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Introduction 
 

 

How many years have you been reading scripture? Long enough 

to occasionally sense shallowness in your reading? You know how rich 

God’s word is, but perhaps you don’t see it as your eyes scan the page 

yet again. Or maybe you are a new reader of scripture still trying to 

make basic sense of a text you know is incredibly rich but also find 

incredibly complex. Or maybe you don’t read scripture at all because 

you’ve never had a good introduction to it, leaving you more confused 

than invited and engaged.  

Reading scripture is an incredible privilege but can be incredibly 

daunting. And we read scripture through lenses that are inevitably 

incomplete and thus distorting. Reading scripture historically is 

fascinating. No other history comes close to it. But scripture isn’t 

primarily historical. Producing an accurate account of past events isn’t 

scripture’s point. Reading scripture to appreciate and interpret its 

literary forms is also fascinating. No other literature comes close to the 

Bible. But scripture isn’t primarily literary. Well-ordered, lyrical words 

conveying imaginative constructs aren’t scripture’s point. Reading 

scripture for application, the dos and don’ts of life, is also rewarding. 

But scripture isn’t solely or even primarily a moral code. Scripture has 

broader and deeper points. 

Thinking more deeply about scripture, to truly live it out, presents 

a special challenge to the modern reader. Modernity has stripped us of 

the huge heart, subtle mind, magnificent mythos, and imaginative 

insight that scripture continually offers us. Catholic, Protestant, and 

Orthodox forms of the Christian faith, together with Baptist, 

Pentecostal, Presbyterian, Reformed, and other denominations and 

non-denominations, each in their own way reintroduce the modern 
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reader to the ancient cosmology out of which scripture emerges. But by 

featuring and accentuating various dimensions and elements of the 

faith, each such form simultaneously omits or diminishes other 

dimensions.  

What the modern reader thus needs for more-fruitful reading is 

continual exposure to multiple perspectives on the scriptures and on the 

faith, through which the Spirit may speak to the inquiring soul. This 

book’s couple of hundred short reflections offer those multiple 

perspectives. Reading scripture well is more like a conversation among 

devoted minds than a solitary adventure. This book’s reflections offer 

a sort of conversation to draw you deeper into the scriptures. They are 

not simple musings. They have substantial research, inquiry, and 

investigation behind them. One or more scholarly books, articles, or 

conversations triggered nearly every one of them. For the most part, 

though, the reflections leave out those sources. The reflections are not 

copies or even paraphrases of others’ work. And citing sources can 

distract from the scriptures themselves. The reflections’ point is to get 

us thinking more deeply about scripture, not about the authority of 

others’ views and contentions. 

This book arranges its many reflections and perspectives in 

alphabetical order to illustrate their variety and idiosyncrasy. 

Systematic treatments can help a reader grasp scripture’s deeper 

meaning. But ultimately, systems solutions aren’t the answer for deeper 

scripture reading. Systems may instead be part of the problem. Enjoy 

the variety, brevity, clarity, and breadth of these reflections. And let the 

glorious Spirit of Christ be your guide as you learn to live from the 

scriptures. 
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Abstraction 

Every day, indeed every moment, brings a choice: to make 

meaning with the world we experience or to accept the meanings 

abstractions and distortions offer us. It’s a hidden but hugely 

consequential choice. And the modern world has moved us so far from 

what we experience that we don’t even recognize the choice. Although 

we ridicule their supposed naivete, the ancients made sense of the 

world they experienced. They let their histories, narratives, and myths 

explain what they saw and felt. They largely lacked the technical means 

to distort their vision, sensation, and experience. And so their 

animating constructs and stories were phenomenological, not technical 

and abstracted. The explanatory power of Christian faith was so 

powerful that it revolutionized the world. 

Today, of course, technology 

has overwhelmed and distorted our 

natural human senses. We see 

sunrises, new births, old age, and 

every other phenomenon through 

technical lenses, all matters of light 

waves, solar systems, cells, and 

chemicals we cannot see. 

Technology is so prevalent in everything we do that we hardly realize 

that we have abandoned traditional phenomenological explanations for 

our experiences. Old age is no longer an honor and victory but instead 

a decline in cellular porosity or some such inanity. We see Christianity 

and other traditional faiths in general decline against an onslaught of 

secular materialism. But we don’t perceive the associated dramatic 

shift from phenomenological to technical understanding. We don’t 

realize that we’re all giving up being priests and kings in favor of all 

being scientists.  
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Accepting unthinkingly the meaning that abstraction teaches or 

implies is dangerous. How else do we explain the modern anomie and 

ridiculously high levels of anxiety, other mental health issues, and 

suicides? When we give up the rich meaning that biblical narratives 

make of our experience for the meaninglessness that technical 

abstractions offer, we lose the ground of our being. Hold fast to the I 

Am who is our ground of being. And hold fast to the grand narrative in 

which he grounds and vitalizes our experience.  

 

Adventure 

Adventure has a cost. In one of his famous parables, Jesus says to 

count the cost before the adventure. Jesus’s count-the-cost parable 

gives two examples: a tower’s builder and king going to war. The 

builder had better ensure sufficient funds to finish the tower, or the 

unfinished tower will stand to the builder’s shame. The king had better 

ensure sufficient troops to win the war, or the lost war will topple the 

king. Jesus’s parable isn’t merely about prudence in worldly things. 

The parable is instead about discipleship. Following Jesus means 

carrying a cross, not just free food and miracle healings.  

We intuitively understand Jesus’s 

count-the-cost parable. We all know our 

tendency to want to rush in for adventure. 

Most of us have faced a sad reckoning with 

an adventurer's exorbitant cost. That 

reckless abandon down the black-diamond 

ski hill? Ouch: should’ve counted the 

broken-leg cost. That expensive sports car or 

sailboat? Ouch: should’ve counted the 

depreciation and carrying costs. Yet in 

saying to count the cost, Jesus doesn’t mean 

to avoid the adventure to avoid the cost. Just the opposite: Kings going 

to war are just kings being kings. Builders building towers is just 
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builders building things. Jesus’s examples suggest an inevitability to 

our pursuit. We’re going out for adventure, sure thing, like it or not. 

Jesus’s cost-counting admonition shouldn’t discourage our 

discipleship adventure. That’s not the point. Jesus wasn’t saying to us 

to forget about it and to get lost. Jesus’s cost-counting admonition 

instead sets the terms for the right discipleship adventure: pursuing 

discipleship for personal gain isn’t the point. Discipleship for personal 

glory is the wrong adventure, an unbuildable tower or lost-cause war. 

Discipleship for God’s glory is the point. Indeed, in Christian 

discipleship, the cost is the glory, not the shame or pain, of adventure. 

The cross, where Jesus gave his all for us, wasn’t Jesus’s shame or pain 

but his throne. Counting the cost isn’t for us to say that our pockets 

aren’t deep enough. Counting the cost is for us to focus on the true 

reward of discipleship, which is to lose everything we wrongly hold as 

valuable to embrace everything we rightly receive from Christ.  

 

Alchemy 

Alchemy. Now there’s a word you probably haven’t heard for a 

while. You might remember the ancient and medieval alchemists from 

your school science and history studies or from reading fiction. 

Alchemists sought to purify lead into gold and promote similar 

processes in both dead and living things to raise them to higher levels. 

Resources, riches, and healing weren’t their only goals. Some also 

sought eternal life through a transmutation of the material soul. 

Alchemy wasn’t just an ancient pursuit. Its precise analytical methods 

informed science right through the Renaissance and beyond. 

Laboratories today still use practices the alchemists first established.  

But oddly, the continuing influence of alchemy today, what we 

might call the alchemical spirit, may stretch well beyond its precise 

laboratory practices. Too many of us too often look to science for a 

material transcendence it simply cannot offer. We rightly place great 

trust in the surgeon, immunologist, virologist, atom-bomb builder, and 
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other scientific experts. Thank God for the principles, insights, and 

applications of science. But you might also be able to think of a time, 

perhaps even a recent time, when we may have put too much faith in 

scientific experts to accomplish things beyond their realm. Thank God 

for the efforts of those who devote their skills to improving material 

conditions. Yet those who devote their skills to improving material 

conditions will always remain limited by those material conditions.  

Instead of looking to the 

alchemist for transcendence, 

or the modern scientist for our 

salvation, we must look to our 

holy God. Christians know 

that the material conditions 

God created don’t limit the 

power or alter the sovereignty 

of God. The Bible teaches that 

God continues to influence 

and control even the material, not just the spiritual. Redemption of all 

things, not just human souls but also our earthly realm, is coming. We 

place our trust in God working out our salvation and the redemption of 

all things through the mighty cross of Christ. The alchemical spirit may 

energize this scientific revolution or that scientific revolution, but it is 

still just another distorting spirit. We worship God in Christ and his 

Holy Spirit, not an alchemical spirit of the age. 

 

Ambition 

Modernists tend to treat faith as a soft, interior, emotional, even 

feminine pursuit. Indeed, culture casts faith as a gentle and even genteel 

recreation. Christians are supposed to be polite, refined, and 

respectable. Worldly non-Christians might even say that Christians 

often behave in an affected or ostentatious way. It’s not that the worldly 

see faith as just for women. Proper society permits men to exhibit faith, 

too. But to remain acceptable to the worldly, men and women must 
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constrain their faith to its proper bounds, dressed nicely on a Sunday 

morning.  

But that’s not a biblical faith. Anyone familiar with the arduous, 

preposterously ambitious, and entirely incredible life of the apostle 

Paul, or for that matter the lives of Peter, James, John, or Stephen, and 

women like Mary mother of Christ, Mary Magdalene, Phoebe, or 

Priscilla, would instantly disagree. Paul’s writings, and the lives of holy 

ones following Paul’s pattern down through the ages, confirm the 

courageous and adventurous striving that marks Christ’s most earnest 

followers.  

Just look around you at the lives 

within your church. You’ll see 

remarkable talents and energies put 

to the Christian task of sharing the 

greatest possible good news. You’ll 

see young men and women traveling 

the country and world to share that 

good news. You’ll see students 

devoting their free time to Christian 

music and ministry. You’ll see 

businessmen and women turning 

their commerce to the glory of 

Christ. You’ll see young and old 

professionals of every kind turning 

their practices into healing Christian ministries. And you’ll see seniors 

pouring out Christ’s love on their families, neighbors, and community.  

Be bold and courageous. Give your all to Christ. The life of 

following Christ is for the rugged, ambitious, bold, and persevering, 

just as much as for the meek. In Christ, we find our fullest, most 

adventurous, most exciting, and most worthy life. 
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Anger 
Anger is a frightening emotion. Like some subterranean god of war, 

it can burble up at a moment’s notice, ready to lash out not only at 

enemies but at friends, even loved ones. Anger acted out with the 

violence that anger implores can do sudden, irreparable harm to 

communities, careers, and relationships. We know how damaging and 

destructive uncontrolled anger can be because we’ve seen its effects 

from our own hands and the hands of others. 

No wonder, then, that the 

Bible says to rid oneself of all 

anger and rage. And that wise 

counsel is certainly worth 

pursuing. Don’t stoke the 

fires of anger. The moment 

you hear yourself reciting 

thoughts that lead to anger, 

turn those thoughts toward 

biblical injunctions. 

Remember that poking a hole in a dam brings forth a drowning gusher. 

Remember not to judge, lest God judge you with equal measure. 

Remember the power of mercy and grace, putting that positive power 

to work rather than releasing anger’s uncontrolled and negative power. 

Above all, remember how Jesus turned aside from anger to accept a 

punishment he in no measure deserved. Remember what that 

unparalleled act of mercy and grace did for us. 

Yet we only wish it were that easy: a snap of the fingers, and anger 

is gone, right? For most of us, getting rid of anger doesn’t happen that 

easily. Instead of pushing away anger, we push it down deeper into our 

souls where it stokes flames of bitterness and resentment. If that’s your 

dilemma that your anger continues to smolder, corrupting your 

relationships and soul, then try another biblical pattern. Turn your 

anger into passion for a righteous cause. Though he faced a sibling 

offense as great as one could imagine, Joseph didn’t smolder over it. 

He instead turned his fire toward ordering a household, prison, and 
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kingdom. And in the end, he stood victorious, not so much over his 

sibling offenders but over his anger and bitterness. 

Jesus, too, felt anger. He was, after all, fully human. Yet Jesus 

showed us the things that should anger us, not petty offenses to our own 

pride but big things like the death sentence that hangs over humanity 

apart from him. Jesus got angry when religious leaders tried to keep the 

broken from coming to him. He showed his anger at the self-righteous, 

those who cheated the worshipers in his Father’s house, and those who 

kept the little children from him. But whenever Jesus exhibited his 

anger, he did so in fully controlled fashion, illustrating, teaching, 

informing, protecting. Jesus’s anger never damaged persons or 

destroyed lives. He struck his great enemy Saul blind only briefly and 

only to make him his great apostle.  

So, what do we do with our anger? Yes, we rid ourselves of it rather 

than stoke it. But when it persists, we ask Jesus’s help to bend it into 

channels of righteous work out of which Jesus saves the world. When 

the world is dying, filled with people marching unwittingly toward 

their eternal death, our anger has only one worthy use: to remove every 

impediment for the world’s salvation. Turn your anger into passion for 

the Great Commission. Join the Lord’s army, where anger is a powerful 

but sheathed sword. 

 

Anxiety 
Anxiety is a symptom of the age. And why not? Society seems to 

have no center, to offer no reassuring certainty, and to define no 

comforting roles. Everything seems somehow up to us, when we often 

don’t sense where or to whom to turn. The past offers no confidence 

and the future no agreeable terms. And so, breath turns short, the heart 

races, and palms grow sweaty, as anxiety overwhelms us. And what’s 

worse is that we know we should be grateful for what we have, for our 

relative security and unprecedented provision. Americans are the most 

anxious people in history, while also the most prosperous. What, in 

heaven’s name, are we to do to tamp down our anxiety? 
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The Bible addresses anxiety head on, like it does so many other 

matters. The Bible reminds us that God holds everything most 

important to us in his own hands. Thus, rather than be anxious, we are 

instead to ask. Thank God, and ask him. Beg, if you must, with 

incessant prayers, petitions, and requests. His perfect love drives away 

anxiety’s faceless fear, not necessarily at once but like dissipating fog. 

We need not even know what to request in prayer. After all, faith is 

confidence that God will reward our hope. Faith is assurance that we 

have an anxiety-free future that we cannot see. We give no thought for 

tomorrow, instead seeking God’s will and kingdom today. God then 

consoles the anxious with glimmers of joy, sometimes even with 

floods. 

Friendship, fellowship, counseling, care, and 

medication can all soothe anxiety. Sometimes, we 

just need a little boost, a little reprieve, a little 

distraction. Sometimes, we just need a little help 

summoning the energy and concentration to see 

God on his throne, sending his Spirit for our 

comfort. Anxiety’s eternal cure will be in our 

Christ-borne redemption. Until that day, we join 

God in redeeming the world of its anxiety, little by 

little, day by day. We trust, submitting our worried hearts to him until 

we are no longer troubled nor afraid. 

 

Apophatic 

An intellectual and theological tradition exists within certain circles 

of Christianity to avoid defining God by anything other than the 

negative. The heartfelt sense is that we cannot fully know God who 

exists outside his creation, and so we describe him primarily in terms 

of what he is not rather than what he is. He is not knowable. He is not 

confinable. He is not conquerable. He is not limited. He is not 

exhaustible. Thomas Aquinas began his Treatise on God with the 

statement, “Now we cannot know what God is, but only what God is 

not; we must therefore consider the ways in which God does not exist, 
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rather than the ways in which God does.” Early church fathers Gregory 

of Nyssa and Maximus the Confessor, mystics Meister Eckhart and 

John of the Cross, and some contemporary theologians take this 

apophatic approach, defining God by what he is not more so than by 

what he is. 

We know God through Jesus 

Christ. Jesus showed us what God 

says and how God acts when fully 

human, although also fully divine. In 

Jesus, we see God’s positive image 

for humankind fully and perfectly 

expressed. Yet we also know God as 

the Father and the Spirit. We saw the 

Father and the Spirit in Jesus Christ. 

That much we comprehend. But we 

could never know all of God. Indeed, 

given God’s infinite and eternal 

nature, any part or portion of God we 

know is an infinitely small part or portion. We cannot in any sense pin 

down God. We can only accept that what he has revealed of himself in 

Jesus Christ is essential and fully sufficient for our destiny. The 

ancients, theologians, and mystics who described God as unknowable 

and thus apophatic were on to something. Let’s continue to learn of 

God and grow in God. But let’s also accept that when we know Christ, 

we know enough.  

 

Application 
Applying the Bible is not, at root, a matter of learning and 

following rules. Yes, of course, the Bible has many helpful rules and 

principles to learn and follow. Learning and following those rules will 

improve your life immeasurably. The Ten Commandments are a great 

place to start. Jesus’s Sermon on the Mount articulates those 

Commandments into dozens of extraordinarily practical statements. 

You can, if you wish, turn Jesus’s words into hundreds of literal and 
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practical do’s and don’ts. Taking Jesus at his word, and then following 

his admonitions, will make your present life far better, not to mention 

gaining you eternal life. You will see things improve immediately and, 

over time, immensely. 

Applying the Bible, though, is more than learning and following 

rules. The Bible has far more to offer than rules. The Bible is a grand 

narrative, indeed the grand narrative. The Bible is God’s story of his 

relationship with humankind. And nothing, nothing, is more practical 

than knowing your place in that grand story. Because what you need 

isn’t rules. What you need is hope. What you need is purpose. What 

you need is some way to deal confidently and energetically with the 

chaos, complexity, obstacles, and challenges of life. And that way, 

hope, purpose, energy, and power, indeed that source of all good, is 

what the Bible offers. Rules are fine, as far as they go. But what you 

need is a reason to get out of bed in the morning and do your darndest 

to make the world just a little better than it would be without your 

effort.  

Because without knowing your place 

in God’s grandest story, you just might 

give up. What hope does the world 

without God offer, but dust to dust, ashes 

to ashes? The world without God is 

simply survival of the fittest, pursuit of 

pleasure, or some similarly fruitless 

stance. Anyone can raise their aim to a 

higher mark. What you need is a reason to do so. The Bible’s grand 

narrative gives you that reason. You must work hard to wring those 

lessons from the Bible, which is an extraordinarily complex, even 

though majestic and profound, writing. But the Bible ultimately shows 

you that God created you out of a fierce desire, indeed out of a wholly 

sacrificial love, to know and embrace you intimately and eternally. God 

wants you to rule with him in a realm that offers you nothing but 

realized possibility--not pain, fear, and a certain demise, but instead his 

own glory, shared with you.  



Seeing the World Scripturally 
 

13 

 

That’s how you apply the Bible. Sure, learn and follow its rules. 

But better still, let the Bible set your soul afire with the good Lord’s 

passion to know and embrace you eternally. And then, you’ll have a 

good reason to get out of bed in the morning to give the day your all, 

whatever day the world puts before you. 

 

Approaches 

We have so many ways to read scripture, so many approaches to 

God’s word. Each approach offers a different lens into the things of 

God, revealing things we had not contemplated or had misunderstood. 

Each lens corrects other lenses, by offering its own focus. And we read 

with different approaches through different seasons, one season 

building on another. Each approach draws on its own advocates, its 

own practitioners. Those advocates or practitioners may be preachers, 

teachers, group leaders, scholars, family members, or friends. Their 

advocacy may come in the form of books, articles, blogs, podcasts, 

videos, in-person exhortation, or group discussion. We may not even 

realize that they advocate a new approach until we’re well into it, when 

we discover that we are reading scripture differently than we used to 

read. 

For example, in the past handful of 

years, my approach to reading the 

scriptures has shifted from literary to 

supernatural, psychological, symbolic, 

traditional, geographic, and practical. 

Each approach held or captivated my 

attention for a season of weeks, 

months, or years, through dozens or 

even hundreds of hours of reading, listening, and viewing, depending 

on the study format. I’ve read the scriptures through the lenses of 

ancient Hebrew scholars, Orthodox scholars, intertestamental Jewish 

literature scholars, a clinical psychologist, an icon carver, large church 

pastors, small church pastors, my pastors, concerned mothers, ancient 

church fathers, and, I hope, the scriptures’ ancient Jewish authors. Each 
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reading of scripture through each different lens has me noticing, 

highlighting, and mulling different things in the text.  

The purpose of continual scripture reading informed by so many 

approaches and such rich perspectives isn’t to impress others or 

become a scholar. It’s simply to live more and better from the 

scriptures, drawing ever closer to God. God, we know, is close to us. 

What separates us from God is our own distortion, our own reach for 

the knowledge of the tree of good and evil before God has prepared us 

for that knowledge. Every new approach to scripture brings me more 

to my knees, less sure of my own knowledge, more willing to have God 

reveal his mysteries to me. God has blessed us to read his word in such 

a rich season for investigation, inspiration, and reflection. May the 

Spirit bless you with fresh approaches to scripture.  

 

Ark 

Noah’s ark. You probably think of it as righteous Noah’s patient 

and preposterous act of obedience to God’s call. The ark was also 

salvation from the flood and perhaps a symbol or type of the church to 

come. The ark can surely be all three of those things, symbolic of 

obedience, salvation, and the community of followers called from the 

world’s wilds. Noah’s ark will forever remain a powerful symbol of 

these three things that humankind needs for redemption from the wilds 

of its own depraved heart: obedience, salvation, and community. 

Noah’s ark makes a great children’s story. It makes a much better 

reminder of our path to God’s providence: obedience, salvation, and 

community. 

Yet the ancients also saw and represented the ark as a seed. Ancient 

icons depict the ark as a kernel or nut, carrying its inestimably precious 

cargo along on the raging waters. This enormous boat, huge only in 

proportion to our own puny efforts, also represents and embodies the 

tiniest of things, a mere seed, as the ark or any other man-made ship 

remains tiny on the vast oceans. A seed, though, is among the most 

powerful of things we know. A seed concentrates the identity, 
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information, and life of a thousand past generations into a point that 

somehow conveys identity, information, and life to a thousand future 

generations. Nothing equals the power of a seed, which is why scripture 

represents Christ as the seed of life.  

And indeed, bursting forth from 

the tiny ark, once buffeted across the 

raging seas, came the rest of the 

story and life of Christ. The ark held 

more than Noah’s family and the 

two-by-two animals. It held the seed 

from which sprang the incarnate Son 

of God who was himself the seed 

and word of life. The ark makes a 

fine symbol for an act of obedience, vessel of salvation, and community 

of church. The ark makes an even more-powerful symbol as the 

extraordinary seed of life. Though your own efforts look as tiny as a 

mustard seed, knocked about by the seas of life, may in them flourish 

the fullness of our Savior Jesus Christ.  

 

Artificial Intelligence 
We hear a lot these days about artificial intelligence. We already 

have smart homes, smart cars, and smart lives, surrounding ourselves 

with eerie devices that tip us off to an improved life. But we know it 

won’t stop at that. We know that AI isn’t just about waking up to just 

the right smell of just the right automatically brewed coffee, with just 

the right music playing in the background of a just the right temperature 

home. Engineers busy themselves creating far more powerful and 

subtle intelligences, controlling information and access while directing 

resources. And AI isn’t just about influence and control. The world’s 

richest and most-famous inventor, the Thomas Edison of our day, 

wants to put a chip in our brains, as if that will solve everything. Hmm. 

Artificial intelligence, though, is an oxymoron, one that takes a 

subtle dig at our God-directed lives. Artificial intelligence puts two 
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words together having contradictory meanings. We create artificial 

things, things without life. As hard as bioengineers may try, they do not 

create life. Only God creates living things. And only God gives the 

breath of life, including the mystery of consciousness and reason. 

Intelligence is a quality only of living things. Advertisers may speak of 

a “smart” phone or “smart” car, but we know better. Phones, homes, 

and cars have no intelligence because they have no life. Artificial 

intelligence is no such thing. Phones, homes, and cars will never be 

more than tools because they’ll never have God’s life.  

Though AI tools may make our 

lives easier in some weird sense, easier 

isn’t always better. These tools, for 

instance, are now said to be capable of 

writing web content and other 

communications. You’ll now not just 

read or listen to a mindless machine’s 

concoctions but also have to answer to 

the machine. We all know the 

frustration of getting caught in these phone trees and web queries, with 

no human to correct them. And AI technologies aren’t simply soulless, 

utterly without accountability beyond the limited artificial system that 

creates them. Smart technologies can also be malevolent. Strange, isn’t 

it, that these technologies pour pornography and violence into the 

minds of our young but are so finely tuned as to shut down the first 

mention of dissent.  

Artificial intelligence is also an issue of obedience and priority. The 

more-outlandish AI proponents don’t stop at seeing the technology as 

potentially beneficial to human flourishing. The technology isn’t 

simply about getting the streaming recommendations you like. To 

some, artificial intelligence includes the dream of a higher being. For 

some, the intelligent robot should soon be so intelligent that we will 

serve it rather than it serve us. The AI dream, influencing not just AI’s 

greatest proponents but indirectly many more of us, is that AI is our 

salvation, not God in Jesus Christ. Cryogenics, the freezing of human 

remains with the hope of future resurrection, is just one of several 
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strange offshoots of that thinking. Folks, AI is not our salvation. Keep 

technology in its place, while giving God the ardent devotion he alone 

deserves. 

 

Attention 
Attention! Deep thinkers like cognitive scientists, artificial 

intelligence designers, philosophers, conceptual artists, and even 

theologians are focusing their studies on attention. Educators 

(including preaching pastors) have long known the critical role that 

attention plays in learning and personal growth. But now scientific 

experts and academic specialists share that interest in attention. Turns 

out that one cannot design a robot or improve artificial intelligence 

without understanding how and why humans focus and concentrate on, 

and otherwise attend to, relevant observations.  

Our attention is critical because 

every moment brings an infinite number 

of stimuli to our eyes, ears, and other 

senses. Information floods us, and you 

don’t have to be on the internet to know 

so. Simply looking here or there, at this 

detail or that detail, requires selecting 

relevant observations out of an infinite 

potential field. Scientists and engineers 

don’t yet know how humans do that, 

which is why their robots stumble and 

their artificial intelligence quickly goes 

awry. Yet there it is: we humans have the ability to direct our attention 

to this concerned face, that frightening fact, or some other relevant fault 

or facet among the myriad of stimuli bombarding our senses.  

Attention is not just essential for pragmatic survival. Attention is 

also moral. Attention is critical to one’s Christian faith. Jesus spoke of 

attention’s criticality when he said not to let thine eye offend thee; 

better to pluck it out. Nearly every Bible account involves individuals, 
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communities, or nations that either attend or don’t attend to the things 

of God. For example, Luke writes about Lydia in Acts 16:14, “The 

Lord opened her heart to pay attention to what was said by Paul.” Lydia 

could have continued daydreaming, just as so many of the lost dream 

their days away. But she instead paid attention. And her God’s Spirit 

renewed her mind. 

Where are you pointing your lantern of attention? We all focus 

constantly on one thing or another. Attention isn’t just a human gift or 

imperative. Attention is also a human condition, necessary to 

consciousness. Our challenge is not to fritter away our days with our 

eyes and ears trained to the distractions. Focus on God’s desires. Focus 

on God’s word. See in your surroundings the patterns, symbols, and 

movements of God. And follow them. Attend to them. Pay due 

attention. God will value and reward your attention.  

 

Baptism 
Baptism can be a challenging subject. The word has such a 

singularly religious connotation, peculiarly associated with a religious 

denomination and ritual, that we can lose its biblical, symbolic, and 

typological significance. Baptism, though, has such a central place in 

Christian faith that no Christian should lose sight of its significance.  

Fortunately, the scriptures do more 

than record baptisms, including those 

of Jesus and, later in the Acts of the 

Apostles, of initiates to the new 

Christian faith. The scriptures also 

reveal baptism’s typological 

significance, as the scriptures do with 

other central constructs. Indeed, the apostle Paul connects baptisms in 

Christ with the Israelites’ baptism into Moses in the cloud and the Red 

Sea. The scriptures leave no doubt that baptism involves a passage out 

of the slavery of sin, through a watery demise of that sin-enslaved 

entity, and up into a Spirit-immersed new birth in Christ. Baptism thus 
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embodies either the whole of Christian salvation or enough of its whole 

to make baptism a sacrament or ordinance in nearly all Christian 

denominations.  

Baptism’s power, though, isn’t solely its primacy among Christian 

sacramental and ritualistic practices. As a symbol carrying core 

Christian meaning, baptism also helps us look back to our slavery and 

forward to the wilderness. As Christians, we need to remember that our 

flesh once bound us to the world’s dead-end ways. We need to celebrate 

that Christ freed us from that bondage for the eternal life that lies ahead. 

Yet we also need to know that the wilderness follows our rebirth in new 

life through the parting of the seas. Immediately after their baptism, the 

Israelites wandered in Sinai’s wilderness for forty years, just as Christ 

fasted in the wilderness for forty days. God’s kingdom lies within us, 

but it also lies ahead. Christ is our victor, but our full redemption in 

Christ lies ahead. Baptism isn’t simply a religious ritual. Baptism tells 

us of our road past and road ahead.  

 

Becoming 

We are always becoming something, becoming the next thing, 

closer to our God-given identity and our God-image, God-glorifying 

goal. We are never finished but instead always growing, learning, 

changing, and we hope maturing. We are somedays our better selves 

and other days our worst selves. We even say things about others on 

their good and bad days like, “Oh, that’s not like him” or, contrarily, 

“Oh, that’s exactly like her.” We recognize that our existence is never 

quite our essence. Our essence, the substance of who we are to become, 

lies always just beyond us, just out of our reach, toward which we are 

constantly striving. God’s Spirit is constantly transforming and 

redeeming us because we are inside God’s creation, as God’s created. 

God, though, is utterly unlike us in that becoming, maturing, 

changing respect. To put it in a fancy way, God’s existence and essence 

are coextensive. In plainer terms, God is who he is at all times that he 

is. With God, you get all of who he is whenever and wherever you sense 
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his presence. You don’t get the better of God or the worse of God, the 

good side of God or the bad side. You don’t get God on an on day or 

an off day. You don’t get a distracted God or an impatient God, an 

indulgent God or a strict God, a caring God or an uncaring God. With 

God, you get God, the same God yesterday, today, and tomorrow. 

These things are true of God because he is uncreated rather than 

becoming. God is both outside or beyond, and inside or present in, his 

creation.  

We may too often miss the 

glory, comfort, and inspiration 

of God’s consistency, his all-

in-at-all-times nature. We 

believe the popular verse to 

trust in the Lord rather than our 

own understanding, knowing 

he will make our paths straight. 

And we know that God’s love 

for his creation, illumined by 

Christ’s self-sacrifice, is the ground for our confident belief. Yet we 

shortchange God if we overlook that he brings everything to the 

proverbial table whenever he sits down with us. He is an all-in God at 

all times, not one to give a little more or less of himself depending on 

mood or whim. When we don’t see his nature as the same in all 

situations, we are looking too much at our situation, not at him.  

 

Being 

God is being, the great I Am who creates from nothing. No one else 

and nothing else has the same capacity to bring forth something from 

nothing. Only God is the original cause. All other causes have other 

causes. As creator, God is also designer of all things, making and fitting 

things according to their purpose within creation. But God doesn’t only 

design and create. God doesn’t just cast things on the waters to watch 

their course. God is also the sustainer of all things. God supplies the 

continual means by which everything else proceeds. Without God’s 
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vitalizing presence, all would cease, still, cold, and dark. But God is 

not only the designer, creator, and sustainer. God is also good. God is 

also love. God designs, creates, and sustains beauty, joy, and 

flourishing, not chaos, pain, and destruction.  

These things we know about God. 

Yet don’t miss the lesson our 

knowledge of God teaches, the 

application we can and should draw. If 

only God creates, sustains, and 

vitalizes, then everything from which 

we expect any good we must connect 

with God. For anything to exist, 

anything we wish to become, have, or 

in some way touch, we must draw it to and from God. Anything else 

that we do not draw from and keep connected to God ceases to exist. 

Those disconnected things subside into darkness. Anything we grasp 

as our own, rather than hold properly as his, becomes a non-thing that 

will distract, deplete, and destroy, drawing us down toward the grave 

rather than up the mountain toward God’s paradise garden. Draw being 

from its only source. Don’t accept the deception of false, visible, 

artificial things man creates that have no being because they lack the 

trueness, goodness, and divinity of God.  

 

Beings 
The distinction is subtle but to Christians an important one: how do 

you live your day, having or being? We live in a materialist age, 

schooled and influenced to believe that the world has neither creator 

nor intelligent design, only things, stuff, formed from careening atoms. 

And so, the world coaxes us into acquiring stuff, holding and hoarding 

stuff, and consuming things. If God’s realm doesn’t exist, and all we 

are is stardust, then we may as well gather as much stardust as we can 

within our meaningless grasp. Having is all that matters. Whoever dies 

with the most toys wins.  
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Followers of Christ, though, take a starkly different view or, shall 

we better say, a richly different view. We are far more than mere 

material. God indeed formed us from the earth’s dirt. But he then 

breathed his life into us, giving us access to him and his realm beyond 

earth. We are more than stardust. We are children of God. Christ has 

made us his brothers and sisters with his grace as our eternal key to his 

royal home. And as God’s children, members of his household, we are 

beings more than havings. Our life is not in what we acquire, hold, and 

consume but in whom we know as our Father, loved by God. 

Ecclesiastes teaches us that message, that having and consuming is 

chasing after the wind until we rest in obedience to our loving God.  

As you proceed through your day, remind 

yourself that your day is not to have but to be, not 

to acquire and hold but to dwell in your divine 

status. That subtle shift from having to being can 

alert you to the presence of God, to the whispers 

of his Spirit. Our bodies need bread; our children 

need shelter. We have much to do to provide both. 

But our daily prayer is for God’s bread, the Bread 

of his presence, wherein we dwell and rest. At 

day’s end, we count not what we have gained or 

lost in material things but with whom we spent our day, conscious of 

the presence, activity, and provision of God. 

 

Big Eva 
Some years ago a respected theologian coined and popularized the 

term “Big Eva” to describe the loose association of Christian for-profit 

and non-profit media organizations, para-church organizations, and 

their popular leading figures who so heavily influence evangelical 

pastors, congregations, and Christians. “Eva,” of course, stands for 

“evangelical.” The “Big” part of the new phrase describes the influence 

the organizations and controlling figures exert and the resources they 

have at their disposal. A lot of money, influence, and power flow into 

and through Big Eva, which is not in itself a bad thing. We can applaud 
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money, influence, and power when put to the right evangelical uses. 

And Big Eva organizations, initiatives, movements, and figures have 

done a lot of good for many of us through their books, videos, 

conferences, and general influence. Hooray for Big Eva whenever it 

carries Christ’s word into unreached places of the human heart. 

But the “Big” part of the new phrase 

“Big Eva” also describes something else 

that may not be so good. Big Eva 

organizations, movements, initiatives, and 

figures operate outside of traditional 

ecclesiastical structures, meaning they are 

not accountable to local, regional, or 

denominational bodies. No local congregation, parish board, or 

denominational authority guides, admonishes, corrects, or rejects them. 

They largely do as they please, subject only to the control of their own 

private boards, leading figures, or most-influential network supporters 

and donors. And given their unaccountable nature outside traditional 

ecclesiastical structures, they can find their own bigness influencing 

them, at the risk of subtly influencing the soundness of their Christian 

doctrine. In coining the cautious term “Big Eva,” the theologian did us 

a favor, highlighting doctrinal risks of which many of us were largely 

or entirely unaware. We should continue entrusting our understanding 

of the faith to accountable pastors and churches while appreciating, but 

being cautious of, other offerings. 

 

Body 
Church in all its holy liturgies, rituals, forms, patterns, and 

manifestations is a gorgeous coming together of the body of Christ. 

Paul’s epistles, especially, tell us that together we are the body of 

Christ. We are one body made up of many members with Christ at the 

head.  

To the longtime, devoted believer, this construct of our being 

Christ’s body feels natural, warming, clarifying, and encouraging–



Seeing the World Scripturally 
 

24 

 

except perhaps when we struggle at church, which many of us do in 

one season or another. To the uninitiated, though, a group of people, 

even one so knit together as a body of Christ followers, may not really 

seem much like a body. Individuals rarely cohere so long and 

passionately in good-sized groups as to be anything like a single body. 

And the sense of a group of people being another person’s body, even 

such an exalted person as Jesus Christ, may seem even stranger. How 

should Bible readers think of this body construct? 

A common way Bible readers 

treat these many body-of-Christ 

passages is as a straightforward 

metaphor. After all, our language 

supports similar metaphors like a 

“body of thought,” “body of work,” 

and even a “legislative body.” As 

metaphor, these phrases help us think 

of these things as cohering into a 

unity nearly like a living thing. A legislative body, for instance, can 

“act” with a single “intent,” or so we assume as long as we don’t look 

too closely at the votes, rationales, and opinions of any single legislator 

or caucus of legislators.  

Yet the biblical construct of our being the body of Christ isn’t 

simply a metaphor. The Bible isn’t merely saying that Christ leads us 

in unity around his salvation. Every body, organism, organization, or 

entity has constituent parts. Your own body even has other internalized 

organisms on which your body depends, like the uncountable number 

of bacteria in your gut. When human entities like you and I join with 

other followers of Jesus Christ, our joining becomes something larger 

than any of us. With Christ at the head, that larger entity, the body of 

Christ, is something with a rich history, powerful purpose, and fabulous 

future. Grasp what belonging to the body of Christ means. It’s far more 

than a metaphor. It’s eternal life. 
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Breath 

It’s easy to miss something profound that Genesis reveals about 

how God made humankind. But in doing so, we sell the scriptures 

fundamentally short, overlooking the way that they reveal how we live 

within the world. Here’s the issue: Genesis tells us humankind’s 

creation story twice in immediate succession. In the first story, God 

makes humankind after making the other creatures. And God makes 

humans in his image, unlike the other creatures. There’s one clue. The 

second story, though, gives a bigger clue: after forming man from the 

earth’s dust, God breathes life into the man’s nostrils.  

You missed it, didn’t you? We 

are so immersed in a modern 

scientific materialist worldview that 

we naturally read God’s breathing 

life into human nostrils as a 

biological process, as if God’s 

oxygen was the stuff of our life. Yet 

God first made other creatures who 

also breathe oxygen. And God didn’t breathe his life into those 

animals’ nostrils. God’s breathing into human nostrils doesn’t describe 

a biological process. The scriptures aren’t a science tome. We sell the 

scriptures way short when reading them as if they described biological, 

physiological, or other material processes. God did something different 

when breathing life into humankind.  

Breath in the scriptures isn’t oxygen, not when God breathed life 

into humans, nor when Christ breathed out the Spirit on the astonished 

disciples. When God first breathed on humans, God gave us his 

utterance. He created in us our capacity to receive not his oxygen, with 

which he had already blessed the animal kingdom, but the words that 

breath carries, indeed the logos or reason or rationality through which 

we distinguish ourselves from the animals and the rest of creation. God 

made us his reasoning beings, granting us the thought and will to see 

him as our creator. That utterance, the very Word we came to know in 

Jesus Christ, is not oxygen but the stuff of eternal life.  
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Bridges 
We know God as the category creator. God separated light from 

dark, land from water, human from animal, and woman from man. God 

separated his mountaintop paradise garden from humankind’s wild 

lands beyond, with cherubim holding flaming swords to guard it. God 

divided holy from common, high from low, and holy place from outer 

courtyards. With every command, God divided right from wrong, his 

word dividing soul from spirit, joint from marrow.  

In Christ, God proved the categories 

of his kingdom to be unlike the world’s 

categories and kingdoms. In God’s way, 

rulers are not to accrue power with an iron 

fist to revel in their own glory but instead 

to reserve power, show mercy, and serve 

the ruled through the ruler’s sacrificial 

acts. Think Christ on the cross. In God’s way, honor goes not to the 

rich and powerful but to the humble. A father teaches a child best by 

admitting the father’s own faults. And in God’s way, to take up one’s 

cross is to live, while to avoid one’s cross is to die. The faithful live 

through dying to the world, while the worldly die by living for the 

world. The categories of God’s kingdom are his own categories set 

above and apart from human categories fixed on fleshly desires and 

self-honoring pursuits. 

Christ, though, is also the category bridger. Or more to the point, 

Christ’s cross, pointing up but spreading wide, fills all categories. On 

his cross, Christ is the seed necessarily dying to come back in 

transformed life, while Christ is also the sower of seeds, indeed the 

author of transformed life. On his cross, Christ is the fish caught in the 

net prepared to feed thousands, while Christ is also the fisherman 

drawing all who seek eternal life to that self-same cross. On his cross, 

Christ is the crucified one bearing all humanity’s sin, while Christ is 

also the king taking his throne prepared for victorious resurrection. On 

his cross, Christ is the servant stooping as low as one can go, dying an 
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ignominious death for his friends, while Christ is also the master raised 

up as high as any master could go, taking a heavenly throne of thrones 

before praising multitudes. On his cross, Christ is the beginning of a 

born-again humanity sharing his eternal life, while Christ is also the 

end of history, completing the full arc God began with creation.  

Avoid the category killers, those false worldviews and doctrines 

that appear to offer everything in one at minimal cost. Instead, know 

and treasure God’s categories. Recognize the cost God endured to 

create, hold fast, and fulfill all categories. And above all, know Christ 

as the category bridger, the one who fulfills every spectrum and pulls 

every divide together within him.  

 

Categories 
Categories mean a lot to an orderly, sensible, reliable faith. Genesis 

reveals that God’s creation involved separating and naming into 

categories. God spoke, and in doing so, God introduced meaning into 

chaos. In his first act giving order to the formless void, God spoke light, 

separating light from darkness and day from night. The world then had 

its first opposing or complementary categories, light representing 

conscious meaning, while unconscious ignorance lurked in darkness. 

God then separated and gathered waters so that the earth had not only 

seas but dry land, two more categories. And on God went, creating by 

classifying and categorizing, right up to his ultimate acts of creating 

humankind above the animals and separating woman from man.  

God would soon use Abraham to draw a nation out of 

Mesopotamia, once again separating, dividing things God embraced 

from things God rejected or subordinated. When Egypt subsumed and 

oppressed God’s nation Israel, God drew Israel back out of Egypt and 

elevated it to a promised land. And so the gospel unfolded, right up to 

Jesus separating those born again from those not, those who have faith 

from those who do not, and sheep from goats. Jesus would unite 

confessing Jew and Gentile in the church of all believers and throw 

heaven open for the marginalized poor and oppressed. Yet categories 
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remain. Holiness and righteousness are still things, apart from 

unholiness and unrighteousness. 

One of this age’s signs is to attempt to do away with categories. 

Deconstruction is all the rage. Prominent figures even deconstruct their 

Christian faith, sometimes ending up with none. And that’s the 

problem: deconstruct every category, and nothing is left. Every 

category has its margins. We do well to pay attention to the margins 

where we can adventure, learn, and shape or expand categories. But to 

deploy margins to level and decimate categories leaves nothing but 

chaos in its wake. That’s what viruses do, whether human viruses, 

computer viruses, or other disruptors. They break down distinctions 

until no meaning remains.  

Genesis teaches us that chaos, 

the formless void in which only 

unconscious ignorance exists, has no 

categories. One cannot have 

meaning without categories. Think 

of almost any concept or construct 

you speak, and you’ll recognize its 

categories. Everything we say and 

do includes some things while excluding other things. Test your 

categories to be sure of their biblical definition. But don’t abandon all 

categories, thinking you’re doing yourself and others a favor. Instead, 

hold fast to the biblical meaning that ensures your sensible, reliable, 

and orderly faith. The world’s chaos will never hold a candle to the 

power, purity, and purpose of God’s kingdom.  

 

Causality 
We constantly think through a lens of causality. And though causal 

reasoning is powerful, it also distorts. We assume with every thought 

that we are causative agents in a mechanistic world. Like the scientific 

materialists who we are, we think that everything is a matter of, “If I 

do this, then that will result.” If I go to church every Sunday, my kids 



Seeing the World Scripturally 
 

29 

 

will stay Christian. If I exercise every day, I will stay healthy. If this, 

then that. If not this, then not that. Every action produces a reaction, 

mechanistically, and so everything depends on our right actions in the 

world. If our kids or grandkids aren’t right, then someone or something 

is the cause of that result. We need only fix the cause, and we’ll have 

the result. We are social scientists at heart. 

Yet the Bible isn’t a science 

book. And its primary lessons 

aren’t causal. They aren’t “if this, 

then that.” We can see causes and 

results woven through the 

Bible’s narrative. The Bible 

holds many powerful lessons on 

causation, like don’t exasperate 

your children, but instruct them in the Lord. The implication is that 

you’ll see the results. But while the Bible has many lessons on 

causation, the Bible’s primary lesson isn’t that we are our world’s 

causative agents. The Bible’s primary lesson is instead that we are 

God’s representatives in his world. The Bible teaches embodiment, not 

causation. We aren’t so much to be in the world to make it a better 

place, although that is good, too. We are instead to be in the world as 

God is in the world. We are microcosms, joining heaven and earth 

within us, as Christ formed the world and entered his world to join it to 

him. 

So, then, do good. Do right. Be a tool of good, not a weapon of bad, 

in the world. But don’t think that you’re only here in the world as a 

causative agent. God has that under control. And don’t get too bent out 

of shape when your actions don’t produce your desired results. Instead, 

know that as you go about doing what good you can, and avoiding 

doing harm as you can, you are balancing heaven and earth within you. 

And no matter what results your actions produce, the balance of heaven 

and earth you carry within you and shine through you is wholly enough. 

The rewards aren’t in the results. The rewards are in carrying God’s 

image. 
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Centering 

Folks talk about being centered, and maybe there’s something to it, 

but not quite in the New Age, Far East, Buddhist or Zen sort of way. 

The great unease of the age, already extant but pandemic spurred, is the 

anxious, hopeless, and disconnected sense of not having a rich and 

purposeful place in a seemingly cold and soulless creation. Meditative 

practices that clear the mind, remove emotion, deny personality, and 

pursue dissipation into some vast universal energy don’t solve but 

instead increase that hopelessness and anxiety. Centering of that 

mindless and purposeless sort may not have much of anything to it. But 

a different kind of centering, a Christian cosmological centering, leads 

us in the direction we want to go. 

Christian cosmology puts 

humankind precisely in the center and 

not just passively but wholly, 

purposefully, and actively so. God 

made us in his image. Whatever else 

that construct means, it implies that 

God puts us precisely between heaven 

and earth, or think of it as between 

meaning and materiality, to mediate those dimensions according to his 

purpose, order, and design. In other words, God puts us at the very 

center of up/down things, to bring those things together, making order 

out of chaos while drawing on the divine. God also puts us at the precise 

intersection of space and time, or think of it as between actuality (what 

exists) and potentiality (what could exist). In other words, God puts us 

at the very center of left/right things, to mediate what could be with 

what is, creating out of his desire.  

And that’s centering, true centering that takes the most fundamental 

features of God’s universe as we know and experience those features, 

and gives us our rightful place drawing all those things into us to direct 

them back and up in obedience to our passionately loving God. Center 

yourself today. Then let things go forward and up as you participate in 

God’s great dance, at center stage, with his loving eyes on you. There’s 
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indeed something to centering, when one understands it through God’s 

mind.  

 

Cloud 

The cloud, not the fall, is the problem. Christians are of course right 

to draw deeply from Genesis that we live in a fallen state. Death, 

scripture tells us, is the wage of sin, the consequence of humankind’s 

paradise fall. Were it not for the fall, wow! Paradise. Yet God also 

made everything good, everything that persists in this fallen state. 

