the tension 
My experience is that these individual and corporate aspects of the gospel do not live in easy 
harmony with one another in our preaching and church bodies. In fact, many communicators 
today deliberately pit them against each other. 
 
Those pushing the kingdom-corporate versions of the gospel define sin in almost exclusively 
corporate terms, such as racism, materialism, and militarism, as violations of God’s shalom or 
peace. This often obscures how offensive sin is to God himself, and it usually mutes any 
emphasis on God’s wrath. Also, the impression can be given that the gospel is “God is working 
for justice and peace in the world, and you can too.” 
 
While it is true that the coming new social order is “good news” to all sufferers, to speak about 
the gospel in terms of doing justice blurs the fact of salvation being all of grace, not works. And 
that is not the way the word gospel is used in the New Testament. 
 
Recently I studied all the places in the Greek Bible where forms of the word gospel were used, 
and I was overwhelmed at how often it is used to denote not a way of life – not what we do – 
but a verbal proclamation of what Jesus has done and how an individual gets right with God. 

https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Col.%202.13-15
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Rom%208.18ff
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Mark%201.1
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Mark%2010.45
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Mark%201.14-2.10
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Mark%201.14-2.10
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Matt.%2019.28
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Often people who talk about the good news as mainly doing peace and justice refer to it as “the 
gospel of the kingdom.” But to receive the kingdom as a little child (Mt. 18:3) and to believe in 
Christ’s name and be born of God (Jn. 1:12-13) is the same thing – it’s the way one becomes a 
Christian (Jn. 3:3, 5). 
 
Having said this, I must admit that so many of us who revel in the classic gospel of “grace alone 
through faith alone in Christ alone” largely ignore the eschatological implications of the gospel. 
Texts like Luke 4:18 and Luke 6:20-35 show the implication of the gospel that the broken-
hearted, unrecognized, and oppressed now have a central place in the economy of the Christian 
community, while the powerful and successful are humbled. Paul tells Peter that attitudes of 
racial and cultural superiority are “not in line” with the gospel of grace (Gal 2:14). Generosity to 
the poor will flow from those who are holding fast to the gospel as their profession (2 Cor. 
9:13). 
 
In Romans 2:16, Paul says that Christ’s return to judge the earth was part of his gospel, and if 
you read Psalm 96:10ff you’ll know why. The earth will be renewed and even the trees will be 
singing for joy. And if the trees will be able to dance and sing under the cosmos-renewing 
power of his Kingship – what will we be able to do? 
 
If this final renewal of the material world was part of Paul’s good news, we should not be 
surprised to see that Jesus healed and fed while preaching the gospel as signs and foretastes of 
this coming kingdom (Mt. 9:35). 
 
When we realize that Jesus is going to someday destroy hunger, disease, poverty, injustice, and 
death itself, it makes Christianity what C. S. Lewis called a “fighting religion” when we are 
confronted with a city slum or a cancer ward. This full version of the gospel reminds us that God 
created both the material and the spiritual, and is going to redeem both the material and the 
spiritual. 
 
The things that are now wrong with the material world He wants put right. Some avoid the 
importance of working for justice and peace by pointing to 2 Peter 3:10-12, which seems to say 
that this material world is going to be completely burned up at the final resurrection. But that is 
not what happened to Jesus’ body, which retained its nail prints, and Doug Moo makes a case 
for the world’s transformation, not replacement, in his essay on “Nature and the New Creation: 
NT Eschatology and the Environment” (available online). 
 
 
 

https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Matt.%2018.3
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/John.%201.12-13
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/John.%203.3
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Jn%203.5
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Luke%204.18
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Luke%206.20-35
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Gal%202.14
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/2%20Cor.%209.13
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Preaching the forms 
You would expect me at this point now to explain how we can perfectly integrate the various 
aspects of the gospel in our preaching. I can’t because I haven’t. But here’s how I try. 
 
1. I don’t put all the gospel points into any one gospel presentation. I find it instructive that the 
New Testament writers themselves seldom, if ever, pack all of the aspects of the gospel equally 
in any one gospel address. When studying Paul’s gospel speeches in the book of Acts, it is 
striking how much is always left out. 
 
He always leads with some points rather than others in an effort to connect with the baseline 
cultural narratives of his listeners. It is almost impossible to cover all the bases of the gospel 
with a non-believing listener without that person’s eyes glazing over. 
 
Some parts simply engage her more than others, and, to begin with, a communicator should go 
with those. Eventually, of course, you have to get to all the aspects of the full gospel in any 
process of evangelism and discipleship. But you don’t have to say everything every time. 
 
2. I use both a gospel for the “circumcised” and for the “uncircumcised.” Just as Paul spoke 
about a gospel for the more religious (the “circumcised”) and for the pagan, so I’ve found that 
my audience in Manhattan contains both those with moralist, religious backgrounds as well as 
those with postmodern, pluralistic worldviews. 
 
There are people from other religions (Judaism, Islam), people with strong Catholic 
backgrounds, as well as those raised in conservative Protestant churches. People with a 
religious upbringing can grasp the idea of sin as the violation of God’s moral law. That law can 
be explained in such a way that they realize they fall short of it. In that context, Christ and his 
salvation can be presented as the only hope of pardon for guilt. This, the traditional evangelical 
gospel of the last generation, is a “gospel for the circumcised.” 
 
However, Manhattan is also filled with postmodern listeners who consider all moral statements 
to be culturally relative and socially constructed. If you try to convict them of guilt for sexual 
lust, they will simply say, “You have your standards, and I have mine.” If you respond with a 
diatribe on the dangers of relativism, your listeners will simply feel scolded and distanced. Of 
course, postmodern people must at some point be challenged about their mushy views of 
truth, but there is a way to make a credible and convicting gospel presentation to them even 
before you get into such apologetic issues. 
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I take a page from Kierkegaard’s The Sickness Unto Death and define sin as building your 
identity – your self-worth and happiness – on anything other than God. That is, I use the biblical 
definition of sin as idolatry. That puts the emphasis not as much on “doing bad things” but on 
“making good things into ultimate things.” 
 
Instead of telling them they are sinning because they are sleeping with their girlfriends or 
boyfriends, I tell them that they are sinning because they are looking to their romances to give 
their lives meaning, to justify and save them, to give them what they should be looking for from 
God. This idolatry leads to anxiety, obsessiveness, envy, and resentment. I have found that 
when you describe their lives in terms of idolatry, postmodern people do not give much 
resistance. Then Christ and his salvation can be presented not (at this point) so much as their 
only hope for forgiveness, but as their only hope for freedom. This is my “gospel for the 
uncircumcised.” 
 
3. I use both a “kingdom” and an “eternal life” gospel. I find that many of my younger listeners 
are struggling to make choices in a world of endless consumer options and are confused about 
their own identities in a culture of self-creation and self-promotion. These are the people who 
are engaged well by the more individually-focused presentation of the gospel as free grace not 
works. This is a lot like the “eternal life gospel” of John. However, I have found many highly 
secular people over the age of 40 are not reached very well with any emphasis on personal 
problems. Many of them think they are doing very well, thank you. They are much more 
concerned about the problems of the world-war, racism, poverty, and injustice. And they 
respond well to a synoptic-like “kingdom gospel.” 
 
Instead of going into, say, one of the epistles and speaking of the gospel in terms of God, sin, 
Christ, and faith, I point out the story-arc of the Bible and speak of the gospel in terms of 
creation, fall, redemption, and restoration. We once had the world we all wanted – a world of 
peace and justice, without death, disease, or conflict. But by turning from God we lost that 
world. Our sin unleashed forces of evil and destruction so that now “things fall apart” and 
everything is characterized by physical, social, and personal disintegration. Jesus Christ, 
however, came into the world, died as a victim of injustice and as our substitute, bearing the 
penalty of our evil and sin on Himself. This will enable Him to someday judge the world and 
destroy all death and evil without destroying us. 
 
4. I use them all and let each group overhear me preaching to the others. No one form of the 
gospel gives all the various aspects of the full gospel the same emphasis. If, then, you only 
preach one form, you are in great danger of giving your people an unbalanced diet of gospel-
truth. What is the alternative? Don’t preach just one gospel form. That’s not true to the various 
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texts of the Bible anyway. If you are preaching expositionally, different passages will convey 
different forms of the one gospel. Preach different texts and your people will hear all the 
points. 
 
Won’t this confuse people? No, it stretches them. When one group – say, the postmodern – 
hears a penetrating presentation of sin as idolatry, it opens them up to the concept of sin as 
grieving and offending God. Sin as a personal affront to a perfect, holy God begins to make 
more sense, and when they hear this presented in another gospel form, it has credibility. 
 
When more traditional people with a developed understanding of moral guilt learn about the 
substitutionary atonement and forensic justification, they are comforted. But these classic 
doctrines have profound implications for race relations and love for the poor, since they 
destroy all pride and self-justification. 
 
When more liberal people hear about the kingdom of God for the restoration of the world, it 
opens them up to Christ’s kingship demanding obedience from them in their personal lives. In 
short, every gospel form, once it hits home, opens a person to the other points of the gospel 
made more vividly in other forms. 
 
Today there are many who doubt that there is just one gospel. That gives them the warrant to 
ignore the gospel of atonement and justification. There are others who don’t like to admit that 
there are different forms to that one gospel. That smacks too much of “contextualization,” a 
term they dislike. They cling to a single presentation that is often one-dimensional. Neither of 
these approaches is as true to the biblical material, nor as effective in actual ministry, as that 
which understands that the Bible presents one gospel in several forms. 
 
