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    INTRODUCION


    Who are you?


    • The man sitting to my left at a dinner referred to himself as a carpenter. Carpentry is his vocation, but it is not who he is.


    • A lady with a broken marriage said to a friend, “I am just a failure.” Although she had failed in her marriage, that is not who she is.


    • I grew up in moderate poverty. To this day, my default answer to the question, “Who am I?”, is, “I am the little boy growing up on the dirt street alongside the railroad track.” But that is not who I am.


    These three responses illustrate the common tendency to answer the question, “Who am I?”, in terms of some subjective experience. Many of us answer in terms of our vocation. Others focus on a particularly formative or emotional experience.


    I serve with the Navigators collegiate ministry, primarily focusing on staff development. But I am familiar enough with the student scene to know that many young people arrive at college from difficult family backgrounds, or carrying the baggage of their own sinful lifestyles during their high school days. As a result, many of them have low or even negative self-images. Many, if honest, would answer the question, “Who am I?”, in terms of their negative or sinful experiences.


    As Christians, however, our identity is to be found in our relationship with Christ, not in our subjective and often negative life experiences. In our ministry to students, therefore, we seek to help them become aware of their “position and identity in Christ,” so that their answer to the question, “Who am I?”, is based on what it means to be “in Christ.”


    There is no short and simple answer to the question, “Who am I in Christ?” That position involves both privileges and responsibilities. It involves some tremendously astounding truths about us, but also faces us with some sobering facts that are just as true.


    In this book we are going to look at eight different answers to the question, “Who am I?”, It is my prayer that these eight answers will give us a balanced, biblical view of what it means to be in Christ.

  


  


  
    

    One


    I AM A CREATURE


    When we begin to answer the question, “Who am I?”, we need to start with the most basic truth about us: we are created beings. “So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and feg male he created them” (Genesis 1:27). While being made in God’s image puts us on an entirely different plane from any of the animals, we are still creatures. This makes us both dependent upon God and accountable to God.


    Utterly Dependent


    One of the most basic truths about all creatures is that we are dependent on God. Psalms 145:15-16 says, “The eyes of all look to you, and you give them their food in due season. You open your hand; you satisfy the desire of every living thing.” This passage refers primarily to the animal kingdom, but the principle of dependency applies to human beings as well.


    Food. In most respects, we share our dependencies with the animal kingdom. However, there is at least one significant difference. God ordained that we humans should work to produce much of our food (see Genesis 2:15), and in this very work we can develop a sense of independence from God. We begin to think that our material needs are met solely through our own hard work or (the modern-day equivalent) our business acumen, which provides us with the means to purchase food. God specifically warned the nation of Israel of this danger when he said,


    Beware lest you say in your heart, “My power and the might of my hand have gotten me this wealth.” You shall remember the Lord your God, for it is he who gives you power to get wealth, that he may confirm his covenant that he swore to your fathers, as it is this day. (Deuteronomy 8:17-18)


    Life and breath. We have a need more basic than food; we are dependent on God for our very life, even our breath. Acts 17:25 says, “nor is he served by human hands, as though he needed anything, since he himself gives to all mankind life and breath and everything.” Every breath we breathe is a gift from God. And every day of life is also a gift from him. As David said, “My times are in your hands” (Psalms 31:15).


    Plans. We are dependent on God for the execution of our plans. Everyone makes plans. In fact, life would be rather chaotic without plans. And we assume that we will usually carry out those plans. But James said this is not so. Rather he says,


    Come now, you who say, “Today or tomorrow we will go into such and such a town and spend a year there and trade and make a profit”-- yet you do not know what tomorrow will bring. What is your life? For you are a mist that appears for a little time and then vanishes. Instead you ought to say, “If the Lord wills, we will live and do this or that.” (James 4:13-15)


    James does not rebuke his readers for making plans, even plans to make a profit in business. What he condemns is presumptuous planning—the attitude that we can carry out our plans apart from the sovereign will of God.


    In the summer of 2011, I was scheduled to teach at a collegiate summer training program in Branson, Missouri. Plans were made and tickets were purchased. My wife had even arranged to have dinner with a cousin living nearby. But instead of being in Branson that week, I spent several days in a local hospital due to an unexpected heart problem. My experience is not unusual. Most of us can recall instances when some big plans we had made were overruled by God’s plan for us. Truly we are dependent on God to carry out every detail of our lives, whether it is a major vacation or a trip to the corner grocery store.


    Abilities. We are dependent upon God for our abilities, our spiritual gifts, and our talents. The apostle Paul says in 1 Corinthians 4:7, “What do you have that you did not receive? If then you received it, why do you boast as if you did not receive it?”


    Every so often I encounter one of those “self-made men,” the kind who might claim to have “pulled himself up by his own bootstraps.” He likes to tell you how he started from nothing and became successful. Some of you reading this book may have experienced that. But why did God bless your plans, why did God bless your efforts? What do you have that you did not receive? Every ability—mental ability or business ability, whether it’s in the fine arts or athletics or whatever it might be—it’s all a gift from God. We are utterly dependent upon him.


    Obviously, the wider culture in which we live today fails to recognize that we are dependent on God for everything. Often, it rejects the idea outright. And as the influence of the culture almost inevitably infiltrates our thinking as Christians, we can begin to forget we are totally dependent on God for every aspect of our lives.


    To elaborate on our dependence before God just a bit more, we can see our dependence as falling into two general categories: physical fragility and spiritual vulnerability.


    Physically Fragile


    As dependent creatures, we are physically fragile—subject to accidents and diseases and all kinds of things. My first wife, who is now enjoying the presence of God, was always in good health. She seldom had a cold and never had the flu. The only time she had to be in a hospital was to deliver babies. But one day she went to the doctor for what she thought would be a routine examination. Before the day was over we knew she had cancer, and 17 months later she died. We are physically fragile. Regardless of how healthy we may appear today we do not know what tomorrow will bring for us.


    A friend who was a missionary in Africa died at the early age of 62. Doctors did an autopsy to determine the cause of this untimely and rather sudden death and discovered that he was a victim of a combination of germs and viruses and parasites that he had picked up during years of service in Africa. Another friend was riding his bicycle early one morning for exercise and accidentally drove into a curb and went right over the handlebars, hitting his head on the concrete and breaking just about every bone in his face. We are very fragile.


    Proverbs 27:1 says we do not know what a day will bring. For that matter we don’t even know what the next hour will bring. You can undoubtedly supply your own stories of friends or relatives who have experienced unexpected illnesses or life-shattering accidents. So we need to recognize how fragile we really are, and as a result become aware of our total dependence on God.


    Spiritually Vulnerable


    As dependent creatures we are also spiritually vulnerable. We have three enemies: the world, the devil and our own sinful flesh. The world—the totality of humanity that is set in opposition to God—is constantly seeking to conform us to its own standards and values. The devil comes to us disguising himself as an angel of light (2 Corinthians 11:14), seeking to sow doubt in our minds as to the love and faithfulness of God toward us. And then, worst of all, we have our sinful flesh which constantly strives against the Spirit who resides in us.


    In the field of espionage there is often a person called a mole. Typically, a mole works inside a sensitive area of government, blending in as an apparent “team player,” when in fact he or she is serving as the eyes and ears of an opposing power. This person is actually a traitor, to all appearances working for one government, but in actuality working for its enemy.


    In many ways, our sinful flesh acts as a mole. It is constantly responding to the allurements of the world and the enticements of the devil, and is constantly seeking to collaborate with them. And so we are very vulnerable spiritually.


    The recognition that we are physically fragile and spiritually vulnerable should make us more conscious of our complete dependence on God. As I write these words I have just passed my eighty-second birthday. As I get older it seems that God is increasing my own awareness of my dependence on him in every area of life. Do-it-yourself projects around the house that used to come easily to me don’t anymore. So I often find myself crying out to God to help me complete ordinary tasks that I used to do routinely. I think this growing sense of dependency is due to more than growing older. I think it is part of God’s process of maturing me as a believer. The same thing is true in both my physical life and my spiritual life. The truth, however, is that in my younger years I was just as dependent on God as I am now. I just did not recognize it.


    Morally Accountable


    Human beings are also different from other creatures in that God created us in his image. Central among all the things that may be included in that truth is the fact that we possess a moral dimension; we have the ability to know right from wrong, and the ability to obey or disobey God. This means that as moral creatures we are accountable to God. God stressed this accountability to the first man, Adam. Genesis 2:16-17 says, “And the Lord God commanded the man, saying, ‘You may surely eat of every tree of the garden, but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall surely die.’” With that commandment, God makes Adam accountable.


    This theme of accountability continues throughout the Bible. In Genesis 4, God holds Cain accountable for the murder of his brother. In Exodus 20, God gives Israel the Ten Commandments, obviously implying accountability for obedience. In Psalms 119:4 we read, “You have commanded your precepts to be kept diligently.” Jesus said, “If you love me you will keep my commandments” (John 14:15). Paul said, “So then each of us will give an account of himself to God” (Romans 14:12). Finally, at the end of the age, the dead will be judged according to what they had done (Revelation 20:13). So from the creation of Adam until the end of time God holds human beings accountable to him for keeping his commandments. We are not free simply to disobey God and expect it will make no difference. This is what it means to be morally accountable.


    But just as we tend to ignore or even reject the reality of our total dependence on God, so we frequently ignore or reject our accountability to him. Some years ago I began to read a book titled The Day America Told the Truth. It was so discouraging I didn’t finish it. The book was written by two men who had traveled throughout the United States, randomly interviewing people about their private lives and moral standards. They concluded that each person in America has, in effect, developed his own ten commandments. That is, as a nation we no longer see ourselves as accountable to God, only to self.


    This is the attitude of the world we live in. And if we do not proactively remind ourselves that we are accountable to God, we can begin to think the same way—as long as we stay away from flagrant sins such as murder and sexual immorality, we tend to think that simply following our own code of conduct is good enough.


    When I was a schoolboy, we had to memorize the poem Invictus, by William Ernest Henley. To this day I recall the lines, “I am the master of my fate; I am the captain of my soul.” At the time, we thought of that poem as teaching courage and fortitude. But it is actually a defiant statement of independence from God. And to some degree the sentiment behind those words is the default attitude of every human being. We don’t like to be dependent and accountable, yet we are. Those words accurately apply to us as creatures, made in the image of God.


    Application


    What application should we make of the truth that we are dependent, fragile, vulnerable, and accountable?


    Humility. First, this realization should produce humility. Recognizing that I am absolutely dependent on God for every breath and every morsel of food; seeing that I am accountable to God for every thought, every word, and every action; and realizing how often I fail to honor God in these ways—these should produce a deep and abiding sense of humility.


    Gratitude. Second, it should produce profound gratitude. Everything good in me or around me, whether spiritual or material, is a gift from God. More importantly, as one who has trusted in Christ as my Savior, I know that he has taken on himself the accountability for all my sins and has fully paid the penalty for my every act of disobedience.


    I am a creature, created in the image of God, fully dependent on him and fully accountable to him.

  


  


  
    

    Two


    I AM IN CHRIST


    We have begun to answer the question, “Who am I?”, with the fact that we are all creatures, created in the image of God, dependent on him, and accountable to him. This is true of everyone born into the world whether we realize it or not. But for those of us who have trusted in Christ as our Savior, there is much more to our identity than simply being creatures.


    The answer to the question “Who am I as a Christian?” is far more elaborate and wonderful than the answer to the simpler (if still profound) question, “Who am I as a human being?” Once we are converted, there are seven additional glorious truths that come into play as essential components of our identity. These will constitute our focus for the remainder of this book.


    As we seek to answer that more elaborate question, it is beyond dispute that we must start with the fact that we are “in” Christ Jesus.


    What does it mean to be in Christ? Is it a question of location, like being in a house? Is it something like belonging to a club or an organization? No, the term “in Christ” is the apostle Paul’s shorthand expression for being united to Christ. It is one of Paul’s favorite expressions, and (including similar expressions such as “in him” or “in the Lord”) Paul uses it more than 160 times in his letters. Clearly this is an important concept in Paul’s theology. And it should be an important concept for us because all the remaining answers to the question, “Who am I?”, are based upon the fact that we are in Christ, or we are united to Christ.


    This of course begs the question, what does it mean to be united to Christ? To answer it, we begin with 1 Corinthians 15:22, “For as in Adam all die, so also in Christ shall all be made alive.” Note the two expressions “in Adam” and “in Christ.” And again in 1 Corinthians 15:45, Paul refers to “the first man Adam” and to “the last Adam,” who is clearly Christ. What Paul is getting at in these two verses is that in God’s way of dealing with humanity there are only two men, Adam and Christ. All the rest of us are represented before God by one or the other of these two men.


    Adam as Our Representative


    In verse 22 Paul said, “in Adam all die.” This idea is developed more completely in Romans 5:12-19. Verse 12 says, “Therefore, just as sin came into the world through one man, and death through sin, and so death spread to all men because all sinned….” This verse is a reference to Adam’s sin of eating the forbidden fruit as recounted in Genesis 3. God had said, “but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall surely die.” Adam, along with Eve, ate, and they both died. They instantly died spiritually, and they would eventually die physically. But Adam was not an ordinary man so that the consequences of his sin would fall only on him.


    Rather, Adam had been appointed by God to represent the entire human race. As a result, the consequences of his sin fell upon all humanity. When Paul writes in verse 12, “and so death spread to all men because all sinned…,” he is referring, not to our own individual sins, but to the fact that we were so united to Adam as our representative head that when he sinned we all sinned, and so we all suffered the consequences of Adam’s sin.


    This idea of the representative nature of Adam’s sin is further developed in verse 18, “Therefore, as one trespass led to condemnation for all men,” and again in verse 19, “For as by the one man’s disobedience the many were made sinners.” Note especially in verse 19 the expression, “many were made sinners.” All humanity (with the exception of Christ, who was not descended from Adam) suffered the consequences of Adam’s sin. We were made sinners. As each of us comes into the world, we come as sinners by nature.


    In answer to the question, “Who am I?”, we would therefore have to say, “I am a sinner.” That is why David acknowledged, “Surely I was sinful at birth, sinful from the time my mother conceived me” (Psalms 51:5 NIV). David said the nature he received at conception was a sinful nature. Why was this true? It was because David, like you and me, was represented by Adam in the garden, and through the disobedience of Adam, David was made a sinner.


