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God’s Story (part 1)
Creation

Many people today are looking for purpose. They seek significance, meaning and fulfillment,
hoping to offer a contribution with their lives. However, in order to know our purpose, we must
understand the larger context in which we live our lives. We’re characters in a grand story and
understanding the story and our place in the story is what defines who we are, why we’re here
and what we should be doing. Unfortunately, in our day and age, most people’s quest for
purpose are hindered because they are living in the wrong story. So their understanding of life
and purpose is wrong. And it leaves them feeling alone, isolated and alienated.

You and I are part of an incredible story that begins with “In the beginning God created the
heavens and the earth” and ends with “Behold, I make all things new.” It’s a story that spans
from eternity to eternity. I choose to use the word “story” because over 40% of the Bible is
narrative or story. There’s a reason why God has chosen to communicate to us through story.

God’s Story can be broken down into several “chapters” or “movements.” Brian McLaren, In his
book, The Story We Find Ourselves In, offers the following outline, which I will borrow.

• Creation
• Crisis
• Calling
• Conversation
• Christ
• Community
• Consummation

Just as a point of reference, we live in the chapter entitled “Community.” Which means the
largest portion of the revealed story is behind us. Since the story is behind us, it’s important for
us to read the story with an awareness that that part of the story was written to a people in a
time and culture very different than ours. The way they lived their daily lives, the way they
thought about life, they way they viewed the world, virtually everything was completely different
from modern humanity. And God chose to reveal the story to them in their context.

Let’s begin at the beginning – Creation in Genesis 1 and 2. Here’s a good example of how God
chose to reveal himself and his story in the context of the original readers and how our modern
approaches can easily distort the story.

Genesis 1 and 2 are two perspectives about creation. First, they are poetry, not science. The
worst thing we can do is try to cram a modern scientific understanding back into Genesis 1 and
2. These two accounts are not trying to explain how the world came to be scientifically. They are
trying to communicate a worldview.
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Imagine Semitic nomads around the night fire. As the fire cracks and sparks into the night air,
someone begins to tell a story. It’s a story of beginnings, a story they all have heard. From
generation to generation, they tell and retell the story. In the beginning… On the first day… it
was good. On the second day… it was good. On the third day… it was good. It’s a story that has
become part of who they were.

Eugene Peterson describes Genesis with these words:

“First, God. God is the subject of life. God is foundational for living. If we don’t have a
sense of the primacy of God, we will never get it right, get life right, get our lives right. Not
God at the margins; not God as an option; not God on the weekends. God at center and
circumference; God first and last; God, God, God. Genesis gets us off on the right foot.
Genesis pulls us into a sense of reality that is God-shaped and God-filled. It gives us a
vocabulary for speaking accurately and comprehensively about our lives, where we come
from and where we are going, what we think and what we do, the people we live with and
how to get along with them, the troubles we find ourselves in and the blessings that keep
arriving.”1

In Creation, there are four things we need to hear in the story:

In The Beginning God…
Although the poetry of Genesis 1 and 2 describes creation’s formation, God is presumed. His
origins are not explained. Eternally before everything is God. God is a BEING, the only BEING.
Brian McLaren describes God like this. He is:

"a being, a life, a mind, a heart, an intelligence, a creative personality, an essential
goodness, an inexpressible beauty, a light beyond all seeing, an infinite song that by its
very being gives meaning to meaning, gives glory to glory, gives life to life, a pure
consciousness -- pure in every sense of the word... God living and loving in perfect
solitude that is also perfect companionship, alone and all-one without ever being lonely, a
goodness so full, so complete, so absolute that the goodness is its own perfect, unending
good company and satisfaction."2

Although God is the only “thing” that exists, he creates a real universe “outside” of himself.
Creation now exists in a way that God is not the only BEING that exists anymore. He creates
other Beings – people, animals, plants, insects, fish, birds. And he creates a matrix of time and
space for these real beings to live in.

                                                  
1 Eugene Peterson, The Message: The Bible in Contemporary Language, (Colorado Springs, CO: NavPress, 2002),
19.
2 Brian McLaren, The Story We Find Ourselves In, (San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 2003), 28.
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It Is Good
All of God’s creation – both seen and unseen – is God’s love, power, goodness, wisdom and
creativity calibrated into a good ecosystem designed to continually create life and goodness.
Creation is dynamic, developing, emerging, growing, adapting.3 It’s not mechanistic or robotic.
For example, a dog does not give birth to dogs exactly the same as it. Each puppy is different as
life gives birth to new life.

