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   Foreword
 
   By Marye Stunz
 
    
 
   “Behold these Christians, how they love one another.” 
 
   “They’ll know we are Christians by our love.” 
 
   In my first experiences of Christian community, almost 40 years ago, these were commonly heard and important phrases. I was given to know that we Christians had a responsibility to be an example to the world of what true love, God’s kind of love, looked like. It was common amongst some of us to call each other “brother” and “sister,” implying the closest relationship we could imagine, family loyalty. And we were responsible to see that each other’s needs were met, as well as our own; to laugh with those who laughed, weep with those who wept. We were striving for an ideal. Most of us did not know very much about the principles by which the Kingdom of Heaven operates; all we knew was that we were required to walk beside and serve our fellows.
 
   As I grew older and began to rear a family of my own, my thinking was changed. I did meet Christians who genuinely loved others, reached out to the needs they saw; but I met many who, other than church attendance and refraining from some common habits, seemed little different from the folks who lived next door to me. Some few had been trained to put their lives at the service of the Body of Christ, whether in the ministry or as laypeople, but their number was small and the message did not seem to be widespread. 
 
   I know that true love opens its hearts to more and more people; it grows, like Jesus’ ministry grew and touched more and more people. 
 
   When our small family moved across the country and started over in New York, the core attitude, the true loving-kindness of some of people we found in our church astounded me. Our third child was born just two weeks after we first walked in the doors and yet the people there acted towards us as their own cherished family. They organized dinners to be brought to us, either at church or at the house, for more than two full weeks. One woman found out (I don’t know how) that I had been going to the laundromat throughout my pregnancy, and took it upon herself to do our laundry every week for a month. Do you know how much laundry is generated by a family with two toddlers and a newborn? And yet later when I tried to express my gratitude for her taking this burden for me, she answered quite practically, “It needed to be done, and I could do it.” 
 
   I set myself at that time to learn what these people knew about loving one another. They were reaching for an ideal, not in a naïve way but in a practical way. “You can’t serve God without serving His people,” someone said.
 
   It turned out that this particular group of people had all sat under the same pastor, who taught them that they owed all their time, all their days, all their life, to God. No question, no exceptions. And they were taught that God’s will was to see love between His children.  
 
   Since that time, through experiences with many churches, I have seen only a few people, usually individuals, truly motivated to serve God by serving their brothers and sisters in Christ. But why don’t we see this more often?
 
   For one thing, loving one another has seldom been taught in churches I attended other than as a condemnation for NOT loving enough, not “walking the love walk.” If one could feel bad enough about not loving your brother on Sunday, one could breeze through the week ignoring needs and saying, “I’m not really up to” (or worse, “feeling led to”) babysitting your children, praying in the Spirit for your marriage, driving you to the doctor, cooking you a dinner, cleaning your house when you’re sick.  
 
   Or, for fear of not being loving, we gave hours and hours –sometimes weeks, months, years – of time to people whose needs were emotional and selfish; who were not growing in the Lord and loving more and more people, but simply using us to try to fill their own empty places.
 
   I have heard plenty of sermons about God’s love toward me (thank Heaven! To know we are loved is our greatest need) but few about practical ways to let this love flow out into the Body of Christ – except, of course, in working in some ministry in the church. We want to show God’s love, but we only see openings as a nursery worker, a Sunday School teacher, and maybe if we do the right thing, as a preacher or singer in the services.
 
   It seems that a generation has been taught that knowing God loves us, and focusing our OWN “extravagant love” toward God is all of what God wills – “Love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul!” Are we forgetting that Jesus said right afterwards, “The second most important law is like it: love your neighbor as yourself”? 
 
   I think nobody will deny that trying times are upon us. Unless we have deep and true loyalties and relationships with one another, how will our church communities hold? As we suffer setbacks or the problems of life, isn’t it the true love of the people around us that enables us to go on? It is our Father’s will that we truly know what it is to love one another, as He loves us.
 
   And why would anyone want to join with us if we can’t show them the difference between our lives and other people’s? EVERYBODY, no matter who, no matter how situated, needs love. How can we show it to outsiders if we don’t know it within the Body of Christ?
 
   We need this book, we NEED this message, because we need to be able to shine our light out in an increasingly dark and scary world. Please let God use this book to help us become a truly unified Body, with real power to reach out and draw in the lost.  
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 1
 
   A Body of Brothers
 
    
 
   Our Higher Calling
 
   How do you begin a book that examines the issues of Christian brotherhood? How do you attempt to define God’s perspective regarding a topic as complex as human relationships? Perhaps the best way to start is by making a simple but important acknowledgement: that we should expect our relationships within the Body of Christ to be substantially different than those found in the world.
 
   As believers, our relationships with one another are a reflection of the relationships that we have with God. Every friendship, casual acquaintance, working relationship, or family bond that we build must include Jesus as a third party if we are going to define it as “Christian” in nature.
 
   As such, these relationships are not simply held to a higher standard, they are defined in ways that are radically different than those found in the world. In the kingdom of God we simply do not have the same relational priorities as people of the world. We do not operate by the same set of rules. Nowhere is this made more clear than in the simple commandment given to us by Jesus Himself: 
 
   “A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another; as I have loved you, that you also love one another. By this all will know that you are My disciples, if you have love for one another” (John 13:34-35). 
 
   Right there in black and white (or maybe in red, depending on your Bible) we are given the standard of love that we must reach in each and every relationship that we hold – one set by Jesus Himself. Of course we are a church made of imperfect people, and as such we won’t always get it right. Nevertheless, there is a greater calling, a higher spirit of brotherhood towards which we are instructed to strive. Our relationships with one another are designed by God to be models of genuine care, support, edification, acceptance, and mercy. The bonds that we form with one another can be beautiful, whole, and healthy: lasting beacons of the transformative power of God and practical examples of His limitless and unfailing love.
 
   Yet we cannot deny that in many ways we have fallen short of this, the height of our calling. So what do we do when our bonds of Christian brotherhood are threatened, overshadowed and even (at times) broken by the very real relational problems that we face in life? What do we do when we find ourselves acting not out of brotherly love, but out of our own personal jealousies, unforgiveness, or judgment? What is our reaction to finding contention and strife in our churches, where we should hope to see peace and harmony? How should we respond to the gossip, anger, bitterness, offense, and resentments that have taken root within our marriages, friendships, and ministries?
 
   These are not easy questions, and yet the answers that God provides in His Word seem almost simplistic in nature. Understanding these foundational principles, and using them to redefine our relationships is the basis for this book.
 
    
 
   The Reality of Division
 
   I remember when God first opened my eyes to this issue. Nothing personally significant happened to me, I did not have a moment of epiphany; but suddenly I began to witness and take note of example after example of Christian men and women (myself included) treating others with less respect, less care, and less love than could be found among people of the world. It was an incredibly sad and sobering period in my life as God began to unveil to me how far we have wandered from His design and purpose for our relationships.
 
   At first I was truly baffled by the whole thing; especially because I really do believe that most Christians are living lives in which we actively pursue the heart of Jesus. None of us are perfect, but I believe that across every denomination and every country the Body of Christ is tied together by a fundamental desire for a closer relationship with our Lord. We have embraced a faith of love, of peace, and of servanthood; and we truly admire and even strive to live as examples of those attributes. But in the practical way in which we interact with one another on a daily basis a very different reality exists.
 
   We gossip, we lie, and we hold on to unforgiveness and resentments just like people in the world. We are willing to show mercy, but only up to a point. We are willing to be selfless, but only towards those whom we deem worthy. We strive to walk in the love of God, but struggle with expressing it to those who have hurt or disappointed us. We judge and criticize, we put our own interests before those of others, and we carefully guard ourselves against attack from those who are supposed to be our brothers. 
 
   So where is the disparity? How can a people who are so earnestly devoted to seeking the will of our loving and caring God have such a different standard in our relationships with one another? I spent a lot of time in prayer about the topic, and when God finally gave me His answer, He started in the book of Genesis: 
 
   Then the Lord said to Cain, “Where is Abel your brother?” He said “I do not know. Am I my brother's keeper?” (Genesis 4:9).
 
   When I read that verse it shook something inside me. Cain’s bitter tone, his apparent indifference, his casual dismissal of his own responsibility for his brother's well-being hit home with me. Suddenly I recognized the state of this man's heart. His unforgiveness, his selfishness, his anger were all too familiar. I saw in his attitude a reflection of my own worst qualities – relational shortcomings that could be found in my heart, in my relationships, and also in the lives of my fellow believers everywhere. And in that seeing, I understood, as though for the first time, that this problem was born from Cain’s own perspective, from his own misunderstanding of how God had designed his relationship of brotherhood to work.
 
   From that moment forward God led me along a journey of revelation in which I rediscovered the basic principles of Biblical brotherhood and love. It was never easy, and I found myself personally challenged many times along the way. Nevertheless, it brought me closer to the heart of God as I began to see the men and women who surrounded me through His eyes, with His perspective, and no longer my own. This book lays out the simple truths that I rediscovered in an attempt to help each of us find the answer to that very basic question: am I my brother’s keeper?
 
    
 
   A House Divided
 
   Before we can begin looking for an answer, though, we must first understand the true seriousness of the problem. We must realize that the mistreatment, the offense, and the strife that we see throughout the modern church are not merely issues of external behaviors, but of internal attitudes. There is a problem with the very perspective by which we as Christians view one another. It is an issue born of our human imperfection, and one that has existed since the beginning of our history. The problem, simply put, is that we exist as a house divided.
 
   At first that might seem like a melodramatic overstatement of the obvious. After all, division, disagreement, and conflict are the unfortunate but unavoidable side effects of the way things work in this world. When everyone is looking out for their own self-interests and operating according to their own idea of what is best, conflict, and the resulting division, are inevitable. That’s just the way things work.
 
   However, God created the church to be different. In fact, within the Body of Christ the existence of division and strife is not only dangerous, it is deadly.
 
   “Every kingdom divided against itself is brought to desolation, and every city or house divided against itself will not stand” (Matthew 12:25b).
 
   When Jesus spoke these words, it was to silence the critics who suggested that He was only able to cast out demons by using demonic power. It was a specific rebuke to those who looked at His ministry in order to condemn it, and that in itself contains a lesson for us. However, the truth of these words is universal and can be applied beyond that specific scenario to every area of our lives.
 
   Even the language that Jesus used in this verse was all-inclusive. He said that every kingdom divided against itself is brought to desolation. He did not speak of “this” kingdom or “a certain” house. He spoke of every kingdom, every house. He could just as easily have been speaking of every ministry, every family, or every church. No matter what group of people comes together, no matter what unites them, they can only thrive spiritually as long as division has not taken root in their midst.
 
   Division is deadly. It will always and without exception tear down the strongest of kingdoms. Whenever a group of people allows division to enter into their midst, destruction is sure to follow. It is like a cancer that eats away at a body from the inside out. A single cancer cell may seem insignificant, but once it has taken root it will grow, multiply, and spread. Soon that cancerous tissue will begin to sap the body of its nutrients. Given time, it will move into and disrupt the functions of multiple systems and organs within the body. Eventually those cancerous cells will spread far enough and destroy enough systems to kill the body completely.
 
   In the same way, division often starts as a small and insignificant thing, but can lead to disastrous consequences. It could start as a quarrel between two people, a single hurt or offended church member, or a difference of opinion that is not resolved. At first it might seem an insignificant thing, but when it is allowed to linger this problem can become an issue that grows, gains strength, and spreads throughout the members of a ministry or congregation. Soon people start to take sides, and it begins to affect their ability to work together, hurting the function of different ministries. It starts to consume people’s time, energy, and focus. More importantly, it saps the church of the spiritual strength that can only be found in unity. Eventually the efforts and resources of the people within the church become so crippled by the internal “politics” of division, that they are no longer available to be used in the cause of Christ.
 
   Once a church (or any group) has reached the stage where all of its power is eaten up with infighting it has been brought, as Jesus put it, to desolation. The church may still be standing, the members may still be in attendance, but if no one is being spiritually fed, if the community is not being reached, if the members of ministry are too busy playing referee (or even fighting among themselves) to spend time ministering to the lost and the broken, then what is the point?
 
   Now in giving these instructions I do not praise you, since you come together not for the better but for the worse. For first of all, when you come together as a church, I hear that there are divisions among you... (1 Corinthians 11:17-18a).
 
   Paul’s rebuke to the Corinthian church in this verse was serious. He went so far as to say that their gathering did them more harm than good! The division that existed in their midst completely hindered them from fulfilling their purpose. Their coming together did not actually bring them together in any real way. Rather, it provided a forum in which division and strife were able to thrive.
 
   We must make sure that when we come together we are united in a common purpose. We cannot allow our differences to create an atmosphere of murmuring, strife, complaining, or fighting among us. When we allow any form of division to take root in our midst it will inevitably destroy all that we hold dear. In fact, division is one of the few things that has the ability to render the mighty and powerful church of the living God completely impotent, lifeless, and ineffectual. This is why the apostle Paul stressed the vital importance of remaining in unity with one another:
 
   Now I plead with you, brethren, by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that you all speak the same thing, and that there be no divisions among you, but that you be perfectly joined together in the same mind and in the same judgment  (1 Corinthians 1:10).
 
   Paul knew the importance of unity to the survival of the church. He understood the damage that division could do. He therefore begged us not merely to coexist but to stand in agreement, fully united in mind and thought.
 
    
 
   A Body Bound Together
 
   But why does God require that we build relationships that are so radically different than those in the world? Why is the division that is so commonly found in the world’s relationship model so damaging to us as Christians? And why are our relationships with one another so important to Him anyway? 
 
   After all, some might argue that our faith is about an individual and personal relationship with Jesus, and that our relationships with one another must therefore be less significant. That argument, however, overlooks one important factor. You see, while God calls His church the bride of Christ, emphasizing the central necessity of our personal relationships with Him, He also refers to us as the Body of Christ, indicating (among other things) how closely each Christian’s life is bound to His.
 
   No one can ever claim that someone was kind to them but mean to their body. We would never think that someone took care of us if they abused our bodies. We understand that what affects a body affects the person. So if the other Christians that surround us are truly members of the Body of Christ, that means we can’t attempt to differentiate between the way we treat them and the way we treat Him. They are the same thing.
 
   For as the body is one and has many members, but all the members of that one body, being many, are one body, so also is Christ. For by one Spirit we were all baptized into one body—whether Jews or Greeks, whether slaves or free—and have all been made to drink into one Spirit. For in fact the body is not one member but many (1 Corinthians 12:12-14).
 
   Paul emphasized in this passage that as believers we are all one being in Christ. No matter what our personal backgrounds, no matter what our cultures, no matter how different we may be – we each contain the same Spirit of God, and as such we are bound together into a single united self.
 
   Many Christians don’t fully understand this truth. We presume that it is our similarities, our common interests, or our working relationships with one another that tie us together. We see these things as the basis for the relationships that we form with our fellow believers. But that misunderstanding is dangerous because of how easily such bonds can be broken. If we are relying on our commonality to unify us, we will always fall into division. That is why it is so vital for us to realize that it is not those ties, but always the Spirit of God that binds us together as one.
 
   We have the Spirit of God living within us. That means that we are now identified as His. We are each a part of His Body no matter who we are, where we came from, or how we define ourselves. We no longer live or function as simple individuals.
 
   Of course, I’m not claiming that we have lost our individuality, but being a part of Christ’s Body means that we are no longer alone. We each now have a part to play as a member of something greater than ourselves, and that greater something must become more valuable to us than the individual goals and desires towards which we once strove. We are now inescapably tied to our fellow believers, no matter what differences stand between us. Realizing this is the first step towards removing the barriers of competition and division that can so easily divide us from one another.
 
    
 
   The Body Needs Every Member
 
   But now indeed there are many members, yet one body. And the eye cannot say to the hand, “I have no need of you”; nor again the head to the feet, “I have no need of you.” No, much rather, those members of the body which seem to be weaker are necessary (1 Corinthians 12:20-22).
 
   Could you imagine if one day your liver decided that it didn't like the garbage that was being pumped through it, and started to reject your blood as a result? Imagine if your white blood cells got tired of hearing about how your skin was your best defense against disease and decided to go on strike to demonstrate to the rest of the body how essential they were. Or what if your brain and your spinal cord got into a fight and stopped communicating? The results would be terrible, wouldn't they?
 
   We understand in natural terms that when our cells and organs stop working together the results are painful, debilitating, even life threatening. We would never want a single system or tissue in our bodies to go awry, to be cut off, or to stop working properly. And yet so often that is exactly what we do to ourselves as the Body of Christ!
 
   People take sides, build barriers, and find ways to separate themselves from one another. Some of us decide that others are not worthy of our attention or deserving of our love. We cut others out of our circle of influence. We gossip about people or spread stories about how others have wronged us. We refuse to work with people we don’t like. Or even worse, we refuse to fulfill our role in the Body at all! We just sit there in the pew, receiving the word week after week, but refusing to allow God to use us because of bitterness, fears, contentions, or resentments that have taken root in our hearts.
 
   But what we don’t understand is that we cannot expect to survive, let alone succeed, until every single member of our Body is healthy, effective, and working together towards a common goal. Every single injured member affects our overall health and strength. That means that whenever we offend, tear down, hurt, or stand in opposition against someone else in the church we are actually doing harm to ourselves.
 
   This puts the issues of quarreling, infighting, personal opposition, and strife in a whole new light. We must realize that any separation that we instigate or nurture is doing serious damage, both to us and to everyone around us.
 
   For the sake of the Body, therefore, we must agree to work together no matter what the cost. For the sake of our own spiritual health and strength we must be willing to bind ourselves eternally to our brothers and sisters. We must present our Lord with a Body that is whole, healthy, strong, and complete. To settle for anything less would be a disservice to ourselves, to our God, and to those who are in need of what we have to offer.
 
    
 
   Yes ... YOUR Relationships Matter
 
   Yet even though they understand how important the health of the Body of Christ is to their own success, many Christians still work from the mistaken premise that their personal conflicts cannot cause any real problems as long as they don’t interfere with their ability to remain within a group, or hinder that group’s ability to perform a given task. But there is a significant difference between being able to coexist or work together and being able to stand in true agreement with one another. To work together only requires that everyone be submitted to one final decision. You can work with someone you don’t trust. You can work with people that you hate. Even the world manages to do that!
 
   However, God did not design us to merely coexist. He called us to walk, to live, and to labor in true unity with one another. Too often we settle for worshiping and living our lives in proximity to other Christians rather than truly united and bound together with them. We deceive ourselves into believing that if we manage to coexist without open fighting, then it should be good enough. We assume that it’s all right if there is disagreement or even strife between individuals as long as we are all submitted to the same Lord. But the unity that God expects from us goes far beyond that. It is a unity of total agreement, a perfect joining together, so that every person is not only moving in the same direction, but moving with the same purpose and in the same spirit.
 
   In other words, just because you are not a pastor or a minister does not mean that your relationships are not important to the overall welfare of the church. Even if you have no real or official responsibility within the structure of a church, your very existence within that group makes you responsible to stand in absolute unity with every other person who is there with you. God did not say that division among leadership is deadly, He said that division is deadly period. Even as a layperson, even as a brand new Christian, your relationships have an effect on the spiritual state of the church as a whole. It is therefore essential for each of us to pursue unity at any cost.
 
   But realistically speaking, how can a unity of that magnitude be achieved? How can any gathering of believers be expected to stand in complete agreement on anything, let alone everything? We each have our own minds, or own ways of doing things, our personal preferences. How can we reconcile our inevitable differences with the unity to which we are called?
 
   The key, which we will examine throughout the remainder of this book, lies in changing the perspective by which we view our relationships with one another. More specifically, it requires that we let go of the competitive and self-serving attitudes that we have brought with us from our time in the world, replacing them with a godly, Body-focused set of priorities. Yes, God has made us all individually different, but those differences do not need to cause friction or strife in our midst. We can stop coming into conflict with one another when we stop perceiving each other as competitors and recognize instead that we are co-laborers.
 
   When we can let go of our worldly perceptions of our relationships, when our priority is no longer about getting our way but focused instead on finding a way to work as one, then the differences between individual members of our Body can no longer produce strife. When being unified becomes more important to us than being proven right, then the choices that we make will reflect our shifting priorities, and unity will no longer be a struggle.
 
   At the end of the day it all comes down to a matter of our priorities and our perspective. As long as we remain focused on promoting ourselves, achieving our individual goals, or measuring ourselves against one another there will always be strife. How could there not be? Wherever we allow our individual purposes to take priority over the good of the church as a whole, we are in a competitive mindset. When that happens we are acting with the same perspective as the world. That is how division is formed, how it takes root, and how it is allowed to remain in our midst!
 
   For you are still carnal. For where there are envy, strife, and divisions among you, are you not carnal and behaving like mere men? For when one says, “I am of Paul,” and another, “I am of Apollos,” are you not carnal? (1 Corinthians 3:3-4).
 
   Division always comes from our own carnality. Our need to be right, to prove someone wrong, to be acknowledged or praised, to pass judgment, to protect and defend ourselves, or to hold authority all stems from the same place – the mindset that focuses on ourselves as the greatest priority in our lives.
 
   In contrast, if we are able to let go of our selfish and competitive urges and take on God’s perspective things will change dramatically. When that happens we are no longer fueled by a need to get our own way, to receive our due, or to shape the church, the ministry, or the lives of others to fit our own ideals. Instead, we will look to meet the needs of the church, the needs of others, and the needs of the world before our own. When we can each learn to defer to one another as a matter of course, the friction that causes strife will be completely removed from our midst. Our decision to put others first will turn us into peacemakers.
 
   These six things the Lord hates, Yes, seven are an abomination to Him: A proud look, a lying tongue, hands that shed innocent blood, a heart that devises wicked plans, feet that are swift in running to evil, a false witness who speaks lies, and one who sows discord among brethren (Proverbs 6:16-19).
 
   Discord is a dangerous arena in which to dabble. Like every other carnal trap, it may seem innocent enough at first. We may believe that a scarred or broken relationship here or there is unavoidable and therefore acceptable. We may even be able to justify our own actions by pointing fingers of blame at someone else. But that has never been God’s plan or desire for His church. In fact, God hates it when we sow discord among our brothers. He calls it an abomination. There can be no clearer indication of His perspective regarding strife than that!
 
   We can no longer settle for such an ineffective form of Christianity. If we are serious about reaching and changing the world for Christ we absolutely must have a vibrant, powerful, and fully enabled church Body. That can only happen when we as believers make the choice to change, when we refuse to remain mired down in the destructive power of division and strife.
 
   However, this does not leave us without hope. When we were reborn as new creations in Christ Jesus we were each given a new identity and a new spirit. God has endowed each of us with His nature and His power. No matter what our personalities, no matter what we’ve known in our past, there lies within each of us the seed of the love of God. That love has the strength to transform us, to give us new hearts, to change our desires and even our perspectives. It has the power to heal our past hurts and to fully enable us to embrace all that God desires from our relationships. All that is required from us is the willingness to change.
 
   And do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind, that you may prove what is that good and acceptable and perfect will of God (Romans 12:2).
 
   We are more than able, through Jesus Christ, to cut every divisive practice, every carnal interaction from our lives and our relationships. The key lies in understanding and rejecting the perspective that fuel these issues, and in giving ourselves over instead to the mind and the heart of Christ. 
 
   As we delve into the Word of God and allow it to renew our minds we will be able to let go of those thoughts, perspectives, and attitudes that we have carried with us from the world. It is more than a matter of learning or knowing these things. The change will come when we seek to actively apply them to our hearts. We will only be able to remove division from our midst when we are willing to adopt and embrace the godly perspectives and priorities that are required for us to live, to worship, and to work together as the unified Body of Christ.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 2
 
   Cain’s Question
 
    
 
   The Question
 
   “Am I my brother's keeper?” It’s a powerful question, and one with incredible implications for every Christian living on this earth. The way that we respond to these five simple words brings to light the most fundamental motivations and expectations that we carry into every relationship we will ever have. How do we define our relationships with others? What roles do they play in our lives? What degree of responsibility do we take for the care and welfare of the people who surround us? And most importantly, what are God’s expectations regarding our relationships? It was a question that was asked at the beginning of the Bible, at the very onset of human interaction; and it is one that still requires an answer today.
 
   The best way to understand the significance of these words – and there can be no doubt that they are significant words – is to examine the circumstances under which they were spoken. So for us to see this question with any degree of clarity we must first go back to the beginning, to the story of Cain and Abel.
 
   Now most of us already know this as the story of the first murder in history. However, it is truly about so much more. It is a tragic tale of brotherhood gone awry, an example of the destructive consequences of conflict and competition among the servants of God. In that regard it is also a mirror in which we can see reflections of the same interpersonal issues that we as Christians still struggle with today. It is therefore a very valuable story for each of us to understand in a deeper, more personal way. So let's forget what we already think we know about Cain and Abel and start at the beginning:
 
   Now Abel kept flocks, and Cain worked the soil. And in the process of time it came to pass that Cain brought an offering of the fruit of the ground to the Lord. Abel also brought of the firstborn of his flock and of their fat. And the Lord respected Abel and his offering, but He did not respect Cain and his offering (Genesis 4:2b-5a).
 
   What I find especially telling about this story is that the entire incident began with a sacrifice. It started when two brothers came together in apparent unity to present an offering to their God. There was no evidence of division or strife between them; they were simply coming together to worship, joined in a united and holy purpose. This should have been a beautiful moment, an experience that would bind these two brothers together. However, as we already know, this encounter ended with one brother brutally attacking and killing the other.
 
   The tragic outcome of this event seems almost unthinkable, but it is not as impossibly far-fetched as we would like to imagine. In truth, it is all too common even today for believers to come together in a united desire to serve God, only to wound each other along the way. Sadly, it happens all the time.
 
   Still, because we know the end of this story, many of us will make the mistake of assuming that there was some ominous distinction between these two brothers from the beginning. We believe that Abel was good and Cain was his villainous evil brother. Before we even start to read, we take ourselves out of Cain's shoes, refusing to look for any piece of ourselves in him. We know that his offering was rejected and that he eventually killed his brother, and so we think, “Well obviously he was just a bad person to begin with. I’m nothing like him!”
 
   However, that’s not the picture that the Bible paints for us. In fact, when the story started both of these brothers were on equal footing. They did come from different places – Abel was a shepherd and Cain a farmer; but both men took what they did and offered a piece of it to God. Nevertheless, while Abel's sacrifice was respected, the Bible says that God had no respect or regard for Cain's offering.
 
   Now for the purposes of this book, we will not examine the reasons why Cain's offering was rejected. There has been much said and written on the topic already, but Cain's sacrifice is not the focus of our discussion. In examining Cain’s relationship with his brother, it is much more relevant for us to study the reaction he had after this rejection.
 
    
 
   A Matter of Attitude
 
   So Cain was exceedingly angry and indignant, and he looked sad and depressed (Genesis 4:5b AMP).
 
   Needless to say, Cain did not react well to God’s rejection of his offering. This was clearly a huge disappointment, and it hit him hard. It was not something that he was able to get over quickly. In fact, the Bible tells us he began to dwell on it. In modern terms we might say that he threw a fit and started sulking. He felt this disappointment so keenly that it affected his mood, his attitude, and even his physical appearance.
 
   But the truth is that while Cain’s reaction was neither godly nor mature, many of us might have easily reacted in a similar way given his circumstances. After all, every one of us has tried at something and failed at some point in our lives. What is our first reaction when that happens? Do we walk away full of life and energy, eager for another opportunity to get it right? Of course not! Most of the time (especially when it is something that is important to us) we get upset. There are very few people in this world who can honestly say that their failures have no negative impact on their lives.
 