While we know that creation eagerly awaits its redemption, we should 

not see the persons and things around us as fatally flawed. Our flaw is 

fatal, but within us lies the ground for Christ’s complete and eternal 

redemption. Creation is good, not evil, just fallen goodness. 

And that’s where the cloud 

comes in. The fall is less the 

problem than our clouded 

discernment. Or the fall is not the 

problem at all, given Christ’s 

perfect promise of redemption. Our 

overriding issue is instead with the 

things like anger, spiritual error, 

spiritual immaturity, greed, and 

temptations that cloud our judgment. Dark mists of emotion, unholy 

desires, ingratitude, and other wrong thinking feed on other 

consequences of the fall to hide God’s path, desire, and fierce love for 

us, while obscuring creation’s goodness.  

Thinking that the fall remains our problem can make one hopeless. 

Realizing instead that the cloud is the problem can make one look to 

God for his light dispelling the darkness. Clouds dissipate. Clouds part, 

revealing the glorious, heartening, warming sunshine. Clouds lift, 

revealing the presence of God in the person of his Son and the life’s 

breath of his Spirit. Clouds also descend, making us look more closely 

and deeply for his movement and hold more strongly to his redemption. 
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If you, like the rest of us, are fallen, but you, like many of us, trust in 

Christ, then you’ve gotten back up from your fall. You may be walking 

through a mist that darkens your path, but even mists can be refreshing 

when you trust in the presence of the risen Lord. 

 

Comfort 
True story. A mother lost her young son under the worst 

circumstances. She had set her beloved boy on the beach. Waves 

tickled his delighted feet. The mother turned briefly to walk back to her 

beach towel a few feet up the beach. But when she turned back around, 

her beloved son was gone in the surf. Her husband and strangers formed 

a chain to comb the waves for her missing son. The stricken mother 

remained sitting on the beach. She knew her son was gone.  

Yet the awful realization’s 

crushing pain squeezed out a 

parallel truth: her son had just 

walked into the arms of Jesus. 

While the pain was no less, the 

comfort was somehow greater. And 

just then, two women kneeled 

beside the mother as she sat alone 

on the broad expanse of the beach, 

fruitless rescuers wading the unforgiving surf. The two women asked 

if they could pray for the mother, who nodded in appreciative ascent. 

Their prayers washed the mother’s soul of its bitterness if not its 

weight. When they were done praying, the mother lifted her head to 

thank the women for the balm of their words. But not a soul was in 

sight across hundreds of feet of empty beach. 

The virgin Mary also brought a Son into the world, knowing that 

she, too, would give him up in most-painful loss. “A sword will pierce 

your own soul as well.” The virgin knew what all mothers know, if they 

are brave enough to admit it: every child a mother brings into the world 

must leave it through death. Perhaps that knowledge is what makes 
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mothers love children so much. Every mother loses every child. Every 

child is a sacrifice to the eternal. The wise mother also prays for her 

child’s rescue. The wise mother knows that to lose the world is to gain 

the arms of Christ.  

 

Completeness 
God, we know, is perfect. The extraordinary thing is that Christ 

says, in summary of his Sermon on the Mount, that we too should be 

perfect as his Father in heaven is perfect. Perfection, as we know the 

word today to mean, is of course impossible. The Bible recognizes 

perfectly well that we hold these tasks to mimic our Father and his Son 

in jars of clay. We aren’t perfect. Perfection’s power, the apostle Paul 

reminds us, is God’s power, not our own. Yet, there it is: we are 

nonetheless to be perfect, Christ challenges us.  

Another way to address this 

challenge is to quibble over the 

Bible’s translation from the original 

Greek of the word “perfect.” Just 

about every translation you’ll find 

uses the same word “perfect.” Only 

one, a translation of which you’ve 

likely never heard, uses “complete” 

instead of perfect. But maybe it isn’t a quibble to say that what the 

Greek pretty plainly meant as “perfect” doesn’t today have the same 

meaning as the word “perfect” had then. Rendering the translation as 

“complete” or even “mature,” as the apostles James and Paul urge us 

to be in other verses, seems to soften Jesus’s challenge into a reasonable 

request. We can at least hope to be mature, if not exactly perfect or 

complete.  

Yet the Bible may give us another way to take up rather than soften 

or avoid the challenge of perfection. God’s creation may itself not be 

perfect in the way that we moderns tend to think of perfection, as 

without wrinkle or defect. God instead continually renews his creation 
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through a balance of exquisite design and order, that which we might 

think to be more like perfection, with anomalous things that dwell just 

outside that exquisite order. God is constantly giving the perfect pattern 

while simultaneously or seasonally inviting in those persons, events, 

conditions, and things that don’t yet fit the pattern. God doesn’t seem 

to even want perfect patterns, like the rows and rows of marching and 

saluting soldiers one sees in tribute to various dictators. God is no 

dictator. Instead, one sees a biblical kind of perfection in God’s ability 

to balance precise pattern with inviting in persons, events, conditions, 

and things that subtly change and renew the pattern. God is a living 

God, not a mechanical cause of mechanical perfection. And so should 

we too live in such a balance.  

 

Confession 
Confession has power you’ve never imagined, says the world’s best 

known clinical psychologist who speaks to millions about Christ’s 

redeeming power. Moderns tend to think of confession as a private, 

self-reforming act. Moderns tend to think of everything in individual 

terms more so than communal terms. And so why not think of 

confession as reforming oneself, making one into a better person? Isn’t 

that what confession is all about? Indeed, confession can change the 

confessor’s life. Confession has that power to open the door from the 

blackness in which one stands to the light on the other side. Then, walk 

through. Enjoy the light. 

But confession is far more powerful than 

simply another tool in the self-help workshop. 

Confession has the power not only to change 

oneself but to change the world. And not just to 

improve the confessor’s tiny kingdom of 

relationships in the household, school, and 

workplace, which in itself would be a very good 

thing, but to truly change the world. Consider 

Alexander Solzhenitsyn. From a brutal Siberian 

prison cell, he wrote the book that toppled the Soviet Union, freed 
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millions, and reordered world geopolitics. But he wrote the book not to 

condemn the evil empire that imprisoned him and starved millions but 

out of confession for failing to properly order his own little world. 

Nelson Mandela began his own world-changing confession writing 

from his own prison on South Africa’s Robben Island. 

Young people today hear the invitation to go forth and change the 

world, as if the inexperienced young had such wisdom, and as if going 

forth condemning the world will change it. Few of us hear the invitation 

to confession as the proper way to change the world. Christ doesn’t 

open the door for the self-righteous. Christ instead opens the door for 

the confessor who sees the need for him. And once we walk through 

that door carrying the happy tune of confession, the world begins to 

change around us.  

 

Context 
In communication, context, they say, is everything. That saying is 

just as true for reading and understanding the Bible as it is for other 

forms of communication. Context helps define the author’s meaning 

and the significance the author intended the writing to have to its 

audience or audiences. Context matters to Bible reading, just as it does 

to other communication. 

For example, writings, including books 

of the Bible, have historical context. The 

author or authors recorded the writing in a 

certain place and time. That place and time 

likely affected the author or authors to some 

degree. Indeed, many writings respond to 

specific events, developments, or trends. The 

Bible’s historical context certainly includes 

spiritual experiences. But Bible authors may 

also be responding in part to political, 

military, social, or cultural developments, 

trends, and circumstances. Bible books have 
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another important context that secular writings generally lack. Each 

Bible book is part of the scriptural canon, discerned, established, and 

approved by representative action millennia ago under the Spirit’s 

guidance. One does not read non-canonical books, however ancient, 

interesting, and even informative though they may be, as part of the 

scriptural canon. 

Each Bible book also has its own place within the scriptural canon. 

The Bible’s books have a certain order, discerned and established 

across ages. That order does not mean superiority. No minor prophet is 

any more authoritative than another, simply because one comes before 

another in the canon. The same would be true of the gospel books 

Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, that none is subordinate to  another. 

Yet the five books of the Torah share attributes, authors, audiences, and 

purposes, as do the wisdom writings, as do the gospel books, and so on. 

Appreciate the canon and each book’s place within the canon. Know 

the context, to know the good book. 

 

Conversion 

The Christians tend to speak of Paul’s encounter with the risen 

Lord on the Damascus road as Paul’s conversion. While that encounter 

certainly did mark a change, indeed a reversal, in Paul’s course, 

conversion may not quite be the best way to think of the event from its 

broader perspective. Paul was a devout Jew, we all know, a Pharisee of 

Pharisees, strictest of the strict. He was also a vigorous persecutor of 

Christians until his encounter on the Damascus road. Yet at the time of 

Paul’s encounter, Christianity wasn’t exactly a different religion than 

the Judaism that Paul so deeply embraced. Christians were then still 

largely or entirely Jews. Paul hadn’t yet taken faith in Jesus Christ to 

the Gentile world. That mission would be the point of his encounter 

with Jesus on the Damascus road. And Christians hadn’t rejected 

Judaism. They had instead discerned that Jesus was the Jews’ Messiah. 

Christians were Jews embracing their Jewish Messiah. 
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And so Paul’s encounter with Jesus 

on the Damascus road was more a 

revelation of the complete Jewish faith 

than it was a conversion to a different 

belief system within a different 

religion. Paul would have converted if 

he’d been an atheist. Paul would have 

converted if he’d been a Buddhist or 

Confucian. But Paul was a Jew’s Jew, 

as thoroughly immersed in the faith as anyone, other than Jesus who 

was also a Jew but the Son of the Jew’s God, come to fulfill the Jewish 

faith. Paul would take that Jewish faith, fulfilled in Jesus Christ, to the 

Gentiles, confirming it as the world’s faith under the one true God. Paul 

didn’t so much accept a conversion from one faith to another. More so, 

he had his sight of the Jewish faith and the world’s faith set right. 

Judaism and Christianity aren’t exactly two different religions, at least 

not as they stood at the time of Paul’s encounter with Christ on the 

Damascus road. The Rabbinic Judaism that developed in the centuries 

after Christ’s resurrection, in opposition to Christianity, is a different 

religion. The Judaism of Christ’s ministry on earth was Christ’s 

religion. 

 

Cosmology 
As moderns, we read the Bible differently than the ancients read 

and heard it. And those differences unfortunately limit what we draw 

from the Bible. For example, the Bible is an experiential text, not solely 

or primarily a historical or descriptive one. The ancients who read, 

heard, and repeated the Bible did so as their story, narrative, national 

identity, and experience. Modernity forces us into debates over the 

Bible’s historical and descriptive accuracy, when the descriptive 

details, such as whether a bush burned, the sun stood still, or the Lord’s 

angel killed exactly 185,000 Assyrian soldiers, aren’t necessarily the 

points. Living out the Bible as God’s word in action is more the point. 

The precise date stamp, meaning, or relevance of any one passage, even 
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the doctrines we find in the Bible’s epistles, is less a matter of stand-

alone principle than principle in application. Ancient readers and 

hearers lived out the Bible rather than evaluating it critically like a 

modern secular scholar.  

But that’s just one limiting difference between how we read the 

Bible and how the ancients read or heard it. Another difference has to 

do with the historically peculiar nature of the modern rational self. 

You’ve heard before how mindfully individualistic we are. To us, every 

text is a self-help book. We thus read the Bible for an abstract set of 

rules or principles to apply in our earnest programs of self-

improvement. Feeling a little anxious? There’s a verse for that. And 

that’s not a bad way to read the Bible. We can and should draw 

frequently, even constantly, on what we discern the Bible says about 

our character and attitudes.  

Yet the ancients may have read and 

heard the Bible less for its individual 

instructions and more for its 

cosmological outlook. What we do as 

individuals matters, and the Bible has 

rich guides. Christ alone gave us 

dozens, even hundreds, of practical do’s 

and don’ts. Yet Christ just as often or 

more often taught about the nature of God’s kingdom, the relationship 

of heaven to earth, and our place in them. We can turn Christ’s parables 

into mini-lessons for what to do and not to do. But we can also let 

Christ’s parables and the rest of the Bible reveal to us the nature of the 

world in both its earthly and divine dimensions. Read the Bible for how 

the ancients read and heard it. Don’t try to make the Bible solely or 

primarily a set of scientific laws, philosophical principles, or historical 

texts, to evaluate critically. Instead, live out the Bible’s patterns in your 

own life, drawing deeply on the Bible’s cosmology.  
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Cosmos 
The Bible reveals God’s vision of the cosmos. That God revealed 

that vision in scriptures now at least two millennia old doesn’t make 

his revelation outdated or antiquated. God’s vision of the cosmos 

remains the correct vision, one that aligns with the reality through 

which we experience it.  

God’s vision for the cosmos begins 

with the heaven and earth he created, and 

at the center of which he placed 

humankind. We experience earth directly 

through its materiality working on our 

senses. Indeed, earth’s materiality is 

evident in our own flesh as it is in the dirt 

from which our flesh comes. By contrast, 

we don’t experience heaven directly but 

instead perceive heaven through God’s 

word and through his principles, patterns, 

and designs. Heaven is God’s meaning, 

purpose, and design expressed and 

embodied in earth’s materiality. 

Together, heaven and earth enable us to know. We perceive what is 

relevant, possible, and purposeful in earth’s chaos through heaven’s 

discernment and design. We are God’s agents, representatives, and 

images when working the earth after his purpose and design. 

God also separated dry land or stable space from the unstable 

waters that covered it. Stable space enables us to dream, work, and 

imagine with a reasonable degree of certainty. In that stable space, we 

can point our efforts up, integrating earth with heaven. But God left the 

unstable waters at the margins of stable space to replenish, flood, and 

renew the exhausted land on every necessary occasion. Those waters 

serve like time in cyclical renewal stretching even to birth, death, and 

regenerated life. While we work the land, we do not control the fluid 

waters, which is good, for if we were to control all things, we would 

have no hope of God’s ebbing and flowing redemption. Time would 
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stand still if not for the separated waters waiting their turn at the dry 

land’s margins. While we work the dry land, our hope for redemption 

remains in God’s hands, holding back the living water for its time.  

 

Creation 
To love his creation, including its highest instantiation humankind 

as embodied in his beloved Son Jesus. That’s God’s purpose in 

creation: to unite himself with his cherished creation in glory eternally, 

with humankind in his co-rule under his Son the Savior. And that’s a 

God whom anyone with a heart, mind, and soul can trust and believe. 

Who wouldn’t respect, honor, and worship a God who seeks to redeem 

every human from every tribulation in perpetual paradisiacal embrace?  

Recognizing, celebrating, and sharing that broad 

purpose God manifests in creation is a good way to 

let the Spirit win over the suspicious non-believer. 

One of the obstacles that we can place between 

ourselves and God, and in doing so place between our 

unbelieving neighbor and God, is to limit the depth 

and breadth of God’s plan and purpose. When we 

improperly cast the full breadth of God’s purpose by 

focusing on only one or two of its dimensions, we can set up an obstacle 

for ourselves and the non-believer.  

Worship is an example. God deserves worship. God even requires 

worship. And Christians who know the full breadth of God’s desire for 

humankind, especially his sacrificial and salvific love, are happy to 

give God his due worship. But to believe and communicate that God 

wants only worship is to potentially give God a different cast. Some 

gods, especially those of the flesh like greed and appetite, do indeed 

only want worship, without having any regard for their worshiping 

host. By contrast, our God, fully embodied in Jesus Christ, shows how 

the worship he desires grows out of his sacrificial and salvific love.  

Same with obedience. Some gods, especially those of the mind like 

pride and arrogance, want only obedience, without any concern for 
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their obedient host. By contrast, our God, fully embodied in Jesus 

Christ, shows how the obedience he desires grows out of sacrificial and 

salvific love. So, don’t let your non-believing neighbor nor yourself 

stumble over any attribute of God that doesn’t fully reflect his 

sacrificial and salvific love. We don’t judge ourselves or our neighbors. 

We instead offer our neighbors and trust ourselves in God’s sacrificial 

and salvific love. 

 

Creativity 
Creativity has the reputation of being a mysterious thing. Yet each 

of us creates constantly each day. We tend to assign creativity to the 

artist, the musician, the playwright. But creativity comes in many 

forms, from the way that the homemaker arranges the furniture to the 

way that the office worker arranges electronic folders. Every day 

requires creativity from each one of us, no matter our occupation, 

position, or role. We just don’t necessarily see creativity that way. Even 

when we do, some days, we’re up for it, and other days we’re not. And 

some of us don’t really see our role, as followers of Christ, as being 

particularly creative. Why are we creative? Why should we be creative? 

And how can we be more creative so as to make more and better of 

life? 

God, we know, is the creator. Indeed, the 

Bible tells us that God created the heavens and 

earth while the sons of God sang and his angels 

shouted for joy. God was creating a celestial 

celebration even before we arrived on the scene 

to witness the spectacular nature of his creation. 

The Bible also intimates that we are God’s 

prime creation whom he made to rule with him 

over those very angels and sons of God. Yes, 

God is supremely creative, beyond all 

imaginable wonders. But still, God made us to 

be creative, too. He even filled workers with 

exquisite design skills to embroider his temple. 
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The Spirit of God fills some of us to make artistic designs honoring 

God. He fills the rest of us for other creative acts that point equally 

powerfully to him.  

So, we stimulate our creativity by remembering that we create 

because our maker is creative, having made us like him. Creativity is a 

divine characteristic, like wisdom, preaching, administration, and 

prophecy. Recognizing creativity as an aspect of his glory 

immeasurably enriches our creative acts. We admit urgency to our 

creative work because through it we honor him. We do not worship 

God lazily. Instead, we submit our entire being to worshipful creative 

acts. And we become more creative when we submit our creative tasks 

to his honor, while reveling in him. No work is worthy apart from that 

which honors God. When we celebrate the divine artist and musician 

in each of us, we celebrate him. 

 

Cross 

Oh, the cross, the cross, the old rugged cross. Christians of course 

see the cross for what it is, the cruelest means by which Roman soldiers 

tortured and killed Christ on the order of their governor at the behest of 

the religious leaders and whipped-up crowd. Yet to see the cross solely 

as related to an event, an incident, even if an incident representing the 

hinge of history, is to miss something of the profundity the cross pours 

out for us. The cross was of course an instrument of torture and 

execution. We cannot miss that Christ gave his absolute all for us, right 

down to the awful pain and humiliation. But the cross also bears 

witness to humankind’s breadth in conditional possibilities and height 

in hierarchical states of being. In plain language, the cross shows us all 

of who we could be today and all of who we could be when at our very 

best tomorrow.  

One need do no more than look at the cross’s shape, horizontal as 

far as the arms can stretch and vertical as far as the head can reach from 

the feet. Yes, the cross’s horizontal stretch shows us the broadest reach, 

the greatest possibilities, of who we might be in today’s moment. 
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That’s what Christ showed us horizontally on the cross, reaching his 

arms as wide as they could possibly go to reveal his full heart in that 

ultimate moment, while wrapping those loving arms around every 

human possibility. Christ took in and offered all circumstantial 

possibilities. Yet the cross’s vertical reach shows us the greatest height 

humankind can go from feet planted in the earth to a head raised up to 

the divine. That’s what Christ showed us 

vertically on the cross, pulling his feet up from 

the tomb while his head brought down heaven, 

humanity and divinity meeting once again 

right in his heart.  

Don’t see the cross solely as an instrument 

of death. Also see the cross as Christ’s 

instrument of amplification into possibility and 

exaltation into divinity. The cross tells us who 

we are, God’s image, uniting heaven and earth 

in every possible circumstance.  

 

Curating 
Jesus says we are to be as shrewd as snakes but as innocent as 

doves, when sent out like sheep among wolves. Innocence is today 

certainly a hard quality to cultivate, though, especially when the media 

saturates us with its opposite. But innocence must be possible, or Jesus 

wouldn’t have commanded it. We must today curate our innocence 

with greater-than-ever diligence. We must be more intentional than 

ever in what we encounter and invite into our spirit, if we are to have 

any hope of innocence. Curating our content has never been more 

important than now, if we are to have any hope of avoiding the world’s 

worst corruptions and preserving a modicum of innocence. 

Fortunately, curation remains possible, if we are willing to stick to 

it. Positive curation examples abound. If, for instance, you follow a 

news feed on your smartphone, keep hiding the stories you find to be 

distracting, discouraging, or downright degrading because of their 
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content. The algorithm will soon get your hint and feed you more 

acceptable content. Same with your YourTube account and other 

subscriptions. Take a couple of seconds to hit the hide button. The 

algorithms aren’t perfect. You’ll still get some degrading junk. But just 

try switching accounts or smartphones back to an uncurated 

experience. You’ll likely see the shocking sewer of content in which 

new initiates swim. If so, quickly jump out, back to your curated 

experience. Swimming in that sewer removes all innocence. Don’t 

court the devil. The flesh has an insatiable appetite. 

Curation, though, goes beyond 

giving the algorithms the strictest hints. 

Sometimes, the forums themselves just 

aren’t fit. Without naming any names, 

you’ve doubtless heard or seen how one 

social media app became such a toxic 

tool or how another social media app 

seemed from the get-go invented and 

introduced for graphic, foolish, violent, or other disgusting toxicity. 

Don’t go there. Abandon your account. Choose your forums wisely. A 

flow of encouraging and uplifting messages, inspirations, 

conversations, and encounters can lift your day. Sometimes, you just 

need to curate your day more effectively. We know the enemy is out 

there. We’re shrewd, not naive. We just need to value and manage our 

innocence. 

 

Cycles 

Cycles are a thing in life. We all go through cycles. Many of those 

cycles are necessary, like getting up in the morning and going to bed at 

night. Many more cycles are inevitable, things we cannot or should not 

avoid repeating even if we wished we could. Think annual physicals, 

biannual teeth cleanings, and monthly balancing of the checkbook. 

Some cycles are generally positive, like getting a paycheck every 

couple of weeks, while other cycles are generally negative, like having 

an argument with a spouse or scolding one’s cat for dragging in another 
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dead mouse. But a few cycles are Promethean, Sisyphean, meaning 

painfully tiresome in their repetition and waste. In the worst of cases, a 

cycle becomes a deadly addiction, an activity that one feels one must 

repeat even while knowing its destructive effect. 

The demi-god adjectives we give to 

deadly cycles, Promethean and 

Sisyphean, suggest both their origin and 

relief. Prometheus stole technology from 

the gods to give to humans. What a gift. 

But also, what a curse, for while 

technology on one hand promises relief 

from striving, on the other hand 

technology brings a striving curse. 

Everywhere we see a tool, we desire to 

grasp and use it, until it wears us out. 

And so the gods bound Prometheus to his rock, sending an eagle to eat 

out his liver daily. Similarly, Sisyphus cheated death twice. But as a 

consequence, the gods sentenced Sisyphus to roll his rock up a hill 

eternally, only to watch it roll down again. Cycles of striving can 

indeed be deadly. Beware technical solutions to eternal problems. 

Beware striving. Don’t cheat death, and don’t look for its technical 

solution. Instead, trust in Christ who conquered death, breaking the 

cycle of endless striving.  

 

Darkness 

God dwells in light. God also dwells in darkness. Probably, most 

of us think of the light God when thinking about God. We may think 

of Jesus walking, talking, healing, or performing miracles, clearly the 

light God, the manifested God, the God we know in human form. At 

other times thinking of God, we may think of the bright flash and clear 

voice Paul encountered on his way to Damascus, once again the 

manifested God, both visible and audible. Or we may think of the still 

small voice Elijah heard from his cave on God’s mountain, once again 

the manifested God, or the burning bush Moses encountered on that 
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same mountain, both visible and audible. For God, we may think of the 

figure with whom Jacob wrestled, the pillar of cloud and pillar of fire 

that guided the Israelites, or the dove-like figure descending on Jesus 

affirmed by the heavenly voice saying, “This is my Son whom I love.” 

These scriptural examples are all manifestations of God, the light God. 

Yet God also dwells in 

darkness, not manifested in some 

tangible, visible, or audible form 

but instead a priori, preexisting, 

outside of his creation as the I Am 

who turns nothingness into being. 

The manifestations of God, like 

Jesus calming the storm or feeding 

five thousands, fill us with wonder. 

But the unmanifested, a priori God stirs in us a holy trembling. We need 

the manifested God, the one who intervenes, speaks, heals, guides, and 

comforts. We also need the unmanifested God, the Being from whom 

all proceeds out of nothingness. In the unmanifested God, we sense not 

only the possible and the perfect but also the eternal. Jesus called the 

dead Lazarus alive out of that darkness, bringing the nothingness that 

Lazarus was becoming back into the being that Lazarus would carry 

into glory. The Father also raised his Son out of that darkness for 

eternal glory. We love the light side of God, manifested. We need the 

unmanifested God who dwells beyond his creation.  

 

Deconstruction 

Deconstruction is again all the rage. Academics have been 

deconstructing history, art, literature, society, and anything else that 

came in their paths, with the intent not just to understand those things 

but to change them fundamentally, since the rise of critical theory in 

the period between World War I and World War II. Critical academics 

didn’t spare the Bible, either. Critical theory’s influence in the 

seminaries spawned generations of scholars who challenged not only 

the Bible’s authorship, authority, and historicity, but also its morality, 
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currency, reliability, and doctrine. Their critical views also influenced 

the pastorate, while parishioners tried to hold fast to their faith. But 

recently, popular Christian podcasters, youtubers, pastors, and others 

in the church have begun deconstructing not just biblical doctrine but 

their own faith, while encouraging those in the pews to do likewise. 

Naturally, reports indicate that the young follow in droves. And 

accordingly, many leave or ignore the faith. 

Deconstruction, meaning to 

challenge everything right down 

to the roots, can be a good thing. 

Churches can responsibly 

maintain forums where 

members and guests can ask 

hard questions. But believing 

that deconstruction is a neutral 

process that removes distorting lenses is a dangerous myth. 

Deconstruction, advocated and supported by critical theory, is instead 

a distorting lens of its own. We cannot avoid seeing things through 

worldviews or perspectives. For us, no neutral perspective exists. None 

of us is without defects, and no critical school or theory of ours is 

without its own defects, either.  

From what stance, then, do we really purport to deconstruct our 

Christian faith, other than our own knowledge of good and evil? And 

how is that deconstruction, based on our own belief in our own superior 

stance, any different than what Adam and Eve did in the garden when 

they reached for the tree of the knowledge of good and evil? One cannot 

really deconstruct the fundamentals of one’s Christian faith, only 

accept or reject it. Any deconstruction of Christian faith from outside 

of its fundamental tenets must first reject its core tenet, which is to trust 

in God as our infinite superior. So as you appropriately examine and 

refine your Christian faith, do so only under the Spirit’s own guidance. 

Don’t adopt someone else’s distorting lens, even the distorting lens of 

a popular podcaster or youtuber, to examine and deconstruct your 

Christian faith. Instead, let your Christian faith examine and 

deconstruct you.  
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Depression 
Those who have suffered it know that few things are more 

frightening than depression. Depression can have evident causes in 

things like injury, illness, and loss. But depression can also come out 

of the blue, perhaps more physiological, chemical, or even spiritual 

than situational. Whatever its cause or source, depression robs living of 

life. Depression is so debilitating because it disables not just the body 

but also the spirit and mind. Depression is the soul’s prison. Don’t 

underestimate depression’s threat or impact. If you’re not depressed, 

thank God. If you are depressed, get qualified help while seeking God. 

Fortunately, the Bible has some very helpful 

things to say about depression. For one, the Bible 

declares that God draws especially near to the 

brokenhearted. God must have special sensitivity 

for the broken heart. Indeed, the Bible adds to the 

same verse that God saves those crushed in spirit. 

God’s rescue, his sacrifice and resurrection of his 

only Son, is as much for the crushed in spirit as 

for anyone else. Depression isn’t failing God. 

Depression, though the devil’s desired 

destruction, God instead turns into a window or door through which to 

save the crushed soul. 

So yes, depression is awful, debilitating, something to resist and 

fight with every sound therapy and tool. Never wish depression on 

another’s soul. But depression also slows the rushing spirit, stills the 

frenzied mind, and humbles the arrogant soul. And somewhere in 

depression’s mess, God is more willing and passionate than ever to 

draw near to revive the crushed spirit. If you suffer from depression, 

get the sound help you need. Above all, don’t condemn yourself. 

Instead, look to the good Lord who saves the crushed in spirit, whose 

own heart is for the brokenhearted. Let God draw near to you and, in 

doing so, elevate your spirit. Your process of recovery may be slow and 

intermittent. But God draws ever nearer. He awaits you with open arms. 
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Depth 

Depth is a funny thing. Some of us need it; some of us don’t. Depth 

of thought, that is. Depth of reflection, deliberation, reasoning out, 

exploring, investigating, and explaining. You can often tell a person 

who needs or craves depth in their thought: you ask them a simple 

question, and they give you an encyclopedic answer. Yes or no would 

have done, but they give you the reason, too. Do you want butter on 

your sandwich? Their answer gives you the caloric content, their 

weight trajectory, and their digestive state, too. And they leave it to you 

whether their answer means yes or no. 

Depth can indeed be a 

distraction. But depth can also be 

a powerful tool. John 3:16 pretty 

much says it all: God gave his Son 

to save the world. Yet in that 

inestimably powerful and starkly 

simple construct lies riches 

untold. The simple statement of 

God pouring himself out on the cross for us is wholly enough. That 

realization may have come to you at an altar call or in the middle of a 

very dark night. But hearing that statement alone, some seekers will 

want more before embracing its full truth. They will need to learn and 

be able to articulate to another from whom or from what God saves. 

They will need to learn how the sacrificial act of one, even of God’s 

perfect Son, could save another. They may need to learn that God’s 

self-sacrificial act was less judicial and more redemptive, less avoiding 

punishment and more paying punishment’s price.  

Everyone has a sweet spot when it comes to reasoning. For some, 

a few words is enough. Others, though, only wish it were so. Your lost 

brother or sister may need fewer words and more love, or they may 

need more words so that they understand love’s source. Scripture tells 

us that faith comes from hearing the word of God. God has given his 

word many expressions. The apostle John tells us that Christ himself 



Seeing the World Scripturally 
 

50 

 

did so much that the world could not hold the books attempting to write 

those things down. If your friend needs more words, more depth, more 

thought, rather than less, then help your friend find the deeper thoughts. 

No subject has had nearly the quantities written about it as those many 

rich things written about the Christian faith. Nothing is deeper than the 

truth in Christ. Deep calls to deep in the roar of his waterfalls. 

 

Descents 
Don’t despair, even if you see a virulent new atheism swamping 

the culture, fracturing families, destroying the young, and deceiving the 

nations. You think things have gone from bad to worse? They may well 

have. Who can argue with that? But in a sense, Christians should expect 

to see this descent into whatever parade of horribles we see going on 

around us. We can and should grieve at our fellow man’s deception and 

demise. We can and should resist that flight into a deadly madness, for 

ourselves, within our families, within our church, for our community, 

and in the nations Christ calls us to disciple. Yet this careening descent 

into pagan peril or a secular sewer may not just be predictable. It may 

even be necessary. Maybe we shouldn’t be hanging our heads at it all.  

Maybe we should instead be watching 

Christ work out his glory throughout his 

creation. You see, while good and bad are 

both under Christ’s rule, worse is under 

Christ’s dominion, too. This falling apart 

we witness throughout the culture must 

become evident, even prominent, for Christ 

to redeem it, too. It’s not simply that Christ 

wins out in the end, once things have gone totally wrong. We needn’t 

take a fatalistic view of the increasing manifestation of evil, 

immorality, distortion, and nonsense in the world. It’s not simply that 

it’s awful but all comes right in the end. Instead, this ongoing revelation 

of humankind’s deepest corruptions, this strange uncovering of 

humankind’s most distorted yearnings, is an integral stage of creation’s 

redemption. The Bible tells us that God uncovers the deep darkness, 
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bringing it to light. Behold then: awful darkness. And yet behold then: 

God bringing awful darkness to light.  

Christians shouldn’t celebrate corruption. But Christians can 

certainly celebrate God bringing corruption to light for its spectacular 

redemption. Watching the perfect Jesus die in torture, hung high on a 

wooden cross, was the ultimate revelation of the world’s madness, from 

good to bad to worse to worst. And yet seeing Jesus gloriously risen 

after awful crucifixion proves the world’s current and coming 

redemption. And with that fresh perspective, I’m no longer so 

staggered at learning of the latest of man’s abominations. Better that 

God would shed his redemptive light on the monstrous and obscene, 

than that human depravity would forever remain in darkness. 

 

Divinity 
Where is God? Or to state the question just a little more broadly, 

what is the locus of the divine? It’s a pretty simple question. Christians 

have different ways of answering that question than those who do not 

believe in God. One supposes that a secular materialist, the person who 

does not believe in any god, would beg the question. The secularist 

would say the divine has no locus, no god existing. You won’t locate 

God because God does not exist. Yet secularists tend, like the rest of 

us, to embrace a more or less natural morality, discouraging plainly bad 

things like murder, rape, and perhaps even property crimes like 

robbery, theft, and vandalism. Secularists tend even to decry poverty, 

urge charity, and feel for the homeless. They thus carry the spark of the 

divine even if not recognizing that spark as divinity. Their challenge 

then becomes where to locate that spark of divinity that mandates 

morality. Too often, the secularist places that mantle of divinity in the 

state. The government is the exalted thing to which all must bow. And 

if all did so adequately, then all would find utopia. So seems to be the 

secularist’s default stance. Absent God, the state must rule because 

humans plainly need ruling. 
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The Christian, though, doesn’t cede 

divinity to the state. Government can be 

a very good thing, but government is 

never the thing. The state is not the source 

of morality, not the spark of divinity 

toward which all should turn and on 

which all should ultimately rely. Instead, 

the Christian reserves divinity for God.  

Yet that reservation of ultimate good for the inherently good God 

doesn’t answer where God is in the Christian’s view. Christians could 

simply turn to God’s nature to say that God is everywhere, 

unconstrained by space and time, although perhaps also nowhere at the 

same time, given that God is not finite. Those assertions of God’s 

transcendent character would hold helpful grains of truth. But given 

Christ’s advent as human, his crucifixion death, his resurrection to 

eternal life, and the outpouring of his Spirit to all followers, Christians 

can more pointedly say that God also dwells inside. We have received 

the fallen seed. You want to see God? Accept his Son’s redemption, 

turn from those things that God despises, and then meet God inside.  

 

Dreams 
Dreams are strange things. What to make of them? Reports indicate 

that some people dream vividly, recalling much of their dreams. Their 

dreams may be terrorizing, fantastical, weird, unsettling, prophetic, 

confused, meaningless, or all of the above. The dreams may combine 

or extend important or trivial things that happened to the dreamer either 

recently or long ago. The dreams may lighten or darken the dreamer’s 

mood when awake, haunt or inform the dreamer’s plans, or not affect 

the dreamer at all. Others dream little or simply cannot recall dreams. 

But at one point or another, many of us wonder what to make of dreams. 

A spiritual perspective on dreams can help.  

Dreams obviously involve letting go of a sort. That’s the thing 

about dreaming: you’re not in control of the content. Dreaming ignores 
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whatever ability you have when awake to guide and direct your 

thoughts. If dreams are only thoughts and not actual experiences, 

dreams are thoughts that you cannot generally just turn off or turn 

away, without struggling to wake up. And yet dreams have some degree 

of pattern and order, or they would be truly meaningless. That’s the 

other thing about dreaming: dreams make at least a limited kind of 

narrative sense, even if the narrative isn’t one the dreamer controls. One 

can often relate at least part of a dream in a way that makes sense to 

oneself and another.  

Think of it this way: the Bible at 

times and in ways equates sleep with 

death. For instance, when referring to 

Lazarus’s death as if it were sleep, 

Jesus admonished the disciples for 

not recognizing the parallel between 

the two. Sleep and death both involve 

moving one’s conscious head from 

its divine, meaning-rich, upward 

orientation down into the chaos and disorder of earth’s lower regions, 

literally to lay down exhausted, no longer in control, in either sleep or 

death. And then, indecipherable chaos takes over.  

Still, one must sleep to recover clarified consciousness, as in 

respects one must die to self in order to rise in Christ. Letting go into 

sleep enables a cycle not just of death-like disorder, when the demons 

may come to haunt, but also a cycle of restoration. If you must interpret 

dreams, then interpret them as such: your immersion into chaos out of 

which the awakened new you rises in Christ. Your dreams may be scary 

but need not haunt. Christ descended into the grave, too, tricking the 

demons to give up their power over the dark.  

 

Eating 

Getting back to the basics can help reveal how the ancient Jews 

who wrote, carried, and lived out the scriptures thought. The real 
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basics. Like eating and drinking. Have you noticed: we eat constantly. 

Eating makes up a big part of our lives. And eating likely made up an 

even bigger part of the lives of the ancient Jews who lived out the 

scriptures. They had generally to go to much greater lengths to eat than 

we do. They had no drive through. The scriptures thus suggest that 

eating played not just a survival role but also symbolic roles, making 

up such a big part of ancient activity. In a sense, the ancient Jews 

construed that they were what they ate. Or they were how they ate.  

Clearly, to the ancient Jews, 

eating wasn’t just for 

sustenance. It was also for 

meaning, identity, and 

obedience, even for holiness and 

divinity. The Jews’ dietary laws 

and Jesus’s introduction of 

communion are two heavily 

symbolic examples. Without 

getting into their details, both the dietary laws and communion 

suggested that what one took in while eating indicated whether one 

obeyed and who one thus became from eating. Eat the right foods, right 

because God said so, or even eat the body of God’s Son in communion, 

and one somehow turns the food or the act of eating the right food into 

God’s holiness, becoming children of God.  

Dietary laws and communion are just two examples of a broader 

symbolic meaning the ancient Jews gave to eating. One could just as 

easily consider how God said to eat the Passover, whether one should 

prepare food on the Sabbath, why Jesus condemned the fruitless fig 

tree, why Jesus ate with sinners, or whether one should glean to the 

corners of one’s field. All had to do with food, with eating. In that 

broader sense, eating to the ancient Jews may have been a matter of 

taking in something from outside oneself and turning it into something 

that God desired or didn’t desire. We’ve made eating a matter of 

calories when eating instead has a vastly greater scriptural meaning. 

Every act is divinely oriented or not. So, too, with eating. Take in what 
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you should, as you should, when you should, producing from it what 

God desires.  

 

Embodiment 

Heaven and earth are such fundamental concepts of the Christian 

faith that we may be missing their impact and import. We may be 

thinking of those concepts like moderns tend to think of things rather 

than as the ancients thought of them. And in doing so, we may be 

setting up unnecessary obstacles for ourselves while missing out on 

important things.  

The modern view of heaven and 

earth is that they are two more-or-less 

equivalent but somehow divided 

material realms. Everything is, after 

all, material, and not just to the modern 

secular materialist but also to the 

Christian who, like just about 

everyone else today, thinks like a materialist. We all became 

materialists after Galileo’s telescopes showed us the heavens aren’t 

filled with paradise but instead dead planets or flaming star balls, and 

Copernicus’s mathematics showed us the earth revolved around the sun 

rather than the other way around. And getting rid of that materialist 

perspective long enough to consider biblical constructs like heaven and 

earth the way that the biblical authors thought of those constructs is, 

well, harder than we think. Critics of the Bible, at least, use their 

materialist worldview to denigrate its content, even though the biblical 

authors weren’t thinking like materialists. 

The ancients were instead thinking about heaven and earth in ways 

that telescopes and mathematics can’t spoil. To the biblical authors, 

earth is the embodied realm, the dimension in which human senses 

work. Our bodies with their senses are marvelous things. But we are 

not everything we put ourselves up to be. We are certainly not 

omniscient. Our senses can’t even see many of the things we’ve 
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developed tools, like the telescope and mathematics, to see. To the 

ancients, heaven is the disembodied realm, the dimension our 

embodied senses can’t directly perceive, in which another form of 

causative being and cognition nonetheless exists. Our embodiment, as 

marvelous but limited as it is, is the difference between heaven and 

earth. It helps us to think of heaven as up there, not because it is literally 

higher but because it is higher in form, unrestricted in the nature of our 

senses and bodies. 

The beautiful things about God’s two realms include first that both 

realms are good and second that God would have us rule over both 

realms, even though we don’t directly perceive one of them. Christ 

ruled over both, and we have Christ’s authority to rule over the unseen 

causative things that influence, comfort, and disturb us. Thank God for 

heaven and earth. We can also thank God for telescopes and 

mathematics, just that we need to use them properly in their place. 

 

Emergence 
The Bible is a holy book like no other. A key feature distinguishing 

the Bible from ordinary books is that the Bible’s accounts look either 

from the top down or bottom up. And the Bible establishes that pattern 

early, very early.  

In Genesis, God creates the heavens and 

earth, top down. Everything emanates from 

God’s word and design. God declares, and 

things happen beneath as a consequence. Yet in 

the next breath, a serpent deceives the first 

humans, bottom up. Something critical to the 

story, that awful fall of humankind, emerges 

out of the lower depths, catching the stern 

attention of God on high. Account after account 

follow the same top-down, bottom-up patterns. 

God the Most High anoints David whose reign as a consequence draws 

together the chosen nation, top down. Yet soon, David’s wandering eye 
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catches sight of Bathsheba, and as awful events unfold bottom up, God 

lets David’s son Absalom nearly take the kingdom.  

The Bible is a vertical, not a horizontal, book. Contrast other books, 

films, plays, or podcasts, and you’ll see that they’re mostly horizontal, 

not vertical. The dramatic tension is between suitors, magnates, trades, 

cultures, communities, or nations. Not in the Bible. Yes, horizontal 

conflicts between biblical figures, communities, and nations occur. But 

the tension remains vertical: on whose side will God act and for what 

reason? Read the Bible’s accounts as a vertical story, or you’ll miss the 

whole point. The Bible isn’t simply horizontal history, recording 

individual and national competitions. The Bible is vertical in its 

orientation, with humans constantly descending or ascending God’s 

holy mountain.  

But the Bible is more than an interesting vertical story. The Bible’s 

bigger point is that top down and bottom up meet in the middle, in the 

lives of individuals and fates of nations. We are the product of both 

emergence, bottom up, and emanation, top down. Emergence describes 

what people do with their opportunities in their fallen state and how 

those actions congeal into collective patterns of sin or righteousness, 

corruption or glory. Emanation describes what comes down from the 

principles and principalities to influence human fate. Emanation, or top 

down, and emergence, or bottom up, helps one make sense of the 

Bible’s vertical view. See how your actions contribute to emerging 

larger patterns, for good or evil. And see how larger patterns, 

principles, or principalities are influencing you in their emanations. 

Above all, seek God and his desires. 

Endings 
Things come to an end. Nations end, cultures end, ages end. We 

think, for instance, of the eventual fall of Rome, its civilization 

exhausted in decadence. But ends bring other things besides decadence. 

When great things and heroic things end, when grand movements, ages, 

and experiments end, they don’t just peter out in frivolity, shallowness, 

and weakness. Something else happens at the end of an age that is 

deeper, more profound, and far more interesting than mere degradation 
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and corruption. Everything the great nation or great age rejected in 

vigorous pursuit of its vision comes back in, returning with a 

vengeance.  

For example, if the great nation, age, or 

society rejected narcissism in favor of sacrifice, 

generosity, and magnanimity, then the end will 

bring unchecked narcissism. If the nation, age, 

or society embraced holiness, righteousness, 

responsibility, and self-discipline to become 

great, then the nation, age, or society will end in 

a flood of their opposites, particularly wickedness, blasphemy, 

unaccountability, and disorder. Things like nations, cultures, ages, and 

societies become what they are by pushing things they aren’t to their 

margins. But those marginal things don’t go away. To the contrary, 

they may fester and even flourish at the margins. And when the union 

gives up its commitments in fractured identity, those marginal things 

return in a flood. 

For things like nations, cultures, ages, and societies to exist in 

healthy identity, they must have boundaries, leaving things at the 

margins. Unity cannot squelch the margin without dissolving into 

disunity, even dictatorship and tyranny. But the unity cannot give up 

its core commitments without releasing a flood back in from the 

margins. Indeed, when unity gives up its core commitments for things 

that cannot and should not hold a people together, the flood of marginal 

things, while frightening, becomes an immersion and baptism that just 

might redeem the land, restoring unity. Things have endings. Endings 

aren’t often pretty. But they can be restorative. 

Error 
A very young racecar driver taught us a lesson recently, although 

not one he intended. He’d just won a race by making a mess of things, 

breaking the sport’s unwritten rules, wrecking his teammate, hurting 

his team, hurting his manufacturer, even hurting his team manager and 

team owner. As the race crowd rained boos down upon him, 

condemning his selfishness and immaturity, he said that long ago, the 
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crowds had hated Jesus, too. Hmmm. Got that one wrong, didn’t he? 

The crowd had hated Jesus because he was the King of kings, not 

because he was a selfish brat.  

The lesson the very young racecar 

driver unwittingly taught us was that 

knowing the words of the Bible isn’t 

enough. You must also know where and 

how those words fit. Satan quoted 

scripture, too. We quote scripture not to 

justify our wrong actions but to test how 

well our actions fit. God’s great story asks that we balance heaven and 

earth, time and space, order and potential, courage and humility. Every 

word that comes from the mouth of God has its place, balanced by its 

opposite, which at other times also comes from the mouth of God and 

thus may not be its opposite but may be its same. God is both mercy 

and judgment. God is both discernment and grace.  

We can forgive the very young racecar driver his immaturity and 

lack of insight. We’ve all been there, too. Let’s just remember his 

lesson: we don’t use the words of God to justify our actions. We don’t 

just know the words of God. We know the story of God, his exquisite 

balance of heaven and earth in his incarnate Son, who asks us to take 

up that balance, too. Let God’s word have its proper place. Find 

maturity in giving material its proper meaning, and giving meaning its 

proper material. Don’t mismatch the meaning and material because to 

do so is sin. 

 

Excellence 
Ah, excellence. We each know and appreciate it when we see it. 

We see excellence in the barista’s brew, artist’s art, writer’s story, and 

dancer’s dance. We see excellence in the mechanic’s repairs, teacher’s 

explanation, and surgeon’s touch. But we also see excellence in a clean 

and tidy home, well-folded laundry, well-stocked pantry, and neatly cut 

grass out front. And yet, lurking within some Christian culture is the 
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distortion that excellence is a thing to be eschewed, disregarded, even 

denigrated as an earthly pursuit. Is excellence indeed worldly, or is 

excellence instead divine? When and how should we value and pursue 

it?  

No doubt, the Bible praises 

excellence. The king raised up Daniel, 

the Bible tells us, because Daniel had an 

excellent spirit in him. Proverbs 

confirms that the one who excels in 

work will stand before kings. Paul 

writes in Philippians that we should 

think about excellent things. Paul also 

writes to the Corinthians to excel in everything, especially grace. As 

Peter pointedly proclaims, we seek excellence because of the 

excellencies of our Lord Jesus Christ. Didn’t Jesus himself say to be 

perfect as your heavenly Father is perfect?  

Yet these verses have this common thread: be ye excellent in your 

heavenly Father’s things, not necessarily in your own competing 

things. That constraint to pursue the Father’s things, not your own 

competing things, excellently isn’t as limiting as you may think. 

Folding the laundry well can be a heavenly thing. So can fixing a 

homemaker’s car. Agronomic, medical, and other scientific discoveries 

that lead to more food at lower prices and better medical care can also 

be heavenly things. Simply educating oneself to someday achieve those 

excellent things can be heavenly work, too. But so can making art, 

music, or literature that restores the soul while honoring God, implicitly 

or explicitly. The key to excellent work isn’t so much in the striving for 

perfection. Rather, it’s in knowing for whom and what we strive. We 

strive to honor God in all things, big and little, seen and unseen, 

mundane and extraordinary. Excellence must have a rationale and 

target. One does no better than to aim for perfection to honor a perfect 

God. 
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Existence 
Existence is a strange thing, so strange that even philosophers have 

struggled to explain it. And yet existence is not just a philosophical 

question. It may instead be one of those fundamental questions that we 

ought to get right to get other things right. If we have no clue why things 

exist or how they exist, then we may just be clueless about a lot of other 

things. So give existence a moment’s thought. 