     
Tim Keller is pastor of Redeemer Presbyterian Church in Manhattan, New York. This article first 
appeared in the May 23, 2008 issue of Leadership Journal/Christianity Today International. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.redeemer.com/
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CENTERED ON THE GOSPEL LESSON SUMMARY 
 

Video Outline: 
“The gospel is the central message of the Bible; therefore, it is the central focus of our 
preaching, our worship, and our ministries.” 
 
What is the Gospel?  

“Now I would remind you, brothers, of the gospel I preached to you, which you received, in 
which you stand, and by which you are being saved, if you hold fast to the word I preached to 

you—unless you believed in vain. For I delivered to you as of first importance what I also 
received: that Christ died for our sins in accordance with the Scriptures, that he was buried, that 

he was raised on the third day in accordance with the Scriptures.” - 1 Corinthians 15:1-4 
 

- The gospel is “Good News.” These verses tell us that “Christ died for our sins.” 
- God is holy and perfect. He created us in love to worship Him. 
- The “bad news” is that we are all sinners rebelling against God. (Romans 3:23, 6:23) 
- Because of God’s love, He sent Christ to die in our place. (Romans 5:8) 
- We are invited to trust Christ for salvation - “Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be 

saved…” (Acts 16:31) 
 
In summary, Christ took the penalty for our sins and in exchange has given us His righteousness 
– this is the good news about our salvation. 
 
“…On the cross the wrath and love of God are both vindicated, they are both demonstrated, 
they are both expressed completely, they both shine out and are utterly fulfilled.” – Tim Keller 
 
How does the Gospel change us? 

- Personally, we are saved by grace and become new creatures. We are free to follow and 
obey Jesus and be led by the Holy Spirit. 

- Communally, the gospel changes our relationships with one another. We are free to 
forgive and love one another. The gospel transforms our community. 

- The gospel changes everything! It is God’s plan to rescue all of Creation! Colossians 
1:19-20: 
 

For in him [Christ] all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell, and through him to reconcile to 
himself all things, whether on earth or in heaven, making peace by the blood of his cross.  

 

At Community Fellowship Church, we believe the gospel is the power of God unto salvation 
(Romans 1:16). We are a body of believers, saved by the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, 
proclaiming His gospel and making disciples of all nations. This is why we exist. This is why we 
are Centered on the Gospel. 
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CENTERED ON THE GOSPEL DISCUSSION GUIDE 
 

Icebreaker: 
Before watching the video take some time to discuss the following question:  

- How would you define the gospel for someone who’s not familiar with the Christian 
faith?  
 

Video Discussion Questions: 
- According to the video, what Scripture passage contains the core message of the 

Gospel? Take two minutes to recite this passage with another group member. 
- Have you ever been confused about the gospel? What are some false gospels that might 

trip us up?  
- How are we doing as church at staying centered on the gospel? How could we improve?  
- How are you doing at centering your personal life on the gospel? How could you 

improve?  
 

The Gospel In All Its Forms (Keller) Discussion Questions: 
- Have you ever heard criticisms of the gospel like Keller describes at the beginning of his 

article? 
- According to Scripture (and Keller), why is important to say that there is one consensus 

gospel message? 
- How did Paul use different forms of the gospel for different audiences? How does the 

gospel vocabulary differ between the Synoptic Gospels and the Gospel of John?  
- According to Gathercole (pp. 2-3), what three gospel points do the Gospels and Pauline 

Epistles have in common?  
- Do you tend to favor a “kingdom” (corporate) gospel or an “eternal life” (individualistic) 

gospel? Do you agree with Keller that there is value in teaching both versions? Why or 
why not? 

- Do Keller’s guidelines for preaching the gospel apply to how you might share the gospel 
with someone you know? Why or why not? 
 

Final Assignment: 
- Talk about the Gospel with your family. Tell them what you learned from this lesson. Ask 

what questions they have about the Gospel. Think of one person who needs to hear the 
Gospel. Pray for that person and look for an opportunity to share the Gospel with them 
next time you talk with them.  
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“15 REASONS YOUR SOUL NEEDS GATHERED WORSHIP, NOT JUST A 
LIVESTREAM”        BY: DANE ORTLUND 

The pandemic continues. Physical attendance in many churches remains sparse—or at least 
sparser than before. For various reasons, some may need to continue staying home. But other 
low-risk or fully vaccinated congregants seem to prefer the livestream far longer than we 
expected. 

Amid these various circumstances and uncertainties, we need to lead our people well. Part of 
that means we need to remind our people of what we lose when we don’t physically gather in 
worship. Below, I’ve written 15 reflections on all that is lost when we choose to worship from 
the couch instead of the pew. 

1. As Bonhoeffer said in Life Together, “The physical presence of other believers is a source of 
incomparable joy and strength to the believer.” The mere presence of other Christians has a 
fortifying effect on our souls, beneath what we’re even able to consciously recognize. That’s 
one reason the Bible exhorts us to meet together. We are Christ’s very body, organically 
connected to each other, the life and strength of Christ himself flowing into us through one 
another. 

2. A virtual worship gathering is one-way participation, not two-way. You’re receiving, but you 
can’t give. You are seeing those leading worship, preaching, praying—but they can’t see you. 
They don’t see your eyes, your body, your solidarity. At best you’re a number, piping in on a 
livestream. 

3. We use our screens for work and for entertainment. But corporate worship is neither. 
Watching worship on our screens can subtly dilute the special-ness of corporate worship, as the 
very medium tends to mush it into other more mundane realities of life like work and 
entertainment. 

4. Coming in for worship takes more effort. You have to get out of your pjs and put on jeans. 
You have to get in the car. If you have kids, you have to go through the routine of getting them 
all presentable and into the minivan. Up here in the north, you have snow and ice and cold to 
deal with. Good. We’re teaching our kids, and we’re training our own souls, to value corporate 
worship. The very effort to come in trains us in a healthy direction, reinforcing the irreplaceable 
value of gathering with other Christians. 

5. There’s not only the worship service itself; there’s all the hallway time, the passing 
conversations, the wave across the sanctuary, the smile in the parking lot, the greeting while 
washing your hands in the restroom. All of that is lost in virtual worship from home. Instead of 
getting in the car at 9:10 for the 9:30 service, arriving at 9:25, and having several minutes of 
passing fellowship—along with the unhurried fellowship and encouragement after the 
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service—you open your laptop at 9:29 and close it one second after the benediction. A 
protracted period of virtual worship weakens our relationships. 

6. There’s something else that’s harder to articulate, though it’s related to the above point. 
Mentally and psychologically, there’s a certain “ramp-up” as you drive to church, park, walk 
into the building, settle into your seat or into the pew. And there’s a certain reflective “ramp-
down” as you leave the sanctuary, drive home, and reflect on what just happened. All of that is 
lost when the ramp-up and ramp-down is replaced with opening your laptop and closing it. 
Corporate worship must be prepared for and then absorbed, and going in physically helps 
facilitate that in a way that’s almost certainly diluted with couch worship. 

7. Prayer. With whom can we pray if we’re staying home? With a spouse, perhaps. But we need 
other Christians to pray with. We need other Christians to pray for. We want to keep learning 
how to move through life as if God is actually there, because He is. That growth atrophies in 
protracted isolation. 

8. Encouragement. We grossly underestimate the spiritual power of encouragement , both for 
the encourager and for the encouraged. One reason we gather is to en-courage, that is, to build 
courage into one another. I greet a friend; he asks how my week was; I mention a challenge I’m 
navigating; he says, “Hang in there; God is with you.” A 30-second exchange, come and gone 
just like that—and my soul just got enlarged. 

9. It’s harder for your preacher if you are home. He can’t see you. He knows some of you are 
out there, and he’s trying to acknowledge you from the pulpit as he glances at the livestream 
camera from time to time. But he doesn’t know if you’re nodding along or nodding off. He has 
zero feedback from you. You could be jumping up and down with excitement and he’d have no 
idea. Healthy preaching is dialogical—your preacher is feeding off of your eyes, your nods, your 
attentiveness, as he preaches. He needs to see you. 

10. And the preaching is harder for you if you’re home. Sitting on your couch watching your 
preacher as a head on a screen simply isn’t as enjoyable as sitting 20 feet away, in a room with 
better acoustics, surrounded by dozens of other Christians who are also listening with you. 
Attentiveness to a 2-D preacher necessarily wanes compared to a 3-D preacher. 

11. In corporate worship inside your church, not everything is scripted. You’ll greet someone 
you didn’t expect to see. A visitor might sit near you and you’ll get the opportunity to welcome 
them. You might even play a role in leading someone to Christ. From your couch, none of that 
happens. Everything is scripted. It’s nearly impossible to have a fortuitous interaction. 

12. When you’re in the sanctuary, you can’t press mute. You can’t pause it to grab another cup 
of coffee. You can’t turn the volume up or down. You’re less tempted to pull your phone out 
and see who just texted you. When you’re at church, you’re wonderfully captured by the 
environment. You are trapped, with other Christians, before God. That’s good. 

https://www.9marks.org/message/what-is-biblical-encouragement/


 
 

Page | 26  
 

13. Singing. Perhaps you can hear the congregation sing through your speakers at home, but we 
all know it’s not the same as hearing the real voices all around you. The same goes for reciting 
Scripture corporately, or reading a confession of sin in unison, even if through masks. There’s a 
necessary artificiality built in when these things are done with just you and your family from 
your living room. Your fellow members need to hear you sing. You’re strengthening them as 
they hear your voice. It doesn’t matter if you can’t carry a tune. Whether they know it or not, 
you’re reinforcing their theology with your voice. 

14. Sacraments. We lose the opportunity to partake of the Lord’s Supper if we’re home, yet we 
believe that this is a vital source of spiritual strengthening—not merely a memorial act. 