   The disappointment that Cain endured had a huge effect on him – in fact, it seemed to shake him to his core. Yet it was far from the end of his story. In fact, the very next thing that happened was that God began to speak to Cain about the situation in which he found himself. 
 
   What an encouraging reminder! God will never abandon us to wallow in our failure. He will never desert us or leave us stranded without direction. When we try to do something for the Lord and it doesn’t succeed, He will always come to us and offer us understanding, clarification, and correction because He wants us to find success! If we let Him, He will show us exactly the steps we need to take in order to change our failures into victories.
 
   That’s precisely what the Lord did for Cain. As soon as he failed, God immediately began to speak to him, trying to reshape his perspective and get him back on track:
 
   So the Lord said to Cain, “Why are you angry? And why has your countenance fallen? If you do well, will you not be accepted? And if you do not do well, sin lies at the door. And its desire is for you, but you should rule over it” (Genesis 4:6-7).
 
   We will come back to these verses again in a little while, but for the moment notice that God didn’t attempt to correct Cain’s actions. He did not really focus on his failure either. Rather, He addressed Cain’s attitude.
 
   That realization holds a very telling truth. So much of what God desires from us and so much of our success in Him is rooted not in our outward appearances or deeds, but in our attitudes and perspectives. That is why it is so important for us to be aware not only of our actions, but also of the thoughts and opinions that drive those actions. Because as we will soon discover, it was his attitude and perspective regarding this failure (and specifically regarding his brother’s role in what happened) that led Cain down the path to destruction.
 
   You see, we serve a God of second chances, a God who loves to take the dead and broken parts of our beings and bring them back to fullness of life. Cain could very easily have repented, corrected his mistakes, tried again, and found success. But rather than heeding the voice of God or even trying to look for his solution, Cain remained stuck, wallowing in his own anger and disappointment. It is not much of a stretch to imagine that he was more focused on how he had been “wronged” than on how he could make the situation right. As a result his attitude, and not his failure, became the catalyst that drove him to sin.
 
   Now Cain talked with Abel his brother; and it came to pass, when they were in the field, that Cain rose up against Abel his brother and killed him (Genesis 4:8).
 
   Those of us who already know this story will often take this next verse for granted, as though it were somehow a natural progression of the events leading up to it. But when we read from an objective standpoint this murder comes as quite a shock. In fact, it appears to come out of nowhere! After all, we had been told that Cain was angry, but up until this point we had no reason to believe that his anger had anything to do with his brother Abel.
 
   Nevertheless, this murder uncovered the secret that had been lurking in Cain’s heart. While logic and reason would tell us that his issue should have been with God, the reality was that Cain somehow saw Abel as the barrier that stood in the way of his success. It was Abel, his brother, that Cain was blaming for his failure. And it was in his reaction to this misplaced blame that Cain fell into sin.
 
   Who knows what rationale Cain used to justify his feelings. Maybe he thought that Abel was stealing his blessing, or that he had intentionally shown him up. Maybe he felt cheated or believed that Abel had unfairly usurped his place as the firstborn. Maybe Abel was boasting about his success, or trying to offer Cain unwanted advice. But regardless of what ran through Cain’s mind as he plotted to commit murder, it is safe for us to infer that buried among the mess of confused emotions, Cain had made a simple assumption: that he was in some form of competition with his brother for the favor of God.
 
    
 
   A Competitive Spirit
 
   This concept of competition between brothers is a very important one; and in order to set an appropriate foundation for the remainder of this book, we should take a moment to step away from the Cain and Abel narrative and address the issue of competition directly.
 
   To begin, it is important to understand a simple natural truth: that real competition only occurs in a situation where there is more demand than supply. In other words, when two or more people are going after the same thing, and when it is impossible for them both to achieve it a naturally competitive situation is formed. The winners will walk away with what they want, and losers won’t.
 
   However, when supply is greater than demand (when there is more than enough for everyone) no true competition can actually exist. Everyone can have what they want or need, and the success of one person does not disqualify others from achieving their goals as well.
 
   Nevertheless, we must acknowledge that there is a very real difference between a truly competitive situation and one that we view with a competitive perspective. It is entirely possible for a person to operate competitively even when there is no legitimate reason or need to do so. Imagine two job applicants trying to outshine each other in front of their perspective boss, when in fact they are applying for different positions within a company. Or picture two women in a store fighting over the last dress on a rack, not realizing that there are more available in the back room. Their actions and motivations in these situations are not based in reality, but rather in what the people believe to be true. Because they view the situation with a competitive perspective, their behavior changes.
 
   It is essential, therefore, for us to make sure that we differentiate between our competitive attitudes and behaviors and the situations that spark them; acknowledging that even in the natural world, the fact that someone feels the threat of competition does not necessarily mean that a competitive environment actually exists.
 
   This difference between the reality and perception of competition takes on even more weight when we consider it in the light of God’s design for His church. Because (as we will soon discuss) the world’s natural concept of competition stands in complete opposition to God’s design for Christian interaction. Therefore when we as Christians allow ourselves to be led by a competitive perspective, when we view and treat others in a way that is motivated by competitive concepts, we are actually attempting to operate in God’s kingdom through worldly means. Needless to say, that is a frustrating and dangerous place for us as believers to stand.
 
   Now with this in mind, let’s backtrack for a moment to point in the story when God spoke to Cain in verses 6 and 7:
 
   So the Lord said to Cain, “Why are you angry? And why has your countenance fallen? If you do well, will you not be accepted? And if you do not do well, sin lies at the door. And its desire is for you, but you should rule over it” (Genesis 4:6-7).
 
   In this passage, God specifically asked Cain why he was angry. Remembering that Cain eventually attacked and killed Abel, and understanding that God already knew what Cain was struggling with, we could easily read this question as God asking: “Why are you angry with your brother?” God went on to ask, “If you do well will you not be accepted?” In other words, isn’t your success in your own hands?
 
   God was trying to help Cain to understand that in blaming his brother he was essentially creating a false atmosphere of competition. Whether Abel’s offering was accepted or rejected had nothing to do with how God would receive Cain’s offering. And yet in Cain’s mind the blame for his failure, and the resulting anger, was clearly being placed at the feet of his successful brother.
 
   This skewed perspective was born of the same spirit of competition that many modern Christians mistakenly carry with us from our experiences in the world. We assume, perhaps even unknowingly, that if another believer has something that we want, then there must be an inherent conflict between us. We unconsciously work under the assumption that we are in competition with one another. And so we measure ourselves against one another, compare ourselves to each other, and blame our failures and shortcomings on our brothers and sisters. But that’s simply not the way the kingdom of God works. We have it all wrong because we are still looking at God’s house as a competitive environment!
 
   But even as Cain was struggling with this very issue, God was already attempting to intervene. He was speaking to this man, correcting him, teaching him, and warning him about the sin lurking at the door of his heart. 
 
   What sin was God talking about? Was He merely foretelling the fact that Cain would commit murder? No, not necessarily. You see, the act of murder, although a sin in itself, was really just the outward expression of the sinful attitudes that were already present in Cain’s heart. 
 
   In the book of Matthew Jesus said:
 
   “You have heard that it was said to those of old, ‘You shall not murder, and whoever murders will be in danger of the judgment.’ But I say to you that whoever is angry with his brother without a cause shall be in danger of the judgment” (Matthew 5:21-22a).
 
   Cain was angry at his brother, angry enough to kill him. And although he probably believed that he had just cause to feel that way, the reality of his situation was quite different. As a result he stepped out of love towards his brother and out of the will of God regarding their relationship. His lack of love led him to murder.
 
   You see, it is impossible to attack and kill someone while walking in love. When we attack people we do it out of fear, anger, jealousy, or even pain, but never out of love. So when Cain struck his brother down and killed him, that was wrong in itself, of course, but more importantly it was an outward reflection of the existing sin that had already taken root within his heart.
 
   Herein lies the danger that we as Christians face when we allow ourselves to develop and cultivate a perspective like Cain’s. When we look at our brothers as our competitors we risk developing ungodly attitudes towards them that then open the door to sin. We might never go so far as to physically commit murder, but if our motivations are not entirely based in the love of God, if we are rising up against our brothers rather than standing in unity with them, then we have already submitted to an errant sinful perspective, and according to the words of Jesus, we are in danger of judgment. 
 
    
 
   The Issue of Separation
 
   There is an inherent conflict between Cain’s competitive perspective and God’s desire for His people. This conflict arises because competition by its very definition requires separation. If we are looking at our brothers and sisters as our competition, or if we see ourselves in a race against one another, then that implies that we are operating on an individual level to achieve individual goals and receive an individual prize. But while it is absolutely true that we will each be held accountable for our own choices and our own walk, we are quite mistaken when we assume that God meant us to complete that walk alone.
 
   We cannot forget that God has designed His church to function as a Body. There are many members, many roles, and many pieces, but we are actually a single working unit that can only find its success and achieve its purpose when it is complete, unified and working as one.
 
   Think for a moment about your own body and how it functions. If a finger were to get chopped off of your hand and separated from your body, you would consider it a tragedy, and with good reason! You entire body would feel the pain of that loss. Blood would be escaping through the wound. You would be prone to infections. And worst of all, your hand would never work properly again. Your body would probably survive, but it would be handicapped and scarred for the rest of your life.
 
   Still, the fate of your body would be nothing in comparison to the fate of your finger. That finger could never crawl off and live a life of its own. Separated from its life source, cut off from the rest of the body, it would quickly shrivel up and die.
 
   The same is true of us as members of the Body of Christ. We are not designed to live our lives alone and unsupported, and when we are not in continuous fellowship with a Body of believers our spiritual lives suffer as a result. This is what makes Cain’s perspective so dangerous. It creates a self-centered view of our lives, rather than a godly, Body-centered perspective. Furthermore, it blinds us to the damage that we do both to the Body and to ourselves when we sacrifice peace and unity for the sake of our personal agendas.
 
   This perspective, caused by a competitive understanding of our relationships, breeds other ungodly attitudes as well. When we look at our lives from a self-centered vantagepoint we cannot help but become selfish, proud, unforgiving, and judgmental. These are natural byproducts of the comparison driven understanding that false competition breeds. In fact, any time that we put ourselves first and prioritize our own self-interest over the interest of the Body as a whole we are stepping out of line with the will and the love of God.
 
   Many of us have been guilty at some point of allowing ourselves to treat our fellow believers in a way that was hurtful and damaging. There are Christians surrounding us every day with the emotional and spiritual scars to prove it! How did we come to the point where we allow ourselves to act that way? It happened when we stepped out of love.
 
   Then the Lord said to Cain, “Where is Abel your brother?” He said, “I do not know. Am I my brother’s keeper?” (Genesis 4:9).
 
   By the time God asked Cain “Where is your brother Abel?” it had already become evident that Cain was operating under a skewed and ungodly perspective. His attitude towards his brother and his motivations in his dealings with him were clearly far removed from the heart of God. If nothing else, his reaction to God’s question was proof of that. First he lied to the Lord and claimed that he didn’t know where Abel was. And as if that weren’t enough, he then went on to ask the all-important question: “Am I my brother’s keeper?”
 
   Now it seems clear that when Cain asked this question he meant it to be rhetorical. In fact, he seemed to be offering it as a sort of a justification of his claim that he didn’t know where Abel was. It was a not-too-subtle suggestion on Cain’s part that he held no personal responsibility for his brother’s well being. I cannot imagine a clearer indication of the self-centered focus of a competitive mentality. And yet what I find interesting is that God never even acknowledged the question. He did not say yes you are, or no you aren’t. In fact, He didn’t address it at all!
 
   And so Cain’s question remains. It is still there, hanging in the air, waiting for an answer. Its relevance has not been lost. Even today it is an essential question for us to understand and answer for ourselves. Because as long as we are unable to answer this question as God would have us answer it, we are susceptible to the same dangers, traps, and pitfalls of the self-centered competitive mindset as Cain.
 
   We cannot forget that the perspective that Cain carried in his heart was a dangerous one. In fact, it was so dangerous that it hurt every single person that came into contact with it. Cain’s competitive mindset led to his brother’s death. But it also destroyed Cain’s own life and the lives of his family. It nearly ended the lineage of his parents. And it caused a curse to fall upon him; one which not only drove him out from among his people, but also destroyed the fruit of his labor:
 
   “Now you are under a curse and driven from the ground, which opened its mouth to receive your brother's blood from your hand. When you work the ground, it will no longer yield its crops for you. You will be a restless wanderer on the earth” (Genesis 4:11-12).
 
   Consider for a moment the significance of that curse. Cain was a farmer. The fruit of the ground was his livelihood. He needed the earth to bear fruit in order to survive. And when he brought an offering to God, it was from the fruit of the ground –the product of his success. He started the story looking for a blessing, but by the end he was covered with a curse instead. He began by offering the fruit of the ground to God as a sacrifice, and ended with God telling him that the ground would no longer produce its crops for him. And all of this happened, not because his offering was rejected, but because he allowed himself to destroy his relationship with his brother.
 
   What a tragic outcome for a man who started the story in willing service to God. It is a clear example of the destructive power that is unleashed when we, as God’s people, allow division and strife to take root in our relationships. Division killed Abel. It cursed Cain. It scarred and wounded every person that came anywhere near it. No wonder Jesus takes it so seriously!
 
   None of us want to experience the terrible and destructive consequences of Cain’s actions in our own lives. And the truth is that God doesn’t want us to suffer that way either. That is why He offered us this example. It is an opportunity for us to learn from another man’s mistakes. We have been given the ability to turn away from Cain’s actions and his choices. We have the opportunity to avoid the deadly mistakes that cost him so much. It is essential, therefore, for each of us to take advantage of what we have been given, to examine our hearts and minds, and to remove every trace of Cain’s perspective from our lives.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 3
 
   The Prodigal Problem
 
    
 
   A Father’s Love
 
   Let’s take some time to look at another example in the Bible of a man whose relationship with his brother was damaged by the competitive pitfalls that Cain faced. This time we will be in the New Testament reading the parable of the Prodigal Son.
 
   In Luke 15, Jesus began to tell a story about two brothers and their father:
 
   Then He said: “A certain man had two sons. And the younger of them said to his father, ‘Father, give me the portion of goods that falls to me.’ So he divided to them his livelihood. And not many days after, the younger son gathered all together, journeyed to a far country, and there wasted his possessions with prodigal living” (Luke 15:11-13).
 
   It is interesting to note that even at the very beginning of this story there are certain similarities to the relationship between Cain and Abel. In this parable Jesus presented us with two brothers, both of whom were living in their father’s household. At the onset of the story they were both in the same place and on equal footing. Just as with Cain and Abel, there was no good or evil brother, just two men working and living together in their father's home.
 
   However, unlike Cain’s story, this one did not start with an act of sacrifice. In fact, rather than attempting to offer something to God, the two brothers in this parable started off receiving an inheritance from their father. I have always found it telling that the younger brother was brazen enough to demand his inheritance while his father was still alive. Could you imagine going to your parents when you were still young, telling them you didn’t want to wait for them to die, and demanding that they give you your portion of their estate right then and there? That takes guts.
 
   Nevertheless, the father not only did what his youngest son asked, he actually portioned out his estate to both of the boys at the same time. He essentially gave them full control and ownership over everything that he had while he was still alive. That is such an incredible revelation to consider! The father has already portioned out his livelihood to his children. And if this is a parable about us, the children of our Heavenly Father, then that means that we don’t have to wait for our inheritance either. The kingdom of God is already ours! But this is a point that we will look into a little later on.
 
   So the story started with the father splitting his estate between his two sons. Almost immediately the younger one left with his share of the inheritance, took a journey, and began to waste what he had been given. Many of us already know what happened next. The young man squandered all of his inheritance and ended up with nothing. In other words, he completely and utterly failed. But again, for the purposes of this discussion we are less interested in the cause of the son’s failure than his response once it was done:
 
   “And he arose and came to his father. But when he was still a great way off, his father saw him and had compassion, and ran and fell on his neck and kissed him. And the son said to him, ‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and in your sight, and am no longer worthy to be called your son.’ But the father said to his servants, ‘Bring out the best robe and put it on him, and put a ring on his hand and sandals on his feet. And bring the fatted calf here and kill it, and let us eat and be merry; for this my son was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found.’ And they began to be merry” (Luke 15:20-24).
 
   Just like Cain, the younger son in this story found himself in a place of absolute failure. However, while Cain allowed himself to stew in his own anger and depression, the younger son in this story took positive action. He was sad, he was lowly, he thought that his failure meant that he had lost his place in his household. But he recognized that it was still better to repent and return to his father, even if it meant coming back as a servant, than it would be to remain stuck where he was. So he left the terrible place where he had ended up in order to return to the place where he’d always belonged. He went home.
 
   Similarly, there are times when people find themselves so far outside of the will of God that they can't imagine how they could ever return to the path that He has prepared for them. It is a problem that some Christians struggle with for years. We buy into the lie that our failure is such a disappointment to God that He will never be able to restore us to our former selves. That single lie fills people with so much guilt and shame that it can kept them out of church and hiding away from God for years. But even though we may not be able to see it at the time, in those moments we are really no different than this prodigal son.
 
   He very easily could have made the same choices that we do. He could have looked at all the inheritance he'd wasted, all the love and security he'd been so quick to throw away, all of the shameful acts that he'd committed and said “It's too late. I've done too much. There's no going back.” In fact, it wouldn't surprise me if he struggled with those very thoughts for a long time before he decided to return home.
 
   Yet, the Bible doesn't tell us how long he struggled before he came to his decision; because the truth is that those days or years of guilt and shame, while terrible to go through, were not the end of his story any more than Cain’s failure was the end of his. One day that wretched, starving, broken boy woke up and remembered the kind of man that his father was. And even though he was still convinced that he could never be restored, he at least understood that he could be forgiven. He remembered the goodness of his father, and it gave him the faith to return.
 
   When he finally made it home, what happened? The father saw him from far away, ran to meet him, embraced him as though he had done no wrong whatsoever, and immediately restored him to his former place in the household! 
 
   Just like God’s reaction to Cain’s failed sacrifice, this father was completely disinterested in his source or the details of his son’s failure. He didn’t lecture, he didn't punish his son, he didn’t question him or hold his actions against him in any way. He merely accepted his return and restored him to the place he’d lost. Imagine how quickly Cain could have found his restoration if he had simply stopped brooding, repented, and returned to God.
 
    
 
   The Competitive Brother
 
   So far it appears that this parable is almost an exact opposite of Cain’s story. After all, the brother who failed in this story had the wisdom and the grace to do what Cain did not. However, the parable did not finish with the prodigal son’s return; because while the father was thrilled and overjoyed to have his youngest son return to him, the boy’s brother had a completely different reaction to the news. It is in his words and actions that we can find another example of Cain’s perspective.
 
   “Now his older son was in the field. And as he came and drew near to the house, he heard music and dancing. So he called one of the servants and asked what these things meant. And he said to him, ‘Your brother has come, and because he has received him safe and sound, your father has killed the fatted calf.’ But he was angry and would not go in” (Luke 15:25-28a).
 
   It is important to note that the brother who found himself trapped by anger in this story was not the one who’d failed, but rather the one who’d succeeded. This brings to light an important truth: that we do not have to fail in order to find ourselves trapped in the same carnal perspective as Cain. As this story will demonstrate for us, the competitive mindset is just as dangerous to those who may otherwise have done everything right as it is to those who have done everything wrong.
 
   In fact, we can be better, stronger, more talented, more gifted, more dependable, more obedient, more faithful, more successful in every measurable way than anyone around us; but when it comes to being rightly aligned in Biblical brotherhood none of that matters. Any one of us can instantly step out of line with God’s will for our lives if we have developed the wrong attitude towards others. Therefore we must never allow our apparent successes to stop us from examining our own hearts and minds for evidence of this dangerous trap.
 
   In this parable, almost as soon as the older brother was introduced back into the story it became obvious that there was something wrong with his perspective. Jesus said that as he approached the house he heard music and dancing. That is when he called a servant to him to find out what was going on. Now what I find specifically interesting is that calling a servant over implied that he had stopped before he reached the house. He didn’t ask someone who he happened to pass by. He noticed the music and apparently made the choice to wait outside of his own home until he had found an explanation.
 
   I don’t know about you, but that behavior strikes me as incredibly odd. After all, this is the house that he’d grown up in, the house that he was still living in. Why would he wait outside? It almost seems as though he was expecting not to like the servant’s news before he’d even heard it. The Bible doesn’t tell us what he was thinking, but his actions certainly suggest that he was suspicious, afraid, or at least wary of this unexpected celebration. Otherwise, wouldn’t he have simply walked into the house to find out for himself what was happening?
 
   When the servant told him that his wayward brother had returned and been welcomed back into the family with celebration and rejoicing, this older brother immediately got angry. Again, the amplified translation paints us an incredible portrait of his disposition in that moment:
 
   “But [the elder brother] was angry [with deep-seated wrath] and resolved not to go in” (Luke 15:28a AMP).
 
   The older brother wasn’t just a little annoyed or disappointed. He was positively furious! In fact, he was so angry that he refused to go into his own home. Doesn’t that sound almost exactly like Cain’s reaction to Abel’s successful sacrifice? 
 
   Just like Cain, this man’s response to his brother’s acceptance and success was so extreme that it immediately demonstrated that there was a greater problem lurking under the surface. And yet, just like Cain, this man’s father refused to let him wallow in the darkness of his own anger:
 
   “Therefore his father came out and pleaded with him” (Luke 15:28b).
 
   When Cain grew angry God came to speak to him. In this parable, the father also came out of the house to plead with his son. He did not want his child to remain outside. He did not want him to be angry. He wanted peace in his household and love between his boys. He wanted it so badly that Jesus didn’t say he spoke to his son or reasoned with him. He said that the father pleaded. 
 
   Consider the incredible power of that statement for a moment. The father of this household stood in authority over his two sons. He had the power to command his child to obey him, and the right to expect his son to treat him with respect. Refusing to enter the house was such a sign of disrespect that it would have been entirely within the father’s rights to punish his oldest son for this behavior.
 
   And yet this father did not command. He didn’t punish. Instead he humbled himself, put aside his authority, and demonstrated love by coming out of the house to meet his son where he was. In fact, he was so desperate to resolve this situation and reconcile his children that he let go of his dignity and literally begged his own son to release his anger.
 
   What an incredible example of selfless, merciful, tender-hearted love this father displayed! And yet just like Cain, the older brother in this story was unable to hear his father’s voice or understand his heart.
 
   “So he answered and said to his father, ‘Lo, these many years I have been serving you; I never transgressed your commandment at any time; and yet you never gave me a young goat, that I might make merry with my friends. But as soon as this son of yours came, who has devoured your livelihood with harlots, you killed the fatted calf for him’” (Luke 15:29-30).
 
   Notice what this man’s words revealed about the source of his anger. He wasn’t really mad that he’d been treated badly. In fact, there’s no reason to believe that he’d even thought to complain before that very moment. No, he was angry because his failure of a brother was being treated comparatively “better”! Suddenly a competitive perspective clouded his reason and even though he had always been loved and provided for he began to feel cheated. Even his attempts to justify and explain his anger were based entirely on a list of his achievements in comparison with his brother’s failures. His argument was no more than a competitive comparison between himself and his brother.
 
   In this man’s mind his brother had been given something that he had no right or claim to any more. And if the kingdom of God worked under the same competitive system as the world he would have been absolutely right! Let's face it, if past performance was what merited the father’s acceptance and honor then the younger of his two sons had no business being celebrated. After all, he had not only failed, he had failed big time! He had run away, wasted a fortune, lived in sin, and probably dishonored his family name in the process. But none of that was important to the father who loved him so much.
 
   It is worth pointing out that the older son was so disgusted with his brother, so filled with anger that he didn’t even refer to him as “my brother.” Instead he called him “this son of yours.” Those are harsh words to be spoken about a young man with whom he had probably grown up. Much like Cain’s question, these words demonstrated a fundamental rejection of the very ties of brotherhood that bound these two men together. He was separating himself from this brother who had disappointed him so greatly. He wanted nothing to do with him and took no responsibility for the relationship that they shared.
 
   Isn’t that just like us though? When someone does something that hurts, angers, or disappoints us it becomes very easy for us to try to break the ties that have bound us together. When someone betrays our trust our first reaction is often to create distance, to push that person out of our lives. We certainly don’t want to see them embraced and welcomed back as though nothing had happened. After all, what they did to us was wrong, and in our carnality we tend to believe that they should endure some degree of punishment for their failure.
 
   However, under the government of God we can only operate, succeed, and find favor by grace. Grace is what makes us acceptable in the eyes of our God. It is by grace, and not by our works that we find salvation. These are basic tenants of our faith. Yet, while we learn how to personally receive grace in our own lives under any circumstances, we still struggle at times with accepting and understand the operation of grace in the lives of others. Why is that? Perhaps it is because we are still stuck in a competitive mindset.
 
   After all, competition by its very nature is always a measurement of works. You cannot compete unless a score is being kept, and at the end of the day the winner is the one who has done the best. A competitive mindset always measures one person’s deeds against another’s in order to determine a victor. No wonder godly principles such as mercy, selflessness, humility, and forgiveness are so hard for us to implement on a practical level. They stand in direct conflict with our competitive need to measure ourselves against one another! 
 
   But in Christ all of our deeds are measured against one standard: the glory of God. It is a standard that none of us could ever reach by our own efforts. That is why grace is required, because without it we would all fail.
 
    
 
   Finding Grace
 
   For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, being justified freely by His grace through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus (Romans 3:23-24).
 
   Grace justifies us when we have fallen short. It redeems us when we have sinned. It is the only thing that could ever give us the right to stand before our Father as sons. And as His children we are expected to apply that same measure of grace to our relationships with one another. It is impossible for us to operate under grace in our relationship with God and yet claim victory, superiority, or position over our brothers based on works. The two systems simply can’t operate at the same time!
 
   In this parable the older brother was hurt and angry because even though his brother had failed, the boy was immediately given what he himself had been working so hard to earn. He did not understand that in God we can't earn anything. In fact, the very act of attempting to “earn” His recognition or acceptance will automatically draw us out of God's plan for our lives and into a competitive state of mind.
 
   As a result of that lack of understanding, this man was unable to comprehend grace when it was applied to his brother's life. His competitive perspective told him that his father's treatment of his brother was a slap in his own face. He had worked hard for years to do his father's will, and he understandably wanted to be honored for his accomplishments. He expected to be congratulated for all that he had done right, and he could not understand from his competitive mindset why his brother was receiving the very love and honor that he was craving. At this point, he even began to accuse his father of mistreating him, suggesting that his father had neglected to properly appreciate him during his many years of faithful service.
 
   How very familiar that sounds! So many of us have spent years in church, faithfully serving, waiting for the day when someone will “realize” how special we truly are. We serve and we wait and we secretly (or sometimes not-so-secretly) dream of the day when our many achievements will be recognized and we will be celebrated and honored for all we’ve accomplished.
 
   I’m not saying that it’s wrong for us to honor others. The Bible clearly tells us to give honor to whom honor is due (Romans 13:7). But I will say that many of us have become far too focused on the honor we expect to receive on this earth, and as a result we have created conflict in our relationships with other people. When someone else steps in to take a position that we’ve waited for or receives credit for work that we’ve done, suddenly that competitive nature begins to swell up within us, and it is all that we can do to contain ourselves.
 