At one end of the spectrum, 

some say that things exist only in 

our imagination, that all the world is 

but a fantasy. That supposition was, 

after all, a premise of the Matrix 

film series. A person who believes 

that only their own mind exists is a 

solipsist. At the spectrum’s other 

end, many believe that things exist 

entirely independent of any thought, design, purpose, or imagination. 

In that materialist view, mind matters not at all. Things exist entirely 

independent of us, the universe’s human observers, and the God who 

imagined us. How we think about the nature of existence, of so-called 

reality, tends to swing between those two polls, either subjective or 

objective. It’s either all up to us because everything is just how we think 

of it, or it’s not up to us at all because everything unfolds no matter 

whether we think of it.  

The Bible may actually help us take a middle view, a balanced view 

of existence. The Bible always gives us the correct view, if we can 

discern properly what it is telling us. And the Bible does hint at when 

we can say something exists. When in Genesis God spoke things into 

existence, day after day, he may not have been magically taking 

nothing and turning it into something. That’s the way a pure materialist 

might think about existence. Nor was God imagining something where 

nothing existed. That’s the way a pure solipsist might think. God was 

instead separating things, organizing things, giving order and design 

where only chaos had reigned. Existence is thus neither solely a 
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material nor solely a mental condition. Existence is instead God’s 

patterning of an otherwise entirely chaotic world. Things thus exist 

when we, God’s intermediaries, can identify them within God’s world. 

Identity has a lot to do with existence, in the ancient cosmological way 

of understanding the world.  

 

Exploration 
Neuroscientists tell us that frights, unexpected challenges, and 

sudden uncertainties trigger structures, signals, and chemicals in the 

brain. No surprise that sudden change disrupts our neurological 

patterns. We feel these alarms in our racing heart, shortness of breath, 

shaking hands, and queasy stomach. The question is always what we’re 

going to do about the alarms or what the alarms are going to do to us. 

Alarms produce fears and, as fears persist, anxiety. We all know 

anxiety. Yet the unknown that alarms reveal is also a world of potential 

and possibility. The first presentation of that world is routinely chaotic. 

That disorder with which sudden uncertainties present themselves is 

why we feel the neurological alarms. But the alarms are just warnings, 

not revelations. Indeed, some alarms can be invitations to exploration. 

The action of God in that chaotic world, expressed through one’s faith, 

may turn the disorder into a new kind of order better than the first. 

Recognize that these neurological and 

emotional challenges of encountering the 

world have spiritual and cosmological 

components. One can find a place of perfect 

peace for a moment. But one cannot proceed 

through life with that same perfect 

equanimity. Cosmologically, space is 

durable, time is not. We can hole up briefly 

in our bedrooms in shelter against the storm. 

But time inevitably brings change. Space is 

a shelter only for the moment. Time has a 

way of undoing the sanctity and order of the space, turning it from a 

shelter to a trap or even a prison. Time requires emerging from the 
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shelter to encounter the change. Space and time have opposite 

cosmological significance. Space sustains order, while time undoes it. 

The Christian’s opportunity is to invite God into time to turn time back 

into sacred space where God’s peace reigns. Think of that invitation to 

God to reorder chaos as your assignment to explore the new 

uncertainty. You cannot go back into spaces that time has disordered. 

One can only go forward in search of the new sacred space.  

 

Fall 
The fall. No, not the season. The Adam and Eve thing. To 

Christians, the fall is as familiar as any story, even the wondrous story 

of Christ’s advent. In the fall, Eve ate and shared with Adam the 

forbidden fruit at the serpent’s behest, both thus violating the command 

of God. Hence, sin entered the world, God banished the original couple 

from his holy mountaintop garden, and the rest, as they say, is history. 

But like any of these ancient accounts from Genesis, the fall account 

simultaneously presents a much bigger, less formulaic picture than the 

surface meaning we usually and rightly construe it to convey. Nothing 

is wrong with thinking of the fall as sin entering the world and isolating 

us from God. But don’t ignore the bigger picture. 

In the bigger picture, the fall had to 

do with humankind substituting the 

material, that which humankind could 

grasp in its own sight, for the higher-

purposed thinking that God offers. Call 

that higher-order thinking “spiritual” if 

you wish, but don’t confuse it for 

something ambiguous or purely mystical. God was supplying Adam 

and Eve with an entire way of thinking and relating, God’s 

superordinate way. In the fall, Adam and Eve, representing humankind, 

were rejecting that way for the material world that was before them.  

When Adam and Eve ate the forbidden fruit, the earth was already 

hurtling around the sun in a vast universe of trillions of stars composed 
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of the random-seeming collisions of quadrillions of atoms. Yet their 

grasp for the fruit made not just possible but sure the scientific-

materialist revolution’s cultural overthrowing of God’s superordinate 

way thousands of years later. Adam and Eve grabbed the material over 

God, believing the serpent’s deception that they would know more in 

doing so. Humankind in large part continues to believe that lie today. 

Christians, though, know better. They know that God’s superordinate 

way places the material where it belongs, gleaning its only meaning 

from God’s higher-ordered way. That’s how Christ saves the world, 

revealing God as restoring humankind as mediator of the material 

rather than its worshiper.  

 

Falling 

Wise theologians see more in the fall of humankind in God’s Eden 

garden than meets the eye. Falling involved more than our two original 

parents committing the original sin. Falling involved more than 

ejection from God’s paradise garden to toil the thorny earth. Falling 

gave us three new adversaries, not just one adversary. First, falling first 

gave us death. Our bodies became subject to decay and demise. Falling 

gave us an end date, creating an entirely new dynamic of making sense 

of our newly mortal lives. Second, falling gave us 

sin. Our disobedience twisted our aim, making 

our judgment faulty and our desires destructive. 

Falling gave us an entirely new set of problems 

of distinguishing God’s trustworthy aim from our 

untrustworthy tendencies and desires. Third, 

falling made us subject to our adversary’s wiles. 

We don’t just sin out of our flesh. We have an 

enemy tempting us toward sin, an enemy who 

tries to enslave us. 

Three serious consequences of falling: death, sin, and slavery under 

an adversary. Christians must deal with each such consequence in its 

own way, according to the scriptures. Christ conquered death for those 

who accept his victory. We escape death’s grip when we cast our hope 
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on him. Christ also gives us the strength to turn from sin. We are weak, 

but he is strong, and so we crucify our weakness, giving up our life to 

accept his life and strength. Christ also defeated our adversary whose 

deceptions hold no power over us other than the power we grant to him. 

As long as we hold fast to Christ, our adversary cannot defeat us. Christ 

defeated our adversary when Christ walked from his grave. For each 

consequence of falling, God has given us his power, substance, and 

strength, indeed given us redemption from the consequence. We need 

only hold onto him until the glorious end.  

 

Fear 
Fear isn’t an attractive emotion. Oh, sure, some fears are 

reasonable. We wisely jump out of the way of a careening car. But to 

frequently walk in dread, fearing unreasonably or fearing the ordinary 

and extraordinary challenges of life, robs life of its opportunities. How 

often do parents have to urge their children not to be afraid? God must 

often look at us, adults fearing to tread the path he laid before us, that 

way. Doors open, means arrive, and yet we hesitate, fearful of 

adventure, fearful of embarrassment, fearful of difficulty and 

consequences. We know the value of courage. Think of someone 

courageous whom you know. Can’t we see how well and fully they 

live? So why do we fear nonetheless? 

The Bible takes admonitions against fear to 

the next level. The Bible doesn’t just say to stop 

being afraid. Rather, the Bible gives us the best 

possible reason not to fear: God is with us. 

Isaiah records God saying to fear not for I am 

with you. Everyone’s favorite Psalm reminds us 

that we need not even fear evil because God is 

with us. With the Lord as our light, stronghold, 

and salvation, whom shall we fear? God doesn’t 

give us a spirit of fear but instead of power, love, 

and a sound mind. Don’t be afraid because God will never leave you. 

After all, with the Lord with us, what can mere mortals do to us? We 
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have only one to fear, and that one is God, because fear of the Lord 

begins wisdom. Don’t, Jesus admonished, fear those who can only kill 

the body. Instead, fear the One who can destroy body and soul in hell. 

And fear of the Lord, in case you wondered, is to hate evil.  

These verses, and the lives and stories into which the Bible builds 

them, teach us to reserve fear for the holy. We should have awe for 

God. Call it a holy fear, if you wish, that kind of feeling that raises the 

hair on the back of your neck. But everything else? Not so much. We 

must instead allow that awe-stricken sense of walking with a fearsome 

God to engender the courage to face these earthly conditions. Strange 

as it seems, courage’s source lies in fear of an awesome God. Isn’t that 

how David conquered Goliath? Face your Goliaths, whether they are 

social, vocational, medical, or other, in the same way, standing with 

our awesome God. 

 

Fractals 
Followers of Christ are supposed to know the world’s patterns, the 

Bible’s patterns, and the difference between the two. You think not? 

Try Romans 12:2: “Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this 

world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind.” Follow the 

world’s patterns, and die. Follow the Bible’s pattern, and live eternally.  

The Bible indeed offers the archetypal 

pattern. The Bible reveals creation’s real, 

legitimate, eternal, trustworthy, symbolic design. 

The Bible’s dominant pattern, its cosmological 

constant, places God’s paradise garden at the 

mountaintop, with all God’s good creation in 

increasing disorder as one leaves the garden to 

descend that mountain. We are to look constantly 

up, knowing that at any moment Christ’s gift of 

mercy and grace can restore us to the garden. But 

we are also to look constantly down, attending to each of God’s 
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momentary desires that we participate in bringing his divine design and 

beneficent order to creation’s lower chaos.  

The Bible reveals this dominant, universal, trustworthy, and eternal 

pattern as a single account from the beginning of Genesis to the end of 

Revelation. But it also repeats the pattern in individual lives, family 

lines, and the history of nations. Bible figures descend, both literally 

and figuratively, into the lower chaos where their looking up to God 

brings order or their looking away from God brings demise. You 

choose the figure: Cain, Noah, Rahab, Gideon, David, Solomon, Ahab, 

Daniel, Nebuchadnezzar. Or you choose the family: Aaron’s, Jacob’s, 

Naomi’s, Saul’s. Or you choose the nation: Israel, Egypt, Assyria, 

Babylon. Ascend the mountain, and God is there. Descend the 

mountain, and you’d better be looking back to God.  

Thus, the Bible’s pattern is fractal. Each little pattern of an 

individual or family, each larger pattern of a community or nation, and 

the whole pattern overall all take the same form. Each little pattern of 

individual or family also adds to other little patterns to make the larger 

pattern of the community or nation, the amalgamation of which make 

the whole pattern of humankind’s fall and rise in the mercy of God. 

Your individual story matters precisely because it reflects or doesn’t 

reflect the Bible’s overall pattern and because it adds to the patterns of 

other lives to make the pattern of a family, community, and nation. 

You're not the be-all and end-all. No one but Christ is. But your 

existence, conduct, and pattern matters, not only to you but to your 

family, community, nation, and God. Live for Christ. Walk down the 

mountain with an eye back to the mountaintop. 

 

Gathering 
Gathering for worship, in person, together in one place at one time, 

opens a space in which special things can happen for those who 

participate. The ancient tabernacle and, later after Israel’s wanderings 

concluded, Jerusalem’s great temple were places where heaven 

intersected earth. God dwelled in his tabernacle and temple. Rome, of 
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course, destroyed the great temple in 70 A.D., forty years after God 

sent his Spirit at Pentecost to birth Christ’s church. God now dwells, 

we know, wherever two or more gather in his name, working out his 

redemption of all things through his church. The church isn’t the 

tabernacle or temple. But corporate worship at church still fosters a 

time, place, and space to experience God’s presence.  

Special things indeed happen in 

God’s presence. Worshipers sense some 

of those things immediately. Immediate 

benefits of worship can certainly include 

joy, relief from oppression and anxiety, 

and a strong sense of communing, 

joining, sharing, and celebrating. But 

immediate benefits can also include 

insight, realization, and discernment. Worship can reorder and refresh 

the mind, soul, and spirit. And worship’s benefits aren’t all immediate. 

An hour later, day later, or week, month, or year later, one may realize 

that worship has restored one’s confidence, purpose, clarity, and hope. 

The benefits of worship aren’t even all describable. The unexplained, 

unarticulated, unrecognized things that worship does to us and for us 

may be far more valuable than anything we can state. 

Yet we don’t worship corporately solely or even primarily for 

personal benefit. My worship may inform you, and your worship surely 

informs me. In corporate worship, we draw from one another and give 

to one another. But the benefits go beyond realizing a personal gain or 

contributing to another’s gain. The corporate body itself takes shape 

and in its own emergent way lives and breathes. You and I may not 

worship mainly for ourselves or for one another but instead for the body 

of Christ, that the body may express its glory and life. True worship, 

authentic worship, deep worship, may be more of that sacrificial type 

than consumptive type. In worship, we give of ourselves to the body of 

Christ. Oddly, our greatest worship gain may be in giving up ourselves, 

which shouldn’t seem so odd, given that redemptive sacrifice is the 

very body of Christ. 
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Generating 
The Bible is so much more than a set of moral principles or a good 

story. The Bible reveals how God generates meaning in his universe. 

God created his cosmos to do just that: generate a particular account 

that joins his creation to him in the most uplifting, informing, edifying, 

and magnifying of states, captured in that mystifying word “glory.” 

God’s creation is a meaning-making wonder in which we have a central 

role. God made humankind to mediate and integrate his heaven with 

his earth. Meaning requires a communication, discussion, or dialectic. 

God’s two different created realms, heaven and earth, accommodate 

that communication, discussion, or dialectic. When we properly 

mediate and integrate heaven and earth, receiving from heaven to order 

and make sense of earth, we foster the meaning for which God created 

the universe.  

To mediate and integrate heaven is to 

receive and embrace the truth God’s Spirit 

conveys about his creation, his creation’s design 

and purpose, and his creatures within creation. 

To mediate and integrate earth is to prepare, 

shape, mark, work, and order earth’s material to 

reflect the design and purpose we learn from 

heaven. When we properly mediate and 

integrate heaven and earth in this dual upward-

and-downward looking manner, we see and 

reflect the meaning God has for his creation. We see our place within 

creation, understand our nature within creation, and honor God for who 

he is as creator. When we properly mediate and integrate heaven and 

earth, we organize his material realm earth in its proper patterns, 

balancing the material order or spatial realm of earth with the 

completeness, cyclical renewal, rest, recreation, and restoration of 

time. The Bible reveals the cosmos as God’s meaning-making wonder, 

with us strangely at its center.  
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Giants 
If you’ve noticed action-movie advertisements or are even an 

action-movie buff, then you know that giants continue to play a 

significant role in our mythic sense, just as they have for millennia. The 

Bible records giant warrior Nephilim killed in Noah’s flood, the 

Israelites fearing the promised land’s giant Nephilim so much as to turn 

the Israelites back, and David killing the giant Goliath, among other 

giants the Bible mentions or features. Other ancient people had their 

own giant myths, including, like the Bible, giants killed in a great flood. 

Giants are features of Nordic, Islamic, and Hindi legends, right up to 

our own legends of Paul Bunyan, Frankenstein, Jack’s giant at the top 

of the beanstalk, and Bigfoot. Why giants, though? Isn’t life already 

hard enough? 

Perhaps our fascination with and fear 

of giants has something to do with 

gigantism in fact threatening life. The 

literal distortion of the human body into 

gigantic proportions can indeed shorten 

and threaten life. Just look at the brief 

lifespan of some famous real-life giants. 

God apparently didn’t design the human body to grow to fantastic 

proportions because doing so weakens the body’s balance and systems 

so much as to soon end disproportionate life. But the threat of gigantism 

has just as much or more to do with outsized entities of all kinds, not 

just outsized humans. In many new and old myths, the legendary giants 

aren’t simply disproportionate humans. They may instead be mixed 

beings of strange origin, perhaps partly human but at least partly or 

even entirely something else.  

The giants against whom we rightly struggle may not even be 

embodied entities at all. They may be emergent entities, 

disproportionate and distorted patterns that arise and feed from the 

accumulated distorted yearnings of many disordered individual souls. 

That’s why we choose our communities and culture carefully. Some 

communities and cultures carry very dark souls. Legendary giant 
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figures quite well represent those colossal lurking patterns and systems 

that capture and destroy faithful human souls. Can you put a face on 

your giants? Doing so may help you find the smooth sling-slung stone 

to take them down.  

 

Glory 
We each occupy our own frail body, mortal while also limited in 

time, perspective, and space. We thus naturally tend to see the gospel 

from our own individual perspective and interest, fundamentally as our 

individual rescue from death. And once we grasp that, we turn to 

praying and preaching for the similar rescue of individuals around us 

including especially those most dear to us. How could we see the gospel 

any other way? After all, Christ came to save the lost. Those who repent 

of their sins and trust in Christ’s oh-so-expensive sacrifice receive their 

eternal reward, which is to escape from the mortal wages of sin and to 

instead receive eternal life.  

The gospel is thus all about you, and 

all about me, and all about anyone else 

who hears the gospel, isn’t it? Well, not 

quite. Individual salvation is good news, 

certainly. And eternal life in Jesus Christ 

is a good news message we should share 

as earnestly and creatively as our energies 

permit it. The devout Christian should have great concern for the lost 

soul, just as Jesus left the ninety-nine to save the one. Angels doubtless 

rejoice with every saved soul added to the heavenly chorus. Let’s not 

diminish by one iota our commitment to the eternal welfare of our lost 

brothers and sisters. 

Yet this individual aspect of the gospel isn’t its only dimension. To 

each of us, individual salvation may look, seem, and feel like the 

gospel’s most significant dimension. We are who we are, and we are 

what we are: human. But the gospel has a bigger, broader, higher, and 

deeper dimension. And one doesn’t adequately articulate the gospel 
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without including that foundational dimension on which everything 

else, including the gospel’s individual salvation, rests. Here it is: the 

good news of Jesus Christ is, fundamentally, a revelation of God’s 

goodness and grace. The gospel reveals, indeed magnificently displays, 

exactly how glorious God is. 

So you might ask, what’s the difference? What’s it to us that God 

reveals even as he saves? Well, that difference is everything, you might 

say. Sure, individual salvation means a lot to any one of us. But 

individual salvation to what? The gospel’s larger, shall we say 

“corporate,” purpose gives individual salvation its richest meaning. 

Without the corporate worship of our gloriously grace-filled and 

sacrificially loving God, individual salvation might mean nothing. For 

the gospel to usher us from death to the arms of Christ is so enormously 

valuable and relieving precisely because God has, through the gospel, 

revealed who he is. God is so utterly and gloriously merciful that he is 

indeed like no other, far sweeter than anything we can imagine. When 

you share the gospel, share both its individual and divine significance. 

 

Goal 

What is your goal in life? People have many goals, some personal, 

others social, familial, vocational, or financial. The goal of the less 

fortunate is to stay out of jail, avoid bankruptcy, continue to be able to 

feed oneself, and maybe, on an especially good day, hope the same for 

one’s children. More of us aspire to a good marriage, healthy children, 

and perhaps one or more merry grandchildren. The more visionary or 

fortunate have a so-called bucket list, implying that the goal is to 

complete the list or as many of the items on it as possible. Those things 

might be to skydive, travel around the world, or meet the president or 

the pope. Billionaires may add reaching outer space, flying to Mars, or 

becoming the first trillionaire to their bucket lists. Odd goals, to be sure, 

but goals nonetheless.  



Seeing the World Scripturally 
 

73 

 

Christians, though, place their priority on a spiritual goal. 

Christians hope and yearn to be more like Christ. Theologians, 

especially Catholic and Orthodox but others, too, naturally have a fancy 

word for it. Theosis, they say, is the process of becoming like God. No 

one attains that goal. Christ was God. He didn’t become God. But we 

approximate that goal of becoming like God as, in Peter’s words, we 

partake of God’s divine nature. Christ is in us. We receive his Spirit. 

The Spirit transforms our mind. God made us in his image, and so we 

seek to fulfill the image of God. Christ 

urged in his Sermon on the Mount that we 

be perfect as his Father in heaven is 

perfect. All these verses and constructs tell 

us that we are right to aspire to a sort of 

divinity, patterned after God. And when 

we succeed, we take our place in God’s 

presence, a little higher than the angels.  

 

Good 
Surprising to some, God made both good and bad. Indeed, Isaiah 

quotes God as saying so: “I form light and create darkness; I make well-

being and create calamity; I am the Lord, who does all these things.” 

But wouldn’t a good God only create good? What role does bad, or 

even evil, have in God’s good creation? Aren’t bad and evil solely the 

result of humankind’s fall? These questions approach that stumbling 

block that so many agnostics and atheists place in front of themselves 

and others, and not a few doubting Christians do likewise, when they 

ask why a good God allows evil. God, the Bible’s histories tell us, even 

uses deception, sending a lying spirit into the mouths of a king’s false 

prophets. Who is this strange God? 

The answers to these questions can 

change depending on who asks the 

question about what is particularly bad or 

evil. Take Isaiah’s quote above. God’s 

context there was judging an increasingly 
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idolatrous and evil Israel. In that context, God’s allowing calamity to 

befall Israel was doing Israel a favor, bringing it swiftly or at least 

surely back to repentance. But judging is not always God’s context for 

allowing disaster. Often, bad things are simply consequences, either of 

our own wrong actions or the wrong actions of others. Bad things like 

hurricanes can also accrue out of our as-yet-unredeemed world. Bad 

things can have several causes. And that God allows many of them to 

occur may be more a matter of his mercy and grace, meaning his 

unwillingness to put us out of our well-earned misery, than any desire 

to see us suffer.  

But consider again that God is the God both of blessing and 

disaster, indeed the God of all things, including the redeemer of 

disaster. God’s creation clearly has the prospect for both good and bad. 

Just see what today brings. Yet so many of the disasters that befall us, 

deserved or undeserved, turn out to relate to restoration and renewal. 

God’s good world wouldn’t necessarily be a perfect world because a 

perfect world would leave nothing for the margins. A good world must 

have margins, where we all find ourselves and many of our family 

members and friends at one time or another. Death to one thing brings 

birth to another. The bad that God allows often redeems, restores, and 

renews that part of us, or that whole of us, that dwells outside his 

kingdom or at his kingdom’s margins.  

 

Grief 
Grief can be a staggering condition. We grieve over many things, 

most of all the loss of a loved one, whether a parent, spouse, sibling, 

child, or close friend. Grief in such situations is so understandable as 

to be expected. But we also grieve over injury, illness, disability, 

divorce, and other losses. We even have the capacity and tendency to 

grieve over positive events like children going off to college or moving 

out of the home, or retirement from a job and career. Grief is natural. 

But grief isn’t easy. And in the hardest cases, grief can do more than 

rob the sufferer of cheerfulness, energy, and joy. Grief can disable and 
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debilitate. Small wonder that elderly surviving spouses so often die 

soon after their life mate dies. 

Bible verses consoling the grieving are among the best-known 

passages, as well they should be. The prominence of God’s consolation 

throughout the Bible reveals the compassionate nature of God’s heart. 

Jesus, after all, wept among the other grieving souls at Lazarus’s tomb. 

John’s Revelation of Jesus Christ shows God wiping away every tear 

in his new order. The Bible also reassures us that the Lord walks with 

us through the valley of the shadow of death, that he is my fortress and 

deliverer, and that he heals the brokenhearted. Jesus told the crowds 

that God blesses and comforts those who mourn. Jesus also told his 

disciples not even to let his own death trouble them because he was 

preparing rooms for them in his Father’s house. That, friends, is a God 

of utter compassion.  

The Bible admonishes us to rid 

ourselves of other emotions and 

temptations, especially things like rage 

and bitterness. But not so much with grief. 

In assuring his comfort and blessing, God 

recognizes the naturalness, even the 

appropriateness and necessity, of 

grieving. Don’t beat yourself up over grieving. Instead, seek and accept 

God’s comfort. For in his comfort, God offers us far more than 

soothing. God offers us assurance of a future free from pain and 

mourning. God wants us to look heavenward even as we suffer grief 

here on earth. For in heaven, we will no longer have any cause 

whatsoever for grieving. Grieve deeply and richly now. No shame in 

doing so. But, if you can, occasionally look up and forward. God is 

there, ready to comfort. 

 

Heaven 
Heaven. How should we think about heaven properly, 

productively, biblically? The Bible certainly introduces heaven to us, 
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indeed from line one when God created heaven and earth. But the Bible 

also suggests in many other passages that heaven is not a realm in the 

same quality, sense, proportion, or location as earth. And in our secular 

materialist age, isn’t that part of our problem? Moderns laugh at the 

ancients, thinking that they believed that if they just had a spaceship, 

or a large and strong enough sling, that they could vault themselves into 

heaven among the gods. How silly that ancient view seems, when our 

rockets and telescopes have proven otherwise, that spiritual beings do 

not dwell in gardens among the stars. 

Yet that literalism or materialism, 

that heaven was simply an equivalent 

realm like earth just beyond the reach of 

their ancient propulsion, was not at all 

what the ancients thought. We disrespect 

and diminish the ancients’ cosmology 

and wisdom when we make that mistake. 

God gave the Bible to them, not us. We’d 

better listen to them carefully, giving them the benefit of every possible 

doubt. Instead of treating heaven as having an earthly quality but just 

in a different place, the Bible and its figures, from Old Testament 

through New, present heaven as a qualitatively different realm. Yes, 

the Bible frequently uses locations for heaven, like beyond the dome 

above or up on a mountaintop. But the ancients didn’t believe they’d 

find heaven by scaling the highest mountain around, say, Everest. 

Walking up the mountain like Moses did might be a way of connecting 

with God, but even on the mountaintop Moses had to wait for the 

glimpse of the other realm that God graciously gave him. 

Heaven’s quality is indeed higher but not necessarily higher in our 

dulled materialist sense. Simply looking upward into the skies with 

one’s natural eyes won’t reveal heaven. But figuratively looking up 

with one’s sensitive consciousness, attention, and intelligence just 

might. Indeed, Jesus gave us that clue when urging that his kingdom 

was near and within us. Jesus also warned that those who use only their 

natural sight will never see the kingdom, while those who know their 

natural blindness and instead accept his sight will see. Elijah’s 
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mountainside experience also gave us that clue, when we learned that 

God was in the whisper. Though bound in part by our earthly existence, 

we can still sense all around us the order, magnificence, power, purity, 

and presence of heaven, commanded by God’s presence. 

Don’t make the other modern mistake, either. Heaven is not 

ephemeral. It is not simply a thought, consciousness, energy, or 

whisper. Heaven, though a qualitatively different realm, is real and 

dynamic, more so than the earthly realm we inhabit. Don’t diminish 

heaven to earthly dimensions. Don’t let go of heaven.  

 

Hierarchy 
People get uncomfortable with hierarchy, with some things being 

above other things. Wherever we see hierarchy, we want to tamp it 

down. We believe that we prefer everything to be egalitarian, 

everything to be equal. We commit ourselves and one another to equal 

opportunity. But we also wonder whether we should also see equal 

outcomes. Things accumulate: leaves in the corners, dirt in the rugs, 

power in the leader, and wealth in the hands of the smart, fortunate, 

blessed, or greedy. Wind blows the sand dunes higher. We want to 

flatten them all out.  

Yet God wove hierarchy into the design of the world in which we 

live. God’s design has typologies and patterns, examples of which exist 

at hierarchical levels. A leaf, twig, branch, and entire tree all have tree-

like structures. No one would say the leaf is as great as the tree. They 

instead relate hierarchically, the leaf depending on the tree but the tree 

arising out of many leaves. Similarly, a mountain arises from many 

boulders, which each arise from many bits of stone. Each is like the 

other but clearly in hierarchical order. The bit of stone doesn’t raise 

itself up over the mountain. Even socially, the individual, with head 

above and body below, behaves in ways like a family, which behaves 

in ways like a community, which behaves in ways like a city, state, or 

nation. A loving act makes for a loving marriage makes for a loving 

family makes for a loving community. The authority of one combines 
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with the authority of several to grant a leader the authority of hundreds 

or thousands.  

As egalitarian as Christianity is, it 

nonetheless incorporates and subsumes, 

rather than flattens and rejects, these 

hierarchies. Jesus came to save the 

world, to save sinners who without him 

are lost. Jesus’s offer of salvation flips 

worldly hierarchies on their head. The 

Pharisee has no advantage, and instead serious disadvantage, in 

evaluating Jesus’s ultimately magnanimous and eternally significant 

offer. The Pharisee’s pride causes him to reject Jesus’s offer, while the 

sodden sinner embraces it gladly. Yet Christianity doesn’t flatten all 

hierarchies. It instead subjects them all to the authority of Christ. The 

nation must be Christ’s disciple just as must the state, city, 

neighborhood, family, and individual. All levels of the hierarchy are 

accountable to Christ. But Christ doesn’t destroy all hierarchy. Kings 

and governors, fathers and mothers, priests and penitents, each have 

their own place in God’s hierarchical design. None are any less 

accountable because of their position in the hierarchy.  

 

Higher 
For the modern Western self, the Christian idea of dying to self 

while receiving the life of Christ presents a special challenge. Western 

culture is so highly individualistic rather than communal or corporate, 

and Western thought is so highly propositional rather than narrative, 

that dying to the self seems strangely counterintuitive if not impossible. 

Aren’t we instead to educate, develop, empower, pursue, and magnify 

the self? No, the Bible says, we are not to magnify the self. I no longer 

live, Paul writes, but Christ lives in me. What of the old self? Crucified, 

Paul writes again. How, though, does this death-to-self happen, when 

clearly the Bible doesn’t mean a literal natural death?  
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Forget, for a moment, the image 

of a natural death. Indeed, think 

instead of something inanimate, 

something that doesn’t live at all, 

like a simple stick of wood, say, one 

of the four legs that support your 

chair. That stick doesn’t mean much, 

or means nothing at all, except that it 

comprises one of the four legs of your chair. The stick must, in a sense, 

die to its own meaning–a simple stick!–if it intends to live as a critical 

component of your quite-useful chair. The stick must empty itself into 

the chair for the stick to take its rightful and frankly honorable place. 

But then think of the chair, too. The chair means little until it becomes 

your place to sit as you dine, read, or work. The chair, like the stick, 

must empty itself into its beneficial use, the pattern that makes it a 

chair. And so, too, must your dining, reading, or work. If those 

activities are to acquire their full meaning and identity, then they, too, 

must empty themselves into the higher pattern of which they are a part, 

one hopes of a life directed toward the will of God.  

One gets the sense from Christ’s teaching and life that each object, 

role, activity, and event, and each person, must give up its fruit into the 

larger story of which it is a part, for it to take its rightfully honored 

place in that grand narrative. Everything under God’s sun has its place, 

confirmed when God repeatedly stated that his creation is good. Christ, 

as the uncreated highest being of God, incorporates everything into his 

metanarrative that ultimately gives identity, meaning, and purpose to 

everyone and everything.  

So, dying to oneself isn’t dragging oneself toward the grave. Dying 

to self is emptying oneself of everything that runs counter to the desires 

of Christ. Dying to self is placing oneself utterly in the hands of Christ 

under the Spirit of Christ until Christ alone lives. Dying to self is living 

to God. Dying to self is living the one way that God intended when 

giving us life. Thank God for Christ’s life.  
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Hocus Pocus 

Here’s one you may not have known: the funny phrase “hocus 

pocus,” which we understand to be a faintly derogatory way of 

referring to a magician’s illusion, has its root in the Latin mass’s 

communion blessing “hoc est corpus meum,” when the priest repeats 

the words of Christ “this is my body.” Yes, the funny phrase hocus 

pocus may have originated as a way to mock the Catholic doctrine of 

transubstantiation, the moment in communion when the bread becomes 

Christ’s body, as the wine becomes his blood. Sad, in a way, that our 

language hides these sleights and prejudices around disagreements over 

profound religious doctrine, disagreements that we should instead 

undertake with sensitivity and respect.  

The doctrinal disagreement over 

transubstantiation, whether the bread 

becomes Christ’s body and the wine 

his blood, or whether instead the holy 

elements are merely representative, 

isn’t quite a neat Catholic versus 

Protestant divide. When the phrase 

hocus pocus gained popularity in the 

17th century, transubstantiation was 

indeed a political hot potato dividing many Catholic, Anglican, and 

Protestant churches. But the issue has generally been more subtle than 

a clear, sharp divide. Some Protestants, for instance, came closer to 

accepting transubstantiation with the doctrine of consubstantiation, 

Christ in or coexisting with the bread and wine. And Protestant 

denominations differ over what happens in communion, just as 

Protestants can differ with Catholics. On the other hand, some 

Catholics have interpreted the church’s catechisms and councils as 

treating transubstantiation as a matter of doctrinal preference or choice, 

meaning to some that Catholics may honorably disagree among 

themselves without risking excommunication.  

The Orthodox Church, or much of it, may be closer to the dominant 

Catholic position, in that many Orthodox believe Christ to be truly and 
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really in communion’s bread and wine, although not pointing to the 

incantation of “this is my body” as necessarily being the moment at 

which his presence imbues the holy elements. Orthodox may regard the 

elements as worthy of veneration throughout the process of their 

preparation and dispensation. But so, too, may many Protestants treat 

the elements with reverence. These doctrinal questions are important. 

But so, too, is the reverence, the communion with Christ, and the 

communion with fellow believers. And let’s be respectful when we 

disagree. No more hocus pocus.  

 

Hope 
Hope is a precious commodity. Water? Yes, it’s important. We’d 

only survive a few days without it. But hope? Now there’s something 

we need every day, continually, for survival. We might not realize how 

essential hope is because we carry a well of it around with us. But we 

notice as soon as hope dwindles. Indeed, the moment hope dissipates, 

we cry like babies in desperate self-pity. And meet someone truly 

without hope, and you’ll see how deadly its utter absence is. Give us 

hope and a future, and we’re energized bunnies. Make us face 

hopelessness, even for a deluded moment, and we’re ready to pack it 

in. Otherwise-solid citizens arrested on drunk-driving charges are 

substantial suicide risks at their first moment alone in jail. Remove 

hope, even for a confused moment, and life doesn’t even look worth 

living. 

The Bible recognizes how deeply spiritual and how essential hope 

is. One of the most popular Bible verses recounts God promising, as 

part of his plan for us, to give us hope and a future. Paul’s love chapter 

leaves us with only three things remaining: faith, hope, and love. The 

Bible also tells us where to place our hope: in Christ’s return judging 

and restoring all things. We hope to share in his glory, the riches of his 

glorious inheritance. The Bible reminds us to hold unswervingly to this 

hope we profess, for God promises it, and God is faithful. And Isaiah 

tells us the result of our holding to that hope, that we will soar on wings 

like eagles, running without weariness, and walking without fainting. 
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So, we don’t place our hope in circumstances 

and conditions. Placing hope in the conditions 

around us, whether at home, on the job, or at 

school, in roles or relationships, even in personal 

health and welfare, is a sure-fire way to 

disappointment. At some point for everyone, life 

becomes tremendously hard. For some of us, life 

is tremendously hard at many points, for a few of 

us all the time. If in those times you want to avoid 

the added stress of kicking and screaming like a 

self-pitying baby, and instead want to respect 

those around you and honor God, then hold to the hope God promises. 

Hardship today ends in glory tomorrow. When Christ breathed his last 

saying it is finished, he knew of the glory to come. Your hardship will 

end. Endure it as you can, but endure it with your eyes on its glorious 

finish. 

 

Human 
God’s creation has a fascinating fractal design. That is, smaller 

parts reflect the pattern or shape of larger parts in hierarchical order. A 

twig looks like a branch looks like a tree. A puddle looks like a pond 

looks like an ocean. Atoms look like solar systems look like galaxies. 

A parent looks like a principal looks like a president. Families look like 

communities look like nations. Hierarchies abound, the smaller parts 

adding up to a larger whole that looks and behaves like the smaller parts 

comprising the whole. A chain is only as strong as its links, indeed its 

weakest link if one uses the whole chain. A nation is only as moral and 

virtuous as its citizens. A justice system is only as just as it treats its 

weakest members. The design and integrity of the large depends on the 

design and integrity of the small, while the small also depends on the 

large.  

God’s fractal, hierarchical order appears not just in the material and 

social worlds but in the spiritual realm, too. Idolatrous individuals 

make up an idolatrous nation. When one family worships Baal and 
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another worships Molech, or in modern parlance when one family 

worships pleasure and leisure while another family worships power, 

influence, and security, the families together comprise a pagan 

community. God concerned himself with so few as one Israelite’s 

idolatry. Israel’s history proved that the idolatry of one soon became 

the idolatry of hundreds or thousands.  

But God’s fractal, hierarchical order goes 

even further and deeper into the spiritual realm. 

God himself is both unseen and seen, unseen and 

unseeable as the Father while also seen and even 

touchable as the Son. God is both incorporeal and 

incarnate. Likewise, God made creation both 

heaven and earth, divine and natural, design and 

design’s expression, unseen and seen. And God 

made us both incorporeal soul or spirit and 

corporeal flesh. We have the nature of God, the 

Bible calling us his image. We also have 

something of the nature of God’s creation, as 

both material and immaterial, knowable and unknown. We are each 

God’s temple, even as the heavens and earth are likewise the abode of 

God.  

 

Image 
We are God’s image in more ways than you might have 

appreciated. God made us like his cosmos, embodying heaven, earth, 

space, and time. How so? God made us stand up on bones, like trees or 

mountains, fixed, solid, spatial, and pointing upward to him but with 

feet mired in earth’s chaotic ground. We thus unite heaven and earth. 

God gave us a head that breathes in his air so that his Spirit fills our 

immaterial mind governing our material flesh to the extent that we 

desire and will it. Once again, we unite heaven and earth. God gave us 

a body made of the stuff of the earth, subject to that chaos and disorder 

but setting that chaos and disorder straight through focused effort, once 

again uniting heaven and earth.  
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But God also gave us a circulatory 

system, our blood, pushed in cycles around 

our body by a beating heart keeping time. 

Our heart pushes our blood round and round 

in circles like the minute, hour, day, week, 

and year. Our blood’s cycling carries away 

waste and death while healing, restoring, and 

renewing our bodies, just like the night 

restores the day, the sabbath restores the 

week, and winter turns fall’s death into 

spring’s renewal. Our bones make space, 

pointing up and down like the tree of life and God’s mountain, while 

our blood keeps time, coiling round like the serpent of death on the 

ground readying our body for renewal. God made us to unite space and 

time. We are the serpent blood wound around the bone tree. We unite 

heaven and earth, the ark of God floating on the flooding seas. When 

we keep it all in balance, subject to the will and design of God, we are 

God’s image, God’s cosmological design.  

 

Imbued 
The first lines of Genesis and the Gospel According to John both 

teach a fundamental difference between a biblical perspective on 

creation and the way that the modern world views reality. Christians 

see the world differently than atheists, agnostics, materialists, and 

secularists. And that difference plays itself out in a myriad of daily 

thoughts and actions.  

To the secularist, things are symbolic only because they are real 

and only as any one individual chooses to give reality some form of 

subjective meaning. The modern worldview that even Christians 

mistakenly carry is that each of us imposes meaning on the world 

around us. We each describe and define material things. The modern 

worldview has us floating in a random sea of facts, indeed a swamp of 

meaninglessness, out of which we each construct our tiny interior 

thoughts in entire subjectivity. The modern mind cries out: can’t you 
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see that the material world is without virtue, without care, and without 

any other attribute other than what you culturally impose upon it? 

Modernism separates us from the material world while stripping the 

material world of meaning.  

Well-grounded Christians, though, see the 

world as laden with God’s rich meaning. 

Anything you can identify, any item or entity, 

carries an aspect of God’s design and order, 

communicating to us God’s purpose and 

meaning. To the Christian, things are real 

because they are symbolic, incorporating into 

themselves God’s categories, principles, and 

patterns. A cat is a cat because God created 

cats in their own species and category. Same 

with a tree, stone, or river. Indeed, same with 

patience, prudence, and other virtues. Each thing that we identify, 

material or immaterial, calls out to us as that thing, teaching us its God-

made pattern. We may not know in detail the means of God’s creation, 

but we see in creation’s spectacular order God’s plain intention. 

Creation speaks volumes to us, constantly, precisely because God made 

creation through his holy Son, the divine Logos or Word. Every created 

thing in its constituent order bears the imprint of God’s meaning. And 

so, Christians live a meaning-rich life, refreshed within God’s grand 

narrative. That life is why we embrace so fully our Savior Christ, the 

divine Word and Logos. 

 

Inexhaustible 
Have you ever worried that God might run out? Run out of 

patience? Run out of time? Run out of attention? Stop listening to 

prayers? Stop listening to concerns? Stop supplying your needs? We 

are so familiar with things that run out. Everything material, apart from 

God, does run out. Tires, brakes, and transmissions run out, and then 

the vehicle runs out, too. The roof, heating and cooling system, 

electrical system, and plumbing wear out, and then the home wears out, 
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too. One’s knees, wrists, elbows, feet, eyesight, hearing, and energy 

run out, and then one’s body gives out, too. Resources run out, 

economies run out, nations run out, cultures run out, and a whole people 

disappear, too. Time runs out. Space runs out. Everything runs out. 

Doesn’t God run out, too? 

God, though, cannot run out. 

Running out is a property of finitude, 

when God is instead infinite. That 

prayer of yours that God just heard? 

He’s not one whit less able to hear 

another prayer of yours. That healing? 

That comfort? That extra bit of energy 

just to get through the day? God is not 

one bit less able to grant you another 

healing, another comfort, another extra bit of energy for your next 

trying day. God is inexhaustible. We certainly can’t exhaust him. It 

would be arrogance of quite another kind to believe that we could 

diminish God to a size less than our own. Faith includes recognizing 

the unlimited, unbounded, inexhaustible nature of God. Your situation 

is not so difficult to him, not so hopeless, not so beyond his reach, that 

he lacks capacity to intervene. God is always able.  

God is also always willing, although willingness always comes on 

God’s better terms than your own. Much like we cannot exhaust God’s 

capacity to hear, act, heal, comfort, and supply, we find it hard to 

exhaust God’s willingness to do good for us, although we should 

certainly not try. We have a degree of choice in the matter. We may 

reject God’s better offer, his better terms, for our own terms, which are 

never better than his, although they may look so to us. God may show 

us the path down which our healing, comfort, and provision are, while 

we choose a different path. His path is always better, not because his 

path is easier or even more sure to meet our immediate needs, but 

because he is at the end of his path, and we can never do any better. So 

don’t worry. God never runs out.  
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Infinity 
God, we all know, is infinite, without bounds of time or space and 

beyond his own creation. When we acknowledge God’s infinity, we 

agree that when God creates, he does not reduce himself. Making a 

hundred, thousand, or million more worlds would not exhaust or tax 

God. We also acknowledge that God has the capacity to be everywhere 

and see all things without limit. We also accept that God alone reigns 

over and above all he creates, without effective challenge.  

Within God’s infinite nature and, 

for all our puny purposes, infinite 

creation, we also see infinite 

multiplicity. Atoms, molecules, and 

grains of sand, or in the current 

smallest-particle vernacular, quarks, 

protons, and neutrons, are effectively 

countless, as are the bacteria, insects, 

larger animals, and even planets, stars, and galaxies astrophysicists also 

find too many to count. These things are not only countless but also 

differ in their individual attributes. God creates few things exactly the 

same. So many things, not just humans with their distinctive DNA but 

also viruses, algaes, snowflakes, and meteorites, are each unique. God 

is infinite but not in a uniform, boring sort of way. God’s creation is 

instead infinitely multiple, diverse without end.  

Yet although God’s infinity is multiple, with endless variety, God’s 

infinity is at the same time unitary. All things, near and distant, small 

and large, exist and behave under the same laws, even though we still 

find those laws mysterious in their depths. God draws all things 

together under his same sovereignty, in an endlessly vast but still single 

and strangely unified universe. God’s infinity includes both 

multiplicity and unity, unity and multiplicity.  

And so love is both unity and multiplicity. From the apostle John’s 

letter that God is love, we get the sense that God’s love both holds 

together and holds separate. Two cannot love as God would have them 

do so, without joining, unifying, agreeing. The Bible tells us: can two 
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walk together but that they agree? Yet two cannot love as God would 

have them love, without each accepting and affirming that the other is 

equal, apart, and free. Love is only and always voluntary, not 

compelled. Indeed, two cannot love without recognizing that the other 

differs in form, being, and identity. God’s love thus holds together 

while wholly affirming separateness, difference, multiplicity. In God’s 

unity and multiplicity, we come fully together as the body of Christ. 

 

Information 
The older the story, the more information it holds. That’s a good 

rule of thumb generally but one that works especially well for the Bible. 

Stories that persist not just for generations or centuries but for millennia 

probably carry deeper and more resonant meanings, or they wouldn’t 

have lasted so long. Storytellers and their listeners would have given 

up on them long ago. And it’s not just that to survive, those rich, 

foundational, resonant accounts must prove their mettle across ages and 

eons. Those ages and eons also shape the stories, as storytellers learn 

the distracting details to omit, the sparks of deep meaning to preserve, 

and how to simplify, purify, and amplify the whole. The great stories 

are true not necessarily because they accurately represent history but 

because they reveal how to even think about ourselves. 

And so, as ancient as it is, any 

account from Genesis is going to hold 

tons more meaning than at first meets 

the eye. That depth would be 

especially true of the earliest accounts 

in Genesis, say, those stories in God’s 

garden and in the few generations 

afterward up to Noah’s flood or Abraham’s later sojourn. Genesis’s 

account of God creating the cosmos has nuances that only another 

thousand years of reflection may reveal, while still leaving more. 

Likewise, Genesis’s account of God creating and interacting with 

Adam and Eve will be spilling out new treasures for centuries to come. 

Indeed, the earliest Bible stories, while so spare in their details, hold so 
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much design that they inform every other more-recent account in the 

Bible. And that’s a good way to read the Bible, through the world-

shattering lens of its oldest accounts. Know the Bible’s oldest stories. 

They know you.  

 

Intuition 
Do you have questions about how the Spirit leads? Have you been 

hearing others say how God talks to them, so that you’ve been waiting 

for the same? Here’s another way to think about how the Spirit leads.  

God has desires, as the Bible throughout expresses. God desires 

that we love him and others, that we act justly, and that we be generous 

and hospitable. God desires that we speak truth, deal honestly with 

others, avoid deceiving, and not covet or commit adultery or murder. 

We are to honor and obey parents and governors, at least when they are 

not profaning God in carrying out their own duties. God has many other 

desires, each of which we must suit to our own peculiar circumstances. 

The Bible expresses God’s desires sometimes as commandments, other 

times as principles, and often through narratives, leaving us to fit those 

communications to our own story. The more we know God’s desires, 

the more capable we are of discerning God’s commands and desires for 

our own actions. 

Yet again, how do we hear God in our 

circumstances, if not audibly as prophets and 

preachers sometimes claim? What inner voice 

can we trust, when we know that Satan’s 

power is deception? For many of us, the 

answers dwell in a sort of preintellectual 

intuition. From the Bible and its wisest 

interpreters, we can at least gain a sense of the patterns that godly action 

should generally fit. Those patterns won’t tell us whether to buy a new 

pair of socks instead of a new pair of glasses. But from those godly 

patterns, formed from biblical imperatives and narratives, we can get 

whispers of do-this and don’t-do-that. Call those whispers the voice of 



Seeing the World Scripturally 
 

90 

 

God’s Spirit. Or just call them a pre-conscious, preintellectual intuition. 