15. Time. The more time goes by, and the more comfortable we get trying to do worship from 
home, the more “out of shape” we’re getting. We’re not exercising our corporate worship 
muscles. The longer we wait, the more normal it will feel for us to do worship from home. For 
the above reasons, that’s less than ideal. 

This is not easy for any of us. Let’s be patient with each other. Let’s love and understand and 
show grace to each other. But with the requisite safety precautions in place, let’s boldly 
encourage each other to come together for corporate worship. 

This virus is bad. I get it. Let’s protect our bodies. But not at the expense of our souls. 
     
Dane Ortlund 
Originally published on 9Marks.org. Reprinted here with permission. 
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COMMITTED TO BIBLICAL COMMUNITY LESSON SUMMARY 
 

Video Outline: 
 

“The Bible calls us to have authentic, meaningful relationships where we love, care for, and 
encourage each other to grow towards full maturity in Christ.” 

 
“Then the LORD God said, “It is not good that the man should be alone…” - Genesis 2:18 

 
Three Ways that Christian Community is Unique: 
 

1. Unique Source 
 

“I have community with others and I shall continue to have it only through Jesus Christ. The 
more genuine and the deeper our community becomes, the more will everything else between 
us recede, the more clearly and purely will Jesus Christ and his work become the one and only 
thing that is vital between us. We have one another only through Christ, but through Christ we 
do have one another, wholly, and for all eternity.” - Dietrich Bonhoeffer  
 
 “The Spirit himself bears witness with our spirit that we are children of God, and if children, 
then heirs—heirs of God and fellow heirs with Christ…” (Romans 8:16-17) 
 

2. Unique Composition 
 

"Being a Christian is more fundamental to your identity than your family, your ethnicity, your 
profession, your nationality, your sexuality, your personality, - or any other way this world 
defines identity.” - Mark Dever and Jamie Dunlop 
 
In the end God’s people will be; “…a great multitude that no one could number, from every 
nation, from all tribes and peoples and languages, standing before the throne and before the 
Lamb…” - Revelation 7:9 
 

3. Unique Cost 
 

Love one another (John 13:34); Admonish one another (Romans 15:14); Bear one another's 
burdens (Galatians 6:2); Forgive one another (Ephesians 4:2); Be patient with one another 
(Ephesians 4:2); Submit to one another (Ephesians 5:21, 1 Peter 5:5); Encourage one another (1 
Thessalonians 5:11); Show hospitality to one another (1 Peter 4:9); Confess your faults to one 
another (James 5:16).  
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COMMITTED TO BIBLICAL COMMUNITY DISCUSSION GUIDE 
 

Icebreaker: 

Before watching the video take some time to discuss the following question:  

- At what time in your life did you have the best friendships? What was that like? 

Video Discussion Questions: 

- What does our relationship with Jesus mean for our relationship with other Christians? 
- How is Christian community fundamentally different from other common groups or 

kinds of community? 
- Why do we as people tend to be more comfortable with those who are similar to us? Is 

this wrong? 
- Why is diversity a natural outgrowth of the Gospel? Does your own friend group and 

social circle display this truth? How can you forge relationships at our church with those 
who are different than you? 

- Which of the “one another” commands in the New Testament do you find to be the 
most challenging and why? Love one another (John 13:34); Admonish one another 
(Romans 15:14); Bear one another's burdens (Galatians 6:2); Forgive one another 
(Ephesians 4:2); Be patient with one another (Ephesians 4:2); Submit to one another 
(Ephesians 5:21, 1 Peter 5:5); Encourage one another (1 Thessalonians 5:11); Show 
hospitality to one another (1 Peter 4:9); Confess your faults to one another (James 5:16). 

- What is “costly” about the community you have here at our church? What needs to 
change to have the kind of community God intends for you? 
 

15 Reasons Your Soul Needs Gathered Worship...(Ortlund) Discussion Questions: 

- In his article: 15 Reasons Your Soul Needs Gathered Worship, Not Just a Livestream, 
Dane Ortlund argues that gathering physically with other Christians is incredibly 
important. Which of his reasons for going to church was most impactful for you?  

- Have you ever used our church’s livestream, or watched a service online afterwards? 
What is/was that experience like for you? 

- Some of us physically go to church but treat the church service like we would an online 
stream? How can we avoid doing this? 
 

Final Question: 
- What is one step you can take this week to deepen the biblical community you have at 

church? 
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“THE DISCIPLINE OF SERVING”    BY: MARK ROBERTS 

Over the last six years the television show Downton Abbey gave viewers a close look at a 
bygone era.  It was a view of British life and history that many people, especially Americans, 
know little about.  The show (that did not always represent godliness and righteousness, by any 
means) detailed the lives of an aristocratic family and their servants.  The Grantham family lived 
in a huge manor house on a huge estate.  It all required the care of numerous servants to keep 
everything in order and running properly.  The television show cleverly wove together the lives 
of those who were upstairs (the rich family) and those downstairs (the servants).   

It would be impossible to endorse everything about Downton Abbey.  It was quite the “soap 
opera” at times, and overly dramatic nearly all of the time.  What stood out, however, to this 
writer was the care and pride the servants took in serving.  The butlers, house maids, valets and 
cooks in the Grantham household spoke with pride about being “in service” and saw their work 
as meaningful and honorable.  They were glad to serve. 

Focus on that last sentence: They were glad to serve.  What is the common attitude toward 
serving in America?  Serving is something we pay others to do for us. We do not want to serve 
and certainly are not glad to do so.  We do not see serving as honorable.  Instead, many of us 
see it as beneath us.  Some relegate service to the realm of the uneducated or unskilled.  Such 
attitudes have made it difficult for some service companies - like maid and cleaning services - to 
hire enough employees.  We don’t want to serve, even if we will be paid to do so.  

In contrast, the New Testament never views serving as “beneath us.”  Instead, the idea of being 
glad to serve is embodied in Jesus Christ.  He announces His mission in those terms: “For even 
the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many” 
(Mark 10:45).  This may not be the verse that defeats today’s militant atheism, but think about 
it – if a person had contrived the story of Jesus, wouldn’t the story be how the Christ was 
served by everyone?  That tale would have Jesus being waited on, driven about in a fine chariot, 
with His followers fanning Him and waiting on His every need.  He would be served.  A humanly 
devised Jesus would never be a servant.   

Yet the very “upside down” nature of Jesus’ mission proves it could only be from God.  No one 
would make up a story like this.  God comes and serves us?  God is glad to serve, not be served? 
The humility and care and love that this demonstrates must be our model for learning the 
discipline of service today.  There are many examples of Jesus serving in the Gospels, but 
perhaps no passage can teach us what it means to have the heart of a servant, to be glad to 
serve, like John 13.  There, Jesus serves in an incredible way that helps us develop the biblical 
attitude toward serving. 

The setting is the Last Supper.  It is the final chance for Jesus to teach His disciples before the 
crucifixion.  Jesus does not have the luxury of time in this setting.  The Lord’s Supper needs to 
be instituted and Jesus needs to discuss a number of crucial subjects before heading to the 
Garden to pray.  Do not forget that Jesus knows Judas is heading to Gethsemane as well.  Thus, 



 
 

Page | 31  
 

Jesus is under real time pressure at the Supper because if Jesus stays too long here then He will 
not get to pray before Judas arrives with the soldiers to arrest Him. 

Despite the shortage of time Jesus still elects to use a considerable amount of time in an act of 
service.  Washing twelve men’s feet is a big job.  Yet Jesus thought this was time well spent.  He 
saw this as an important teaching moment for His disciples (see vv. 13-17).  Like us, they 
needed to learn the essence of serving.  They needed to learn to be glad to serve.  Usually, a 
slave would do the lowly and menial task of foot washing.  Yet no slave had done so for this 
dinner.  Everyone is reclining at table with stinky feet.  Jesus seizes the moment to teach, not by 
telling, but by doing.   

“Jesus, knowing that the Father had given all things into his hands, and that he had come from 
God and was going back to God, rose from supper. He laid aside his outer garments, and taking 
a towel, tied it around his waist.  Then he poured water into a basin and began to wash the 
disciples’ feet and to wipe them with the towel that was wrapped around him” (verses 3-5). 

The first truth that Jesus demonstrates is that serving means doing what is needed.  Jesus does 
not say “We need some foot washing but that isn’t really my gift, so I will let someone else do 
this.”  Foot washing was needed and so foot washing is what Jesus did.   

Perhaps what we need to gain here is that many service opportunities do not require special 
training, knowledge, skills or talents.  Jesus didn’t have a PhD in foot washing!  Trying is often 
the beginning point.  Everyone stares at the problem.  Everyone talks about the 
problem.  However, if the problem requires someone to serve often there is plenty of looking at 
the problem and talking about the problem without anyone taking on the problem.   This is 
particularly true if what is needed is a “dirty job.”  Many menial tasks - services that when 
rendered are usually greatly needed - just want for someone to do them. We need to start.  We 
need to do it.  We need to serve. 

The application to our own serving is clear: we must not make excuses, “pass the buck,” or wait 
on others to serve if what is needed is something we do not want to do.  Instead, we need to 
discipline ourselves to be where we are needed and do what is needed.  Even if that job is 
menial, lowly, or (and this is important) anonymous, service means doing what is needed.  Size 
up the situation and then attack the problem.  Serve!  That is what Jesus did in John 13. 