   We start listing our accomplishments in our heads and indulge in a selfish, prideful “but I've earned it” thought process! As soon as we allow ourselves to go there, it is only a matter of time before we start assigning blame. We blame the other person who took “our” spot, we blame the ministry for giving away “our” recognition, we might even blame God for letting it happen! We become judgmental and unmerciful, and in doing so we create division in our relationships with God and His people. 
 
   Like the older son in this story, we often allow our competition-driven anger and disappointment to cause a strife that separates us from the rest of the household. We quit the ministry, leave the church, or just stop trying, and we justify it by thinking “well if they're not going to recognize what I've done, what's the point? I'm not going to waste my time where I'm not appreciated,” or maybe even “If they think I’m so dispensable, let's see how they get along without me for a while.”
 
   What we don't realize is that when we do that we are the ones who suffer! By stepping outside of our place, by refusing to pour out grace as liberally as we have received it, we remove ourselves from God’s will and detach ourselves from His Body. That is not where we want to end up!
 
   Unfortunately, that's exactly where the older brother found himself: outside of the house. Instead of joy he chose anger and unforgiveness. Instead of celebrating he chose to judge. He refused to go inside and instead spent his time indulging in pride and selfishness, arguing with his father. Yet, even though he was letting his perspective ruin what should have been a beautiful day, his father was still so gentle in correcting him:
 
   “And he said to him, ‘Son, you are always with me, and all that I have is yours. It was right that we should make merry and be glad, for your brother was dead and is alive again, and was lost and is found’” (Luke 15:31-32).
 
    
 
   Competition vs. Compassion
 
   Again, it is important to note that just like in the case of Cain, what the father was interested in correcting here was his son’s attitude and perspective. He didn’t correct his words or his actions. He didn’t defend himself against his son’s accusations. Instead he focused on the deception and ignorance that was feeding his son’s anger. He knew that if his son could understand the truth then his attitude, his words, and his actions would all change automatically.
 
   The first thing that the father addressed was his son’s assumption that he has spent all of his time working for nothing. He did this by reminding him of what had happened at the beginning of the parable. If you remember, the first thing that the father did was divide his livelihood between his two sons. He literally took all that he had and split it between the two of them. So if the younger son had taken his inheritance with him, spending it as he went, that meant that the older son held the rights to everything that was left behind.
 
   So when his father said “all that I have is yours” he was not just making an empty gesture, he was reminding his son of what he’d already given him! He was trying to explain to his son that he’d been waiting and hoping for something that was already his to claim! If the son wanted to have a party with his friend, it was his house to throw it in. If he wanted to take a goat or a calf or an entire harvest of grain he had every right to do so. He didn’t need to ask his father for permission. He didn’t need to wait for his father to give him a calf. He had already been given everything on the property! All that his father had was already his.
 
   This son did not have an understanding of his position in the household or his true relationship with his father. He acted like an employee and not an heir. He was looking to earn his way into favor and blessing, not realizing that they had already been given to him! So when his brother returned, the one who had failed so badly, he saw him not as a member of the family who needed to be loved, embraced, and forgiven, but as a rival: a competitor for his father’s affection and affirmation, an opponent to strive against for position within the household. No wonder he felt the need for accusation and anger. Tearing his brother down was the only way he knew to secure his own position in his father’s favor.
 
   How gravely this young man misunderstood his father’s perspective. He did not even realize that they were operating from completely opposite points of view. This son’s perspective, his heart, and his motives were all entirely self-centered. His focus was limited to protecting his own position and making sure that his needs were met and his achievements recognized. He was so focused on himself that there was no room left for him to care about his brother.
 
   The father, on the other hand, was not focused on his own rights, but on the well being of his children. He loved them so much that when he saw his youngest son from far away he ran to him and embraced him, and when his older son acted like a fool and disrespected his authority, he came out of the house to plead with him as well.
 
   Jesus said that the father had compassion for his younger son. He saw the boy’s suffering and was moved to alleviate his pain. He was focused on his son rather than himself. And it is safe to say that he was working under the same motivation when he came out of the house to speak to his older son as well. He was so full of love for his two boys that it completely overshadowed the wrongs that they had done, both to him and to each other.
 
   Just look at the words that the father used when he explained the situation to the older brother. He said “it was right that we should make merry and be glad.” He didn’t use words like just or fair. He didn’t claim that he was doing the sensible or safe thing. He wasn’t interested in judgment or vengeance. Those were not important to him. The father’s only concern, his only motivation through this whole story was the complete and unconditional love that he had for his children.
 
   In the father’s eyes, the choice to welcome his youngest son back into his life was unquestionably the right thing to do. It was the right choice from the perspective of love, from the perspective of grace, from the perspective of forgiveness and mercy. It was especially right when we understand the damage that his whole family suffered as long as they were torn apart. So even though the older brother could legitimately claim that he was “right” and his brother was “wrong,” it would never matter in their father’s eyes. In fact, I imagine that his father could not see or understand what he was making such a fuss about! As far as the father was concerned, no amount of right or wrong could compare with the importance, the right-ness of a family operating in love and unity.
 
   This is where Jesus ended the parable. He never said whether the older son was able to walk into the house and embrace his brother. But I believe that’s the best ending that He could have given us.
 
   After all, many of us are faced with situations that are startlingly close to the one in which the older brother found himself. Many of us have found ourselves feeling hurt, let down, mistreated, overlooked, or otherwise disappointed by another member of the family of God. And just like this older brother we have a Father in heaven who is pleading with us to walk in forgiveness, compassion, and grace towards our spiritual siblings. But we still have a choice to make. We must decide whether we are going to be ruled by anger, resentment, and the competitive perspective of Cain or let go of our selfishness and take on the mindset of Christ.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 4
 
   Servanthood:
 
   Removing Competition
 
    
 
   Defining the Cain Perspective
 
   There is a powerful truth to be discovered in examining the stories of brotherhood that we have looked at in the past two chapters of this book. In both cases we were presented with examples of brotherhood gone wrong, of men who were unable to relate to their brothers in a manner that was pleasing to God. They represent an issue that is very relevant in our lives today, mistakes that we make on a daily basis, problems that we all face to some degree in our relationships with our brothers and sisters in Christ. 
 
   For lack of a better name, I call the unique set of problems that we find in this mentality “The Cain Perspective.” It is an imperfect and ungodly mindset that directly affects our ability as members of the Body of Christ to draw together in perfect unity. It is an all too common issue that finds its roots in a competitive misunderstanding of how God designed our relationships with one another to function. And yet it is a problem that God has given us the ability to solve, an issue that, through His grace, we can overcome. It only requires that we redefine our expectations and reset our priorities in our relationships with one another so that they are truly aligned with the will and the Word of God.
 
   So where does the Cain Perspective fail to line up with God’s plan for human interaction? It can be broken down into five simple but profound problems: 
 
   1. The Cain perspective is competitive 
 
   2. The Cain perspective is selfish
 
   3. The Cain perspective is proud 
 
   4. The Cain perspective is unforgiving
 
   5. The Cain perspective is judgmental
 
   These five relational pitfalls are the most fundamental problems that exist within the Cain perspective. Each stands in conflict with the way that God designed human relationships to function. And each of them inevitably results in strife, discord, and division within the brotherhood of Christ’s Body. As such, they are often the difference between a relationship that is godly and healthy, and one that is doomed to strife and disharmony. 
 
   It is interesting to note that all five of these are problems that specifically affect our relationships with others (as opposed to our relationship with Christ), and as such, it can be easy for us to dismiss or set aside their importance in our Christian lives. And yet we cannot deny that God Himself has placed an incredible emphasis on our need to live in love and harmony with our fellow believers. In other words, these are not issues that we can afford to ignore any longer.
 
   Thank God that for each of these problems He has created a solution. He has empowered us to take our thoughts captive and to cause them to be subject to the mind of Christ. That means that we do not have to remain mired in Cain’s perspective any longer. If we will make the effort to reject the fundamental presumptions of Cain’s thinking and replace them with the perspective of Jesus, we will find ourselves walking in harmony, unity, and peace with our brothers and sisters in Christ.
 
    
 
   A Competitive Culture
 
   The best place to start in looking at these issues is with competition – the root problem which ties the other four issues together. Competition is, in some ways, the easiest of the pitfalls of the Cain perspective to identify and define. As we have already discussed, the competitive perspective, the need to outmatch another person in order to gain an advantage, stands in direct opposition to the very nature of God’s kingdom. It also has the power to inflict serious damage on the relationships that we have with our brothers and sisters.
 
   Consider Cain’s relationship with his brother, which was destroyed because of his need to compete with Abel for the favor of God. He saw his brother as his competitor, and approached the relationship with the need to win, to be better, to outshine Abel. His inability to do so was the underlying issue which fed his anger and drove him to murder, and it is one that many Christians still struggle with today.
 
   Similarly, the older brother in the parable of the prodigal son struggled with his need to seem better than his younger brother in his father’s eyes. He was unable to let go of the comparison-driven mindset which insisted that his younger brother’s redemption was somehow a terrible injustice to him. His need to compete for his father’s affirmation and approval made it impossible for him to welcome his brother home in love. Instead he broke ties with his brother, made accusations against him, and refused to show forgiveness, mercy, or love.
 
   But where does this competitive perspective come from? How has it become so deeply ingrained in our ways of thinking? The simple answer is that it comes from the sinful and carnal culture of the world. And truthfully, when you consider the society in which we live, our struggles with the competitive perspective are hardly surprising. You see, almost every system in this world is fueled by the concept of competition. We are taught from a very early age that in order to get the best we need to be the best – more specifically that we need to be better than other people. 
 
   Gaining entrance to the best college requires out-performing other students in high school. The starting positions on any sports team are given to the players with the strongest combination of skill and performance. Are you applying for a job? Then you are in direct competition with every other applicant, and you need to find a way to demonstrate your superiority in order to get the position. Even our everyday relationships suffer from the undertone of competition. How many times have you heard a man or a woman described as being “way too good” for their significant other? Or maybe you know someone who is scorned as the “black sheep” of their family.
 
   Money, influence, notoriety, relationships, recognition, power, acclaim, even happiness – people compete with one another for absolutely everything! Even worse, we are trained to define our success and judge our personal satisfaction by how well we measure up to everyone around us. We have been taught to find affirmation in the fact that we are better, smarter, stronger, more popular, wealthier, or more successful than others. Conversely, we tear ourselves down every day for our own competitive shortcomings, for not being pretty enough, smart enough, strong enough, or happy enough. We gauge our lives by a constant stream of comparative competition. No wonder we are always looking for an edge, an advantage that we can use to get ahead of everyone else. It has simply become second nature to us! It is just how the society in which we live functions. 
 
   But for Christians, living according to this competitive system poses two distinct and troubling problems.
 
   First, a competitive life creates an exclusive, self-centered perspective that is in direct conflict with the unified love in which God designed us to operate. As long as we are keeping score (that is to say, as long as we are competing to win at some level) we will inevitably strive to advance our own purposes over those of our peers. By its very nature this separates us from other members of the Body, puts our own priorities above those of others, and provokes us to seek our own interests above anyone else’s. That dynamic cannot help but put us in constant conflict with one another. Such conflict always leads to strife and division, which is detrimental to the Body of Christ.
 
   Second, when we measure success by comparing ourselves to others we run the risk of allowing our competitive ambitions to derail us from our unique and personal calling. Our purposes in God are not comparative, and when we define our own success in comparison to what others have done before us we are missing the point. We are not cookie-cutter Christians. God did not set a single formula, a universal life path that we must all follow in order to find success in Him. 
 
   On the contrary, each of us has a unique journey, a personal road that God has designed to bring us to the fulfillment of His purposes. But when we are always focused on our comparative achievements, we can quickly lose sight of that. God does not want us to be better or to do more than the person next to us. He wants us to achieve exactly what He has set aside for us, no matter how impossibly great or how seemingly insignificant that achievement might be. 
 
   God’s plan for you may look nothing like His plans and purposes for the other Christians who surround you. He may desire to use you in a way that is completely unique, and His path to get you there may be totally different than the paths that others have traveled. But imagine how difficult it would be for you to see that path if you are constantly measuring yourself against other people. If you strive to travel the same road that others have taken in order to achieve success as they have measured it you will miss out on following the unique route that the Lord has already established for you. In short – this competitive perspective will draw you off course.
 
    
 
   Jesus’ Solution
 
   Clearly a competitive mindset holds seriously unhealthy consequences for anyone who claims to be a follower of Christ. And yet, there are times when we don’t even realize that these motivations are clouding our view and affecting our behavior towards others. In fact, in some ways the competitive perspective has become so ingrained in our Christian culture that we fail to even recognize its existence.
 
   The modern church is filled with Christians who, even in their heartfelt desire to serve God, cannot seem to stop measuring themselves against one another. Many Christians with this mindset aren’t overtly competitive. They aren’t trying to “one up” their fellow believers. But because of the competitive undertones of their understanding, they know of no better way to measure their success in God than by comparing themselves to others. 
 
   In its more extreme forms, this is a mindset that is focused the trappings of promotion, responsibility, and power. But even when it is not so extreme, it is still fueled by the best-man-for-the-job principle that exists in the world’s competitive system, and can be found in anyone from the newest of believers to the most seasoned Christian. It is the attitude that says, for example, “I’m the best singer in the church, so I should be the one leading worship.” or “I know so much more about the Bible than this guy, why wasn’t I asked to lead the Bible study?” 
 
   But Jesus warned us against this type of self-promoting thinking in the Gospel of Luke:
 
   Now there was also a dispute among them, as to which of them should be considered the greatest. And He said to them, “The kings of the Gentiles exercise lordship over them, and those who exercise authority over them are called ‘benefactors.’ But not so among you; on the contrary, he who is greatest among you, let him be as the younger, and he who governs as he who serves” (Luke 22:24-26).
 
   We should not dismiss the fact that these disciples were 12 men hand picked by Jesus Christ Himself. They ate with Him, traveled with Him, and learned from Him every day, and yet even they were constantly squabbling between themselves and jockeying for position. 
 
   I hope that you can appreciate just how encouraging this realization is. Jesus didn’t pick men who were already rightly related to one another to serve as His disciples. On the contrary, these men were imperfect and self-centered – driven by their need to compete amongst themselves just like so many of us. Yet Jesus chose them anyway. He taught them, trained them, and in the end He molded them into a cohesive unit that changed the world for His glory. That’s wonderful news, because if He could do it for them He can do it for us as well!
 
   However, like the disciples, we must be willing to listen to and learn from the words of our Lord. He told them that although the world’s system puts people in positions of power in order to rule, God only puts power into the hands of those who will serve. And that is the key to liberating ourselves from the hold of the competitive mentality. Our freedom from the drive to compete is found not in victory or in power, but in the heart of a servant.
 
   Consider for a moment what it means to think and behave as a servant, in the most practical and natural sense of the word. A servant’s job is to do the work, the menial tasks that others would consider below their dignity. Servants aren’t seen, aren’t glorified, aren’t given credit for their labor. They don’t expect recognition or favor. In fact, the best servants do their work without ever being noticed. They take orders from anyone, do whatever work is put before them, and perform their functions quietly and humbly, without ever attempting to exalt or promote themselves beyond their stations. 
 
   To successfully take on the heart of a servant requires a complete removal of every competitive understanding and motivation that we have. You cannot serve and compete at the same time. It is simply impossible. When we realize the central role that servanthood plays in our Christian relationships we will begin to understand just how foreign the competitive impulse is to the spirit of God within us.
 
   To try to function in the kingdom of God while moving under Cain’s competitive motivations is an exercise in self-defeat. No wonder there are so many frustrated Christians out there wondering why God doesn’t use them in a greater measure! We must learn that regardless of our natural qualifications, any time that we pursue preference, recognition, or authority over others in the kingdom we will inevitably end up empty handed. On the other hand, when we are able to give up on our pursuit of advancement, and instead focus on our service unto God and His people, our greatness is already assured.
 
   This requires a shift of focus on our part. Because unfortunately, as Christians many of us have learned how to take on the external position or mannerisms of a servant, wearing the title without embracing the perspective that goes with it. We are still attempting to serve our way to the top. We think that if we serve long enough we will be able to move into the power positions that we still quietly wait for. But isn’t that just the same competitive perspective masked in a new form? People who do this are still working with a competitive mindset. They have simply redefined the qualifications for success.
 
   But true servants don’t serve to move up the ranks. They don’t serve in the hopes of one day ruling. That’s not how servanthood works. Servants serve to serve. They use whatever gifts or talents they possess to bless others without thought of personal gain or advancement. If we desire to become true servants in the house of God we must first learn let go of our “advancement” attitude and seek to serve simply for the sake of serving.
 
    
 
   Honor in the Body
 
   Paul understood the role that competition can play in the division of the church. He saw just how closely division is tied to people’s competitive drive to obtain “honorable” positions. So in order to help us understand the way honor is supposed to work in the kingdom of God, he explained it in terms of our place within the Body of Christ.
 
   And those members of the body which we think to be less honorable, on these we bestow greater honor; and our unpresentable parts have greater modesty, but our presentable parts have no need. But God composed the body, having given greater honor to that part which lacks it, that there should be no schism in the body, but that the members should have the same care for one another (1 Corinthians 12:23-25).
 
   Many Christians have odd and frankly carnal ideas about what qualifies as honor within the structure of the church. We know that the greatest among us must be a servant, but we have a difficult time letting go of the standard for honor that we learned in the world. As a result, we naturally gravitate to the shiniest, flashiest, most visible positions in the church. In terms of the Body, Paul described these as our “presentable parts.”
 
   When we look with natural eyes we assume that there is honor (competitive esteem) to be found among the most visible, the most influential people in our midst. But when we crave these seemingly powerful positions we have lost sight of our godly perspective and have settled for a Cain based mentality instead. What’s more, we have misunderstood the fundamental structure of godly relationships and warped the patterns of brotherhood that the Lord has created within His kingdom.
 
   I remember sitting in a leadership seminar in my church once and hearing the pastor speak about this very topic. What he said that day is something I hope I never forget. He said that whenever someone came to him asking about what it took to become a leader, he would send them to talk to the person who cleaned the church bathrooms.
 
   You see, while most people assume that honor in the kingdom of God is measured by our authority over other people, our titles, or our competitive superiority, true honor can only be fund in the heart condition of servanthood. In the world’s system the person who cleans the toilets is the least of the least. In God’s kingdom, however, they are called great because they are the servants of all. These are the people who will work when no one is looking, who will meet the needs that no one else wants to meet, and who are willing to do what needs to be done in order to bless the Body. No wonder God honors them. They have embraced an attitude, a perspective that holds true value in His eyes.
 
   We have it all backwards! We fight and jostle over which of us will receive the titles or positions that have the appearance of honor. We wonder why so-and-so was singled out to receive the attention that we think we deserved. Meanwhile, God is just trying to get us all working together and serving one another! The last thing He wants is a schism in the Body. He needs us moving and operating as one. And those who are willing to do whatever work is necessary to see the Church blessed, whole, and thriving are the ones to whom true honor is due. 
 
   It doesn’t matter how insignificant, undignified, or overlooked a position may seem. It doesn’t matter if what you do is so “unimportant” that it doesn’t even qualify as a position. When you are willing to do the work of a servant with the heart of a servant, God will exalt you!
 
   Are all apostles? Are all prophets? Are all teachers? Are all workers of miracles? Do all have gifts of healings? Do all speak with tongues? Do all interpret? But earnestly desire the best gifts. And yet I show you a more excellent way (1 Corinthians 12:29-31).
 
   It is important to note that our gifts and talents are not at issue. Paul was not saying that we should ignore our gifts, or that we should give up on our pursuit of greatness. In fact, the implication of our working as a Body suggests that unless we are each fully functioning as we were designed, thriving in the use of our individual talents, the Body itself will be hampered. So clearly, the gifts that we have should be exercised. In fact, Paul said that we should earnestly desire the best gifts. Yet he also said that he was showing us a more excellent way.
 
   There is a way to work, relate, and exist in the Body of Christ that is more excellent than the competitive strife that we have practiced and endured for so long. There is a way for us to function, to thrive within the church that does not tear us apart or harm those around us. There is a key that will ensure that every gift we have will be exercised effectively, and that every person who comes in contact with us will be blessed, strengthened, and edified as a result. 
 
   This way becomes evident when we learn to lay down our own competitive desires and choose instead to serve. Serve with all that you have, with all that you are. Give fully of every gift and talent that God has placed within you. But give it for the betterment of the Body, rather than for your own honor or esteem. Serve without thought of reward or competitive advancement, and you will find true honor in the kingdom of God.
 
    
 
   Aaron’s Servant’s Heart
 
   We have spent considerable time looking at stories of brotherhood gone wrong. So let’s consider, for a moment, a wonderful Biblical example of brotherhood gone right, of a man who walked and operated with a true servant’s heart. We are going to take some time to study Aaron and the role that he played in his brother Moses’ life and ministry.
 
   Most of us are familiar with the story of Moses and his encounter with the burning bush. It was the moment when God spoke to Moses directly and launched him into a calling so great that it would literally set a nation free. But there was a problem. You see, when God called, Moses didn’t want to go!
 
   But he said, “O my Lord, please send by the hand of whomever else You may send.” 
 
   So the anger of the Lord was kindled against Moses, and He said: “Is not Aaron the Levite your brother? I know that he can speak well. And look, he is also coming out to meet you. When he sees you, he will be glad in his heart. Now you shall speak to him and put the words in his mouth. And I will be with your mouth and with his mouth, and I will teach you what you shall do. So he shall be your spokesman to the people. And he himself shall be as a mouth for you, and you shall be to him as God” (Exodus 4:13-16).
 
   When God first called Moses out of obscurity and into his role as the leader and liberator of the nation of Israel, Moses was reluctant to obey. In fact, he was so full of excuses and his plea not to be sent was so insistent that it actually made God angry. Still, the Lord didn’t give up on Moses. God had a solution to the problem. He sent for Moses’ brother Aaron. 
 
   Aaron was a good choice to take on the role that Moses was reluctant to fill. After all, he had a set of skills that seemed infinitely more suited to the task at hand. What’s more, he was actually willing to do the work that God wanted done. But the amazing thing was that God didn’t send Aaron to replace Moses. Rather, he sent him to serve him. He was to speak on Moses’ behalf and perform the tasks that his brother did not consider himself strong enough to do. From the very beginning of this relationship, God clearly stated that Aaron’s position would be one of service to Moses’ call. He even went so far as to tell Moses that he would be like God to his brother.
 
   Now in our natural understanding many of us might wonder at this. After all, if Moses was unwilling or unable to do what God asked of him, we might question his right to hold authority over his brother. A competitive perspective would try to convince us that it would make more sense for Aaron to be given the chance to lead. After all, he had the right gifts, and he had the willingness to go where God sent him. As if that weren’t enough of a reason, Aaron was also three years older than Moses (Exodus 7:7). That might not mean much in today’s society, but in the culture in which Moses and Aaron were raised age and birth order were significant factors in determining rights and authority within a family. 
 
   In fact, every competitive measure of worth, of esteem, of superiority pointed to Aaron as the man who should take charge. And yet God had called Moses, the less talented, less gifted, less willing of the two brothers to lead. 
 
   So what did Aaron do?
 
   And the Lord said to Aaron, “Go into the wilderness to meet Moses.” So he went and met him on the mountain of God, and kissed him. So Moses told Aaron all the words of the Lord who had sent him, and all the signs which He had commanded him. Then Moses and Aaron went and gathered together all the elders of the children of Israel. And Aaron spoke all the words which the Lord had spoken to Moses. Then he did the signs in the sight of the people (Exodus 4:27-30).
 
   Aaron’s response to being placed at the competitively “wrong” end of this relationship was to willingly and gladly serve. He happily obeyed the voice of the Lord and went to meet with Moses. He was so happy, in fact, that he greeted him with a kiss, a sign of brotherly affection. There was clearly no resentment, no competitive bitterness holding Aaron back. In fact, we can infer from what the Bible tells us that he submitted to Moses’ authority without question or reservation. He spoke the Word of the Lord on his brother’s behalf. He even performed signs and wonders before the people and before Pharaoh. He stood by his brother, contributing to his ministry, doing everything that needed to be done without ever trying to step forward into a position of power.
 
   Can you imagine what would have happened if Aaron had been too focused on his comparative status to be obedient to God’s purposes? Would Moses have been successful in his meetings with Pharaoh? Would he have found the courage to speak the Word of the Lord or to demonstrate signs and wonders without his brother by his side? Would the people of Israel have been released from their bondage?
 
   Thankfully these are questions that we will never have to answer, because Aaron made the right choice. Of course he wasn’t perfect. He did some stupid things along the way, and even took on a judgmental attitude towards Moses later in their journey (which we will examine in a later chapter). But there can be no question that when it came to choosing between competition and servanthood, Aaron set the right example. He walked alongside his brother. He served faithfully for years. And never once did he show a competitive urge to try to take the position of authority that Moses had been given.
 
   There is so much that we can learn from this man’s very real, very practical example of servanthood. After all, it is one thing to speak of serving in vague and theoretical terms. It is quite another thing, however, to choose to spend the rest of your life under the authority of someone less competitively “qualified” than yourself. To do that requires the strength of character to systematically and consistently remove every competitive urge from your perspective on a daily basis.
 
   However, when we learn to live like Aaron, to freely submit to the purposes of God rather than our competitive urges, we will find the honor that God gives to those who embrace a servant’s heart.
 
   “Now take Aaron your brother, and his sons with him, from among the children of Israel, that he may minister to Me as priest, Aaron and Aaron’s sons:” (Exodus 28:1a)
 
   Aaron could not have known when he first embraced his brother Moses the incredible honor that God would choose to bestow upon him because of his service. He did not serve Moses so faithfully because he secretly hoped to be consecrated as a priest. He served in order to see Moses successful, in order to see his nation freed from their bondage, in order to bless the people of God. 
 
   But because of his servant’s heart, God set him aside from the rest of the people, together with his sons, to be ministers unto the Lord. Consider that for a moment. God chose a man with a servant’s heart and said “From now on, you will minister directly to me.” Our faithfulness to the “smaller” things that God has placed in our path, our willingness to serve His people without promoting our advancing our own causes – that ministers to the Lord. That is the trait that He looks for in His people. It is what brings Him joy.
 
   It was not Moses’ lineage that continued on in service to the Lord from generation to generation. There is no doubt that Moses was a great man whom God used to do extraordinary things. But it was Aaron, his brother, the servant, whom God set up as a priest before Him. It was the man who was willing to stand in his brother’s shadow, who did the work without the glory, who put God’s people before his own self-promotion that became the first of the high priests of Israel.
 
   What a powerful example this sets for us today. When we will reject our natural urges towards a competitive mentality and embrace instead the heart of a servant, God will be able to use us in ways that last beyond our lifetimes. As servants, we will find a legacy that endures.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 5
 
   Selflessness:
 
   Rejecting Selfishness
 
    
 
   The Dangers of Selfishness
 
   Competition is, of course, the central issue around which Cain’s perspective was built. However, we cannot forget that a competitive mindset breeds other relationship problems that must be addressed, some of which may be harder for us to instantly identify. After all, not every attitude developed from the Cain perspective is specifically ambitious. In fact, there are a number of Christians who struggle with a competitive mindset that has absolutely nothing to do with wanting to achieve positions of recognition or power. This attitude is not in open competition with other Christians for authority. Rather, it is born of the competitive drive that places a higher value their own wants, needs, interests, and time than on those of other people. Simply put, they struggle with selfishness.
 