    Picture two men, Adam and Christ, standing before God. Behind Adam stands all of humanity representatively united to him. We all come into this world “in Adam.” Because of that, Paul’s descriptive words in Ephesians 2:1-3 are true of every one of us before we trust Christ. Here is what he wrote:


    And you were dead in the trespasses and sins in which you once walked, following the course of this world, following the prince of the power of the air, the spirit that is now at work in the sons of disobedience-- among whom we all once lived in the passions of our flesh, carrying out the desires of the body and the mind, and were by nature children of wrath, like the rest of mankind.


    Paul’s description of our dismal condition can be summed up in three expressions:


    • Spiritually dead


    • Slaves (to the world, the devil, and our sinful passions)


    • Objects of God’s wrath


    Think of that! As one “in Adam” you came into the world an object of God’s wrath. It doesn’t matter whether we were born of Christian parents or pagan parents. We are all born “in Adam” and so an object of God’s wrath. All because Adam sinned.


    Not only all of humanity, but creation itself suffered the consequences of Adam’s sin. Though in Genesis 3:17-19, God refers specifically to cursing the ground, Paul in Romans 8:19-22, speaks of the futility of all creation. So we all come into the world spiritually dead, objects of God’s wrath, and into a natural environment that is under the curse of God. That is what it means to be “in Adam.”


    Christ as Our Representative


    The other man standing before God is the “last Adam,” namely the Lord Jesus Christ. Just as God appointed Adam to represent all of humanity, so he appointed Christ to represent all who trust in him as Savior. We have looked at the consequences of Adam’s representative act in Romans 5:18-19. Now observe the contrasting effects of Christ’s work on behalf of all who trust in him. Verse 18: “so one act of righteousness leads to justification and life for all men.” And in verse 19, “so by the one man’s obedience the many will be made righteous.”


    For the sake of clarity, we need to draw out Paul’s artful use of language in verses 18 and 19.


    • Verse 18: “as one trespass led to condemnation for all men, so one act of righteousness leads to justification and life for all men.” In this verse, the first appearance of “all men” refers to our universal condemnation. The second appearance refers to the universal offer of salvation, not the universal existence of salvation. There is universal condemnation, and there is a universal way of escape, yet not all will escape.


    • Verse 19: “For as by the one man’s disobedience the many were made sinners, so by the one man’s obedience the many will be made righteous.” Here, Paul follows the same artful use of language as in verse 18. The first appearance of “the many” is a universal statement, while the second appearance refers exclusively to those who come to Christ.


    In each verse, therefore, the first “all” and “many” refer to the fact that all humanity has suffered the consequences of Adam’s sin. The second “all” and “many” refer only to all those who trust in Christ and are “in him.”


    What are the results of being in him? We will explore these in detail in subsequent chapters, but for now I want to call our attention to the principle by which God operates.


    Obedience and Disobedience


    In Deuteronomy 28, Moses sets before the nation of Israel two alternatives: obedience and disobedience. The results of obedience are tremendous blessings. The results of disobedience are horrible curses. These particular blessings and curses are all temporal in nature and refer specifically to the nation of Israel in the Promised Land. But at the same time they are an expression of the eternal principle by which God operates: blessings for obedience and curses for disobedience.


    By his perfectly obedient life over thirty-three years, Christ earned the blessings of God. By his death on the cross he experienced the curse for disobedience. As our representative, all that he did in both his life and death accrues to our benefit. Someone has said it like this: “He lived the life we could not live, and died the death we deserved to die.” Or again, “He was treated as we deserved to be treated in order that we might be treated as he deserved to be treated.”


    When we think of the work of Christ, we usually think of his death to pay for our sin. We call this his “substitutionary atonement,” in that he died in our place, as our substitute, to satisfy the justice of God for our sins. But what is it that makes this substitution valid? How could God’s justice be satisfied when a perfectly innocent man suffers punishment on behalf of those who actually deserve it?


    The answer is that Christ stood before God as our representative. He assumed the responsibility for our obedience to the law of God, and he assumed the responsibility to render to God satisfaction for our disobedience. All this because we are “in him,” that is, we are united to him in a representative way.


    The Living Union


    This truth of Christ’s representative union with us is foundational to all that we will be considering in subsequent chapters as we seek to answer the question, “Who am I?”, But there is also a whole other dimension of our union with Christ that is equally exciting and that will help us understand who we are. That is what we call our living union with Christ.


    This living union is best explained by Jesus’ use of the vine and branch metaphor in John 15:1-5. Just as the branch shares in the life and nourishment of the vine, so we as believers share in the life of Christ. This living union is affected by the Holy Spirit who lives within us (See 1 Corinthians 6:19-20), and who imparts to us the spiritual vitality of Christ himself.


    As a young Christian I did not realize what it meant to be in a living union with Christ. My concept of my relationship to Christ was that he was in heaven and I was on earth. To me, prayer was like a long distance phone call to heaven, in which I might get through or I might not. My Christian life was largely one of self-effort.


    One day in a time of discouragement I said to myself, “How can someone in Christ be as discouraged as I am?” At the time I had no idea of what it meant to be in Christ. To me it was just another expression for being a Christian. But as soon as I said those words, the thought came into my mind, (planted, I think, by the Holy Spirit), “What did you just say? What does it mean to be in Christ?”


    So I went to my favorite place to spend time alone with God and began to ponder the question, “What does it mean to be in Christ?” I had memorized various verses which had in them the words “in Christ,” or “in him” or “in the Lord,” but as I said, the words had no special meaning for me. But that day, as those verses began to flow through my mind, I saw the truth in John 15:1-5 that I had a vital living relationship with Christ. I was actually a partaker of his life. I didn’t need to make long-distance calls to heaven. No, I was in him, and through his Spirit he was in me.


    Of all the Scriptures that went through my mind that morning, the most exciting to me was 1 Corinthians 1:30 which in the King James Version says, “But of him are ye in Christ Jesus, who of God is made unto us wisdom, and righteousness, and sanctification, and redemption.” The thought that was so exciting to me was that it is of God that I am in Christ Jesus. I didn’t, as it were, get into Christ of my own doing. It was God who united me to him. It was by his action that I am in Christ Jesus.


    Isn’t that encouraging? God is the one who unites us to Christ. To use Paul’s expression, he is the one who has placed us in Christ. That means we can never get out. We didn’t do anything to get in, and we can’t do anything to get out. It’s all of God.


    Even today, fifty-five years later, that verse brings sparkle to my life. I often wake up discouraged about something. But as I get dressed and walk down the hall to the kitchen to make a cup of coffee, 1 Corinthians 1:30 will come to my mind and I say to myself, “God, it is of you that I am in Christ.” And all of a sudden I will break into a great big smile, and the discouragement is gone.


    The idea that our being in Christ is all of God, and further, because we are in Christ, his very life flows into us, could lead to the impression that we have no responsibility or part to play in this relationship. First of all, although it is indeed of God that we are united to Christ, we are united to him by faith. But where do we get the faith? It is the gift of God (See Ephesians 2:8-9 and Acts 16:14). But though this faith is given to us, we must still exercise it.


    Having exercised faith to believe in Christ, we must also exercise faith to draw upon the life and nourishment that comes to us from Christ through our living union with him. There are some who teach that just as the branch does nothing to receive the nourishment of the vine, so we do nothing to receive the life and energy of Christ. But this presses the analogy too far. Just as Christ is not entirely like a vine, we are not entirely like branches. Human beings are unique in that we have been created in the image of God. He has, among other things, given us minds to think with and wills which we may exercise, and he works through our minds and wills; not apart from them.


    So in summary, we see that there are two related but distinct aspects of being in Christ, that is, united to him.


    Representative union. The first is the representative union by which Jesus assumed all our responsibility to perfectly obey the law of God, and also assumed our penalty of death for not obeying. We will explore the results of this in the next two chapters.


    Living union. The second aspect is the living union through the Holy Spirit, by which we, by faith, draw upon the nourishment and power of the living Christ to enable us to live the Christian life.


    Further development of these two aspects will help us to answer the question, “Who am I?”


    By the work of God, I am no longer in Adam: I am in Christ, through a union that is both living and representative.

  


  


  
    

    Three


    I AM JUSTIFIED


    To be “in Christ” is the most basic identity of a Christian, so much so that all other answers to the question, “Who am I?”, are based on, or drawn from, that identity: this is the summation of our first two chapters. In this chapter and those that follow, we will address six implications or aspects of what it means to be “in Christ.”


    The most important of these is that, “I am justified.” Although this statement represents the very heart of the gospel, it is not an easy concept to communicate or grasp. The idea understandably raises questions such as:


    • What does it mean to be justified?


    • How does one become justified?


    • How can I make “I am justified” a subjective reality with respect to my own identity question?


    What Does It Mean to be Justified?


    To begin to answer this first question, let’s look at Galatians 2:15-16.


    We ourselves are Jews by birth and not Gentile sinners; yet we know that a person is not justified by works of the law but through faith in Jesus Christ, so we also have believed in Christ Jesus, in order to be justified by faith in Christ and not by works of the law, because by works of the law no one will be justified.


    In this passage, Paul says that we are justified, not by works of the law, but through faith in Jesus Christ. Justified is an evaluative term based on one’s obedience to a law. It is a legal or courtroom evaluation. To be justified means that one has been declared “right” according to the appropriate law. In Paul’s writings, especially in Romans 3 and 4, as well as Galatians 2, to be justified means to be declared righteous by God with respect to his law. It also means to be accepted and treated by God as such.


    The great mystery and wonder of justification, and the thing we must grasp if we are to truly understand it, is how God can declare us righteous with respect to his law, when in actual fact we have disobeyed that law, and continue to disobey it on a more or less regular basis.


    The Curse of the Law


    In understanding how it is that God can justify sinners, we first need to see that we are not justified by works of the law—that is, by our own obedience to the law of God. Paul is emphatic about this. Note that in the one long sentence encompassed by Galatians 2:15-16, he repeats this idea three times.


    Why can we not be justified or counted righteous by God through obedience to his law? The answer is found in Galatians 3:10, “For all who rely on works of the law are under a curse; for it is written, ‘Cursed be everyone who does not abide by all things written in the Book of the Law, and do them.’” In this verse Paul sets an absolute standard: we can only expect to be justified by works of the law through perfect obedience to all the requirements of God’s law.


    Someone has counted that there are just over 600 laws given in the Old Testament, but Jesus summed them all up in two: “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind … And the second is like it: You shall love your neighbor as yourself” (Matthew 22:37-39). Without unpacking what obedience to these two laws might look like in our lives today, suffice it to say that while Jesus did fully obey both of those commandments, no other human being has ever come close to fully obeying either one of them. Yet Paul says that unless we obey all things written in the book of the law, we are under a curse.


    No school I know of requires an overall grade of 100 to pass a course. Usually an average of 70 is sufficient. Most people naturally assume that God “grades” in a similar fashion, and what’s more, that they have probably earned a passing grade. Yet Paul says we must obey all things in God’s law perfectly, and anything less places us under God’s curse. So we see that all who rely on their own obedience to the law as their means of justification, instead of being counted righteous by God, are actually under his curse.


    So if we seek to be justified, or counted righteous, by God, we have two options:


    1) We can rely on our own righteousness.


    2) We can exercise faith in Christ.


    Paul calls the first option “works of the law,” and guarantees us that it will result in our being cursed by God, for it is clearly impossible for us to do what God requires. But the second option does, in fact, result in our being justified. Why is this true? The best answer is found in 2 Corinthians 5:21, one of the most important verses in the Bible.


    “For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.”


    There are three “persons” mentioned in this verse, either collectively or individually.


    “He.” This refers to God the Father—the actor of this verse.


    “Him.” This refers to the Lord Jesus Christ—the subject of the Father’s action.


    “Our.” This term, from that opening phrase “for our sake,” refers to all of us collectively. And who are we? You and I are the people described in Ephesians 2:1-3 as spiritually dead; slaves to the world, the devil, and our own sinful passions; and by nature objects of God’s wrath. In Romans 5:6-10, Paul describes us as ungodly, sinners, and enemies of God. This is not a pretty picture. The “our” of 2 Corinthians 5:21 does not refer to nice people seeking to obey God but to people who are enemies of God and objects of his wrath.


    The astonishing thing about this verse is that the violent actions of God the Father toward his Son were done “for our sake”—for the sake of the only guilty ones in the entire scenario. This demands further exploration. But before we see what God did toward his Son, let’s first consider the statement that he, the Son, “knew no sin.”


    He Knew No Sin


    Jesus did not have a sinful nature such as we have because he was not descended from Adam. You and I are slaves to our own sinful passions, but Jesus had no sinful passion. He was tempted externally by the devil (Matthew 4:4-10), and by the sinful environment in which he lived, but there was no internal response to those temptations. He had no sinful desires. His heart was totally united in its devotion and obedience to God. Jesus knew no sin.


    Other New Testament writers make the same point. Hebrews 4:15 says Jesus was tempted in every respect as we are, yet without sin. 1 Peter 2:22 says he committed no sin, and 1 John 3:5 says, “in him there is no sin.” So the four major writers of the New Testament letters concur: Christ was sinless; at every instant he obeyed perfectly the moral law of God. But even stronger than the testimony of these four writers are the words of Jesus himself.


    In John 8, Jesus gets into an increasingly hostile dialogue with some of the Jews. They claim God as their Father, but in response to them Jesus says, “You are of your Father the devil.” This contradiction of the Jews’ lofty claim would have infuriated them. Then Jesus asks, “Which one of you convicts me of sin?” As Jesus spoke those words, gathered around him were not only a group of Jews who hated him and wanted nothing more than to be able to find sin in him, but also present were twelve disciples who had been with Jesus day and night, seven days a week. He could only dare to ask such a question because he knew the answer. He knew he was utterly without sin. He was absolutely and rightly confident that neither his enraged adversaries nor his closest friends could bring a single charge of sin against him.