“He came to Simon Peter, who said to him, ‘Lord, do you wash my feet?’ Jesus answered him, 
‘What I am doing you do not understand now, but afterward you will understand.’  Peter said to 
him, ‘You shall never wash my feet.’ Jesus answered him, ‘If I do not wash you, you have no 
share with me.  Simon Peter said to him, ‘Lord, not my feet only but also my hands and my 
head!’ Jesus said to him, ‘The one who has bathed does not need to wash, except for his feet, 
but is completely clean. And you are clean, but not every one of you.’  For He knew who was to 
betray him; that was why He said, ‘Not all of you are clean.’” (verses 6-11). 
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In the process of teaching this great lesson on serving Peter completely misses the point of 
what Jesus is doing.  His protests, and then acceptance, show how badly he misunderstood the 
service being done.  That helps us realize serving is often misunderstood, but we must serve 
anyway.   

The one who is serving may find their motives questioned.  What has been done and how it was 
done may be criticized.  Someone is sure to say it could have been done better by others or that 
there was a better way it ought to have been done.  As Jesus’ service was misunderstood, so 
today people may not “get it.”  People often don’t understand true service. 

If we are to serve, we need to be ready for this.  Envy and jealousy may appear.  Hard words 
and hard feelings may be expressed.  Yet the servant continues on, just as Jesus did because 
serving is not a means to get people to think better of the servant.  Serving is about glorifying 
God.  When the servant is too busy polling the public to see if what he does will be applauded, 
the spirit of true service is lost.  Hypocrisy will be just around the corner, along with pharisaism, 
when the servant becomes concerned with others’ opinions of his serving (see Matthew 6:1-4; 
Luke 18:11-12).   

Jesus was misunderstood, and those who would follow His example should prepare for the 
same fate, and serve anyway! 

“You call me Teacher and Lord, and you are right, for so I am. If I then, your Lord and Teacher, 
have washed your feet, you also ought to wash one another’s feet. For I have given you an 
example, that you also should do just as I have done to you.” 

The act of service concluded, it was time for the lesson to be driven home.  Jesus now explains 
what He did in terms of what they must do and issues the command to serve.  Note this well 
–  Serving is a command of Jesus the Christ.  

Jesus says His disciples will serve others.  It is not optional.  Jesus demands and commands 
it.  The command to serve (“you also ought to wash one another’s feet .... you should also do 
just as I have done to you”) is as binding as the commands about the Lord’s Supper, baptism, 
church discipline, isn’t it? 

Please notice the command is to serve others.  This is a common theme in Jesus’ teaching (see 
Matthew 25:31ff; Mark 10:42ff).  It is easy to miss it here.  Jesus does not say “Serve me!  Wash 
my feet!”  We would be glad to wash Jesus’ feet.  Instead, Jesus says “I washed your feet and 
now ... you need to wash each other’s feet.”  Serving others is the command of Jesus Christ.  

“Truly, truly, I say to you, a servant is not greater than his master, nor is a messenger greater 
than the one who sent him.  If you know these things, blessed are you if you do them.” (verses 
16-17).                                                 
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Jesus completes His teaching on serving by telling His disciples serving is the way of 
Christ.  That is what He means with “a servant is not greater than his master” and “a messenger 
is not greater than the one who sent him.”  Jesus is saying that as He served so His disciples 
must serve.  That is what the Master did and so that is what His followers must do.  Jesus has 
taught this before (see Mark 9:41; Luke 10:25ff) but surely this example, directly before them, 
must have made a deep impression.  They saw Jesus serve.  Jesus was not just talk.  They saw 
an act of incredible, humble service.  They saw Jesus do what others would not.   

Of course, what Jesus did at the Last Supper only sets the stage for the ultimate service to 
come.  In only a few hours Jesus will “serve and give His life as a ransom for many” at 
Calvary.  Instead of being served, once again Jesus is serving.  The cross stands as the 
consummate illustration of how the way of Christ is found in serving others.  The Master serves 
and so the disciple imitates his Master and serves, too. 

The more we look to Jesus, the more we see the need to serve others.  Yet, as we may 
reluctantly realize, that is not something that comes easily and naturally for us.  What can we 
do to submit to the discipline of serving?  When we obey the Lord, it builds character into our 
lives and strengthens us in continuing to do the Lord’s will.  How does that work with 
serving?  These practical questions are where we turn our attention now. 

First, when we serve, we identify with Jesus Christ.  In many ways the disciple can never be like 
Jesus.  He is the divine Son of God.  He, and He alone, can forgive sins.  Jesus walked on water, 
raised the dead, and did other incredible signs and wonders.  Of greatest importance, Jesus 
died for our sins.  The disciple today can do none of these things.  What then does John mean 
when he writes in 1 John 2:6, “Whoever says he abides in Him ought to walk in the same way in 
which He walked”?  Walking in the same way He walked refers to the course of life, the manner 
of living, the underlying philosophy that Jesus manifested and lived every day.  That is 
summarized in the idea of serving.  Indeed, Jesus forgave sins and did miracles and died for us 
because He was and is our servant (Mark 10:45).  Thus, when we serve others, we are in a very 
real way, acting as Jesus acted.  We are being like Jesus.  We are walking as He walked.  The 
disciple can say to himself, “I am imitating Christ.  I am building Christ into my life and character 
because I am serving.” 

This is Paul’s very point in his famous Philippians 2 passage on Jesus “emptying Himself, by 
taking the form of a servant ... He humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, 
even death on a cross” (verses 7-8).  Paul wrote that because there were some at Philippi who 
were struggling with having a servant’s heart.  There was a lack of humility.  They were not 
following the way of Christ.  That is seen in the verses that precede Paul’s great description of 
Jesus: “Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility count others more 
significant than yourselves. Let each of you look not only to his own interests, but also to the 
interests of others” (Philippians 2:3-4).  The trouble at Philippi was that they did not want to be 
servants.  If you cannot serve, you cannot be a disciple, Paul says.  Why?  Because the essence 
of being a disciple is to be like Christ, and the essence of Christ is serving.  
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Here is the beginning of the discipline of serving.  It is easy to say, “I want to be like Jesus.”  The 
way that becomes reality is for the Christian to serve others.  As we gird ourselves with a towel 
and wash feet, we realize we are becoming like our Master. 

 Secondly, the more we serve the more selfless we become.  A huge barrier to service is 
selfishness.  Why do we refuse to serve?  Why do we want people to serve us?  The answer is 
simple: we are self-centered.  We put ourselves first.  Getting out of self and serving others 
changes this equation.  We serve a little and realize “I can do this!” and “I could do even 
more.”  We continue to serve and begin to see even more ways to serve. Service draws us in 
because as we get outside of self we see how many needs there are, and sadly how few 
servants there are.  Further, as we act selflessly, we may surprise ourselves.  We did not 
imagine that we would ever wash dirty feet.  Once we have gone ahead and done it we see that 
we can do it, and the next time we see dirty feet we don’t even think anything of it.  We just 
serve.  Then we see some very dirty feet and we may pause for a moment with “I don’t know...” 
But then we push ahead.  “I’ve washed a lot of dirty feet.  I can handle this,” and we 
serve.  Every act of service chips away at self.  Every act of service helps us develop more of the 
servant’s heart we need.  Every act of service makes us just that much more like Jesus Christ, 
which means every act of service sets us up and strengthens us to do even more serving. 

 Thirdly, serving builds gratitude.  Paul tells us, “It is more blessed to give than to receive” (Acts 
20:35).  The world says this is not true.  Our culture wants to think it is always better to have 
servants than it is to be a servant.  The true servant knows better.  As the servant gives of 
himself he receives far more than he ever gives -- in his spirit and heart.  For example, serving 
opens us up to see how blessed we are.  When one has gone to a downtown area and served 
homeless people who have nearly nothing, suddenly we see how rich we are.  New channels of 
gratitude appear.  That old home that we tire of suddenly looks like a palace after we have 
served those who have no home at all.  The plain meal that does not seem very fancy looks like 
it is fit for a king’s banquet when we serve those who gladly line up for soup and a baloney 
sandwich.  Service makes us glad for what we have.   

Even more, service makes us glad for our position and station from which we can serve.  Here is 
someone in the hospital with a terrible disease.  We can go and serve by visiting and cheering 
the patient up.  Then, as the servant leaves the hospital he is more thankful than ever for his 
own good health and that by it he can help others less fortunate.  Perhaps most importantly, 
serving gets us out of measuring life by things and possessions (which easily rob us of joy and 
gratitude because it is so easy to compare ourselves to others with more) and focuses us on 
matters of heart and character.  We are involved in others instead of just trying to serve 
self.  There is a deep sense of satisfaction in one’s spirit from this kind of living that becomes a 
deep attraction to do more and serve more so as to know this contentment even more.  Is it 
any wonder that a servant like Paul could contemplate the end of life with calm?  Paul tells 
Timothy “For I am already being poured out as a drink offering, and the time of my departure 
has come.  I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the 
faith.  Henceforth there is laid up for me the crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the 
righteous judge, will award to me on that Day, and not only to me but also to all who have 
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loved his appearing” (2 Timothy 4:6-8).  Paul has served so freely and his life is full to 
overflowing with contentment, even when he is in a wretched place like prison.  Gratefulness 
fills his heart and soul.  Such can never come from selfish people who demand everyone wait 
upon them.  The servant receives so much from giving! 

All of this is to say, if one is not serving, he or she must start and do so at once.  Every disciple 
of Christ will be surprised what happens when he or she serves.  If one does so from a pure 
heart, without motives of trying to impress others (see Matthew 6:5ff) or to cause people to be 
indebted to us so we can collect a favor one day (see Proverbs 19:17) serving pays and pays 
extraordinarily well.  It pays inwardly as we are drawn to Christ, as we are imitating Christ, and 
as we become more selfless.  It leads to experiencing the joy and gratitude that can only come 
from living like Christ. 