   Selfishness, the urge to prioritize ourselves, our own needs or desires over those of others, is a fundamental root of Cain’s perspective. Cain saw Abel as a barrier to his own success. That, coupled with his need to prioritize his own goals and dreams as more important, created the conflict that resulted in Abel’s death. Similarly, the older brother in the parable of the prodigal son struggled with his own selfish impulses when he attempted to protect his own position in the family by rejecting and tearing down his brother. He prioritized his brother’s life at a lower level than his own. In other words, he acted selfishly.
 
   Selfishness is a dangerously divisive attitude. By it’s very nature, it automatically creates distinctions between me and you. Not only that, but it prioritizes my needs over yours. A selfish choice is always a competitive one–one that seeks to benefit personally even at someone else’s expense. Because of that, selfishness and competitive division go hand in hand.
 
   Of course most of us would never willingly admit that we behave selfishly. Yet we cannot deny that there are times in our lives when we choose to act (or not act) in order to serve our own self interest rather than the interests of our brothers or sisters in Christ. 
 
   Have you ever gotten a phone call, e-mail, or text message from someone else and thought “I just can’t be bothered with them right now”? I’m not talking about the times when you have 10 minutes to leave for work, three kids who still haven’t eaten, and a dog tracking mud through the house. I’m talking about the times when you’re sitting in your living room with all the time in the world, and you decide you’re just not in the mood.
 
   Most of us have created invisible barriers, lines of time and convenience which we will not cross on behalf of others. We have limited pockets of our lives set aside during which we will offer ourselves to the service of other people, but outside of those we retain the right to make ourselves unavailable for no other reason than the fact that we’d rather not be bothered.
 
   Why does that happen? What is the thought process that leads us to decide that other people aren’t worth our time? Often it is because we weigh the time, effort, or patience it would take to deal with the person against the comfort and convenience of letting the phone ring. We make ourselves unavailable because it is easier, and we see our convenience as more valuable than their need.
 
   But he, wanting to justify himself, said to Jesus, “And who is my neighbor?” Then Jesus answered and said: “A certain man went down from Jerusalem to Jericho, and fell among thieves, who stripped him of his clothing, wounded him, and departed, leaving him half dead. Now by chance a certain priest came down that road. And when he saw him, he passed by on the other side. Likewise a Levite, when he arrived at the place, came and looked, and passed by on the other side. But a certain Samaritan, as he journeyed, came where he was.  And when he saw him, he had compassion” (Luke 10:29-33).
 
   This parable was Jesus’ answer to the question “who is my neighbor?” But notice that the Bible specifically states that the man who asked the question did so in an attempt to justify himself. In other words, he was trying to excuse his attitudes and behaviors by attempting to set limits on who should qualify as his neighbor. He was trying to limit who should deserve his attention and care.
 
   Of course most of us would willingly respond with compassion in the face of a tragedy or an emergency, even for a complete stranger. However, our attitude can be quite different on an average Saturday when the person on the other end of the phone is calling about the same thing they called about last week and the week before, or early on a Monday morning when the person who needs our help is the coworker who grates our last nerve. In those cases it is much harder to be the “neighbor” that Jesus speaks of, the person who is willing to allow himself to be inconvenienced to meet the needs of another.
 
   So we search for ways to justify our impatience and our unwillingness to inconvenience ourselves for the sake of other people. We convince ourselves that we are not responsible for them because we’d rather not be bothered. We think (along the same lines as Cain, or the man who questioned Jesus): “What am I, his keeper, his caretaker? I am not responsible for him. I am responsible for myself, and dealing with him is more than I am willing to give.”
 
   The priest and the Levite in this parable did exactly that. They crossed the street, pretending that they didn’t see this man’s need. They found a way to excuse their unavailability. But we know that we are called to more than that. We are required by God to love our neighbors the way that the Samaritan did in this story. It is a love that moves us with compassion, a love of inconvenience, a love that takes time, one that actually costs us something.
 
    
 
   A Fresh Perspective
 
   If we ever expect to release ourselves from the clutches of Cain’s mentality and from the deadly division that it produces in our lives and churches, we must be willing to pursue a new perspective. It is a perspective that is completely alien to our carnal nature, but one that will empower and liberate the Spirit of God that dwells within us. It is a perspective not focused on ourselves, but on others, one that is born out of the love of God.
 
   Unfortunately, many Christians have learned to use the word love too carelessly, too casually, as if it were a common or ordinary thing. We hear about love so often that we can easily grow desensitized to its true meaning. We tend to forget the real power of love to transform us, to affect how we see and interact with the people around us.
 
   As a result, discussing love without putting it in its proper context can dilute our understanding of the word and its implications in our lives. So for the time being, let us focus on a specific characteristic of love instead. While true agape love can never be fully defined or expressed in a single word or phrase, many of its attributes, and especially those that impact our relationships with other people can be summed up in another word: selflessness. 
 
   But what does it really mean to be selfless? It is certainly more than just caring for and looking after others, or meeting their needs. We contribute to such causes all the time, but that doesn’t really make us selfless, does it?
 
   True selflessness requires that we put other people's well being in front of our own. It means making our own selves (our wants, our needs, our goals, our dreams) a lower priority. Actually, to be more accurate, true selflessness occurs when caring for other people rises to the point of becoming our greatest want, our greatest desire. As such, it is a character trait that we all honor and admire, but one that is not easy to live out in our everyday lives.
 
   How many truly selfless people can you name: men and women who have abandoned the pursuit of their own priorities and given their own lives for the sake of others? The more you think about it, the more you will realize just how rare a trait selflessness has become. And it's no wonder! In a world dominated by self-interest, in a society that measures success by individual achievement, competition is king. If you are not striving and competing to advance yourself against others you are not playing the world’s game, and if you are not in the game then what value do your actions have in their field of play?
 
   Still, we must never forget that while we do live in this world, we are no longer citizens of this world. We are people of another kingdom and ruled by different laws. The law of God, the rule by which our kingdom operates, is love.
 
   His love knows no boundaries and does not seek after its own purposes. This is the same divine love that Jesus demonstrated when He came down to earth to make Himself the sacrifice for our sins, to purchase our lives back from destruction. That is the love that He has called each of us to pour out not only back to Him, but into the lives of others as well. It is an impossible, unimaginable, completely selfless love in which we are called to exist. There is no denying that such a lifestyle is entirely alien to the world's way of thinking.
 
   Furthermore, it is love that will drive us to our blessing. I earnestly believe that God wants to see us richly and abundantly blessed in every area of our lives. However, I also believe that we will never see the fullness of the true and abundant blessing of God as long as we are seeking to attain it by the methodology of the world. In the book of 3 John it says:
 
   Beloved, I pray that you may prosper in all things and be in health, just as your soul prospers (3 John 1:2).
 
   Now the statement in this verse is full of promise, but it begs an obvious question: what does that phrase, “just as your soul prospers,” mean? Is it talking about salvation? That is certainly one possible interpretation. However, salvation is a rebirth of our spirit, and has little immediate effect on our souls. Our souls consist of our conscious beings: our minds, wills, and emotions – all of which must be reshaped and reformed into the image and likeness of God after salvation takes place. So salvation itself might not be enough to qualify us as having souls that prosper.
 
   With that in mind, how do you think God would define the prosperity of our souls? One safe definition would be to say that our souls prosper when they are more like His. In other words, the more our minds, hearts, wills, and emotions reflect the mind and heart of Christ, the more prosperous our souls become. If that is the case, then this verse is tying our prosperity in every other area of our lives to the degree to which our souls reflect the character of Jesus.
 
   Again, it all comes back to a matter of perspective! The way that we think, our worldview, and the condition of our hearts are vitally important to our success as Christians. We can never overstate the importance of maintaining a Christ-centered mindset, because the closer our conscious selves reflect His consciousness, the more we will prosper. After all, we cannot retain the mind of man and expect to live by the law of God.
 
   Because the carnal mind is enmity against God; for it is not subject to the law of God, nor indeed can be (Romans 8:7).
 
   According to this verse, our carnal mindset (our old perspective) cannot subject itself to the law of God. It literally cannot be in agreement with or under the control of God's rule. The two are actually in direct conflict (enmity) with one another!
 
   So as long as our focus, our priorities, and our viewpoint remain the product of a carnal mindset, our souls will be in a constant struggle against the will and the purposes of God. Obviously that’s the last thing that any of us would want! There is nothing less healthy, less productive, or less beneficial than living in a state where our souls are at war with our spirits. So if we are going to avoid this, we need a different way of looking at the world. We need a fresh perspective!
 
    
 
   Abraham’s Selflessness
 
   Perhaps at this point it would be beneficial to look at another brotherhood relationship in the Bible – one that demonstrates a practical example of the type of selflessness that God expects from us as His people. Let us look for a moment at the relationship of Abram (later called Abraham) and his nephew Lot.
 
   Lot also, who went with Abram, had flocks and herds and tents. Now the land was not able to support them, that they might dwell together, for their possessions were so great that they could not dwell together. And there was strife between the herdsmen of Abram’s livestock and the herdsmen of Lot’s livestock (Genesis 13:5-7a).
 
   In this passage Abram and Lot faced a serious problem. They were traveling and living together as a family. We can presume that they loved and cared for one another. But it was becoming obvious that it would be impossible for them to remain together much longer. Their flocks and herds were so large that the land could not support them both as long as they stayed in the same place. They had no choice but to separate.
 
   Now that certainly sounds like a good problem to have! And yet we cannot deny that it was, indeed, a problem. In fact, the Bible plainly states that because of this situation strife was developing between their people. Clearly this was an issue that needed to be addressed. This situation needed a solution, and Abram was quick to offer one.
 
   So Abram said to Lot, “Please let there be no strife between you and me, and between my herdsmen and your herdsmen; for we are brethren. Is not the whole land before you? Please separate from me. If you take the left, then I will go to the right; or, if you go to the right, then I will go to the left” (Genesis 13:8-9).
 
   I love that Abram’s address to Lot began with a plea for peace. He didn’t say “Please, let’s make sure our flocks are well cared for.” He said “Please let there be no strife between you and me ... for we are brethren.” His primary concern wasn’t to maintain their financial status, but to preserve the health of their relationship. In order to do that he knew that they needed to remove any catalyst for division from between them or their servants. This speaks so plainly of God’s perspective, of His priorities for His people. The more we come to understand His revulsion towards strife, the clearer this truth becomes.
 
   Knowing the very serious danger that strife poses to any body of brothers, it is no wonder that Abram saw the need for a quick and peaceful resolution to this issue. The fact that he wanted a solution is something that we can probably all understand. But the way that he went about it and the answer that he came up with defied all natural reason. In fact, it seemed willfully self defeating.
 
   You see, Abram gave Lot the first choice of where to go. He gave him the right to divide the land as he saw fit. At first glance this preferential treatment that Abram offered to Lot might seem trivial, but in truth it was a monumental, even shocking display of pure selflessness. 
 
   Abram considered Lot to be his brother even though he was technically Lot’s uncle. But even if they had been born from the same father, it could not explain Abram’s offer to give Lot the pick of the land. After all, Abram was the elder of the two. Even Lots’ father was Abram’s younger brother (Genesis 11:26-27). According to the laws and customs of the time Abram was the one who deserved preference. His birthright entitled him to the best of what was available. His position as leader of the family entitled him to deference and respect. He had the right to choose what he wanted and to leave Lot with whatever remained.
 
   But that’s not what Abram did. Not only did he offer Lot the best of the land, but he allowed Lot to make his own decision as to what qualified as best. Abram completely surrendered control of the situation. He gave up all of his rights and in doing so he left himself vulnerable to abuse. It is difficult to imagine a more genuine display of Biblical selflessness than this.
 
   After all, Abram and Lot weren’t choosing between baby names or parking spaces. Their conflict, and their resulting choices, were about things that mattered, issues of great importance and material value. The difference between good land and bad land would have a significant and lasting impact on the futures of these two men. Good land meant green pastures, peaceful neighbors, plentiful water, open fields, a vibrant economy, and (as a result) thriving flocks and financial prosperity. Bad land could mean a daily struggle to feed and water the animals that were their livelihood. It could mean dwindling flocks, famines, wars, and even financial ruin.
 
   And yet, despite the very serious consequences of the decision that had to be made, Abram relinquished his right to make it. He gave up his opportunity to seek his own self-interest. Instead he put himself at risk. He put his own future on the line and allowed his nephew to take complete control.
 
   And Lot lifted his eyes and saw all the plain of Jordan, that it was well watered everywhere (before the Lord destroyed Sodom and Gomorrah) like the garden of the Lord, like the land of Egypt as you go toward Zoar. Then Lot chose for himself all the plain of Jordan, and Lot journeyed east. And they separated from each other. Abram dwelt in the land of Canaan, and Lot dwelt in the cities of the plain and pitched his tent even as far as Sodom (Genesis 13:10-12).
 
   What was the result of Abram’s selflessness? Shock of all shocks – Lot took advantage of the situation and picked the best land for himself! He looked with his natural eyes, found the land that looked most appealing, and claimed it as his own. Lot’s actions demonstrated a completely carnal and self-serving motivation, the absolute opposite of Abram’s example. Lot saw the good land, saw the opportunity to promote himself, and took it. 
 
   And the most amazing thing is that Abram let it happen. Having offered a selfless gesture, Abram stuck with it, even when it seemed to work to his own detriment. What an incredible example for us to follow! After all, most of us wouldn’t mind “acting selflessly” if we could trust that the other person would do the same. But what do we do when our selflessness costs us more than we expect? What is our reaction when selflessness leaves us materially damaged?
 
   After all, our natural understanding would tell us that Abram’s selflessness plainly ended up costing him. Lot got the best land and Abram had to settle for what was left over. But Abram’s story was far from over. You see, as soon as this event finished, God showed up for Abram and gave Him an incredible promise: 
 
   And the Lord said to Abram, after Lot had separated from him: “Lift your eyes now and look from the place where you are - northward, southward, eastward, and westward; for all the land which you see I give to you and your descendants forever” (Genesis 13:14-15).
 
   This is the verse in which God gave Abram the land of Canaan, the moment when He first established Canaan as Israel’s promised inheritance. This promise that He made to Abram would have lasting effects for his children, his grandchildren, and his descendants forever. Hundreds of years later God would free the people of Israel from Egyptian slavery in fulfillment of this promise and lead them back to Canaan to claim it as their own. Even today, thousands of years later, the establishment of the modern nation of Israel shows that this divine promise is still in action. That’s a monumental promise, an incalculable blessing, a gift with a value too high to even consider measuring.
 
   And when was this promise first given to Abram? When was it that God chose to offer this enormous blessing that it has lasted for thousands of years and touched millions of people? The answer is simple – right after Lot and Abram parted ways.
 
   Imagine that! This promise was given to Abram and to his descendants in perpetuity immediately after he completed an act of extreme selflessness. His choice to act selflessly in order to preserve his bonds of brotherhood with Lot opened the door for a blessing bigger than he ever could have imagined.
 
   That’s the incredible thing about God’s kingdom, about the way He functions. When we look with our natural eyes (like Lot did), when we act on the impulse to protect and promote ourselves, we often miss out on the greatness that God has laid up in store for us. However, when we are able to act as Abram did, when we are able to lay down our own lives, our own rights, and to give selflessly instead, we will see the hand of God move on our behalf in incredible and life-altering ways.
 
   Make the decision today that you will be an Abram, and not a Lot. Decide that you will allow selflessness to reign in your decisions, in your interactions with your brothers, no matter what the cost, no matter how they try to take advantage of you, no matter how little they deserve it. Only then will you be able to protect yourself from the damage that is done when we approach our relationships with our brothers with selfish motives.
 
    
 
   A Change of Focus
 
   So why is it that so many Christians struggle so much when they try to follow this example? The “problem” with selflessness as demonstrated in this exchange between Abram and Lot is that it conflicts with the way we have been taught to prioritize our lives. We have been trained by the world to believe that it is our responsibility to seek our own welfare, to solve our own problems, and to meet our own needs before we do things for others.
 
   We believe that if we care for ourselves first, then our extra time, effort, and resources can be safely and responsibly used to help others. The carnal mindset, no matter how generous or philanthropic, is always “self first, others second.” But the Lord wants us to see and understand that “self first” isn’t the way we are supposed to think any more.
 
   “Therefore do not worry, saying, ‘What shall we eat?’ or ‘What shall we drink?’ or ‘What shall we wear?’ For after all these things the Gentiles seek. For your heavenly Father knows that you need all these things. But seek first the kingdom of God and His righteousness, and all these things shall be added to you” (Matthew 6:31-33).
 
   In this verse Jesus instructs us not to worry, not to fret over our own needs at all. He even goes on to say that these are the things that the Gentiles seek. In other words, all of that concern over meeting our own needs is simply a reflection of the world’s mindset.
 
   In fact, He tells us that the Father already knows about our needs. The implication of that statement is that it is His intention and desire to meet those needs. God is saying that we are not the ones who provide. He is. He always has been. Meeting our own needs is not our responsibility, and therefore to make it our priority is foolishness!
 
   For many of us, this idea is a challenging one. We balk at the concept of releasing or abandoning our own responsibility for ourselves. It seems like an excuse to rationalize a lazy, irresponsible way of living, but God isn't calling us to be lazy. He's not calling us to sit around and do nothing all day long. He doesn't say “work less.” He says “worry less.” He is simply shifting our priorities around, giving us a new way of looking at the world.
 
   So where should our focus be instead? Well, according to this scripture, we must seek the kingdom of God and His righteousness. In other words, we must seek His perspective, His priorities, His way of doing things. We must operate in a manner that is effective in His kingdom, look to what will make us righteous in His eyes, and set His priorities as our own. If we do that then we can hold fast to the promise that everything else that we need shall be added unto us!
 
   The blessings and provision of God will come, but it is not our place to put them at the forefront of our concern. God is faithful to provide, but He requires that our perspective shift off of our own goals and onto His kingdom instead. So what is God's perspective? Where is His focus? What makes the mind of Christ so different from the carnal mind? Many of us already know the answer, but have yet to fully understand and embrace it. It all comes back to love.
 
    
 
   Love Your Neighbor
 
   “And you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, with all your mind, and with all your strength.’ This is the first commandment. And the second, like it, is this: ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ There is no other commandment greater than these” (Mark 12:30-31).
 
   Here we have the entire law of God summed up in a nutshell. His priorities are so very simple. We love to complicate them, but in truth it all really boils down to one word: love. Love is the most important thing in God's kingdom. It is more important than any offering or sacrifice that we could bring. Nothing will ever replace it, and nothing will work without it. Until we understand the law of love, we cannot ever hope to understand God.
 
   However, it is sad to say that while most of us are very familiar with this passage, we still miss how deeply it was meant to be applied to our daily lives. Oh, we get the part about loving God with all of our hearts, souls and minds. We aren't perfect at it, but at least we know that God belongs first. His rightful place is at the forefront of our lives and anything that supersedes His will in our list of priorities is out of place.
 
   Unfortunately, when it comes to loving our neighbors as ourselves we struggle mightily. We do our best to treat people well, maybe even as well as we would want to be treated. But God is asking for so much more. This verse is about the condition of our hearts. It is about our perspectives and our priorities. God’s commandment in this passage is that we put others on equal footing with ourselves on the list of priorities in our lives.
 
   Many of us work under the misconception that if we treat other people in a “loving manner” that it will qualify as having fulfilled God’s command to love. We don’t mind caring for others as long as it doesn’t cost us much. We don’t mind giving, as long as we know we’ll still have enough. But that is still a limited, imperfect, and frankly selfish reflection of God’s love. He doesn't want us to settle for treating others “well enough”; He wants us to take the next step, to love them unconditionally.
 
   That means loving people without reservation or restraint. He wants us to care for them, to protect them, shelter them, forgive them, understand them, and even desire to see their dreams fulfilled the way we would our own. It means giving what it hurts us to give, caring so much for them that we are willing to sacrifice the things we don’t want to. It means giving them preference over our own desires, putting their dreams on equal footing with our own. It means loving them even when it’s difficult, even when it costs us, even when it hurts.
 
   This perspective is the complete opposite of the mindset we have learned from the world. Our natural, carnal reasoning tells us that our resources are limited, and that the more that we offer to others, the less we will have left over for ourselves. It reasons that our love must be limited for our own protection. But actually we serve a limitless Lord, and when we can step out of the finite thinking of the carnal mind we will discover what it means to exist in the infinite realm of His kingdom.
 
   Even if we don’t always realize it, as Christians we have been removed from the world’s competitive system. This goes beyond our basic needs of food and clothing. We are no longer in competition with anyone for anything, be it love, favor, peace, happiness, or success. We have an abundant never-ending source of supply because God almighty is our provider.
 
   So let go of your competitively selfish habits. Let go of your fear of running out, of giving too much, and of not having enough. Don't worry about your needs any longer. God will fulfill them in ways you could never begin to imagine. Instead seek the kingdom of God first, seek the love of God first, and the rest will be added to you as you go.
 
    
 
   Selfless Love
 
   We can no longer allow ourselves to settle for a half-love towards our brothers and sisters, one tainted by a spirit of competition or the world's set of priorities. We cannot live with the incomplete, temporary, and uncommitted form of selflessness that we assume to be “close enough” to the will of God. There is something at stake that is so much greater than we may realize.
 
   “Then the righteous will answer Him, saying, ‘Lord, when did we see You hungry and feed You, or thirsty and give You drink? When did we see You a stranger and take You in, or naked and clothe You? Or when did we see You sick, or in prison, and come to You?’ And the King will answer and say to them, ‘Assuredly, I say to you, inasmuch as you did it to one of the least of these My brethren, you did it to Me’” (Matthew 25:37-40).
 
   What an incredible understanding Jesus offers us in this passage. Again it brings us to the importance of our existence as the Body of Christ. He has attached Himself to us in such an intimate way that He claims no distinction between Himself and us, His brothers. In His eyes, we are quite literally one and the same. So every action that we take towards another believer, whether helpful or hurtful, affects Him directly. That is a truly sobering realization to consider, and it has the power to transform our relationships with one another.
 
   Therefore, just as we reflect Christ into the lives of our fellow believers, we must never forget that they are also an extension of His presence in ours. We must offer others the same care, the same consideration and service, and the same outpouring of love and gratitude that we would give to Jesus Himself. Each of them deserves the same degree of preference, the same selfless love that we would offer to Him.
 
   It also bears mentioning that Jesus did not put any qualifications on which of our brothers we should love with this brand of selflessness. In fact, He made a point of highlighting our actions towards the least of them as the ones that meant so much to Him. So what did He mean by the least? Normally we assume that He meant the youngest, weakest, or most impoverished of us. But what if we applied that word in other comparative areas of thinking? What if we read it to mean the least worthy, the least likable, or the least deserving of our brothers? What if we applied this verse to those people who we don’t care for, to those who’ve failed us, or to those who have done us wrong?
 
   This truly opens up a new realm of accountability on our part; because that is precisely that definition of “least” that we so often use when we excuse our selfish or uncaring treatment of specific brothers or sisters. But in God’s eyes, those forms of disqualification are no more legitimate than if we were to mistreat a brother or sister who was poor, sick, or of little social significance. Regardless of how we would define the “least” among us – those are the very ones that Jesus requires us to shower with His selfless love.
 
   Furthermore, Jesus did not put any qualification on which of their needs we should be willing to meet. He described physical needs such as food and clothing, but He also mentioned hospitality, personal care, and even companionship. It can be easy for us to dismiss the emotional and relational needs of others, because they often seem less immediate or less important than their physical or spiritual needs. However, we must always remember that someone’s needs do not have to conform to a specific checklist in order for us to be responsible to meet them. In fact, it is often the emotional and relational pieces of a person’s life that are broken and in need of care.
 
   We all know people who need our patience, our forgiveness, our compassion, or our time. Others may need constant encouragement, prayer, or even mercy. Many people simply need a friend – someone who will be there for them, who will take the time to understand and to love them, and who will care for them in a real and lasting way. Should we withhold these things because they are not the needs we are used to meeting? Should we dismiss them as less important than food or clothing? Never! We must reach out with support in any area where we find ourselves able, knowing that the gifts that we give are not only a demonstration of the all-encompassing love of God, but also an offering to Jesus Himself.
 
   For many of us this puts God’s call to selflessness into a new light, but that is a good thing. Our willingness to live and die for Christ often means laying down our lives in ways that we might not have expected. We tend to focus on the grand sacrifices we might make in His name without considering that the simple changes in our lives are normally the most profound.
 
   Allow God to make this simple change in your life right now. Let Him remove your competitive perspective and replace it with a new, truly selfless degree of love. Allow God to use you to care for, support, and minister to others. Let Him transform the condition of your heart to that of a shepherd, that of a servant. This one simple change will permanently alter the way that you approach every relationship you will ever have.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 6
 
   Submission:
 
   Resisting Pride
 
    
 
   The Pride Problem
 
   For Christians, pride (the inflated sense of our own importance, merit, or superiority; the idea that we are somehow entitled, that something is “due” to us) is a problem that can cause irreparable relational damage. Of course we know that pride isn’t good. We are aware that it stands in opposition to the spirit of God that lives within us. We understand that it is impossible to move in pride and still be rightly related to God. Yet what we do not necessarily realize is the very real danger that pride poses to our relationships with one another. Nor do we see how much pride’s roots are intertwined with the competitive mindset of Cain. 
 
   However, even in purely natural terms this connection should be clear, especially when you consider how closely this world’s competitive culture focuses on relative rank, position, and honor. In the competitive environment where happiness and satisfaction are considered products of success and superiority, it naturally follows that we would develop and even nurture a personal sense of our own merit, our own importance. After all, to the competitive mind that is always the ultimate goal – to be better than everyone else. 
 
   Even Christians have been known to fall into this trap of competitive pride and to allow it to play out in their relationships within their own churches and ministries. Sometimes it is a matter of pointing out their real authority or success (“The soup kitchen never did run right until they put me in charge”), and other times it takes on more of a social or political veneer (“Oh, I’ll talk to the pastor’s wife for you, she always takes my calls.”) But one way or the other, they take satisfaction in their relative “rank” among their peers. And although on the surface it might seem innocent enough, the seed of pride that exists in that type of perspective is dangerous, both because of the division it causes between individuals and because of the way that it draws people out of their rightful place within the Body of Christ.
 
   In fact, Jesus Himself warned us very specifically against this type of thinking in the Gospel of Luke:
 
   “When you are invited by anyone to a wedding feast, do not sit down in the best place, lest one more honorable than you be invited by him; and he who invited you and him come and say to you, ‘Give place to this man,’ and then you begin with shame to take the lowest place. But when you are invited, go and sit down in the lowest place, so that when he who invited you comes he may say to you, ‘Friend, go up higher.’ Then you will have glory in the presence of those who sit at the table with you. For whoever exalts himself will be humbled, and he who humbles himself will be exalted” (Luke 14:8-11).
 
   Imagine for a moment a modern equivalent of the scenario that Jesus described. Imagine walking into a business meeting or a wedding reception, standing at the end of the long table and trying to figure out exactly how close you can get to the ultimate seat of honor without being asked to move back. It seems kind of silly, doesn’t it? And yet that’s exactly what a prideful mentality is all about – the need to define oneself as better than someone else.
 
   This measurement of success, this particular version of keeping score is especially self defeating within the kingdom of God. Inevitably someone with this perspective will attempt to exalt themselves into a position beyond their reach, and inevitably God will have to move them back to their proper place. The more publicly they attempt to push ahead, the harder it will be for them when they are humbled.
 
   Jesus’ words to us on this topic are clear and concise: do not seek to promote yourself into positions of authority. Do not attempt to display your status for others to see. Our place in the Body is not defined by power or prestige. Our place is defined by the needs that we can meet and the lives that we can touch.
 