    Earlier in John 8:29, Jesus presents his self-evaluation, saying, “I always do the things that are pleasing to him [the Father].” On this point, we even have the testimony of God the Father. On two occasions—in Matthew 3:17 at Jesus’ baptism, and again in Matthew 17:5 on the Mount of Transfiguration—God the Father speaks from heaven saying, “This is my beloved Son with whom I am well pleased.” God could not have said those words if there had been even one occasion of sin in Jesus’ life. The New Testament could not be more clear regarding the sinlessness, the perfect obedience to his Father, of the Lord Jesus Christ.


    Isaiah saw God the Father sitting on his throne and heard the seraphim calling out “holy, holy, holy.” The Hebrew language used triple repetition to speak of something in limitless terms. In his absolute sinlessness, his perfect obedience to God and the law of God, the Jesus who walks the pages of the New Testament is infinite in holiness in precisely the same way, and in exactly the same degree, as God the Father is infinite in holiness. Jesus in his humanity was just as holy as God sitting on his throne. Not one iota of difference.


    He Was Made to Be Sin


    Next, consider what God did to this absolutely sinless one, this one who lived a perfectly obedient life for 33 years. God made him to be sin.


    This is not “made” in the sense of created, for God the Son has always been and always will be. Nor is this “made” in the sense of forced, for Jesus always obeyed the Father willingly. This is “made” in the sense of caused. By this rather strange expression, “made him to be sin,” Paul is saying that God caused Jesus to bear the weight and guilt of our sin. In the plan and purpose of God the Father, he caused Jesus to become sin for us—again, with Jesus’ cooperation, despite the unimaginable anguish and torment involved. God took all of our collective sin down through the ages, all of it, and laid it upon Christ. Every sin that we commit in thought, word, deed, and motive was heaped upon him. He was made to be sin.


    Isaiah 53:6 says, “All we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned—everyone—to his own way; and the Lord has laid on him the iniquity of us all.” We are all sinners. We have all gone astray, all turned to our own way, yet God has taken all of our sin and charged it to Christ. As Peter says, “He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree” (1 Peter 2:24).


    Give serious thought to what the Bible is saying here. For the sake of us who are sinners, who are ungodly, who are enemies of God, the Father punished his Son. For us, God took all of our sin and heaped it upon Christ, the Lord Jesus. Consider Isaiah 53:5, “But he was wounded for our transgressions; he was crushed for our iniquities; upon him was the chastisement that brought us peace, and with his stripes we are healed.” Verse 10 says, “Yet it was the will of the Lord to crush him.” It could be translated, as it was in the King James Version, that “it pleased the Lord” to do this. That is an astounding statement. It pleased God to crush his own son. Why did it please God to do this? Is God a sadist? Is God the proverbial cruel father who beats his son? No, it pleased God because God wanted to do something for us, for our sake.


    Jesus did not go the cross and die involuntarily. Rather, he said, “I lay down my life that I may take it up again. No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord.” (John 10:17-18). And Paul in Galatians 2:20 says, “I live by faith in the son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me.” What God the Father did to Jesus, Jesus voluntarily submitted to for the sake of our salvation.


    We Become the Righteousness of God


    The third truth in 2 Corinthians 5:21 is “so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.” God made Jesus to be sin so that we might become the righteousness of God. This raises the question, “What is this righteousness of God?” The answer to that question is found most clearly in Philippians 3:9, “and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which comes through faith in Christ, the righteousness from God that depends on faith.”


    This righteousness has nothing to do with the striving for righteousness, through the law, that Paul rightly declares to be a futile pursuit. Rather, it is the perfect righteousness of Christ lived out over 33 years, which comes to us through faith.


    Second Corinthians 5:21 is often called The Great Exchange, and it works like this. Imagine your life as a moral ledger in which every action, every thought, every word, and every motive is recorded. That’s pretty grim because even our very best deeds are like a polluted garment in the eyes of God (Isaiah 64:6). But God takes your sin and removes it from your ledger and charges it to the ledger of the Lord Jesus Christ. The Savior bears the penalty for all your sin.


    You then are left with a clean but empty ledger, so God does something else. He takes the perfect obedience, the perfect righteousness of Christ from his ledger and transfers it to your ledger. In computer terms you might think of this as “copy and paste,” in the sense that the same righteousness, even though it has been given to you, is still available to every other Christian and everyone who will come to Christ in the future.


    Now you have a ledger that no longer catalogs your sin, but instead bears only the record of 33 years of absolutely perfect righteousness. How can God do this? How can a just God completely wipe all sin off your ledger, and replace it with the perfect righteousness of Christ? Because we are in Christ. He, as our representative, stands justly charged with our sin and pays its penalty through his death. And because he is our representative, God can justly credit his perfect righteousness to us. So we can say, as Paul essentially says in Galatians 2:20, that when Jesus died on the cross, we died on the cross. And when he lived a perfect life, we lived a perfect life. Because we are in him.


    Summary. This is what it means to be justified.


    1) Our sins are forgiven because they were charged to Christ.


    2) The perfect righteousness of Christ has been fully credited to us.


    There are two plays on the word justified that may help us see this more clearly. You can think of it as meaning “just as if I had never sinned.” That is, it does not matter how vile and long-standing your sin is. When you trust in Christ as Savior, God looks at you just as if you’d never sinned.


    To state the same thing in the opposite way, you can also think of justified as meaning “just as if I had always obeyed.” That’s the way God sees you because he sees you clothed with the perfect righteousness of Christ.


    How Does One Become Justified?


    Paul answers this question quite clearly and emphatically in Galatians 2:15-16 when he says, three times, that it is by faith in Jesus Christ. What is faith? We sometimes hear someone say, “I took a leap of faith.” If this is a leap toward nothing in particular, a leap into emptiness, the statement is meaningless. Faith always has to have an object, and clearly for Paul, the object of faith is Jesus Christ, who through his sinless life and sin-bearing death made it possible for all who trust in him to be justified before God.


    This faith is like the two sides of a coin. On one side is “renunciation.” On the other side is “reliance.” In order to trust in Christ we must first of all renounce any trust in our own perceived righteousness. Then we must rely completely on the finished work of Christ in both his life and death. That’s how we are justified.


    How Does Justification Become a Subjective Reality?


    For the answer to this question, we go to Galatians 2, which begins to discuss our justification in verse 15, and continues through verse 21. At the end of verse 20, Paul says, “And the life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me.”


    Paul is speaking in the present tense: “the life I now live.” However, justification is a point-in-time event. The moment you trusted in Christ you were justified. And because justification is a point-in-time event, it is a past event, whether it took place five minutes ago or fifty years ago. That’s why Paul can speak of justification as a past event in Romans 5:1, “Therefore, since we have been [past tense] justified by faith.” But in Galatians 2:20 he speaks of it in the present tense, “the life I now [today] live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God.”


    So we see that, for Paul, justification was not only a past event but also a present reality. Every day Paul looked outside of himself, to Christ and his finished work, and saw himself righteous in the sight of God because he was in Christ.


    We all need to learn to live like Paul. Every day we too must look outside ourselves to Christ and see ourselves justified before God because of our representative union with Christ. Most of us have “good days”—when life pretty much goes along as we desire and we have no serious struggles with sin—and “bad days”—when in one way or another we are conscious of struggling with sin all day long. It may be the sin of wicked imaginations, resentment toward someone, distrust of God, or a hundred other ways in which our flesh (sinful nature) tends to get the upper hand.


    On our good days we think God must surely be pleased with us and is smiling at us. We forget, as we saw earlier, that all our righteous deeds are like polluted garments in the sight of God (Isaiah 64:6). On our bad days we tend to think we have lost the favor of God because of our sin. We forget that he no longer counts our sin against us because Jesus has already born that sin in his body on the cross.


    This is not to say that we should not take our sin seriously. We do need to confess it and repent of it. But the greatest motivation for doing that is to reflect on the fact that Jesus bore those very sins you committed that day in his body on the cross, and God has forgiven you because Jesus was crushed for those sins.


    So in order to experience the subjective reality of our justification we must every day look outside of ourselves to Christ. About twenty-five years ago I heard on a taped message the expression “preach the gospel to yourself every day.” That is what we must learn to do if we are to enjoy the present reality of our justification. That is what Paul did two thousand years ago when he wrote, “And the life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God who loved me and gave himself for me” (Galatians 2:20).


    I am justified, I am righteous before God, because God has charged my sin to Christ and credited to me his perfect righteousness.

  


  


  
    

    Four


    I AM AN ADOPTED SON OF GOD


    Suppose you are a convicted serial killer sitting on death row awaiting execution, guilty of every charge for which you have been imprisoned. One day the prison warden comes to your cell door and announces that you have been fully pardoned. You are now free. But then the warden tells you that the governor who pardoned you has also adopted you. You are to go live in his home, take his family name, and become heir to his estate.


    What?!?


    When it comes to spiritual adoption, this is essentially what God has done for us. He has pardoned us by forgiving us of our sins. He has clothed us in the perfect righteousness of his Son. And then he adopts us into his family. In fact, Paul tells us in Ephesians 1:4-5 that this was God’s plan from the beginning: he had predestined us for adoption before the foundation of the world.


    As we begin to consider our status as adopted sons of God, we need to understand its meaning, and its relationship to justification.


    • Justification secures our legal relationship with God as judge. In justification God declares that we are righteous in Christ.


    • Adoption secures our family relationship with God. Through adoption God makes us his children.


    Although we distinguish between justification and adoption, we should never separate them. They always go together in God’s actions toward us. Adoption cannot occur apart from justification, and justification always results in adoption.


    In one sense adoption takes our relationship with God to a higher level. Think of the serial killer and the governor. The governor can pardon the killer with a few strokes of his pen. He doesn’t have to get personally involved. But to adopt the serial killer, he does have to get personally involved. By adopting him he has become personally responsible for both his welfare and his behavior.


    An analogy usually breaks down at some point, and the one in the previous paragraph certainly does. The governor can pardon by a few strokes of his pen, but God cannot do that. He pardoned us at infinite cost to himself through sending his only Son to live and die in our place.


    Inheritance


    The primary Scripture passages on the subject of adoption are Romans 8:15-17 and—the more complete treatment—Galatians 3:25-4:7. As we look at this section of Scripture, the first thing that strikes us is Paul’s use of the word sons instead of children. Paul is not being gender-specific and ignoring women. In Galatians 3:27-29 he makes it clear that both males and females are included in the category of sons. Then why the word sons? Because Paul was placing a priority on communicating clearly to his immediate audience.


    In the Jewish culture of the day, only males were eligible to receive a part of the family inheritance. So, far from putting down women or ignoring them, he is actually making them equal with men in sharing the family inheritance. We are all one in Christ Jesus, spiritual offspring of Abraham, and equally heirs of God’s promise.


    Adoption in Paul’s day was completely different from our practice today. In our modern culture, adoption usually refers to the adoption of an infant or small child. In the Greco-Roman culture, a childless man would adopt a mature young man to continue the family name and to receive the family inheritance. In the Jewish culture, adoption was the recognition that a son had reached an age of maturity whereby the authority and resources of the father would be passed on to him. In either case it was the family inheritance that was in view.


    Paul’s emphasis in his treatment on adoption is simply on the fact that we have become heirs of God. As he says in Romans 8:16-17, “and if [we are] children, then heirs—heirs of God and fellow heirs with Christ.” And in Galatians 3:15 through 4:7, his main point is that being a “son” means being an heir (See 3:18, 3:29, 4:1, 4:7).


    Our culture doesn’t value the concept of inheritance as it did in the past, primarily because overall economic conditions have changed so much. Consider the difficulty of simple survival in the first century. The vast majority of people lived in what we would consider abject poverty, with few possessions and little or no economic cushion. The proportion of relatively wealthy people today is far, far higher than it was then. Any sort of substantial inheritance in that day was not simply a nice addition to your net worth, as it often is today. It was a completely life-changing event, a rescue from the futility of subsistence living, an elevation from one kind of life to a completely different, exceptionally rare, and far better kind.


    That is what our inheritance is like as heirs. And our inheritance is not that of some unusually wealthy person, but of God himself. We have been adopted by Father God, and that fact has completely changed our future.


    Granted, we have yet to fully come into our inheritance, and will not until resurrection day. This is why, following his brief treatment of adoption in Romans 8:15-17, Paul puts so much emphasis on hope.


    Hope. Paul begins his brief discourse on hope (Romans 8:18-25) with the statement, “For I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing with the glory that is to be revealed to us” (v 18). Why does he begin the subject of hope with the idea of suffering in this life? Because suffering in one form or another is the inevitable lot of most believers. And one of the many benefits of suffering is that it tends to draw us away from the allurements of this life, even the legitimate ones, and turns our attention to our eternal inheritance.


    I have had about a half-dozen events or trips in my adult life that I looked forward to with great anticipation. In each case, God has in some way blighted them with some disappointment or even trial. Why? Is God a sadist who delights to dash our expectations of a joyous time? Of course not. I don’t know the mind of God, but I think it is one of his ways of drawing my heart away from even the legitimate pleasures of this life to my heavenly reward. God wants us to, as Paul says in Colossians 3:2, “Set your minds on things that are above, not on things that are on earth.”


    The word hope in our everyday vocabulary usually means no more than wishful thinking— “I hope it will not rain on our picnic today.” But in the New Testament it most often means “confident expectation” in the promised eternal inheritance (See Romans 8:24, Hebrews 11:1, and 1 Peter 1:3-4). And Peter says of this inheritance that it “is imperishable, undefiled, and unfading, kept in heaven for you” (1 Peter 1:4).


    I came to appreciate the meaning of Peter’s words when I experienced an inheritance that proved to be perishable. Some years ago I inherited the house which my father and step-mother had bought many years before. Unfortunately, after my father died, my step-mother unwittingly allowed the house—primarily the foundation and the roof—to fall into a state of disrepair. When I engaged a realtor to sell the house, she told me that it was not sellable in its present condition. To make a long and tortuous story short, after all the expensive repairs were done, I ended up selling the house for $2000 less than I had paid for the repairs.