The servants in Downton Abbey did not seem to know much of the way of our Lord.  Yet even 
still, without knowing it, they found the blessings of being “in service.”  How much more awaits 
the faithful disciple who will give himself freely in His name to offer “a cup of cold water?”   

 Jesus says “You call me Teacher and Lord, and you are right, for so I am.  If I then, your Lord 
and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also ought to wash one another’s feet.  For I have 
given you an example, that you also should do just as I have done to you.” 
     
Mark Roberts, Editor of Pressing On Magazine - From Expository Files 23.5; May 2016. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.pressingonmagazine.com/
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ENGAGED IN SERVING LESSON SUMMARY 
 

Video Outline: 
“Every believer has been uniquely gifted by the Holy Spirit to serve within the church.” And our 
goal is that; “Every person at Community Fellowship will be encouraged and equipped to serve.”  
 

1. You have gifts 
1 Peter 4:10 says; As each has received a gift, use it to serve one another, as good stewards of 
God's varied grace.  
 

Tips for uncovering your spiritual gifts: 
- Start serving somewhere 
- Look for fruit 
- Listen to godly feedback 

 
2. Your gifts are needed 

“…to equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ.” - Ephesians 
4:12 
 
“The eye cannot say to the hand, “I have no need of you,” nor again the head to the feet, “I have 
no need of you.” 22 On the contrary, the parts of the body that seem to be weaker are 
indispensable…” - 1 Corinthians 12:21-22 
 

3. Our example is Jesus 
 If I then, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also ought to wash one another's 
feet.  For I have given you an example, that you also should do just as I have done to you. … If 
you know these things, blessed are you if you do them.” - John 13:14-18 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 
 

Page | 37  
 

ENGAGED IN SERVING DISCUSSION GUIDE 
Icebreaker: 
Before watching the video take some time to discuss the following question:  

- When you think of what a servant is like and does, what characteristics come to mind? 
What would most folks in our country think about being a “servant”? 
 

Video Discussion Questions: 
- The video indicated everyone is given gifts in order to serve. What gifts have you 

discovered in yourself?  What gifts have others noticed in you?  
 

- Laura shared three reasons for being engaged in serving within the church. If you are 
engaged in serving at Community Fellowship, share with others your experience. How 
do your experiences align with the three reasons for serving? If you are not engaged in 
serving at Community Fellowship, what next step ideas from the group can help you 
discover how to best connect your gifts with the needs of the church? 

 

- Barwegen made a bold statement – “If God leads you to this church and you don’t use 
your gifts to serve here, you are choosing to handicap this church. We can’t do the 
things God calls us to do if we don’t use the gifts, He has given us.” What do you think 
this means? How do you see the church being strengthened by the service of others? 

 

- The final, and probably most important, reason for being engaged in serving is that it is 
the work of being a disciple. It is discipleship. Name three ways that serving within the 
church shapes you to become more like Christ. Why do you believe it is one of the Core 
Values of Community Fellowship Church?  

 

The Discipline of Serving (Roberts) Discussion Questions: 
- In your group, read aloud John 13:1-17. What are some things you find interesting or 

surprising in this passage? What does this passage indicate about what it means to be a 
servant? (Review the points in the paper.) 

- Roberts states that “it is easy to say, ‘I want to be like Jesus.’ The way that becomes 
reality is for the Christian to serve others.” How does Roberts make the connection 
between saying that one wants to be like Jesus and the next step of becoming like Him?  

- According to Roberts, what are the character qualities that develop within you as you 
serve others? How are these character qualities related to becoming more like Christ?  
 

Final Question: 
- Share with one another a next step that you plan to make to be more engaged in 

serving, or to invite others into serving, at Community Fellowship Church. (Sharing out 
loud with at least one person increases the likelihood that we will keep our 
commitment, and it helps us to live in community and know how to pray for one 
another.) 
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Who We Are 
SESSION 5: ACTIVE IN MISSION 
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“WHY LOCAL AND GLOBAL MISSIONS NEED EACH OTHER”    
BY: JOSH MCQUAID 
 

Mission agencies...exist because of our conviction that mission is incomplete if it ignores those 
beyond our immediate geographic reach. A critical aspect of the agency’s task within the church 
is to remind the larger community of far-flung needs that might otherwise be forgotten. We 
have beaten this drum loudly and persistently. 
 

In our passion to keep the global unreached in the North American church’s vision, however, 
we have sometimes encouraged the belief that international mission is of a higher order than 
domestic mission. We have inadvertently created the belief that international missionaries are 
the hardcore, the totally committed, the “radical.” We have subtly contributed to the belief 
that domestic ministry is a cop-out and that those engaged in this kind of ministry are shirking 
the highest of callings and the deepest of sacrifices. In our zeal for the far-flung, we have 
occasionally fallen into the trap of condemning those called to pour out their lives in our 
neighborhoods. 
 

This is as unfortunate as it is unbiblical. We are desperately in need of a more nuanced 
conversation around the topics of local and global mission. As one small attempt to bring 
balance to this conversation, we offer here four reasons why we insist on viewing local and 
global mission as fundamentally intertwined. 
 

Global Mission is Born Out of Local Mission 
Global mission is nothing more than local mission outside your home environment, and 
ministry at home is the best preparer for and indicator of success overseas. 
It is easy to forget that Paul, the prototypical New Testament missionary, started out in local 
ministry. In fact, before his year-long ministry at Antioch under Barnabas’s supervision (Acts 
11:25-26), Paul wasn’t really the man we think of. What activities made up this year of 
ministry? No doubt many of the things that make up local ministry as we know it today: 
relationship-building, outreach, evangelism, discipleship, teaching, leadership development, 
etc. These building blocks of ministry were as fundamental to Paul’s success as they are to ours. 
They are equally as critical to local ministry as to global work. And, like Paul, missionaries called 
to global engagement will need to learn these skills within their local context before ever 
moving to the other side of the world. 
 

This is a case of being faithful in the simpler things before you are entrusted with the more 
complex. While we’re convinced that local mission is just as critical as global mission, the latter 
is often a more complex proposition. Moving a family thousands of miles away, investing years 
in language study and crossing major cultural barriers are all exceptionally risky endeavors. And 
there is no greater predictor of success in global mission than success on the local front. 
Without local mission, there is no global mission. 
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Local Mission Requires Global Vision 
It is easy to focus on local ministry because local needs surround us on a daily basis and 
demand our attention. But since the very beginning, God has been in the business of pushing 
his people out of their current context and sending them into the wider world. Abraham, 
Moses, Isaiah, Jeremiah and Daniel are all notable examples. And these individual instances are 
microcosms of God’s larger emphasis on sending Israel to the nations. 
 

Significantly, we should also add Jesus to the list of individuals sent as part of God’s mission. 
John 1, Philippians 2 and Hebrews 2 make clear the implications of Christ’s incarnational 
ministry — setting aside His former context to take on flesh, humbling Himself, speaking our 
language and sharing our suffering. 
 

God sent Israel as a whole and Abraham, Moses and many others in particular. He left his own 
throne to live with us. But to what end? To the end of blessing the nations, of bringing the good 
news of his kingdom to the lost and broken kingdoms of the world. We see this taught clearly 
from Genesis right through to Revelation (Genesis 12; Psalm 22:27-28; Isaiah 2:2; Revelation 
5:9, 21), and emphasized by Christ’s own commission to his earliest followers (Matthew 28:18-
20; Acts 1:8). 
 

It will not do, then, to separate local ministry from global work, picking and choosing the 
emphasis that suits our purpose. To do so is to fundamentally change the mission of God and 
set off down a path that is foreign to God’s heart as revealed in Scripture. 
 

Global Mission Multiplies Local Mission 
We can measure effectiveness in many different ways, but most of us agree that bringing the 
good news of Jesus to those who don’t yet have it is a primary calling for the church. This being 
the case, the question for each congregation becomes, “To which unreached are we called?” 
How we answer this question will determine whether global missionary-sending feels more like 
subtraction or more like multiplication. 
 

Here’s what I mean: If you feel called to exclusively reach the unreached of your neighborhood 
and city, then sending a member of your body to another city (let alone another country or 
continent) will always feel like a loss. If, however, you recognize God’s heart for the global lost, 
and set your vision accordingly, then engaging beyond your borders will be a fulfillment of your 
mission and a multiplication of your ministry. 
 

It’s easy to focus on what we lose by turning our attention globally. If we send people or money 
to the other side of the world, we won’t have those resources at our disposal to address the 
needs of our community. If we pray for global needs, we draw our attention beyond our 
immediate needs and might overlook the more obvious opportunities next door. 
 

These are valid concerns, and we’re right to raise them. But don’t overlook the way global 
engagement can multiply local mission too. Practicing generosity tends to foster a heart of 
generosity, which can spill over into all areas of life. Calling your people to give to God’s global 
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mission will engage them in ways that can increase their openness to support local projects as 
well. Individuals who serve overseas will return with invaluable experiences that will make 
them more effective workers on the local front, too, and will serve as powerful local examples 
of those who obeyed God’s call to engage His world. Mobilizing fervent prayer for the nations 
can be an easy way to open hearts to local needs as well. Quite apart from draining precious 
resources, global engagement multiplies our ability to engage locally too. 
 

Your Local Mission is God’s Global Mission 
Two years ago, I met a family who expressed their desire to move to the Middle East as 
missionaries. The specific location on their hearts is one of the most difficult places in the world 
to reach; the odds of this family ever acquiring the skills to successfully live on mission in that 
context were nearly impossible. At the same time, they shared with me that the Lord had 
cultivated their heart for this people by embedding them among a community of expatriates in 
their home city. As we spoke, they told me story after story of individuals from this people 
group whom they knew at a deep level and with whom they would soon be able to share the 
gospel. The truth is that this family was having a greater global impact in their own city than 
they would ever have overseas. 
 