   God is not interested in our rank, that’s a competitive concept. He does not care if you have the ear of someone in authority or the ability to influence decisions. To God, those trappings of success are meaningless. All He cares about is whether you are wiling to be obedient to Him in exactly the place that He has put you in this moment. Are you willing to remain humble, submitted to His will? Or is it more important for you to find a way to get ahead in life?
 
   It is important for us to realize just how detrimental pride is to our ability to remain at peace and in harmony with our brothers. In fact, if you think about it you will realize that it is almost impossible for anyone who is prideful to avoid falling into the same relational pitfalls of competition and comparison that ensnared Cain.
 
   After all, Cain was angry with his brother because he felt that he deserved what Abel had received. The older brother in the parable of the prodigal son was angry because he saw his brother being given what he himself had been trying to earn. Both of these men fell into sin because their pride caused them to believe that they deserved better, because they were dissatisfied with their comparative place, and because they felt that it was important for them to be exalted above or along with their brothers. Clearly, if we are serious about building godly relationships with one another, then this is an issue that must be addressed.
 
    
 
   Active Humility
 
   Of course it goes without saying that we will never be able to walk in true humility among our brothers and sisters unless we first find a way to remain humble in our relationship with Jesus. Before we can even consider what it means to practice humility among His people, we must first determine what it means to be humble in the sight of God.
 
   “Therefore whoever humbles himself as this little child is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 18:4).
 
   In this passage, and over and over again in the Gospels, Jesus emphasized the importance of humility and the amazing power that it holds in His kingdom. If that is true, then clearly humility is an essential aspect of our identities as Christians. But humility is a complicated thing. Like so many issues that are important to God, our humility is not a matter of words or actions, but a condition of our hearts. When it comes to humility, God wants us to have the right perspective.
 
   So how can we accurately define humility before the Lord? It is certainly more than just recognizing His superiority or our inferiority. The Lord isn’t looking for Christians who will spend their lives focused on how wretched and unworthy they are. Biblical humility is so much deeper and more practical than that. And just as we adjusted our concept of relational love by spending time discussing selflessness, we can do the same with humility by using anther word that is closely related: submission. 
 
   When we consider humility in the light of the word submission, it takes on a deeper and more practical application. To submit to someone is both an action and a choice. It requires more than just a perception of our own lower status. It means that we choose to make ourselves teachable and open to direction. As we unfold the depths of meaning that this simple word contains, we will discover how all-encompassing its effect on our lives must be.
 
   You see, it is one thing to live our lives according to our own plans and claim to be in submission to God’s authority. We can grow in a few areas, address some of the more obvious issues in our characters, and believe that we are giving God His way. It is, however, an entirely different thing to be willing to be changed, guided, and taught by Him in every area of our lives. That level of humility requires that we let go of every piece of who we are in our pursuit to discover who He is.
 
   We all have faults and flaws, areas of our lives that we would love to change. Those are things that are easy to be humble about, pieces of ourselves that we would gladly allow God to reshape. We would even be happy to see Him get rid of those things altogether. But we each also have parts of our personalities that we really like, pieces of ourselves that we are proud of, that we embrace, and even use to define ourselves. It is when God begins to touch those areas of our lives that our humility, our ability to submit to His hand is truly tested.
 
   The humble He guides in justice, and the humble He teaches His way (Psalm 25:9).
 
   To give God the ability to teach and guide us means handing over control of our assumptions, our priorities, and even our identities. God’s plan requires that we be molded into the image of His Son. That means that we must first make ourselves pliable and open to His work. We will never be able to take on our new shape until we are willing to change from our existing form. We simply cannot become the fully formed new creations that we are called to be while we are still clinging to our carnal identities. True humility is about reaching the point where we can stand in agreement with the words of John the Baptist who said of Jesus: “He must increase, but I must decrease” (John 3:30).
 
   We have to be willing to surrender even those parts of our personalities that we like, the pieces of ourselves that we are proud of, and the things that we consider part of our true makeup. Oftentimes that means letting go of the very things that make us “us” in our own minds. But anything that fails to match the will of God in our lives, any character trait that does not reflect Jesus’ light into the lives of those around us must be shed in order to make way for our true godly natures.
 
   If we're going to walk a path of righteousness, if we're going to walk in that level of purpose, of power, of authority to which we have been called, then we can no longer afford to live our lives according to our own whims or desires. We must humble ourselves to the point of becoming like Christ, who lived in complete and absolute submission and obedience to God in all things. 
 
   The Bible tells us that He never did anything at all unless He saw His Father do it first (John 5:19). Never to do anything unless the Father does it first, that is serious humility! But until we are willing to reach that level of submission and agreement, until we're willing to give up our personal latitude in favor of His plan, we will never see ourselves walking in the full authority and anointing of Jesus Christ.
 
    
 
   Godly Ambition vs. Competitive Pride
 
   A man’s pride will bring him low, But the humble in spirit will retain honor (Proverbs 29:23).
 
   At this point it is important for us to take a moment to talk about honor and exaltation, and how they tie into our lives as humble Christians. Because the honest truth is that none of us wants to be a powerless nobody. We don’t all desire the spotlight, but we each have dreams of some sort that we want to fulfill. If nothing else, as Christians we each desire to live lives that will please our Father in Heaven.
 
   In that regard, our ambition is not a bad thing at all. It’s what makes us aggressive and passionate. It drives us on to achieve the things we care about. But as Christians we must keep that natural desire for affirmation from leading us to a place of competition and pride. So how can we find the balance between humility and ambition, especially in the ways that they affect our relationships with others?
 
   One important key is to examine the difference between the honor and exaltation that comes from God and the praise and recognition that we expect to receive from men. The truth is that this can be a very difficult distinction to make. After all, when we think of honor, even from God, there are certain expectations that are hard to shake. We expect honor to come at specific times and in specific ways. We expect our gifts to be acknowledged, our hard work to be seen and rewarded. We expect to be recognized by others for the things that we do well, for the skills that we display, and for our strengths and achievements. Those are the markers of success that the world has taught us to seek. But they are also based on man’s approval, and are simply not how honor works in the Body of Christ.
 
   I remember once having a discussion with someone who had spent several months working hard to build up a new ministry in her church. She was telling me a story about another person who had started by working with her and then later branched off to do similar but unrelated projects. She explained that this other person was now the one getting public recognition and encouragement from their pastors, while her ministry was still struggling and had not yet received those signs of approval. As a result she was feeling overlooked and under-appreciated. At one point in the conversation she said: “It got me thinking, why am I working so hard to do this? What’s the point?”
 
   Believe me when I say that I could sympathize with what she was feeling. But I also recognized almost immediately the source of her frustrations. She was falling for the all-too-familiar trap of looking for her affirmation in the wrong place. She did not start this ministry to win the approval of men. She did it because she believed that God was asking it of her. But when human affirmation didn’t manifest in the way that she expected, and when someone else began to receive the praise and attention that she was hoping for, the questions and doubts began to creep in.
 
   Why does that happen to us? Why do men and women who earnestly desire to serve and please their God grow so discouraged and frustrated when they don’t receive approval from His people? It is because we do not understand how the affirmation of God differs from worldly recognition. As long as we expect our honor in the kingdom to come from the same sources that they would in the world, or as long as human recognition becomes our marker of success, the Lord’s kingdom will always be an incredibly frustrating place in which to operate.
 
   “Take heed that you do not do your charitable deeds before men, to be seen by them. Otherwise you have no reward from your Father in heaven. Therefore, when you do a charitable deed, do not sound a trumpet before you as the hypocrites do in the synagogues and in the streets, that they may have glory from men. Assuredly, I say to you, they have their reward. But when you do a charitable deed, do not let your left hand know what your right hand is doing, that your charitable deed may be in secret; and your Father who sees in secret will Himself reward you openly” (Matthew 6:1-4).
 
   In this passage Jesus created a very clear line of demarcation for us on this issue. Yes, the picture that He used may seem extreme. After all, most of us don’t consciously wait for an audience before we do the things that we know to be right. However, we do often expect our righteous actions and godly achievements to be praised by those who see them. In this way, the principle is applicable in every area of our lives, and it is the benchmark by which we must measure the motivation behind every action that we take.
 
   As human beings we are born craving affirmation. It is part of our nature to want someone other than ourselves to recognize our successes and to encourage and applaud our efforts. There’s nothing wrong with that; it’s how God made us. But when it comes to issues of recognition, exaltation, and honor, we as Christians must decide where we will find our source. Do we want our honor to come from God or from men? Put another way: is doing the will of God worth while on its own, or do we require that someone else see and recognize what we have done in order to be satisfied?
 
   This is a subtle and complex issue, and an area in which each of us needs to take the time to seriously and carefully examine our hearts. Because if our works are fueled by our carnal pride the evidence will be found in our need for recognition and honor from men. If, on the other hand, we can learn Biblical humility then the only recognition we will ever need will be the still small voice of the Holy Spirit whispering “well done.”
 
   It is very important for us to understand this fundamental differentiation because doing so will force us to look at our most frustrating relational situations from a new and different perspective. If pride is what feeds our need for worldly respect, then every time we find ourselves discouraged or angered by a lack of “proper” honor or by some misplaced recognition, the root of that disappointment can be traced back to our pride. Suddenly our frustrations with other people become not a sign of an external problem, not evidence of how they’ve wronged us, but rather an indication of an internal issue within our own hearts.
 
   Once we realize that, it will change the way we handle these disappointments that inevitably come in every one of our relationships. Rather than getting angry with the other person, rather than feeling cheated or blaming them for how they’ve overlooked us, we will instead fall to our knees and seek the Lord, asking Him to help us develop hearts of true humility.
 
   Imagine, for a moment, how significantly your life would change if, as Christians, we all stopped getting angry or frustrated at others for failing to “properly” recognize our every effort, contribution or achievement. Imagine how your marriage would change if forgetting to take out the garbage was no longer a sign to you of how little your husband appreciated all the hard work you did to maintain a lovely home. Imagine how much less stressful the church Christmas play would be if you didn’t have to worry that forgetting to thank someone in the program would start World War Three. Imagine if a pastor could publicly praise someone from the pulpit for their hard work on a project without offending the seven or seventy other people in the congregation who were convinced that they’d worked harder and were “just as deserving” of being mentioned as that other person who’d been singled out.
 
   Truly comprehending this issue will force us to examine ourselves when we would rather blame others. It will force us to adjust our thinking, even when we’re sure we’re right. It will stop us from allowing conflict to weave its way into our relationships. Perhaps most importantly, it will cause us to chase after humility to a degree that we might never have considered possible in the past.
 
   We need to understand that while there is absolutely honor to be found in the kingdom of God, it cannot be found if we are operating from a place of pride. God desires to honor us before the world, but that worldly honor can never be our goal or our motivation. Instead, we must find our contentment in the knowledge that He is pleased with us. That is our greatest reward.
 
   We will only attain true honor in God when we are no longer looking for praise from men. When we put our trust in Him, when He becomes our source of honor and affirmation, then we will be moving in the direction of true Biblical humility, and we will begin to see His honor bestowed upon us in incredible and supernatural ways.
 
    
 
   Jonathan’s Submission
 
   At this point it may prove helpful to examine a practical example of humility from the Bible. There are so many wonderful examples of humility for us to choose from, but one of my favorites (especially in the context of brotherhood) is that of Jonathan, the son of king Saul. Understanding the depths of this man’s humility requires that we comprehend exactly who he was, where his life was expected to go, and the way that he handled the changes that God presented to him.
 
   Jonathan’s father, Saul, was the first king of Israel. He’d been anointed as a young man and had been living and reigning as a king ever since. As his oldest son, Jonathan was raised from infancy with the expectation that he would inherit his father’s throne. He was told for his entire life that one day he would be king over Israel, just like his dad. He must have had high expectations for his future, and every right to presume that they would come true.
 
   But Jonathan was going to face a very serious problem – his expectations for his future, his ambitions for greatness did not line up with God’s plan for his life. God had already chosen another young man to replace Saul as king. He had sent His prophet Samuel to the house of a man named Jesse, and there he anointed a boy named David as the next king over Israel.
 
   Of course we have no reason to presume that Jonathan knew anything about this incredible turn of events. I would imagine that this news might never have left Jesse’s household. After all, being God’s chosen replacement for the reigning king would have put a serious target on David’s back. If Saul had known of God’s plans for David he might have imprisoned or even executed him as a traitor. But instead, David was welcomed into Saul’s home and functioned for a time as his armorbearer. 
 
   Now when he had finished speaking to Saul, the soul of Jonathan was knit to the soul of David, and Jonathan loved him as his own soul. Saul took him that day, and would not let him go home to his father’s house anymore. Then Jonathan and David made a covenant, because he loved him as his own soul. And Jonathan took off the robe that was on him and gave it to David, with his armor, even to his sword and his bow and his belt (1 Samuel 18:1-4).
 
   An incredible thing happened when David became a fixture in Saul’s household. Jonathan, the heir apparent, one of the most powerful men in the kingdom, and David’s direct rival for the throne, embraced this future king as a brother. This kinship and brotherly love that existed between them went so deep that they made a covenant with one another, effectively adopting each other as family. This was not a silly boyhood promise, but a permanent and unbreakable pact. The Bible tells us that their souls were knit, and that Jonathan loved David as he loved his own self. The parallels to Jesus’ commandment to love one another are obvious. But what is less obvious is the extent to which this covenant of brotherhood would affect Jonathan’s priorities.
 
   You see, over time a very serious problem began to brew within the king’s household. Although Jonathan loved David, his father Saul had developed a very different opinion of the young man. As David’s popularity among the people grew, Saul began to see him as a potential threat to his throne. Saul began to understand, or at least to suspect that David was the man destined to replace him as king. His reaction to this revelation was absolutely vicious. He immediately began to persecute David, and to look for opportunities to kill him.
 
   Saul’s pride in this situation created very real strife within his household – strife that was quickly heading toward bloodshed. And yet in the face of this very real and violent conflict, his son Jonathan remained true to the covenant of brotherhood that bound him to David. In fact, when the time came for Jonathan to choose between protecting David and remaining loyal his own father, Jonathan made a brave and astounding choice. He chose to protect David from his father’s plans, and in doing so, to give up his rightful place as the next king of Israel.
 
   But if it pleases my father to do you evil, then I will report it to you and send you away, that you may go in safety. And the Lord be with you as He has been with my father. And you shall not only show me the kindness of the Lord while I still live, that I may not die; but you shall not cut off your kindness from my house forever, no, not when the Lord has cut off every one of the enemies of David from the face of the earth” (1 Samuel 20:13b-15).
 
   These words coming from Jonathan’s mouth always bring tears to my eyes. It’s very clear from this speech that Jonathan had come to an understanding of exactly what David was destined to be. It might never have been explicitly spoken before this moment, but just like his father, Jonathan had realized the truth – that as long as David lived he would never be king. And yet, his humility, his absolute submission to the will of God, and his love for his brother were so pure that he willingly gave up all of his rights, all of his dreams in support of David’s cause. He even went so far as to say: “And the Lord be with you as He has been with my father.” In those words Jonathan was more than acknowledging that David was going to replace Saul as king, he was speaking a blessing over him and his reign.
 
   What an incredible posture of humility for Jonathan to take. He loved his brother so deeply that he was willing to defy his father and risk his very life in order to ensure David’s safety – knowing full well that by doing so he was closing the door to his own dreams and to the power and authority that were his birthright. Still, he willingly stepped out of the way, removing himself as an obstacle in order to see his brother shine. 
 
   This story gives us an incredible comparison between a life driven by pride and one lived in true humility. On the one hand we see Saul, whose need to protect and preserve his own superiority caused him to tear David down. Even though this young man had become a part of his household and was one of his most trusted bodyguards, Saul, in his pride, could see him only as a rival. 
 
   Jonathan, on the other hand, lived and operated in true humility. He submitted himself to God’s will, even when it cost him the rank and position that he was entitled to hold. He humbled himself before his brother, giving preference to David. He completely let go of his own need for the affirmation, authority, and positions that come from men. He was able to find contentment in the knowledge that he was doing the right thing in the eyes of God, and in that way he set an example of Biblical humility that each one of us can strive to achieve.
 
   Let us decide today to be Jonathan and not Saul. Let’s decide that no matter what it seems to cost us, we will walk in peace and harmony with our brothers and sisters in Christ. Today we can choose to let go of the trappings of pride, and to live instead in true humility before God and with one another.
 
    
 
   Submitting to One Another
 
   We cannot end this chapter without discussing the practical role that submission plays in our relationships among our brothers. In the same way that we must humble ourselves and submit ourselves to God, the Lord also expects us to walk in humility towards one another, and that means submitting to each other as well! And yet so many of us fall into the trap of taking a humble posture before the Lord and then turning around and rising up in pride among His people. We think we have no problems submitting to our Father, but when He asks us to humbly submit to our brothers and sisters we have suddenly moved beyond our comfort zone.
 
   However, that is really nothing more than another manifestation of Cain’s competitive perspective at work in our hearts. If we measure our success in natural terms then it is no wonder that we have trouble submitting to one another with humility. How can we expect to set aside our own ambitions and purposes if they are the very measure by which we judge our achievements? It would be simply impossible!
 
   We will never be able to prefer others, to submit to others, or to stand aside to make way for others when we are still operating from a competitive heart, because such a mindset demands that we strive against one another. Under this mentality, choosing to prefer others, putting their success ahead of our own, seems inevitably tied to the idea of our own loss.
 
   But imagine if Jonathan had allowed this perspective to rule in his life. Imagine if he had chosen to advance his own position, to protect his own interests, or to remove his rival. Imagine if he had done nothing at all, preserved his own life, and just stayed silent as his father plotted to kill David. Certainly he could have found justification for such actions. After all, he wasn’t the one committing murder. 
 
   But it was his incredible submission to a man of lower rank, social standing, and political power that motivated his decision, and as a result he preserved the life of one of the greatest kings that would ever live. He didn’t have to do it. In fact, the world’s competitive perspective would have condemned him as a fool for the choice he made. Nevertheless, we cannot help but recognize that his humility towards his brother was a beautiful example of God’s own heart.
 
   Likewise you younger people, submit yourselves to your elders. Yes, all of you be submissive to one another, and be clothed with humility, for “God resists the proud, but gives grace to the humble.” Therefore humble yourselves under the mighty hand of God, that He may exalt you in due time, casting all your care upon Him, for He cares for you (1 Peter 5:5-7).
 
   Submitting to one another – what a truly grating concept that can be. Oh, we can accept submission to a certain degree. We expect to submit to our elders, to our leaders, and to those in authority over us. We can accept submitting to the strongest, the wisest, and the most experienced among us. However, the idea of submitting to those whom we consider equals and peers is a difficult one to accept; and when God asks us to submit to those that we would otherwise expect to hold authority over, we absolutely cringe.
 
   Yet, that is exactly the command that this passage presents to us. It starts where one might expect, by establishing that younger people should be submitted to their elders. But then it takes the concept of submission a step further, requiring each of us to be submitted to one another. Just like Jesus’ command to love, this is a relational requirement that comes without restrictions or exceptions. It is a supernatural form of submission that does not vary based on your rank or position. It is a command for all believers, at all times, and in all circumstances.
 
   And to make sure that we understand the significance of this command Peter explained that these acts of submission are directly tied to our humility before God. In other words, it is impossible for us to stand before the Father and claim to be humble unless we are also consistently and actively walking in submission to our brothers as well.
 
   But God has chosen the foolish things of the world to put to shame the wise, and God has chosen the weak things of the world to put to shame the things which are mighty; and the base things of the world and the things which are despised God has chosen, and the things which are not, to bring to nothing the things that are, that no flesh should glory in His presence (1 Corinthians 1:27-29).
 
   It is so easy for us to forget that God’s ways are not our ways, and that His plans are not limited by our expectation. According to our human understanding, there is a natural order to things: that the best and the brightest of us should lead. We are so used to sorting ourselves out into ranks that are measured by our abilities, strengths, or seniority, that we often take for granted that this is the way things “should” be. As a result, we end up competing with one another in an attempt to establish our own significance. We promote ourselves, push our ideas, demand that our plans be heard and our achievements recognized. We jealously guard our positions and our titles, as though we’ve earned them on our own merits or by our own strength.
 
   However, greatness in the kingdom of God has never been reached by our achievements or our abilities. We will only find it when we learn to serve one another, to honor one another, and to give preference to one another before and above ourselves.
 
   If we want to attain spiritual greatness we must stop looking for it in natural terms. It will not come by means of our intelligence, our talents, our education, or even our experience. It will only come when we fully embrace the heart of a servant and live our lives submitted to the cause of Christ, striving to meet the needs of others rather than our own goals and desires. That is how true humility is acted out in our daily lives.
 
   Let nothing be done through selfish ambition or conceit, but in lowliness of mind let each esteem others better than himself. Let each of you look out not only for his own interests, but also for the interests of others (Philippians 2:3-4).
 
   It is a difficult thing to examine our own actions and motivations under the light of the Word of God, because when we do, it becomes clear how many things must change. Let’s be real; while many Christians are familiar with this verse and have mastered the art of practicing it in part, we are often unwilling to consider what it would mean to carry it through to the fullness of its implications. But according to this passage, when we operate out of selfish ambition we are not walking in humility. When we esteem or value ourselves more highly than others, we are not walking in humility. When we look after our own interests or seek our own agendas, we are not walking in humility. And when we allow pride to convince us that we have done something to earn position, recognition, or authority among our spiritual family, we are not walking in humility.
 
   The very way that we relate to the world, our need to preserve our image or advance our case, and even our ideas of what qualifies as honor must be completely transformed. We must let go of the world’s competitive value system, understanding that God has called us to a better way. As long as we desire or expect the praise of men, even of fellow believers, we are operating out of our carnal pride and the mindset of Cain.
 
   Making the conscious decision to submit to one another, on the other hand, provides us with the opportunity to develop the perspective of a servant, the perspective of Jesus. It forces us to take our eyes off of our own position, off of our own achievements, and put them instead on the welfare and success of others. It will change our priorities and strip away our pride. It is not an easy process, but it is one of the most powerful things that we will ever do.
 
   Humility in the kingdom of God is a choice. If we are ever going to learn to walk in authentic Biblical humility we must first decide once and for all that we are willing to submit to one another. We must decide that we will submit even when we think we could do better, even when our way seems more sensible, even when the credit for our labor is going to someone else, and even when every competitive urge within us is screaming that it isn’t fair. We must submit not only to those who have the authority to lead us, but also to our brothers and sisters. Until we are ready to make that choice decisively and completely, there will always be a struggle within us between our carnal perspective and the mind of Christ.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 7
 
   Forgiveness:
 
   Releasing Unforgiveness
 
    
 
   The Gift of Forgiveness
 
   Out of all the ungodly relational attitudes that feed into the competitive perspective of Cain, unforgiveness is one of the most well known and easily recognized. In fact, the danger of unforgiveness is one of those relational topics that Christians are constantly hearing about. We know we are supposed to forgive one another in the same manner that God has forgiven us. Many of us even understand the incredible potential problems of allowing unforgiveness to fester in our hearts. Why is it then, that we still have such a hard time forgiving? Why is it so difficult for us to let go?
 
   Part of it, of course, is that the wounds we feel upon being wronged take time to heal, and while they are still raw and open it is hard to forget the role of the person that caused them. But another, often larger part of our struggle comes from a much more competition-driven cause. To many of us, forgiveness is a struggle because it interferes with our need to see “justice” done; that is to say, to see other people punished for the wrongs that they have committed.
 
   This need for justice has developed into one of the most widespread and potentially harmful relationship lies that has ever infiltrated the Body of Christ. It has perpetuated an unspoken myth which presumes that as long as I’m right and you’re wrong, then I have a right, even within God’s system of government, to exact revenge, to expose your misdeeds, or to demand to see you punished in some way. 
 
   Have you ever witnessed a fellow Christian go on a tirade about someone else, tell them off, tear them apart, or gossip about them behind their back and then claim that they were operating in “holy anger” or “righteous indignation”? Maybe you’ve witnessed a person condemning others by using phrases like “Jesus doesn’t like liars!” or “Be sure your sin will find you out!” These are classic cases of unforgiveness at work within Christian relationships.
 
   All too often Christians feel justified in letting an angry or judgmental attitude take control of them simply because it was provoked by someone else’s misdeeds. They will say and do things that they would never find acceptable under normal situations, and they will use the fact that someone else has wronged them as their justification for their actions. This “eye for an eye” behavior stands in direct conflict with Jesus’ teaching and ministry.
 
   Nevertheless, many believers have used their own anger at being mistreated as license to lash out against their brothers and sisters, to speak and act out of malice instead of love, to hold on to unforgiveness, to gossip, to condemn, and to create conflict within the family of God. They fail to understand that there is nothing holy or righteous about that type of anger or retribution. They confuse their “right-ness” in their own eyes with their righteousness before God.
 
   You see, being right is not the same as being righteous. Righteousness (right standing with God) is never a matter of right or wrong, but always a matter of grace. We can never forget that we will never be right enough to earn our righteousness in God’s sight. Our righteousness was transferred to us through the work of the cross that cancelled all of our sin. So when we turn around and use a brother’s misdeeds as the excuse for our own unloving behavior we are disregarding the power of the cross in that person’s life. When we take on accusation and vengeance as our “rights” we are stepping out of the love of God and into a carnal perspective.
 
   God isn’t interested in keeping score, and He certainly isn’t interested in watching us turn our backs on love so that we can tear someone else down, no matter what they’ve already done to us. In fact, Jesus was so dismissive of our rights in this area that He gave us an extreme set of commandments to follow:
 
   “You have heard that it was said, ‘An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.’ But I tell you not to resist an evil person. But whoever slaps you on your right cheek, turn the other to him also. If anyone wants to sue you and take away your tunic, let him have your cloak also. And whoever compels you to go one mile, go with him two” (Matthew 5:38-41).
 
   This is a pretty extreme commandment when you consider it on a practical level. Jesus told us, in essence, that if someone steals from you, you should not attempt to get it back, but rather give them even more. If they hurt you, you should not exact revenge or even attempt to defend yourself, but allow them to do it again!
 
   Could you imagine what would happen if someone walked up to you on a Sunday morning before church and literally smacked you across the face? What would your first reaction be? How many people would find out about what they did? How likely would you be to tell them off? How long would you hold it against them?
 
   Christians trapped in a carnal perspective would see such an incident as license to treat that person as terribly as they had been treated. But that is simply not God’s way. It is a difficult thing to let go of being wronged, but it is the only way for us to continue to walk and act in true forgiveness towards one another.
 
   You see, unforgiveness is a predictable result of a life operating under Cain’s perspective. In such a competitive system it is only natural that we expect people to be rewarded for their achievements and punished for their mistakes. That’s what the world tells us is fair. As long as we are in that mindset it will always be difficult for us to let go of the wrong that someone else has done until we see that they have paid what we consider to be an appropriate price for their hurtful misstep. We may call it retribution, revenge, or even justice, but regardless of the words we use, we tend to feel cheated if our attackers aren’t properly punished for the wrongs that they’ve committed.
 
   Consider the roles that this motivation played in Cain’s life, and in the life of the older brother in the parable of the prodigal son. Cain’s anger towards his brother, his inability to let go of a perceived wrong was so strong that he actually took it upon himself to punish Abel directly. In fact, he not only punished him, he killed him! The prodigal son’s older brother virtually disowned him because he was unable to let go of his unforgiveness. And he even went so far as to be angry with their father for not punishing his youngest son for the sins of his past. They both suffered from the uncomfortable delusion that there was something incredibly unfair in their relative treatment compared to their brothers. Their inability to forgive, to let go of this perceived injustice led them both to destruction.
 