    Paul says our inheritance will be just the opposite. Let’s go back to Paul’s contrast between our sufferings and the glory of our inheritance that is to be revealed to us. My parent’s house was a modest one in a low cost-of-living area, so in 1990 the price I hoped to receive at its sale was only about $45,000. That is actually about what I paid for the extensive repairs, and then ended up taking a $2,000 loss just to sell the house. But suppose their house had been an elegant one in the high-priced area of town, and I had sold it for 4.5 million dollars. Then my repair cost would have been only one percent of the sale price, really a bargain for the return I received. Paul was basically saying that this is how we should view our eternal inheritance. The sufferings we experience in this life are not worth comparing—they are not even one percent of the glory of our inheritance. To use some hyperbole to help us grasp what Paul is saying, suppose I had sold the house, not for 4.5 million dollars, but for 45 million. Then the $45,000 I had spent on repairs would truly not be worth comparing with my return. That is the contrast Paul is drawing between our sufferings and our coming glory.


    I do not mean to minimize the pain and heartache of the difficult experiences of this life. The Scripture itself says that for the moment (that is, in this life), all the disciplines of adversity seem painful rather than pleasant (Hebrews 12:11). Nor does Paul minimize our sufferings. He simply says they are not worth comparing with the glory of our inheritance that is to come. He does not minimize our pain, rather he maximizes our inheritance.


    This is what it means to be adopted sons of God. To return to the illustration of the serial killer and the governor who adopts him, the just-pardoned murderer not only becomes a part of the governor’s family, he also becomes heir to all of the governor’s valuable estate. That pardoned criminal has a secure inheritance, and that fact alone has changed his life, but he does not yet possess or enjoy his inheritance in full. It is similar for us in that, in this life, our inheritance is always in the future, so we look forward to it with expectant hope.


    I grew up in the 1930s Great Depression when many families struggled to make ends meet, and in an area where old-fashioned country gospel music was popular. Later, as an adult with a more mature outlook on Christianity, I realized that a lot of that music was rather shallow. But there was one consistent theme that ran through those songs: hope. Because life was so difficult for so many believers, they tended to look forward with hope to their eternal inheritance, and that hope was reflected in their music—hope that God would help believers “make it to the end,” and then usher them into the joy and blessing of his loving presence.


    Today, with our far more affluent culture, we have virtually lost sight of our eternal inheritance and the importance of hope. Yet God intends for part of our identity as those “in Christ” to be the recognition that the full realization of our identity will only come when we receive our eternal inheritance.


    Abba! Father!


    Paul’s emphasis on our future inheritance as the most significant result of our adoption does not mean there is no benefit in this present life of being an heir. Far from it. In both Romans 8:15 and Galatians 4:6, Paul says that the Spirit prompts us to cry out, “Abba! Father!” Abba was an Aramaic word, a term of family intimacy, used primarily by Jewish children when addressing their fathers. It implied a sense of child-like dependency but also of expectation that Abba would meet their needs. It was likewise the term Jesus used as he prayed to his Father in the Garden of Gethsemane.


    Paul was apparently brought up in a strict Jewish family; in fact as an adult he became a Pharisee. As a small child, therefore, Paul would have addressed his father as Abba. So when he wants to express the deep intimacy believers enjoy with God, he reverts to this childhood word. Because he is writing to Greek-speaking Gentiles in Rome and Galatia, for clarity he adds the Greek word, pateer, which we translate as Father.


    Stop and think about what this means. The One we are addressing is the sovereign creator, sustainer, and ruler of the entire universe. He is also infinitely holy in his moral purity. We, on the other hand, are dependent creatures who were dead in our trespasses and sins, and were enemies of God. How can we dare to address this sovereign and infinitely holy God as our Father? It is because we are in Christ, united to him in his sinless life and sin-bearing death. Christ is the one true Son of the Father, but because we are in him, God makes us his Sons also.


    No other religion in the history of the world has ever had a god (or gods) who could be addressed in such intimate terms as Abba. Even the Jews of the Old Testament who worshiped the one true God did not address him as Father. And though there were notable exceptions such as Abraham, Moses, David, and Daniel, the vast majority of Jews did not enjoy an intimate relationship with God.


    Opening the way. In the Old Testament era God symbolically dwelt in the Most Holy Place of the tabernacle or temple. Only the High Priest could enter that space, and even he could enter only once a year on the Day of Atonement, and then only with the blood of the sacrificial animal. So the Most Holy Place was guarded by three restrictions (See Hebrews 9:7-8). Entrance to it could only be made:


    1) By the High Priest


    2) Once a year


    3) With the sacrificial blood


    At the precise time of Christ’s death on the cross, the curtain separating the Most Holy Place from the holy place was torn from top to bottom by the invisible hand of God (Matthew 27:51). So now, under the New Covenant, the first two restrictions in that list have been removed!


    According to Hebrews 10:19-23, all of us now have access to God. In fact, we are encouraged to draw near to him, implying that our access is continual. The third restriction, however, has not been removed, although it has been changed. No longer do we come to the Father with the blood of a sacrificial animal. We come by the blood of Jesus himself. (Indeed, the blood of a sacrificial animal was only ever sufficient under the Old Covenant because to God it represented and looked forward to the shed blood of Jesus.) So through Christ, more specifically through our union with Christ, we have continual and confident access to God, whom we may freely and rightly address as Father.


    In coming to him, we come to one who sympathizes with our weaknesses and frailties. We come to “the throne of grace” where we may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need (Hebrews 4:15, 16). We come to the one who says to us, “Cast all your anxieties on Me, because I care for you” (altered version of 1 Peter 5:7). We come to the one who says, “I will never leave you nor forsake you” (Hebrews 13:5). As we come, we may with the young Jewish children cry out “ABBA! FATHER!” expressing our dependence on him, and confidently, as little children, expecting him to hear us and to answer us according to his infinite wisdom and love.


    Some readers may have problems with the treatment of God as our Father. Perhaps the behavior of their human fathers has made it more difficult for them to see God the Father as loving and benevolent. But the fact is, even the best of human fathers fall far, far short of the infinite perfection of our heavenly Father. True, God requires perfect obedience, but Jesus, as our representative, has already perfectly obeyed in our place. And now we stand before God as righteous as Jesus himself. This is true of all of us who have trusted in Christ as our Savior, whether we had a good human father or a difficult one.


    Of course, if we are honest with ourselves, we see so much sin still in our lives. And it seems the more we grow spiritually the more sin we see. And because we are performance-oriented by nature we tend to subjectively feel God’s displeasure more than we do his loving, fatherly care. This means that, in order to experience the reality and full meaning of our adoption, we must also keep in mind our identity in Christ. This is how we counteract our own tendency to focus on our performance as a measure of God’s acceptance. We must remind ourselves that God loves us, not because we are loveable, but because we are in Christ, and the love which the Father has for his Son flows over to us because we are in him.


    There is an old hymn titled “A Child of the King,” written by Harriet E. Buell (1834-1910). Sometimes when I feel discouraged about my Christian life, I sing to myself the words from the refrain, “I’m a child of the King,” and it dashes my discouragement. Let me give you just one stanza of the hymn:


    I once was an outcast stranger on earth,


    A sinner by choice, and an alien by birth;


    But I’ve been adopted, my name’s written down,


    An heir to a mansion, a robe, and a crown.


    I am an adopted son of God. I’m a child of the King. I have the privilege in this life of an intimate father-child relationship with him, and I look forward with expectant hope to an eternal inheritance that is far more glorious than anything I can imagine.

  


  


  
    

    Five


    I AM A NEW CREATION


    In considering our analogy of the serial killer and death row inmate pardoned and adopted by the governor, perhaps you thought to yourself, There’s something wrong with this picture. No one in his right mind would adopt and take into his home a serial killer. Very true, yet in principle that is exactly what God did for us. How could that be?


    Typically, if we are not actually murderers, felons, or adulterers, we tend to think of our common sins as no more serious than a parking violation. We are so used to living with pride, selfishness, envy, gossip, and a whole host of other “respectable sins” that we don’t even think of them as sin.


    But the fact is that, as serial sinners, we are all as guilty before God as that murderer. You and I sin every day in thought, word, deed, and motive. And whether those sins appear great or small in our own sight, in reality every sin we commit is an act of rebellion against God, a rejection and attempted negation of his sovereignty and rulership over us. And even more serious and damning than our countless individual acts of sin is the very fact of who we are apart from Christ. Through our representative union with Adam in his sin, we are all born serial sinners, sitting on death row awaiting eternal damnation.


    The good news of the gospel is that Jesus took our place on God’s death row and actually died in our place to satisfy the justice of God so that God might fully pardon us without violating his justice. But if all God did was pardon us, it would never make sense for him to bring us into his household as adopted children and heirs. That’s why you may have thought to yourself, How could the governor invite a death row inmate to live in his home? The man has the heart of killer!


    In the previous chapter we discussed two truths that follow from the analogy of that adopted murderer: in our adoption, we gain an inheritance, and we gain a relationship with God as our Father. But the third truth we must see is that, in pardoning and adopting us, God also does one other thing. He changes us into a different person, a new creation. As a result of being in Christ we are given a new heart, a new spirit, a new identity, and a new relationship.


    A New Heart, a New Spirit


    God has done for us what the governor could never do for the serial killer. He has radically changed our hearts, turning hearts of constant rebellion and disobedience to hearts fully capable of loving obedience.


    Here is what God promised some six hundred years before the death of Christ.


    And I will give you a new heart, and a new spirit I will put within you. And I will remove the heart of stone from your flesh and give you a heart of flesh. And I will put my Spirit within you, and cause you to walk in my statutes and be careful to obey my rules (Ezekiel 36:26-27).


    In this passage God promised two things: to radically change our hearts and to actually put his Holy Spirit within us to prompt us and enable us to obey God. The ultimate fulfillment of this promise awaits the new heaven and new earth when sin will be absolutely banished, but it has its beginnings in each of us the moment we trust in Christ as our Savior. That’s why Paul could so confidently say: “Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation. The old has passed away; behold, the new has come (2 Corinthians 5:17).


    There it is again, one of Paul’s favorite expressions: “in Christ.” It is only through our union with Christ that we can become a new creation. By the statement, “the old has passed away,” Paul is referring to our old identity “in Adam.” He says that this identity is completely gone; it is no longer our identity, no longer true of us. The best explanation for this is found in Romans 6:1-14.


    A New Identity, a New Relationship


    Romans 6 is admittedly difficult to understand, and over the last half-century commentators have written hundreds of pages about what they think Paul is saying. I hold to what is probably the most generally accepted understanding of the chapter, the one that best explains why Paul’s words, “the old has passed away,” are true of us who are in Christ.


    The occasion for Romans 6 is Paul’s statement in Romans 5:20 that, “Where sin increased, grace abounded all the more.” He then anticipates a question, “Are we to continue in sin that grace may abound?” (Romans 6:1). His rather vigorous reply is, “By no means! How can we who died to sin still live in it?” (v 2). Here, Paul is not rebuking a cavalier attitude toward sin suggested by his question. Rather he is saying that a Christian continuing “in sin” is impossible. Why impossible? Because we died to sin through our union with Christ in his death (vv 6-8). We died to sin in that “our old self was crucified with him” (v 6), our “old self” being the person we were “in Adam.”


    In Adam, we were under both the guilt of sin and the dominion of sin. Under the dominion of sin, it was impossible for us to obey God. Under the guilt of sin it was impossible for us to please God. (See Romans 8:7-8.) But through our union with Christ in his death, we died to both sin’s guilt and its dominion over us. We are now able to both obey and please God. Our old identity in Adam is gone, together with its bondage to the reign of sin.


    So in writing, “By no means! How can we who died to sin still live in it?” Paul was not essentially saying, “How dare you imagine such a thing!” He was saying something more like, “Absolutely not. It can’t possibly happen!” Yes, we may continue sinning—but we cannot possibly continue “in sin,” because we are no longer “in Adam.” Paul is not issuing a moral rebuke. He is making an iron-clad theological statement.


    When Paul says in 2 Corinthians 5:17 that the old has passed away, he is saying that our identity in Adam is gone forever. It’s dead. The “new has come” refers to our new identity in Christ. We have a brand new relationship with God through Christ.


    This identity is more than just a label. It defines who we really are. It means that God has taken away our stony hearts and given us hearts that are spiritually alive and responsive to him.


    This categorical change, this transition from being in Adam to being in Christ is not something we could remotely have made happen on our own. God alone made it happen. The moment you trusted in Christ as Savior, the person you were in Adam died. You were crucified with Christ. You are now in Christ, and through that union with him the basic disposition of your heart has been changed. That is why God can take you into his spiritual family, adopting you as his own.


    A New Way to Live


    But Romans 6 is also about more than theology. Paul is not content to leave us with theory. He wants us to act on this radical change in our identity by applying the truth of it to our everyday lives. So he says in verse 11, “So you also must consider yourselves dead to sin and alive to God in Christ Jesus.” The word consider that Paul uses here is best understood as meaning “think about carefully, especially with regard to taking action.”


    Paul wants us to see that through our union with Christ Jesus, we not only have been delivered from the dominion and bondage of sin, we also have been united to Jesus in his life—we are both dead to sin and alive to God. We are branches on the vine that is Christ, and because of this we partake of the spiritual life and vitality that is in him.


    This is the meaning of “the new has come” in 2 Corinthians 5:17. In Romans 6, Paul is saying all this “newness” is a settled, established, and unchangeable fact, but at the same time something we must continually think about and act on. That is why, in Romans 6:12, he immediately adds an action step: “Let not sin therefore reign in your mortal body, to make you obey its passions” (v 12). After all, one might reasonably ask: “If we have truly been delivered from the dominion of sin, if it no longer rules us, why must we be diligent not to let sin reign in our mortal bodies? What difference does it really make?”


    The New Testament is very clear. It makes a huge difference. You and I are now engaged in a spiritual guerilla warfare against remaining corruption within us, and that warfare has real consequences—for ourselves, others, and the glory of God—depending on how we engage in it. This warfare is described by Paul in Galatians 5:17, “For the desires of the flesh are against the Spirit, and the desires of the Spirit are against the flesh, for these are opposed to each other, to keep you from doing the things you want to do.”


    Though we have been delivered from absolute bondage to sin, we have not been freed from its presence or influence. And as long as sin is present within us, it will seek to regain its dominion over us. While sin can never fully succeed at this, it can make life far more difficult, far more painful, and far less fruitful.