But pursue those intimations. Listen for the whispers. 

 

Instruments 

We think of the world through our instruments, no longer as the 

world actually is to us. What you believe the world to be isn’t what you 

actually see in it and sense of it. Your health? You believe your blood 

tests, radiographs, MRIs, and CT scans, not what your body feels and 

mood discerns. Your intelligence? You believe your IQ test, exam 

scores, and course grades, not your own life’s beneficial course. Your 

relationships? You believe the number of your social media followers 

and likes, and the photos and videos you capture of friends, not the 

hugs, warmth, and smiles you once craved. And look up at the sky: you 

believe radio telescopes rather than what the day and night reveal. Look 

at the surfaces you touch and soil you tread: you believe them to crawl 

with hidden organisms only microscopes and swab tests reveal.  

Medical tests can be 

lifesavers. Other instruments can 

save much sweat and pain. And 

the virtual world can stimulate our 

mental, physical, and spiritual 

life. Our tools and technologies 

are in many respects gifts. Yet the 

worldview that our instruments 

offer distorts the world we 

experience. Things as God would have us undergo and understand them 

are not always, and perhaps not often, as our tools and technologies 

teach. The Bible’s first toolmaker Tubal-Cain, in the line of the 

notorious Cain and son of the even-more-notorious Lamech, bore a 

Hebrew name meaning “confusion.” As helpful as they are for various 

things, tools, technologies, and instruments may confuse more than 

serve us when we ground understanding in them rather than God. 

Struggle mightily to see the world as God shows it to us rather than 
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believe the lies that tools too often teach. God holds truth. Don’t let an 

instrument distort it. 

 

Interiority 
We were once far more reflective. We had to be. We had little else 

to distract us. Oh sure, times were far more challenging. Work was 

physical, unending, and tiresome. Food was scarce, of poor quality, and 

uncertain. Health was tenuous and medical care a hazard all its own. 

We were often beset with poor housing and limited transportation, 

while insecure from conscription and general pillaging. Leisure was 

almost unknown, hardly even imagined. But we had ourselves. We had 

our minds, free from distraction. We thus learned and recalled things, 

holding them like jewels stolen from history’s wasteland. A Bible verse 

was precious; a Bible story was wisdom one could rely on, nurture, and 

trust. 

Conditions today are different, and 

that’s an extraordinary understatement. 

Technology has so far improved our 

material condition to make us feel as if 

we live in a different world. For many 

of us, food, housing, transportation, 

and medical care feel more like a right 

than a privilege. And what we receive and enjoy is of a consistency and 

high quality our forebears would never have dreamed. Our material 

conditions are so improved that we have forgotten yesterday’s physical 

deprivations. And so we substitute for those physical deprivations the 

slightest personal offense to make ourselves feel alive and duly 

challenged. We even have a name for them: first-world problems.  

Technology is so widely and readily available that we hardly notice 

our greatest loss: interiority. We no longer have the need or disposition 

to reflect. Smartphone-borne news, sports, entertainment, and social 

media flood our minds, giving us that steady dopamine drip our 

physiology craves. Everything is exterior to us, not so much assaulting 
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our senses as dulling our senses, until all we do is mentally surf all day 

long. We never stop, contemplate, and dive deep into our imaginations 

and souls. And with this loss of reflective nature and capacity, we lose 

those souls. Indeed, we voluntarily give them up to our idol world.  

Instead, reflect. Think. Discern. Mull. Dwell. Contemplate. 

Question. Look for the meaning, symbols, and patterns that surround 

you, through which you can sense God. Give your mind a break from 

the constant bombardment so that you can feel the Spirit’s nudge again. 

God is not in the artificial digital things that occupy our minds. God 

dwells richly in the reflective human soul.  

 

Intersection 
Christian faith seems a lot about being at the intersection, like the 

cross depicts an intersection, at the center of which is Jesus’s heart for 

humankind and creation. Christian faith puts humankind at the 

intersection of heaven and earth, mediating meaning into material. 

Christian faith puts humankind at the intersection of time and space. 

Christian faith orders space after God’s design within time’s cycle 

undoing and redoing that design. Christian faith reminds us that God is 

both a judge and the forgiver of judgment, both righteous and the 

sinner’s rescuer, both humble and creation’s glory. Christian faith is 

the perfect balance, integrating all things through Christ’s life at the 

intersection. 

One of those great intersections is 

indeed the narrative world, especially the 

story of Christ, acted out within the 

material world, that which we experience 

through our senses. We don’t always see 

that intersection of the story and the 

stage. Often, our stage seems scattered 

with strange props out of which we can 

make very little sense. But then rarely, or if we are especially attuned 

to the things of God then occasionally, the narrative world reveals itself 
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in the events and circumstances we find around us. The narrative world 

intersects the material world in ways that we can see and appreciate. 

The stage then becomes not a confusing thing but the setting for a great 

play within a greater hall the audience of which is God with his 

attendant divine beings. And within that great play, we perceive our 

own role. Maybe only for a moment. After all, we are participants, not 

actors. To see too much of the great playwright’s design might spoil 

our participation. But still at times, our narrative sense, how we see 

ourselves fitting within the world in God’s beneficent design, intersects 

what we see actually going on around us. And in those moments, we 

live eternally, conscious of the kingdom’s presence.  

 

Intoxication 
Intoxication is a strange thing. Literally. Intoxication in its alcohol, 

drug, or smoked hallucinogenic form is taking in a strange substance 

that disconnects the head from the body, the will from control. The 

head should guide, inform, and direct the body. The body should listen 

and respond to the head, carrying out the head’s meaning and purpose. 

But with intoxication, the body no longer does as the head desires. The 

body rules over the head, when the body has no organ, no brain, to 

guide itself. Hence, the body stumbles, doing senseless things. And the 

head loses its purpose. 

We think of intoxication as solely an 

individual thing. But from a biblical 

perspective, humans are a microcosm. 

As it goes with an individual human, so 

it can go with a community of humans, 

say, a city or state, or even a church. 

Thus, the corporate parallel of an 

individual’s intoxication with a strange substance, whether alcohol, 

drug, or smoked hallucinogen, is for the corporate entity to take strange 

material in at the corporate head, disconnecting that corporate head 

from the body’s members. Think, for instance, of the city or state ruler 

that strange material corrupts, whether that strange material involves 
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bribes, other undue influence, self-promotion, or just wrong doctrine 

for a ruler to follow, like bad economic or social policy, or dictating 

things that a city or state should leave to its members. Or think of a 

local church whose leader teaches false doctrine. The body stumbles 

when the head takes in strange things.  

And that’s what happened in God’s original garden. Adam and Eve 

consumed a strange substance, one that God had said wasn’t fit for their 

members. And in doing so, they lost control of their bodies, no longer 

divine but mortal. Take into your head only what God says is fitting, 

whether food, attitude, or doctrine. Watch the corporate body closely, 

too, so that its head doesn’t take in wrong things that would disconnect 

and lose control over the body. The church is corporately the body of 

Christ who feeds us only what nourishes the body. Use your own head 

to take in only the food, drink, and doctrine that connects, serves, and 

controls your body. Help ensure that the corporate head also does so.  

 

Judgment 
God’s judgment is an obstacle to many. God’s judgment is 

especially controversial when taken out of its biblical context. The 

Bible’s accounts make quite clear that God at times destroys things. 

Those things include civilizations, nations, societies, and people. For a 

best example, God’s great flood destroyed 

everything other than that within Noah’s ark. God 

at other times judged nations, cities, pharaohs, 

kings, prophets, and priests, and sent his own 

chosen people Israel into exile. One cannot read 

the Bible without taking account of God’s 

judgment. But let God’s judgment not be an 

obstacle to us. And we should help remove a 

misunderstood judgment’s obstacle from others.  

What can be easy to miss in the seeming suddenness of God’s 

judgment is that within God’s judgment lies God’s mercy. Once again, 

Noah’s flood provides a clear example. The biblical account suggests 
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that the worst thing God could have done in Noah’s age was to let 

humankind persist in their utter abandonment of anything good. When 

every intention is continually evil, pretty much all is lost. And therein 

lies the kernel of God’s mercy. How many more generations of 

wickedness should it take before God sets things right, before God 

helps us start over?  

Merciful judgments in the figurative form of redemptive floods 

come not just to worlds but also to civilizations, nations, societies, and 

people. With every flood is loss. But with every flood is redemption. 

Floods bring to rest all activity within their reach. But floods by 

definition recede, leaving washed ground for new activity. Floods also 

leave lessons. Which would you rather endure: proceeding arduously 

but fruitlessly down the wrong path or a flood that makes you start over 

fruitfully? God saves his discipline for his children. Far better to suffer 

discipline than to suffer continued foolishness. No judgment of God is 

without point. Every judgment of God has its beneficial purpose. And 

judgment is coming. Our response to judgment is the only question. As 

hard as it may be, welcome it.  

 

Knowing 

We assume we know ever more today when instead we may know 

progressively less. Intellectual history presumes that knowledge 

involves an amassing of information, making each generation smarter 

than the previous one, each day adding information to the rest. We not 

only look back at the ancients as stupid and call prior generations sadly 

uninformed but also see ourselves today as much more thoughtful than 

we were yesterday. After all, each day brings more information, which 

we just pile onto the rest.  

But information isn’t knowledge. Information, an assault on our 

limited senses, is instead chaos, data, confusion, and a mess. We know 

that information biases our perceptions. Primacy and recency studies 

teach us that what we hear first and last distorts the rest. Information 

becomes knowledge only when discernment gives it meaning, priority, 
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structure, and order. Information is bottom up, outside in, while the 

meaning, priority, structure, and order that turn information’s assault 

on our senses into knowledge are top down, inside out things.  

God created information, the 

earthly chaos and confusion 

assaulting our senses from the ground 

up. But God also gave us his Spirit, 

divinely ordering from heaven down 

and inside our souls out those earthly 

chaotic things. The Lord’s mouth 

gives knowledge, not the swarm of 

chaotic earthly things. We are no more knowledgeable simply because 

today’s information is greater than yesterday’s. In truth, we are only 

more or less knowledgeable the closer or farther we are from God. Are 

you closer to God, more attuned to his voice and patterns, than you 

were yesterday?  

 

Larger 
Our religious traditions, going back a long way, tend to point us to 

the smaller rather than the larger of two biblical arcs. Our focus on the 

smaller arc is understandable, even laudable. But let’s not miss the 

grandeur and significance of the larger arc. 

For many of us, Christianity’s arc, story, or grand narrative begins 

with humankind’s fall and ends with humankind’s redemption. That’s 

the understandable and laudable part on which we tend to focus. 

Trapped in these mortal bodies, we are appropriately concerned with 

our own destiny, and good thing. We know that to avoid death as the 

wages of sin, we need the grace, mercy, and salvation of our Lord Jesus 

Christ. Let no one deny that critical arc from humankind’s fall in God’s 

paradise garden, to God’s incarnation, Christ’s glorious ministry on 

earth, his suffering crucifixion as penalty for our sin, and his 

resurrection as redemption for all who would accept it. Let us teach that 
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story of salvation with dedication, love, and compassion to our 

children, friends, and enemies.  

Yet God’s word places that all-

important arc of salvation within a 

larger arc. God has a larger design that 

lies above salvation’s arc. God created 

first, before humankind’s fall. And 

when God created, he had the design 

to draw all creation to himself. Never 

mind for a moment that humankind 

would fall in the interim, requiring a special rescue from a most special 

Savior. God still had the design to create and then draw all creation to 

himself, sharing his divinity and glory through his presence in creation. 

When God entered his creation as Jesus Christ, and Christ then rose 

from death and ascended, God set the stage not only for humankind’s 

rescue but also for the uniting of heaven and earth. In his resurrection 

and return, Christ draws all things into himself, completing not just the 

arc of humankind’s salvation but also the larger arc of creation’s 

glorification. And that’s an utterly worthy, comprehensive, all-

encompassing narrative.  

 

Logos 
Don’t miss what the Gospel according to John means that “in the 

beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word 

was God.” That truth has meanings far more profound than we may 

commonly grant it. 

Because popular Bibles translate John’s Greek “God as the Logos” 

into “God as the Word,” we tend to associate “God as Word” with the 

literal words of the Bible. And that’s all well and good. The Bible is 

the reliable, inspired, and inerrant word of God. The Bible is the good 

book, treasured far beyond anything else ever written. But the Bible 

has many words. And thinking of God as text, words, or in that sense 

Word can be an unduly limiting concept. God is much more than mere 
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words. So, that’s the problem: John’s expression of God’s nature 

certainly wasn’t meant to limit God. It was surely instead meant to 

expand our understanding of God.  

The Greek logos, though, or its plural form 

logoi, doesn’t just mean words. It also means 

reason, principle, or pattern. Think of the English 

word logic, drawn from logos. One cannot think 

without reason, principle, or symbolic logic. 

Indeed, cognitive scientists, artificial intelligence 

programmers, and robotics engineers increasingly 

recognize how closely reason, principle, and 

symbolic logic connect with human consciousness 

and being. You can’t think without symbols and logic. Indeed, to 

recognize something as something takes logic. You think a chair is a 

chair whether a person recognizes it or not? Think again. More likely, 

that pile of sticks wouldn’t be a chair unless you or someone else named 

it so, giving it meaning through its purpose.  

When God had the first human name the animals, God was doing 

more than giving us a cuddly koala. God was giving humans the ability 

to create categories and recognize patterns. God was introducing order 

into the world through his human agents. God was giving humans 

symbolic logic and, with that ability to speak and reason, a divinity that 

God alone owns and bestows. God is the One who is order, reason, 

pattern, category, principle, and logic. Without God’s logos gift, chaos, 

destruction, and death would reign, and all human consciousness would 

fail. God is the author of life precisely because he is Logos. Hold fast 

to God, for only in God are we capable of reason. 

 

Loneliness 
Loneliness is a peculiar symptom of our social-media age. 

Platforms tell us they bring us closer, when loneliness and social 

isolation are instead at all-time highs. As many as three out of five 

Americans–a substantial majority–indicate feeling serious loneliness. 
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And that’s not just pandemic residue. Americans were already 

extraordinarily lonely before the pandemic, only more so now. Feeling 

alone, isolated, unknown, and uncared for is no minor problem. 

Loneliness affects health and welfare, both body and mind. The young 

and old are especially lonely, with suicide rates among both 

populations soaring in the past couple of decades. Loneliness is an 

epidemic with serious spiritual, social, and public health consequences. 

The Bible tells many stories of loneliness, from Adam for whom 

God thus made Eve, to Joseph, Hagar, Moses, Elijah, David, Jeremiah, 

John the Baptist, and Jesus himself, even beyond to the apostle Paul, 

not to mention lepers, tax-collectors, shepherds, childless women, 

bleeding women, and women and men of questionable repute. But look 

again at that list. Bible stories of lonely figures repeatedly show God 

comforting them, giving them the strength, care, and relationship they 

needed to carry on. Even when everyone else abandons us, God does 

not. God never leaves and never forsakes, while always caring for those 

who are alone. Not even death can separate us from the love of God in 

Christ Jesus. 

Church can help ease loneliness. Church 

reconnects us with God’s word, through worship 

reminding us of his presence and through teaching 

reminding us of his promises. Church also 

connects us with other Christ followers. While 

some churches are more hospitable and caring 

than others, no organization, structure, or system 

comes anywhere close to being as hospitable and 

caring as the church. The church is a cradle-to-

grave, indeed a womb-to-grave, community within which all have 

equal standing before God. Churches can and often do overlook 

peculiarities, diseases, disabilities, histories, gossip, lies, and scandals 

that disconnect one from another. Let church help overcome your 

loneliness. And above all, know that God never leaves you alone. 
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Love 
Love is, strangely, a difficult topic. We have several forms of 

love, among them family, fellowship, intimate, and sacrificial godly. 

We love a parent differently than a child differently than a brother 

or sister differently than a friend. And we love a lost soul differently 

than a faithful fellow follower. Adding significantly to love’s 

mystery, the scriptures tell us not only to love at all times, love God, 

and love neighbor, while not loving money, but also that God is love. 

Love is an extraordinarily rich and subtle scriptural construct.  

Yet one broadly helpful way 

to think about love in all this 

subtlety and gentle confusion is 

that love expresses proper 

alignment. Space and time 

present us with unendingly 

various circumstances, each 

requiring their own loving 

actions. To love in one such 

circumstance may well be to hate in another such circumstance. 

Love isn’t, in other words, a specific set of behaviors, for instance, 

to always embrace, when embracing could be poisonous rather than 

loving, or to always give, when giving could be disabling rather than 

loving. Love isn’t a sentiment, to always feel mushy, just as love 

isn’t the absence of sentiment, to always act dispassionately. Love 

is instead continually discerning what God asks of us that would not 

just fit but through perfect alignment with his will transform the 

situation.  

Thus, proper alignment fitting perfectly to the circumstance may 

be to give or take away, to embrace or refrain from embracing. Love 

in its perfectly suited form may be to sing with exuberant joy or turn 

silently inward listening. Love may be to climb mountains to 

provide or open a needful hand for another’s charitable provision. 

Love may be to judge discerningly or exude mercy. Loving can feel 
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like sensing the Spirit tipping love’s fine needle this way and that 

way or watching the Spirit hold love in perfect balance between the 

poles that define it. Love can also feel like sensing the Spirit 

immersing the whole spectrum of possible behaviors in a wild sea 

until love’s true expectation washes up on the shore unexpectedly, 

transformed into new possibilities. To act lovingly, align your will 

and desire with the Spirit, the very breath of God.  

 

Loving 
Love is, Christ and the rest of the Bible tell us, God’s heart. Love 

God and love others as you love yourself; these are the root of all God’s 

desires and commands.  

Notice, as you surely have before, 

how Christ’s summation of the 

commandments directs our attention 

away from ourselves. In the perfect way 

that Christ puts it, we are to love God 

and others, presuming already that we 

love ourselves. Our challenge in loving 

isn’t to love ourselves. We’re already 

very good, one might say at times too good, at self love. Our challenge 

is instead to love God and others as we love ourselves. That challenge 

must be in large part why Christ presents the Pharisees with his meta 

command to direct love outside of ourselves, as the source of all other 

commands. Love presents the challenge of recognizing that others have 

the same primacy in God’s universal order as we have in ourselves. 

Yes, God knit each one of us together in the womb, giving us our Christ 

identity, purpose, and design. Yet we must simultaneously 

acknowledge that God knit every other person together in the womb, 

giving others their Christ identity, purpose, and design. The more we 

see and pursue the needs, interests, and desires of others, the more we 

live the full life of Christ.  

For the mature Christian, this realization is nothing new. Agape, 

self-sacrificial love, is at the center. Yet we may have one other person 
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to love about whom we think too seldom and too little: our future self. 

In a sense, Christ invites us to sacrifice lovingly today not just for 

family, friends, and neighbors but also for whom we will become 

tomorrow. Don’t throw away your future, especially your salvation in 

eternal life in Jesus Christ. Instead, put to work the gifts Christ gives 

you so that they produce a hundredfold kingdom return. Every 

investment of time and discipline into God’s fruitful desires is, in a 

way, a sacrifice for your future self. The phenomenon is odd but true: 

studies of weight loss and saving for retirement show that the more 

specifically we can envision our improved future self, the more likely 

we are to pursue those health and financial goals. The Bible urges us to 

do the same for our spiritual future: see yourself as being and becoming 

the child of God whom Christ’s sacrifice promises you. Love God and 

neighbor while also loving your present and future self. 

 

Maps 

We all carry maps around in our head–maps of the home in which 

we live so that we can walk through it in the dark, the route we’ve 

driven a hundred times to the grocery store, and the pattern we mow on 

the lawn to get it done the quickest we can. We also have maps of the 

workplace telling us where to find the tape, thumbtacks, and paper 

clips, and where to file the time-off request. We have maps of the 

favorite vacations we took, with all their special places. We even have 

maps of the neighborhoods in which we grew up, no longer looking at 

all like they once did. We live in a 

material world that our geographic maps 

make us able to navigate. Try landing in 

a strange airport late at night to rent a car 

to get to a strange hotel in a driving 

rainstorm, and you’ll appreciate the 

utility of those mental maps. We’re lost 

and helpless without them. 

But we also have maps for how the world works, not just how it 

looks on its surface. A husband learns the patterns of a wife to 
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anticipate and fulfill her needs. An employee learns the expectations of 

a supervisor to do the job right. A student learns a teacher’s 

preferences, while an athlete learns a coach’s methods and routes. 

These internal maps, though, also exist at higher levels. How you 

interpret wins and losses, opportunities and challenges, reflects your 

higher-order internal map. Do you take credit for wins and blame others 

for losses? Do you rue your upbringing but credit your education? And 

do you turn from challenges while taking the easy route? Your internal 

map either helps you or holds you back when answering these 

questions.  

At the highest level, though, is God’s map for meaning, influencing 

every other one of your maps below it. If you see how God has placed 

you in the middle, mediating heaven into earth, with time washing over 

your ordered space, while you move up or down his mountain, then 

your lower-order maps will reflect God’s character. You will accept 

blame while sharing credit. You will strive for good rather than dwell 

in evil. And at the lowest level, your geographic map will look godly, 

too, from home to school to work to church to play and rest, not into 

the dark backwaters and swampy bayous. Know your maps, from 

highest to lowest.  

 

Marks 
No Christian wants to take Revelation’s mark of the beast. Those 

who do, Revelation tells us, end up in perdition. Yet what is the mark 

of the beast, and how will we know to avoid it? Is it a tattoo on the 

forehead or a microchip in the right hand? Speculation abounds, 

leaving the follower of Christ leery if not superstitious. The mark’s 

particular form, not clear from Revelation’s passage, may be less 

important than its nature and effect, both of which Revelation makes 

clearer. The Bible gives us what we need to know. And it has done so 

once again in this case.  

The full passage makes the mark’s nature clearer. The passage says 

that the beast’s number, this signifier that the condemned accept, is the 
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notorious 666. The passage further says that 666 is man’s number. God 

made man, after all, on the sixth day. But more to the point, man’s 

number six is one short of God’s perfect number seven. In biblical 

thinking, the one-short six is an imperfection. And 666 being so 

imperfect is an insult. Humans, under the beast’s rule set against God, 

are worse than nothing. But that small insight is only a part of the full 

story. Revelation’s passage makes the effect of taking the mark even 

clearer. Taking the mark permits one to buy and sell within the beast’s 

rule, while not taking the mark excludes one from the beast’s 

transactional system.  

Now we begin to see the full picture. 

Humans have always created their own 

totalizing cultures, communities, nations, and 

systems that ignore, offend, and exclude God, 

while bowing to beastly images. The Bible 

describes many of those systems, and we see 

many more down through the ages. Indeed, 

humankind seems increasingly good at creating 

totalizing systems that exclude God. Take as 

examples the 20th century’s enormously deadly 

totalitarian governments that, seeking to rule the 

world under various ungodly principles and 

principalities, left tens of millions dead in their 

wake, mostly their own citizens. Or take as even 

nearer examples the multinational entities, 

networks, and platforms that create their own irreligious cultures and 

anti-biblical rules, while deplatforming and vilifying the godly. We 

need not wait for frightening horned beasts to emerge from the sea or 

earth, demanding a mark on the forehead or hand, to confront a 

Revelation-like deadly totalizing system. 

Revelation’s author John may have understood the passage to refer 

to rulers of Babylon, Rome, a coming system like the European Union 

or digital economy, or all of the above. Or John may not have 

understood much at all this peculiar part of the vision he recorded. Who 

really knows? The important takeaway may instead be that we resist 
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any totalizing system that rejects God, all of which may be the 

equivalent of taking the beast’s mark. Those systems may have existed 

in every age, and they may currently be rising and falling all around us. 

Again, who really knows? Just recognize and avoid all systems that 

demand obeisance to their arbitrary and deadly proclamations set 

against God. Avoid the beast’s mark. Hold fast to God, declaring and 

standing for his rule while rejecting all contrary totalizing systems. 

 

Maximus 
In the dedicated mind and earnest soul of the Christ follower, the 

natural or general revelation we see around us, and the special, 

spiritual, or transcendent revelation we see through God’s word, work 

together to reveal the magnificence of the transfigured cosmos. Jesus 

Christ is the absolute center, indeed the origin, working-through, and 

culmination of this grand symphony of the general and special, natural 

and supernatural, ascendant and transcendent. The devoted follower of 

Christ pursues this grand mystery while knowing that its full revelation 

is wholly and solely the Spirit’s work, not our own. For by grace alone, 

we enter and see the glory of God’s presence. Our natural eye and mind 

do not discern the glory that transcends their cause in corruption. Turn 

your eye and mind to the things of God, while asking the Spirit to open 

those heavens.  

The sixth-century monk Maximus 

the Confessor, so called because of his 

ultimately fatal refusal to renounce his 

Lord Christ, finds in the writings of the 

apostle Paul and other scriptures that 

Christ is not merely the teacher of wise 

things but is wisdom itself. Those, then, 

who act wisely out of the inspiration of 

Christ’s teachings are not simply wise persons, having learned from 

Christ. They instead participate in Christ who is the substance of 

wisdom. As Paul told the Athenians, in Christ “we live and move and 

have our being.” Are you living in Christ? Are you moving in Christ? 
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Participate in Christ’s divine substance. Know and follow the very 

Word of God. 

What does the apostle Paul mean when, in his popular love chapter, 

he writes that knowledge will pass away? Presently, we know God 

primarily by propositional knowledge. What we read and hear from the 

Bible tells us what to think about God including his love, kindness, and 

righteousness. God is largely a concept or construct for us, even if we 

rightly devote ourselves to that construct and fear God as the basis for 

our wisdom. But when something about which we think, or someone 

about whom we think, comes into our presence, thought dissipates, and 

experience takes over. Think of someone, whether friend or enemy. 

Then watch them walk into the room to greet you, and your thoughts 

will flee while your perceptions of the whole person take over. 

Infinitely more would that experience be true in the presence of God. 

Then, in his presence, what we know of God will become who we 

perceive in our presence. Rational thought will abate, and direct 

perception of God’s substance will take over. Together, we yearn for 

that day. 

A very wise man, indeed a saint of old, informed by other very wise 

men, indeed our very church fathers, once wrote that Bible events, 

figures, places, and things draw their literal and spiritual meanings each 

from their own interpretive mode. You may have noticed the endless 

variety of ways to approach the scripture, in the biblical preaching, 

teaching, and other inspiration you hear and read. The Bible isn’t 

simply a system to which one just needs the perfect interpretive code. 

One preacher or teacher cannot seize upon a magic method to unlock 

the Bible’s full meaning. Other methods and approaches instead 

abound. Reading the Bible for meaning is much like trying to figure 

out a complicated, subtle, and incredibly wise person. Indeed, the 

author of Hebrews tells us that Bible accounts and passages live and 

breathe with energy and action. Interpretive modes, like reading New 

Testament passages back into the Old Testament, defining words and 

phrases, placing the text in its cultural context, reading for the attributes 

of God, or reading for the prefiguring of Christ, can help. Methods 
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advance rational thought. But they aren’t the same as the presence of 

the living God.  

 

Meaning 
A great challenge in reading the Bible well, aptly, properly, is to 

understand the nature of meaning. Of course, we want to know what 

the Bible authors mean from their writings. Yet consider what meaning 

itself means. 

When we think of meaning, we think of what the author intended 

to convey. We do not get to assign our own meaning. We must consider 

instead what the author meant. Otherwise, text would have whatever 

meaning readers wished to assign it, making the text wholly unreliable 

as a basis for sharing understanding. Communication works best when 

we agree that the author’s intention determines the meaning. Yet, 

authors also concern themselves with the significance of their writings 

to their readers. Meaning is one thing, 

mattering is another. And writings, carrying 

one intended meaning, can have differing 

significance to different readers. We don’t 

all read the Bible for the same application. 

Our circumstances differ, and so our 

applications differ. 

Reading the Bible carefully, productively, wisely, as its inspired 

writers intended, thus involves first assessing accurately the authors’ 

meaning. Then, separately, as a second step, we can consider how the 

authors believed their meaning would be significant to different 

readers. What the writing’s significance is to you may be quite different 

from the significance to someone else, such as an ancient Israelite. Or 

the significance may be the same. Don’t assume that the ancient author 

expected the same significance to the modern reader as to the ancient 

audience. 

Get the meaning first, using other reading guides as necessary. 

Begin with what the words and phrases meant to the author. Look at 
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the context in which the author wrote. Ask whom the author wrote. 

Identify patterns that the author followed. Consider the imagery and 

symbols the author used. Then consider how and why the meaning 

matters to you or others. Read for meaning, and then read for mattering. 

 

Mediator 
Christ, the Bible tells us very specifically and more than once, is 

our mediator. Most of us probably have a decent understanding of what 

a mediator does in the worldly sense. When two parties have a conflict, 

their dispute can so cloud their judgment about a proper resolution that 

they seek a skilled, balanced, and disinterested person to help them 

resolve their dispute. That’s the role of a mediator, to bring the parties 

together. Importantly, a mediator is not a judge. Mediators do not 

ordinarily impose a resolution. Instead, a mediator helps the parties see 

that a compromise resolution is best for 

both of them rather than running the 

risk of a judgment imposed 

involuntarily on both parties. 

Judgments tend to have winners and 

losers. In mediation, everyone goes 

home happy or at least in agreement 

with the resolution. 

You can clearly see in this brief description Christ’s role in the 

reconciliation process. Humankind stands opposed to God, beset with 

sin. A righteous God must be just and cannot simply ignore human sin. 

Christ stands in the gap between God and humankind, bringing the two 

sides together through his own human divinity or divine humanity and 

the sacrifice he endured for that renewed communion. We understand 

how Christ is our mediator in that fundamental sense. God has a serious 

dispute, indeed a deadly dispute, with us, and we have no reconciliation 

with God, without Christ’s mediation. Christ is the great mediator, and 

thank God for his mediation.  
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But a mediator actually does more than resolve disputes. Because 

a mediator cannot impose the mediator’s will on the parties, forcing 

them into an outcome, the mediator must instead follow a process of 

reconciling the parties’ conflicting views. Some people think that 

mediators have it easy, with no direct stake in the game. But mediation 

is instead hard work, indeed the hardest work, and not merely because 

it requires the mediator’s sacrifice of time, effort, and skill. The 

mediator Christ has much more to do than to die in payment of the 

penalty only we are due. Christ must also bring us to willing our 

renewed communion with God.  

Interestingly, modern mediators follow a method to bring the 

parties together. They begin the mediation with a joint meeting to set 

the ground rules. Typically, neither side accuses the other at the initial 

meeting, which is instead only about the rules. Further accusations help 

no one. You need instead to begin with civil rules for discourse. The 

mediator then separates the parties into what mediators call private 

caucuses, one party in one room and the other party in another room. 

Why? Because only in private caucuses can a party discuss frankly with 

the mediator all the things the party needs to confess. And each 

confession brings the responsible party a little closer to the offered 

resolution. The mediator then goes back and forth between the parties 

in private caucuses until the parties’ positions finally meet and overlap.  

Some see Christ’s role as doing little more than bringing everyone 

together in one big stew of love. But in spiritual terms, Christ also sets 

the ground rules. And Christ both brings together and separates, 

separates and brings together, in private caucuses sometimes stretching 

deep into the soul’s night. Yes, Christ constantly intercedes with his 

Father on our behalf. Yet Christ also establishes the categories, informs 

the repentant soul, and receives the confessions of that soul. Christ as 

mediator has far more to do than to come down from the cross and rise 

in resurrection. He must also walk with each of us through that dark 

night of the soul. 

 



Seeing the World Scripturally 
 

110 

 

Membership 
Why do people join churches? The reasons may be as many as the 

members who join. Many come for the corporate worship. Singing 

praise songs in one’s car can certainly constitute worship. God 

doubtless loves those who do. Yet worship in a body of committed 

believers carries special power and purpose, where one often senses the 

Spirit’s joyous move. You don’t have to be a member to participate in 

corporate worship. Christian concerts offer worship experiences, too. 

Yet praising God among others for whom you have committed to care 

in their spiritual growth adds an important dimension. We nurture one 

another’s faith when we praise God together as the body of Christ. 

Worship services are joyous corporate celebrations. 

Many join churches for the teaching, whether in the sermons or 

from men’s, women’s, or other adult ministries, or in children’s and 

youth ministries. We rightly concern ourselves with knowledge of 

God’s ways. We want to know God better to hear and follow him more. 

Churches offer preaching and teaching that stimulate interest and 

insight, and inform the spirit. One doesn’t have to be a member to 

appreciate the teaching. Yet studying God’s word among others for 

whom you care adds a dimension of accountability. We grow most 

when we grow together. Churches place teaching, not just from the 

platform but also in classes and groups, at the core of their mission. 

Many join churches for the service 

opportunities. While we can accomplish 

some service activities alone, like fixing 

an ill neighbor a meal, we can often 

accomplish far more together, like 

coordinating days and weeks of meals for 

a recovering member. Indeed, many join 

churches for their care, helping not just 

with illness and disability but also with death. Churches can be very 

good at grieving with those who lose loved ones, while celebrating a 

departed holy one’s journey to Christ. Memorial services and the care 

that follow them can bring profound comfort around the greatest 
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challenge. Churches found and fund hospitals, hospices, homeless 

shelters, and food pantries. They operate schools, daycares, and prison 

ministries. Members join to support and participate in those public 

services. 

Many join churches for their sacraments and rituals. Weddings, 

baptisms, confirmations, and communion can be hugely significant 

spiritual events, made more so when celebrated among beloved 

members. These sacred markers can carry so much more meaning and 

have such greater impact when shared with others who know you and 

know the markers’ sacred meaning. Many also join churches for their 

prayer, to regularly converse and commune with God in the company 

of others who likewise do so. We adore, thank, and implore God 

together, even as we confess our need for him. Not all reasons for 

joining a church are quite so sacred.  Some just appreciate an hour or 

two of free and secure childcare on a Sunday morning. Others just 

enjoy getting the family cleaned up together regularly for a pleasant 

weekly outing. Some come to laugh at the pastor’s jokes, others to see 

and hear live music.  

Many of us would recommend joining a church primarily to belong 

to a vibrant faith community. We value one another, treasuring our 

association. We love to foster our fellowship as followers of the 

glorious Son of God. We sense, rightly, that God made us to belong, to 

share life with others who share interests and commitments with us. 

We also sense, rightly, that we have no higher calling than to belong to 

the body of Christ. God’s word encourages membership, belonging, 

and unity in commitment to faith in Christ. Ephesians 2:19-22 reveals 

that we are members of God’s household, joined together in Christ, set 

apart, in whom the Holy Spirit dwells. First Corinthians 12 teaches that 

though we are many members, we are one body, the very body of 

Christ. Hebrews 10:25 cautions that we are not to neglect meeting 

together but instead to encourage one another, more and more, stirring 

one another up to love. Although we tend to see destiny as an individual 

pursuit and interest, eternal life in God’s kingdom has a critical 

corporate dimension, one that members work out together. 
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What value, then, does membership hold? Foremost, membership 

signifies obedience to God in communion together as the body of 

Christ. God desires that we love and care for one another, strengthening 

the body for its profound work as witness to the love of Christ. We have 

many reasons to belong. Yet if the church served no other purpose than 

to facilitate our carrying out God’s word, then the church would have 

more than enough purpose. If you have not joined, then consider doing 

so. If you are already a member, then celebrate your membership in the 

holy body of Christ. 

 

Mentality 
Vast numbers of us, as many as one in four, face mental-health 

challenges every year. Mental-health services are often available but 

difficult to find, especially when society stigmatizes mental-health 

issues, discouraging their disclosure and treatment. The large number 

of sufferers, reluctant to seek and unable to find help, are precisely why 

churches can be so effective in promoting mental health. Churches are 

places of community, where people gather to care for one another in 

their spiritual and other health. Gathering in joyful worship to celebrate 

our Lord and share the word of God can be a great tonic. The power of 

spiritual gatherings can be even greater in times of mental and 

emotional challenge and distress. Church relationships in which one 

shares challenges and receives encouragement, not just a listening ear 

but also a meal or offer of other help, eases mental-health burdens. 

Church relationships, though, can do 

more than share member encouragement. 

Mental-health issues reaching a crisis point 

warrant professional intervention. Church 

relationships are often long-term and close, 

enabling members to recognize changes in 

a member’s social health, demeanor, and 

behavior. Church friends and staff may be among the first to recognize 

mental-health warnings such as self-isolation, mood swings, and 

inability to care for one’s self or to stay in touch with reality. Church 
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friends and staff can then direct the sufferer or the sufferer’s family 

members to professional care and related support systems. Churches 

are also natural networking places, where people readily learn of 

available resources. Memberships may include doctors, counselors, 

social workers, nurses, and public-health officials, not to mention 

healthcare administrators, lawyers, and insurance agents. Caring 

fellowships, authentic fellowships, naturally refer sufferers to those 

professionals for further help. 

Churches even organize specifically to help members and guests 

with mental health. Pastors, key volunteers, and staff members can 

have training and experience in recognizing and referring for mental-

health assessment. If you see someone suffering a life-threatening 

mental-health crisis, or one involving serious property damage, then 

call 9-1-1 to alert public officials about the crisis. If you see someone 

suffering a serious mental-health issue but who is not in immediate 

danger of personal harm or of harming others, then refer them to the 

church’s care ministry and to mental-health hotlines and 2-1-1 referral 

services. If you know someone who may benefit from mental-health 

support, then see that they get the church’s information on local 

counseling services. The Bible does not depict the human condition 

through rose-colored glasses. We suffer greatly, sometimes because of 

our own sin but often because of the sins of others or the broken and 

decayed natural world in which we live. Physiology, disease, and injury 

affect mental health, just as can behaviors and decisions. The Psalms 

describe individual loneliness, suffering, and despair. Church members 

and staff wisely look at mental-health issues in their larger picture of a 

broken world. 

Yet the Bible tells a story of redemption. Jesus encountered, 

addressed, loved, and healed the mentally ill. Church members, leaders, 

and staff follow Jesus’s lead in speaking openly about mental illness 

and offering caring support and professional referral for it. We do not 

live wearing blinders. We see the world as it is, ready to bring Christ’s 

restorative works wherever we see the world’s corruption. And so, 

commit yourself to addressing mental health, whether your own, that 

of family members, or that of friends, church members, and guests. 
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Care for one another in mental health as you care for one another in 

physical health and sickness. Offer everyone the love and redemption 

of Jesus Christ, while offering everyone the best of mental-health 

resources. 

 

Metacognition 
The Bible’s truth is metacognitive. And no truth is worth more than 

metacognitive truth. The Bible doesn’t tell you the precise width of an 

atom or breadth of the universe. It doesn’t tell you a proton’s weight or 

the reproductive process of a worm. The Bible’s truth isn’t a 

measurement truth because measurement, while worthwhile in science 

and commerce, isn’t what we need from a foundational text. A 

foundational text should instead help us think right, not measure 

precisely but think properly. Measurement is fine for many things. We 

need to know we have enough gas in the tank to cook dinner or make 

it home at night. But mechanical causes are only a small subset of our 

larger problem. The larger problems have instead to do with what we 

should find important and how we should live our life. Metacognition 

simply means becoming aware of, evaluating, and correcting how we 

think. Think right, and you’ll far more likely act right and relate right. 

Think wrong, and it just about may as well be over. 

In its metacognitive truth telling us how to 

think properly about the world, the Bible 

reveals precisely what we need to know. The 

Bible tells us, above all, that things on earth, 

including objects, actions, and events, have 

meaning. Objects, actions, and events on earth 

express fundamental truths, higher truths 

about God’s design and purpose for the 

universe. Properly understood and construed, 

objects, actions, and events on earth tell us 

that God created those things and created us, 

to bring us together with him in love. The wisdom we find deep within 

the Bible’s accounts shows us how to properly construe what we 
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observe, to perceive God’s wondrous love. The Bible even reveals that 

God entered his own creation, not as a created thing but as the lone 

uncreated person Jesus, to reveal both the depth of his love and the path 

he invites us to take to join him. Jesus as the truth, as well as the way 

and life, is our metacognitive path to him. In Jesus, God removed the 

curtain between meaning and material, reason and fact, law and its 

application, love and its object. Dwell metacognitively in Christ.  

 

Metaphorical 
Some read the Bible solely or primarily for its metaphorical truth. 

They accept that the Bible reflects a sort of wisdom, if not outright 

experiential truth. Yet they see that wisdom as requiring a somewhat 

subjective translation. They treat Bible figures and events as 

interpretive tools from which a discerning person, a person who is 

already wise in some sense, can draw further wisdom. But metaphorical 

use, manipulating Bible figures and events to sustain helpful principles 

and propositions, is pretty much the extent of the truth-telling value 

metaphorical readers see in the Bible. Indeed, they might measure the 

Bible quite short of truth based on what they believe science to have 

corrected of the Bible’s ancient wisdom.  

That’s not the way to read the Bible, solely or 

primarily as a metaphorical but scientifically 

imprecise tool. First, the Bible is not a science 

manual. Although Judeo-Christian concepts 

undergird the scientific method, making that 

method both possible and fruitful, the Bible in no 

way purports to adopt the observational methods 

and conform to the propositional goals of modern 

science. The Bible is nonetheless far more than a 

collection of handy myths. The Bible describes real 

events occurring at precise moments in specific 

communities as authentic history. Many of those 

events, particularly those of Christ’s birth, death, and resurrection but 

also the call of Abram, the exodus under Moses, the kingships of David 
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and Solomon, and the exiles of Israel and Judah, are epochal, defining 

or turning the age. The Bible isn’t simply metaphorical. A real David 

dealt a death blow to a real Goliath.  

Yet set aside for a moment the fact that the Bible describes real 

events occurring at precise moments in authentic history. Historicity is 

not the Bible’s only claim, or even its primary claim, to truth. The Bible 

is also true experientially. The Bible’s experiential truth means that its 

authors experienced its patterns, principles, and perspectives as 

verifiable against their own lives. The Bible’s authors knew the Bible 

as true because what it recorded and projected actually happened to 

them and others they observed around them. The Bible’s experiential 

truth also means that its patterns, principles, and perspectives remain 

what we experience today. Our own lives still confirm what the Bible 

tells us from the lives and experiences of its events and figures. That’s 

not simply metaphorical truth, to manipulate to one’s own ends. It’s 

instead a sort of observational truth. The Bible will prove out, in your 

life and mine. Bet your life on it. 

 

Microstories 
Psychologists and neuroscientists find evidence that we perceive 

everything in microstories. With the world flooding our senses at all 

times with an infinite data array, our minds must have a way of 

choosing the data to which to attend and then to extract meaning from 

that data. Apparently, we do so in microstories. Our mind subtly 

converts that torrent of sense impressions into realizations that fit into 

the narratives we are ready to accept. Sights, sounds, smells, tastes, and 

tactile sense impressions would otherwise inundate and overwhelm us. 

They sometimes overload our senses in any case, like when first 

walking through the gate at Disneyland. A band plays, enticing shops 

line the thoroughfare, the smell of waffle cones tickle one’s appetite, 

the great castle looms in the distance, your child squeezes your hand 

excitedly, and Goofy wants you to take a selfie with him. Too much. 

But then you realize your shoe is untied, and everything comes right as 
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you reach for the laces. Tying your shoes is a microstory you can 

handle.  

Microstories are incredibly powerful. They constantly tell us what 

to do, what we can do, what we should do, and what we should avoid. 

Listen carefully to yourself sometime. You’ll see a little string of 

microstories leading you from the bedroom to the living room to the 

dining room to the kitchen. Microstories will lead you from the house 

to the gas station to the grocery store to school to work. Microstories 

will also lead you from gladness to sadness to anxiety to fear to reprieve 

and then all back again. With the influence they hold over us, you’d 

think we’d want to get a handle on them, to choose them more wisely, 

and to set them straight on a better course.  

And that’s what a life in Christ does. 

Christ’s wisdom, words, and whispers help 

point our microstories forward on a path 

that leads up. We abandon the microstory 

we inherited from an insecure parent or 

uncaring teacher or adopted to quell our 

own confusion and fear, for the parable, 

caution, or correction the Spirit echoes in 

our inner ear. God’s word gives us an 

encyclopedia of reliable, trustworthy, even 

hearty and humorous microstories. The sense we then make of our 

moment-by-moment flood of impressions isn’t discouragement, 

obstacle, or temptation. The Spirit’s microstories instead convey hope, 

possibility, potential, and opportunity. We find comforts where we had 

only seen irritants, beauty where we had only seen ugliness, and reason 

to embrace and act where we had only wanted to withdraw and hide. 

Life becomes a choice again, rather than a burden and obligation. 

Listen to your microstories, and choose them carefully. 
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Millennialism 
You may have read or heard preaching or teaching about Christ’s 

millennial (thousand-year) reign on earth with his holy ones, 

prophesied in Revelation 20:4-6. You may even have heard Christians 

debate premillennialism, postmillennialism, and amillennialism, 

wondering what it all means. Surprising though it may seem, most 

Christians likely hold one of those three views, even while not knowing 

it. And our implicit view affects us, too. Daily. In important ways. 

Consider here how undiscerned millennialism may be affecting you. 

First, get straight the three 

competing millennial-reign views. 

Each has to do with when Christ will 

return in his Second Coming. Those 

who hold that Christ will return 

before his thousand-year reign on 

earth are premillennials. Those who 

hold that Christ will return after his 

millennial reign are postmillennials. And those who hold millennialism 

to be a matter of spirituality, not a literal coming and literal reign on 

earth, are amillennials. Got it? Hold that thought for a moment. 

Now here’s the surprising part that Christians generally have a 

millennial view without even knowing it. Those of us who see the 

world as in irreversible decline and are just waiting for Christ to come 

rescue us are holding a premillennial view. Right? If you’re just waiting 

for rescue, then you’re not participating in a thousand-year reign before 

his coming. You’re just hanging on. By contrast, an earnest and 

hopeful, even joyous, seeking of his thousand-year reign now, without 

waiting for Christ to come first, would instead be postmillennialism. If, 

indeed, Christ will come after his thousand-year reign, we should be 

anticipating, celebrating, and promoting his thousand-year reign by, as 

Christ commands, making disciples of all nations. And if you don’t 

give the question of Christ’s Second Coming literal anticipation either 

way, believing the reign question to be instead in your spirit, heart, or 

head, then you’re amillennial.  
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We naturally carry one or another of these attitudes in our head, 

heart, or spirit. Which one are you? Are you the pessimist, waiting for 

Christ before getting any hopes up? Then you’re probably 

premillennial. Or are you the optimist, discipling the nations to advance 

and participate in Christ’s thousand-year reign now, rather than waiting 

for Christ’s return first? Then you’re probably postmillennial. Or is it 

just spiritual talk to you, and you’re trying to do your best without any 

literal thinking? Then you’re probably an amillennial. Notice, now, 

how your view may be affecting you? Yes, the Bible gives clues as to 

which is the correct view, although earnest Christians of good faith 

disagree about those clues. Just know what your view may be doing, 

for better or worse, for you in following Jesus’s parting command. And 

whether premil, amil, or postmil, go and disciple the nations. 

 

Mortality 

We see our mortality as an enemy, as death itself must indeed be. 

In a better world, no one should want to die. But mortality may also be 

a tool of sorts in our redemption. Indeed, our mortality may just make 

our repentance possible if not just more probable. In imposing 

mortality as a consequence of the Fall, God may not have been judging 

humankind punitively or even harshly but instead rescuing humankind 

from its Fall.  