   However, that is simply not how true forgiveness works in the kingdom of God. If we forgive someone only after they’ve been “appropriately” punished, then what have we actually accomplished? If they have already paid their debt, then what power does our forgiveness hold? What purpose does it serve?
 
   Real Biblical forgiveness is a tremendously powerful act. It is not simply a matter of acknowledging that a wrong has been punished or that a debt has been paid. It is about letting go of a person’s misdeeds and no longer holding their faults against them. It operates without any regard to retribution or thought of consequences. In fact, in order to walk in true forgiveness we have to be willing to forget the concept of worldly “justice” entirely.
 
   So many Christians get trapped in unforgiveness because we are still waiting for the other person to be sorry enough to be forgiven. We forget that forgiveness is a choice – our choice. It is a decision based on mercy, not justice, and as such it hinges entirely upon our free will to choose and not the words, actions, or even the repentance of the person who has done us wrong.
 
   This means that we have the ability to forgive other people regardless of what they’ve done, how many times they’ve done it, or why they did it. We don’t even need them to be sorry for their actions. We have the power to freely exercise forgiveness in our own hearts at any time. To hand that power over to those who have wronged us is to woefully misunderstand the gift that God has given us.
 
   We do not forgive others because they deserve to be forgiven. We forgive because we have chosen to live as models and examples of Christ on this earth. Just as He chose to forgive us of every wrong, every sin, every hurt and misdeed, He has commanded us to offer that same full and unrestrained forgiveness to others. In the same way that His forgiveness covers every one of our sins, past present and future, so our forgiveness of others through His grace can cover every wrong that we will ever endure from one another. And just as He forgave us long before we repented, so we must choose to forgive immediately and without waiting, even if the person who has wronged us never shows a hint of remorse. Our capacity to forgive can not be limited or reserved – it must be free and absolute.
 
   Then Peter came to Him and said, “Lord, how often shall my brother sin against me, and I forgive him? Up to seven times?” Jesus said to him, “I do not say to you, up to seven times, but up to seventy times seven” (Matthew 18:21-22).
 
   In this passage Peter was asking Jesus to set limits on how far our forgiveness should go. And yet I don’t think that it was something that he was consciously aware of when he was asking the question. I’m sure that Peter wasn’t trying to be cruel or carnal. On the contrary, I would imagine that when he came to Jesus he thought that forgiving someone seven times would be an incredible measure of kindness and generosity.
 
   In fact, my guess is that when Peter posed the question to Jesus, he was probably offering up the most extreme example of forgiveness that he could dream of. Imagine his surprise when Jesus blew the limits completely off of his reasoning! When He responded by saying “seventy times seven” Jesus was essentially telling Peter not to bother counting. He was telling us that there can be no limit to the forgiveness that we extend to one another on this earth.
 
    
 
   Joseph’s Example
 
   One of the most well known examples of forgiveness among brothers that can be found in the Bible is in the life of Joseph. We all know the story. Joseph was the eleventh of twelve brothers and his father’s favorite. His older brothers all despised and hated him. They believed that he thought himself better than them, and they resented the special treatment he received from their father. It almost goes without saying that there was a root of terrible strife that existed in that household.
 
   This entire situation came to a boiling point one day when Joseph was sent to check on his brothers out in the field. At first they contemplated killing him, but eventually the decided to sell him into slavery instead. And for those of us who have heard this story often enough to become desensitized to the reality of the situation, I’d like to take a moment to say this again. Joseph’s brothers, his own flesh and blood, willingly handed him over to slave traders who then put him in chains and carried him off to another country to be sold like a possession.
 
   Joseph’s life, his liberty, his rights as a free human being, the safety of his home and his family, and even the country in which he lived were stripped away from him in a moment. What his brothers did to him was unspeakably evil. Their act of vile hatred ripped his life apart. They took away his innocence. They took away his identity. They robbed him of his freedom. And these were his brothers – men who, for all their differences, should have protected him as a member of their family. It is hard to imagine a more scarring, horrible example of brotherly betrayal.
 
   And for many years after this terrible moment, Joseph’s life seemed to get worse and worse. First he worked as a slave. Then he was wrongly accused of a crime and thrown into prison. He spent years there with no hope of release, until the day he met and helped a pair of powerful political prisoners. But even they forgot about him after they were released and left him to rot in his prison cell.
 
   Of course we all know that Joseph’s time in prison eventually came to an end. He was miraculously released, and even more miraculously elevated to a position of ultimate power in the land of Egypt. He became second only to the Pharaoh, a prince in the land. And when the time of famine came and his own brothers arrived in his court to buy food for their family, Joseph not only spared their lives, but he embraced them, forgave them, and brought them (together with their father and all their families) to live with him in Egypt.
 
   That is the story that we know. It’s the story that we tell our children. But there is one aspect of this story that I would like to focus on in our discussion of forgiveness – and it is one that took place many years after Joseph and his brothers were reunited. In fact, it occurred right after Israel, their father, died.
 
   When Joseph’s brothers saw that their father was dead, they said, “Perhaps Joseph will hate us, and may actually repay us for all the evil which we did to him.” So they sent messengers to Joseph, saying, “Before your father died he commanded, saying, ‘Thus you shall say to Joseph: “I beg you, please forgive the trespass of your brothers and their sin; for they did evil to you.”’ Now, please, forgive the trespass of the servants of the God of your father” (Genesis 50:15-17a).
 
   Not long after Israel died, Joseph’s brothers began to worry. Up until that point they had been living in Egypt in peace and harmony with Joseph. But after their father was dead these men became concerned. They were afraid that the time was coming when Joseph would seek his vengeance against them for the terrible deed that they had done to him so many years ago. They became convinced that retribution was around the corner, and so they hatched a plan to protect themselves from his wrath.
 
   These men’s thoughts and actions in this situation are a clear demonstration of the carnal perspective from which they operated. They knew that what they had done to Joseph was unspeakably wrong. They carried the guilt of it with them. And from the choices that they made it seems clear that they suspected Joseph’s forgiveness and his apparent acceptance of them was motivated by his love for their father rather than his love for them.
 
   No wonder they were terrified! Their carnal perspectives could not imagine that his forgiveness could be given without a price, without some punishment, some justice. It was incomprehensible to them that they had been let off the hook so easily. After all, from a Cain-like or carnal perspective Joseph would have been out of his mind not to seek some sort of vengeance for the years of suffering and affliction that their betrayal put him through.
 
   And Joseph wept when they spoke to him (Genesis 50:17b).
 
   And yet when Joseph heard them he responded in a way that was so unexpected that it is still shocking, even to those of us who understand his perspective. In seeing the root of their fears, in listening to these men beg for their lives, Joseph’s response was to weep. As they tried to convince him to let them live, Joseph cried like a baby. 
 
   Why did he react this way? Because his forgiveness ran so deep, and his love for his brothers so true that it caused him pain to see them afraid of him. It hurt him to see them torturing themselves with their fears of retribution. He didn’t want to punish them. His forgiveness wasn’t temporary or tied to his need to see them suffer. In fact, his need for “justice” was so non-existent that far from seeking retribution, he was wounded to realize that they were causing themselves anguish with their own fears. He suffered in imagining that they could so misunderstand his love for them. Their pain caused him sorrow.
 
   Joseph said to them, “Do not be afraid, for am I in the place of God? But as for you, you meant evil against me; but God meant it for good, in order to bring it about as it is this day, to save many people alive. Now therefore, do not be afraid; I will provide for you and your little ones.” And he comforted them and spoke kindly to them (Genesis 50:19-21).
 
   And so, in one of the most astounding acts of human forgiveness imaginable, Joseph reached out to his brothers and began to calm their fears, to reassure them, and to promise to take care of them. He didn’t just forgive his brothers. He responded with active kindness, active love, active mercy. The Bible actually says that he comforted them!
 
   That is truly an incredible thing to consider. Joseph was the one who had been wronged. He was the one who had suffered. Who knows how many nights he spent alone and afraid, crying himself to sleep in the slaver’s chains or lying on the prison floor – all because of a hateful act committed against him by members of his own family. If anyone deserved to be comforted it was Joseph. And yet, his love and forgiveness were so pure and so strong that when his tormentors stood before him in despair over the possible consequences of the wrong that they had done him, he went out of his way to speak words of comfort and kindness to them.
 
   It is hard to imagine a more absolute, complete, all-encompassing example of forgiveness than the one that Joseph demonstrated in his relationship with his brothers. And yet if Joseph could do it, than we can not deny that it is possible for each of us to walk in that same level of forgiveness towards our brothers as well. 
 
   Allow yourself to be moved by the Sprit of God into a realm of forgiveness that may have seemed impossible in the past. Allow your nature to be changed to such a degree that you can do as Joseph did and comfort those who have hurt you, embrace those who’ve wronged you, and weep over those who did evil towards you. Make the decision to walk in the full power of the forgiveness that God has placed in your hands. It will set you free.
 
    
 
   Our Greater Debt
 
   In order to embrace God’s purpose for our lives we must be willing to change our perspective and look at our world from a new vantagepoint. Instead of measuring our capacity to forgive based on what someone else has done to merit that forgiveness, we must place our eyes upon Jesus. Look at the measure of forgiveness that He has offered to you, and let that be the standard by which you judge your own right to remain in unforgiveness toward others.
 
   “Therefore the kingdom of heaven is like a certain king who wanted to settle accounts with his servants. And when he had begun to settle accounts, one was brought to him who owed him ten thousand talents. But as he was not able to pay, his master commanded that he be sold, with his wife and children and all that he had, and that payment be made. The servant therefore fell down before him, saying, ‘Master, have patience with me, and I will pay you all.’ Then the master of that servant was moved with compassion, released him, and forgave him the debt” (Matthew 18:23-27).
 
   Most Christians are familiar with this parable. We understand that God is represented by the king, and that we are the servant whose debt was too large to be repaid. We know that when Jesus spoke about the king forgiving the servant’s debt, He was foretelling His own death on the cross for the forgiveness of our sins. He quite literally cancelled a debt that was too large for us to ever pay on our own. Such is the mercy and the forgiveness of our God.
 
   But look at the motivation that the Jesus assigned to this king when he forgave his servant. He said that the king was moved with compassion. It was this same compassion that moved the father in the parable of the prodigal son. It was this same compassion that Joseph displayed toward his brothers. Compassion caused this king to let go of what was due to him, to forgive a debt that was immeasurably large. When he looked at his servant it wasn’t with a judgmental eye or with a vengeful heart. He didn’t see an account that needed to be settled, a lesson that needed to be taught, or justice that needed to be served. He saw a person who was in need of mercy. He looked with compassion, and it moved him to forgiveness.
 
   So often when we are stuck in unforgiveness it is because we are focused on the wrong thing. We see the person who wronged us not as a flawed human in need of mercy, but as the instrument and cause of our pain. We are unable to look past their faults to see their need. We have prosecuted the person in our heads and found them guilty, and in such harsh and judgmental calculations there is no room for mercy or grace.
 
   If we could only see the other person with the eyes of God, if we could only look at them with the full love and compassion of Jesus Christ flowing through our hearts it would become impossible for us to withhold forgiveness from them, no matter what wrong they had committed against us.
 
   “But that servant went out and found one of his fellow servants who owed him a hundred denarii; and he laid hands on him and took him by the throat, saying, ‘Pay me what you owe!’ So his fellow servant fell down at his feet and begged him, saying, ‘Have patience with me, and I will pay you all.’ And he would not, but went and threw him into prison till he should pay the debt” (Matthew 18:28-30).
 
   Have you ever noticed that there tends to be a “but” in our personal applications of Biblical principles? Even though we know and understand the perspective of God, we are still so quick to find a reason or excuse to treat others differently than He has treated us.
 
   From a purely objective standpoint this example of the two servants seems so extreme. Grabbing someone by the throat and throwing them into prison over such a tiny debt seems like a completely ridiculous and overblown reaction. And yet, isn’t that exactly what happened between Cain and Abel? And isn’t it precisely what we each do to our brothers when we refuse to forgive one another?
 
   We might not go so far as to physically attack anyone, but we do hold their wrongs over their heads, demanding to see justice done. We point fingers of blame and spread the story to people who have nothing to do with it. We “warn” others to watch out for that person. We boil over in anger when we think about what they did. We dwell over every tiny detail, running the story through our heads over and over again. We refuse to let go of what they’ve done, and we hold it against them for as long as we want.
 
   Could you imagine if that was how God treated us? Could you imagine if He chose to “forgive” but never “forget” the wrongs that we have done? What if He secretly held our sins against us, reminding us of them every time we spoke to Him? What if He exposed our darkest and most shameful acts to others, labeled us untrustworthy, or treated us the way that we truly deserved?
 
   “Then his master, after he had called him, said to him, ‘You wicked servant! I forgave you all that debt because you begged me. Should you not also have had compassion on your fellow servant, just as I had pity on you?’” (Matthew 18:32-33).
 
   The magnitude of what God has forgiven in our lives is so great that no wrong that is done to us could ever begin to compare. He has forgiven every single one of the sins that we commit against Him, and yet we have such trouble letting go of the smallest things that are done to us. We become overcome with anger, bitterness, resentment, even vengeance against these people who have hurt or offended us. 
 
   But that is not God’s way. It is not His desire for us. He wants us to display the same compassion, the same forgiveness that He showed us when He wiped our past clean and declared us spotless in His sight. It doesn’t matter if someone else has wronged you. It doesn’t matter if they’ve sinned against you. It doesn’t matter if they’ve hurt you, stolen from you, or damaged you. What they have done is no different, no worse than the sins you have committed in the course of your lifetime. 
 
   Remember that you are no longer held to judgment. You have been set free from your debt, and just as you have been forgiven for so much, God expects that you too will forgive others.
 
    
 
   Dangers of Unforgiveness
 
   Focusing again for a moment on the Cain perspective, it quickly becomes clear that unforgiveness played a large and dangerous role in Cain’s downfall. Once God had rejected Cain’s offering and accepted Abel’s, Cain’s competitive nature made him angry not at God, but at his brother. Even though Abel was innocent, Cain’s perspective convinced him that his brother had wronged him. And once he was convinced that he had been wronged, he was unable to forgive his brother. Instead he dwelt on the issue, getting angrier and more upset. His inability to forgive Abel led him to seek an extreme measure of vengeance for his loss. Plainly put, it led him to murder!
 
   In the parable of the prodigal son, the older son also struggled with unforgiveness. The offense of his brother’s misdeeds seemed so massive to him that he was unable to let it go. He was still more than willing to list the details of his brother’s wrongs. In fact, his unforgiveness had such a strong effect on him that that it actually made him angry to see his brother treated with kindness and mercy. It was so extreme that it caused him to reject the very brotherhood that bound them. It rendered him unable to walk into his own house since there he would have been forced to witness his brother’s redemption first hand. Unforgiveness was holding him captive.
 
   Both of these men suffered because they were unable to exercise practical forgiveness in their relationships. Both believed that their brothers had wronged them, and their carnal perspectives demanded that justice be done, that vengeance be carried out. They each wanted their brother to suffer the consequences of the pain that they were feeling. But their unforgiveness blinded them to the heart of God. It not only destroyed their relationships, it ended up causing them as much pain and suffering as they could have wished upon the ones they blamed for their hurt.
 
   The inability to forgive is dangerous. It holds us in a frame of mind that stands in direct conflict with God’s perspective. It traps us outside of His plan. When we carry unforgiveness in our hearts, we are the ones that shoulder its burdens, we are the ones that it damages. It is our souls that are destroyed, our hearts that suffer from the choke-hold of its power.
 
   Unforgiveness is not something that we should casually accept as a part of our existence. As Christians we must fight to purge it entirely from our minds and hearts. Only then will we be free from its powerful influence over our choices, actions, and attitudes.
 
   “And forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors … For if you forgive men their trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive you. But if you do not forgive men their trespasses, neither will your Father forgive your trespasses” (Matthew 6:12,14-15).
 
   One day as I was reading this familiar passage I came to a realization that stopped me cold. As I read “forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors” it dawned on me just how dangerous those words are to anyone who is held captive by a seed of unforgiveness in their hearts. Could you imagine what would happen if God ever chose to honor that request and forgave us in the same way and to the same degree that we chose to forgive the people who had wronged us? Heaven forbid!
 
   Praise God that He is more merciful than that. His mercy is new every morning, and His forgiveness is there for us even when we are not faithful. Even so, this is the manner in which Jesus instructed His disciples to pray. Clearly there is a lesson in that for each of us. He desires for us to be able to make this request and to have it answered according to His will. But that will only be possible when we learn to forgive others instantly, completely, and without reservation, in the same manner and to the same degree that God has forgiven us.
 
   We have been called to live a different life than those around us. We have a different set of values, a different level of understanding than the world. As a result, our treatment of one another should be noticeably different as well. Just as we strive to model Jesus in every other area of our lives, we must display His forgiveness, His tenderness, and His compassionate love in the relationships that we have with one another. This is why Paul wrote these instructions in his letter to the Ephesians:
 
   Let all bitterness, wrath, anger, clamor, and evil speaking be put away from you, with all malice. And be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, even as God in Christ forgave you. Therefore be imitators of God as dear children. And walk in love, as Christ also has loved us and given Himself for us (Ephesians 4:31-5:2a).
 
   This is the standard by which we are called to live.  We are called to be imitators of God, men and women who mirror the goodness and the love of our Lord. What better way is there to demonstrate the power of God on this earth than to forgive others as quickly and as fully as Christ has forgiven us? What more practical, more honest, more real evidence of true Christianity can we hope to display? 
 
   Let that be the power of your testimony – that you live a life that is free of unforgiveness. Imagine the effect of that example to draw others to Jesus. Imagine its power to heal your relationships, to mend your family, and to restore your joy! Don’t allow the burden of unforgiveness to weigh your life down for one more moment. Become an imitator of God, and embrace the incredible power of forgiveness!
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 8
 
   Mercy:
 
   Relinquishing Judgment
 
    
 
   Judge Not
 
   The last aspect of the Cain perspective that we are going to study is one that we as Christians must be especially wary of – namely judgment. There are very few things that we can do that will put us in conflict with God’s plans and purposes for His Body as quickly as indulging in a judgmental perspective.
 
   For judgment is without mercy to the one who has shown no mercy. Mercy triumphs over judgment (James 2:13).
 
   Let’s make one thing clear right now: God’s greatest desire is not for justice, but for restoration. A just world is not His perfect will. If justice were enough to satisfy God there would be no need for the cross, and each of us would be condemned to death for the sins that we have committed. Under justice, our punishment would be as unavoidable as our guilt. 
 
   But praise God, because justice was never enough for our Lord. Judgment does not satisfy the yearning of His heart. Therefore He has declared that there is something available that is more powerful than justice or judgment. Mercy, the unmerited forgiveness and favor of God, has triumphed over judgment once and for all.
 
   And yet it cannot be denied that as Christians we often find ourselves ignoring mercy and instead falling prey to judgmental attitudes regarding the failures and shortcomings of the people who surround us. This is especially true when another person’s behavior affects us directly. In fact, it often seems that the closer we are to a person’s life, the easier it is for us to slip into a carnal and judgmental perspective.
 
   There is a very simple and very practical example of this problem (and the Lord’s response to it) that can be found in an encounter between Jesus and two sisters named Mary and Martha:
 
   Now it happened as they went that He entered a certain village; and a certain woman named Martha welcomed Him into her house. And she had a sister called Mary, who also sat at Jesus’ feet and heard His word. But Martha was distracted with much serving, and she approached Him and said, “Lord, do You not care that my sister has left me to serve alone? Therefore tell her to help me” (Luke 10:38-40).
 
   Martha came to Jesus with a problem – the way she saw it that problem was with her sister, Mary. From her perspective, the issue was that Mary was failing in her responsibilities around the house. And so Martha came to Jesus and asked Him to do something about it.
 
   Have you ever done what Martha does in this scripture? Have you ever gone to Jesus in prayer and asked Him to change someone else, to “fix” their behavior to make you happy? Have you ever asked God to correct, rebuke, or humble another believer for your sake? Most of us have made that mistake at some point in our lives, and at the time, we probably felt completely justified in making such a request. However, although we might not realize it, that is one of the most judgmental self centered prayers we could ever pray!
 
   Martha probably didn’t realize the implications of what she was doing. She probably didn’t think of her complaint as judgmental in nature. In her eyes, she was simply trying to fix a problem, to correct her sister, and to relieve her own burdens. But Martha’s attitude was both carnal and judgmental. She had looked at her sister’s actions and focused on her faults, her flaws, the things that she was doing “wrong.” She came to Jesus not with a desire to see her sister blessed or cared for, but with a complaint about what Mary “should” have been doing instead of sitting at His feet.
 
   As Christians we must always be careful of using the word “should” in referring to another person’s actions. As soon as we start talking (or even thinking) about how other people “should” be doing something differently we are dangerously close to an attitude of judgment.
 
   And Jesus answered and said to her, “Martha, Martha, you are worried and troubled about many things. But one thing is needed, and Mary has chosen that good part, which will not be taken away from her” (Luke 10:41-42).
 
   Jesus’ answer to Martha’s complaint was simple. He didn’t agree with her, He didn’t defend her, He didn’t even congratulate or thank her for all of her hard work. He simply corrected her perspective. He told her not to worry about Mary, not to be troubled about things that weren’t her business. Then He went on to stand up for Mary, the very person that Martha thought was in such dire need of correction!
 
   I’ve said this already, but it bears repeating: when it comes to our relationships with our brothers and sisters, Jesus is not interested in which of us is right and which of us is wrong. We’ve all been so wrong so often that we could never keep track of our own sins, flaws, and mistakes. So why are we so eager to pick out and highlight someone else’s?
 
   You do not want to put God in the position of having to defend your brother or sister from your accusations of judgment. When that happens you are allowing yourself to be used by the accuser of your brothers (Rev 12:10), and that is not a place that any of us want to find ourselves. Let go of judgment and accusation – it is not of God. Look instead with His eyes of true mercy, and you will never go wrong.
 
   But how do we do that? How to we ensure that our perspective is always merciful and never judgment-driven? A very good place to start is in solidifying our understanding of just how mercy is designed to work in the kingdom of God.
 
   Unfortunately, Christians often make the mistake of confusing mercy with justice. We come to the defense of someone who is wrongly accused and consider that an act of mercy. But when an accusation is true, when a person is legitimately guilty, we are likely to stand with their accusers and leave them to their punishment. We dole out strict justice: vindication for the innocent and condemnation for the guilty, and we think that we have found the heart of our God. How sadly misguided we have become!
 
   True mercy will overshadow judgment even when that judgment is warranted and deserved. Mercy stands in the gap for those who have no right to stand up for themselves. It does not condone sin, but it will always forgive the sinner without question or hesitation. Mercy is what wipes away our guilt and our shame and declares us innocent before both God and man even when we are, in fact, completely guilty. 
 
    
 
   God’s Merciful Heart
 
   Mercy is a powerful force that carries with it the ability to heal wounds, reconcile relationships, and change perspectives. Imagine, for instance, if the prodigal son’s older brother was able to extend to him the same level of mercy that his father did. Or think of how differently Cain and Abel’s story would have ended if Cain acted mercifully towards his brother in spite of the anger and frustration he was feeling. The effect that mercy can have on our lives and relationships is immeasurable. No wonder it is so closely tied to God’s heart towards His people!
 
   We serve a merciful God, and although He has the power and authority to exercise judgment, He created a way for us to forgo our punishment by offering us His mercy instead. He sent His only Son to the cross so that the judgment of our sin could be removed from our heads. Why would God do such an incredible thing? Because mercy is part of His nature. It is His desire. He longs to be merciful to us because His love and compassion for us is endless.
 
   As Christians, each one of us clings to the mercy of God. It is our hope of salvation and the source of our righteousness. Discovering the depths of His mercy and embracing the freedom that it offers is one of the most liberating things that will happen as a result of our relationships with Him. But we cannot settle for remaining simple recipients of God’s mercy. We must become vessels as well, able to pour divine mercy out into the lives of those around us.
 
   We demonstrate our Christianity by our desire to walk in the will of God, to live lives that are pleasing to Him. But we are not robots. We are living, feeling, conscious beings. That means that it is not enough for us to simply obey His commandments or mimic His works. We must also see through His eyes and understand His heart. We must have an intimate knowledge of God’s mercy so that it not only rests upon us, but naturally springs forth from within us to pour out onto other people. If we fail to grasp that truth, we have missed a key to understanding His perspective.
 
   “But go and learn what this means: ‘I desire mercy and not sacrifice.’ For I did not come to call the righteous, but sinners, to repentance” (Matthew 9:13).
 
   According to this verse mercy is more important to God than sacrifice. What does that mean? It means that mercy, our heart-condition of compassionate love, is of greater value in God’s eyes then our strictest observance of His rules and regulations. While it goes without saying that God wants our words and actions to reflect His nature, He has always been far more concerned with the attitudes of our hearts.
 
   That may seem counterintuitive because of how sincerely we as Christians strive to make our words and actions more pleasing to the Lord; and it would be foolish for us to dismiss the importance of our outward obedience to the law of God. However, we must also recognize that those outward changes are only valuable in God’s eyes to the degree that they reflect a true internal transformation.
 
   “Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you cleanse the outside of the cup and dish, but inside they are full of extortion and self-indulgence. Blind Pharisee, first cleanse the inside of the cup and dish, that the outside of them may be clean also” (Matthew 23:25-26).
 
   The Pharisees of Jesus’ time were revered as holy men for obvious reasons. They were strictly obedient to the law of Moses, making sure to teach and to ritualistically obey even the most stringent details of God’s commandments as they understood them. In the world’s competitive system they had every trapping and appearance of success, and as a result they were respected for their sacrificial and obedient lifestyles. 
 
   However, when Jesus came to earth He completely turned their priorities upside down. He simply re-wrote the rule book. Jesus explained that even though their actions looked pious and their lives seemed holy, God’s assessment of their righteousness was not based on their outward appearance, but the motivations, desires, and heart conditions that drove them.
 
   These Pharisees had taken the perspective of Cain and shrouded it in religious garb. They were so focused on their outward obedience to the law of God that they stopped pursuing His heart. They knew how to look good on the outside, but inside, in the place that mattered to the Lord, they were rotten. These men were competitive, proud, cruel, unforgiving, and unmerciful towards anyone whom they judged unworthy. They thought that their comparative “righteousness” as measured by adherence to the law made them better than sinners. Little did they know how far they had strayed from God’s perspective.
 
   You see, God has never required or expected any us to come to Him in a state of self-made righteousness. Our sacrifice, our capacity to obey and do good could never be enough to earn His respect or His forgiveness. No matter what we do, we cannot make ourselves worthy of the precious gift of salvation that He offers us.
 
   That is what makes God so wonderful. He knows our sin. He knows that we make mistakes. He has always known every one of our imperfections, and yet we are the ones that He came to save! He has seen us in our worst conditions, in our lowest and most shameful moments, but even then He never looked at us with disgust or disappointment. His mercy was given more value than our wretched state of being. His love overcame all of our failures. He embraced us in the depths of our sin and had so much compassion on us that He gave His own life to cover our wrongs.
 
   Knowing all of that, how can we as Christians even imagine a situation in which we would have the right to operate in judgment towards anyone? How could we ever think ourselves righteous enough, holy enough, or wise enough to stand in direct opposition to God’s mercy? How could we ever assume any sin, any fault, or any flaw to be so great in someone else as to devalue the very mercy that sent Jesus to the cross? If Jesus will stand on mercy, who are we to reject it?
 