    Here is a flawed but possibly helpful analogy. Think of a prisoner of war camp. Suppose the POWs have somehow managed to overcome their guards, confiscate their weapons and have set out to engage in guerilla warfare against their enemy. They are freed from the bondage they were under as prisoners, but they are still in enemy territory and are very much in danger from their former captors. So they must be alert and diligent in their efforts to evade their enemy, and they must be prepared to engage in defensive action when necessary.


    We have an enemy that does not stop opposing us. To live as if this were not true is simply foolish. We are freed from sin’s dominion, but it still desires to destroy us. So we must be vigilant against its assaults, and take steps by God’s Spirit to put to death the expressions of sin that we see daily in our bodies and minds (see Romans 8:13).


    Paul wants us to remember that, since we are freed from bondage to sin, we can say No to temptations. Only in eternity will it be impossible for us to sin, but for now it is always possible for us not to sin in response to specific temptations. We may choose to sin, and we often do choose to sin, but we do not have to sin.


    When we were in Adam, and thus under sin’s dominion, we had no choice but to sin at every temptation. Obviously, this is not to say, for example, that every time an unsaved person is tempted to adultery, he or she commits adultery. But it is to say that every time an unsaved person is tempted to sin in some way, some sin is committed in response. But once we are in Christ, we are able to say No to sin, and that is an ability we simply did not have prior to our conversion, because we were in Adam.


    The fact that we have died to the dominion of sin is not a truth to be put on a shelf and admired. It is a truth we must put to use every day.


    When We Fail


    Sad to say, we often do not take advantage of our new identity in Christ. As we saw in Galatians 5:17, the flesh continues to strive against the Spirit, and it frequently gets the upper hand in our lives. So what should we do then? The answer is that we take that sin to the cross and remember that Jesus died for the very sin of which we are now ashamed. Furthermore, in the very temptation where we sinned, Jesus obeyed in his humanity. He was tempted in all points as we are, yet was without sin.


    That’s why it’s important to consider yourselves dead to sin and alive to God in Christ Jesus—that is, to count on the fact that in Christ’s death, we died not only to sin’s dominion but also to its guilt. Because Jesus fully satisfied the justice of God toward our sin, God no longer counts it against us.


    But what about our struggles with persistent sin patterns, when we are tempted to feel that we have exhausted the patience and forgiveness of God? We should still bring that sin to the cross in an attitude of repentance and contrition, knowing and believing that there is no sin that is beyond the cleansing power of the blood of Christ. As God said in Isaiah 1:18, “though your sins are like scarlet, they shall be as white as snow; though they are red like crimson, they shall become as wool.” We cannot resist the power of remaining sin in our lives if we have not first dealt with its guilt. And the only way to do this is to continually go back to the cross and see Jesus bearing that sin and paying its penalty through his death.


    We truly are new creations in Christ. The old person we were in Adam has passed away. The new person we are in Christ has come. Yet it often seems as if the old person we were in Adam is still very much alive. But that is not our true identity. It is the flesh striving against the Spirit. Our true identity is in Christ. And through his power applied to us by the Holy Spirit we can make progress in becoming new creations in our daily experience as well as in our identity.


    Examine Yourselves


    But there is a sober note to this truth. Do we indeed show evidence of being new creations in Christ? The apostle Paul’s words to the Corinthians apply to us also: “Examine yourselves, to see whether you are in the faith. Test yourselves. Or do you not realize this about yourselves, that Jesus Christ is in you?--unless indeed you fail to meet the test!” (2 Corinthians 13:5). Here are some questions to help us examine ourselves:


    • What is my attitude toward God? Do I gladly acknowledge my dependence on him and my accountability to him?


    • What is my attitude toward my sin? Am I concerned or indifferent about it?


    • What is my attitude toward Jesus Christ? Do I trust in him as the one who died for my sin on the cross?


    • What is my attitude toward the Bible? Do I truly want to grow in my understanding and application of it in my life?


    • What is my attitude toward prayer? Do I also want to grow in this area of my life, or am I quite content to see prayer as an occasional call out to God for help?


    • What is my attitude toward other Christians? Do I appreciate being with them and learning from them, or do I actually prefer the company and lifestyle of my non-Christian friends?


    These are important questions that we should seek to answer truthfully. The stakes are too high to ignore them or play games with them. Our eternal destiny is at stake and eternity lasts forever. There is no end to it. All of us will spend eternity in the blessed presence of God, or we will spend it under the never-ending curse and wrath of God.


    So the question each of us should honestly face is this: Do I have some evidence that I am a new creation? Can we say something such as this: Yes, I still struggle with remaining sin and I see my frequent failures, but as I look at these questions I can truthfully say that, though I have a long way to go, I believe I’m headed in the right direction.


    Having examined ourselves, we should also be concerned for friends and relatives who consider themselves to be Christians, but who show little or no evidence of being new creations. At the very least we should pray that God will lead them to a genuine saving knowledge of Christ. And then, depending on our relationship with them, we can seek to graciously challenge them to examine themselves.


    Privilege and Responsibility


    I said in the introduction to this book that our identity in Christ involves both privilege and responsibility. That is certainly true with respect to the subject matter of this chapter.


    Privilege. Our positions of being justified, adopted, and a new creation in Christ are ours, but they are basically privileges. God has done it all through Christ. We who used to be in Adam—with our guilt and bondage to sin—have died, having been crucified with Christ. We are now alive unto God through his Spirit who dwells within us. We do not have to sin. We can say No to temptations from our flesh, the world, or the devil.


    Responsibility. Our right and proper response is to believe these truths about ourselves, rejoice in them, and live in the reality of them. We must not let sin reign in our bodies (Romans 6:12). When we do allow sin to get the upper hand we must immediately confess it, repent of it, and take it to the cross to experience the cleansing power of the blood of Christ. We cannot deal with the power of sin unless we have first dealt with its guilt. And we deal with it at the cross.


    I am a new creation, with a new heart, a new spirit, and a new identity before God. Having been delivered from the dominion of sin and united to Christ, I am always able to resist temptation. When I do sin, I am always welcome at the cross, for all my sins have been forgiven in Jesus.

  


  


  
    

    Six


    I AM A SAINT


    Saint is one of the most widely misunderstood words in our Christian vocabulary. At some point in church history, people began to call the original apostles saints, contrary to the plain meaning of the word as used in the New Testament. So now we hear of Saint Paul, Saint Peter, Saint Andrew, and the like. In the Roman Catholic tradition, people of unusual achievement are sometimes designated as saints. Among evangelicals we often think of saints as exceptionally godly and holy people.


    The truth is, though, every believer is a saint. That’s why Paul’s greetings in his epistles often include something such as, “To the saints who are in Ephesus,” (Ephesians 1:1, see also Philippians 1:1, Colossians 1:2). Even when addressing Corinth, a church that was all messed up both theologically and morally, Paul wrote, “To the church of God that is in Corinth, to those sanctified in Christ Jesus, called to be saints…” (1 Corinthians 1:2). In fact, sainthood is not a spiritual attainment, or even a recognition of such attainment. It is rather a state or status into which God brings every believer. All Christians are saints.


    It is a very unfortunate and unhelpful thing that we so often misunderstand this short, simple word. To use a word that applies to all Christians in a way that suggests there is a special, elite class of Christians, is doubly wrong: it steals from the church important truths that God intended to communicate through the idea of sainthood, and it promotes jealousy and division within the body of Christ by suggesting a hierarchy that does not exist.


    Let’s see what being a saint really means.


    Christ’s Own Possession


    Closely associated with saint are the words sanctify and sanctification. All three words are from the same Greek word family (hagios, hagiasmos and hagiazo). That’s why Paul writes to the Corinthians as “those sanctified in Christ Jesus, called to be saints.” So a saint is someone who has been sanctified. If you have been a believer for a while, you may be thinking, But isn’t sanctification a process, the process of becoming more holy? Yes, but that’s not all it is.


    The basic meaning of the verb sanctify is “to separate or set apart.” A saint is someone who has been set apart. Set apart for what? A better question is, “Set apart for whom?” And the answer is, for God.


    Both Paul and Peter use an identical phrase to refer to Christians: “a people for his own possession” (Titus 2:14, 1 Peter 2:9). Paul says, “Christ, who gave himself for us….to purify for himself a people for his own possession.” Peter says, “But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for his own possession.” This phrase gets at the heart of what it means to be a saint. We have been set apart to be Christ’s own possession.


    This is the language of ownership. As saints we no longer “own” ourselves in the sense that we are free to live as we please. Rather, as Paul says in 1 Corinthians 6:19-20, “You are not your own, for you were bought with a price.” A saint is someone who no longer belongs to or “owns” himself. The name on the title to his life is no longer the name he is known by. The titleholder to the life of every Christian is Jesus Christ. This is what it means for Christ to be Lord.


    We speak often of the Lordship of Christ over our lives. Indeed, the prayer I most often pray for our grandchildren is that they will trust Christ as their Savior and obey him as Lord. So Lordship is a good term, but we might understand it better if we sometimes spoke of Lordship for what it truly is: Christ’s ownership over our lives.


    In today’s Christian culture, this is actually a radical concept, if not an outright offensive one. We regularly talk about how we may choose to give something to God. I give some of my time or my money. The clear implication of this kind of language is not only that all my possessions are my own, but that I, too, belong entirely to myself, and I go through life making choices about how I will invest my time, my energy, and my resources.


    The Bible has an entirely different perspective: none of these things are your own. Indeed, you are not your own. You were bought with a price, the price being the blood of the Son of God shed for your salvation. Having been purchased, you no longer belong to yourself.


    I’m not suggesting that you have to ask the Lord’s permission to make every little daily decision about how to spend your time and money. No, God has given us a great deal of freedom in our decisions and choices (see for example Romans 14:1-12). But I am suggesting that probably all of us should become more thoughtful about whether our actions and decisions are pleasing to our “owner,” the Lord Jesus Christ. The Scripture says, “So, whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do all to the glory of God” (1 Corinthians 10:31). Whatever I do, I am to do it for God’s glory. This includes all of life.


    Note, for example, Paul’s words to the slaves in the Colossian church, “Whatever you do, work heartily, as for the Lord and not for men,… You are serving the Lord Christ” (Colossians 3:23). Although Paul was addressing slaves, the principle behind his words applies equally to employer-employee relationships. Let’s say you are a promising young executive in a large corporation. As you aspire to greater responsibility and commensurate salary increases, why are you doing it? In this context, who is the practical owner of your life? Is it you, or Christ? Do you desire that promotion for your benefit, or for Christ’s glory? This is just one example, but the principle applies to all of life. Our whole outlook on life should be colored by the fact that, as saints, we no longer belong to ourselves, but to him.


    The Work of the Holy Spirit


    The more common and actually erroneous view of saint is that it is some kind of second step in the Christian life. Those who want to “go all out” in being a Christian, if they try really hard, can become the kind of person some might call a “saint.” For Christians who hold that view, the straightforward biblical definition of saint that I’m trying to communicate comes off as odd or radical when in fact it is an essential, inescapable aspect of the gospel. Indeed, this being “set apart” by the work of the Holy Spirit to be Christ’s own possession is at the very center of our salvation experience. Consider the following two passages:


    But we ought always to give thanks to God for you, brothers beloved by the Lord, because God chose you as the firstfruits to be saved, through sanctification by the Spirit and belief in the truth. To this he called you through our gospel, so that you may obtain the glory of our Lord Jesus Christ (2 Thessalonians 2:13-14).


    Peter, an apostle of Jesus Christ, To those who are elect exiles of the dispersion in Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia, and Bithynia, according to the foreknowledge of God the Father, in the sanctification of the Spirit, for obedience to Jesus Christ and for sprinkling with his blood: May grace and peace be multiplied to you (1 Peter 1:1-2).


    Note that in these two passages both Peter and Paul connect the sanctifying work of the Spirit to our salvation. In the New International Version, 2 Thessalonians 2:13 reads, “God chose you to be saved through the sanctifying work of the Spirit and through belief in the truth.” And 1 Peter 1:2 reads, “[You] have been chosen according to the foreknowledge of God the Father, through the sanctifying work of the Spirit, for obedience to Jesus Christ and sprinkling by his blood.”


    We see in both of these passages that the sanctifying work of the Spirit, far from being a second step in the Christian life, is actually the first step. It is because of the setting-apart work of the Spirit that we actually do believe the truth of the gospel and trust in Christ as our Savior.


    • We were dead in our sins, but he made us alive (Ephesians 2:1, 4).


    • We were under the power of Satan, but he rescued us (Acts 26:18).


    • We were in the domain of darkness but he delivered us (Colossians 1:13).


    • Our minds were blinded by Satan, but he opened them to the truth (2 Corinthians 4:4-5).


    Yes, we believe the gospel, but we do so because the Spirit has set us apart to be Christ’s own possession. Yes, we do obey Jesus Christ by trusting in him, but we do so because of the setting-apart work of the Holy Spirit. There is no salvation apart from God’s sanctifying work.


    When we return to one of our earlier verses, 1 Corinthians 1:2, we see also that we are sanctified in Christ Jesus. Remember that “in Christ” is Paul’s shorthand expression for our union with Christ. So the work of the Spirit is to unite us to Christ, both as our representative before God in his sinless life and his death, and also as the source of our new spiritual life as we are grafted into the vine. This means that the sanctifying work of the Spirit is more than merely a change of labels such as from sinner to saint. It is a change of heart. Therefore it must express itself, though in varying degrees, in everyone who trusts in Christ as Savior. This thought naturally leads to the next subject.


    Progressive Sanctification


    It is the nature of life, whether in a plant, an animal, or a human being, to grow to a stage of maturity. The same is true of the spiritual life we have from God, with a major difference that we never fully arrive at spiritual maturity in this life. This spiritual growth has historically been called sanctification. However, in order to distinguish it from the point-in-time sanctification by the Spirit that has been the theme of this chapter so far, some of us use the term progressive sanctification. In this phrase, progressive implies progress or growth, and this theme appears repeatedly in the New Testament letters. There is no question about it. We are to pursue spiritual maturity.