Death is surely a stimulant for us to consider our tenuous condition 

in our mortal state. The prospect of demise has turned more than a few 

toward the gospel. The gospel isn’t simply an offer of escape from 

death. The good news is a much larger picture of God’s loving heart 

seen in creation’s operation. God desired us for him. That proximity 

was Eden’s promise. God banished Adam and Eve from the garden for 

their transgression, under sentence of death. Yet that sobering sentence 

immediately imposed an imperative to consider whether God had 

another offer, which indeed he did. God would not leave us eternally 

in our sodden condition. Hence the death sentence. But God would 

offer us eternal life if we would relinquish our sodden condition to him.  
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Now, that’s as generous an offer as 

one will ever hear. Ordinarily, a 

contract requires an exchange of 

consideration: one must give 

something of value to get something 

back. Yet in God’s gospel offer, the 

giving is all on him. He promises 

eternal life, if we will just give up our 

sin to him, when relinquishing sin is 

not a cost at all but instead a benefit. We get the double benefit of 

eternal life and freedom from sin, while God gets nothing more than 

us, which is who he wanted in the first place in his paradise garden. But 

the transaction is all contingent on death. Without death as an 

intermediary, we’d have no transaction to make. Death thus doesn’t just 

invite us to accept God’s unprecedentedly generous offer. Death also 

makes God’s offer possible. That’s why, as Paul writes, to live is Christ 

but to die is gain.  

 

Motivation 
Motivation is a curious thing. We treat it as if it were some 

mysterious internal substance that we either have or don’t have and that 

somehow waxes or wanes over time. We don’t know what motivation 

even is, such as where it might dwell within the mind or body, until we 

see it in action. Only then, as its owner scurries about accomplishing 

great things, do we recognize motivation. That one cannot discern 

motivation other than by the actions it produces, causes some to 

conclude that motivation is only a figment of our imagination. 

Motivation is what one does, not what one feels. 

The Bible is clear about motivation in 

the way that the Bible is clear about many 

other things. The Bible says to work 

heartily as for the Lord, to be steadfast, 

immovable, always abounding in the 

Lord’s work. The Bible says that he gives 
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power to the faint, increasing the strength of those who have none. God 

wants us to sow to the Spirit so that from the Spirit we may reap eternal 

life. The Bible warns that the sluggard receives nothing, that a slack 

hand causes poverty, and that anyone not willing to work should not 

eat. And God fills the Bible with examples of tireless, undaunted, 

intrepid figures motivated to do God’s work, like Joseph, Joshua, 

Deborah, Ruth, and David.  

So, how do we get motivated? How do we get up off the couch to 

make something of our days? The Bible is clear that our aim must be 

high. When we aim for him, he rewards us with purpose and strength. 

When we do everything, even the mundane things, for him, he fuels 

our passion to do more. When we don’t know what to do, he sets 

something, even a simple thing, before us. So, commit everything you 

have to something available to you for a defined time. If you wish to 

stop doing that thing, to give up for what seems to you like a good 

cause, then don’t quit until you have chosen something else in front of 

you to which to commit everything. And never choose to pursue 

anything that is less difficult than the thing you just accomplished. Aim 

high, with God giving you his purpose, and then give it all you’ve got. 

Because God numbers our days with a number we know not. 

 

Movements 
Devoted Christians often speak of watching for and discerning 

God’s movements. But what does seeing God move mean in reality? 

Are we only projecting events as if they were God’s will for us, when 

we should instead stand in awe and shudder? Or do we have some way 

of testing our discernment of seeing God move, so that we aren’t just 

making it up weakly? And if we can know by some confirmation that 

God has indeed moved in a way that we discern, then how does one 

develop or receive the capacity to do so? Many of us want to see God 

move. How does the Bible help us do so? 

Here’s a clue. A powerful but curious Bible passage in 2 Samuel 5 

recounts David’s battle with the vast Philistine army, when God told 
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David to attack only when David heard the sound of marching in the 

nearby treetops. David obeys and conquers the Philistines as a 

consequence. The lazy reader might think that a peculiar God had just 

chosen a peculiar signal for a God movement. Marching in the 

treetops? Whatever that means. The materialist reader might instead 

construe from the treetops signal some natural cause, like the rising 

wind concealing the sound of David’s advancing troop movements. 

Not bad, but not spiritual. The spiritual reader might see the treetop 

wind as the Spirit’s movement, ready to lead David’s troops to victory. 

But how does one distinguish natural events so common as rustling 

treetops from God’s actual movement? 

Consider the deeper patterns 

behind the rustling treetops. Trees are 

these great vertical things, pointing to 

the firmament home of God’s legions. 

Look up rather than down, at least 

figuratively if not also literally, and 

you’ll tend to see more of God’s 

movement. Trees are also the Bible’s 

symbols of both decision and life. Adam and Eve consumed fruit from 

the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, requiring God to keep them 

for a time from consuming the fruit from the tree of life. Life was not 

to come from man’s disobedient grasp but through the tree on which 

Christ died. God would indeed march his legions down that glorious 

tree of life, the cross on which we each fall for our own salvation.  

The point is that preachers, teachers, and followers of Christ who 

recognize the ways in which God moves, vertically, symbolically, in 

consistent patterns fitting the great gospel narrative, will always see 

more of God’s movement. Test the events in your life for how they fit 

God’s gospel narrative and cross-centered patterns. Life brings a chaos 

of data. But God gives us hearts and minds to draw his rescuing 

meaning out of that sinking chaos, so that we can see him move, receive 

his presence, and revel in his glory. To see God move, draw on the 

large and small patterns of creation’s gospel shape. Then you’ll know 
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you are drawing on reality. Christ is indeed the way, the truth, and the 

life. 

 

Music 

Music plays a peculiar role in scripture. Music, keep in mind, bends 

and plucks the straight string, distorting the straight in a resonant wave 

that captures and distracts the attention from things on which the 

attention would otherwise focus. Thus, scripture portrays David’s harp 

as interrupting Saul’s foul mood. Music turned Saul from his deadly 

straight aim toward an altered and refreshed, or at least momentarily 

distracted, attitude. Music’s circular and cyclical nature, from verse to 

chorus and back again through refrain, soothes, reorders, and excites. 

We are, scripture says, to address one another in spiritual songs drawn 

from a heart for the Lord. Music of that type can turn our own aims 

from the deadly to the refreshed, reordered around a loving heart. 

In the Bible, music’s lulling and 

exciting charms aren’t always 

positive. Moses came back down 

the mountain with the law’s tablets, 

only to hear his people singing and 

dancing around their golden 

Egyptian idol. You know how that 

event ended: not well for the 

celebrants. Music is a neutral tonic. 

Those who employ and enjoy it can take music this way or that. Set 

aside for a moment the words that music carries, to think only of the 

music itself. Music bends the attention resonantly. Music implies 

walking around the mountain to reconsider one’s path, rather than 

heading straight up or down.  

So, watch carefully for how the scriptures refer to music, as a 

bending of either an up or down path. Recall how Jesus admonished 

the people that the children played a flute for them but they did not 

dance and then sang a dirge but they did not mourn. Jesus compared 
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those up and down songs to Jesus himself and the baptist John. One 

rejected everything to eat locusts, but some people didn’t listen. The 

other celebrated joyfully with sinners and tax collectors, but some 

people still didn’t listen. Catch the music. The music is there for a point. 

Music won’t necessarily get you farther down the path because music 

is a resonant distraction. But music may set you on the right path, with 

songs of the Lord’s love in your heart.  

 

Myths 

Myths are subtly powerful things. Many today believe that they 

have forgone myths, overcome myths, evolved beyond the need for 

myths. They see religion as a purveyor of myths, while believing that 

they have outgrown those myths to live as the world truly is. They may 

reject the historical accounts of Jesus Christ and the billion-strong 

world-wide witness, or they may accept those accounts but dismiss 

their power as the formulary of misguided mythmaking. The modern 

mind wants to believe itself as free from myth, instead dealing only 

with material realities. The modern mind wants to believe itself 

superior, evolved, without need of myth. 

But we all have myths, 

modern or not. Myths are 

inevitable. Myths are a necessary 

part of making meaning out of 

the world, indeed of making the 

world intelligible at all, of 

making our place in the world. 

And the modern materialist has 

some of the most fantastical 

myths of all. A myth for the beginning? The Big Bang theory, although 

cosmologists today increasingly doubt its reliability. A myth for the 

end? Take your pick: global warming, nuclear apocalypse, viral 

demise, or meteor collision. A myth for materiality? Photons, muons, 

quarks, and quantum entanglement, otherwise known as spooky action 
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at a distance. A myth for yearning? Utopia, awaiting renewable energy, 

gene therapy, and perfected socialism.  

Myths are ubiquitous. You must only choose wisely. Accepting a 

myth isn’t believing a lie. Myths aren’t necessarily true or false, 

although some myths embody more of the truth, while other myths 

embody less of the truth and instead mislead. Myths are explanatory 

narratives, stories that attempt to make sense of the world we 

experience. Myths can certainly form around historical events, lending 

those events their fuller meaning or perhaps distorting truer meanings. 

An assassin shoots a president, and the nation mythologizes the 

president, for better or worse. But when a Roman governor condemned 

a certain prisoner, and the crucified prisoner lived again, God 

confirmed for the world its redemptive truth, measuring all myths.  

 

Narrative 
Everyone is talking about narrative. Everyone today, from 

preachers and teachers to politicians, advertisers, and even sports 

commentators, seems to recognize how important and powerful 

storytelling is. Even trial lawyers know that unless they can help a jury 

see the trial’s storyline, with characters, motivations, and plot, they 

stand little chance of influencing and moving toward a winning verdict. 

And we all know what a story is, like “Hansel and Gretel” or “The 

Three Little Pigs,” or in the modern versions, “The Avengers: 

Endgame” or “Fantastic Beasts: The Crimes of Grindelwald.” Don’t 

know about you, but some of us have heard so much about narrative 

that we’ve almost lost the point.  

Yet as easy as we find it to recognize a good story, or a bad story, 

when we see, read, or hear one, do we really appreciate why stories are 

so powerful? The Bible is so powerfully memorable in large part 

because it collects narrative accounts. Nearly every Bible teaching, the 

authors have set in some narrative context, usually a powerfully 

memorable context. Christ himself taught in stories. We call them 

parables because they are a special kind of story that turns in on, and 
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reorganizes, refreshes, or supersedes, itself. But they’re still stories. 

What makes a story or narrative so powerful as a teacher, memory aid, 

and motivator?  

One way that some have of looking at 

narrative is as if it were a special kind of 

embodied acting out. The power of the story 

isn’t simply that one event leads to another 

leading to another in the causal chain. Nuclear 

reactors are causal chains but not that 

interesting. The power of the story is instead 

that characters act out what the author desires 

to convey in lesson, principle, emotion, or 

theme. After all, the first lesson of good fiction 

is not to tell but to show. Prosaic instruction, 

like “turn left, then turn right,” equips us with 

nothing other than the protocol, routine, or 

heuristic. We need instead to see ourselves in the story. We need the 

account to allow us to inject our hopes, fears, and yearning into the 

story. And that’s what the Bible does, inviting every reader to accept 

its account of Christ’s glory as the ultimate embodied acting out. 

 

Nations 
Christ, he himself said, has all authority in heaven and earth. And 

in his Great Commission, Christ shared that authority to make disciples 

of all nations. Yes, all nations, not just Western nations or democratic 

nations or nations having a Judeo-Christian heritage. The Bible verses, 

Old Testament and New Testament, are almost too numerous to count 

in which the Lord is the great King over all the earth, establishing all 

rule. The Bible also has plenty of accounts of the fall of rulers who 

failed to acknowledge the Lord, from Pharaoh through 

Nebuchadnezzar and his son Belshazzar to Herod. The Bible’s grand 

arc projects a rise of the Lord’s people, his called-out assembly, coming 

to fill the earth with his glory in spectacular reign. Yet the nations today 

don’t look very much under his reign and foot. Many nations are 
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unabashedly godless. Even the outwardly godly nations seem to turn 

very far away from anything looking like his righteousness. In that 

context, Christ’s Great Commission to disciple the nations can appear 

more like a rearguard action or midnight foray than a grand movement 

in a kingly procession.  

How are we to embrace the Great Commission when things just 

don’t look like they are headed that way? We may have a couple of 

options. One is to assume that we’ll see nothing much like an emerging 

reign and victory until Christ’s sudden and unexpected return, when the 

battle will be swiftly over. Until then, we hunker down. And that may 

be pretty much the way things will happen, although that attitude 

doesn’t help us embrace the Great Commission. Jesus said to go forth, 

not to hunker down.  

A better option may be to take a longer view. 

People alive during Christ’s earthly ministry 

expected his return during their lifetime. That 

didn’t happen. Christendom hadn’t yet conquered 

Rome and the rest of the Mediterranean Region. 

People during the Black Plague killing half in 

their communities believed the end had come. It 

hadn’t. The Sistine Chapel hadn’t been 

constructed nor Christianity brought to the 

Americas. Christianity hadn’t yet ended slavery 

and brought schools and hospitals to backward 

regions. People during the Great War we now call World War I also 

felt the end was upon them. It wasn’t. The end didn’t even come with 

World War II. Billy Graham hadn’t traveled much yet. Millions in 

Africa, South American, India, China, and Southeast Asia were about 

to receive the gospel. Who knows? We may be the early church, just 

learning to embrace the Great Commission. 
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Negation 
Just as existence is a strange thing when looking at it closely, so is 

non-existence. A scholar and pastor speaking about these things relates 

an illustrating joke. When a customer asked for coffee with no cream, 

the server replied that they were out of cream but the customer could 

have coffee without milk instead. Get it? You can’t cancel that which 

does not exist. To put it another way, negation isn’t truly possible. The 

person or thing you deny, negate, or contradict still exists. Rightly or 

wrongly, we turn away from all kinds of things including opportunities, 

relationships, responsibilities, temptations, and sins. We even deny that 

many of those same things exist. But our denials ring hollow, exposed 

by the very fact that we know of those things and must take pains to 

push them away.  

This reflection isn’t frivolous. It isn’t empty 

philosophical musing or, worse, sophism. The 

idea that negation or cancellation doesn’t exist 

instead has deep spiritual meaning. Let the 

atheist know that denying God isn’t the same as 

showing that he doesn’t exist. No matter how 

hard the atheist or agnostic tries, they cannot 

entirely shut God out of their life. But let the 

ardent follower of Christ know, too, that denying 

Satan doesn’t show that Satan doesn’t exist. 

Surely, Christ’s blood cleanses of sin. The Spirit’s sanctification 

increasingly turns back temptation. But temptation and sin still exist. 

The scientist may deny demons, and the physician may deny miracles, 

but demons and miracles still exist.  

God, though, does stand apart, over, above, and outside of his 

creation. God’s creation does not contain him. God alone is the one 

without beginning or end. God alone is the one on whom we cannot put 

a finger. God alone is the one whom we cannot fully comprehend, 

encompass, or describe. When the scripture says that no one has seen 

God and lived, in that mysterious sense, God alone is the great 

negation, the untouchable, unknowable one from whom all existence 
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pours forth. Some call him the apophatic God, believing we best 

approach him only by knowing what and who he is not rather than by 

what and who he is. Don’t live by canceling. Live by the non 

cancellable God.  

 

Norms 
Teens can have the reputation of being rebels. And perhaps some 

are when the subject is the authority and advice of their parents. To 

some extent, that kind of teen rebellion can even be a good thing, given 

a teen’s challenge in learning to stand on the teen’s own two feet. But 

while teens can at times, at least to their parents, look like burgeoning 

rebels, teens by and large may crave conformity even more than the 

rest of us. In this age when the center seems absent and most things 

look like one end or the other of a very long pole, teens need norms, 

too. The question is what norms teens, like the rest of us, will seek. 

Should they dress, speak, act, and think like one or another of their teen 

peer groups, or should they set out on a more-reliable path that is more 

likely to lead them up? 

The temptation for those of us who share a 

passion for Jesus Christ is to try to make his path 

look more attractive to our teens, as well as to 

others, than other paths. And that’s likely a 

sound intuition. Certainly, we shouldn’t be 

presenting the gospel as if it were an unfairly 

demanding and unusually dark thing. The stories 

are far too many of young people cast adrift 

from the roots of their Christian faith by a harsh 

schoolmaster or demeaning parent. Christ is 

instead all light. Christ is goodness itself. Christ 

holds together and within himself all joy, all 

comfort, all solace, all purpose, and all life. That’s the good news to 

share with every teen, every friend, and every enemy.  
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Yet in proclaiming the grace and glory of Jesus Christ, we can also 

offer the structure of reassuring norms, the kinds of guardrails, 

guidance, and disciplines that lead not to a dull constrained life but to 

a flourishing life. We all should want liberty, including our teens. But 

we should all want a constrained liberty under our beneficent God even 

more. We prosper not simply because of the liberty that we find in Jesus 

Christ but also the limits to which we gladly submit in obedience to 

Jesus Christ. That voluntary commitment to both the liberty and 

limitations of his will for us is what fosters the virtue necessary for the 

possibility of good marriages, families, churches, workplaces, and 

communities. We all need healthy norms. Don’t let your teens, friends, 

or enemies float away unmoored.  

 

Ontology 
Ontology is the study of existence, reality, and being. Ontology 

helps us decide what is or is not a fact, what is or is not real, and even 

who we are and why we are here. Ontology helps us decide what is 

important, worthwhile, and reliable, versus what is distracting and 

deceptive. An ontological approach first determines the fundamentals 

and only then decides how to group observed things into categories that 

reflect those fundamentals. One can, for instance, sort a mixed pile of 

beans and small stones by their color or weight. But sorting them into 

whether they are edible or not, stones versus beans, might be the better 

ontological point.  

Ontology in your Bible studies, then, would 

have you first decide the fundamentals. You are 

probably not interested in the Bible because of 

its weight, numerology, or Hebrew names. 

Likewise, you are probably not interested in 

Israel because of its climate, in Babylon because 

of its commerce, or in Egypt because of its 

property values. Instead, these places are where 

Bible events occurred. These places represent experiences, states of 

mind, seasons, and other symbolic things. A serious ontological 
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approach would thus have you focus and organize your studies on 

grounds more real, better related to your reason for existing and being.  

A sound ontological approach for Bible study might begin by 

taking stock of who you believe you are, presumably a child of God 

whose purpose is to give glory to Christ. A sound ontological approach 

for a Bible study might also confirm first what you accept to exist. Are 

you only interested in material things, like stone and drought and 

disease? Then your Bible study will take that shape. Herod the Great's 

constructions of Masada and the Herodium will likely enthrall you for 

their impressive and precise engineering works. Or do you recognize 

instead that God included patterns and hierarchies, even powers and 

principalities, within his creation? Then your Bible studies will have an 

entirely different flavor in which you sense why Herod built Masada 

and the Herodium and why they quickly failed as fortresses. Know who 

you are and what you believe to be real and worthwhile. It's a good way 

to study the Bible fruitfully. And it’s the only way to live. 

 

Open Minded 

We applaud open mindedness, don’t we? To hear someone say that 

a person has an open mind is ordinarily to hear a compliment. One 

generally thinks better of one whom others describe as having an open 

mind. The character of an open mind suggests fairness, flexibility, and 

the willingness to consider alternatives, change one’s mind, and 

accordingly grow. Saying someone has a closed mind is just as clearly 

an insult as saying someone has an open 

mind is a compliment. Closed mindedness 

is generally considered a significant fault. 

A closed-minded person doesn’t listen, 

doesn’t consider, and has nothing to add. 

And so we celebrate the open minded 

while shunning the closed. 

But watch out. While an open mind can be a good thing, retaining 

core understandings can be a good thing, too. Holding to the truth often 
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means rejecting incorrect or misleading alternatives. The open minded 

must evaluate and choose, much like the closed minded do, although 

the open minded may prove themselves better listeners in doing so. Yet 

it’s more than just recognizing that all must choose. The attitude of 

open mindedness, while laudable, can become a fault when taken too 

far. If open minded means to agree with everything to the point of 

contradicting oneself, then being that open minded is clearly a fault. 

And if open minded means listening while not discerning, assuming 

instead that everything is true or nothing is true, then being that open 

minded is a fundamental fault.  

Not sure how you feel, but I wouldn’t want “he was open minded” 

on my gravestone. I’d rather walk out of the grave, having held fast to 

the truth. And if someone wants to call me closed minded because of 

it, then I’m fine with that. I’ll listen to much, but I’ll try to discern 

everything I hear. And may the Spirit help me hold fast to the truth. 

 

Optimal Grip 

Leading a good Christian life, one that adheres well to the full faith, 

isn’t simply about getting doctrine and stances right. It is of course 

more about one’s relationship with God through Jesus Christ. 

Importantly, relationships differ from knowledge. Relationships can 

have more to do with optimal grip than with positions or stances. 

Holding a relationship too loosely has obvious hazards. The one on the 

relationship’s other end may rightly see the loose grip as carelessness, 

distraction, and lack of devotion. Hold fast to your friends. Hold faster 

to your most significant others.  

But optimal grip doesn’t just mean 

holding hard and fast to the other under 

all circumstances. Optimal grip can also 

mean not holding on quite so hard at 

times. Grip a golf club or baseball bat too 

tightly, and the swing loses its power and 

accuracy. Grip a dance partner too 
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tightly, and the constrained moves become awkward, controlled, and 

jerky. Relationship’s fluidity and freedom, its joy and spontaneity, have 

a lot to do with not holding too tightly. Letting a partner act as they are 

and should can mean letting loose just a bit more than one wants to 

hold. And in the slight loosening of the grip, not letting go entirely but 

just allowing the other to touch and hold optimally in relationship, the 

union becomes stronger, not weaker.  

As Christians, we properly hold fast to Jesus Christ. He is our 

savior and shelter in a storm, to whom we hold most tightly. At the 

same time, the dance in which he leads us requires at times that we not 

try to squeeze life out of him but instead let him pour life into us in the 

measure he knows best. Frequent prayer, even beseeching and 

passionate prayer, is good. Making demands of him after our own 

distorted desires may not be. Trusting Jesus can mean loosening one’s 

grip, just as trusting Jesus can mean tightening one’s grip. Seek 

optimality, not excess. He knows what we need, and he knows how to 

conduct a sweet relationship.  

 

Optimal Resistance 
Marriage is quite a thing. Genesis tells us God saw one thing in his 

creation that was not good: that man as God first made him was alone. 

Hence, woman. The translations and interpretations of how God 

described woman’s role relative to man, and thus man’s role relative to 

woman, vary. Yet the Genesis passage makes clear that one completed 

the other, as the other completed the one. 

Each was in some sense inadequate until 

joined with the other. But union doesn’t 

entirely encompass the lovely couple’s 

relative roles. Union merely describes 

the whole of husband and wife together, 

complete once paired. What, though, 

was each to the other?  
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One conclusion seems inescapable from the full passage: each, man 

and woman, husband and wife, was different. But husband and wife 

weren’t just different. They were different specifically to complete one 

another. And that’s a very special kind of difference. That difference 

between husband and wife that makes one complete the other means 

that one lacks what the other has, while the other lacks what the one 

has. You see, there are differences, and then there are differences. Some 

differences are just different, like one is fair and the other dark, or one 

likes pizza and the other prefers a sandwich. Those, though, are not the 

differences that complete a husband and wife, although many couples 

find such differences. Instead, the differences that complete a husband 

and wife are differences that matter to one another.  

Those differences that complete a husband and wife are optimal 

differences, exactly the kind of difference that each needs. Those 

differences that complete a husband and wife are also tension 

differences, not that husband and wife are tense around one another but 

that the differences draw the union taut. Think of the tension needed to 

erect and stabilize a protective tent. Or think the tension needed to walk 

along a highwire or drive across a suspension bridge. What one has and 

the other lacks draws the marriage taut, so that the union can encompass 

its full potential. Don’t see your spouse’s differences as unfortunate. 

Instead, cherish them for making the marriage full, structured, and 

joyously taut.  

 

Paganism 
Label someone a “pagan,” and if they hear about it, they won’t be 

very happy with you. But a new sort of paganism is nonetheless on the 

rise, as secular materialism retreats and those who reject traditional 

religion look to recover a sense of the sacred. Don’t call your atheist or 

agnostic neighbor a pagan to their face. But recognize what modern 

paganism looks like and how it competes with Christianity for the 

devotion of the masses. You just might be able to help your pagan 

friend recover a true sense of the sacred. 
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Paganism of old looked like Vikings 

worshiping the trees or Polynesians the 

skies or the waters. The ancient 

Israelites contended with pagans, too, 

when they entered the promised land, 

defended their settlements from 

marauding armies, or wandered in exile. 

Yet pagans aren’t simply non-Jews or 

non-Christians, although we sometimes confuse the two. The two 

categories, pagans and non-Christains, overlap. But pagans see the 

world differently from Jews and Christians, and indeed from Muslims 

and followers of other world religions. Pagans don’t worship a 

transcendent deity. They instead see deity or the divine as existing in 

nature, living and inanimate objects, and themselves. To the pagan, 

nothing transcends because everything is transcendent. The pagan’s 

hope is not for heaven or a redeemed earth because earth is all we have 

and is already sacred.  

The new paganism has the same non-transcendent worldview as the 

old paganism, although it may worship different material objects. 

Crystals, vortexes, and sunrises may all qualify as sacred focuses. But 

so, too, may political ideologies, individual rights, spouses, children, 

or even fitness, recreations, or sports teams. When no divine realm 

exists, anything can become an object of worship. And you don’t need 

to see the pagan’s tattoo or altar, or witness the pagan’s circle ceremony 

worshiping mother earth, to discover what the pagan holds most sacred. 

Just listen. Just observe. Watch for their devotion. Christians may 

sometimes hide their devotion to the Father and Son, whether out of 

fear of or respect for a neighbor. But pagans don’t generally hide what 

they hold sacred. It’s right in front of them for all to see. 

When we live solely for the here and now, with no obedience to the 

transcendent figure just above, no sense of the separation sin places 

between us and the transcendent, and no desire for the transcendent 

realm just beyond, we live as pagans. Instead, see the material realm as 

evidence of our transcendent God who created it and resides over and 

above it, working through it for our salvation. Trust in the Lord with 
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all your heart, mind, and understanding. Point your perspective toward 

God’s present and coming realm. And point your pagan neighbors and 

friends there, too. They need to know that more lies beyond than the 

material presently offers.  

 

Paradox 

A paradox appears contradictory but instead reveals truth. 

Paradoxes fill life with profound meaning. And no paradoxes are more 

revealing than those the scriptures suggest to us. Indeed, Christianity 

rises on one great paradox: Jesus is both our savior and judge. How can 

that be? Mustn’t one be either savior or judge? Judges condemn, while 

saviors save. The ancient judges of Israel, figures like Deborah and 

Gideon, and the ancient prophets like Isaiah and Jeremiah, didn’t just 

condemn Israel’s enemies. They also judged and condemned Israel for 

its apostasy. Yet salvation also hid within those ancient figures every 

time Israel turned from its apostasy toward the Lord. Christ fulfilled 

those roles of both judge and savior. Indeed, Christ became the 

boundary line between salvation and condemnation. He saves those 

who trust in him, while letting his exquisite free offer judge those who 

reject him.  

Scriptures reveal other profound 

paradoxes. Water is both our 

nourishing and cleansing agent and 

yet somehow also the chaotic and 

destructive flood that our 

regeneration strangely requires. The 

wilderness harbors hardships and 

predators, even Satan himself, but 

yet is also somehow our place of peace, solitude, and refining. God let 

the sun nourish a plant in which Jonah sheltered, until the sun’s 

scorching heat destroyed the plant and burned Jonah. Light thus 

protects and reveals, while somehow also burning and destroying. 

Rivers are uncrossable boundaries but also bring the waters of life. 

Mountains are formidable barriers but also the home of God. Kings are 
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both protectors and tyrants. Job’s wife was both the source of his family 

life and his chastiser. David was both sinner and saint. Unravel the 

scriptures’ paradoxes, and you’ll have set a straight path for life. 

 

Parasitic 
Christians struggle today with grasping and communicating the 

biblical constructs of false gods, fallen spirits, and demons. Those 

outside the Christian faith who reject the supernatural, including God 

and his angelic spirits, just as surely reject that the heavenly realm 

might include demonic spirits. But it’s not just those outside the 

Christian faith who find a hard time countenancing these other-realm 

entities, these spiritual beings, whether good or evil. Immersed in 

today’s materialistic society and culture, Christians hesitate to apply 

those ancient biblical constructs within their own working, modern 

worldview. Oh sure, Catholics may speak quietly of exorcisms, and 

Pentecostals may keep minds open to more of the spirit realm, but 

mainline evangelicals? Not so much.  

Yet a movement seems afoot to bring the 

ancients and moderns together in acknowledgment 

of this spiritual realm, through a more-nuanced 

language referring to these powers, principalities, 

dark-world rulers, or evil spirits, using the modern 

translations of the ancient terms with which the 

apostle Paul referred to them. Strangely enough, 

even cognitive scientists, who tend to resist anything 

spiritual or even metaphysical, are finding reason to 

consider their possibility. “Parasitic processes,” for instance, is one of 

those nuanced phrases some psychologists and other scientists use 

potentially to refer to what Jesus straight-up called demons. A parasite 

is an entity that feeds off its host, gaining from its host necessary 

energy. Some who study human psychology and behavior today speak 

of something like a power, construct, or influence that not only seems 

to fall upon and debilitate an individual but also draw sufficient energy 

from that individual to expand its influence to others.  
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Perhaps it’s only manipulating language. But it’s nonetheless a step 

in the direction of Christians having meaningful conversations with 

those outside the faith about an important aspect, indeed a core aspect, 

of the Christian worldview. The Bible teaches from cover to cover that 

creation has far more to it than we can see. Powers, principalities, evil 

spirits, and demons don’t seem quite so unimaginable when one looks 

directly and carefully at human behavior, employing a sensitively 

neutral language that opens up the possibilities of things that exist but 

that we do not see. One doesn’t have to reject rationality to countenance 

the Bible’s supernatural phenomenon. One may just need a more 

sensitive language and faithful science for others to see the way.  

 

Particularity 
One objection some have to Christianity is its particularity. Oh, 

that’s not how they’d phrase their objection. But the thought that God 

appeared in one specific time and place to one chosen people can seem 

peculiar to the modern mind that sees the universe as an eight-billion-

year-old particle soup spread across billions of light years. God, the 

materialist mind thinks, should be general, not 

specific and particular, if he indeed exists. The non-

Christian might even believe that God moves and 

acts in the world. But they’d still have a hard time 

accepting that he once perfectly expressed his 

movement and action through a particular Son of 

God Jesus Christ preaching and ministering in 

ancient Israel. Their objection might not even be to 

Jesus’s actions or character, just his particularity. If 

Jesus, then why not also Zeus, Buddha, Confucius, 

Mohammed, Molech, Pan, and Asherah?  

Yet particularity is actually the weakest, not the strongest, of 

objections. A God who both creates and acts within the world cannot 

be general without becoming particular. God isn’t a mathematical, 

mechanical, or chemical formula, but even formulas, whether 1 + 1 = 

2 or e = mc2, have their particular expression. Formulas would be 
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meaningless if they didn’t apply somewhere. Only through 

particularity, through embodiment in some form, can we understand 

who God is. Look at the above list of gods or god-like figures. Their 

differences are enormous, night and day. Jesus is a completely different 

manifestation of God in the world than any other seeming 

manifestation. God’s incarnation as Savior is the fullest and best 

revelation one could ever have of an intimate relational God. 

Particularity isn’t an objection. It’s a necessity. Embrace it. 

 

 

Patience 
Patience, huh? We’re all perfectly patient, until we aren’t. Then 

everything breaks loose. Impulse takes over. Rather than waiting for 

clarity, harsh words and precipitous actions go swiftly and errantly 

forth. Just when God had prepared to act for our benefit, ready to 

reward any little sign of patient trust, we instead quickly change course. 

We give up on one thing to undertake another, and then another and 

another. Opportunities, ministries, and even memberships, friendships, 

relationships, and even marriages, roles, jobs, and even careers, all 

sacrificed at times without truly testing and trying one’s patience. 

Change can be good, even necessary. But at times, patience can be far 

better. The key is to know the difference and then act accordingly. 

The Bible has plenty of examples 

of patience–and the lack thereof. 

Abraham and Sarah couldn’t wait for 

their promised child and so begot a 

mistress’s child whose offspring 

would harass the future nation Israel. 

Aaron, Israel’s first priest, couldn’t 

wait for Moses to come down the mountain, fashioning a golden calf 

idol that cost the lives of thousands. Saul, Israel’s first king, couldn’t 

wait as the prophet instructed, so that God tore the kingdom from him. 

In Jesus’s parable, the prodigal son couldn’t wait for his inheritance but 
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wasted it on riotous living, while the father waited and watched 

patiently. The Father indeed waits, while we rush away. Why can’t we 

be patient? Why can’t we trust?  

Patience doesn’t come from nowhere. Patience comes from exactly 

that commitment to trust God. We may think it’s time for a new 

ministry, new relationship, new house, or new job. But what is God 

saying to us? If the action our thoughts or flesh urges us to take, or the 

reaction our emotions urge us to let loose, is contrary to God’s word, 

then we must hold to our commitment. Impatience is a tricky tempter. 

The mind can give all sorts of reasons to act or react impulsively, just 

as we wish. Listen, though, to God’s Spirit. Listen to your conscience. 

Study and recall God’s word. Act when the Spirit’s movement, the 

mind’s conscience, and God’s word align. Conviction and its 

corresponding action can be a good thing. But patience, deliberation, 

reflection, and gracious response can be far better. Don’t do as you’ll 

regret. Avoid the impulse in favor of the pulse of God. 

 

Patterns 
The Bible fills itself with patterns. Its dozens of inspired authors, 

writing down through the centuries with Holy Spirit guidance, recorded 

patterns from generation to generation, from historical setting to 

historical setting. Those patterns clarify and emphasize God’s intent. 

Read the Bible for these patterns and the meaning that God wishes us 

to draw from their repetition. 

God choosing the younger son over the older son, 

the second over the first, despite the natural order to 

favor the oldest, is one such pattern. The pattern 

repeats from God favoring Abel over his elder brother 

Cain to God choosing Isaac over the elder half-

brother Ishmael, Jacob over the elder brother Esau, 

Joseph over his older brothers, Ephraim over his elder 

brother Manasseh, Moses over his elder brother 

Aaron, Gideon over his older brothers, and David 
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over his older brothers. The pattern, enriched by each story’s details, 

suggests that God prefers the supernaturally fit, those who know God’s 

will, over the naturally favored. Humans looking to a tree for life is 

another such pattern. God first shows Adam and Eve the garden of 

Eden’s tree of life, from which they never get to eat because they first 

ate of the prohibited tree of the knowledge of good and evil. God then 

has Noah build an ark out of trees to save human and animal life. God 

later has Moses throw a tree branch in bitter waters to quench the thirst 

of, and to revive and save, the escaping Israelites. God then has 

Israelites, whom poisonous snakes bite, look at a snake lifted on a stick, 

to save their lives. The pattern repeats itself until men lift Jesus on a 

tree, saving all those who look to him. 

Pattern inversions, though, are also a biblical technique. The 

pattern repeats itself from story to story, until the pattern reverses itself 

in the revealed archetype. So it is with the types of Christ. When God 

created Adam, the first human, in his image, he revealed a pattern of 

the Christ, Son of Man, to come. Adam, though, failed as God’s chosen 

partner, as did God’s chosen Noah, Abraham, Moses, David, and 

Solomon. Each chosen leader, supposed to save God’s people through 

relationship with God, had only temporary success, each succumbing, 

with the people failing and falling as a result. Christ, though, inverted 

the pattern. Jesus came as the Son of Man, the perfect human, whose 

servant leadership would save God’s people, indeed all willing 

humankind, through perfect sacrifice. At critical junctures, the Bible 

inverts patterns, arresting the eye, ear, and mind. The Bible’s inversions 

show that God, the supernatural creator, is not subject to the natural. 

With every inversion, God breaks through, transforming the human 

heart, bringing new possibilities, even eternal life. God does not act as 

humans act, nor as he set his creation to naturally work. Material, 

social, political, and economic orders do not constrain him.  

And so, though, the sun marches across the sky, east to west, for 

millennia, God once makes the sun stand still. Though women conceive 

babies only with the natural aid of men, God once sends his Spirit to 

the virgin Mary to bring forth his perfect Son. As Mary herself sang, 

God lowers the proud to elevate the humble and impoverishes the rich 
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to bless the poor. Jesus multiplies a few loaves of bread to feed five 

thousand, inverting human scarcity into abundance, but then withers 

the fruitless fig tree, inverting the capable but unproductive into 

scarcity. These reversals are clearly acts of God, revealing his nature 

and desire. Bible inversions may indeed be necessary to reveal God’s 

action within his created order. How else could God reveal himself 

acting within his own creation, when, the Bible also tells us, his 

creation already reveals him? While the natural order itself reveals 

God’s grandeur and abundance, and his rule over chaos, his reversals 

of the natural order further reveal himself. Read the Bible with due 

sense of wonder. Read for the subtle and profound ways in which God 

reverses the natural order. Know the beauty and benefit of God’s 

natural order, but know more the beauty and benefit of its one creator. 

 

Periphery 
Watch what happens at the margins. Whether the question is your 

own life, the health and welfare of your family, or the spirit of your 

workplace, community, or church, notice the periphery. Yes, the core 

activities and central commitments are constituent, constituting, 

composing, and comprising. We should celebrate and even revel in 

what holds us together. But one might also say that the periphery does 

just as much to define us individually and corporately. Pay attention to 

the boundary spaces. Curate those margins.  

The periphery is so important in the church and in one’s own 

spiritual development, as elsewhere, because the periphery is where 

encounter, adventure, incorporation, integration, and even redemption 

and resurrection may be most happening. We hold onto things at the 

center. We modify, adapt, and adopt things at the margins. We tend to 

think that boundaries and borders are just lines drawn on the map or in 

the sand. But boundaries and borders instead have a depth, space, and 

activity all their own. We could just as well dwell in the margins as at 

the center. Indeed, some of us prefer the margins to the center for those 

very reasons: the margins are where we realize more of the potential 

with which God blesses us. You want creativity? You want energy? 
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You want experience? Move to the 

margins. Focus on the periphery. 

That’s where you’ll see the potential 

turning into action. 

How does one do so, though? 

Margins can certainly be physical, 

geographic, matters of space. You can 

literally look to the sidewalk or street outside your home, workplace, 

or church to find one margin. Important and fascinating things happen 

at those physical boundaries, like welcome or rejection, invitation or 

turning away. But margins can also be temporal rather than spatial. 

What happens in the few minutes immediately before and after your 

Sunday worship service may be your periphery opportunity, like with 

whom you speak in a new relationship, whether you linger to hear 

others reflect on God’s word, or with which ministry you newly 

engage. Margins, though, can also be spiritual and conceptual, not just 

spatial and temporal. At the periphery is where you may find the next 

burning question, the answers to which grant you new transcendence, 

drawing you ever closer to Christ. Pay attention to the margins. Study 

the periphery. And go there often. Wasn’t that the life and ministry of 

our Lord Jesus Christ? 

 

Perseverance 
Perseverance is an underrated characteristic. To succeed in their 

own formative function and role, parents, preachers, teachers, mentors, 

managers, supervisors, guides, therapists, counselors, and coaches all 

need one thing from those whom they admonish, challenge, encourage, 

and cajole: perseverance. The greatest ability, many say, is availability, 

that simple willingness to participate while giving reasonable effort. 

One has only to think of how crestfallen a parent is in seeing their child 

quit a worthwhile endeavor before coming close to having exhausted 

their energy, to know the disappointment that lacking perseverance can 

bring. Grit is nine tenths of life, and only the other tenth skill. Most of 

us would far rather live and work with someone who shows the grit of 
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perseverance than the one born with a disabling silver spoon in the 

mouth. 

The Bible celebrates 

perseverance every bit as much as 

any parent, teacher, guide, or coach. 

James wants us to consider it pure joy 

when trials challenge us. Paul wants 

us to glory in our suffering, knowing 

that it produces perseverance. We 

must not grow weary in doing good at just the moment of our sure 

reward. Paul wants us to press on for the prize for which God calls us 

heavenward. For look: Christ himself endured the cross for the joy that 

God set before him. And so, the Bible pleads, stand firm to the end. 

Perseverance is every bit worth its weight in gold. Don’t give us a head 

start. Don’t give us a shortcut or the answer key. God, instead grant us 

perseverance.  

In those Bible teachings, we see the key to perseverance. 

Perseverance doesn’t take a strong back. Nor does it take a strong 

constitution, full frame, or firm chin. Given a proverbial punch or two 

in the gut, the tall and mighty are just as prone to quit as the short and 

weak. The key to perseverance is instead in keeping our eyes fixed on 

perseverance’s reward. Would you quit after a half-hearted effort, if 

your life or the life of someone else very dear to you depended on your 

persisting? No, you wouldn’t quit. And that joy God set before Christ 

is very like the reward we have by our also remaining firm to the end. 

Perseverance isn’t skill. It’s instead holding firm to the end. You have 

it in you when you have Christ in you. To persevere, keep your eyes 

fixed on the author and perfecter of your faith. 

 

Phenomenological 
It’s good to keep in mind that the Bible deals at the level of the 

phenomenological, not the scientific. The Bible deals with what we 

experience, as we see and comprehend it, not with what science proves 
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to be the underlying hidden material state or status of things. The Bible 

tells foundational truths about what we experience, in the way that 

things appear to us. The Bible takes natural phenomena largely at face 

value, as all but the scientist generally take those phenomena today. 

The Bible doesn’t purport to be a modern physics text, astronomy text, 

biology text, or other scientific manual. And because the Bible takes 

phenomena at face value as the reader observes, encounters, and 

experiences those phenomena, rather than analyzing observations for a 

modern scientific understanding, whether the ancients who first wrote 

and read the Bible had an accurate grasp of the physical, astronomical, 

medical, biological, or other scientific facts is of no consequence to the 

veracity, reliability, or applicability of the biblical text.  

Take, for instance, the Bible’s 

cosmological view of a flat disk 

earth, supported by waters and 

bounded by a dome heaven sky. The 

Copernican revolution didn’t stand 

the Bible’s cosmological view on its 

head. Not at all. The Bible is a 

phenomenological account, not a 

modern astronomy treatise or even an ancient astronomy guide. When 

Copernicus discerned that the sun, not the earth, centers the solar 

system, his scientific discernment depended on precise measurement 

and calculation well beyond the lay person’s capacity. To the lay 

person then and today, the sun as a phenomenon appears to rise and set 

against a flat earth. We know as a scientific proposition that the earth 

is round, not flat, and that the earth spins on its axis as it hurtles through 

space around the sun. But the earth doesn’t look or feel round. Nor does 

the earth feel as if it’s spinning like a top while hurtling around the sun, 

both at incredibly fast rates. The Bible’s cosmological view is 

consistent with what the ancients observed then and what the lay person 

continues to observe today. 

So, don’t let the innocence of the ancients disturb you when trusting 

in the Bible’s phenomenological and metaphysical truth. Don’t let the 

astronomical conception of a spinning, hurtling earth, or other science 
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having to do with disease, nutrition, weather, zoology, geology, or any 

other natural phenomena the Bible mentions, distract you from the 

Bible’s reliability, trustworthiness, and truth. Keep things in the right 

categories, and help others do so, too. 

 

Phenomenology 
What we think, perceive, and experience can be every bit as 

significant as what scientists, physicians, historians, or philosophers 

tell us is real. Phenomenology studies those thoughts, perceptions, and 

experiences. Astronomers may tell us that the earth is round and 

spinning, but from an ordinary phenomenological perspective, unless 

your field is launching rockets into space, that assertion is either false 

or meaningless. It wouldn't have mattered to the ancient Jews and isn't 

what we consciously experience today, either. The ancient Jews 

constructed and lived by the Bible's phenomenological worldview, one 

based largely on ordinary senses and everyday experiences. The 

ancient Jews didn't have the telescopes and microscopes to develop and 

make sense out of today's scientific materialist view. A sound 

phenomenological approach takes people, both today and in ancient 

times, as believing and acting more or less sensibly based on what they 

perceive to be real, through their ordinary thoughts and the ordinary 

observations and impressions of their senses. 

Phenomenology helps us cast off prejudices 

against the Bible and misunderstandings of the 

ancient Jews and their experience of the world. 

One cannot appreciate Israel's history in the way 

that the Bible presents it and soil reveals it, when 

looking down one's figurative nose. We moderns 

might have acted substantially the same way as 

those ancients whom we want to think of as 

foolish or superstitious, given the ancient times 

and technology. Indeed, the ancients pretty surely would have acted far 

better for their times than we would act if we somehow moved two 

millennia back in time. And that's the explanatory power of 
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phenomenology, to help us understand the thoughts, insights, and 

actions of the ancient Israelites and their allies, oppressors, and rulers 

as they experienced those times. Get into the body, mind, senses, and 

experiences of an ancient Israelite to understand the Bible's accounts.  

 

Philology 
Philology, an odd and unfamiliar word, is simply the study of oral 

and written historical language sources. Philology is important to one’s 

appreciation of the Bible because the Bible and the interest we take in 

it depend so heavily on the interpretation of scripture and other 

language sources. Philology can involve not only history, language, 

and terminology but also textual and literary analysis, how a text like 

the Bible takes shape, translates meaning, and relates to the grounds of 

its existence. Let’s face it: people take widely different views of the 

Bible as a historical, moral, and spiritual source. Some regard it as 

largely or entirely concocted and at best only a mythical work filled 

with historical errors and scientific impossibilities. At the other end of 

the spectrum, some regard it as a precise scientific and historical record 

in its every detail. What, after all, is the Bible? One’s stance on these 

and other philological issues certainly influences how one sees the 

Bible’s significance. 

That philological spectrum, though, 

is the wrong line along which to 

understand the Bible. An honest 

philologist taking the Bible at face value 

would instantly see the Bible as an 

incredibly deep, rich, and complex text 

carrying the most profound meaning. An 

investigating philologist would soon see the extraordinary work’s tens 

of thousands of subtle internal cross-references and thousands more 

external references. A philologist would see the chiastic structure not 

just of poems and passages but of books and the whole work. And a 

philologist would see how this unparalleled text shaped the world’s 

consciousness over millennia in a transformation that may be just 
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beginning to unfold. On that rich literary ground, an honest philologist 

could readily conclude that we draw the very ground of meaning from 

the Bible. Get your understanding of language and its nature and goals 

straight, and you’ll better appreciate the Bible.   

 

Physiology, referring to the ordinary function of human anatomy, 

informs one's understanding of the Bible, much like one gains insight 

into the scriptures through human psychology. We are embodied 

creatures. God didn't make us disembodied divine spirits. We think and 

act within these mortal frames, needing their protection, senses, and 

sustenance. Our physiology perceives and reacts to threats before we 

even think about them. Our bodies groan for water and food both when 

they are utterly unavailable and when they surround us in plenty. We 

see and desire, hear and shudder, sense and run. The roads, reservoirs, 

and residences we construct, fields and orchards we tend, and families 

we form and protect to raise our children are natural responses to our 

embodied human physiology. Hunger, thirst, shelter, sexual desire, and 

protection from extreme heat, extreme cold, and human or animal 

violence are all physiological needs and interests that drive our 

conduct, commerce, and development and accumulation of property. 

Physiology is a very large and necessary part of our story. 