    
 
   Mercy Changes Everything
 
   I believe that many of us have made the mistake of approaching mercy as a theoretical or abstract concept. But the existence of true mercy in our hearts cannot help but result in a practical application in our day-to-day lives. If we are merciful then it must change the way we interact with the people around us. Mercy will change our perspective. It will change our priorities and our value systems. It will change everything about the way that we treat other people.
 
   When we have fully embraced mercy, the character traits of a godly relationship (servanthood, selflessness, forgiveness, and even submission) will become automatic byproducts of our new perspective. That is because mercy is about giving people what they don’t deserve, and then expecting nothing back from them. It is about offering them what they cannot earn and forgiving them of what they cannot pay. In fact, it is the complete opposite of the world’s fair-value system of interactions.
 
   “But if you love those who love you, what credit is that to you? For even sinners love those who love them. And if you do good to those who do good to you, what credit is that to you? For even sinners do the same. And if you lend to those from whom you hope to receive back, what credit is that to you? For even sinners lend to sinners to receive as much back. But love your enemies, do good, and lend, hoping for nothing in return; and your reward will be great, and you will be sons of the Most High. For He is kind to the unthankful and evil. Therefore be merciful, just as your Father also is merciful” (Luke 6:32-36).
 
   As Jesus points out in this passage, when our treatment of other people is based on the value of what they deserve or what they offer us, we are operating out of the exact same carnal mindset as the rest of the world. Even sinners are able to love the people who love them, to give to those who have given to them, to lend if they expect to have their items returned to them, and to do good to those who have done good to them. There is nothing godly in such standards of human interaction.
 
   What sets God and His kingdom apart is that He loved us when we were unlovable. He gave to us generously and without any conditions. His treatment of us had nothing to do with who we were, but instead was based entirely on whom He has always been!
 
   Jesus actually said that He is kind to the unthankful and to the evil. His goodness is fully extended to everyone, including those who don’t deserve it, and even those who don’t want it. He offers goodness simply because He is good. His mercy is available to all of us because He is merciful. Goodness and mercy are more than just facets of His nature. They are definitions of who He is.
 
   So if we are to take on the mind of Christ, if we wear His robes of righteousness, speak His words, and live our lives following His example, then we must also be willing to embrace His characteristics. That means that we must accept mercy not as an option or ideal, but as a core aspect of our new nature. Mercy must become a practical part of who we are. It must be ingrained in our new thought patterns, a foundational piece of our godly perspective.
 
   This means we must change the priority that mercy takes in our lives. We can no longer afford to treat mercy as though it were an optional function of our Christianity. We must accept it as an absolute requirement of living a godly life. We must become merciful at all times and to all people, without exception or exclusions. We must show mercy when it is not deserved, and to those who do not appreciate it. We must give mercy when it hurts, when doing so seems completely inconvenient, painful, unreasonable, and unfair. 
 
   As we have taken on the nature of Christ, so we must exude the mercy of God. We must decide that we will treat others with mercy, not because of who they are or what they deserve, but because of who we have become in Christ Jesus. Only then will we begin to understand the full weight and power of mercy to fully transform our lives.
 
    
 
   Moses’ Mercy
 
   There are many examples of mercy to be found in the Bible, but none are so closely tied to a relationship of brotherhood as the incident that took place between Moses, his brother Aaron, and his sister Miriam after they had left Egypt with the Israelite people.
 
   There’s no arguing the fact that Moses had a tough job. God had made him responsible for an entire nation – and not just any nation, but one full of the most whiny, dissatisfied, stubborn, faithless, critical, and ungrateful men and women you could possibly imagine. In other words, people who were a lot like you and me. And just like you and me, God had chosen them despite their faults and was attempting to lead them out of slavery, through the wilderness, and into the fulfillment of promises that He had made to their ancestors hundreds of years before.
 
   In theory that sounds so beautiful, so poetic. The reality of the situation, however, was ugly and messy. It couldn’t have been easy for Moses. Despite all of the miracles, all of the signs and wonders that God had provided, the people were fickle and quick to turn against both Him and the man that He had put in charge. As a result, Moses had to deal with a constant barrage of complaints, uprisings, arguments, and criticisms. If God told him to go left, it was almost guaranteed that the people would rise up and demand that they be allowed to go right instead. If there was ever a man in the Bible who deserved and needed support, it was him. And if there was anyone Moses should have been able to depend on for that support, it was Aaron and Miriam. 
 
   After all, Aaron was the first high priest over Israel, and the mouthpiece that God sent to Egypt with Moses to speak on his behalf. He had even been willing to take on the heart of a servant and had been faithful to support Moses in his ministry from the beginning. Miriam, their sister, was a prophetess. They were both spiritual leaders among the people. They must have been witnesses to the constant pressures that Moses faced. And if that weren’t enough, they were also bound to Moses by blood. They were his natural-born brother and sister. Even in purely carnal terms they were the two people in the camp who should have been most willing to be there for Moses no matter what happened.
 
   Then Miriam and Aaron spoke against Moses because of the Ethiopian woman whom he had married; for he had married an Ethiopian woman. So they said, “Has the Lord indeed spoken only through Moses? Has He not spoken through us also?” And the Lord heard it (Numbers 12:1-2).
 
   Sadly, though, Miriam and Aaron didn’t live up to the level of support and commitment that we might have expected from them. Just like the rest of the Israelites, they found something about Moses that they didn’t like, and they began to complain about him. They questioned Moses’ leadership and his right to stand at the head of the congregation (as if that were an enviable position). They decided that they were just as qualified as he was to do the work that God had given him. In fact, because they disapproved of his choices in one area of his life, they decided that they were suddenly more qualified, more spiritual, more righteous than he was. Essentially, they saw something in Moses’ life that the disapproved of, and they judged him for it. 
 
   But I find it especially interesting that their complaint with Moses had nothing whatsoever to do with his leadership or his service to the people. Their issue with Moses was with the woman that he had married – as if that were any of their business! Nevertheless, it became the catalyst for division and strife, causing them to rise up in judgment against the man of God.
 
   These two spiritual leaders had fallen into the same trap as Cain. They allowed themselves to be led by their carnal perception of their brother. They saw him with critical eyes. And as a result, their words and actions reflected the same competitive undertones that Cain had displayed in his actions against Abel. Even though Aaron had served faithfully for years, even though he had never attempted to contend with his brother for power, this attitude of judgment brought him to the point where he (together with Miriam) began to question Moses’ divinely appointed authority.
 
   Unfortunately for Miriam and Aaron, God heard their words of criticism and judgment, and He was quick to come to the defense of His servant. The division that they were causing was not something that He could tolerate, especially since it would impact the entire nation of Israel. And so the Lord called Moses, Miriam, and Aaron to the tabernacle to set the record straight. He rebuked Aaron and Miriam, correcting their perspective, much as he had done for Cain. He reminded them that Moses’ position was one of His making, and that it was not their place to judge, condemn or revolt against the man whom the Lord had chosen. But that wasn’t the end of their story. Their choices and actions had consequences that neither Aaron nor Miriam had foreseen.
 
   And when the cloud departed from above the tabernacle, suddenly Miriam became leprous, as white as snow. Then Aaron turned toward Miriam, and there she was, a leper. So Aaron said to Moses, “Oh, my lord! Please do not lay this sin on us, in which we have done foolishly and in which we have sinned (Numbers 12:10-11).
 
   When their encounter with the Lord was over, when His cloud left the tabernacle, Miriam suddenly found herself covered from head to toe in leprosy. She was infected with a disease so contagious, so terrible, that one spot on her skin would have been enough to remove her from the Israelite camp forever. And she had more that just a spot. In fact, the Bible tells us that her skin was as white as snow. 
 
   Miriam’s leprous state was a disaster tantamount to a death sentence. The disease would slowly eat away at her body, until she finally succumbed to infection and died. In the meantime, it would cause her to be completely cut off from her people. It would effectively cut short her ministry by stopping her from ever entering into the presence of God again. Its effect on her life would have been terrible, deadly, and divisive – a physical parallel of the deadly effects of the judgmental words that she had spoken just a short time before.
 
   Seeing his sister in this stricken state, Aaron did a very wise thing. He turned to Moses and he begged for mercy. The very man that he had attempted to tear down, the brother that he had been so quick to judge, now became his only hope for saving his sister’s life.
 
   So Moses cried out to the Lord, saying, “Please heal her, O God, I pray!” (Numbers 12:13)
 
   I love reading about the way that Moses reacted to Aaron’s plea. It would have been so easy for him to hesitate before he responded. After all, Moses suffered a major personal betrayal at the hands his siblings. They had turned against him as soon as they saw a hint of “wrongdoing” on his part. They had treated him with harsh judgment, the very opposite of the mercy that Aaron was now begging for. And for their sins God had not only rebuked them, but punished them as well.
 
   Miriam’s leprosy was a direct result of her unmerciful words and actions. It would have been so easy for Moses to decide to stand back and leave her to the consequences of her choices. It would have been completely justifiable, from a carnal perspective, to allow her to learn her lesson the hard way. But that was not Moses’ reaction at all. 
 
   The scripture says that he cried out to the Lord on her behalf, asking for Him to heal her. To cry out suggests a desperation, a pleading, an earnest and urgent request. Moses did not take her punishment lightly. He did not settle for justice. Rather, he immediately interceded for mercy on behalf of his sister. 
 
   What an incredible example Moses set for us in that moment. His words beautifully echo the same reaction that the father had in the parable of the prodigal son. Moses was quicker to seek his sister’s redemption than he was to judge her faults. He gave no consideration to what she had done, or even to whether she deserved the punishment she had received. The mercy in his heart compelled him to cry out to God and plead for her restoration. And so he begged the Lord to make her whole.
 
   This moment of intercession highlights for us one mercy’s most powerful motivations – the desire for restoration. Moses’ mercy did not want to see his sister suffer the consequences of her actions. Instead, it led him to seek out her restoration, her redemption. It was not satisfied until she was made whole and brought back into the fullness of life that she’d had before her sin. 
 
   That’s how God’s mercy operates. He does not want us to spend our lives trading punishments with one another. His desire for us is that we could love our brothers enough to want to see them redeemed, to seek out their restoration, to desire the best for them in spite of the wrongs that they have done. 
 
   Then the Lord said to Moses, “If her father had but spit in her face, would she not be shamed seven days? Let her be shut out of the camp seven days, and afterward she may be received again.” So Miriam was shut out of the camp seven days, and the people did not journey till Miriam was brought in again (Numbers 12:14-15).
 
   This final verse speaks so much about how far mercy will go to restore an individual. Not only did Moses cry out to God on behalf of his sister, but after the Lord relented and removed her leprosy, Moses had the entire nation of Israel stop where they were in order to wait for her. They delayed their travels for seven days to give her time to complete her recovery and restoration. Hundreds of thousands of men and women put their journey, their very lives on hold, waiting until she could rejoin them. They would not move on without her.
 
   Isn’t that such a beautiful picture of mercy? Doesn’t it set a wonderful standard for us to pursue? True mercy, mercy as God defines it, does not consider it enough to forgive someone’s wrongdoing. It is not satisfied until that person has been fully redeemed. Even when it means sacrifice, even when it means a delay of our own journey, mercy is willing to bring our brothers back from the brink, to welcome them, and to restore them to the fullness of all that they are meant to be.
 
    
 
   Practical Mercy
 
   Therefore let us not judge one another anymore, but rather resolve this, not to put a stumbling block or a cause to fall in our brother’s way (Romans 14:13).
 
   Mercy is a very practical expression of God’s love. It involves the daily decision to look at the people around us through the lense of God’s compassionate heart rather than the world’s concept of justice. It requires that we measure people not by what they’ve done, but by who they are in the eyes of God. It is a fundamental Biblical principle that must be played out at every level of our human relationships. It must saturate everything from our relationships with our families behind closed doors to the way that we look at our fellow believers, both within the walls of our churches and on a broader scope.
 
   But here is the biggest problem that Christians have with the practical application of mercy over judgment in their lives: most of the time when we’re judging other people, we don’t realize that’s what we’re doing. All too often we fool ourselves about our own judgmental attitudes by disguising them under prettier, nicer, or more constructive sounding names. We call it “discernment,” “correction,” or even “advice.” We don’t see the judgmental root behind our words and thoughts, or the damage that they can cause to our relationships with our spiritual families. But we cannot deny that there are practical examples all around us of Christians who casually speak words of judgment and criticism every day.
 
   Have you ever heard a critical Christian? I’m sure you have. There are always people who are willing to open their mouths to criticize the things that they don’t like in a church or a ministry. The music is either too loud or too fast, too old or too slow. The minister always preaches for too long or not long enough. The message is too radical, too complicated, too simple, or too soft. The band isn’t what it used to be, the building needs a good cleaning, and the offering basket is too big, too small, or passed around too many times. And that’s just what you’ll hear about the service. Never mind the casual criticisms that slip past our lips about the people sitting next to us! God forbid they should sing too loud, walk in late, let their children make too much noise, forget to say hi to us, or wear the wrong color ...
 
   Criticism is a tragic and deeply rooted trend within the modern church that is closely tied to a judgmental perspective. Many Christians who are otherwise spiritually mature have no qualms about dwelling on even the smallest flaw or mistake that they see in the people and ministries around them. Let a pastor or a ministry achieve a level of success that grabs the attention of the world, and just listen to how many of their fellow Christians begin to question their motivations and criticize their choices. Let rumors start about problems in a couple’s marriage and see how quickly others will begin to judge, speculate, and take sides on a matter that is absolutely none of their business. Beware of these attitudes and the people who embrace them. They are judgmental in nature and they can only bring harm to those who practice them.
 
   But where does this critical attitude come from? When did a church built on love and grace become so focused on finding fault? The criticisms and judgments that we so casually entertain are a very serious matter. They feed a fault-finding consciousness that is in direct conflict with the love and mercy of Jesus. 
 
   But those things which proceed out of the mouth come from the heart, and they defile a man (Matthew 15:18).
 
   For many Christians this critical mindset is something that has developed out of force of habit rather than intentional malice. However, that does not give us license to continue, because whether we realize it or not, every word that we speak is symptomatic of the attitudes of our hearts. If we are speaking casually critical words, it is a sign that we have developed casually critical hearts. 
 
   Let no corrupt word proceed out of your mouth, but what is good for necessary edification, that it may impart grace to the hearers. And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, by whom you were sealed for the day of redemption (Ephesians 4:29-30).
 
   As followers of Christ it is imperative that we become aware of every word that comes out of our mouths. We cannot allow them to become corrupted with the competitive perspective of Cain. Our words must uplift, encourage, and impart grace not only to the person we are speaking to, but to anyone else who happens to overhear. That is an incredibly high standard by which we have been called to live and speak. But it is the most practical way that we can choose to implement mercy in our own relationships. 
 
   And the truth is that if our words are a reflection of our hearts, then this is a goal that is worth striving for. Our attitudes towards one another simply cannot be tainted with criticism and judgment. By removing such words from our lips and such thoughts from our hearts, we make room for the mercy of God to fill us to overflowing.
 
   When we make that choice, when we dedicate ourselves to looking at every person that we meet with mercy rather than judgment, to speaking mercifully rather than critically, something remarkable happens. That mercy begins to do a supernatural work of transformation in us that goes far deeper than we might ever expect. It clears the way in our hearts for a river of divine compassion that can only flow in the absence of a judgment.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 9
 
   Christ’s Example
 
    
 
   Our Example of Brotherhood
 
   It is time for us to carefully consider how these principles of servanthood, selflessness, submission, forgiveness, and mercy were demonstrated in the life and ministry of Jesus Christ, our ultimate example of brotherly love.
 
   For those God foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the likeness of his Son, that he might be the firstborn among many brothers (Romans 8:29).
 
   In this passage Jesus is called the firstborn among many brothers, and as we know, those “many brothers” are us, His church. We have been adopted into His spiritual family. So if we have been made brothers and sisters of Jesus Christ, then what better example of godly brotherhood could we look for than the one that He set when He walked among us on this earth? 
 
   Jesus’ life was the ultimate display of brotherhood as God designed it to operate. He lived every day as a model of the very characteristics that He expects to see in us, His brothers. The absolute servanthood, selflessness, humility, forgiveness, and mercy that He displayed are all the same traits that He desires us to pursue in our relationships with one another today.
 
   God’s plan is for each of us to be conformed, to be changed to the image of His Son. We know that we are meant to become like Jesus, but many people do not understand how complete and all encompassing a change God intends for us. His plan is to fully reshape us until every one of our characteristics mirror those of Christ, until every carnal mentality has been removed and all that is left is the pure light of God shining through our lives. The accounts of Jesus’ life and ministry in the Bible are not simply there so that we can learn from His example in principle, but so that we can also follow it, putting it into practice, and daily becoming more like Him.
 
    
 
   Jesus’ Selflessness
 
   So he sent and had John [the Baptist] beheaded in prison. And his head was brought on a platter and given to the girl, and she brought it to her mother. Then his disciples came and took away the body and buried it, and went and told Jesus. When Jesus heard it, He departed from there by boat to a deserted place by Himself. But when the multitudes heard it, they followed Him on foot from the cities. And when Jesus went out He saw a great multitude; and He was moved with compassion for them, and healed their sick (Matthew 14:10-14).
 
   In this passage we witness Jesus’ very human reaction to terrible news. He had just been told that John the Baptist, His cousin and friend, had been put to death. Imagine the grief that Jesus felt upon hearing this. A member of His family had been killed in a terrible, unjust, and sudden way. Just like any one of us, in that moment Jesus wanted nothing more than to get away. He needed to escape from the crowds, to set aside His commitments, and to spend some time alone in His grief. So the Bible tells us that He left where He was and sought out a solitary place where He could be alone to pray.
 
   However, there was a problem with this plan. Jesus had a multitude of people following Him, waiting to hear His words and receive His healing touch. Even when He left the towns and villages, even when He tried to get away, these crowds of people still found Him. 
 
   These people didn’t respect Jesus’ very real need for privacy. They might not have even known about the pain that He was going through. They were so consumed with their own desperate needs that they followed Him all the way out into the wilderness, just for the chance to hear Him. Arriving in this place of solitude after trying to leave the crowds behind, Jesus found that there were thousands of people already there waiting for Him to arrive!
 
   In this scenario, Jesus’ reaction to the crowd was simply astounding. He very easily could have sent the people away. He could have told them to come back or to wait for a while. He even could have left His disciples to do the work while He sought out a few moments of peace. But Jesus did none of that. The Bible says that when He saw these great multitudes who followed Him He had compassion on them. Even in the midst of His grief, His compassion drove Him to a selflessness that put the needs of strangers before His own.
 
   In fact, if you continue to read this account you will discover that it was on this day that Jesus fed the 5,000 with five loaves and two fish. Imagine that! He hadn’t even come out into the wilderness to preach. All He wanted was to be alone to mourn for His cousin. Yet in the midst of His sorrow Jesus not only spent the day healing the sick who came to Him, but when evening came He performed a miracle just to make sure that they were able to eat as well. Only when all of that was finished did He send the multitude away and retreat up the mountain to pray by Himself.
 
   What incredible selflessness Jesus demonstrated on that day. And yet, it was only one example of the constant compassion with which He operated. For Him compassion was an all-encompassing reality. 
 
   His selfless love was not something that was turned on and off; it wasn’t limited by any measure of convenience. It was a constant, an absolute priority in His perspective. Jesus could no more put Himself and His own needs first than He could chose to sin. To do so would go against His very nature. 
 
   As you read through any one of the Gospels you will find example after example of Jesus being moved into action by His own compassion. His compassion drove Him to stop in the middle of the road while traveling and to pay attention when people called out to Him, to teach whenever and wherever people gathered to Him, to heal those who asked Him, and eventually to die for those who rejected Him.
 
   These acts of compassion were not written into the Gospels simply to impress us. They are there as an example that we are meant to follow. Jesus lived a selfless life, giving up everything in service to the people who needed Him, not only when He was strong, not only when it was convenient, but also at His worst and weakest moments. He could have chosen a normal life. He could have put limits on how much of Himself He would offer. But instead, He chose to actively live His life entirely for others.
 
   He gave all of His time, His love, His compassion, and even His comfort for the sake of other people. That is the example that we are meant to follow! He did not allow His compassion to be hemmed in by reason or rationality. It was not a matter of convenience or ease. He literally gave all of Himself right up until the moment of His final breath.
 
   To many of us, the mere thought of living life at such a selfless level is frankly terrifying. Our instinct for self-preservation has been so ingrained into our beings that we cannot help but look for a means of escape from such a selfless existence. Yet, there is a higher calling and a greater reward awaiting us if only we will place our lives in God’s hands and follow after His example. Thankfully, God does not ask each of us to die for our brothers and sisters. He does, however, expect us to live for them.
 
   It therefore becomes our responsibility to examine ourselves and ask in all honesty, how much of our lives we are willing to give? How much are we ready to sacrifice for the sake of others? To what degree will we allow ourselves to be inconvenienced? How far can our compassion move us?
 
    
 
   Jesus’ Submission & Servanthood
 
   Jesus, knowing that the Father had given all things into His hands, and that He had come from God and was going to God, rose from supper and laid aside His garments, took a towel and girded Himself. After that, He poured water into a basin and began to wash the disciples’ feet, and to wipe them with the towel with which He was girded (John 13:3-5).
 
   It is incredible to consider that this is one of the final acts that Jesus performed before He began His long journey to Calvary. In this last window of time that He had left with His disciples, Jesus made Himself into a living parable. He wasn’t content to tell a story or give a command; instead He did something much more powerful – He acted out the example that He desired them to follow. He got up from dinner, took off His robe, put on a towel, and began to wash His disciples’ feet. In that moment His actions spoke so much louder than words ever could.
 
   Washing someone’s feet in Biblical times was much different than it is today. Oh yes, our feet may still smell or get dirty, and the idea of washing them isn’t pleasant. But in Jesus’ time the task of washing feet was more than dirty, it was degrading. It was an act that would have been culturally taboo for anyone of importance to perform. 
 
   And yet, when Jesus got up from he table to begin this filthy, menial task, the Bible specifically tells us that in that moment He knew that He had been given all things by the Father. In other words, He was fully aware of the power and authority that He held as the Son of God. It was because of that knowledge and authority (not in spite of it) that He knelt down at His followers’ feet to serve them.
 
   Then He came to Simon Peter. And Peter said to Him, “Lord, are You washing my feet?” Jesus answered and said to him, “What I am doing you do not understand now, but you will know after this” (John 13:6-7).
 
   Peter’s reaction when Jesus came to wash his feet was understandably incredulous. After all, Jesus was his Teacher, his Master, his Lord. There has never been a society on earth that would consider it acceptable for a man in such a position of leadership to shame Himself in this way before those who followed Him. It was as outrageous and unnatural an action as a father becoming subservient towards his children.
 
   However, Jesus very specifically told Peter that this was a necessary thing. Even though the men at that table did not understand it at the time, Jesus was setting a new precedent, creating a new social and relational order for His disciples. In order for Peter, or for any of us, to take part in the kingdom of God, we must be willing to take on this new perspective.
 
   So when He had washed their feet, taken His garments, and sat down again, He said to them, “Do you know what I have done to you? You call Me Teacher and Lord, and you say well, for so I am. If I then, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also ought to wash one another’s feet. For I have given you an example, that you should do as I have done to you. Most assuredly, I say to you, a servant is not greater than his master; nor is he who is sent greater than he who sent him. If you know these things, blessed are you if you do them” (John 13:12-17).
 
   Not one of us would ever presume ourselves to be greater than our Savior. When we became Christians we each gave Jesus lordship over our lives and submitted ourselves to following His example and doing His will. If our Teacher and our Lord, the One whom we serve, was willing to wash the feet of His disciples, how could we not be willing to wash one another’s feet as well?
 
   Does that mean that we need to walk around with buckets and towels in order to follow His example? Of course not! This was about something far more significant than a simple chore. By performing this basest of menial tasks, Jesus was symbolically taking on the least esteemed position among His disciples. He became the ultimate display of servanthood, waiting on those who followed Him, rather than expecting them to serve Him. It did not matter to Him that such an act was degrading or embarrassing. He did this not just to prove a point, but because it was truly the role that His authority in God required Him to fill.
 
   So many of us in the church struggle with this truth. No matter how much we’ve learned about the importance of serving, we still see servanthood and leadership as two separate states of being. So many Christians serve so that they can one day lead, not understanding that Jesus led by serving. 
 
   In the kingdom of God servanthood is the greatest act to which we could aspire. The Bible doesn’t tell us that the servant becomes the greatest. Rather, it says that the servant is the greatest (Matthew 23:11). In God’s eyes, servanthood and leadership are the same thing. Jesus calls for us to serve one another, not to prove ourselves humble enough to be worthy of power and authority, but because service is where that power and authority are found!
 
   It is time for each of us to set aside the ladder-climbing mindset of the world and rise up as a church to embrace servanthood. It is time for us to see serving not as a menial means to a more prestigious end, but as a goal that is worthy of our aspirations in itself. We must seek the opportunity to serve in our churches and to serve in our communities. We must actively look to serve our neighbors, our families, our coworkers, our friends, and our brothers and sisters in Christ. As we embrace Jesus’ example and pursue the heart of a servant, we will discover what godly humility is all about. 
 
   Such humility has no interest in putting itself first or preserving its own position; these are the priorities of Cain. The spirit of humility which pours from the heart of God is selfless, compassionate, and loving. Simply put, it is a perspective that actively values others in the same way and to the same degree that Jesus does. It is a mindset that is determined to pour itself out to bless and uplift others, even at the cost of it’s own comfort, dignity, or desires.
 
   Jesus changed into the attire of a servant, knelt down at the feet of His disciples, and scrubbed the dirt and filth off of their toes. He set Himself lower, allowed Himself to get wet and dirty, and debased Himself in their sight. He placed the simplest of His disciples needs (ones that they were perfectly capable of meeting themselves) before His own honor. And He did all of that because of the power and authority that had been given to Him by His Father. When we see with His eyes, care with His heart, and take on the attitude of a servant just as He did, we will be blessed with His power, His anointing, and His authority within the kingdom of God.
 
    
 
   Jesus’ Mercy & Forgiveness
 
   Then the scribes and Pharisees brought to Him a woman caught in adultery. And when they had set her in the midst, they said to Him, “Teacher, this woman was caught in adultery, in the very act. Now Moses, in the law, commanded us that such should be stoned. But what do You say?” This they said, testing Him, that they might have something of which to accuse Him. But Jesus stooped down and wrote on the ground with His finger, as though He did not hear (John 8:3-6).
 
   This story is one of the most poignant and powerful examples of mercy and forgiveness that can be found in all of the Gospels. Of course at first glance it might not seem that way. After all, it does not tell of the moment when Jesus forgave the sins of all mankind. It does not describe Him performing miracles, healing the sick, or raising the dead. It certainly isn’t the “biggest” display of mercy that Jesus performed; but it is, perhaps, one of the most relevant to our personal lives. 
 
   In this passage Jesus made the simple choice to be merciful to a stranger who deserved judgment. However, that seemingly simple choice holds so much power that if we could ever learn to follow His example, to choose mercy over condemnation, we as a church would never be the same.
 
   You see, when the Pharisees brought this woman before Jesus, they had no doubt about her guilt. They had caught her in the very act of adultery, and they knew that according to the law she was absolutely guilty and deserving of punishment. How righteous and sure of themselves they must have felt in that moment, exposing the secret sins of an adulterous woman. In their hearts they had already condemned her to death. She was guilty, and justice demanded that she pay the price for her sin.
 