    Scores of books have been written on progressive sanctification, including several by me. So it is well beyond the scope of this chapter to discuss this subject except to make two observations.


    • The definitive point-in-time sanctification that makes us “saints” is solely the work of the Holy Spirit. We contribute nothing to his divine almighty action. In this sanctification we are all equally sanctified.


    • By contrast, progressive sanctification involves our utmost effort, though that effort must be directed and empowered by the Holy Spirit. This sanctification varies in degree from one believer to another, and as I stated earlier, will never be completed in this life.


    The Motivation for Living as a Saint


    The implications of living as a saint—one who is “owned” by Christ Jesus—are quite radical, far more so than most of us are accustomed to thinking about. What then will motivate us to pursue saintly lives? What is it that will make us want to be what we ought to be? The answer is love and gratitude for what God has done for us in Christ, as expressed in the gospel.


    Jesus once said to a self-righteous Pharisee, “he who is forgiven little, loves little” (Luke 7:47). The opposite is obviously true. He who is forgiven much, loves much. The question for each of us then is, how much do we realize we’ve been forgiven? If we define sin largely in terms of the more flagrant sins that we don’t commit, then we will have little sense of our own sin, and little sense of forgiveness, and consequently little love for Christ.


    But if we truly grasp the idea that being a saint means being one of Christ’s own possessions, and if we acknowledge how far short we come in living up to that reality, then we will begin to see how much we’ve been forgiven. And the good news of the gospel is that we truly have been forgiven of the sin of living largely for ourselves, that is, of effectively stealing the ownership of our loves from Christ.


    After spending three quarters of his letter to the Romans on the mercies of God as displayed in the gospel, Paul says, “I appeal to you therefore, brothers, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship” (Romans 12:1). In effect Paul is appealing to them, and to us, to acknowledge Christ’s ownership by presenting our bodies, or our entire selves to him as a continual daily living sacrifice. But we are to do so in view of the mercies of God. Our love and gratitude can only be a response to his love and mercy toward us.


    So once again we see that our identity in Christ, our answer to the question, “Who am I?”, involves both privileges and responsibilities. Though in this chapter we’ve focused more on the responsibilities, consider the inestimable privilege of being a saint. We have been delivered from the power of Satan, we have been freed from the domain of darkness, our minds which were blinded by Satan have been opened to understand and believe the gospel. All this is bound up in the action of the Holy Spirit in setting us apart to be Christ’s possession.


    I am a saint: I do not belong to myself, but to God. I have been purchased and declared holy by God, and set apart for God. Thus, God is ever at work to cause me to grow in spiritual maturity, a process in which he calls me to cooperate, in every way, out of gratitude for his mercy.

  


  


  
    

    Seven


    I AM A SERVANT OF CHRIST


    In his letter to the Romans, Paul introduces himself as “Paul, a servant of Christ Jesus, called to be an apostle, set apart for the gospel of God” (Romans 1:1). In this chapter we will use Paul’s three-part self-description as our topical outline. We will see that:


    • we are all servants of Christ Jesus


    • we all have a divine calling from God to serve others in a particular role or roles


    • we may eventually recognize that within our calling we have been set apart by God for a particular area of focus or specialty


    Servants


    The word translated servant that Paul used in Romans 1:1 literally means slave. Most of us associate slavery with the way it was practiced in the United States. But slavery in the Roman culture was not nearly as harsh or demeaning. For our understanding, therefore, servant is probably a better rendering of the word overall. We should also remember, however, that although slaves in Roman times were allowed to purchase their freedom, and many did, during the time they were slaves they were actually owned by their masters. In that sense, they were in a position similar to us, as we are “owned” by Christ Jesus.


    If Paul begins his self-description by calling himself a servant of Christ, we should ask ourselves what he means by that statement. The answer is that Paul served Christ as he served others in the context of his calling.


    It’s easy for us to imagine that in serving others through his ministry, Paul was genuinely serving Christ. But what about the vast majority of us who will never make any portion of our living from direct gospel service? As he goes about his work, can a Christian plumber say, “I am a servant of Christ”? Can a computer programmer, or a chef, or a bookkeeper? Paul gives us the answer to all such questions as he addresses slaves in Colossians 3:22-24.


    Slaves, obey in everything those who are your earthly masters, not by way of eye-service, as people-pleasers, but with sincerity of heart, fearing the Lord. Whatever you do, work heartily, as for the Lord and not for men, knowing that from the Lord you will receive the inheritance as your reward. You are serving the Lord Christ.


    Note the three references to the Lord. The slaves were to work with sincerity, fearing the Lord. They were to work heartily, as for the Lord. And then Paul says, “You are serving the Lord Christ.” The slaves were to serve Christ through serving their masters. Any legitimate vocational pursuit can be pursued in this very same way. Anyone pursuing a calling from God can and should see himself or herself every bit a servant of Christ Jesus as was Paul the apostle.


    Sad to say, I think very few Christians see their temporal vocations or professions in this way. They may be conscientious and desirous of doing their best, but they do not see themselves as servants of Christ in their work. They intuitively think only of those in vocational Christian work as serving Christ.


    This was true of my own life when I was serving as a young navy officer, and later when I was working in manufacturing. I tried to do the best job I could, but I never thought of myself as serving Christ by serving my country or by serving the customers of my company. In fact, when I was working in industry, I was also serving voluntarily in the Navigators ministry, and it was only when engaged in some ministry activity that I thought of myself as “serving the Lord.”


    The goal of this book, with its several answers to the question, “Who am I?”, is to help us find that our true identity is to be found only in Christ in all the various relationships that we have to him. Just as every believer is a saint, so every believer is, like Paul, a servant of Christ Jesus. This certainly includes our identity in the area that, for many people, consumes forty to sixty hours of their week.


    What does it look like to serve Christ in the secular workplace? One of my favorite illustrations answering that question is from a retired automobile salesman. He had sold cars most of his adult life. At some point in that career he had trusted Christ as Savior. He said to me, “Before I became a Christian, I sold cars. After I became a Christian, I helped people buy cars.”


    This man was telling me that, before becoming a Christian he was not concerned about the desires and needs of the potential buyer, but only about the commission he would receive if he sold the car. Likely he would try to sell more expensive cars because of the larger commission. But after he became a Christian, his primary interest was to help the potential customer find the best car for his needs and his budget. His motivation changed from serving himself to serving his customer. He had learned to serve Christ by serving people. I love this true story because it so beautifully makes the point that we can serve Christ by serving people, even in a business not particularly noted for that attitude.


    What about those whose jobs do not bring them into contact with people outside of their work place? Consider, for example, the many office workers who never see anyone who benefits from their company’s products or services. How can these men and women serve Christ by serving people? In seeking to do consistently high quality work, believing that God will bless their efforts, and trusting that God is pleased with their work for the benefit of their company, they are ultimately serving Christ by serving the customers of that company. These are all ways in ways in which Christ is served through our service to others.


    We serve Christ by serving people. We may be serving employers, customers, clients, patients, or even co-workers. Whoever it may be that we have an opportunity to serve, whatever our job or profession might be, we should see ourselves first as servants of Christ, and second, as members of our profession or work group.


    If you make part of your identity, “I am a servant of Christ,” then at the end of the week, instead of saying, “Thank goodness it’s Friday,” you can say, “This week I had the privilege of serving Christ by serving people.”


    As Christians, we really are servants of Christ far more so than we are employees—or for that matter, more so than we are spouses, children, or retirees. Every one of us should have an image in our minds of our real “business card”:


    [Your name here]


    Servant of Jesus Christ


    Called


    The second part of Paul’s self-description is that he is “called”—in his particular case, “called to be an apostle.” The verb called is passive, indicating there is someone who performed the calling. Obviously that someone is God, so Paul is saying that he has been called by God to be an apostle.


    The Roman slaves to whom Paul likens himself in Romans 1:1 always had a job in the master’s household. The jobs varied from menial tasks to roles of significant responsibility. So when Paul introduces himself as a servant of Christ Jesus, he has in mind his calling—the specific job, or role, assigned to him. We know this because he continues to express himself in terms of his office and role as one called and purchased by God.


    People in full-time Christian work today also speak of being called to their ministry. A minister—whether in a church or the mission field or a para-church ministry—should believe with a high level of confidence that he or she has been called by God to that position. I can tell you, for example, when and how God called me to serve with the Navigators.


    Of course, ministers today understand that we are not called to be apostles as Paul and the twelve (including Matthias) were. Their calling was unique. God called them to be the founders of the New Testament church and the authors, either directly or indirectly, of all the New Testament. No one today has the authority or the divine guidance that they had. Nevertheless, in a more limited sense ministers are legitimately and actually called by God to his service.


    Once again we must ask, “But what about those of us not active in vocational ministry?” Can we say that we are “called” by God to our particular role? For example, can the Christian physician say, “I am in this career because God has called me to it?” I believe the answer is yes, for three essential reasons.


    If the Christian who is not a minister cannot claim that God has called him to his role:


    1) It strips non-ministerial vocations of the inherent dignity that God endowed them with when he ordained work in the Garden of Eden.


    2) It creates a huge group of second-class citizens in the kingdom of God. The Bible does teach that in eternity not all believers will be rewarded to the same degree. However, those distinctions will not be based on what role we were called to serve in, but on how we served in the position to which we were called (e.g., Revelation 22:12, 1 Corinthians 3:14-15).


    3) It radically undercuts the concept of God’s providence—his directing and orchestrating of events and circumstances that seem to “point” us in a particular vocational direction. It suggests that calling someone to be a bus driver instead of a pastor, for example, is somehow a lesser expression of God’s perfect wisdom, knowledge, and power. It is not.


    At the same time, we can identify at least one common difference in the sense of calling. The call to a non-ministerial vocation typically comes in the form of God’s providential guidance by which he brings together interests, strengths, and opportunities to “open doors” in such a way that walking through them is mostly a matter of wise judgment. In a call to church or para-church ministry, however, there is often present to a more marked degree a subjective element involving the person’s perception of God’s will. It may be something from Scripture that gets one’s attention, or it may be the “still small voice” of a thought in the mind, or perhaps a growing conviction that God is calling one. However the call comes, it must be subjectively evaluated and responded to.


    In Psalms 139:16, David said, “in your book were written, every one of them, the days that were formed for me, when as yet there was none of them.” David was saying, “God had a plan for me before I was born, which he will execute day-by-day throughout my life.” What was true of David is true for all of us. God has ordained some to be auto mechanics, some to be teachers, and some to be missionaries, and he will so arrange the circumstances and events of our lives that we will end up in the vocation to which he has called us.


    I believe, therefore, that every Christian should have the privilege of saying, “I’ve been called of God to this particular vocation, and I am here to serve Jesus Christ by serving people.” This should be just as true of the custodian at the local elementary school as it is of a world-acclaimed heart surgeon, or a pioneer missionary serving in some remote area of the world. Such thinking can and should give a sense of dignity to our work, whatever it is. It can and should motivate us to do our jobs as best as we can, and give us the perseverance to keep going when the work is difficult or unrewarding.


    Finally, in this matter of calling, there is the service of every Christian in the body of Christ. First Peter 4:10 says, “As each has received a gift, use it to serve one another, as good stewards of God’s varied grace.” Taken in context, Peter is telling us that every believer has a spiritual gift with which to serve in the local church or other ministries. We can think of this as a function or a role to play in the body. Christ has purchased every aspect of our life, and as such we belong to him not only with respect to our life in the larger society, but obviously with respect to our life in the body of Christ. God rules over our lives in each of these spheres.


    The idea that each of us has a spiritual gift to use within the body is generally accepted among evangelical Christians, but it is not often emphasized. As a result we have large numbers of “consumer Christians,” people who are not involved beyond Sunday church attendance, and who therefore cannot honestly identify themselves as “servants of Christ Jesus” in the spiritual dimension of their lives. It is beyond the scope of this book to treat this subject in detail, but suffice it to say that all I have said about serving Christ and our calling in the daily workplace applies in principle to the exercise of our spiritual gifts in the body.


    Determining one’s spiritual gift typically involves a process of “trying on” different roles such as teaching, administration, hospitality, and mercy. But certainly every Christian, with the possible exception of those who are young or new in the faith, should have the privilege of being able to say, “I know what my spiritual gift is, and by God’s grace, I am able to exercise it.”


    Set Apart


    The third expression Paul uses to introduce himself is that he is “set apart for the gospel of God.” He could be using this expression simply as a clarification of the word apostle—which would then be true of all the apostles—or he could be using it to emphasize the unique ministry God had given him as an apostle. I think it was the latter, for this reason: Paul was given his understanding of the gospel by direct revelation from Christ (Galatians 1:11-16), and he was given the task of explaining it clearly, as he does in Romans. Most of what we believe about the gospel today, and for that matter, most of what we know about our identity in Christ, comes from the pen of the apostle Paul. So I think Paul viewed his role as an apostle to be one of proclaiming, explaining, and defending the gospel, and that he was set apart for that special purpose.


    What is the relevance of this to us today? Just this: someday you may find that you have been set apart by God for a specific task or role beyond the general category of your calling. I joined the Navigators staff in 1955 as a trainee. I assumed that after a year or two I would be sent overseas as a missionary. But after about a year, I was asked to become part of the administrative staff. I spent the next thirty-eight years serving in various administrative roles. So I can say that I was called to be a staff member in the Navigators, and was set apart for administration. During the last fifteen of those thirty-eight years I was spending more and more time in a teaching ministry, until in 1994 I transitioned completely into writing and teaching. Now I would say that I have been set apart specifically to be a Bible teacher within the Navigators.


    I have a friend who was called by God to be in the insurance business and who eventually became a top executive in his company. He was the broker for the Navigators property and liability insurance, as well as for the insurance of several other Christian organizations. Some years ago he called together those of us who were responsible for insurance in our respective organizations and urged us to join together to form our own “captive” insurance company, in the same way large companies do. We did this with his coaching and his company’s assistance with the legal and financial issues.


    During the first ten years of the new insurance company’s operation, the Navigators saved more than a million dollars, and other organizations the company served had similar results. This concept was so successful that a number of other Christian organizations and churches have now formed a second such company.