Physiology is thus a great teacher for 

understanding the Bible, including the 

development and history of ancient 

Israel. The Bible’s accounts and Israel’s 

excavated ruins prove our physiological 

imperatives, temptations, fears, and 

anxieties. Elijah ran down Mount 

Carmel, both fast and far, to receive 

raven nourishment at the brook and hear God's whisper on Mount Sinai, 

his actions, senses, and responses all critical to the story. Jewish settlers 

located cities for their fields and waters. Roman rulers conscripted 

slave labor to build their nourishing aqueducts and comforting pools. 

Jewish rebels chose desert canyons for their hidden waterfalls and 

occupied abandoned fortresses for the tunnels they could dig in which 
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to hide. Jews and Gentiles sought Jesus for physical and mental healing, 

knowing their need for improved physiology. The physician or physical 

therapist has insights into the Bible, just as do the psychologist and 

historian. Read the Bible through the lens of physiology. The Bible has 

that story to tell, too.  

 

Pi 
Pi. You know it: 3.1415926… and on to infinity, because pi is a so-

called irrational number, meaning that its calculation never repeats and 

never ends. Number crunchers have calculated pi to thirty-one-trillion 

digits, and they’re still going. Pi, represented by its symbol 𝜋, is simply 

the ratio of the radius of a circle to its circumference, expressed as 2𝜋r. 

A circle having a radius of one would thus have a circumference of two 

times pi or about 6.283185… and on to infinity because two times an 

irrational number is still an irrational number. If from the center of your 

circle is one step, then how many steps is it around your circle? Six 

steps and change, but keep counting the change. 

So far, not very interesting, is it? But 

curiously, pi has something to do with the 

Bible. The ancients left no record of 

having calculated pi, but they certainly 

knew of its principle: circles take six 

radius steps but leave an incalculable 

leftover. Now, what is man’s number in 

the Bible but six? And how many days 

are in our work week, the days when we do the work of man, but six? 

And what is God’s number of perfection but seven? And what do we 

do on the seventh day of the week, the sabbath, God’s day of 

completion, but rest? And why would that seventh day be infinite but 

for eternal rest in the incomprehensible God?  

And what do circles do but spin, going round and round, eating 

their tail so to speak, infinitely, just like their seventh-unit remainder? 

You know Ecclesiastes’ commentary on time that time represents an 
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endless cycle of life and death. But circles and their cycles also restore, 

like sleep in the cycle of day and night, sabbaths in the cycle of the 

work week, and winters in the cycle of seasons. Circles also complete 

the cycle. Circles encompass and include, all points on the circle being 

equal. Yet for circles to include all things, both insiders and outsiders, 

they must somehow incorporate the poor, the leftovers, the remainders, 

which they do in their incalculable and incomprehensible seventh 

endless unit of rest. Yes, the Bible has deep layers of meaning we 

hardly imagine, roars out of its waterfalls.  

 

Plunder 

Plunder is one of those things to which our pacifist preferences 

deeply object. We read in the scriptures of apostate nations plundering 

Israel, Israel plundering apostate nations, and God either allowing, 

encouraging, or condemning the plunder, depending on the 

circumstance. Case in point: God strikes down Egypt’s firstborn, 

telling the fleeing Israelites to take Egypt’s plunder with them into the 

desert, and Israel does, although Israel later fashions a golden calf from 

it to Moses’ chagrin. Another case in point: Samuel instructs Saul to 

utterly destroy, not to plunder, the Amalekites, but Saul takes with him 

the Amalekites’ bleating sheep, for which God rejects Saul as king. One 

more case in point: the Syrians besiege Samaria until Elisha prophesies 

their flight. Four starving beggars venture from the besieged city, only 

to find that the Syrians have in fact fled. The beggars call the city’s 

residents out to plunder the Syrian’s encampment.  

Plunder plays a mysterious biblical 

role but one that has a deep sense for 

those willing to suss it out. To plunder 

is to take everything of value from a 

conquered people. But why plunder? 

And how to distinguish good plunder 

from bad? To plunder properly, as God 

encourages it, can be to draw the good from the evil. Egypt, for 

instance, meant the chosen people’s slavery. Yet why not draw what 
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good one can from it? We all go through seasons of hardship and 

oppression. Why not come out with stronger faith, better character, and 

a few good skills? But don’t try drawing anything good from a totally 

lost situation. The Amalekites weren’t just oppressive, like the 

Egyptians. They were relentless enemies of God from whom one ought 

not take even a single bleating sheep. The person of faith, even the 

church, can at times draw resources and riches from a defeated 

encampment. But the person of faith, even the church, must turn the 

back to a relentless enemy, lest the enemy poison the camp. 

 

Polarities 

Few things exist in polarities. Up and down do. Right and wrong 

do. In and out do. Christ and anti-Christ do. But many things, including 

at least some spiritual influences or entities, exist between the poles, 

not at the poles as polarities. Our parents, preachers, teachers, friends, 

and enemies? Not at the poles but somewhere in between them. Friends 

may lie toward the spectrum’s good end while enemies lie toward the 

bad end, but everyone, even friends and enemies included, has a little 

good and a little bad in them.  

We probably recognize the truth that we’re generally a little of this 

and a little of that rather than all of one thing or all of another. But we 

may not be letting that truth reach our understanding of spiritual things. 

We may instead assume that angels are angels while demons are 

demons. Yet the scriptures aren’t always so clear as that. Right after 

the tower of Babel’s fall, God gave the world’s nations over to spiritual 

entities who ruled those nations poorly. God listens to a spiritual entity 

among his divine council accuse the righteous Job. Daniel gives the 

account of the archangel Michael contesting with the spiritual entity 

over Persia before heading off to struggle with the spiritual entity ruling 

Greece. The apostle Paul acknowledges our struggle with these rulers 

and principalities.  
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Spiritual influences and entities aren’t all darkness or light, at one 

end of the spectrum or the other end. Even Satan disguises himself as 

an angel of light, apparently to speak his deception in forms that contain 

misleading examples of truth. We thus need a similar discernment in 

spiritual things as we need in worldly things, not to see which 

messenger is from God and which from Satan but what part of each 

influencer’s message is from God and which is deception. Far better to 

discern what part of each influence 

honors God than to attempt to discern 

the influencer’s identity. Be cautious 

saying God spoke to you. Be glad to 

say you are listening earnestly, 

humbly, and obediently for messages 

that align themselves fully with God.  

 

Pondering 
As Christians, we live in a symbolic world. Christ’s life, which is, 

after all, the way and the truth, informs our perspective. We recognize 

in events and circumstances the patterns, principles, and passion of 

Christ’s life. We see things happening for reasons. We see the world as 

filled with the particular meaning that Christ’s life gives it. That insight 

and discernment, with our otherwise-blind eyes opened to the truth in 

Christ, is at least our hope, even though we may seldom live up to it.  

To say that the Bible reveals a symbolic world is not in the least to 

diminish the Bible’s literal and historical truth. It is instead to amplify 

those truths. Yes, Christ lived a particular life in a particular time and 

place, with unmatchable historical significance. No true follower can 

deny the incarnation or its individual and cosmic impacts. But Christ’s 

life also fulfilled all meaning, from the most-ancient creation myths to 

the most-modern philosophical and metaphysical speculations. The 

Bible’s grand narrative gives the world its reason, purpose, and 

meaning, from which everything else draws its pattern. Understand the 

Bible’s symbolism, and you’ll see things about yourself, your place in 

the world, and the world itself that you’d never otherwise see. 



Seeing the World Scripturally 
 

153 

 

The Bible, from start to finish so ripe with 

the most-powerful symbolism, confirms its 

symbolic nature in the most poignant of ways. 

The Bible tells us that Mary, the mother of 

Jesus, kept, treasured, and pondered in her 

heart how her Son fulfilled the great 

prophecies. Commentaries tell us that this 

verse is the lone place where the Bible uses 

the original Greek word “symballousa” that 

we translate as “pondered” but could just as well translate as 

“symbolized.” Mary, in other words, symbolized Jesus, represented 

Jesus, incorporated, consulted, confided in, and communed with Jesus, 

in the deepest part of her being. Yes, the Bible is symbolic. Indeed, the 

Christian lives by letting Christ work his passion and patterns within 

the deepest part of the Christian’s life. Follow artist Jonathan Pageau’s 

Symbolic World channel for more of these insights.  

 

Potentiality 
Life is so incredibly much about potentiality. Don’t you wake each 

day with that burning desire to fulfill something you just know is 

waiting for you? The possibilities are so numerous and so rich that 

listing any cheapens them all. But don’t you just know that something 

for which God made you is calling to you right now? The things whose 

siren call you daily, hourly, minute by minute pursue may be moments 

of realization. They may be flashing insights. They may be an aesthetic 

glimpse. Or they may be acts of service, 

expressions of love or compassion, a 

joyful productivity, setting things once 

again in order, or just one’s simple 

presence in a special moment. Whatever 

the potentiality you know you are about 

to fulfill, you heard its passionate call 

drawing you onward.  
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Whether your opportunities, interests, and capacities call you to the 

large or small, to the public or private, the communal or the individual, 

they all lies within Jesus Christ. When Jesus says that everything is 

possible for the one who believes, he reveals his ultimate potentiality 

as the Word, as the pre-incarnate creative Logos who authors life. 

Everything lies within Christ through whom and for whom the Father 

created everything. Every potential you sense, every gleam of hope in 

your heart, lies in the hand and will of Christ. Holding all unuttered 

things in his hand, Christ is your continual source for inspiration, for 

the drive that makes you discern, desire, and act in God’s will. Christ 

is the sole fount of all good, all value, all beauty, all truth. Your 

inspiration isn’t caffeine. It isn’t heredity. It isn’t legacy. The good you 

discern within your reach springs forth from Christ. And that good is 

itself limitless because of its unlimited source. Indeed, all things are 

possible through Christ because all good has its unbounded source in 

him. Christ made the world to hold and express his infinite potential, 

an ever-expanding and endless river of life. 

 

Presence 
The pandemic’s isolations should have taught us by now what goes 

on when we make it in person to church. Remote or virtual worship 

through the pandemic was for many Christians a necessary or preferred 

thing. Local church leadership either imposed shutdowns acting out 

their own perceived imperatives or had state or local government 

impose shutdowns. And while some churches closed as a consequence, 

others continued with online services, in complicated and at times 

contentious dynamics. But for many of us, the shutdown issue is over. 

We all thank God for that. What’s not quite over, though, is the 

shutdown effect. 

Sadly, many of the churches that survived the pandemic did so with 

significantly reduced in-person attendance. Some of those churches 

draw positives from the in-person declines, pointing to increased online 

participation. Online services work especially well for those who are 

traveling or have mobility, transportation, health, work, and other 
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similar issues. Perhaps the pandemic’s streamed services solved a 

significant church access problem. For many of us, it did. Indeed, we 

now watch online not just our own local church’s service but draw free 

online, any time and while anywhere, from dozens of other offerings.  

But online still isn’t the same as in-person church. And the value 

of in-person church is not just the instant, spontaneous, unplanned, rich, 

and hearty fellowship, where others who care about you know your 

name, history, and interests. The value of in-person church isn’t just 

adding one’s own voice to the great congregation choir that leads us in 

worship every week. The value of in-person church isn’t just the free 

specialty coffee and the large beautiful indoor and outdoor spaces. No, 

the value of in-person church somehow reaches far deeper into the 

patterns, principles, power, and presence of God himself.  

When we attend church in the right 

or wrong mind, body, and spirit, the 

forms and liturgies we experience 

should push us toward the right posture 

to corporately encounter and receive 

God in Christ. We gather not solely, 

perhaps not even primarily, for teaching, 

preaching, and fellowship. After all, online teaching and preaching, and 

social-media fellowship, have for many of us already made powerful 

substitutes for the equivalent in-person experiences. Online is at the 

same time a lot neater and cleaner, without the sometimes-troubling 

messiness of in-person encounters. But online will never give one the 

corporate experience of the power and presence of God. People 

sometimes leave their online experiences informed, maybe even 

changed. But corporate encounters of God stagger, correct, transform, 

refresh, and reorder whole communities including individual lives. Try 

it. Again. Persist in the posture of worshiping God. 
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Pride 

Pride, we know, is a deadly sin. No one likes an arrogant person, 

one whose pride makes them claim status they do not hold, power they 

do not possess, skills they have not acquired, and standing they do not 

deserve. God condemns pride severely, the scriptures make plain. 

Pharaoh lost his firstborn and then his army and life out of pride. 

Michal lost her marital rights for wanting her husband David to act with 

greater pride. Naaman nearly refused his healing out of pride. 

Nebuchadnezzar lost his kingdom and mind until he relented in his 

pride. Belshazzar lost his life for drinking proudly from the stolen 

temple goblets. Herod died a horrible death in the moment of his pride. 

Pride was the downfall of Bible figure after Bible figure. Why, though, 

is pride such a deadly sin, met with such harsh judgment?  

God must condemn pride 

harshly because pride 

undermines the very authority 

for God’s fundamental order. A 

good way to think of pride is as a 

false ascent up God’s mountain. 

God is a mountaintop God in the 

scriptures, placing Adam and 

Eve in his mountaintop Eden 

garden, meeting Moses atop Mount Sinai, and inhabiting his temple on 

Jerusalem’s holy hill. God is also symbolically atop the mountain, at 

the apex of authority, identity, and meaning, with everything 

descending from him. One approaches God by looking up, not down, 

by climbing the mountain, not descending to the valley. And one 

approaches God in humility, not bringing our own standing but instead 

recognizing and relying on his standing atop the mountain. 

Pride, though, ascends the mountain as if it, not God, sits at the top. 

Pride claims the mountain as belonging to its bearer rather than to God. 

Pride inverts the mountain, placing its bearer at the top and God further 

down. Pride, in effect, denies God, claiming that its bearer’s being 

arises from someone or something other than the great I Am atop the 
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mountain of his glorious creation. Pride is in fact a descent down God’s 

mountain into the darkness and chaos, indeed the tomb, at the 

mountain’s bottom. God doesn’t especially need to judge the proud, as 

if God needed anything, because the proud have instead made their own 

bed among the tombs at the mountain’s bottom. We, though, follow 

Christ up the mountain, knowing that he alone is the way to its top.  

 

Priority 
Paying attention to the right things can make for a better life. That’s 

for sure. But deep flourishing within the will of God can entail more 

than just paying attention to the right things. At times, one also has to 

choose among the right things. And to choose wisely among good 

things, one must be able to prioritize. Recognizing and pursuing 

priorities can promote one’s faith. What, after all, did God say about 

his beloved David but that David was a man after God’s own heart? 

Moses was the most humble man on earth, when God certainly honors 

humility. Solomon was the wisest man on earth, when God bestows 

wisdom. Samson was the strongest man on earth, blessed with that gift 

from God. But David went after God’s own heart. David, like everyone 

else, had priorities, but he made God’s heart his number one priority.  

The Bible gives other clear examples of 

pursuing the right priorities. The apostle 

Paul’s suggestion that some may find it better 

not to marry is an example. Marriage can be 

a wonderful God-ordained pursuit. Yet as a 

matter of priority, pursuing God may for 

some be better. Some things are good. Other 

things are better. Choosing good over bad is 

always better. But choosing better over good 

is also better. As Jeremiah recorded, when we 

stand at a crossroad, we ought to choose 

God’s ancient path. Following Christ isn’t 

always a matter of choosing moral goods over moral bads. Following 

Christ in earnest can also mean choosing better over good. True, 
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devoted followers of Christ presumably spend most of their time 

contemplating good and doing good. Yet within that broad 

commitment to do good for one another, some followers of Christ learn 

from the Spirit how to choose the still-better over the merely good.  

Thus in the Bible’s revelation, priorities aren’t simply a culture’s 

subjective system. God instead made creation hierarchical, weaving 

priority into his design. Among his living things, God placed 

humankind at the top. Among his desires, God places love not only 

above hate but also above goods that are lesser than love or only 

components of love. Remember the end of Paul’s love chapter: faith, 

hope, and love remain, but the greatest of these is love. Can anything 

be greater than faith? Yes: love. God made a hierarchy not only of 

things but also of pursuits. God’s hierarchy is like descending from 

God’s mountaintop home, his paradise garden. Those things nearer to 

his mountaintop are greater things, greater in order, power, and 

proximity, with God always the greatest. Those things farther away, 

further down the mountain, may still be good but have less order, 

power, and proximity. Make God’s heart your priority. 

 

Providence 

Those who don’t know God call it luck, chance, coincidence, 

randomness. What do you think when something so extraordinarily but 

blessedly unexpected happens, when something astronomically 

improbable and yet richly meaningful occurs? Christians call it 

providence because Christians keep a watchful eye for signs of God. 

We take delightful occurrences not as coincidence but as God’s 

providential activity, his desire to let us know he’s near. Those 

happenstances may be nothing other than natural signs or signals but 

ones that occur at such a perfect moment as to make it 

incomprehensible that they would just be fortuitous, mere chance. 

We’ve all had those moments, even though they are generally rare, 

even just once a season, once a year or every few years. Or those 

occurrences may be deeply consequential, like a new remedy, 

reference, relationship, opportunity, or job. But whether they are trivial 
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or consequential in effect, they stun us nonetheless, opening our heart 

and eyes once again to God. 

The temptation may be for us 

to make more of these events than 

we should, to turn those 

providences from reassuring signs 

of God’s presence to an outright 

message from God. We should 

avoid, though, construing a gentle 

if exquisite reminder of God’s 

presence as a mandate from God. 

Our enemy deceives by appearing as an angel of light. Don’t read too 

much into signs. Accept signs with the humility they deserve, not as an 

endorsement of one’s latest adventures and plans. Yet we should also 

not ignore God’s providences. He is near for a purpose, that we would 

know him and rely on him, loving him all the more. He could, after all, 

be a distant God, one who rules from far above. He is instead a present 

God, not just capable of sending each of us his most tender sign but 

desirous of doing so. Look about you, not for answers to your latest 

question or affirmations of your latest quest but for reassurance that 

God loves, cares, and provides.  

 

Psalm 89 
Psalm 89 praises the Lord God among his assembly of heavenly 

beings. Psalm 89 indeed describes a council of heavenly beings who 

fear God as the most awesome among them. What is this remarkable 

divine council above which God stands as an awesome sovereign? And 

what does God’s divine council have to do with us today?  

God indeed rules as the sole creator of the universe, the only pre-

existent one, without beginning or end, just as we praised God in our 

public reading of Psalm 89. Yet God clearly rules in a divine council. 

Psalm 89 is not the only Bible passage placing God at the head of an 

assembly of other, lesser heavenly beings. Psalm 29 repeats that those 
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heavenly beings must praise God, acknowledging his greater power 

and glory. Psalm 82 reiterates that God presides in his great assembly, 

passing judgment among lesser gods. Daniel 7 reveals a scene of God 

convening his great heavenly court. The book of Job opens with God’s 

heavenly beings presenting themselves to him in his great assembly, 

from which one, the prosecutor or accuser, steps forward. And Micaiah 

shares a vision of God inviting his heavenly beings to come forward in 

his court with proposals for judging Ahab. God is not alone in his 

transcendent realm, the heavens. 

Genesis shows us that God made both 

heaven and earth, with different beings in each 

realm. God alone is fully human and fully 

divine. In ancient times, the earthly and divine 

realms intersected at the temple. Since 

Christ’s coming, the earthly and divine realms 

have intersected in him and his followers who 

are God’s temple. The extraordinary thing, 

though, is that God intends that humans share 

his authority over both earth and God’s 

transcendent realm. God rules both in heaven 

and on earth while desiring that humans rule 

heaven and earth with him as his family. Although we live in the earthly 

realm parallel to the transcendent divine realm, God desires that we 

recognize, approach, and engage the spiritual realm in struggle. As the 

apostle Paul wrote, our struggle is not with flesh and blood but with 

spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realm. Paul also wrote that we 

will judge heavenly beings.  

Take Psalm 89 seriously. Let it remind you of your role as God’s 

imager, meaning his agent and representative. Lift your eyes higher to 

your godly design and purpose. For more on God’s divine council, refer 

to the writings, podcasts, and videos of Hebrew Bible scholar Dr. 

Michael Heiser. 
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Psychology 
The Bible has enormous psychological significance. The Bible is 

both the dream out of which Western society emerged, drawing on the 

Bible's stories for language, archetype, rules, morals, customs, and 

culture, and the culmination of millennia of dreaming, capturing and 

revealing what humans were learning about themselves. The Bible's 

stories, especially those formative stories of Genesis, both establish the 

human psyche as we believe it to exist and reveal its nature, ideals, and 

corruption. The Bible tells us of our relationship to our creator and the 

relationships of husband to wife, brother to sister, master to servant, 

shopkeeper to customer, neighbor to neighbor, rich to poor, and priest 

to penitent. The Bible writes large the yearnings, temptations, 

motivations, distractions, and deceptions that alternately lift up or 

destroy individual lives, families, communities, and nations. Know the 

Bible, and one knows quite a bit of psychology. Know psychology, and 

one knows quite a bit of the world. 

And that's the sense in which a 

psychological approach can help one make 

a more effective, more fruitful study of the 

Bible. The Bible’s pages reveal human 

psychology like opening a psychology text, 

indeed, far better than that. Considering the 

insecure, fragile, and twisted psyche of the 

ancient time's tyrant kings and brutal 

governors, for instance, and the hopes and 

fears of the ancient Jews and others whom 

those despots ruled, helps one make sense of 

what the Bible tells and reveals. Why did 

Jewish fishermen, farmers, fathers, priests, 

and zealots behave as they did when encountering those rulers and the 

pagan religion, Greek learning, and Roman authority they promoted? 

Listen to any teacher or preacher, and you'll hear frequent intimations 

of why David hid in desert caves, Herod Antipas cut off the baptist's 

head, and nearly half the disciples were fishermen. The Bible reveals 
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the yearnings, tragedy, and possibility of human psychology. Read the 

Bible through the lens of psychology. We already do.  

 

Purity 
Purity is a construct with which modern Americans just generally 

don’t deal. Purity? Who are we kidding? Who or what can possibly be 

pure in this current culture? Maybe a certain soap brand, but we’re not 

even sure about that. Most of us aren’t thinking much about purity, 

holiness, righteousness, or whatever else the religious might call it. 

We’re too busy keeping up with social media, work, school, family, 

friends, and various recreations to consider holiness, righteousness, or 

purity. Where would those things even fit in a busy modern life? Better, 

we assume, to just keep living, maybe while mostly avoiding the most-

obvious corruption. Do we even know what corruption is in this crazy 

world? 

The God of the Bible, though, concerns 

himself greatly with holiness, purity, and 

righteousness. We are to flee from immorality, 

cleansing ourselves to do God’s work. We are 

to put to death our earthly nature, banishing 

every impurity. We are to be pure and faultless, 

unpolluted by the world. We are to be examples in purity, keeping 

ourselves pure from the sins of others. Jesus taught that the pure in heart 

are the ones who see God. We are to think about pure things, keeping 

even our mind pure. And what keeps us pure? Fear of the Lord is pure, 

for God creates in us a pure heart. The young and old stay on the pure 

path by living according to God’s word. We avoid grumbling and 

arguing so that we may become blameless and pure. From start to 

finish, Genesis to Revelation, Adam to Zechariah, God concerns 

himself with our purity. 

So how do we trade the common for the holy? Anything that is not 

of God is common, while anything of God is holy, pure, and righteous. 

We don’t seek our own righteousness, for none are good, none are holy. 
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We seek after God’s righteousness. We confess, and we confess again. 

We learn to see the terrible things in us and to give those things over to 

God who puts them to a proper death. And in our confession and 

turning away from those unholy things, we receive the holiness of God. 

A pure heart is inward, not outward. Don’t put on a show of holiness 

and purity. Instead, beg God to attend to your heart. There, you will 

find comforting purity.  

 

 

Purpose 
What a challenge, knowing one’s purpose or calling in life. We 

want to have a clear and strong sense of gain and aim. But then we go 

through seasons feeling aimless and lost. Purpose gives us energy, 

focus, even joy. Purpose gets us out of bed in the morning and lays us 

happily tired to sleep well at night. Purpose gives us identity and 

standing, hope and a future. Few things can feel so special and be so 

invigorating and rewarding as sensing and pursuing God’s calling on 

one’s life. Purpose feels central to a good and flourishing life. And yet 

again, we go through seasons having no clear view of what our purpose 

is in life. 

The Bible tells us our general purpose, 

like a constant North Star for life. Peter 

writes that we are God’s special possession 

to declare his praises for calling us out of 

darkness into his light. God created all 

things, including us, in, through and for his 

Son Jesus Christ. Talk about a clear and 

powerful purpose! God knows his plan for each of us, and that plan 

includes hope and a future. Knowing our general purpose is a huge step 

in discerning one’s specific calling in life. Knowing that specific 

callings change can be a big help, too. A time exists for everything; a 

season exists for every activity under heaven in life. Knowing to 
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distinguish our plans from God’s plan helps, too. We make many plans, 

but God’s purpose prevails. 

So, how do we discern our purpose, plan, and calling? The Bible 

says that plans are deep waters that only insight draws out. Don’t expect 

God’s present plan for you to stand up in front of you, slapping you in 

the face. More likely, you’ll need prayer’s help, and the help of mentors 

and friends, to draw it out. And good thing, right? For who wants a 

shallow plan? But know, too, that God’s plans are never grandiose and 

seldom even grand. God more often opens simple, humble doors, like 

caring for a suffering child or visiting a grieving old friend. There, in 

the servant’s stance, we best proclaim God’s goodness, calling children 

and friends out of darkness into his light. 

 

Questions 

We all have questions. Jesus answered many questions. But he also 

declined to answer other questions. And he answered many questions 

indirectly, as if he was answering a different question. Jesus’s frank 

answers, his indirect answers, and his non-answers all had to do with 

the character, condition, circumstances, and intentions of his 

questioners. Jesus didn’t answer questions just to answer questions. He 

didn’t answer to leave a written record of his views on many different 

matters, never mind his questioner’s circumstance. Instead, Jesus 

answered questions relationally, not as supplying information but as 

affecting and serving his questioner and other listeners. Jesus had one 

answer for the men who were prepared to stone the woman caught in 

adultery but a different answer for the woman. Jesus had one answer 

for Nicodemus sneaking a question to Jesus at night but a different 

answer for Nicodemus’s Sanhedrin on a very different night.  

So, when you question something, especially when you raise 

questions involving the faith, first examine your character, condition, 

circumstances, and intentions. Is your question more a complaint than 

an inquiry? Then maybe better not ask; just complain if you must. Is 

your question more a rejection of counsel than an invitation for insight? 
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Then maybe better not ask; just issue the 

challenge if you must. Know why you ask 

before you ask. If you ask with the wrong 

intentions, not to draw from the response but 

instead to challenge or chastise the one 

whom you question, then you won’t get a 

response you’ll like. You may instead get the 

response you deserve. One good way to 

question your own intentions is to imagine 

the answer before you ask. If you know the answer, then chances are 

good that you are asking without reason. Your question has a different 

purpose than eliciting helpful information. And you won’t like the 

response.  

 

Range 
What if the measure of a life isn’t its focus but its breadth or range? 

For some of us, indeed for many of us, God may not intend a laser focus 

on a single life’s goal, a single defining identity for which the world 

might know us. Oh, sure, being the first to run a sub-four-minute mile, 

plant a flag at Antarctica, or confirm the existence of a quark might 

look good on one’s headstone. Or not. What, after all, is a quark? And 

aren’t racers running the mile so much faster today that four minutes a 

mile is quite slow? That’s not to say that being good at something, 

being the first to do something, or at least being the best at something 

that one can possibly be isn’t a good 

goal. Goals are great, especially when 

they are laudable goals, meaning that 

they benefit others directly, like curing a 

dread disease, or inspire others in 

positive directions. Listen carefully for 

God’s call on your life, and then pursue 

it with passion and vigor. 

But don’t worry if you don’t sense that singular call, the sort of 

thing that defines you in one dimension to and for others. God may be 
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calling you for breadth and range. God may want to see you first be a 

beloved child, then a trusted sibling, then a devoted and caring spouse, 

even an endearing grandparent. God may want you to be a hardworking 

and convivial worker in the six significant jobs you’ll hold across your 

lifetime and the half-dozen more temporary jobs in between. God may 

want you to be a kind neighbor, the one who always takes your 

neighbor’s empty trash cans in. God may want you to be a forgiver of 

the family member addict who hurt you and a mentor to the addicted. 

God may want you to run a small business that puts food on the table 

not just for your family but for the families of ten others. God may just 

want you to be a kindly prayer partner for the one only you are willing 

to befriend. Focus is good. Sometimes though, range, breadth, capacity 

in many small things, and willingness to do anything and everything 

asked is better.  

 

Reality 

Reality is another one of those constructs that we think we’ve got 

right because it’s simple but we probably don’t because it’s not. 

Scriptural reality differs from the kind of reality we generally assume. 

What is real in the Bible isn’t the same as what we think of as real. 

Our reality conjures 

something objective apart from 

ourselves. We assume that if no 

one had any particular 

perspective on or opinion about 

conditions or events, those 

conditions or events would 

exist just as they are. They 

would be real because they exist in some sense apart from anyone’s 

assessment of them. And so we chide one another, say, our family 

members or friends, to get a grip on reality, when how we observe 

events or conditions differs from how they do so, and we believe our 

own assessment to be more like those conditions or events if no one 

were observing them, just as they somehow objectively are. We know 



Seeing the World Scripturally 
 

167 

 

reality and they don’t because they have distorted perception whereas 

we don’t. Right? 

But reality isn’t quite so simple. Reality instead always requires an 

observer to say what’s real. Apart from the pattern that an observer 

draws from a sensory observation, and the utility or value the observer 

ascribes to the pattern, one has no reality to describe. An observer, for 

instance, sees a chair because the pattern of sticks has utility for sitting. 

Another observer might not see a chair at all but instead firewood, or 

an altar, or a representation of a four-legged animal. And if neither were 

observing the material, which was instead just out in some wasteland 

of the universe, the material wouldn’t be a chair, firewood, altar, or 

animal at all. The scriptures don’t assume an objective reality. The 

scriptures instead recognize patterns having hierarchical utility or 

value. And the highest value is always that which points to God.  

 

Reason 
Your sense of your reason for being determines much of the 

meaning, joy, and relationships in your life, even the outcomes and 

legacy of your life. When you know that your life has a purpose, you 

flourish. When you know that God delicately knit you together to be 

who you are, where you are, when you are, and how you are, you 

prosper. Knowing your purpose doesn’t insulate 

you from challenges. Challenges will come in 

accidents, health issues, job losses, relationship 

disruptions, and the disability or death of loved 

ones. But having a clear sense of purpose, or of 

multiple purposes, draws you through those 

challenges like a beacon in a storm. God’s word 

confirms it: “Do not conform any longer to the 

patterns of this world but be transformed by the 

renewing of your mind.” 

You don’t believe it? Look at suicide rates among the young. The 

rates are tragically high, indeed higher than for any other age group. 
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Suicide is the second-leading cause of death among those fifteen to 

twenty-four years old. Socially, the young often don’t yet have a clear 

sense of their role and purpose in society. Developmentally, they can 

be impulsive, thinking primarily of themselves and only of the short 

term. They can also be surprisingly isolated, especially in post-

pandemic, full-on social-media times. Without healthy identity and 

connective purpose, they languish, despondent, without hope and 

without reason to live.  

But how do you help someone discover their purpose? And how do 

you discover your own? Discovering your reason for being involves a 

reflective process. You won’t find it on a neon sign in the sky. You 

must instead recognize how God’s knitting of your character and soul 

intersects with the circumstances swirling around you. You must stop 

the swirling, long enough to see the patterns your life has followed, 

bringing your journey to seminal points. And you should learn how 

others have discovered their own purpose, drawing from their stories 

to discover your story.  

Pastor, counselor, arborist, sports official, and Covenant Life 

member Fred Vander Ploeg has a book coming out soon that has 

already helped others discover their purpose. In fact, a friend of Fred’s 

helped him develop the book, in the process discovering not only his 

own purpose but how to see new purposes on the horizon. The book 

records that journey and more than a dozen others, while encouraging 

the reader to reflect on several fundamental questions, the answers to 

which help discern your purpose. Ask Fred about the book, and watch 

for its coming publication. Then share it with your struggling friends. 

We care for, counsel, support, and keep our brothers and sisters.  

 

Recapitulation 
God breathed his consciousness into us for us to recapitulate his 

purpose in creation, gathering creation’s magnificence inside ourselves 

in union with his Spirit, uniting not only us to God but also God’s 

creation to him. A deep student of the church fathers articulates it so. 
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Let those words resonate within you as you grasp your deepest, God-

given purpose out of which a thousand other God-given purposes will 

then gladly flow. 

To recapitulate is to repeat, capture, summarize, incorporate, and 

represent again an action’s main points or purpose. We do each of those 

things in honor of God’s purpose in creation, when living a life of 

obedience to God, dwelling in his Spirit as his Spirit inhabits us. God 

made us last of his creation to put us into position to observe, reflect, 

realize, recognize, and honor his purpose in creation, thus to 

recapitulate it. God then breathed his Spirit into us to give us the 

consciousness, awareness, desire, and capacity to declare his purposes 

in creation, and in so honoring and worshiping him, to recapitulate his 

creation. Let it be so. 

When Adam’s apple altered that target, 

giving humankind a lesser purpose to 

recapitulate and honor itself rather than God, 

God initiated his intention to send his Son into 

creation both to illustrate its proper 

recapitulation and to reunite humankind to 

God in humankind’s proper path and purpose. 

Jesus didn’t enter the world solely to save 

humankind from its transgression but also to 

unite the world to God, as he so succinctly told 

a certain religious leader who came to see him 

one night. Even before humankind’s detour 

through the fall, God knew that he would send 

his Son to fulfill his desire that humankind recapitulate his purpose in 

creation, for God wanted to see his Son act in his world in perfect unity 

with it.  

The Son is thus indeed our Savior, even as the Son is 

simultaneously so much more, the true depiction of humankind 

fulfilling God’s desire that God’s creation would come to him as he 

came to creation. Continue within yourself to recapitulate, repeat, 

capture, summarize, incorporate, and represent God’s desire for his 

creation, to unite it with himself as he unites us with him.  
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Recursion 
The Bible presents the reader with fractal patterns. The larger story 

of the whole repeats itself at national, regional, local, and personal 

levels. Genesis’s creation story projects the grand arc of the Bible’s 

whole narrative. And that arc then repeats itself at personal, local, 

regional, national, and global levels as the full story unfolds. Apply the 

grand arc to understand each small story. Examine the symbolic nature 

of each small story to see once again the shape of the grand arc. No 

small story represents a rabbit hole or diversion. Each small story adds 

feature, definition, and development to the grand arc. But one must 

know the shape and purpose of the grand arc to understand the meaning 

and purpose of each small story. 

And so it is with our own lives. A 

sound life requires recursive application of 

biblical principles and patterns. Call it 

learning to listen to the Spirit. Call it 

sanctification through immersion in God’s 

word. Call it the desire to fulfill God’s 

wishes for one’s life. Or call it taking on 

the identity of Christ. We draw from both 

the Bible’s grand arc and its many small stories to guide and inform 

our own life. We recognize that each small action we take may be 

instant, constricted by time and circumstance, but nonetheless an 

important part of the larger arc of our life because we, too, are a part of 

God’s grand story. Each small act or season looks much like the whole 

of our life, just as the whole of our life informs each small action.  

Recursion looks to the smaller parts, actions, and solutions, to 

shape the larger part, while also acknowledging and respecting the 

larger part while taking each small action. Recursion in fractal patterns 

is not only how coders code, painters paint, and writers write. It’s also 

how God created, lending significance at once to both the whole and 

the smaller part. It’s also how we live a godly life, knowing that 

everything counts, including the large, medium, and small. It’s another 
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way of saying that God is omniscient, counting the hairs on our heads 

after knitting us together in the womb. Lather, rinse, repeat, until your 

life fits gorgeously within God’s grand life.  

 

Reenchantment 
Wise persons who follow these things say that secular materialism, 

that deadening of the soul to all things spiritual, is in astonishing retreat. 

Since the Renaissance’s rise of science, accompanied too often by a 

suffocating scientism, spirituality and even metaphysics have struggled 

to compete for personal devotion. We and our forebears have lived 

through a secular materialist age, where religion has existed as if in the 

shadows of that age. Europe, once the center of Christianity and its 

colonial world exporter, has become more like a wasteland or desert to 

those clinging to faith. Even in America, the fight to hold onto a 

Christian way of life has felt more recently like a rearguard action, 

always on the defensive. But now, materialism feels like it’s on the 

brink of being over. And good for all of us. 

The causes of materialism’s sudden 

retreat are as fascinating as the 

phenomenon is heartening. Secular 

materialism may have contributed to 

welcome medical, transportation, 

technology, and even political advances. 

But strident materialism simultaneously 

facilitated catastrophic developments 

like chemical, atomic, and biological weaponry,  national socialism, 

eugenics, mass forced sterilizations, deadly synthetic hallucinogens, 

genocide, and the surveillance state. Materialism proved itself not just 

centerless but dangerous, debilitating, destructive of the very things it 

had promised, like community, peace, order, and flourishing.  

Yet science itself contributed to some of those causes of scientism’s 

demise. Physicists find quantum entanglement, prosaically known as 

“spooky action at a distance,” among fundamental particles. What’s up 
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with that? The world seems more magical in its fundamentals than 

mechanical or even physical. And cognitive scientists feel compelled 

to recognize that consciousness, or what Christians call Logos, seems 

to exist at an even deeper level than their mysterious particles. They 

also acknowledge that not just humans but also higher systems or 

entities carry their own emergent consciousness. Can you say “like 

little gods”? Reality seems deeper, more mysterious, more profound, 

and yet also more designed than scientists had once imagined. In the 

face of their own latest discoveries, they can’t deny it.  

Thinkers have various names for materialism’s reversal. Some call 

it a rediscovery of faith. Others call it a yearning for the world’s 

reenchantment. Others, like the evolutionary psychologists, see story 

and narrative woven into not just culture but into consciousness itself. 

We cannot escape looking at the world as including a supernatural, 

metaphysical dimension because only through that dimension can we 

even think. Yet the primary cause of materialism’s impending defeat 

may be that God didn’t make us to ignore him. Just the opposite: God 

made us to celebrate him through the love he has for his creation. Christ 

once again rises through materialism’s mists, still reigning on his great 

throne.  

 

Relevance 
God forms and blesses us in ways we hardly realize. The very fact 

that we can perceive things around us intelligibly is itself a miracle of 

astounding proportion. We have little clue of the source, other than our 

maker God, of our consciousness, that strange ability we carry to 

conceive of ourselves while considering things around us. But never 

mind the mystery of consciousness. Consider the mystery of our 

making meaning from those things we see, hear, and feel, constantly 

bombarding our senses.  

Your field of vision alone contains an infinity of colors, forms, and 

details, out of which you somehow choose particular patterns to 

identify as worthy of your attention. And it’s not like you really choose. 
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You aren’t generally thinking about looking at this or that, except 

perhaps when you’ve lost your keys. Instead, your eyes just generally 

focus here or there, seizing on this pattern or that pattern for your mind 

to then identify as a certain kind of object with a certain kind of useful 

purpose. And somehow, your eyes and mind together choose to identify 

worthy objects, like an onrushing car or an approaching friend. 

Cognitive scientists call it “relevance realization,” and its physiological 

operation is all a mystery even to them.  

But relevance realization is no mystery 

to God. Quite the contrary: God imbued us 

each with this mystery of attention and 

prioritization. Where should we look, and 

for what should we look? To whom should 

we listen, and for what should we listen? 

What should we touch, and for what should 

we feel? Most of the time, we don’t ask ourselves these questions. We 

just somehow move effectively through our world, navigating largely 

without thought.  

Yet some of the time, we get to make a choice. We get to consider 

this instead of that and turn right instead of left. Incredibly, 

mysteriously, God has made us active agents in this wholly immersive 

world. We don’t just react, like lizards with hardly a brain. We instead 

think, reflect, and choose. Indeed, God has given us not just a rational, 

reasoning brain but also a heart to desire and value this over that. God 

has formed and blessed us in ways that we may attend to him, desire 

him, and pursue him if we wish to enjoy his presence. God has even 

given us his identity, offering to adopt us into his family, becoming like 

him. Thank God for relevance realization. And may God give us his 

heart to desire him. 

 

Renewal 
We have two ways of looking at the current time when it feels so 

easy to have lost faith in so many institutions. Think of it. In the past 
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few years, we have witnessed an accelerating pattern of public 

disclosures suggesting serious breaches of trust in, you name it but the 

candidates surely include, media, medicine, public health, science, 

education, higher education, intelligence agencies, law enforcement, 

the military, the judiciary, the legislature, governments at all levels, 

financial institutions, regulators, corporations, big pharma, politicians 

and political parties, and yes, even preachers, denominations, and 

churches. Each of us has our favorite culprits. And many of us have our 

favorite theories as to the cause for our widespread and growing 

mistrust. But no matter the culprit or cause, something feels seriously 

amiss with our public institutions, those systems and entities that once 

held us together and protected us but now seem instead to threaten us 

and pull us apart.  

Again, we have two ways of looking 

at this disintegration in public trust. One 

is to decry the culprits while working 

hard to set them right. Vote someone out 

of office, and run for office yourself. 

Refuse to buy a certain company’s 

product, and start a replacement 

business yourself. Send your children to a different school, or school 

them at home yourself. And make sure your preacher, teacher, and 

church are holding fast to God’s word apart from a crazed world rather 

than contributing to a crazed world’s problems.  

Those approaches are all good, necessary, worthwhile, and right. 

Yet Christians can have another, broader way of countenancing an 

accelerating pattern of deterioration in public institutions. Cultures, 

societies, institutions, and ages all mature, ripen, and rot, requiring 

renewal. God’s story is one of frequent regeneration. God isn’t going 

to wash the lands again with Noah’s flood. His rainbow promises us 

that. But the flooding of public institutions with so many and such 

egregious disruptions, exposed so resolutely for such private and public 

condemnation, augurs an impending regeneration. God doesn’t 

abandon us. Yet he regenerates through the flood. Thus, even as you 

work diligently for needed institutional reforms wherever your heart, 
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skill, and discernment guide you, look up and forward with hope and 

resoluteness. Now is an especially exciting time of anticipation. It may 

be hard getting there, but a new day will soon come.  

 

 

Respect 
Who do we think we are? Moderns generally judge the ancients 

incredibly harshly. Not just modern scholars but just about anyone, 

wise or not, generally presumes the ancients to be simple-minded, 

fearful, superstitious people. We venerate our modern intellectuals, 

peculiar thinkers like Nietzsche, Sartre, Freud, and Foucault, while 

disparaging and ignoring the wisdom of the ancients like the apostle 

Paul and the church fathers Clement, Ignatius, Polycarp, Papias, 

Ephrem, Dionysius, Maximus, Gregory, Jerome, Augustine, Ambrose, 

and, later, Aquinas. Again, who do we think we are? 

Try reading these incredible saintly figures 

from long ago. Their writings aren’t extraordinary 

simply because of the sacrifices, things like being 

burned at the stake, that followed them. Their 

writings are extraordinary because of the insights 

they reveal. Their writings show how deeply they 

were reaching into the bottomless well of Christ’s 

water of life. The challenge that their writings tend 

to present is not that they exhibit any simple-

minded or backward superstition but instead that 

we are too simple, distracted, and depleted to even comprehend the 

depth and richness of their thought. Again, who do we think we are? 

We moderns tend to read backward, treating the latest 

interpretations, especially those of our own generation, as the deepest, 

richest, most accurate, and most valuable. We watch and listen to the 

latest preacher tickling the algorithm and topping the charts of the tech 

company profiting from our curiosity, as if that preacher were opening 

new worlds of wisdom–until that preacher’s fall from grace, when we 
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promptly turn to the next latest thing. In doing so, we treat the latter as 

superior to the earlier, reading backward from today into the ancient 

Bible, while skipping over its earliest interpreters.  

To gain the most from scripture, though, we should instead be 

reading forward from the ancient texts. Instead of treating the latest 

interpretation as the most valuable and reliable, though untested by 

time, we should treat the earliest writings, those of the Old Testament 

and New Testament, then those of the church fathers and councils, as 

the more reliable. Scholars and preachers today have many good things 

to share with us. Yet Christ’s waters of life, pouring out at his 

crucifixion-marked feet, have run incredibly deep from the earliest 

times. The deepest waters are those of the scriptures themselves, depths 

that the earliest writers plumbed for us without modern distractions. 

Know who we are. Read forward, not backward.  

 

Responsibility 
Suffering, some say, exposes a person’s character. Suffering is 

impossibly hard. That’s the point. Some things, one simply cannot bear. 

That’s again the point. When we’re not suffering, we imagine suffering 

to just be a greater measure of annoyance and pain than we generally 

daily endure. But when suffering hits, truly hits, it hits like a ton of 

bricks. Maybe for an hour, maybe for a day, we bear up under suffering, 

especially when we know that the suffering will very soon end, like 

delivering a child. But when we don’t see the end of suffering, and the 

suffering endures beyond the hour we hoped or expected, then we see 

nothing but the end of all things. Suffering is hard, impossible to 

endure. That’s its point. 

In impossibility, we turn beyond what 

we know to those unknown things we 

accept on faith. Faith isn’t necessarily 

blind. Faith can account for one’s own 

experience and for the experience of 

others. And faith can come from hearing 
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God’s word, as the Bible itself reassures us. But faith, to be faith, 

always has a measure of the unknown and unknowable, or it wouldn’t 

be faith. Faith is, Hebrews tells us, the reality of the hoped-for unseen. 

And that’s what suffering, true suffering, entails. When suffering 

brings us to the wall beyond which we cannot feel or see, faith can take 

hold. Faith is a product of endurance, and nothing requires endurance 

quite like suffering. Oh, running a 5k or 10k race requires endurance of 

some sort. But the literal running of a race is generally a suffering 

participants voluntarily endure. Runners also know when, where, and 

how the race ends, entirely removing the question of faith.  

Suffering is more like an endurance race, the end time and end point 

of which we do not know. Imagine yourself beginning to run, then 

tiring, then reaching the point of exhaustion, and still not even knowing 

how much longer or farther you have to run. That’s suffering. As hard 

as suffering’s pain is to endure, suffering’s harder part is its uncertainty. 

And again, uncertainty is when faith can take hold. That gain of faith 

is why the apostle Paul exhorts that we should rejoice in suffering. Oh, 

not in the pain or uncertainty of it. That would be morbid. But rejoice 

when you see your suffering producing in you that most precious and 

hard won of human qualities: faith. 

 

Rest 
Rest? Who are we kidding? That’s the attitude that today’s fast-

paced culture conveys. Resting is impossible, isn’t it? Or if not 

impossible, then immoral, right? And we’ll miss out on something if 

we rest, won’t we? The culture, together with our own crazy habits, 

seem to drive us ever forward at breakneck speed. But rest, we know, 

is essential. Endless restlessness builds nothing but toxic stress. If we 

never stop, we soon find ourselves racing through life with a weariness 

that robs us of joy. No amount of adventure or accomplishment can 

satisfy when the body has no rest. Rest doesn’t just recharge batteries 

for the next go round. Rest lends depth and meaning to life. 
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The Bible gives even deeper meaning to rest. We all know that God 

worked six days before spending the seventh day in rest. But did you 

know that we are still in his seventh day of rest? God finished his 

creation work on the seventh day. He didn’t start over again. And Christ 

finished his greatest work of redemption on the cross. We already live 

in God’s kingdom, his Eden garden opened to us through the life, death, 

and resurrection of Jesus Christ, even as, paradoxically, we work in his 

will while awaiting the earth’s full restoration. Come to Christ, all 

whom life burdens and wearies. He shepherds us into laying down in 

green and restful pastures. Walk in his ancient paths, where you will 

find rest. 