It was once true that the only way to reach China, Pakistan or Japan (for example) was to 
physically move to these places, live among the people, learn their language and share the 
gospel in their context. Of course, there are many people groups that still require this kind of 
engagement, but the distinction between local and global mission is becoming murkier by the 
day. Today, it is most likely that your best opportunity to reach the unreached will come from 
getting involved in outreach within your own city or state. You may not have the opportunity to 
take the gospel across borders, but you certainly have the opportunity to reach the unreached 
in your backyard. 
 

And let’s be clear: From a missional perspective, this blurring of local and global should be 
celebrated. Our God is never constrained by geography, and His singular mission requires both 
local and global engagement. The diversification of our neighborhoods and the increasing ease 
of global migration can all be harnessed to push our congregations deeper into the mission of 
God. 
 

So, who is God calling you to reach? Where do they live? How will you reach them? Will you 
limit your focus to those that look like you, act like you, speak your language, and eat at your 
restaurants? Or will you look beyond your own cultural borders to the lost of the world? If you 
do, you might just be surprised to find that they actually live right next door.   
     
Josh McQuaid served as TEAM’s former Director of Organizational Engagement and lives in 
Knoxville, TN with his wife and two children. He has previously worked as a pastor and missions 
mobilizer. The son of missionaries, he grew up in Bolivia and Paraguay before returning to the 
United States to attend Moody Bible Institute and Wheaton College Graduate School. Originally 
posted on September 4, 2015. 
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ACTIVE IN MISSION LESSON SUMMARY 
 
Video Outline:  
Matthew 28:19-20 “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name 
of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have 
commanded you. And behold, I am with you always, to the end of the age.” 
 
Acts 1:8 “But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you, and you will be my 
witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth.”  
 
Here at CF, we believe: “God's mission is to save sinners through the telling of the Gospel. As a 
church we support God's mission globally and we aim to live on mission for Him locally.” 
 
What is missions? - 
It is following God’s call to share the good news about Jesus Christ with others, and this must 
include cross-cultural proclamation of the gospel. As Matthew 28 commands, we make disciples 
of all nations, here at home, throughout our region and around the world. 
 
Scriptural perspective - 
“We’re blessed to be a blessing.” – Genesis 12:2-3 
 

“We are witnesses of Christ’s life and ministry.” – Luke 24:47-49 
 
…a great multitude that no one could number, from every nation before the throne and before 
the Lamb... – Revelation 7:9-10   
 
Purpose of missions - 
The ultimate purpose of missions is to expand God’s glory by inviting people into relationship 
and worship of Him. 
Missions exists because worship does not. – John Piper 
Spreading God’s glory among all the nations is the purpose for which every Christian has breath. 
– David Platt 
 
Living it out... 
1 – We can go – locally or globally – short term or long term – let’s go 
2 – We can send – partner with missionaries, organizations, keep in touch, support, pray 
3 – We can welcome – refugees, international students, neighbors, everyone  
 
“The place God calls you to is the place where your deep gladness and the world’s deep hunger 
meet.” - Frederick Buechner 
 
When we follow the heart of Jesus, we can’t help but be active in His mission around us and 
throughout the world. 
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ACTIVE IN MISSION DISCUSSION GUIDE 
 
Icebreaker(s): 

- Before watching the video, work as a group, to list as many CF supported missionaries as 
you can remember.  As a bonus challenge, can you include where they serve and/or 
what they do? 

 

- Do you have any experience with missions, either supporting or having served yourself?   
 
Video Discussion Questions: 

- What is missions?  After watching the video, has your definition or understanding of 
missions changed in any way? 

- Where in Scripture do we find God’s establishment, continuation and fulfillment of 
mission? 

- What is God’s main purpose for missions? 
- In what areas does CF have opportunities in place for you/us to be active in mission? 

 
Why Local and Global Missions Need Each Other (McQuaid) Discussion Questions: 

- What tension is described between priority on global vs. local mission work? 
- How are local and global missions interconnected? 
- From the article, what is one way you or your family might be engaged in either local or 

global mission work? 
 
 
Final Question: 
 
“The place God calls you to is the place where your deep gladness and the world’s deep hunger 
meet.” - Frederick Buechner 
 

- What area of the ‘world’s deep hunger’ draws you into joyful service?  How can we, at 
CF, effectively further our growth in this core value? 
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Who We Are 
SESSION 6: FOCUSED ON PRAYER 
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PRAYER LIFE OF GEORGE MUELLER   BY: DR. TIM WHITE 
In his journals alone, Mueller recorded over 50,000 specific answers to prayer in his 
lifetime.  Given that example, we now want to investigate further to see what it is about 
George Mueller’s faithful prayer life that we need to remember. 

J. Hudson Taylor has said that the spiritual maturation of a Christian is just the opposite of the 
physical maturation of humanity.  Physically, we move from the cradle to 
independence.  Spiritually, we move from independence to the cradle.  Of George Mueller, A.T. 
Pierson writes, “George Mueller was never so really, truly, fully a little child in all his relations to 
his Father, as when in the ninety-third year of his age.”  Pierson, 43. 

Biographer A.T. Pierson writes concerning Mueller’s life, “For months, if not years, together and 
at several periods in the work, supplies were furnished only from month to month, week to 
week, day to day, hour to hour!  Faith was thus kept in lively exercise and under perpetual 
training.”  

Mueller’s Total Dependence on God through Prayer 

Being an educated man from a well-off family, Mueller brought many material possessions with 
him as he entered into the ministry.  However, it was early on in his days in school at Halle that 
he became acquainted with a well-off dentist named Mr. Groves who gave up his job to move 
his family to Persia to be a missionary, trusting only in God for their provision.  Groves's 
example impacted Mueller greatly and challenged him to also live a life of similar faith.  As he 
entered into marriage, Mueller and his wife sold all their earthly possessions except the clothes 
on their back so that they would have to be totally dependent upon God for all their 
needs.  The Muellers did not stop there, however, as they also liquidated their entire savings 
and gave it to the poor.  By removing all the resources at their disposal, the Muellers became 
fully dependent upon His resources, and that drove them to their knees to pray.  Of this 
dependence, Mueller wrote in his journal, “If we formerly had no certain income, so now have 
we none.  We have to look to God for everything in connection with the work, of which often, 
however, the pecuniary necessities are the smallest matter; but to Him, we are enabled to look 
and therefore it is, that we are not disappointed.”  

 Mueller wrote in his journal concerning the orphan houses that “the first and primary object of 
the work was (and still is) that God might be magnified by the fact, that the orphans under my 
care are provided with all they need only by prayer and faith without anyone being asked by me 
or my fellow laborers whereby it may be seen, that God is faithful still, and hears prayers 
still.” The very nature of orphan work thus appealed to Mueller because it would put him in a 
situation of great need . . . trusting God for all things. 

https://www.drtimwhite.net/blog/2021/7/8/prayer-life-of-george-mueller
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Mueller’s Humanly Impossible Needs 

Pierson writes, “The cost of the houses built on Ashely Down (the orphan houses that Mueller 
built) might have staggered a man of large capital, but this poor man only cried and the Lord 
helped him.”  

On one occasion, in September 1838, Mueller wrote of his need and prayers, “Though for about 
seven years, our funds have been so exhausted that it has been comparatively a rare case that 
there have been means in hand to meet the necessities of the orphans for three days together, 
yet I have been only once tried in spirit, and that was on September 18, 1838, when for the first 
time the Lord seemed not to regard our prayer.  But when He did not send help at that time, 
and I saw that it was only for the trial of our faith, and not because He had forsaken the work, 
that we were brought so low, my soul was strengthened and encouraged.” It seems that to 
Mueller, even the slow response of God was merely a magnifying glass to reveal more need 
that led to more prayer! The material needs that Mueller had, became even more intense as his 
ministry at the orphanage grew, and the greater the needs, the greater the need to 
pray. Mueller began to even welcome times of difficulty as invitations to pray as Pierson writes, 
“Fluctuations in income and apparent prosperity did not take George Mueller by surprise.  He 
expected them, for if there were no crises and critical emergencies how could there be critical 
deliverances?”  

Some might have wondered why Mueller did not pray for disease and difficulty to never enter 
into their lives, however, that would be to deny the very things that lead us to pray.  Mueller 
wrote in his journal that the trials of life were but intersections to turn our hearts to God. 

Mueller recorded more than 50 particular requests that he would bring before the Lord each 
day in prayer.  

 On one occasion, a visitor to the orphanage after observing the obvious large financial 
demands of their work asked which bank handled their finances.  Mueller responded, “Our 
funds are deposited in a bank which cannot break,” even though at that time, they had no 
money on hand for the next day’s expenses! His faith in God caused him to see provision even 
in scarcity.  A.T. Pierson writes, “In November 1839, when the needs were again great and the 
supplies very small, he (George Mueller) was kept in peace: ‘I was not,’ he says, ‘looking at the 
little in hand, but at the fullness of God.’”  

It was faith that gave Mueller the eyes to see God at work, even before his provision began 
because the issue was not what the provision would be, but who the provision would come 
from.  Mueller wrote in his journal in 1874, “I commit the whole work to Him, and He will 
provide me with what I need, in future also, though I know not whence the means are to 
come.” This faith led George Mueller to pray and ask God for needs that were far greater than 
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he could provide for.  Again, Mueller wrote, “When I was asking the petition, I was fully aware 
what I was doing, that I was asking for something which I had no natural prospect of obtaining 
from the brethren whom I know, but which was not too much for the Lord to grant.”  