   Jesus however wasn’t even slightly interested in their accusations. He didn’t care about her sinful state. He didn’t even stop to ask her if their claims about her were true. In fact, His first reaction was not to react at all! He didn’t argue. He didn’t agree. He didn’t engage in any way. He just bent down to write on the ground. He acted as though He hadn’t even heard them.
 
   If only we could learn to follow this example! If only we would learn to ignore accusation and reject gossip, what a different culture we would find within our churches. You see, there will always be someone who will approach us with words of accusation, hints or whispers of someone else’s sin. Sometimes it may seem petty, and at other times it may be very serious. But regardless of what the accusation may be, how we react to those encounters is a telling measure of the mercy that we practice. Do we entertain judgment? Do we spread the gossip further? Do we dig for the truth? Or do we kill the power of those judgmental words by refusing to even take part in the conversation?
 
   So when they continued asking Him, He raised Himself up and said to them, “He who is without sin among you, let him throw a stone at her first.” And again He stooped down and wrote on the ground. Then those who heard it, being convicted by their conscience, went out one by one, beginning with the oldest even to the last. And Jesus was left alone, and the woman standing in the midst (John 8:7-9).
 
   The Pharisees in this story were persistent. Even after Jesus completely ignored them, they still stood there pointing their fingers, accusing, judging, and demanding His participation in the sentencing of this sinful woman. Imagine their surprise when Jesus’ only response was not even to about her. Once again, He refused to engage in the dispensation of judgment or even justice. Instead, He reminded these men of their own need for mercy. He didn’t accuse them. He didn’t rebuke them. But He did challenge them, leaving the execution of justice in the hands of the one who could claim to be above judgment himself.
 
   Of course, there is not a person on this earth who could ever realistically believe that they are without a single flaw. Even for these highly religious men, the thought of their own sinful state was enough to take them out of their judgmental mindsets. The Bible says that each one of them was convicted within himself and left. Jesus’ simple compassion for this woman’s plight was enough to silence every one of her accusers.
 
   When Jesus had raised Himself up and saw no one but the woman, He said to her, “Woman, where are those accusers of yours? Has no one condemned you?” She said, “No one, Lord.” And Jesus said to her, “Neither do I condemn you; go and sin no more.” Then Jesus spoke to them again, saying, “I am the light of the world. He who follows Me shall not walk in darkness, but have the light of life” (John 8:10-12).
 
   Jesus extended absolute mercy towards this woman from the beginning of their encounter to the end. Even though she was guilty, even though every word of accusation against her was true, even though God’s own law required that she be stoned to death for her sins, still His mercy prevailed. Jesus silenced each one of her accusers, He refused to condemn her, and at the end of the encounter her life was saved and (one would imagine) changed forever.
 
   It is also important to notice what Jesus said to the crowd as soon as this incident was over. He told them that His actions were a demonstration of the light of God, and that if we desire to walk in that light then we must follow after Him. In other words, the mercy and forgiveness that He offered to this woman is the same mercy and forgiveness that God expects us to display to one another on a daily basis. We are meant to follow His lead and do as He did.
 
   As we begin to actively and intentionally apply this example to our daily lives, the magnitude and the depth of Jesus’ mercy become clear. To live by Christ’s example means that we cannot entertain accusation or judgment in any form. It means letting go of justice for the sake of mercy. It means instantly forgiving every wrong. It means refusing to spend one moment focused on another person’s guilt or shame. It is the exact opposite of everything that comes naturally to those living under Cain’s perspective.
 
   Nevertheless, there is an incredible liberty that comes from living a forgiving and merciful life. When we are able to take our focus off of judgment, off of other people’s sins and shortcomings and put it instead on the eternal and unmoving mercy of God, something profoundly changes in our lives.
 
   We begin to understand what it means to be in the world but not of the world. As the shadows of pre-calculated guilt, judgment, condemnation, and punishment are removed from our perspectives, we really do step into a life that shines with the light of the glory of God. We become empowered to reach into the lives of the lowliest, dirtiest, and least deserving of sinners and to unleash the love of God with a power that will save them and change them forever. Yet, that will only happen when we make the choice to walk in complete and intentional mercy towards all men.
 
   The example that has been set before us is clear and undeniable. No matter how strongly our carnal minds may wish to reject it, we cannot dismiss the fact that the life Jesus lived was filled with countless practical demonstrations of godly selflessness, servanthood, mercy, forgiveness, humility, and love. In fact, He lived out these qualities to such a thorough and extreme degree that He left us without any room to disqualify or marginalize their significance in our own lives.
 
   Therefore, as we grow more like Christ day by day, we must be willing to allow these qualities to grow in us as well. Do not be afraid to follow the example that has been set before you. Do not be afraid to replace your Cain-like perspective with one that is modeled after Jesus. When you embrace with abandon the characteristics of Jesus’ brotherly love and apply them liberally in ever relationship in your life, you will begin to discover the incredible and powerful man or woman of God that you were made to be.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 10
 
   My Brother’s Keeper
 
    
 
   Am I My Brother’s Keeper?
 
   Then the Lord said to Cain, “Where is Abel your brother?” He said “I do not know. Am I my brother's keeper?” (Genesis 4:9).
 
   After such a thorough examination of the perspective of Cain and the inherent conflict that exists between it and the mindset by which God has called us to relate to one another, there is still one very important question that remains to be answered. It is the question that sparked this entire study, the one that Cain asked God right after he struck and killed his brother: “Am I my brother's keeper?”
 
   At this point, in order to answer the question truthfully we must take our eyes off of Cain and the shortcomings of his perspective, and begin to examine ourselves instead. After all, it is very easy for us to condemn him for taking such a calloused position after the harm that he had inflicted upon his brother. But how many times have we done something similar in own Christian walks? How many times in our lives have we said or done something that hurt another person and thought “Well that's not my problem”?  
 
   There are a million excuses that we use to justify that thought. Maybe we didn't hurt them on purpose. Maybe it was a complete misunderstanding. Maybe we thought that they deserved what they got. Maybe they did deserve it. But is any of that enough of a reason to dismiss our own responsibility for the effects that our words and actions have on the lives of the people around us? At the end of the day, how accountable are we for the impact that we have on one another?
 
   If you think about it you will quickly realize the implications of the question are almost immeasurable. Because if we are responsible to keep (to watch over, protect, love, care for, and take custody of) one another, then that must radically change the nature of our relationships as Christians. It means that we can no longer settle for coexisting with our brothers and sisters from a distance. It means having to become active in sharing one another's lives. It means making personal sacrifices in order to put the needs, the feelings, the lives, and the welfare of others before our own. It means taking personal responsibility to build one another up, encourage each other, and support each other no matter what the cost.
 
   Many of us might find it uncomfortable to consider the question in such absolute terms. We are by nature creatures of degrees, and such an all-or-nothing picture makes us uneasy. After all, we are all unique individuals with different personalities, different temperaments, and separate lives. Does God really expect us to live in peace, harmony, and mutual edification with everyone, regardless of our differences? Are we really supposed to spend our lives watching after and helping others, even those whom we would not naturally care for?
 
   Well, yes. Although it's not a comfortable extreme to consider, isn't that exactly the example that Jesus set for us when He was on this earth? Didn't He forgo privacy, comfort, and even sleep in order to preach, teach, and heal everyone who came to Him in faith? Didn't He share not only His ministry but also His day-to-day life with His disciples – even the ones who would eventually betray or desert Him? Didn't He literally lay down His life for the benefit of those who needed Him, even though they were totally undeserving of His forgiveness or love? Of course He did. And before He left this earth, He clearly commanded that we do the same:
 
   “This is My commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you. Greater love has no one than this, than to lay down one’s life for his friends” (John 15:12-13).
 
   We were made to love the way that He loved – by laying down our lives for one another. Whether we are comfortable with the concept is irrelevant. Our natural feelings and rational opinions will never change the fact that we carry a calling and a commandment from our Lord. With this comes a specific and inescapable responsibility to be the “keepers” of our brothers and sisters. We are meant to reach out, to bond ourselves together, and to actively care for our spiritual family! 
 
   We must take off our old perspectives, our old mindsets. It is time for us to replace them with a new set of priorities, a new passion, and a new heart. This may seem like a radical form of Christianity, but it is as simple and beautiful a definition of our purpose in Christ as you will ever find.
 
    
 
   Embracing Our Responsibility
 
   We have already established that our relationships with one another should be different those of the world. We know what our attitudes and perspectives should be towards each other, and how they differ from the competitive mindset of Cain; but what exactly is our responsibility to our brothers and sisters? How do we actively live out this purpose that God has deposited within us? How do we bridge the gap between changing the way that we perceive each other and transforming our actual treatment of one another? What is it that makes us keepers of our brothers and sisters?
 
   A keeper is one who takes personal responsibility for the care and well being of another person. It is a position of stewardship, of watching over the very thing that is most precious to our Lord – His children. It does not mean we should be meddlers, poking our noses into the affairs of others and minding their business for them. But it does mean that we are highly accountable for the impact that our interactions have on the lives of everyone who comes into contact with us. This is about more than a passive attempt not to damage other people. As keepers of our brothers, we must be actively engaged in seeking out their blessing, restoration, and success. 
 
   The responsibilities of our position are those of a caregiver, of a servant. It is our role to make sure that our lives, our actions, and our speech are always working in support of those around us. 
 
   As Keepers of our brothers:
 
   • We must cover them: We are to shelter and shield our brothers and sisters from those things that would do them harm, both naturally and spiritually. That includes protecting them from the anger, gossip, and judgmental criticisms of others. We must cover them in love, first and foremost by refusing to tolerate or participate in judgmental or critical words.
 
   Do not speak evil of one another, brethren. He who speaks evil of a brother and judges his brother, speaks evil of the law and judges the law (James 4:11a).
 
   • We must provide for their needs: Everyone has a need of some sort. These needs are not always glaring or obvious, but if your heart’s desire is to be a blessing, God will give you the insight to see the positive impact that you can make in every person’s life. Whether the needs of our brothers and sisters are physical, emotional, relational, or spiritual, it is our duty and our privilege to meet those needs, to provide for them as much as it is in our power to do so. 
 
   But whoever has this world’s goods, and sees his brother in need, and shuts up his heart from him, how does the love of God abide in him? (1 John 3:17)
 
   • We must nurture them: As our brother’s keepers, we are responsible for helping them to grow where they are weak, to find healing where they are broken, and to develop the gifts and the calling of God within them. By knitting ourselves together with them, supporting them in their weaknesses, and encouraging them along their way, we can ensure that every member of our spiritual Body becomes healthy and strong.
 
   For because of Him the whole body (the church, in all its various parts) … is working properly [in all its functions], grows to full maturity, building itself up in love (Ephesians 4:16 AMP).
 
   • We must teach them: This does not mean that we’re all responsible for instructing one another, although that may sometimes be the case. However, we each have the ability to teach and inform others by setting an example for them with our own lives. When we become living epistles, walking breathing examples of true Christianity, we provide a practical testimony for others to follow. We must strive to ensure that in word and deed we are always acting as true representatives of God’s character.
 
   You are our epistle written in our hearts, known and read by all men; clearly you are an epistle of Christ, ministered by us, written not with ink but by the Spirit of the living God, not on tablets of stone but on tablets of flesh, that is, of the heart (2 Corinthians 3:2-3).
 
   • We must support them: When our brothers are struggling, weary, or afraid, our role is to stand by them. We cannot abandon them in their most difficult seasons, but must instead choose compassion, even when that choice costs us something. We must understand that in the middle of their trials and storms our place is right by their side, offering them strength, encouragement, and support no matter what they face, how hard it is, or how long it takes.
 
   and sent Timothy, our brother and minister of God, and our fellow laborer in the gospel of Christ, to establish you and encourage you concerning your faith, that no one should be shaken by these afflictions (1 Thessalonians 3:2-3a).
 
   • We must prefer them: It is our responsibility in God to offer our brothers what the people in the world would first claim for themselves. When our carnal perspective would seek to contend with them, when we would desire to push for our own preferences, our own agenda, or our own promotion, that is the very moment when we are called to step aside in love, to submit to one another, and give our brothers preference. 
 
   Be kindly affectionate to one another with brotherly love, in honor giving preference to one another (Romans 12:10).
 
   • We must care for them: This is not the type of “care” that the world offers. This is not a conditional or casual concern that’s offered from a distance. We must develop a care for our brothers and sisters that is genuine and authentic, wanting with all our hearts to see them thrive and prosper in every area of their lives, and willing to do whatever we can to bless them, regardless of their shortcomings.
 
   Finally, all of you be of one mind, having compassion for one another; love as brothers, be tenderhearted, be courteous; not returning evil for evil or reviling for reviling, but on the contrary blessing, knowing that you were called to this, that you may inherit a blessing (1 Peter 3:8-9).
 
   • We must pray for them: This goes without saying. We must pray for one another without ceasing; recognizing that whatever our brothers may need, whatever they are going through, God is their only source, their only answer. When we pray for our brothers God hears us, and He will do on their behalf what we could never do for them in our own strength. Never forget that your prayer will have effects in their lives that you may never know. Prayer is absolutely essential.
 
   Therefore I exhort first of all that supplications, prayers, intercessions, and giving of thanks be made for all men (1 Timothy 2:1).
 
   • We must forgive them: We must offer complete forgiveness to our spiritual family whenever they wrong us, offering mercy and refusing to judge them under any circumstances. We must forgive when it feels impossible, when they have done the unthinkable. Just as Jesus offers His unlimited forgiveness to us on a daily basis, wiping away our past transgressions, so we must strive to forgive one another fully and without reservation.
 
   Then Peter came to Him and said, “Lord, how often shall my brother sin against me, and I forgive him? Up to seven times?” Jesus said to him, “I do not say to you, up to seven times, but up to seventy times seven” (Matthew 18:21-22).
 
   • We must encourage them: We must use the power of our tongues for the benefit of those who surround us; exhorting, blessing, and lifting them up with every word that falls from our lips. Our words must always edify, always encourage, and always inspire our brothers and sisters. When we speak life and refuse to settle for anything less, we will be walking, talking vessels of God’s grace to all who hear us.
 
   Let no corrupt word proceed out of your mouth, but what is good for necessary edification, that it may impart grace to the hearers (Ephesians 4:29).
 
   • We must serve them: No matter who you are in the Body of Christ, you will always be responsible to act as a servant among your brothers. Look every day for opportunities to help, to bless, to lighten the burdens of those around you. It doesn’t matter how menial the task, how little you may know the person, or how insignificant the work may seem. It doesn’t matter if you are never seen, praised, or recognized for what you do. When you actively seek to serve you will have found your greatness in the eyes of God.
 
   “And whoever desires to be first among you, let him be your slave – just as the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give His life a ransom for many” (Matthew 20:27-28).
 
   • We must know them for who they truly are: It is essential that we always look on our brothers with the eyes of our Lord. We must see their lives not only where they are today, but with a vision of where God desires to bring them tomorrow. When we can do that, when we recognize the gifts and the potential that is in every man and woman who surrounds us, then we will better understand how to serve them, how to love them, and how to bless them.
 
   I thank God, whom I serve with a pure conscience, as my forefathers did, as without ceasing I remember you in my prayers night and day … when I call to remembrance the genuine faith that is in you, which dwelt first in your grandmother Lois and your mother Eunice, and I am persuaded is in you also. Therefore I remind you to stir up the gift of God which is in you (2 Timothy 1:3,5-6a).
 
   • And most importantly we must love them: We must love our brothers and sisters with all that we have, with all that is in us. We must love them with the heart of compassion and the love of God. When love is our driving motivation, everything else that we do as a result will produce life, health, and true unity in our relationships with our spiritual siblings.
 
   For this is the message that you heard from the beginning, that we should love one another, not as Cain who was of the wicked one and murdered his brother (1 John 3:11-12a).
 
    
 
   Brotherly Love
 
   There is no better way to end this discussion of God’s expectations of our relationships than with an examination of love. Jesus expects us to love one another in the same way that He loves us. He even went so far as to tell us that love is the one factor that will identify us as His own (John 13:25). Let us therefore take some time to look at love, not only for what it is, but for how it should affect our relationships with each other. 
 
   Love suffers long and is kind; love does not envy; love does not parade itself, is not puffed up; does not behave rudely, does not seek its own, is not provoked, thinks no evil; does not rejoice in iniquity, but rejoices in the truth; bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things. Love never fails (1 Corinthians 13:4-8a).
 
   Here we have, perhaps, the most well known passage about love in the entire Bible. But how should these words transform our daily lives? By examining each of these attributes of love individually, we will see how closely this definition of love is tied to our roles as our brothers’ keepers.
 
   Love suffers long and is kind. A person who walks in love is able to patiently endure those who are different than them, those who are at odds with them, and those who have hurt or offended them. Love can handle suffering, frustration, or injustice and still react with kindness and compassion towards the people who caused it. In other words, love does not explode, fly off the handle, lose its temper, or snap when faced with a difficulty or unexpected problem – even when that problem was caused by someone else. In fact, love doesn’t change at all in the face of adversity because it is powerful enough to endure. It is able to suffer for a long time and still be kind, because love has no limits.
 
   Love does not envy. Love does not look at what other people have with an eye that craves those things for itself. In considering this point, it is important for us to remember that envy is more than just wanting other people’s material goods. We can envy people’s careers, relationships, success, their spiritual gifts, or even their happiness. Any time that we see something that someone else has and think “why do they get that instead of me?” we are indulging envy and not love. To view people’s successes in such a competitive and comparative manner is far removed from the love that we are called to display. If we are to be truly loving, we must be able to celebrate what others have achieved or acquired without comparing their status to our own.
 
   Love does not parade itself. Love is not interested in pointing out its own achievements or accomplishments and will not take the opportunity to boast in itself. In other words, love does not need to be the center of attention. It is not concerned about people’s perception of its status or their recognition of its achievements. Love has learned what it means to walk in humility among the brethren. It understands that we are not in competition with each other, and therefore takes no pride in comparative success.  As a result, love has no reason to boast.
 
   Love is not puffed up. Love is not proud or filled with a sense of it’s own importance. Love does not think of itself more highly than it should. Loving Christians are not impressed with themselves, but are focused on discovering the treasures that can be found in those around them instead. Their eyes are on others, on how to bless and support them, rather than on their own status or achievements. Love can never be puffed up because it is always pouring itself out. In other words, love is too busy actively living the humble life of a servant to indulge in competitive pride.
 
   Love does not behave rudely. It may seem obvious to say that if we are being rude then we are not being loving, but just because that connection is obvious, it does not mean that we are always aware of it. In fact, many of us can behave rudely without even realizing it, especially when we are upset, frustrated, busy, or stressed. But because we are ambassadors of Christ, we must always be aware of how our words and actions can be perceived by others. The impressions that we leave with people are a reflection of the God we serve. Therefore, our treatment of them must reflect the tender love of God under every circumstance and in every situation. Love cannot behave rudely.
 
   Love does not seek its own. Love quite simply cannot put itself first. It will give others preference even when that means sacrificing its own plans or desires. This brings us back to the basic principles of selflessness, servanthood, and submission. Love does not need to advance its own agenda because it is born of a godly mindset. Loving Christians understand that God is their source, which allows them to let go of their competitive perspective. As a result, they are able to make choices that will bless and honor others first because they trust in God to meet their needs.
 
   Love is not provoked. So many of us find ourselves easily provoked into anger by other people’s actions. We reach the end of our patience, and after that final straw falls across our backs we lash out. When we are pushed hard enough, when someone’s actions provoke us far enough, we act in ways that we would never consider acceptable under normal circumstances. But one of the strongest characteristics of true godly love is its ability to stand its ground and remain unmoved in the face of provocation. Love is not a reactive condition. Because it is not built on another person’s actions, it cannot be changed by those actions. Love is based on God’s nature and perspective, and just like God it remains constant in its purposes, desires, and concern for others. Love is unshakable. It cannot be moved.
 
   Love thinks no evil. How many times have you heard a rumor about the terrible things that this person or that ministry has been saying or doing? These types of stories seem to spring up every day. The carnal mind will often take these rumors, consider them, dwell on them, examine them, and even accept them as true, easily assuming the worst about other people. But love will never give ear to those whispers of the evil that someone has done. It refuse to think badly of anyone, refuses to fall into a judgmental mindset. Instead, it will always believe the best. Love will never judge people’s actions, their motives, or their hearts, but will always look on others with the mercy and grace of God.
 
   Love does not rejoice in iniquity, but rejoices in the truth. Love is not interested in celebrating people’s failures or their sin. It would never take any pleasure in seeing others fall. Love is only interested in the truth – that is to say the truth as God sees it. It will never rejoice in someone’s missteps. Even when judgment is dispensed against the wicked, love cannot enjoy their downfall. Love will always seek redemption, salvation, and grace. It will always grieve for those who have fallen, and no matter how badly they have stumbled, it will always be there beside them to help them back up.
 
   Love bears all things. Love is able to bear the weight of other people’s struggles, their pains, and their shortcomings. Love is so strong that it can stand beside someone in their worst moments and help to ease their burdens. True love flows from the everlasting strength of the almighty God. Christians who can tap into the love of God will be able to stand with their brother or sister in the midst of their most violent storm serving as a shelter, a support, and an anchor for them. Love will not run for cover when the going gets rough. It will carry its brother through until the very end.
 
   Love believes all things. Love is not jaded or calloused, but is always willing to believe the best of anyone and of any situation. Love will never say “No, that’s not possible.” It will always trust that the dreams of others are attainable, and that their circumstances are improvable. It will always have an encouraging word and a positive outlook. Because it only sees the best in people, it will naturally always believe the best for them. Love always desires to embrace the possibility that something wonderful is on the horizon.
 
   Love hopes all things. Love desires to see the best in every situation. It has hope that people will grow, that situations will change, and that the best is yet to come. Love does not let itself get bogged down in the way things have always been. It doesn’t mind if someone’s always been difficult or touchy. It doesn’t care if someone has always failed, come up short, made a mess of things, or fallen down. Instead, it looks at the future with prophetic eyes, with the hope and expectation that God can and will work through any circumstance, heal any person, and turn even the worst failure into a victory!
 
   Love endures all things. Love stands the test of time. It can endure through any trial, it lasts beyond change, and survives the hottest of fires. At the end it will still be there, unchanged, unmoved, unbroken. Love is not a temporary or conditional thing. It is never willing give up, let go, or walk away. It never says “This is too hard. I can’t do it any more.” Love will simply stay the course no matter what comes. That is why it can last through the hardest of times and most difficult circumstances only to be stronger on the other side.
 
   Love never fails. The love of God is endlessly patient, endlessly forgiving, endlessly optimistic, and endlessly selfless. That may seem like a difficult or even dangerous way to live. In the natural world it would leave us weak and vulnerable, open to abuses and disappointments. But here’s the secret. Love never fails – ever. When we live our lives completely saturated in love, when our every interaction with others is motivated by love, that love simply can not fail. It does not mean that those relationships will always last. Nor does it mean that we will always get what we want or expect. But it does mean that God’s purposes will always be fulfilled, and in the process we will always be cared for and protected. The love of God within us will never let us down. 
 
   All of what has already been said can be summed up in a single defining point: we are called to love our brothers. It is honestly as simple as that. As Christians, we are responsible to love with the everlasting, unchanging, love of Jesus Christ. We must actively care for, protect, uplift, support and serve one another with the same intensity and to the same degree that Jesus first loved us. 
 
   We cannot settle for the limited, selfish, carnal love that men have to offer. Our natural capacity to give and to serve may once have been limited by our carnal minds, our Cain-like perspectives. However, as we leave that old man behind we will step into an existence that is truly limitless. Moving into that level of love is one of the most powerful, life changing, and freeing things we will ever experience. When the love of God within us is released from the human restraints that we once placed on it, we will quickly see His anointing moving through us in mighty and powerful ways.
 
   We will see strife and contention disappear from our relationships. We will see our brothers and sisters healed from wounds of their past and redeemed to newness of life. We will see ourselves bound together, closely knit with bonds that go beyond ties of convenience, common interest, or personal affection. And most importantly, we will find the incredible power that is unleashed when division is purged from our churches and we come together as a Body in true unity.
 
   The love of God has the power to heal, to restore, to deliver, and to redeem. When we walk in the fullness of that love, His anointing power will begin to break yokes in people’s lives. His love flowing through us will then be free to touch and permanently impact the lives of people all around us.
 
   He who does not love does not know God, for God is love (1 John 4:8).
 
   This is the message that Jesus preached from the beginning, and a truth that can be found running throughout the Bible from its first page to the last. In fact, if God truly is love, if love is how we define Him and know Him, then we can never overstate the priority that love must take in our lives. If God is love, how can we ever settle for becoming anything less?
 
    
 
   A Matter of Character
 
   We started this study by acknowledging the very real dangers that exist as a result of strife and discord within the church. We examined stories of brotherhood in the Bible, exploring the motives and attitudes (both godly and ungodly) that these men brought into their relationships. We saw the impacts that these mindsets had on their ability to walk in peace and unity with their brothers and we applied what we learned to our modern sense of what Christian brotherhood should be. 
 
   And where did this lead us? To this simple and profound understanding: our ability to live in peace and unity within the church has little to do with our brothers’ actions or choices. Rather, it has everything to do with us, with the decisions that we make and the perspectives that we embrace. 
 
   At the end of the day our ability to function as keepers of our brothers comes down to a matter of character. God is searching for those of us who will have the strength of character to live out our daily relationships according to His plan and not our own. He is looking for a people who are willing to arise and decide that they will no longer sacrifice the well being of their brothers or sisters for the sake of their comfort, their pride, their own carnal way of thinking. He is looking for men and women who love their brothers enough to become peacemakers.
 
   It’s up to you. You can choose to live in peace with those around you. You can choose to let go of every Cain-like thought and motivation, and embrace God’s plan for your relationships instead. You can choose to serve, even in the most competitive of environments. You can choose to be selfless, no matter how selfishly others look to protect their own interests. You can choose to humbly submit to your brothers and sisters, even when people might call you foolish for doing so. You can choose to forgive, even when someone has done something that seems absolutely unforgivable. And you can choose to walk in mercy, refusing to judge, gossip, or criticize, no matter what you see or hear.
 
   The power has been put in your hands. It does not depend on anyone else. God has given you the tools that you need, His Word is full of instruction, and He has sent His Holy Spirit to be your guide as you grow in these areas. The only question is, are you willing to make that choice? Are you willing to develop the character that is necessary to live your life by this new and powerful standard? If you are, you will see your life, your family, your friendships, and even your ministry transform into a new and powerful display of God’s love.
 
   My prayer is that after reading this book you will no longer be content to live the life you have always lived. You do not have to settle for relationships that are carnal, broken, or dysfunctional any longer. Instead, you can take the great opportunity that has been given to you in this moment and run with it.
 
   Turn your back on the competitive thoughts of Cain, and look instead to the precedent that Jesus Himself has set for us. Redefine your nature, and reexamine the perspective with which you approach your relationships. Release the carnal motivations of your old nature once and for all, and embrace the responsibility and the joy that come with the loving, caring, nurturing mind of Christ.
 
   This is a perspective that the world will never be able to recognize or understand, just as they did not understand Jesus Himself while He was on this earth. Even as believers, it is often beyond our human ability or comprehension. We will only be able to move in this level of love when we fully embrace, lean on, and abide in the love and grace that is found in our relationships with our Lord. 
 
   If we try to do this in our own power we will inevitably fail. However, when we allow our lives to be illuminated by the transformative power of the Word of God, when we invest ourselves in the pursuit of its truth, we will find our natures supernaturally changed. We will be molded into the image and the likeness of God. Then and only then will we discover what it means to live our lives as our brothers’ keepers.
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