And so while we have work and many 

other things to do, we trust that God has already 

accomplished what we most need. He has 

rescued us from the brokenness of endless 

wearying activity. We trust God to provide, 

while we walk confidently, assuredly, and 

restfully with him. We do not race through life, 

building our own castles. We instead lean on 

him, marveling at what he is constructing in 

these temples we call bodies. We then move 

with grace and creativity, in his vitality, doing his work, proclaiming 

the glory of his Son. Work, indeed all holy activity, means resting and 

reveling in him.  

 

Right and Left 

The Spirit helps us turn from both sins of the right hand and sins of 

the left hand. The right hand is the dominant hand for most of us. With 

the right hand, we shoot straight and write within the lines as strict 

order requires. The concept of being right similarly denotes correctness 

and order. By contrast, the left hand is generally the non-dominant 

hand. With the left hand, we shoot crooked, missing the mark, just as 

our left hand writes outside the lines, out of strict order. The concept of 

being left similarly connotes remainder or anomaly. In spiritual terms, 
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Peter stands figuratively at the right hand of Jesus, as the apostle to the 

chosen people of righteousness, the Jews. Paul, though, stands 

figuratively at the left hand of Jesus, as the apostle to the Gentile 

remainder, the people who stand outside the strict religious order.  

Right-handed sins are thus sins of 

too strict an order. Greed in harvesting 

all the way to every field corner, hard 

judgment against every sinner, and the 

exclusion of the different or 

anomalous are right-handed sins, 

crushing the souls of the lost, 

adventuresome, and outsider. So, too, 

are disciplining a child to exasperation and treating the immigrant less 

favorably than the citizen, against which the scriptures warn. Left-

handed sins, though, are sins of insufficient order. Sloth or sloppiness 

in work, disrespect for rules, and disobedience toward authority are 

left-handed sins, discouraging the faithful and burdening the diligent. 

So, too, are unhealthy indulgence of a child’s misbehavior and treating 

the criminal wrongdoer too leniently.  

The Spirit helps us distinguish right- and left-handed sins from their 

proper balance. Sins are not always rank departures from the path of 

righteousness, like running into the woods for a little fling of some sort. 

Sometimes, sins are hewing to the path too rigidly when God would 

have us pause, refresh, and invite along an outsider. Watch your left 

hand, yes. But watch your right hand also. Let one hand balance the 

other. Both the right hand and left hand are important.  

 

River 
People invest a lot in their local church. We spend much time 

together expending much energy enjoying much fellowship and 

celebrating much worship. We take communion together remembering 

the Lord’s body and blood. We also pray, profess faith, baptize, marry, 

and memorialize together in our local church. In the local church, we 
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study God’s word, hold one another accountable in close relationships, 

keep up with one another’s health and interests, serve in outreach 

ministries, and even enjoy recreation together. In many ways, indeed 

in the most fundamental of ways, we center our lives on our local 

church.  

The local church returns our investment with abundant interest 

added on top. The local church eases our pain, comforts our loss, and 

solves our loneliness. The local church gives us instant fellowship with 

others of all ages, without requiring that we first find them to be a 

worthy friend. Or perhaps more to the point, the local church gives us 

friends when we are not especially worthy of being counted as 

another’s friend. The local church also gives us a song, rhyme, reason, 

and rhythm for living. The local church is our daily and weekly 

lifeblood, without which, but for family, we might feel desperately 

alone on a desperate planet. The local church even gives us family 

when we have none or when the one we have no longer wants us. The 

local church is a hospital for the soul and a shelter for the spiritually 

homeless. 

Yet for all of that rich return on 

our investment in our local church, 

we often miss one enormous 

dimension of the local church. The 

church, any church, isn’t just an 

island of meaning in a sea of 

irrelevance. The church is also a 

river, one that started its irresistible 

flow with Christ’s cross and resurrection, and Pentecost’s celebrant 

outpouring of the beloved Holy Spirit. When you set foot in your local 

church, you are standing once again in that great holy river. You aren’t 

simply meeting your friends and going through your happy moments. 

You are immersing yourself in a current so powerful that it carries your 

soul eternally aloft. Covenant Life isn’t simply a local church birthed 

of restless souls a few decades ago. Every local church is instead 

another joyful eddy in that great current we know as the life of Jesus 

Christ.  
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Rules 
You wonder why video games are so popular? Designers of video 

games, whether the smartphone kind or the more-elaborate game-

controller type, know the formula. Whether in video games or real life, 

we crave two things: rules and narrative. Good video games, the kind 

that absorb endless hours of devotion from their players, provide both.  

We need a world with rules, indeed 

a particular kind of rules that give us 

goals and hope. A world that operates 

with possibility, rewarding participant 

striving, is a world that attracts players, 

those who voluntarily and regularly 

engage with focus and energy. A world 

without ordered rules, one that treats its 

inhabitants arbitrarily, is a world without hope, one in which 

inhabitants have no point in either hoping or striving. Video games give 

their players attractive targets, goals players can reach when they focus 

on applying their burgeoning skills. Those games also reward their 

players for striving, not just with more and more points but with levels 

up into new worlds. We need not only to compete with purpose but also 

to transcend our prior experience. Games give their players levels up 

to satisfy our desire for transcendence.  

Games, though, also need narratives. To attract ardent players, a 

video game must generally include some sense of the participant 

becoming part of a story. The stories are as diverse as the affinities and 

interests of game players: castles for some, candies for others. But the 

story elements are there, either patent or latent. And the games that only 

hint at the story, allowing the player to imagine and project in ways that 

resonate with the player’s character and desires, can offer some of the 

more powerful gaming experiences. Rules and narrative; narrative and 

rules. Video games are such powerful tonics today because they offer 

both.  
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The most powerfully resonant experience, though, isn’t a video 

game. It is instead Christ’s offer of biblical glory. Christianity offers 

both rules and narrative, but it doesn’t do so like a video game. Video 

games are virtual escapes from reality. Christianity, by contrast, is real. 

Christianity isn’t merely a set of powerful guiding rules and a 

powerfully resonant narrative. Christianity is the real game of life, 

indeed the experience of eternal life. Help your gamer friends turn to 

the Author of life. 

 

Sacrifice 

Scripture gives us at least two forms of sacrifice. One form places 

the sins of the individual or community on the sacrificed thing and 

sends the sacrifice to its destruction. The scapegoat was that form of 

sacrifice, sent to Satan in the wilderness for wild animals to consume, 

with the community’s sins on its head. The scapegoat sacrifice is a 

horizontal sacrifice, shifting sin from us to the thing banished from us. 

Culture today is much about the scapegoat sacrifice, although with a 

twist. We are very good today at pointing to others whom we blame for 

our own sins, scapegoating them into the canceled wilderness. It’s the 

scapegoat sacrifice, although we blame the goat rather than ourselves, 

in whom we find only virtue. 

The other kind of sacrifice is the 

sacrifice not of our sins but of our 

best, sacrificed not out into the 

wilderness but up to God. This 

sacrifice is of the perfect goat, not the 

scapegoat sent into the wilderness 

but the other goat killed on the altar 

to atone for the community’s sins. 

The scapegoat carries the sins back 

to the deceiver who desired them, while the perfect goat’s sacrifice 

carries us back to God who desires us holy. Jesus was both sacrifices. 

His death of course worked our atonement, bringing us back into the 

presence of God. Yet his death also carried our sins into the wilderness, 
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where the deceiver tried to take hold of him as the deceiver destroyed 

the scapegoat. But the deceiver had no hold over Christ. Jesus not only 

cleansed us for his Father but also destroyed sin’s grip on us. We 

shouldn’t be scapegoating any more.  

 

Salvation 
Christ followers know what salvation means: to live eternally in a 

transformed body in God’s reconstituted kingdom on his redeemed 

earth. Christian salvation isn’t some death-hastened disembodied 

incorporation into a formless universal force. Salvation isn’t boring, 

dull, uniform, faceless, or aimless. Salvation is instead personal, 

purposeful, rewarding, even creative and adventurous. Salvation 

fulfills everything God meant for our life. Christ followers know and 

seek the glory of salvation. The problem, though, is to assure oneself 

of being on the salvation’s path. Are we missing something in our 

salvation? 

Fortunately, the Bible addresses the assurance 

of salvation directly. The apostle John disclosed in 

his first letter that he was writing so that we may 

know that we have eternal life. The Bible wants us 

to know our salvation, not just to speculate or hope. 

And what we know is that God has given us eternal 

life in his Son Jesus Christ. As John wrote, we who 

have the Son have life. Those who do not have the 

Son do not have life. So how do we know we have 

eternal life? We believe in the name Jesus Christ, the Son of God. Jesus 

himself said, “I give them eternal life so they may never perish.”   

So, salvation’s path isn’t in what we do. The sin we avoid and the 

good works we do may be evidence of our salvation. One hopes to see 

much evidence. Salvation’s evidence can make for a much better life. 

But evidence tends to be circumstantial. And difficult circumstances 

can conceal salvation’s evidence. Hard times don’t leave much 

evidence. In those hard times that invite doubt, don’t trust in the 
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evidence. Instead, we trust in what we know: Jesus died to pay the due 

penalty for our many and enormously serious, indeed deadly, sins. And 

when he rose, he brought with him our eternal life. When all else fails, 

as it inevitably must, hold fast to that one, eternal truth. Don’t find your 

assurance within you. Find your assurance in the very Word of God. 

We tell ourselves lies. God never lies. God speaks the gospel truth. 

 

Sea Monsters 
You probably knew, but sea monsters are a thing in the Bible. Sea 

monsters, dragons, serpents, and leviathan color the Bible from the first 

chapter of Genesis, where God creates the great sea creatures, through 

Job, Psalms, and Isaiah, all the way to Revelation. Sea monsters, 

dragons, great serpents, and leviathan don’t make the Bible quaint, 

though. You’re reading the Bible wrong if you think so. Nothing’s 

quaint about the Bible. The Bible’s authors had good reason to include 

sea monsters in their creation accounts, for instance, considering that 

their neighboring ancient Babylonians credited a sea monster’s body 

with heaven and earth. The Bible’s God not only ruled but also created 

sea monsters.  

Yet sea monsters can have a 

broader connotation in the Bible’s 

powerful symbology. Hurricanes 

and tsunamis still prove today that 

flooding waters are chaos agents. 

We get the picture. Things that 

suddenly emerge from turbulent 

waters can be destructive, disastrous, 

even deadly. Try taming the hurricane or tsunami. And waters are only 

an image or symbol, too. It doesn’t take literal water to damage and 

destroy. Cancer, auto accident, job loss, or relationship loss, each their 

own kind of flooding waters, will also do. Those things that emerge 

from chaotic waters can be especially catastrophic when they are huge 

rather than small things, figurative monsters. The bigger the hurricane, 

the bigger the disaster.  
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One can even take the Bible’s lesson further. Big things 

disconnected from God, operating as their own ravenous entities, are 

always hazardous. Figurative sea monsters, whether godless 

governments, armies, agencies, industries, or corporations, or godless 

greed or pride, lurk just below the surface, waiting for a weakness to 

expose itself. Then everything breaks loose as the monster rises. 

Thinking of it that way, it’s not hard to see large monsters on the loose. 

That’s why they’re in the Bible. The Bible puts the monsters under 

God. And the way to keep them there is to understand and follow God’s 

word. No, the Bible isn’t quaint. The Bible offers incredibly rich insight 

and great power to take on the monsters.  

 

Seed 
The Bible describes God and what we receive from God in various 

ways. God himself and how we sense or what we receive from God are, 

variously, light or fire, breath or wind, and word or logos. God can 

reveal himself and his desires in people, events, circumstances, 

seasons, ages, and times. Yet one of the most powerful images of God 

and the way that God works in us and through us is as the seed, that 

dying little thing that somehow falls into the right soil, receives the 

water of life, and grows into very big things sheltering other important 

things. No matter how big the tree, no matter what community of living 

things it shelters, no matter how strong its timber or how abundant its 

fruit, the tree began with the seed. Indeed, you, too, like other living 

things, began as a seed, the tiniest yet most consequential thing. 

What makes a seed so special is the potential it holds for the soil 

on which it lands. Nothing grows from nothing. Everything must grow 

from some form of seed. Everything results from seed. Thus seed has 

the potential for everything. When God drops a seed into you, into your 

life and circumstances, he offers potential you cannot imagine. Your 

seed may be an urging, idea, glimpse, vision, or dream. The size and 

form of the seed don’t matter because the seed isn’t the thing. The 

potential is the thing. Your seed may be the smallest and dullest looking 

thing. But your seed may lead to a marriage, family, education, job, 
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business, charity, or legacy. Your seed may lead to a ministry, sacrifice, 

insight, or new and deeper relationship with Christ.  

Whatever potential your seed 

carries, though, it carries more than 

just energy. Indeed, its energy is a 

very small thing, consumed long 

before it bears fruit. The critical 

element your seed carries isn’t energy 

but information. When you receive a 

word, so little as a single word, from 

God, that word contains more information than a thousand reference 

works, a million encyclopedias. Who, after all, did God tell Moses to 

tell his nation Israel he was? “Am.” Being. God delivers himself when 

he delivers a word. God’s presence in that tiny seed carries all the 

information necessary for the seed to grow into its full form and bear 

its full fruit. And that’s God. That’s the word and logos of God, the 

light and fire of God, the breath and wind of God. The seed. The tiny 

seed that died to carry into each person who accepts the seed the 

fullness of eternal life.  

 

Seeing 
When Adam and Eve ate the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of 

good and evil, unsanctioned knowledge opened their eyes to their 

shame. We learn from this spare but profound and pivotal account that 

sight apart from God, outside of God’s plan and sanction, lacking its 

divine element, is distorted sight. Adam and Eve weren’t blind before 

grasping forbidden fruit for unsanctioned knowledge. They had the 

sight that God intended. They were naked and yet felt no shame. Only 

when they sought sight for knowledge that God had forbidden did they 

feel shame, a shame that they otherwise need not have felt.  

The lesson may thus include not just that disobeying God is a bad 

thing but also that looks deceive, not just the look of a thing but rather 

the unauthorized looking at a thing. In other words, pursuing 
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knowledge can deceive, especially when the 

knowledge we pursue doesn’t bear God’s 

sanction. Be careful where you look. Be even 

more careful with why you are looking. And 

be most careful to ensure that God sanctions 

the knowledge you seek by looking. Indeed, 

turn your gaze toward him, not toward your 

desires outside of him. God offers many wonders to investigate. He 

gives us many profoundly beautiful and satisfying things after which 

to look. We need not look for other things where we lack his authority 

and affirming sanction.  

 

Self Mastery 

Morality is self mastery, not a legal code. Truly, we tend to think 

of morality as a strict set of do’s and don’ts, rules largely divorced from 

their context. But look at virtually any such rule, and you’ll see more 

questions than answers, especially when one begins to think of all the 

different contexts in which the rule might apply. And even if we were 

able to reduce morality to a set of rules, the presence of rules implies 

the ability to carry them out, when our ability is precisely the problem. 

We generally know the rules in any given situation. Our problem 

generally isn’t knowing the rules. Our problem is instead having the 

desire, ability, and discipline to carry them out. 

And that problem is precisely why 

morality is much more a matter of self 

mastery than a matter of rules. 

Discerning, disciplined, and 

transformed Christians are those who 

hear and follow the Spirit in his 

strength, not in their own. Christians 

aren’t moral because they know a secret 

moral code that others don’t know. Nearly everyone knows the moral 

content of the Ten Commandments, even if relatively few know the 

Commandments in detail and order in themselves. Instead, Christians 
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are moral because they have crucified the self’s desire to follow the 

Spirit’s desires as their own.  

Cain didn’t kill Abel because he didn’t know the rules or 

momentarily forgot the rules. Cain killed Abel, the scriptures suggest, 

in some way connected with Cain’s anger and the sin that crouched in 

wait to destroy Cain out of his anger. The moral code isn’t generally a 

secret. The secret, if there is one, is self mastery, although we know 

that secret, too. In its natural state, the self’s every desire is evil all the 

time, not because the self doesn’t know the moral code but because the 

natural self doesn’t know the Lord. Receive the Lord’s Spirit, and 

you’ll not only know the moral code but also have the Lord’s desire to 

fulfill it.  

 

Sharing 
Sharing stories is a big part of a good life in Christ. And that doesn’t 

mean telling stories. Telling stories is one thing, sharing stories 

another. To share a story is to create something new with another that 

one could not create on one’s own. We each make our own little story. 

And having a story to tell is good. But the better stories tend to be ones 

that we create with others so that two or more can tell. Sharing a story 

is a mark of maturity, an ability that psychologists say we acquire at 

age three. That’s around the age and stage at which we begin to 

coordinate our play with others, inviting them in as they invite us in. 

We then continue to share stories 

throughout a lifetime, always with family 

members, sometimes with friends or co-

workers, and sometimes with enemies. 

The Bible asks how two can walk 

together except that they agree. Even 

with enemies, those with whom we 

struggle, we share a story. 

A life in Christ lends design, continuity, and connectivity to those 

stories. Everyone has stories. A life in Christ enables the believer to 
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integrate the believer’s stories into ever larger accounts, all the way to 

the greatest account of the world rescued and reordered in Christ. For 

the active believer, that integration of stories takes place in hierarchical 

order. The believer’s stories with closest family members and friends 

connect with the stories experienced within small groups. Those stories 

then assemble into the stories experienced with larger groups until the 

experiences become ones of the whole body in Christ. The experience 

of the body in Christ also connects with prior accounts while creating 

histories and legacies that connect with future accounts. The story one 

experiences at any one moment moves easily up and down the 

hierarchy of stories, leaving one constantly connected and richly 

informed. Share your experiences in the body of Christ. Hold fast to 

the great story of Christ. 

 

Sightings 
God sightings are a thing in Christian circles, as well they should 

be. The practice usually involves sharing with one another, in large and 

small groups, how God recently moved and acted in one’s life. God 

does move. Christian groups honor God when sharing those sightings. 

Sharing also stimulates one another to keep on the lookout for further 

God movements. Make sharing God sightings a practice, joy, and 

discipline in your interactions with other Christians. Whether Sunday 

morning or Wednesday night, honor God in your quiet conversations. 

And try doing the same now and then with your non-Christian 

acquaintances. It’ll be good for them, too. For one week, count each 

day how many times you honored God in conversation, and you’ll 

notice your count going up day to day simply from the counting. 

At the same time, though, be a little 

cautious when choosing and framing 

these God sightings. God doesn’t drop 

into a life once a year solely to create a 

little convenience. Nor does he drop into 

a life once a season solely to provide a 

small or big miracle healing. God does 



Seeing the World Scripturally 
 

190 

 

create conveniences. He also brings small and big miracle healings. 

And we should definitely share and celebrate both. But God also acts 

in between what we notice as God sightings. An intimate life with God 

may be more like an immersion, like wading into and then floating 

within a great warm pool, where at every moment God is supporting, 

healing, nudging, inspiring. We live in Christ and Christ in us. He’s not 

a helicopter God dropping down base camp care packages. He’s along 

with us, and we’re along with him, for the journey.  

 

Sin 
Make no mistake: sin is a big deal. To sin is to depart from God, 

going one’s own way to destruction. Sin is itself destructive. When we 

pursue the flesh against God’s moral law and against our own Spirit-

informed conscience, we bring hard consequences down on ourselves. 

Sin can destroy our physical and mental health, jobs, careers, families, 

and other relationships. Yet sin can have even bigger consequences, 

leading us away from repentance, confession, and trust in Christ’s 

assurance of eternal salvation. Sin is a big, big deal. Make no mistake 

about it. 

Fortunately, the Bible gives impeccable 

advice about sin, just as the Bible gives 

impeccable advice about many other things. 

The Bible first says that sin crouches at our 

door ready to tempt and destroy us. Don’t 

dally with sin, as if it’s nothing serious. 

Instead, treat sin seriously, as your ever-

present animate adversary. Don’t tempt the 

devil who is your destroyer. The Bible then 

says that when we face sin’s temptation, God 

always provides a way out. Sin may look 

unconquerable, but it’s not. Follow God’s way 

out. The Bible finally says that concealing our 

sin destroys us, while confessing and renouncing our sin brings God’s 

mercy. The Bible adds that God is faithful about forgiving our sins, 
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purifying us from them if we confess our sins. So we confess our sins 

to God, knowing that no one but God is good. In confession, we find 

both God’s mercy and strength. 

So once again, how do we resist sin? How do we keep sin from 

overtaking us, destroying not only our lives but our witness and 

salvation? We treat sin as a deadly adversary. We expect temptation, 

not condemning ourselves for it. But we flee from temptation rather 

than toying with it. We take God’s sure way out. And we confess our 

sin to God while firmly turning from those sins. In turning from sin to 

God, we find God’s eternal mercy in Jesus Christ, our strength and 

salvation.  

 

Space 
In several critical cases, the ancients who received, wrote, carried, 

and conveyed the Bible to the world had different ways of thinking of 

things than we think of those things today. And those differences can 

change the Bible’s meaning or, if not its outright meaning, at least its 

connotation or import. The ancients were living in an experiential, 

phenomenological world, not a modern materialist world that in several 

fundamentals turned the ancient world inside out. We just think 

differently today about air, wind, water, light, matter, and energy than 

the ancients thought of those same subjects. We also think differently 

about space, not the outer-space kind of space, although that too, but 

the space that we occupy right here on earth.  

To us, the space we occupy here 

on earth, even locally in our home or 

within reach of our hand, is simply a 

tiny corner of a vast space extending 

uniformly to the greatest reach of 

our imagination, informed by the 

latest astronomical calculation or 

space telescope. Space is just space, 

from here within our touch to as far as the eye can see into the great 
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blackness. We’ve known since Copernicus or Galileo that we’re on a 

spinning blue ball hurtling through that blackness. How could space be 

anything different than our puny local reference points within that great 

blackness?  

The ancients had no such conception of space, and not just because 

they lacked Copernicus, Galileo, or telescopes. To the ancients, space 

was a temporary habitation God formed by dividing and holding back 

the waters. God didn’t snap his great fingers so that space spread out 

uniformly across the universe for humankind’s perpetual habitation. 

Instead, God divided the waters while expecting humankind to devote 

that elastic space to God’s honor. Where humankind failed in that 

devotion, God might allow the waters to reflood the space. Space is 

thus impermanent, in constant competition with time over human 

habitation.  

God parting the waters in Genesis, dividing the Red Sea in exodus, 

stopping the Jordan River in Joshua, coming up out of the water in 

baptism, and walking on Galilee’s Sea all reveal and affirm God’s will 

that we occupy space in recognition of his grace. In the biblical 

conception, we aren’t smug heirs entitled to a vast permanent space 

from which God has entirely withdrawn. We are instead humble tenants 

glad that God sustains a sacred space his grace allows us to call home.  

 

Surfaces 
The wise and holy have noticed and challenged our obsession with 

surfaces. Don’t we, today, seek the shiny thing? Don’t we pour our 

precious purpose into how things appear over how they are? The 

clothes, hair, makeup, physique, SUV, home, and social media 

accounts reflect the shiny surface, without revealing how things are 

beneath the surface. We all know that appearances deceive. The 

vehicle’s evident allure doesn’t reveal whether its driver or the bank 

owns it or even whether its engine, transmission, and brakes are sound. 

The clothes, hair, makeup, and physique don’t reveal the spiritual 

development and destiny of the soul inhabiting them.  The social media 
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posts and likes don’t reveal the genuine course of the account owner’s 

life. And yet we treasure these surface things, letting their shallow 

meaning inform and define us. 

God challenges us to look beyond 

the suggestive but deceptive surface of 

things to his patterns, powers, 

principles, and principalities in the 

depths beneath the surface. When God 

made creation good, he wasn’t just 

speaking about the beauty of a sunset, 

sweet juice of a Georgia peach, or soft 

brush of September’s air. Those visions, tastes, and sensations would 

be the surface things we would first notice. When God called his 

creation good, God also meant his grand design, his spectacular order, 

and how fruitful his creation would be. God meant the exquisitely 

balanced complexity of his living organisms, at the top of which he 

placed humankind. God meant how he would make himself human to 

draw all things to himself in full embrace.  

When we look at a tree or forest of trees, we see green things. 

Depending on the appearance of the tree leaves, we think of the tree’s 

variety and of the season winter, spring, summer, or fall. Depending on 

the health of the trees, we think dry or wet summer, infesting bugs or 

blight. We think of roots, rain, and sunlight, and maybe even climate 

change. But again, these are only surface things, blinding us to the 

design, pattern, and purpose of the tree, which is to point heavenward, 

bear fruit, carry Christ, and, inverting the tree-like pattern of our very 

lungs, give us the breath of life. Look past surfaces. See the deep things 

of God’s design. Accept and embrace the love of Jesus Christ. 

 

Surfing 

How good are you at riding the waves of your life? The better you 

are at surfing, the better the course of your life. Surfing a literal wave 

is a remarkable recreation. Surfing takes a good deal of strength, 
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stamina, and balance. Surfing also takes knowing the behavior of 

waves, anticipating their cycles, choosing the right one, and entering 

and exiting the wave at the right speed, angle, and moment. Surfing 

also takes passion and commitment, maybe even joy and enthusiasm, 

and a good bit of letting go of control to let the sea do its work beneath 

one. Surfing also requires knowing when to enter the waters at all and 

when not to do so, what waters to trust and what waters to always avoid. 

And while surfing is a recreation, surfing is also a sport of life and 

death. If a rogue wave or severe undertow doesn’t get you, a shark or 

deadly man o’ war might.  

Among Bible figures, David 

was an excellent surfer. He didn’t 

avoid every undertow or shark, but 

he avoided most. David knew when 

to accept Goliath’s challenge but 

when not to challenge king Saul. 

David knew when to hide, when to 

fight, and when to run. David knew 

in which caves to hide and around which mountains to run. David was 

alternately patient, waiting years to receive his promised kingdom, and 

impulsive, quick to pursue the Amalekites to recover his wives. David 

knew to take his punishment from the Lord rather than men but also 

knew how to stop the Lord’s avenging angel. David knew when to run 

from his Jerusalem throne and when to take his throne back. David 

knew not to avenge his enemies but also knew to instruct his son 

Solomon to do so for him.  

Beware the waters of life. They can pull one in the wrong direction, 

flood one’s crops, and even drown one’s life. Yet we cannot and should 

not entirely avoid the waters, for the cycles and floods of life will come. 

We instead look and listen to God for signs and signals of which waters 

to surf, which waves to enter, how to balance the ride, and when to 

safely spin out. We also look to God for the strength and passion to 

ride, knowing that he rides with us and stands at the end ready for our 

embrace.  
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Symbolism 
Religious symbolism is much more than a metaphor for social 

constructs. Religious symbols don’t simply describe things, as 

metaphors describe things, for instance saying that a brave man is like 

a lion. Religious symbolism instead articulates fundamental processes. 

Religious symbols reveal critical transformations that follow patterns 

God wove into the universe.  

Take mountains, food, and 

clothing for three biblical examples. A 

scientist describes a mountain by its 

height, base width, climate, and 

mineral content. Your materialist mind 

might add how thin the air would be 

and hard it would be to breathe at the 

top. But the Bible’s symbolism instead 

treats mountains as symbols for ascension and descension processes. 

Adam and Eve sin, forcing their mountaintop descent into arduous and 

mortal labors. Moses goes up Mount Sinai to receive the law from God, 

transforming a disorganized people into God’s treasured nation. Christ 

ascends one mountain for transfiguration with Moses and Elijah while 

descending another mountain to show himself walking on chaos 

waters. In religious terms, mountains are processes, subordinating the 

scientist’s every observation. 

The same is true of food. The nutritionist would measure the food’s 

caloric content, while the epicurean might revel over its taste. But the 

Bible’s symbolism treats food as a process of incorporating its 

consumer into a new body. To bite the forbidden fruit is to stand apart 

from God, banished from his kingdom, while to eat the passover is to 

join the fleeing Israelite nation, and to consume the body and blood of 

Christ is to join him in eternal communion. The religious symbolism of 

clothing is likewise a process, not a descriptive metaphor. God clothing 

Adam and Eve with animal skin is to substitute a protective sacrifice 

for their lost communion. David rejecting the warrior’s scaled coat of 
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armor is to refuse technology’s reptilian identity to trust instead in the 

power of God.  

Don’t miss the Bible’ profoundly deep symbolism. Don’t take 

trees, boats, valleys, wine, caves, and other common biblical images as 

meaningless or even as simple metaphors. Instead, see Bible images as 

representing profound universal processes God wove into his gorgeous, 

complicated, and chaotic creation. Doing so will remove much of the 

seeming conflict and confusion between biblical and scientific 

worldviews. Science is a measurement method, not a worldview. The 

Bible is a complete worldview, not a measurement method. The Bible 

not only reveals how to view the world but how to behave within it for 

the greatest flourishing. For more on religious symbolism, refer to 

Canadian Eastern Orthodox icon carver Jonathan Pageau.  

 

Symbology 
The Bible is the most heavily symbolic work one will ever 

encounter. Symbols represent ideas and qualities. One thing represents 

another. Jesus, for prime example, spoke and acted in a heavily 

symbolic manner. Bread was his body and wine his blood, offered at 

the Last Supper by his hand and the next day by Roman hands on the 

crucifixion’s cross. Water drawn from a well was a contrast for Jesus’s 

water of eternal life. Natural birth is simply a predecessor to and 

prefiguring of the spiritual birth, that experience of being born anew. 

The Holy Spirit from God is like the breath of God, which is like the 

wind blowing where it pleases. Jesus’s use of symbols showed that 

things aren’t simply symbolic because they are real but that things are 

real, laden with purposeful meaning, because they are symbolic. A 

thing that is not symbolic, that has no symbolic reference point in a 

higher order, has neither purpose nor meaning. The Bible proves that 

everything God created, whether mountains or trees or stars or humans, 

fits symbolically within a single narrative structure. 
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Symbolism is a potent lens through 

which to view Israel’s ancient landscape 

and a Bible study of Israel. Ancient 

hilltop palace sites reveal walled 

gardens atop them, in rich symbolism of 

God’s walled mountaintop garden 

Eden. Christ’s manger birth beneath a 

Bethlehem residence lies humbly below 

Herod’s arrogant overlooking hilltop palace, revealing in rich 

symbolism the contrasting character of the earthly and heavenly rulers. 

A spectacular ancient Temple Mount lies in tumbled ruins precisely as 

Jesus foretold, in rich symbolism for the futility of earthly wealth and 

technological solutions for divine problems. Huge broken stone 

columns lie dead and point in the excavated soil like fallen denuded 

trees, while hardy mustard trees grow gaily through them, in rich 

symbolism for the unstoppable kingdom of heaven. Israel is a symbolic 

land the story of which the symbolic Bible tells, like no other story.  

 

Syncretism 
Christians rightly guard themselves against syncretism. Syncretism 

is the inappropriate mixing of Christian doctrine or practice with other 

doctrines or practices to create a new blend of one’s own. We certainly 

don’t want to water down, contradict, or blot out core Christian beliefs 

with contrary beliefs drawn from other religions or belief systems. For 

instance, an extreme form of syncretism might be for a native 

population, having heard once of Jesus Christ from a missionary, to 

adopt Christ’s cross as their primary ritual symbol while continuing 

their prior pagan sacrifices on that cross. A cross symbol doesn’t make 

a Christian out of a pagan without the accompanying profession of, 

heart change toward, and repentant practices demonstrating Christian 

belief. Another form of syncretism might be for a new-age crystal 

worshiper to speak adoringly of Jesus while ignoring our brokenness 

and need for his divine salvation. Syncretism can also take subtler 

forms, like when otherwise conventional Christian worshipers adopt 
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anomalous religious beliefs from other faiths, particularly those 

practiced by their family or ancestors. Hold the mystery of the faith 

with a pure conscience, the apostle Paul wrote his protege Timothy. 

But sometimes, we take the concern over syncretism too far. Christ 

came for all believers, Jew and Gentile. Christ said to make disciples 

of all nations, not just those nations with a natural bent toward the 

Christian faith. Christians everywhere interpret and exhibit their faith 

through their own language, forms, and culture. It isn’t syncretism to 

express core Christian beliefs in ways that one’s own place and people 

understand them. We can each celebrate Christ’s offer and our victory 

in ways familiar to us, for which we have an affinity. That affinity may 

mean cowbells to some, wind chimes to others. We need not strip our 

Christian practice of all local expressions. Indeed, just the opposite: 

Christ redeems the particular, not just the general. 

Yet Christianity works another 

way, too. Christianity subsumes and 

properly reinterprets all other beliefs, 

including pagan and secular beliefs. 

Non-Christian beliefs aren’t generally 

fully true but are often close to the 

truth. Christian belief doesn’t align 

itself with those close-to-true non-

Christian beliefs but instead draws those other beliefs into the true line 

of Christ, for those willing to accept him. The great myths that 

animated Greek, Roman, and Norse society, for instance, bear 

remarkable resemblance to Christ’s heroic, world-saving stance. Great 

figures of the past, including Greek, Roman, and Norse leaders, came 

to see Christ as the fulfillment of their own peculiar myths. And we, 

turning over our modern myths in favor of Christ, are hardly any 

different. Don’t let a concern over syncretism keep you from seeing 

how Christ fulfills every true yearning of every human myth.  
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Synthesis 
Now here’s something fundamental to ponder. The Bible fills itself 

with stories of mixture. Some of those mixtures are bad, while others 

are good. And your success in things spiritual, which also means your 

success in life, depends in large part on your ability to distinguish 

between the chaos and corruption of bad mixtures on the one hand, and 

the synthesis and orderly integration of good mixtures on the other 

hand. Knowing when to mix and when not seems to be a key to a 

biblical life. 

Consider some examples. 

Repeatedly, God tells his people to 

come out and set themselves apart. 

Don’t mix with the culture and its 

corruption. Don’t marry the 

foreigner as Solomon did, and don’t 

make treaties with the neighboring 

nations, or your future is lost. Don’t 

even build a table out of two kinds of wood, or sew clothes out of cotton 

and wool, from plants and animals. Don’t let the yeast of sin work itself 

through the whole. Avoid the chaos and corruption of admixture. Your 

hope is instead to keep things pure, devoted, and apart.  

Yet God also tells his people to welcome the foreigner, show 

hospitality to the stranger, and witness to the nations. Settle down in 

Egypt or Babylon, raise your children there, and do your part to bless 

the nations, as a beacon for Christ’s hope. Moses married a foreign 

wife, and after his wife purified their children with the blood of 

circumcision, God proved Moses right in front of his brother Aaron and 

sister Miriam for it. Your hope isn’t to isolate yourself but to do your 

best with all God gives you, wherever you are. 

This strange tension between avoiding the deadly concoction while 

welcoming the pure blend continues right down to the end. The 

Revelation of Jesus Christ tells us that the city where throngs gather is 

on the one hand the great beast Rome on seven hills or great prostitute 

Babylon, each the fatal hybrid to most avoid. Yet on the other hand, 
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Revelation ends with the descent of the great city, the New Jerusalem, 

to which the nations will stream, their kings bringing in their splendor. 

God isn’t against synthesizing and integrating beautiful blends, in 

order, obedience, hierarchy, and majesty. God is against corrupting 

mixes. Know the difference.  

 

Technology 
We know that when Adam and Eve ate the forbidden fruit of the 

tree of the knowledge of good and evil, the knowledge they gained 

opened their eyes to their shame. Yet Genesis’s account continues that 

Adam and Eve promptly attempted to cover their shame. And the 

account is significant in revealing that Adam and Eve did so with 

humankind’s first technology: sewing. Genesis tells us that Adam and 

Eve sewed leaves for clothing, in an apparently desperate and, we soon 

learn, fruitless attempt to cover their shame, which would be to reverse 

their fall from God’s grace. God, we next learn, promptly covered 

Adam and Eve with his own skin garments. Their sewn leaves were 

inadequate.  

Of course, God’s act of covering Adam and Eve with skin garments 

hints at profound meaning. Although Genesis gives no clue, animal 

blood may have spilled for those skin garments. Blood covers by 

restoring and redeeming. Yet Adam and Eve weren’t simply animals. 

Animal sacrifices don’t fully redeem humans. Coverings that made 

them animal-like would have been a step backward not just from their 

divinity but also from their humanity. So perhaps the skin prefigured 

Christ’s own voluntary sacrifice. God was covering Adam and Eve 

with himself, not with hairy animal hides.  

But think again of humankind’s first 

technology: sewing to cover fallenness. 

The material history of humankind is 

largely a history of humankind developing 

and employing technology to overcome 

fallenness. Clothes with which to cover, 
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weapons with which to hunt, implements with which to farm, tools with 

which to build, medicines with which to heal, and other technologies 

address our exposure, hunger, insecurity, and disease, all conditions of 

the fall. Yet only one thing covers us sufficiently to rescue us from 

death as the most-awful wage of the fall: the skin of God. Thank God 

that technology may ease pain and delay death. But thank God all the 

more for eternal, pain-free, sorrow-free life in Christ. 

 

Teleology 
We moderns, influenced by our materialist and mechanical 

worldview, think a lot about the causes of things. We use disease 

processes to explain human behavior, climate causes to explain natural 

terrain, evolutionary processes to explain animal features, and 

economic principles to explain product and service supply and demand. 

To us, everything has a cause; it’s just up to us and our increasingly 

powerful scientific tools to find it. But that’s not the way the ancient 

Israelites and their friends and enemies thought about things. And it’s 

not necessarily the best way to think about the Bible, Israel, or the 

human events and experiences the Bible records taking place in and 

around ancient Israel. Teleology is the study not of causes but of 

purposes. When teleology sees a phenomenon, whether a marriage, 

war, aqueduct project, famine, treaty, or palace construction, it pursues 

the design and purpose of the thing. Everything in the world has a place 

and purpose, teleology might teach us. When things go awry, the 

purpose may just be wrong or out of place. 

Teleology can be a great teacher in the 

study of Israel’s lands and the Bible’s 

account of Israel’s history. God certainly 

had a purpose for Israel and its great and 

lesser figures. Each of those figures either 

understood or failed to understand their 

God-given purpose. Some were fit to be 

kings but refused the assignment. Others were fit only to follow but 

decided to be kings. Some Bible figures, like king David, so closely 
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aligned their purpose to God’s desire that they left an unmistakable, 

even richly divine, legacy. Other Bible figures so badly mistook the 

proper purposes of opportunities, events, resources, allies, and enemies 

as to wreak havoc across Israel’s landscape. One sees deep in Israel’s 

excavated ruins an integrative story of God’s design and God’s purpose 

for Israel. Read the Bible and consider the history and role of Israel 

with an appreciation for God’s design and purpose.  

 

Tetramorphs 
The Bible’s apocalyptic visions, whether found in Ezekiel, Daniel, 

Revelation, or elsewhere, are both confusing and astounding. Teachers 

and preachers often construe them as prophetic, pointing to things to 

come. But the Bible’s visions may also reveal how God thinks and acts 

in creation.  

Take, for example, Ezekiel’s extraordinary tetramorphic cherubs, 

those four-faced creatures with many-eyed wheels that flash about like 

lightning. The cherubs themselves are square, suggesting a sort of 

block-like definition and solidity, much as the ark, the tablets, and the 

altar are square, all things that God creates in stable order in defined 

space. God shares law, rule, order, and 

hierarchy, all square and stable things to 

apply to facts in defined space, just as the 

mountain on which he dwells and the walled 

garden in which he dwells are square and 

stable spaces. Squares have a central point, in 

this case pointing to God who forms, orders, 

stabilizes, and protects the square space. 

Squares also define what is inside and 

outside, making squares boundary markers, 

in themselves incomplete. 

Yet Ezekiel’s tetramorphs also have 

those crazy wheels on which the four-faced cherubs flash about like 

lightning. Wheels are unstable things, things that move objects in time 
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through space, disrupting the spatial order. Wheels turn; squares do not. 

Wheels cycle around and around the way that days cycle, weeks cycle, 

months cycle, seasons cycle, and years cycle. Wheels connote frequent 

repetition but also constant change, taking us places we wish or don’t 

wish to go. Wheels don’t have an inside or outside because they travel 

all about. In that sense, wheels are not incomplete but complete. They 

traverse all space, bounding walls and turning order into disorder. 

Wheels present possibilities and potential, the chance to go somewhere 

new and become something we previously were not. They flash all 

about.  

Ezekiel’s vision of the tetramorphs may show us that God is both 

the God of the square and the God of the wheel, both the God of space 

and the God of time, both the God of order and the God of possibility 

for new order, the God of the righteous and the God of the sinner. 

Visions aren’t simply prophetic. They also reveal who God is and how 

God acts as the God of all creation. Read Matthieu Pageau’s The 

Language of Creation for more. 

 

Theosis 
Many Christians have a natural discomfort with the idea of God 

indwelling them, being partakers of God’s divine nature, and being 

perfect like God, even though Jesus, Peter, and Paul, among other 

incontestable authorities, spoke and wrote of those very constructs. 

Surely, we find proper humility and sound wisdom in resisting the idea 

that we are divine, that we are somehow gods. Yet the Bible clearly 

teaches that we should receive the Spirit and desire the Spirit’s 

sanctification. We are new creatures in Christ, born again into a new 

life that surely has divinity of a kind acting through it and within it. The 

condition of deity is God’s alone, not ours to claim, pursue, or even 

desire. Yet justification, sanctification, and the influence, activity, and 

identity of the divine, as adopted children of God, we can and should 

surely pursue and desire.  
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The Eastern Orthodox branch of Christianity embraces this difficult 

construct of theosis, or a sort of deification of humanity, more fully 

than many within Christianity’s Reformed and Catholic branches. But 

no one needs trade branches of the faith to accept these extraordinary 

challenges that Jesus, Peter, and Paul bring us. One way to get at least 

a little more comfortable with the thought of being partakers of the 

divine nature is to consider how divinity itself interacts. God the Father 

and Christ the Son, though one, nonetheless spoke and interacted with 

one another. The four gospel accounts give solid examples, like Jesus’s 

baptism, Jesus’s prayer to his Father for the raising of Lazarus, and 

Jesus’s prayer to his Father in Gethsemane’s garden, of that trusting 

and open interaction.  

And so, likewise, we on our better days 

interact with God in a relationship that takes on 

the pattern of the interaction of God the Father 

with God the Son. The Bible’s teaching clearly 

expects us to receive the Spirit, permit and 

encourage the Spirit to dwell deeply within us, 

and act after the Spirit’s counsel and urging. 

How are those things not like the actions and 

activities of Jesus? Aren’t we brothers and 

sisters of Christ, adopted into his family, doing 

as he invites, commands, and expects? We need not see ourselves as 

literally divine, instead reserving that claim for Nebuchadnezzar, 

Herod, Caesar, and other tyrants. But while reserving the condition of 

deity for God, we can accept the gift of his nature, letting that gift 

sanctify us into a child’s relationship with God, siblings of Christ. Call 

it theosis or whatever you will. Just accept the gift with the appreciation 

the gift is due. That gift came at great cost.  

 

Thinking 
The faulty ways we think interfere with our pursuit of God and his 

pursuit of us. To draw closer to Christ, we must learn to think right. 

And to think right doesn’t necessarily mean to get our theological 
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doctrine right, although doctrine is in itself hugely important. What if, 

below the doctrine, we just weren’t thinking right about meaning itself? 

Sin is, after all, missing the mark, even when pursuing the good. What 

if modern or ungodly ways of thinking were subtly distorting our view 

of everything including our view of Jesus Christ? 

Here’s the problem spelled out. Both 

ancient and modern pagans consider 

reality as imbued with divinity. To a 

pagan, nature, of which humans are just 

a part, is itself sacred. One of many 

expressions of paganism is that 

everything has its immanent god. 

Divinity, in the form either of a flowing 

energy or many little deities or both, equally inhabits the door, doorbell, 

barking dog, and master of the dog. At the other end of the spectrum, 

rationalism, or scientific materialism, does away with the sacred part, 

whether the flowing divinity or its expression in millions of little gods. 

But rationalism also reduces the door, doorbell, barking dog, and 

master of the dog to their constituent parts. Rationalism, materialism, 

or scientism focuses on the ever-more-detailed description of 

everything as if the creator and describer were both absent and only the 

description mattered. 

Christianity rejects both paganism and materialism. Christianity 

places God over and beyond nature as nature’s superordinate creator, 

not, like paganism, immanentized within nature. Christianity sees 

nature as reflecting God’s purpose, hierarchy, order, beauty, and 

design, not, like paganism, nature as Gaia, God, or many little gods 

itself. Christianity also sees God acting in creation and entering 

creation in human form as Jesus Christ, not, like materialism, as 

entirely absent from the equation. Again, Christianity sees in creation 

God’s purpose, hierarchy, order, beauty, and design, not, like 

materialism, a wasteland of random collisions somehow taking its own 

careening shape on its way to a cold steady-state demise.  

That much should be clear. Yet both paganism and materialism 

nonetheless distort some Christians’ thinking. Some of us assume, like 



Seeing the World Scripturally 
 

206 

 

misguided rationalists, that we are independent observers of a cold 

reality, subjectively imposing our puny meaning upon it. We fail to see 

that the meaning we draw from looking around us is itself the product 

of God’s creation designs. God isn’t inhabiting nature, as a pagan might 

assume. Yet God did not absent himself from nature’s design, as a 

materialist might assume. God imbued his creation not with himself but 

with the pattern, hierarchy, order, beauty, and design that he desires. 

When we conceive an accurate picture of what’s around us, in all its 

pattern, hierarchy, order, beauty, and design, the meaning we draw is a 

participation with God. God wants us to draw ever more meaning from 

his inexhaustibly rich creation, as an ever-richer approach to the creator 

and redeemer Jesus Christ.  

 

Thorns 
Christ’s crown of thorns has meaning for today that we may need 

to discover. A crown of thorns isn’t just a painful disgrace, although 

that’s the limited way in which we tend to think of it. Yes, Pilate’s 

soldiers intended savage mockery. In the crown of thorns, they 

achieved it. Thorns, though, are more than just painful points, and a 

crown woven from them is more than just ignominy.  

A thorn is indeed a point, a 

pointer, and thus a purpose. A thorn 

is a writing instrument like a pen or 

pencil, with which one makes 

sense. A thorn is a sewing needle 

with which one pierces the fabric 

exactly where the fabric needs 

mending or pierces the flesh 

exactly where the flesh needs suturing. A thorn is a pin that holds a 

woman’s hair in place, holds two pieces of fabric together, or holds a 

note to the bulletin board, keeping things in their place. A thorn is not 

a bad thing but a good thing when put to its proper purpose.  
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Yet a crown of thorns, like a thornbush, is not a good thing. A bush 

becomes a thornbush when it has too many points rather than singleness 

of purpose. The pain of a thornbush isn’t that it has a point, for every 

bush should have its purpose, but that a thornbush has too many points, 

so many points that they snag, tangle, poke, poison, and injure. 

Likewise, a crown becomes a crown of thorns when its wearer can’t 

make sense of the wearer’s purpose. The king wearing a crown of 

thorns doesn’t have priorities, identity, impetus, point, reason, and 

objective. The king wearing a crown of thorns is a fatally confused and 

pointless leader or, more to the point, leading a people who don’t know 

their purpose.  

Yet Christ carried that thorned crown of a pointless, pained, 

confused, corrupt, broken, and evil people to a crucifixion cross that 

had only one upward orientation with only one crossed center. Christ 

turned his people’s thorny corruption into perfect purity when he 

placed his figurative and literal bleeding heart over the cross’s center. 

Christ turned his people’s thorny confusion into perfect clarity when 

his head pointed his people’s thorny crown toward his Father in heaven. 