Mueller’s Five Conditions for Prayer 

• The first condition of prevailing prayer for Mueller was total dependence upon Jesus 
Christ.   

• The second condition of prevailing prayer was forsaking all known sins in one’s life.  As 
previously stated, Mueller felt that God would be compromised if He answered the prayers 
of those who were not walking in fellowship with Him.   

• The third condition of prevailing prayer for Mueller was the exercise of faith in the 
promises from God’s Word.  We have previously looked at Mueller’s perspective on this in 
detail.   

• The fourth condition of prevailing prayer was asking things according to God’s will, not 
selfish motives.  For Mueller, people should never make requests of God for only our 
desires.  Instead, we should make requests of God only as they work according to His 
glorious plan.   

• Finally, Mueller believes that prevailing prayer must be a prayer that perseveres.  God will 
answer prayer according to His will, but it will be according to His timetable.  In these five 
conditions, the conditions were laid out by Mueller and supported by Scripture so that 
people everywhere might experience the same blessings in answered prayer that Mueller 
himself lived through each day. 

One Specific Example of Answered Prayer 

Still, on another occasion, the orphanage was without any money or food one morning and did 
not know where the food was going to come from for the breakfast the children needed to 
eat.  Mueller was not fazed but brought this before God in prayer.  With the children lined up to 
receive their breakfast, as they did every morning, Mueller prayed and thanked God for the 
food they were about to eat, though nothing was in the cupboards or in the serving bins for the 
children to eat!  Upon finishing his prayer, there was a knock at the door and the local baker 
was standing on the other side.  It seems the baker had a dream the night before where God 
told him to give the orphan house a bunch of bread, so the baker was there to deliver enough 
bread for the orphanage for the rest of the week.  Further, the milk truck had just broken down 
in front of the orphanage, and the milkman was forced to give all his supply so that it would not 
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spoil before he could get his truck fixed.  Therefore, God answered Mueller’s prayer in a mighty 
way, and the children indeed did have breakfast that morning!  

Though that request showed God answering Mueller’s prayer very quickly, that was not always 
the way it was with all the prayers Muller prayed.  Early in his life, Muller felt that God wanted 
him to be a missionary.  He committed this to prayer, but for a variety of reasons, this never 
became a reality in Mueller’s life.  However, late in life, when Mueller was in his sixties, 
seventies, and eighties, after decades of prayer about being a missionary, God finally granted 
Muller this wish and allowed him to speak in over 40 countries in the twilight of his life.  When 
it came to being a missionary, God’s answer was not “no,” just “not yet.”  

Most of this post is taken from notes taken while reading A. T. Pierson's George Mueller of 
Bristol: His Life of Prayer and Faith (1889; reprint, Grand Rapids, Mich.: Kregel, 1999). I lost the 
page numbers to the quotes.  

Dr. Tim White is a teacher, preacher, church planter and blogger.  Dr. White received his Doctor 
of Philosophy at Baptist Bible Seminary, Clark Summit, PA, 2022 and his Doctor of Ministry at 
Reformed Theological Seminary, Charlotte, NC, 2003.  This article was published on Dr. White’s 
blog, July 8, 2021. 
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FOCUSED ON PRAYER LESSON SUMMARY 
 

Video Outline: 
 

 “Continue steadfastly in prayer, being watchful in it with thanksgiving.” – Colossians 4:2 
 
Two barriers to a vibrant prayer life: 
 

1. We don’t know what to pray. 
 

2. We feel unworthy to come before the Lord in prayer. 
 

“Therefore, brothers, since we have confidence to enter the holy places by the blood of 
Jesus…let us draw near….” – Hebrews 10:19-22 
 
Two blessings of a vibrant prayer life: 
 

1. Prayer deepens our relationship with God. 
 

2. Prayer brings peace. 
 

“The central significance of prayer is not in the things that happen as results, but in the 
deepening intimacy and unhurried communion with God at His central throne of control.” 

–  E. M. Bounds 
 
“…do not be anxious about anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with 
thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God. And the peace of God, which surpasses 
all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.”   – Philippians 4:6-7  
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FOCUSED ON PRAYER DISCUSSION GUIDE 
 

Icebreaker:   
They say laughter is contagious, it’s true. When we laugh or yawn in response to someone 
else’s laugh or yawn this is called limbic synchrony.  Our brains have mirror neurons that are 
responsible for mirroring or syncing ourselves with others. Even before birth, babies’ 
heartbeats can mirror the rhythm of their mother’s heartbeat. This phenomenon also explains 
why we find ourselves developing similar preferences as our friends. 
 
Share some examples of limbic synchrony that you have experienced with friends or family.  
 
Video Discussion Questions: 

- There may be many barriers to a vibrant prayer life, but only two are mentioned in the 
video. To which of the two do you most relate, and/or what other barriers have you 
experienced?  

- If God knows what we need even before we ask, why bother asking? Do you agree with 
this perspective?  How does it benefit our relationship with God to ask even when we 
know He already knows our needs? 

- Share an example where a lack of something led you to rely more on God? How did it 
affect your trust in him?  

- Do you agree with E.M. Bounds’ quote, “The central significance of prayer is not the 
things that happen as results, but in the deepening intimacy and unhurried communion 
with God at His central throne of control”?  Why or why not? 

- Let’s think again about limbic synchrony. God designed our brains with mirror neurons 
partly to help us connect with others by imitating them. It happens naturally, we don’t 
have to try. How can you relate this to spending time with God in prayer?  

- Have you ever thought of peace as a guard for your heart and mind? Review Philippians 
4:6-7. What must one do to receive peace as described in this passage? 
 

Prayer Life of George Mueller (White) Discussion Questions: 
- Mueller believed greater needs led to greater reliance on God through prayer. Have you 

experienced this to be true in your life or has greater need led you to greater self-
reliance or even despair?    

- How have trials turned your heart to God? 
- Of the 5 conditions for prayer Mueller listed, what condition do you want to grow in 

understanding and in practice?  
 

Final Question: 
- What are some steps you can take to foster a more vibrant prayer life both personally 

and corporately? 
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“WHAT CAN MISERABLE CHRISTIANS SING?”  BY: CARL TRUEMAN 

Many of us despise the health, wealth, and happiness teachings of the American televangelists 
and their pernicious British counterparts, as scandalous blasphemy. The idea that Christianity, 
at whose center stands the Suffering Servant, the man who had nowhere to lay His head, and 
the One who was obedient to death—even death on the cross—should be used to justify the 
idolatrous greed of affluent Westerners simply beggars belief… 

HAS THE PROSPERITY GOSPEL SEEPED INTO EVANGELICAL LIFE? 

Where does the church stand in all this? Where do we, as individual Christians, put ourselves in 
relation to what is going on? 

First, let us look at the contemporary language of worship. Now, worship is a difficult subject 
and, being a peace-loving sort of chap who always steers well clear of controversy, I would hate 
to say anything controversial at this point about the relative merits of hymns and choruses, of 
organs and music bands, etc. Having experienced—and generally appreciated—worship across 
the whole evangelical spectrum, from Charismatic to Reformed—I am myself concerned here 
less with the form of worship than I am with its content. 

I would, however, like to make just one observation: the psalms, the Bible’s own hymnbook, 
have almost entirely dropped from view in the contemporary Western evangelical scene. I am 
not certain about why this should be, but I have an instinctive feel that it has more than a little 
to do with the fact that a high proportion of the psalter is taken up with lamentation, with 
feeling sad, unhappy, tormented, and broken. In modern Western culture, these are simply not 
emotions which have much credibility: sure, people still feel these things, but to admit that they 
are a normal part of one’s everyday life is tantamount to admitting that one has failed in 
today’s health, wealth, and happiness society. And, of course, if one does admit to them, one 
must neither accept them nor take any personal responsibility for them: one must blame one’s 
parents, sue one’s employer, pop a pill, or check into a clinic in order to have such dysfunctional 
emotions soothed and one’s self-image restored. 

WHERE ARE THE PSALMISTS’ CRIES? 

Now, one would not expect the world to have much time for the weakness of the psalmist’s 
cries. It is very disturbing, however, when these cries of lamentation disappear from the 
language and worship of the church. 

Perhaps the Western church feels no need to lament—but then it is sadly deluded about how 
healthy it really is in terms of numbers, influence, and spiritual maturity. Perhaps—and this is 
more likely—it has drunk so deeply at the well of modern Western materialism that it simply 
does not know what to do with such cries and regards them as little short of embarrassing. 
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Yet the human condition is a poor one—and Christians who are aware of the deceitfulness of 
the human heart and are looking for a better country should know this. A diet of unremittingly 
jolly choruses and hymns inevitably creates an unrealistic horizon of expectation which sees the 
normative Christian life as one long triumphalist street party—a theologically incorrect and a 
pastorally disastrous scenario in a world of broken individuals. 

Has an unconscious belief that Christianity is—or at least should be—all about health, wealth, 
and happiness silently corrupted the content of our worship? Few Christians in areas where the 
church has been strongest over recent decades—China, Africa, Eastern Europe—would regard 
uninterrupted emotional highs as normal Christian experience. 

Indeed, the biblical portraits of believers give no room to such a notion. Look at Abraham, 
Joseph, David, Jeremiah, and the detailed account of the psalmists’ experiences. Much agony, 
much lamentation, occasional despair—and joy, when it manifests itself, is very different from 
the frothy triumphalism that has infected so much of our modern Western Christianity. In the 
psalms, God has given the church a language which allows it to express even the deepest 
agonies of the human soul in the context of worship. Does our contemporary language of 
worship reflect the horizon of expectation regarding the believer’s experience which the psalter 
proposes as normative? If not, why not? Is it because the comfortable values of Western 
middle-class consumerism have silently infiltrated the church and made us consider such cries 
irrelevant, embarrassing, and signs of abject failure? 