    My friend retired several years ago, and all the member organizations of our company held a dinner to honor him. Even though I was no longer directly involved, I was invited to give a short talk of appreciation. I used Romans 1:1 as an outline of my talk. I said this man was a servant of Christ whom God had called to be in the insurance industry, and that at the proper time God had set him apart to pioneer the concept of captive insurance companies among Christian organizations. This had all begun many years earlier when, as an insurance executive, he sought to serve Christ by serving the companies that looked to him for their insurance coverage.


    Someday you, too, may find that God has set you apart for a more specific purpose. Perhaps it has already happened. I encourage you to see this as part and parcel of your calling in God, and also as a special expression of your service to Christ through serving others.


    In closing this chapter, I must note one more reason for referring to ourselves as servants rather than “slaves.” In the Old Testament era, leaders of the people such as Moses, Joshua, and David were called, “Servant of the Lord” (Joshua 14:7, 24:29; Psalms 89:3). The phrase was a title of honor, and we should esteem it in that same way today. Servant is thus an essential part of our identity, an essential part of who we are in Christ Jesus. We are servants of the One who is Lord of lords and King of kings (Revelation 17:14).


    I am a servant of Jesus Christ. By God’s grace, I serve him by serving others in the particular role or roles to which, in his providential wisdom, he has called me.

  


  


  
    

    Eight


    I AM NOT YET PERFECT


    There is yet one more truth to grapple with as we seek to realize our true identity in Christ. That is the obvious tension between who we are in Christ and what we see ourselves to be in our daily lives.


    The apostle Paul, in the context of wanting to know Christ more and be like him said, “Not that I have already obtained this or am already perfect” (Philippians 3:12). Surely all of us can identify with Paul and say, “I am not yet perfect.”


    The Tension of an Unfinished Life


    We live in the era between the coming of the Holy Spirit on the day of Pentecost and the second coming of Jesus himself, an era described by theologians as “already, but not yet.” There is then a tension between what we already are through our identity in Christ, and what we see ourselves to be in our daily experience.


    • In Christ we stand perfectly righteous before God, but in our daily lives, we see much remaining sin.


    • In Christ we are adopted sons of God, but in our experience we sometimes feel like orphans.


    • In Christ we are new creations, but it does not always seem as if “the old has passed away.”


    If we are going to grow in our realization of who we are in Christ, then we must learn to live with the tension of not being in our daily experience what we are in Christ.


    Paul seemed to exult in this tension. Not that he rejoiced in his remaining imperfection. Rather, he rejoiced in the contrast between who he was in himself and who he was in Christ. He saw that his remaining imperfection magnified the grace of God. To paraphrase 1 Corinthians 15:9-10, Paul said, “I am not worthy to be an apostle, but I am an apostle by the grace of God.” In Ephesians 3:8 he wrote, “To me, though I am the very least of all the saints, this grace was given, to preach to the Gentiles the unsearchable riches of Christ.” And finally near the end of his life he could say, “Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners, of whom I am the foremost” (1 Timothy 1:15).


    This is how Paul viewed himself—not only the least of the apostles, but the very least of all God’s people (the saints), and in fact the foremost of sinners—but he did so in order to magnify the contrast between who he was in himself and who he was in Christ. If you and I are going to make progress in realizing who we are in Christ, we must openly and honestly face who we are in ourselves; we are not yet perfect, we still sin daily in thought, word, deed, and motive. In fact, on some days we sin miserably.


    Our tendency, however, is to look within ourselves to try to find some reason to feel good about ourselves, and this, of course, misses the point entirely. We are performance-oriented by nature, that is, by our sinful nature. To use a British term, we don’t want to be “on the dole”—to be a charity case before God. We want to “pay our own way” to self-respect based on what we accomplish.


    In the introduction to this book I mentioned a woman with a broken marriage who had said to a mutual friend, “I am just a failure.” I did not add that the man had responded to her by saying kindly, “No, you are not a failure.” When I heard that part of the story, I winced and thought, Oh, I wish you hadn’t said that.


    My friend was trying to prop up the lady’s self-esteem. But that is always a futile effort, an exercise in misplaced compassion. You can’t deny reality, and the fact was that this woman had failed in her marriage. But there was another, greater reality. Because this woman is a believer, the greater reality was and is that, as one in Christ, she stands holy and blameless before God (Ephesians1:4). That is why I wish my friend had said something like, “You are right. You are a failure, and so am I. But that’s why Jesus came. He came to die for failures like you and me. Because of Jesus, our failures no longer define who we truly are.”


    If we are to grow in the realization of who we are in Christ we must keep the gospel continually before us. To use an expression I heard in the 1980s, “We must preach the gospel to ourselves every day.” We must believe that God forgives and welcomes sinners. As the Puritan Thomas Wilcox said, “In all the Scripture there is not one hard word against a poor sinner stripped of his self-righteousness.”


    Sinners Embraced


    When a family has “skeletons in the closet,” it can mean they have some particularly disreputable ancestors. As the expression suggests, families usually try to keep these things hidden. Well, Jesus in his humanity had some skeletons in his closet, but it’s fascinating to note that, rather than hiding these connections, the Bible goes to unusual lengths to emphasize them.


    Consider the genealogy of Jesus as recorded in Matthew 1:1-16. To begin with, four women are mentioned. That is unusual because women were not usually included in the biblical genealogies. What’s more, all four of these women had significant immoral baggage in their histories.


    • Matthew 1:3 – Tamar, the daughter-in-law of Judah, disguised herself as a prostitute and committed incest with Judah.


    • Matthew 1:5 – Rahab is clearly identified as a prostitute. See Hebrews 11:31.


    • Matthew 1:5 – Ruth, though a virtuous woman herself, was a Moabite. The Moabite tribe originated as a result of incest between drunken Lot and one of his daughters. Later, Moabite women committed immorality with the Israelite men when they were in the wilderness.


    • Matthew 1:6 – Bathsheba had committed adultery with David


    Three of the men in Jesus’ genealogy didn’t look so good either.


    • Jacob was a deceiver, yet in Luke 1:33 the angel said to Mary, “he will reign over the house of Jacob forever.”


    • Judah was an immoral man, yet in Revelation 5:5 Jesus is called “the Lion of the tribe of Judah.”


    • David committed adultery with Bathsheba and orchestrated the death of her husband, yet in Luke 1:32 the angel Gabriel said, “the Lord God will give to [Jesus] the throne of his father David.”


    So Jesus had plenty of skeletons in the closet of his genealogy. And Matthew, writing under the divine guidance of the Holy Spirit, does not hesitate to mention them. In fact, he seems to make a point of doing so. What’s going on here? What is the Holy Spirit saying to us through these skeletons in the closet?


    Jesus identified with and understood sinners. He identified with sinners in his genealogy. He identified with tax collectors and sinners during his life (Mark 2:15). He identified with the thief at his death and said to him, “Truly, I say to you, today you will be with me in Paradise” (Luke 23:43).


    Yes, Jesus identified with sinners, and this is good news for us, because we are still sinners—saved sinners to be sure, but we remain sinners nevertheless in our daily lives. And Jesus loves us despite our sin, and sits at the right hand of the Father interceding for us (Romans 8:34).


    Grace Trumps Performance


    I mentioned in chapter three how we all have good days and bad days. The point is well worth making again, for our daily struggle against sin continually drives us to measure our acceptance before God on the basis of our performance.


    On a good day we may get out of bed as soon as the alarm goes off and have a refreshing quiet time. Events of the day generally fall out the right way and we encounter no significant sin issues. A bad day is just the opposite. We oversleep, skip our quiet time, muddle through a difficult day, and struggle all day long with sinful thoughts (resentment, envy, frustration, lust, etc.). On which of those days would you be more expectant of God’s blessing or answers to prayer? Your answer to that question reveals whether you are living by your works, or by the gospel.


    Our default setting is to live by our works. But let me repeat a statement that I made to a group of college students some twenty years ago that is still valid and speaks to the good day and bad day scenarios: Your worst days are never so bad that you are beyond the reach of God’s grace. And your best days are never so good that you are beyond the need of God’s grace.


    Every day of our lives should be a day of relating to God on the basis of his grace alone, for every day of our lives we are not yet perfect. Someday we will be. Someday each of us will go to be with the Lord (if he does not return first), and at that time we will join the spirits of “the righteous made perfect” (Hebrews 12:23). We look forward to that day with anticipation and hope. In the meantime, despite having died to the dominion of sin through our union with Christ, we still struggle with the presence and activity of sin that remains in us.


    So if we are going to grow in the realization of who we are in Christ, we must come to terms with the reality that we are not yet perfect; the presence and activity of sin is still alive and well within us. The reason we must accept this fact is that we cannot look to Christ for our identity if we are still trying to find something about ourselves to prop up our self-esteem. To really grow in the wonderful reality of who we are in Christ, we must abandon any desire to find something within ourselves that makes us acceptable to God.


    This does not mean that we should not aspire to grow in holiness, nor does it mean we will never see progress in our lives. It certainly does not mean that we should shrug off the expressions of remaining sin with the thought, “Oh well, that’s just the way I am.” No, all the moral imperatives in the New Testament imply that we are to seriously pursue growth in Christian character. Consider just a few:


    • We are to put off the old self and put on the new self (Ephesians 4:22-24).


    • We are to put to death the deeds of the body (Romans 8:13).


    • We are to put on such character traits as compassion, kindness, humility, meekness, patience, and love (Colossians 3:12-14).


    • We are to abstain from the passions of the flesh, which wage war against our souls (1 Peter 2:11).


    • We are to make every effort to grow in all the traits of Christian character (2 Peter 1:5-7).


    These are just representative of many moral imperatives scattered throughout the New Testament. There is no question that it is God’s will that we pursue a holy and Christlike life.


    But though we are to vigorously pursue spiritual maturity, both in putting to death sinful traits and putting on Christlike traits, we must never think that God’s approval and acceptance of us is earned by our progress. God is obviously pleased when we seek to please him (Colossians 1:10), but his acceptance of us is based entirely on the work of Christ alone in his sinless life and sin-bearing death.


    Let’s return to that thought that God is pleased when we seek to please him. How do our efforts please God? It is by our motive more than it is our actions. If our motive, even unconsciously, is to earn God’s approval and blessing by our obedience, then he is not pleased, because that motive actually demeans the perfect obedience of Christ in our place. It suggests that the work of Christ on our behalf was insufficient, so we need to step in and help out. The motive that God finds acceptable is joyful gratitude for the fact that Christ has already perfectly obeyed for us.


    In the previous chapter, I said the concept of Christ’s ownership of our lives is radical and comprehensive. At the risk of overusing the word radical, I want to say that the motive of obeying God out of gratitude, instead of out of the assumption that obedience earns God’s blessing, is a radical concept. It is radical in the sense that the vast majority of believers do not understand what it means to be “in Christ” and to find their basic identity in him. They do not understand the truth of our representative union with him so that his obedience becomes our obedience, and his death for sin becomes our death for sin.


    Conclusion


    My aim in this book has been to help us understand our basic identity. Our answer to the question, “Who am I?”, is to be found in neither our achievements, nor our failures, nor the evaluations of others, but in Christ alone. It is he who, as our representative before God, lived the perfect life we could never live, died the death we deserved to die, and now sits at the right hand of God, interceding for us—and I suspect, cheering us on.


    One of the old Puritans once said, “For every look you take at your sanctification, take two looks at your justification.” I want to borrow that sentence structure and say, “For every look you take at yourself in your daily experience, take two looks at who you are in Christ.”


    May God help all of us to do that.


    In this life I am and always will be imperfect, a saved sinner, seeking to grow in holiness and relating to God on the basis of grace that is mine because I am...in Christ!
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    Reclaiming Adoption


    Missional Living Through the Rediscovery of Abba Father


    Dan Cruver, Editor


    John Piper, Scotty Smith


    Richard D. Phillips, Jason Kovacs


    “There is no greater need in our day than theological clarity. Dan has brought us near to God’s heart. As you read this book, you will sense the need to embrace your own acceptance as God’s adopted child.”


    –Darrin Patrick, Pastor and author


    “I can’t recall ever hearing about, much less reading, a book like this before. Simply put, this remarkable volume fills a much-needed gap in our understanding of what the Bible says both about God’s adoption of us and our adoption of others. I highly recommend it.”


    Sam Storms, Author of The Singing God: Discover the Joy of Being Enjoyed by God


    “The authors writing here are some of the most fearless thinkers and activists in the Christian orphan care movement. Read. Be empowered. And then join Jesus for the orphans of the world.”


    Russell D. Moore, Pastor and author of Adopted for Life


    “With spiritual insight and effective teaching, Reclaiming Adoption will help believers better understand our place with Christ and work in his kingdom.”


    Ed Stetzer, President, LifeWay Research


    “Something like…a revival, is happening right now in evangelical theology….it may have the momentum to reinvigorate evangelical systematic theology….The most promising sign I’ve seen so far is the new book Reclaiming Adoption. “


    Fred Sanders, Ph.D., Biola University
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    Smooth Stones


    Bringing Down the Giant Questions of Apologetics


    by Joe Coffey


    Street-level apologetics for everyday Christians.


    Because faith in Jesus makes sense. And you don’t need an advanced degree to understand why.


    “What a thrill for me to see Joe Coffey, a graduate of our first Centurions Program class, apply the biblical worldview principles we teach at BreakPoint and the Colson Center. In this marvelous little book, Joe simply and succinctly lays out the tenets of the Christian faith within the context of the four key life and worldview questions. This is an excellent resource for Christians and non-Christians alike who are seeking the Truth.”


    Chuck Colson, Founder of Prison Fellowship and the Colson Center for Christian Worldview


    “This book may be the best resource I’ve seen to answer common objections in everyday language.”


    Jared Totten, Critical Thinking Blog


    “A quick read that packs a punch....I’m always on the lookout for something like this. Smooth Stones is a winner. ”


    Mike del Rosario, ApologeticsGuy.Com


    “Most books on apologetics are too long, too deep, and too complicated. This book has none of these defects. Like its title, it is like a smooth stone from David’s apologetic sling directed right to the mind of an enquiring reader”


    Norman L. Geisler, Distinguished Professor of Apologetics, Veritas Evangelical Seminary, Murrieta, CA
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    Innocent Blood


    Challenging the Powers of Death with the Gospel of Life


    John Ensor


    The shedding of innocent blood, primarily through abortion, has now marked an entire generation. But God’s call to protect the innocent is unchanged. We can obey that call.