Without Christ, we are a deeply confused people with so many thorny 

points that we find no purpose. With Christ, we bear but one thorn, a 

thorn that does not injure but instead heals, joins, unites, and makes 

sense, as a pointer, pen, and fine needle.  

 

Time 
The ancient biblical concept of time differs markedly from how we 

today perceive it. And despite what the modern materialist mind would 

think, that we are so much smarter than the ancients, to the contrary, 

our misunderstanding of that biblical concept of time is our loss and 

the gain of the ancients. We need to recover a biblical sense of time if 

we are to assume our proper mantle as God’s cosmological agents.  

We moderns largely think of time as a cosmological constant. Time 

began oh so long ago, and since then time has marched on with 

clockwork regularity up to our moment, just as it will continue to march 
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on with clockwork regularity to the end of time at some very distant 

point in the future. We are but the tiniest blip on that unconscious, 

uncaring, uninvolved, unregulated timeline, according to our modern 

consciousness.  

The ancients, including those who 

received, wrote, assembled, and 

conveyed the scriptures, thought quite 

differently of time. To the ancients, time 

was no abstract cosmological constant. 

Time is instead a counterweight to space, 

capable of transforming the hierarchical 

order and relative certainty of space into 

a fluid, uncertain, and cyclical dynamic. Space is up and down, God’s 

cosmic mountain, while time goes around, undermining and flooding 

the mountain. Space is energizing stability and security, while time is 

exhausting flux including birth, life, death, and regeneration. Space is 

light and truth, while time brings the confusion of darkness. But time 

also brings rest. And time welcomes all including the outsider. 

In this ancient view, a Christian wouldn’t so much manage, save, 

or spend time. Those conceptions are the foolishness of the modern. 

We may order our spaces and choose wisely our actions, but we don’t 

control time. Instead, we leave within our sacred spaces just enough 

room for time to work its regenerative confusion into God’s exquisitely 

balanced order. Time only knows what mystery tomorrow will bring, 

but time, like God’s sacred space, remains God’s agent. In the 

meantime, as we await time, we thank God for the sacred space he has 

given us on his holy mountain.  

 

Trees 
The Bible is filled with symbols. Trees are dominant among them. 

At the very beginning of Genesis, God invites humans to eat from the 

trees in God’s Eden garden. At the garden’s center is the tree of life, 

representing God’s own vitalizing nature. Eating from that tree gives 
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one eternal life. Humans are not, though, to eat from the tree of the 

knowledge of good and evil. 

And that’s just the beginning. Tree references appear so often and 

so centrally in the Bible that one scholar has said that if you understand 

the trees, you understand the Bible. Recall Jesus as the Branch, 

crucified on a tree, for humans to look upon for healing. Jesus is also 

the stick that makes bitter water sweet and the vine of which we must 

remain branches. The Bible portrays 

God, his Messiah, his people Israel, 

the enemy Babylon, and the nations all 

as trees, in different forms for 

different purposes. Dozens of Bible 

passages mention dozens of different 

tree varieties, illustrating dozens of 

different themes and principles. 

And why not make the tree the 

Bible’s central symbol? Trees not only give fruit and seed but also 

shelter, shade, and building materials. Trees secure soil, signal water, 

lower temperatures, filter water, sequester carbon dioxide, and produce 

life-giving oxygen. Treetops support whole ecosystems of other plants 

and animals. Trees are also the earth’s oldest living things. A 

bristlecone pine in California’s White Mountains is nearly 5,000 years 

old.  

And so next time you look at the communion, baptism, and offering 

stands that members Don Roy and Tom Neusiis crafted from trees in 

the shape of trees, embrace the tree symbolism. God wants the nations 

to join him in his paradise garden, where the leaves of life-giving trees 

will heal us. 

 

Trinity 
The trinity, referring to our single God’s triune nature as Father, 

Son, and Spirit, will remain an ineffable construct, a mystery we can 

only begin to understand. But mysteries share clues from which we can 
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and should nonetheless draw meaning. And from well before Christ’s 

advent, crucifixion, and resurrection, and Pentecost’s descent of the 

Spirit, those Old Testament authors who anticipated Messiah also saw 

God as having more than one expression. God appeared to Abraham, 

Moses, Joshua, Jacob, Manoah, Isaiah, Nebuchadnezzar, and others in 

angel, commander, wrestler, enthroned, and other figure-like forms. In 

the New and Old Testaments, God also appeared in non-figure-like 

pillars of cloud and fire, bright flash of light, descending dove and 

tongues of fire, and smoke filling the temple. And in some of those 

appearances, God seemed at once to take on more than one form. 

Teachers and preachers have always struggled to help us 

conceptualize the trinity. Some have used the analogy of water in its 

liquid, solid, and steam form. It’s still just water but can take three 

forms. One might also think of how we perceive reality in the three 

dimensions of height, breadth, and depth. Each dimension infers a 

different quality. Height points upward to the divine, while depth points 

down to creation’s wonderful chaos and breadth stretches across all 

creation. Many things, indeed everything, reflects both unity in its 

name, identity, function, and meaning, while also multiplicity in its 

expression and particulars. We should not begrudge God his trinitarian 

form.  

The trinity’s particulars, though, are 

what makes the construct so rich with 

meaning and so helpful to our 

understanding of who God is. God the 

Father helps us see the law, order, 

righteousness, and justice with which God 

creates, governs, judges, blesses, 

maintains, and transcends. God the Son 

helps us see God’s image, humanity, provision, service, care, heart, and 

love. God the Spirit helps us see God’s activity, energy, engagement, 

influence, and presence. Each person of the trinity reflects facets of 

God that cohere for us into a sort of intelligibility through which we 

come to know God. God’s challenge with us isn’t just with our 

brokenness. It is also with the distance that brokenness puts between 
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us. Without something like the trinity, God’s triune expression in 

Father, Son, and Spirit, we might not know God. We might not draw 

closer to God. We might not learn that we indeed share God’s image.  

 

True 
One of the more mysterious things Christ says is that he is the truth: 

“I am the way and the truth and the light; no one comes to the Father 

but by me.” We understand Jesus as the way to the Father. We even 

understand Jesus as the light that shines in the darkness. But truth, our 

modern minds tell us, is propositional. Statements are true, not things. 

How can a person, even this progenitor first divine human Jesus Christ, 

be true or truth or the truth?  

The sixth-century monk Maximus the Confessor, one of those 

incredibly brave and utterly devoted martyrs of old, gave a lot of 

thought to Christ as truth. Maximus bridged the church fathers, those 

who first articulated doctrines of the faith accepted or rejected by the 

early church councils, and the following medieval scholasticism that 

ushered us toward the rationalist enlightenment. Standing in that 

historical and theological gap, Maximus could still embrace the 

cosmological, all-encompassing way the New Testament’s ancient 

Jewish authors conceived of Christ and Christianity, while at the same 

time turning a sharp Greek-oriented mind on the particulars of the 

Christian faith. 

In his post church fathers, pre-medieval 

writings, Maximus thus first envisioned Christ 

cosmologically as the prime Logos or Word that 

both created and incorporates all meaning-

saturated patterns. Christ is the Word whose 

breath spoke being and order into the universe. 

Yet Maximus then articulated rationally that no 

order exists other than that pattern that Christ 

authored. Everything apart from Christ is sin, disorder, a misuse of 

creation. Nothing is true to its creation when it departs from the Word 
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who created it. And that Word is thus truth. Jesus told Pontius Pilate 

that he came into the world to tell the truth to those who would listen. 

When Pilate retorted “What is truth?” he asked the one great question, 

the answer to which stood testifying before him. Christ is the true 

pattern, the Word that is all truth. 

Application? When God knit each of us together in the womb, he 

established our true identity, our Logos or Word patterns. Each of us 

has many attributes, roles, and opportunities to devotedly, obediently, 

and truly weave into our Christ identity, our Christian families, and our 

church family, as dimensions of the Logos. We are each in Christ, as 

he is in us. When we depart from Christ, we misuse the world, 

distorting its truth. Instead, seek Christ. Ask his Spirit to reveal his 

desires, and then pursue those desires to see his glory arise around you 

in its one true pattern.  

 

Trust 
Trust is huge to truth. That is, we assume far more is true than we 

have any direct proof for believing. Much of what we assume to be 

true, we do so because others appear to believe it. Whole 

neighborhoods, regions, nations, and cultures have convinced 

themselves and most of their members of things that were not in fact 

true. At times, those errors have been epic, even 

disastrous, leading to terrible starvation, disease, 

and deprivation. At other times, though, the errors 

may have been salvific. Medievalists thought the 

black death to be from bad air or ethers, so better 

to stay inside. Untrue, but staying inside had its 

positive effect in slowing the transmission of the 

deadly bacteria. But in either case, for better or 

worse, societies often convince their members of 

the society’s erroneous truth.  

Much else of what we assume to be true, we do so because of the 

apparent authority of those who tell it to us. Parents speaking lessons 
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to their children fall into that category. The child believes the 

household truth to be absolute, until experiencing other households. 

We joke that teens believe few things their parents tell them, teens often 

believing that they know better. But in fact, teens likely largely accept 

that the world is as their parents experienced and represented it, until 

the teen goes off to college or the workplace only to learn the limits of 

their parents’ perspectives. Parents are not the only truth telling 

authorities. How often have we believed the experts only later to 

discover the experts were wrong? Bloodletting was an accepted 

medical practice from antiquity until times more recent than medical 

experts would like to admit. Count George Washington among those 

who may have died from medical bloodletting.  

The Bible’s truths, though, are neither a matter of popular wisdom 

nor parochial authority. Indeed, the Bible challenges us to weigh the 

popular against the biblical, rather than the other way around. We stand 

on God’s word, not what the majority would have us believe. The Bible 

also challenges us to reject worldly authorities, those fools who pretend 

to know, when biblical principles contradict them. The Bible as God’s 

word doesn’t claim a worldly authority but instead a higher authority, 

one that judges all things against itself. The Bible reveals a sort of meta 

truth that transcends worldly truth, to which one of the most-popular 

Bible verses refers when admonishing us to trust in God rather than our 

own understanding. Don’t take anything as gospel other than the 

Gospel truth. 

 

Truth 
Truth certainly faces its challenges today. The more that we 

presume to construct ourselves and our world, apart from God, the less 

we regard truth as true. We once said that we live in a post-modern 

world. Now, we say that we live in a post-truth world. Everyone has 

their own truth, which only mocks truth. By definition, truth is 

objective, apart from the observer, and something on which rational 

persons can agree. Yet the world defines truth differently today, 

presuming truth to be subjective and individual, thus undermining its 
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objectivity, eliminating its ability to unite us, and even disconnecting 

truth from what’s real. Without true truth, the old-fashioned truth given 

its correct objective definition, we live in a topsy-turvy world that every 

day stands truth on its head.  

The Bible offers us a solution to the world’s problem with truth. 

And as is so often the case with the Bible, the Bible’s solution is not 

what the world would expect. The Bible doesn’t enter the philosophical 

debate over the definition of truth. Instead, the Bible reconstitutes truth 

entirely, in the person of Jesus Christ. We each want our own view of 

truth. Or like Pontius Pilate, we sneer at the thought of anything even 

being true. But the Bible ends all arguments with the stunning 

declaration that Jesus is the truth. God’s Word is true, and God’s Word 

became human, walking among us. When Jesus said that he is the truth, 

he revealed that his life within us shows us what is true of ourselves 

and of the world around us. Without Jesus, we cannot know the truth. 

We will look but not see and listen but not hear. With Jesus, we both 

see and hear. Jesus gives us truth’s standard, internal and eternal, 

unchanging.  

So, how do we make sense of the 

truth? We recognize that we cannot 

see, judge, evaluate, and discern 

without Jesus. To make sense of truth, 

we acknowledge that we need the 

eyes, ears, life, and mind of Jesus. 

Who, after all, would know the truth 

better than the world’s creator? The 

world searches for experts and 

authorities. How about the God who made us? And miraculously, when 

God’s Spirit, the Spirit of Jesus, dwells within us, truth reveals itself to 

us not as some dead fact but as living and active. As the apostle John 

wrote in his first letter, the Son of God came so that we would know 

him as true and live in him who is true. Truth as the Son of God lives 

and breathes in and through you. Embrace the truth, Jesus Christ the 

Son of God, and the truth will indeed set you free. 
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Typology 
Typology can make you a better Bible reader. Typologies classify 

according to a general type. A lot of what we do to make sense of the 

world has to do with naming things and then grouping things that are 

alike. Just ask Adam whom God put right to work naming the animals. 

You can’t draw meaning from a detail, experience, or event without 

first describing it, which requires sticking labels on it to reorganize into 

helpful memories and meaning. So what does typology have to do with 

the Bible? A comprehensive tour of the Bible can seem like a 

whirlwind of disparate facts and experiences. With the incredibly long 

and rich history the Bible relates, and the length and complexity of the 

Bible itself, a closer look into any particular Bible account can quickly 

draw one down into a myriad of rabbit-hole details. A reader could just 

close the eyes and cover the ears, but to ignore the richness of the 

Bible’s accounts is to lose so much of their value.  

An eye and ear for typology can make 

reading the Bible more beneficial by 

connecting the details of each of the 

Bible’s many accounts with the Bible’s 

grand story. Jesus Christ is the Bible’s 

prime type and the best way to frame and 

understand one’s tour and studies. 

Abraham, Joseph, Moses, Joshua, 

Samson, David, Solomon, and other biblical figures all prefigured 

Jesus in one manner or another, as types. Mounts, trees, wells, temples, 

deserts, highways, and bodies of water, as well as kings, priests, tyrants, 

and peasants can also each be types within the Bible’s grand narrative. 

Don’t see the Bible’s places, persons, events, and things as disparate 

details. Instead, connect those things with other similar things you see, 

having similar functions, qualities, and effects. At the same time, 

identify the general type, the prime thing within the Bible’s grand arc, 

that each thing and group of similar things in some way represent. Let 

typology be your organizer friend.  
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Tyranny 
Decadence, degeneracy, debauchery, and depravity seem like sins 

of too great a liberty, like freedom taken too far. We all value liberty, 

the freedom to pursue good ends as our beliefs, callings, insights, and 

affinities define good and discern those ends. But when liberty becomes 

licentiousness, manifested in the perversions of the flesh, we rightly 

perceive a problem. And we rightly reckon that redirecting our liberty 

toward good ends rather than indulgences of the flesh is the solution.  

What we sometimes miss, though, is that decadence and 

degeneracy aren’t just sins of too great a liberty. The collective 

consciousness, emergent entity, or, if you prefer the old biblical word, 

the demon that drives decadence doesn’t stop at offering us ever greater 

liberty. That demon instead wants obedience, just like every other 

demon. That demon doesn’t want you free but wants everyone 

enslaved, turned from God to its own worship.  

And so don’t expect the decadence 

you see around you and in the culture 

to leave you alone as you pursue 

God’s holiness. Recognize instead that 

decadence will be demanding your 

obedience, your obeisance, and your 

conforming behavior. Decadence will 

seek to destroy the liberty that you 

have to worship God in Christ so that you can only worship decadence. 

And if decadence cannot get you because Christ has captured your heart 

for holiness, then decadence will be after your friends, neighbors, and 

children. Be on guard. Beware the tyranny of decadence. Floods drown 

indiscriminately.  

 

Unconquered 
Nearly all the world’s churches are the children of churches in 

hiding. From the time of Rome onward, nations, their rulers and 
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peoples, and history itself have been that hostile to the church. That 

hostility we should know and expect from the Bible’s own revelation 

of evil as the prince of this world. Of course the world would repeatedly 

chase the church and its followers into hiding, for the world is the 

antithesis of the church, very much in need of its Savior. And it’s not 

just churches in communist, Muslim, Hindu, pagan, or secular societies 

that must hide their worship and fellowship. Even America’s churches 

are children of churches in hiding, whether of a reformation sneaking 

from under a papacy, a papacy oppressed by a reformation, or simply 

believers fleeing persecution in their homelands.  

We trust God that the church under 

persecution is the spreading church, the 

working church, the church Jesus Christ is 

leading into victory over all powers and 

nations. Yet we should suspect, too, that 

guarding and hiding the faith modifies its 

form from the way the church might look 

if the church were not in hiding. And 

interestingly, the world has one such 

church, the Ethiopian Orthodox church, 

that has never been in hiding. No one has 

conquered Ethiopia. The Ethiopian 

church, tracing its lineage back to Christ 

and even a thousand years earlier to Solomon, has never been a church 

in hiding. And thus, the Ethiopian church doesn’t look like a church in 

hiding. It hasn’t narrowed its canon, doctrines, and liturgies into things 

that its members can pick up swiftly in the night to spirit away to 

another location. The Ethiopian church instead has an openness and 

richness in raiment, ritual, and routine that its security has fostered. 

How different would we look and act if we found complete security in 

Christ? Find some hints in the linked discussion. 
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Unique 
Christianity isn’t the only religion with a hero god visiting Sheol, 

Hades, or whatever other name the religion wishes to give to the place 

of the dead or the underworld. Ulysses visited Hades; Orpheus escaped 

from the underworld. Scholars collect similar Egyptian, 

Mesopotamian, Greek, Roman, and even Norse and Native American 

stories, both predating and postdating Christ’s earthly ministry. Critics 

use those parallel stories to criticize Christianity as unoriginal, one 

among a pantheon of similar faiths. Harsher critics use those parallel 

stories to label Christianity false. How, then, does one reconcile the 

existence of other descent stories with the account of Christ’s descent?  

The first thing a Christian or any 

other fair-minded person considering 

the parallel accounts must do is to 

recognize that the Christian account is 

unique. Christ wasn’t, for instance, 

merely a living hero god who visited the 

dead. Christ instead died before 

descending. Christ didn’t, like the other 

hero gods, skirt death. Christ instead experienced death fully, humanly, 

publicly, as a hinge point of history on a Roman cross. Christ’s descent 

was thus in a sense totalizing. When Christ died, descended, and then 

ascended, he subsumed, incorporated, and overcame death. Christ 

didn’t just rescue a single soul or fellow god from Sheol, like the 

narratives we find in other religions. He rescued all humankind from 

death, opening heaven to all who would follow him.  

The historicity of Christ’s crucifixion death further distinguishes 

the Christian story from all other parallel accounts. The gospel 

accurately sets Christ’s death in an extraordinary social, political, and 

theological context including a long series of historic events fulfilling 

many hundreds of years of prophecy. Christ’s death and descent was 

the culmination of those many years of prophecy, as well as the three 

years of his public ministry. One could easily wonder whether other 

religions even intend their descent accounts to represent something 
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factual or simply mythical and archetypal. The detailed factual 

accounts surrounding Christ’s crucifixion death and subsequent 

resurrection leave little doubt of the Christian story’s intent. We are to 

properly see Christ as conquering humankind’s final enemy. Christ, as 

the apostle Paul writes for us, swallowed up death in his resurrection 

and ascension victory. And Christ intended that victory for us.  

 

Unique 
Heaven and earth. Earth and heaven. How far apart they seem! We 

inhabit these obviously mortal bodies while living lives clearly mired 

in the earth’s dirt. As followers of Jesus Christ, we know his heavenly 

realm to be real, as real as or more real than the very earth we inhabit. 

We also see the beneficent design and extraordinary beauty of God’s 

good creation, while sensing his objective truth and aspiring to fulfill 

his purpose. We know we are to turn from our blind worldly eye so that 

our inner spiritual eye can catch his heavenly vision. We know, too, 

that God intervenes from heaven in earthly works, especially when we 

call his attention to the name and glory of his beloved Son. Yet as firm 

as we are in this faith, heaven can still seem so far away, pushed even 

farther away by our latest earthly challenge. Shall heaven and earth 

ever meet?  

This question of whether heaven is at 

most an ideal to which spiritual people (the 

atheist would say deluded and foolish 

people) might aspire or is instead real is a 

serious question. The question divides 

believers from non-believers. The question 

also divides those with hope from those 

without hope. But believers, too, can at times wonder how real heaven 

is. We may also imagine that a great divide separates heaven from 

earth, leaving heaven so distant and, at least in this life, unattainable. 

Yet then, the apostle Paul reminds us that heaven and earth meet in the 

person and work of our Lord Jesus Christ. Jesus bridges the great 

divide, bringing heaven and earth together. “Reconciled” is the English 
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translation of the word Paul uses in his epistle to the Colossians. Jesus 

reconciles all things, specifically including heaven and earth, Paul 

writes.  

What does that reconciliation mean? In Jesus, heaven’s reassuring 

order, satisfying hierarchy, ringing purity, and grand relief meets this 

beautiful, good, but confused, chaotic, and dangerous earth. We may 

need to wait for our eternal future in Jesus to get the full and delicious 

taste of heaven. We await Jesus’s return for the earth’s glorious 

redemption. Yet in the life of Jesus today, we sense his imminent 

reconciliation of our present and future homes. All is not a pessimistic 

struggle. All is not waiting for a distant coming, while now in near 

despair. Instead, we take full confidence in heaven’s firm reality, in the 

miracle life, hope, and love of Christ’s redeeming church. Miracle of 

miracles, and hope of hopes: Jesus has brought heaven and earth 

together.  

 

Universality 
Christians rightly have a hard time with universality, with claims 

that anything is the same for everybody. Christ came in the particular, 

as a historical person at a historical time and historical place. Christ 

also came with a unique and specific spiritual mission, introduced 

through a specific historical people and illuminated through a specific 

scriptural text. Christ came to save the world, not just one, two, or a 

few fortunate souls. But Christians aren’t generally universalists, where 

anything and everything goes. Universalism, where Christ is simply 

one of an infinite variety of equal paths heavenward, just isn’t 

traditional Christian faith or core Christian doctrine. 

Yet Christ did come to save the world, 

not just one, two, or a few fortunate souls. 

As the Son through whom the Father made 

the universe, Christ could certainly stake 

every claim to universality, rightly 

understood. The preincarnate God stands 
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outside of and above his creation, thus in every respect being universal. 

And Christ’s incarnation, crucifixion, and resurrection drew 

everything, including death itself, into his redemptive act and path.  

Christians thus can and should hold that Christ is universal in his 

nature and his designs as he carries them out. What isn’t universal is 

our response to him. While loving each of us wholly, fully, and 

eternally, Christ also leaves our ultimate response to us, as his loving 

nature must. What also isn’t universal is the way in which he unfolds 

his revelation. In our limited comprehension, we would find a 

revelation universal in form to be unintelligible. Christ instead revealed 

himself in sufficient specifics, including such precious details as a 

mangered baby, templed boy, beloved friend, marvelous teacher, 

miraculous healer, and crucified Savior, to sear our consciences with 

his wondrous offer. Thank God that Christ is both universal and 

particular.  

 

Unknowns 
Do you value the unknown? The question at first seems obtuse, 

even silly. How can anyone value what they don’t even know? We 

value what we know, like the relationships on which we rely, the skills 

we have learned, and the bank account or home we own. As to the rest, 

those innumerable things that we don’t know, who knows? How can 

one even give value to what one doesn’t know?  

Yet valuing the unknown could be the 

very definition of humility. When we 

value highly only what we know, we are 

likely ignoring things of far greater value. 

After all, who knows more than they don’t 

know? We know far less than we don’t 

know. Do you know what’s happening on 

the other side of the world today? Of course not. We hardly know 

what’s taking place in our own state or city. And we also don’t know 

what happened on the other side of the world yesterday or what may 
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happen there or here tomorrow. Many more things exist about which 

we don’t know than the few things we do know. And the many things 

we don’t know have a cumulative value far in excess of the value of 

things we do know. As smart as we think we are, our knowledge is 

actually tremendously limited. That realization is what could define 

humility. What we don’t know humbles us, hungers us, and draws us, 

while what we know or claim to know breeds our self-assurance and 

arrogance.  

Christ may have had something to say about valuing the unknown 

in his parable of the hidden treasure, what we might also call the field 

of unknown great value. Christ tells us that heaven’s kingdom is like 

treasure hidden in a field; the man who discovered the treasure kept it 

hidden there, selling everything to own the field. How did the man even 

discover the field’s hidden treasure? That man valued the unknown. 

Despite all the Bible tells us about heaven, heaven’s kingdom remains 

to us a hidden treasure. The main thing we know of heaven is that it is 

of unparalleled value. When we value heaven, we largely value the 

unknown. Christ draws us to an unknown, indeed to a kingdom that 

remains unknowable until Christ clothes us in resurrection body. Let 

Christ lead you on, trusting that he alone knows.  

 

Upward 
Upward error, psychologists tell us, isn’t a thing you want to do. 

We perceive things at a certain level. Say, for instance, you stub your 

toe. Now, getting over a stubbed toe may take a painful minute, but it’s 

not generally something that should ruin your day. Yet upward error 

could make it do so. You might, for instance, curse yourself for being 

so clumsy, taking it up a notch. Then you remember how clumsy you 

felt on a date or at a speaking engagement the prior night, taking it up 

another notch. Then you decide that you have always been clumsy, yet 

another notch up, and will always be clumsy, one more notch. The final 

upward error might be to associate clumsiness with unlovability, and 

hence all is lost. For a stubbed toe, a kingdom was lost. Upward error 

can kill, and not just in self-condemnation. Sometimes, the errors are 
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the opposite. One small success can lead to presumptions of bigger 

successes to come and, worse, to presuming that the success was from 

the actor’s own character rather than the grace or generosity of others. 

Entitlement, arrogance, grandiosity, and narcissism all have sources in 

an upward error.  

The challenge is to find a counterbalance 

for upward error. You see, connecting the 

dots can be important. That’s why we do it. 

Sometimes, a stubbed toe means something 

more, like treatable balance or vision issues. 

Sometimes, success does mean we’re good at 

something of which we should do more. But 

we are all human, prone to pushing small 

events, like a friend’s one-time insensitivity, 

up the hierarchy into larger meanings. And 

other things like fatigue, chemical 

imbalances, or a sudden loss, can increase 

our tendency to make upward errors. 

Christians, though, find that counterbalance in their identity in Christ. 

Knowing that one is an adopted child of God can go a long way toward 

minimizing unnecessary self-condemnation. And knowing that one 

requires the rescue and redemption of Christ can go a long way toward 

minimizing arrogance, grandiosity, and presumption. As Christians, we 

try to avoid upward errors of both sorts, the self-condemnation and self-

proclamation. Our identity in Christ helps.  

 

Vacuum 
Nature abhors a vacuum. So the saying goes. But it’s not just nature 

that wants to rush in to fill the void wherever the void may exist. The 

spiritual world works the same way. Isn’t that Jesus’s lesson about the 

demon returning with seven others worse than itself?  
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You may have noticed in your lifetime, or heard and read from the 

experiences of others who have lived longer than you, that Christianity 

has taken a step back from, or seen itself pushed out of, America’s 

public square. If that’s so, then one might trace the loss to any of several 

recent points. Government played obvious roles, banning prayer and 

faith professions from public schools, adopting no-fault divorce, and 

then giving a new definition to marriage. Culture played a role, too, 

with a sexual revolution followed by more 

of the same. Politics abandoned founding 

fathers, education abandoned the classics, 

families abandoned fathers or the other way 

around, and so on. What began as a crack in 

the household’s wall became a full-on 

assault that became a flood.  

That’s one way of seeing it. With Christianity out of not just the 

public square but many more homes, all bets were off. Little or nothing 

remained sacred. Let’s spare one another the frightening statistics of 

drug overdoses, teen suicide, broken homes, domestic abuse, and 

healthy young adults entirely out of the workforce. Think again of 

Jesus’s lesson about the demon returning with seven others worse than 

itself. With Christianity out of the way, just open the door wide to the 

worse-than-ever demons. Say hello to the flood. But while floods are 

catastrophic, they also cleanse the land. Christians can quake in fear or 

turn in disgust with each successive horror. Or Christians can do as 

Christians have always done, which is to keep the fires of faith burning 

ever brighter against the darkening night and spreading flood. Demons 

fill voids. Keep Christ’s light burning brightly, and you’ll leave no 

void.  

 

Virtual 
We live in a virtual world. Well, we live in God’s authentic creation 

but increasingly choose to dwell in a virtual world. How, in such an 

electronic age, with everyone staring at their cell phone, do we stay 

connected with our spiritual community? As Hebrews 10:25 warns, we 
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should not stop meeting and sharing together. We should care for one 

another in the real rather than solely in the virtual. The warm, familiar, 

personal interactions that churches offer is one of their wonderful 

saving graces in an increasingly harsh, materialistic, and technological 

world. 

Virtual communications and information, though, are not all bad 

things. The online world certainly offers its corruptions. Humankind 

drags along its sin wherever humans go. With the internet’s onset, 

doomsayers predicted the corruption of youth. The reality has probably 

been worse than the predictions. Yet electronic forms and forums just 

speed and ease communication. The online world is no more nor less 

evil than we are evil. The internet just makes both evil and good more 

accessible. Churches and other responsible institutions choose to use 

virtual resources for good rather than evil. Covenant Life recognizes 

that virtual communications are important to member connections. The 

church doesn’t want its members trading warm, personal interactions 

at church for purely virtual connections. But the church realizes that 

virtual communications can increase authentic in-person engagement 

at the church and among members. 

Churches should pursue their 

electronic communications to 

increase, not to reduce or substitute 

for, active engagement. Churches 

post sermons on websites not so that 

members and attenders can stay 

home but so that those who must 

miss a service due to illness, travel, 

or incapacity can stay connected with the teaching. Returning to church 

after a week’s absence shouldn’t feel like having to get updated and 

reconnected. Similarly, churches share electronic newsletters, not to 

substitute for weekday and weeknight gatherings but instead to 

encourage fellowship, groups, and gatherings. Newsletters share prayer 

concerns not to substitute for in-person corporate prayer but to extend 

and supplement corporate prayer. And again, family ministries, group 

ministries, and mission-and-outreach ministries make frequent social-
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media posts, not to entertain members or to distract them from 

responsibilities but instead to inform members and encourage and 

inspire their participation in ministries. Ministries use electronic 

management systems to email and text dozens of different audiences, 

from women’s, men’s, and senior groups, to middle schoolers, high 

schoolers, young adults, and parents of young children. 

Churches constantly review and improve electronic 

communications, again not to entertain or distract, or to substitute for 

in-person involvement, but instead to encourage and inspire full 

member engagement with the body of Christ. Churches deploy new 

video resources and local blog and podcast content for the same sound 

reason. Churches constantly train and support staff members in greater 

use of technology resources, pursuing these steps cautiously and 

wisely. Technology can be expensive, unpredictable, and disruptive. It 

also changes quickly. Churches must ensure that the medium, virtual 

communication, does not become the message, a handheld electronic 

idol. We instead put aside all idols to embrace the one true God in Jesus 

Christ. And we embrace one another in holy communion, visiting the 

sick, delivering meals, mourning with those who mourn, and laughing 

with those who laugh.  

Consider your own use of virtual connections with your church and 

its members. Many members have their own email lists, social-media 

friends, and messaging groups composed of other church members. Let 

your church prosper through these many virtual connections. But 

gather in person Sunday morning and at other times to celebrate those 

close connections in authentic community, a community not of 

convenience or transaction but of love, celebration of Christ, and 

sacrificial care. Draw closer to Christ as a body with many members, 

each as important as another, and each sharing the love and care of 

Christ. Virtual connections can be a tool in pursuing a church’s 

profound mission. Like any tool, we need only to use it rightly. 
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Virtue 
Few people today profess virtue as an ambition. And that’s 

peculiar, because ask almost anyone, and they’ll say that they are 

basically a good person, despite that none entirely are. Virtue, though, 

eventually proves itself. Proof of virtue or its absence is inevitable, 

because virtue is that quality of character that puts purity and holiness 

into fruitful action. Virtue is more than staying pure. The hermit, monk, 

or nun can remain pure in their abbey, without any demonstration of 

virtuousness. We see virtue only in action, especially action in contrast 

to the world’s norms. Watch someone closely enough for long enough, 

and you’ll soon see plainly whether they carry that rare quality of 

virtue. 

If we nearly all wish to think of 

ourselves as virtuous, as basically good, 

then how does one truly become so, so as 

not to be a complete hypocrite? The world 

would say virtue results from striving. The 

Bible says otherwise. The Bible reveals 

that God’s grace teaches virtue, by offering 

salvation to all. The Bible places virtue’s source in God rather than in 

ourselves and our own striving. Recall the apostle Paul wanting to do 

good while instead doing the bad that he would rather reject. Without 

embracing God’s grace, Christ’s completed work on the cross, we have 

no hope of doing as we ought, even as we want. Our passions rule us 

until subjected to God’s mercy through the cross. God’s grace, in which 

we find the assurance of salvation, enables us to reject worldly passions 

while living self-controlled and upright lives.  

Virtue, then, is indeed possible, just not in the manner we hope to 

cultivate it. If you want to be good, then good for you, good for those 

around you, and good for the world. But you simply won’t succeed, not 

in the manner and to the degree you ought, without embracing Christ’s 

cross. Know that Christ took your lack of virtue with him to the cross, 

paying your penalty at its utter cost. Then and only then, ever mindful 

and appreciative of that cost, will you find in yourself a modicum of 
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virtue. And when you do find that bit of virtue in yourself, don’t steal 

Christ’s credit. Give credit where credit is clearly due, laying your 

pride, too, at the foot of the cross. 

 

Voices 
People today have problems accepting a biblical worldview in 

which fallen spiritual beings influence our daily actions. Christ 

constantly casting out demons is one of the New Testament’s more-

curious features, unpalatable to the modern mind. The scientific 

materialist lens through which we view the world today simply doesn’t 

permit demonic speculation.  

Yet we know that outside influences, 

whatever they are and from wherever they come, 

affect our thinking and actions. That, after all, is 

what advertising is all about: to get us to do 

things we wouldn’t otherwise. Indeed, many of 

us are getting better at recognizing how 

technology companies and social media 

platforms, not to mention parties, politicians, 

governments, and others with the wealth and 

means, are increasingly manipulating, limiting, 

and promoting information to produce patterns of 

human behavior that serve their interests. Today, in these modern 

times, we certainly face, endure, and sometimes succumb to outside 

influences, we later learn against our better Christian judgment. 

Propaganda has been around since ancient times. The internet, social 

media, and cell phones just make it much more prevalent.  

How, though, do these increasingly powerful and increasingly 

obvious technological influences relate to the biblical worldview of 

fallen spirits working vigorously against God’s Holy Spirit? We rightly 

see as a desire of our own deadly flesh, our sinful tendency to succumb 

to outside influences. If we were just a good bit more disciplined and a 
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good bit less filled with fleshly appetites, we wouldn’t be nearly so 

vulnerable to tempting ads and manipulative misinformation.  

Yet we should also recognize that these outside things emanate 

from powers and principalities, as the apostle Paul described them. Call 

them principles and concepts if your modern mind won’t accept Paul’s 

spiritual form. But whatever you call them, they’re out there, emerging 

out of our own individual and collective sin while also organizing that 

sin into powerfully oppressive systems. This isn’t conspiracy talk or 

crazy talk. It’s just the Bible. Turn your face toward God. Listen to his 

Holy Spirit. When the Spirit shows that something tempts you, run 

from it. Hold fast to God’s word. Live within God’s kingdom in a 

community of trustworthy faith. Don’t succumb to demonic patterns 

and systems. 

 

Wired 
Turns out we’re wired for small things. That’s right: God’s design 

for the human brain produces more of a chemical that serves as a sort 

of neurological fuel, when our smallest action produces a positive 

result. Get out of bed in the morning, and your brain chemistry 

suddenly says you can do just a little more. Get dressed, and you’ve got 

another chemical bump. Fix breakfast and clean up the kitchen, and 

more energy floods the brain. The steps don’t have to be large or even 

very consequential to kick your mind into gear. Just closing the cereal 

box properly could be your big boost.  

Of course, small things accumulate into 

bigger things. The encouragement that a clean, 

ordered, and stimulating home interior brings 

can nurture, feed, and fuel a family’s spirit. And 

the brain’s chemistry is your ally not just at home 

but also at work. Just opening the new file at 

work can lead to getting started on that new 

assignment, which can lead to getting into the 

new assignment, which can lead to wrapping it 
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up. One doesn’t write a novel, cross the ocean in a sailboat, or climb 

Everest all at once. Progress comes in the smallest steps, put logically 

together toward larger goals. And God has given our brains the 

physiological makeup for that progress. As Christ once said, to trust 

with a little is to trust with a lot. Put your trust in small steps to see 

what God will do with the big ones.  

 

Witnessing 
Witnessing is core to faith in Jesus Christ. To witness is to tell of 

something important that one has observed. To Christ followers, no 

observation is more profound, more earth shaking, or indeed better 

news than Jesus rose from his grave, taking his followers with him. 

Death is life’s greatest threat. We don’t want our family members and 

friends to die. We want them to join us in eternal life. Indeed, Jesus’s 

Great Commission is to make disciples of all nations. Incredibly, 

graciously, he asks us to participate actively in his salvation of the 

world. And so witnessing isn’t something bold and peculiar that only a 

few Christians do. Witnessing isn’t weird, foreign, and unfamiliar. 

Witnessing is instead personal and urgent, a privilege that all Christians 

should do. 

The Bible both confirms why we 

witness and suggests how we ought to 

do so. The good news we carry is God’s 

power for salvation for all who believe. 

And so we are to become all things to 

all people so that we may save some. 

We are to always prepare to give reason 

for our hope but only gently and with 

respect. Our speech should always 

answer with the gospel’s salt but only 

graciously. And so, with the Spirit’s 

power, proclaiming Christ to everyone, indeed to the whole creation, 

we are Christ’s witnesses to the ends of the earth. Our hope is to shine 

like the stars forever by turning many to righteousness. 
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So once again, we witness to the glory of the risen Christ because 

in that observation lies our victory over everything, even over our most 

formidable enemy death. We witness because Christ commands and 

compels it, and because we love others as he loved us. We don’t let 

shame or embarrassment deter us. We witness to everyone and 

everything, by both word and action. And we witness in the Spirit’s 

power anticipating a promised reward forever. Today and every day, 

put on your witness hat. You owe Christ your life, and you want life 

for your family and friends. 

 

Words 

Words get used up. It’s a strange phenomenon, but truly, people 

stop listening to words or phrases once we have used those words to 

the point of over-familiarity. We just stop listening when we’ve heard 

it all before. Indeed, the one speaking the words stops thinking about 

them when the words get so familiar that they become trite. The reason 

for this might have something to do with how we sense and think. 

Anything so familiar that it no longer catches the attention of our 

senses, whether our eyes or ears or palate, doesn’t give our mind the 

opportunity to consider or reconsider it. We naturally respond to things 

that stimulate us. Once they no longer stimulate, we can’t help but 

ignore them. Like driving all the way home on an old commute without 

even once thinking about the roadway or passing scenery, we just stop 

thinking about the familiar even as we follow it. 

The concern for persons of faith is 

that faith constructs would grow 

overly familiar. In Christ, we follow a 

God who desires our intimacy. Yet we 

shouldn’t be so sure that intimacy 

means familiarity. Some things of 

God, indeed many things of God, 

should remain mysterious to us, 

arresting us, causing us to stop, stand in awe, and perhaps even fall to 

the knees in humility. A faith grown so familiar as to no longer catch 
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the devotee’s attention may be a faith grown cold and in danger of 

waning. So, don’t let your faith dialogue with friends or even your own 

internal musings constantly follow the same words in the same 

patterns, without occasionally listening for the Spirit to refresh them. 

And don’t employ used-up words when discussing faith with the non-

believer. Non-believers may be without faith because they’ve never 

heard faith expressed freshly, in ways that spark their curiosity and 

attention.  

 

Worldviews 
Christians are generally familiar with the idea of a worldview. 

Christians know worldviews because their own worldview, the 

authentic one with which the Bible blesses them, is so distinct from the 

implicit worldview others learn from public schooling and popular 

culture. Christians also generally appreciate the power that a worldview 

has, whether positive or negative, over the course and prosperity of a 

life, indeed also of a community and nation. The Bible repeatedly 

illustrates how even a chosen people Israel can catastrophically fail 

when swapping a biblical worldview for the pagan, materialistic, 

hedonistic, or other distorted lenses and ideologies the world offers. 

Moderns don’t generally worship Baal, Molech, and Asherah, but they 

certainly worship their modern equivalents. And when they do, disaster 

generally sooner or later follows. Yes, the wicked sometimes prosper, 

but only for a time and never eternally.  

Yet as powerful as we know 

worldviews are, think for a moment 

what makes them so powerful. To 

guide a person at all, as some kind of 

semi-functioning outlook no matter 

how weak or distorted, a worldview 

must have coherence, which means a 

sort of sticking together in some kind of 

unity, and purpose, which means directing its holder to some form of 

goal. Unity is necessary to give the holder some kind of world construct 
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within which to think, choose, and operate. Purpose is necessary to give 

the holder some kind of value system or hierarchy within which to 

choose. A materialistic, Darwinian worldview, for instance, might 

explain to a person why life often seems so hard while also giving the 

person a survival-of-the-fittest rationale to act, protect, and acquire. A 

New Age, buddhist, or other worldview would give different reasons 

prompting different actions, but each worldview would have 

explanatory power and spur purposive action. 

Incomplete, distorted, weak worldviews tend to fail in their 

explanatory power. They also tend not to prompt consistent directed 

action tending to achieve desirable results. The consequences can be 

anxiety, distraction, confusion, and even loss of energy leading to 

depression. Not every such symptom has its cause in a worldview issue. 

Poor mental health can have a long list of physiological and 

environmental causes. But a sound worldview can, over the long haul, 

make an enormous difference in the quality of one’s life, activities, 

outlook, and relationships. We don’t worship the Father, Son, and Holy 

Spirit simply because such an outlook has immeasurable eternal 

blessings. But we’re also very glad that worldview does. Hold fast to 

the truth, and help others do so, too. 

 

Xenomania 

The scriptures deal a lot with the familiar versus the foreign. On 

one hand, the Israelites had God’s command not to worship foreign 

gods. Israelites needed caution in forming treaties with foreign powers 

or marrying foreign wives, lest like Solomon they fall prey to foreign 

idolatries. Today, some might call that caution xenophobic. But 

xenomania, xenophobia’s opposite involving excessive attraction to the 

foreign and unfamiliar, is its own problem. Solomon was not just 

xenial, meaning hospitable to strangers, in his attractions. He went 

farther, marrying hundreds of foreigners. Solomon somehow remained 

devoted to God, even as his building projects promoted worship of 

other deities. But Israel quickly fell into apostasy. Beware foreign 

influences.  
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Yet the scriptures also admonish us 

to treat foreigners with the same equity 

as one’s neighbors and one’s own. 

Foreigners are our neighbors, maybe just 

a little farther away in their origins. And 

so we take pains to understand the needs, 

language, and customs of the immigrant, 

even as we invite the immigrant to learn 

our own needs, language, and customs. We grant the immigrant equal 

opportunity, not just to participate in the economy working and 

providing for oneself and one’s family but also to know the Lord. We 

welcome the stranger for worship, fellowship, and ministry, knowing 

that the last to enter may be first in the kingdom. We do not fellowship 

in our church but in the Lord’s church, in which the most-recent 

professing and confessing guest is as much one of the body of Christ 

as the most-senior member. Be neither xenophobic nor xenomanic. 

God loves the whole world deeply.  

 

Yeast 

Yeast is one of the scripture’s clearest symbols. Indeed, Jesus 

himself used yeast to teach his disciples that they were to understand 

the world symbolically, not always literally. Recall the moment when 

Jesus warned the disciples to beware the yeast 

of the religious leaders. The disciples, thinking 

literally, assumed Jesus was chastising them for 

forgetting bread. No, Jesus remonstrated, he 

had just fed five thousand and then four 

thousand more from his own bread. Jesus then 

repeated to beware the religious leaders’ yeast, 

forcing the disciples to draw their own correct 

conclusion that Jesus had construed yeast 

symbolically for the infection of the religious 

leaders’ false teaching. 
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The lesson is not just that Jesus frequently taught indirectly, 

parabolically, using parables and symbolism, to disguise his meaning 

from those who would reject it anyway. It’s not just that Jesus may 

have been prolonging his time to preach and teach, by not confronting 

the religious leaders directly until his time had come for crucifixion. 

The lesson may be that the world itself is symbolic. We do not 

understand the world unless and until we see its relationships among 

common forms. Understanding is always symbolic, dependent on the 

relationship of symbols to events and conditions. The more ready we 

are to see the richness and depth of the world’s symbols, the better we 

understand it, and the better we understand Jesus. 

So yes, yeast helps to make bread by spreading through the flour, 

oil, and water until the dough rises. That’s how a materialist would see 

yeast, and that’s how the disciples saw it. But broadly, yeast shows the 

world’s propensity to turn a pinch of poison into a thoroughgoing 

infection, whether the subject is bread, the human body, religious 

instruction, or any other item, entity, or situation. Yeast shows that you 

can’t make holiness with a single confession or worship service. You 

must instead at all times guard the body, discerning and rejecting the 

infection. The world is symbolic, and Jesus consummated its 

symbolism.  

 

Zeal 

Zealousness is a difficult scriptural construct. On one hand, we 

hope to be zealous for the Lord. We want our passion for the Lord to 

burn at all times, never letting its flame go out. Yet we know that 

Jesus’s earthly ministry did not embrace the zealots of that day. The 

zealots of that day were out for a political or earthly kingdom, or a 

kingdom won by violence rather than love, not the Lord’s kingdom. 

We want to be zealous for the Lord but not zealous in ways that distort 

the ministry of his Spirit among us. How, though, do we accomplish 

that balance? How do we keep the flame burning but not let the flame 

burn what it ought not? 
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God, of course, is the author of 

our faith. His Spirit inhabits and 

consumes us, flaming the fire of our 

passion for our beloved Lord Jesus 

Christ. His zeal should indeed 

consume us, refining our desires so 

that we turn from the flesh for the 

things of his kingdom, the things he 

desires to see from us and in us. Scripture also permits us and even 

encourages us to radiate our zeal for the Lord, proclaiming his word of 

love boldly. We know from the apostle Paul that God can turn our 

misguided zeal to the zeal he desires we exhibit. When still the Pharisee 

Saul, the apostle Paul was zealous for religious forms that his teachers 

had emptied of their sacred content. Yet Paul turned to the Lord on the 

Damascus road, to learn how to be properly zealous.  

So, let’s not give up our zeal for the Lord in favor of a misguided 

timidity. Yet let’s also accept the Spirit’s discernment that our zeal 

should be for the Lord and not for our own misguided agendas. We 

shouldn’t be persecuting others as Paul once did, nor desiring to call 

fire down on others as James and John once did, so that Jesus 

nicknamed them “sons of thunder.” Let’s learn to thunder our love for 

the Lord while leaving the fire of judgment to God and others. Let’s 

discern, admonish, and teach with all wisdom, even zealously, but hold 

the deadly fire.  
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Conclusion 
 

Take any hundred or two-hundred topics like those above, and 

you’ll see how incredibly rich and complex things of faith are. The big 

questions, the important questions, they go so deep. The world in which 

we live and the conditions under which we live are not simple. They 

are not obvious. Things are instead subtle and profound. God hasn’t 

placed us in a black-and-white, okey-dokey world. He is far too deep, 

tantalizing, and awe striking to cast us into a child’s play, undemanding 

world. But no, that’s not quite it. God isn’t as challenging as he is 

simply because he is what he is. God is so mysteriously magnificent, 

so fine drawn and elusive to us, because he loves us. Consider another 

hundred or two-hundred subjects, and he will have more to reveal about 

them. A life oriented toward God is a life of constant reorienting away 

from the plain and mundane toward an ever-flowing revelation of ever-

richer meaning. Never assume you’ve figured it all out. Those who see 

are those who know they’re blind.  
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