LOSE THE PSALMS, LOSE EVANGELISM 

I once suggested at a church meeting that the Psalms should take a higher priority in 
evangelical worship than they generally do—and was told in no uncertain terms by one 
indignant person that such a view betrayed a heart that had no interest in evangelism. 

On the contrary, I believe it is the exclusion of the experiences and expectations of the 
psalmists from our worship—and thus from our horizons of expectation—which has in large 
part crippled the evangelistic efforts of the church in the West and turned us all into spiritual 
pixies. By excluding the cries of loneliness, dispossession, and desolation from its worship, the 
church has effectively silenced and excluded the voices of those who are themselves lonely, 
dispossessed, and desolate, both inside and outside the church. By so doing, it has implicitly 
endorsed the banal aspirations of consumerism, and generated an insipid, trivial, and 
unrealistically triumphalist Christianity and confirmed its impeccable credentials as a club for 
the complacent. 

In the last year, I have asked three very different evangelical audiences what miserable 
Christians can sing in church. On each occasion my question has elicited uproarious laughter, as 
if the idea of a broken-hearted, lonely, or despairing Christian was so absurd as to be comical—
and yet I posed the question in all seriousness. Is it any wonder that British evangelicalism, from 
the Reformed to the Charismatic is almost entirely a comfortable, middle-class phenomenon? 
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OUR TROUBLING ASPIRATIONS 

One might also look at the content of prayers—those we speak in private and those at the 
church meeting. How often did Abraham, Moses, and Paul pray for health, for worldly success, 
for personal happiness and satisfaction? How do the concerns of these men compare with the 
content and priorities of our own prayers? Do our intercessions, despite the pious theological 
padding, unwittingly mimic the blasphemous priorities of the Elmer Gantrys of this world who 
peddle a pernicious gospel of health, wealth, and happiness? 

Then, look at our own aspirations. I often chat to theological students and ask them what they 
intend to do on completion of their work. Many say they think they will enjoy teaching, some 
say they are looking forward to doing research. Very few say, in the first instance, they want to 
serve the church. Now, one can serve the church in both of the aforementioned ways, but is it 
not significant that their first reaction is not to express themselves in terms of service but in 
terms of personal satisfaction? And the church as a whole is little better: big houses, flashy cars, 
double incomes—all feature in the dreams of many of us, wrapped up as we are in making 
personal comfort and satisfaction our primary goal. 

Yet we should not build our lives on the basis of personal satisfaction but on the vision of self-
sacrifice and service that the Bible lays before us. Given the choice, what would many of us 
involved in the professional theological sphere, students and academics, do: speak at a major 
academic gathering and hob-nob with the great and the good, or talk to the church youth 
group? Of course, many times we can do both—but what if we had to make a choice? The 
answer will speak eloquently of where our real treasure is stored. Has the gospel of our own 
personal ambition not upstaged the gospel of sacrificial service? It is faithfulness, not happiness 
or worldly reputation, which is the criterion of Christian success. 

A PROBLEM OF MORALITY, NOT METHODOLOGY 

The church in the West is caught in a maelstrom of decline. One might suggest a whole variety 
of ways to overcome this. Some suggest we need to be more “postmodern” in our worship; 
others suggest we need to rethink how the gospel is communicated. I confess to being skeptical 
about these proposals, not because they are too radical but because they are not radical 
enough. 

They reduce the causes for decline to the level of methodology or sociology and offer relatively 
painless remedies to what is, if we are honest, a very serious, even terminal, disease. Indeed, 
those who see the problem exclusively in these terms are merely replicating the kind of 
solutions which the very health, wealth, and happiness culture itself would propose: in the 
consumer culture, Christianity is a product and poor sales can therefore be overcome by new 
management, better packaging, and more astute marketing. Now I’m not suggesting that 
sociologists and postmodernists have nothing useful to tell us—we must, of course, take care 
that we present the gospel in a way in which society can understand it (though to describe that 
as “common sense” rather than “postmodern,” “post evangelical,” or “post-whatever” would 
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seem on the whole to be less pretentious and obfuscatory)—but we must remember that to 
reduce Western Christianity’s difficulties to the level of bad techniques is to miss the point: the 
real problem is ultimately one of morality, not methodology. 

Quite simply, the evangelical church has sold its soul to the values of Western society and 
prostituted itself before the Golden Calf of materialism. Our current decline is thus not in the 
final analysis simply the result of secularization; it is ultimately the result of the active 
judgement of God upon that secularization. We have bought into the idolatry of the secular 
values of health, wealth, and happiness, and until we all, on both the individual and corporate 
level, realize this, repent of it, and give ourselves in painful, sacrificial service to the Lord who 
bought us, we will see no improvement. 

WHAT’S NEXT? 

How can we do this? 

First, let us all learn once again to lament. 

Read the psalms over and over until you have the vocabulary, grammar, and syntax necessary 
to lay your heart before God in lamentation. If you do this, you will have the resources to cope 
with your own times of suffering, despair and heartbreak, and to keep worshipping and trusting 
through even the blackest of days; you will also develop a greater understanding of fellow 
Christians whose agonies of, say, bereavement, depression, or despair, sometimes make it 
difficult for them to prance around in ecstasy singing “Jesus wants me for a sunbeam” on 
Sunday morning; and you will have more credible things to say to those shattered and broken 
individuals—be they burned-out bank managers or down-and-out junkies—to whom you may 
be called to be a witness of God’s unconditional mercy and grace to the unloved and the 
unlovely. For such, as the Bible might put it, were some of you . . . 

Second, seek to make the priorities of the biblical prayers the priorities of your own prayers. 

You can read all the trendy sociology and postmodern primers you want, and they may well 
give you valuable technical insights, but unless your studies, your preaching, your church life, 
your family life, indeed, your whole life, are soaked in prayer and reflect the priorities of the 
Bible, they will be of no profit to you or to anybody else. 

And finally, as regards personal ambitions and life-plans, “Your attitude should be the same as 
Christ Jesus: who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be 
grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human 
likeness. And being found in appearance as a man, He humbled himself and became obedient 
to death—even death on a cross!” 
     

Carl Trueman originally published this on the 9Marks Website. 03.25.2019 
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PASSIONATE ABOUT WORSHIP LESSON SUMMARY 
 

Video Outline: 
Worshiping our Triune God is a lifestyle that defines who we are as a church and as individual 

believers in Jesus. We gather to worship on Sundays, and we scatter to worship Him the rest of 
the week.” 

What is Worship? 
“The proper response of all moral, sentient beings to God, ascribing all honor and worth to their 

Creator-God precisely because he is worthy, delightfully so.” - D.A. Carson 
 
Two Important Truths about Worship: 
 

1. Scripture is central in our worship of God 
 

- Read the Word. 
“Until I come, devote yourself to the public reading of Scripture, to exhortation, and to 
teaching.” - 1 Timothy 4:13 
 

-  Sing the Word 
In Ephesians 5:19 Christians are told to address one another with “…psalms and hymns and 
spiritual songs, singing and making melody to the Lord with your heart.” 
 

-  Pray the Word 
In Acts 1:14, early Christians “devoted themselves to prayer” when they gathered together. 
 

-  Preach the Word. 
The “whole counsel of God” should be preached (Acts 20:27).  
 

-  See the Word  
 

2. Worship involves all of who we are 
 

“I appeal to you therefore, brothers, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a living 
sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship. Do not be conformed to 
this world, but be transformed by the renewal of your mind, that by testing you may discern 
what is the will of God, what is good and acceptable and perfect.” - Romans 12:1-2 
 
“The notion that you can come to church on Sunday and bend your knee in worship when in fact 
you have not done so during the week is a delusion.” - Mark Ashton 
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PASSIONATE ABOUT WORSHIP DISCUSSION GUIDE 
Icebreaker: 
Before watching the video take some time to discuss the following question:  

- What celebrity, book series, television show, sports team, etc. do you think has the 
craziest fans? What are these fans like? 
 

Video Discussion Questions: 
- When someone says the word “worship”, what comes to mind? How did what Jake 

shared challenge what you have thought about worship? 
- Where do you see forms of “worship” in our world today that are not focused on God? 
- Jake shared five ways that Scripture is lived out in our worship services. What were 

those five ways, and which of them stood out to you? 
- Read Romans 12:1-2 again. What does it mean to be a living sacrifice? How should this 

idea shape the way Christians live? 
- Do you do any sort of private worship in your personal life or with your family? What 

practices could you add to your life to help you remember and honor God during the 
week? 

- While we don’t often think of our normal daily activities as worship, Jake challenged us 
to think differently. How can we worship God while doing our schoolwork, working at 
our jobs, or even while changing diapers? 
 

What Can Miserable Christians Sing? (Trueman) Discussion Questions: 
- What is the prosperity gospel, and how does it differ from the true gospel we talked 

about in lesson two? Do you think the prosperity gospel has influenced churches? If so, 
how? 

- When is the last time you remember seeing difficult emotions expressed in church? 
What was that experience like for you? 

- Do you think more non-believers would be drawn to churches if they found more 
emotional honesty in churches? 

- When you think about your future, are your goals primarily materialistic or focused on 
status? If so, what would more godly goals look like? 

- What do you think it means to lament? Do you know anyone who does this well? How 
can our prayers become more like the prayers we see in Scripture? 
 

Final Question: 
- What is one change you want to make in your life to worship God more consistently? 
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