    “God’s Word tells us to be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks us a reason for the hope within us, and it also tells us that we should do this with gentleness and respect. This book does just that. With decades of experience and true wisdom, John Ensor beautifully shows us how our glorious God delights in our courageous fight for the innocent, and that he commands us to fight, not with the words and weapons of man but with the living and active Gospel of Jesus Christ.”


    Burk Parsons, pastor; editor of Tabletalk


    “...a powerful indictment. There are areas of theology about which sincere Christians can disagree, but this is not one of them.”


    John Frame, Professor, Reformed Theological Seminary


    “By showing how our activism is to be motivated and fueled by the gospel, Ensor challenges us to devote our lives to magnifying Jesus Christ through seeking justice for the unborn.”


    Trevin Wax, author, editor at LifeWay Christian Resources


    Stellar! John Ensor provides a bridge between the defense of innocent human life and the proclamation of the gospel. His concisely worded thesis is theologically grounded and philosophically sound. I wholeheartedly recommend this book!


    Scott Klusendorf, speaker and author
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    Intentional Parenting


    Family Discipleship by Design


    by Tad Thompson


    The Big Picture and a Simple Plan — That’s What You Need to Do Family Discipleship Well


    This book will allow you to take all the sermons, teachings, and exhortations you have received on the topic of family discipleship, make sense of it, and put it to use.


    “As parents, we know God has given us the responsibility to train our children in his ways. But many parents don’t know where or how to start. Tad has done us all a favor by identifying seven key categories of biblical teaching we can utilize in teaching our children godly truth and principles. This easy-to-follow plan will help any parent put the truth of God’s Word into their children’s hearts.”


    Kevin Ezell, President, North American Mission Board, Southern Baptist Convention; father of six


    “Here is a practical page-turner that encourages fathers to engage the hearts of their families with truth and grace. In an age when truth is either ignored or despised, it is refreshing to see a book written for ordinary fathers who want their families to be sanctified by the truth. Thompson writes with a grace which reminds us that parenting flows from the sweet mercies of Christ. .”


    Joel Beeke, President, Puritan Reformed Theological Seminary


    “Need an introductory text to the topic of discipling children? Here is a clear, simple book on family discipleship, centered on the gospel rather than human successes or external behaviors.”


    James M. Hamilton, Associate Professor of Biblical Theology, The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary
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    The Organized Heart


    A Woman’s Guide to Conquering Chaos


    by Staci Eastin


    Disorganized? You dont need more rules, the latest technique, or a new gadget. This book will show you a different, better way. A way grounded in the grace of God.


    “Staci Eastin packs a gracious punch, full of insights about our disorganized hearts and lives, immediately followed by the balm of gospel-shaped hopes. This book is ideal for accountability partners and small groups.”


    Carolyn McCulley, blogger, filmmaker, author of Radical Womanhood and Did I Kiss Marriage Goodbye?


    “Unless we understand the spiritual dimension of productivity, our techniques will ultimately backfire. Find that dimension here. Encouraging and uplifting rather than guilt-driven, this book can help women who want to be more organized but know that adding a new method is not enough.”


    Matt Perman, Director of Strategy at Desiring God, blogger, author of the forthcoming book, What’s Best Next: How the Gospel Transforms the Way You Get Things Done


    “Organizing a home can be an insurmountable challenge for a woman. The Organized Heart makes a unique connection between idols of the heart and the ability to run a well-managed home. This is not a how-to. Eastin looks at sin as the root problem of disorganization. She offers a fresh new approach and one I recommend, especially to those of us who have tried all the other self-help models and failed.”


    Aileen Challies, Mom of three, and wife of blogger, author, and pastor Tim Challies


    Parents, we know God has given us the responsibility to train our children in his ways. But many parents don’t know where or how to start. Tad has done us all a favor by identifying seven key categories of biblical teaching we can utilize in teaching our children godly truth and principles. This easy-to-follow plan will help any parent put the truth of God’s Word into their children’s hearts.”


    Kevin Ezell, President, North American Mission Board, Southern Baptist Convention; father of six


    “Here is a practical page-turner that encourages fathers to engage the hearts of their families with truth and grace. In an age when truth is either ignored or despised, it is refreshing to see a book written for ordinary fathers who want their families to be sanctified by the truth. Thompson writes with a grace which reminds us that parenting flows from the sweet mercies of Christ. .”


    Joel Beeke, President, Puritan Reformed Theological Seminary


    “Need an introductory text to the topic of discipling children? Here is a clear, simple book on family discipleship, centered on the gospel rather than human successes or external behaviors.”


    James M. Hamilton, Associate Professor of Biblical Theology, The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

  


  
    [image: missing image file]


    Wrestling with an Angel


    A Story of Love, Disability and the Lessons of Grace


    by Greg Lucas


    The riveting, inspiring true story that readers have called “a touchstone book of my life,” and “alternately hilarious and heartbreaking,” a book that “turns the diamond of grace in such a way that you see facets you never really noticed before.”


    “C.S. Lewis wrote that he paradoxically loved The Lord of the Rings because it ‘broke his heart’— and Greg Lucas’ writing does the same for me.”


    Justin Taylor , Managing Editor, ESV Study Bible


    “Witty... stunning... striking... humorous and heartfelt. Wrestling with an Angel provides a fresh, honest look at one father’s struggle to embrace God in the midst of his son’s disability.  Can sheer laughter and weeping gracefully coexist in a world of so much affliction? Greg knows all about it. I highly recommend this wonderfully personal book!”


    Joni Eareckson Tada, Joni and Friends International


    “You will laugh; you will cry. You will feel sick; you will feel inspired. You will be repulsed by the ugliness of sin; you will be overwhelmed by the love of God. Greg Lucas takes us on an unforgettable ride as he extracts the most beautiful insights into grace from the most painful experiences of life.”


    David P. Murray, Puritan Reformed Theological Seminary


    “Greg Lucas is a captivating storyteller. When he writes about life with Jake, I recognize God’s grace and loving persistence in my life. I want more!”


    Noël Piper, author, and wife of pastor and author John Piper
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    Servanthood as Worship


    The Privilege of Life in a Local Church


    by Nate Palmer


    We [serve] because he first [served] us. – 1 John 1:19 [sort of]


    What ever happened to servanthood? Here is a biblical presentation of our calling to serve in the church, motivated by the grace that is ours in the gospel.


    “In an age where the church can be likened to Cinderella – beautiful, but largely ignored and forgotten – Nate Palmer’s brief book forces us to rethink both the church and our relationship to her. In an age where egocentrism ensures we sing, ‘O say, can you see – what’s in it for me?’ on a weekly basis, Palmer forces us to say instead, ‘How can I best serve the church?’ Looking at the needs of others rather than one’s own is possibly the most serious deficiency in the church today. Reading this book will help redress the deficiency. I heartily recommend it.”


    Derek W.H. Thomas, Professor of Theology Reformed Theological Seminary (Jackson)


    “Think of these pages as a handbook. It contains a sustainable, practical vision for serving in the local church that is powered by grace. Along the way, you’ll get a mini theological education.”


    Justin Buzzard, pastor, San Francisco Bay Area, Buzzard Blog


    “In our media-crazed, me-first culture, the art of the basin and the towel has been shoved off onto those who get paid to serve – certainly a call to serve in humility can’t be God’s will for all of us, or could it? Nate Palmer gets at the heart of our resistance.. I strongly recommend this book.”


    Elyse Fitzpatrick, author of Because He Loves Me

  


  
    [image: missing image file]


    Sexual Detox


    A Guide for Guys Who Are Sick of Porn


    by Tim Challies


    “In an age when sex is worshiped as a god, a little book like this can go a long way to helping men overcome sexual addiction.”


    –Pastor Mark Driscoll Mars Hill Church, Acts 29


    “Online pornography is not just a problem for Christian men; it is THE problem. Many men, young and old, in our churches need Sexual Detox. Challies offers practical, doable and, above all, gospel-centered hope for men. I want every man I serve and all the guys on our staff to read this book.”


    Tedd Tripp, Pastor, and author of Shepherding a Child’s Heart


    “Tim Challies strikes just the right balance in this necessary work. His assessment of the sexual epidemic in our culture is sober but not without hope. His advice is practical but avoids a checklist mentality. His discussion of sexual sin is frank without being inappropriate. This book will be a valuable resource.”


    Kevin DeYoung, Pastor and author


    “Thank God for using Tim to articulate simply and unashamedly the truth about sex amidst a culture of permissiveness. Read it and believe it.”


    Ben Zobrist, Tampa Bay Rays


    “Sexual Detox is just what we need. It is clear, honest, and biblical, written with a tone that is knowing but kind, exhortative but gracious, realistic but determined. We have been given by Tim Challies a terrific resource for fighting sin and exalting Christ.


    Owen Strachan, Boyce College
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    Cruciform


    Living the Cross-Shaped Life


    by Jimmy Davis


    This is the shape of the gospel.


    “Jimmy Davis loves the cross. This little book will open your heart up to see how the cross is the center of all of life. Well done.”

    Paul Miller, Director of seeJesus.net, author of A Praying Life


    “Jimmy Davis shows us how to cut through the fog of contemporary Christian thinking to recover the Savior’s plan for our lives.”


    T. M. Moore, Dean, Chuck Colson’s Centurions Program, author of Culture Matters


    “Jimmy shows from personal experience how a lack of passion and purpose, focus and fervor, compassion and conviction, is always due to distance from the now-power of the gospel. I pray that through this book you will rediscover the beauty and brilliance of the gospel in brand new ways.”


    Tullian Tchividjian, author, Senior Pastor of Coral Ridge Presbyterian Church


    “Cruciform is a theologically grounded and redemptively freeing picture of a life spent boasting in the cross of Jesus.”


    — Scotty Smith, Pastor for Preaching, Christ Community Church
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      Licensed to Kill


      A Field Manual for Mortifying Sin


      by Brian G. Hedges


      Your soul is a war zone.Know your enemy.Learn to fight.


      “A faithful, smart, Word-centered guide.”


      Wes Ward, Revive Our Hearts


      “Are there things you hate that you end up doing anyway? Have you tried to stop sinning in certain areas of your life, only to face defeat over and over again? If you’re ready to get serious about sin patterns in your life—ready to put sin to death instead of trying to manage it—this book outlines the only strategy that works. This is a book I will return to and regularly recommend to others.”


      Bob Lepine, Co-Host, FamilyLife Today


      “Brian Hedges shows the importance of fighting the sin that so easily entangles us and robs us of our freedom, by fleeing to the finished work of Christ every day. Well done!”


      Tullian Tchividjian, Coral Ridge Presbyterian Church; author, Jesus + Nothing = Everything


      “Rather than aiming at simple moral reformation, Licensed to Kill aims at our spiritual transformation. Like any good field manual, this one focuses on the most critical information regarding our enemy, and gives practical instruction concerning the stalking and killing of sin. This is a theologically solid and helpfully illustrated book that holds out the gospel confidence of sin’s ultimate demise.”


      Joe Thorn, pastor and author, Note to Self: The Discipline of Preaching to Yourself
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      “But God...”


      The Two Words at the Heart of the Gospel


      by Casey Lute


      Just two words. Understand their use in Scripture, and you will never be the same.


      “Rock-solid theology packaged in an engaging and accessible form.”


      – Louis Tullo, Sight Regained blog


      “Keying off of nine occurrences of “But God” in the English Bible, Casey Lute ably opens up Scripture in a manner that is instructive, edifying, encouraging, and convicting. This little book would be useful in family or personal reading, or as a gift to a friend. You will enjoy Casey’s style, you will have a fresh view of some critical Scripture, and your appreciation for God’s mighty grace will be deepened.”


      Dan Phillips, Pyromaniacs blog, author of The World-Tilting Gospel (forthcoming from Kregel)


      “A refreshingly concise, yet comprehensive biblical theology of grace that left this reader more in awe of the grace of God. “


      Aaron Armstrong, BloggingTheologically. com


      ““Casey Lute reminds us that nothing is impossible with God, that we must always reckon with God, and that God brings life out of death and joy out of sorrow. “


      Thomas R. Schreiner, Professor of New Testament Interpretation, The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary


      “A mini-theology that will speak to the needs of every reader of this small but powerful book. Read it yourself and you will be blessed. Give it to a friend and you will be a blessing.”


      William Varner, Prof. of Biblical Studies, The Master’s College

    

  


  
    [image: missing image file]


    Grieving, Hope and Solace


    When a Loved One Dies in Christ


    by Albert N. Martin


    There is comfort for the grief.


    There are answers to the questions.


    The Bible does offer hope, solace, healing, and confidence.


    Pastor Albert Martin has been there.


    “Rock-solid theology packaged in an engaging and accessible form.”


    – Louis Tullo, Sight Regained blog


    “This tender book by a much-loved pastor, written after the death of his beloved wife, offers comfort to those in tears. A rare guidebook to teach us how to grieve with godliness, it is relevant to us all — if not for today, then no doubt for tomorrow.”


    Maurice Roberts, former editor, Banner of Truth magazine


    “Albert N. Martin is a seasoned pastor, skilled teacher, and gifted writer who has given us a priceless treasure in this book. All who read these pages will, unquestionably, be pointed to Christ and find themselves greatly helped.”


    Steve Lawson, Christ Fellowship Baptist Church, Mobile, AL


    “Like turning the corner and being met by a glorious moonrise, or discovering a painter or musician who touches us in the deepest recesses of our being—this little book by Pastor Al Martin has been such an experience for me. Whether you are a pastor or counselor, one who is experiencing the pangs of grief, or a member of the church who wants to be useful to others, you need to read this book.”


    Joseph Pipa, President, Greenville Presbyterian Theo. Sem.


    “Personal tenderness and biblical teaching in a sweet book of comfort. Buy it and give it away, but make sure to get a copy for yourself.”


    Dr. Joel R. Beeke, President, Puritan Reformed Theo. Sem.
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