It is important to note that good is different than perfect. “Perfect” is a Greek concept that has
formed our modern thought. Yet, it is foreign to Jewish thought. Perfect connotes unchanging,
ideal, completion, and finished. “Good” is a Hebrew concept that finds its source in God. It is
dynamic and life-giving. Good allows room for growth, development, and emergence.4

Genesis 1 and 2 describe creation as good. Yet, it was not perfect. There was room for growth
in every part of it, including humans. Adam and Eve were eventually to grow into people who
had the life, character, wisdom and power of Jesus.

Because creation is good, it is designed to be communion with God. Romans 1:20 says, “For
since the creation of the world God’s invisible qualities – his eternal power and divine nature –
have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that men are without
excuse.” Alexander Schmemann states:

“In the Bible the food that man eats, the world of which he must partake in order to live, is
given to him by God, and it is given as communion with God. The world as man’s food is
not something ‘material’ and limited to material functions, thus different from, and
opposed to, the specifically ‘spiritual’ functions by which man is related to God. All that
exists is God’s gift to man, and it all exists to make God known to man, to make man’s
life communion with God. It is divine love made food, made life for man. God blesses
everything He creates, and, in biblical language, this means that He makes all creation
the sign and means of His presence and wisdom, love and revelation: ‘O taste and see
that the Lord is good’”5

In Our Image
God created humanity in his image, to be co-creators. Okay, don’t get freaked out by this term.
I’m using “co-“ meaning “alongside” not as in “equal to.” Human beings were created to learn
how to govern the earth as God governs the seen and unseen universe, taking the raw
materials of life and nurturing this dynamic world into ever-deepening love and goodness. Brian
McLaren describes it as “an invitation to co-create, to learn the sacred art of living life and giving

                                                  
3 McLaren, 24.
4 McLaren, 52.
5 Alexander Schmemann, For the Life of the World, reprinted, (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press,
2000), 14.



5

life creatively, as apprentice artists in the Master’s studio.”6 Therefore, creation and humanity
are interwoven, interconnected and intimately related.

In order to govern the earth as God governs the seen and unseen universe, humanity must
grow into the likeness of God. Humanity is to learn the sacred art of living life and giving life as
God does. This requires living completely under God. We learn his character by living within his
character. We learn to rule by living within his rule. In this way, we learn God’s character so that
we can appropriately wield his power. The universe is filled with various forms of power – social,
cultural, economic, technological, spiritual – which humanity was to develop and utilize for the
sacred art of living life and giving life. All sources of power were to be used with the proper
character so that humanity could grow in its governance of the earth in life and goodness.

This means that humanity has always needed God’s grace. Even in its unfallen state,
humankind needs God’s presence and goodness at work in their lives. God’s grace isn’t simply
about forgiveness, but growth.

It Is Not Good…
Human community is essential to God’s goodness in humanity. Even though Adam had
relationship with God and had all of creation, God said, “It is not good” (Gen 2:18). In order for
the goodness of God to be indwelt in humankind, people must dwell in community, of which
marriage is the most intimate expression and nucleus.

Upon the full creation of humanity – man and woman in God’s image – God declared all of
creation as “very good” (Gen 1:31) and he rested. Creation’s goodness is observed when
humanity communes with God, each other and creation in a dynamic and growing harmony of
life creating new life.

                                                  
6 McLaren, 40.
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God’s Story (part 2)
Crisis

Review Of Chapter One
Last time we looked at the first chapter or movement in God’s story that we’ve called Creation.
We discussed how God was before everything as a self-sufficient being. Therefore, the story we
live in is about him first and foremost. We also saw how God created everything good – not
necessarily perfect – but good and without sin. We also saw how God created humanity in his
image – co-creators designed to learn how to creatively rule and give life on earth in a similar
manner that God rules and gives life throughout the seen and unseen universe. We were to
grow and learn how to co-rule with God through a relationship of dependence upon his grace.
Finally, we saw that creation was ultimately declared “good” by God after he established human
community of which marriage was the nucleus.

Humanity’s Crisis
The second chapter of God’s story takes a tragic turn. Many modern theologians have labeled
this chapter of God’s story as The Fall. However, it’s better to understand Genesis 3 as the
continuation of the story begun in Genesis 2. As such, it forms a bridge between the joyous
harmony and intimacy described at the end of Genesis 2, the escalating violence and disorder in
Genesis 4 and following, and the emergence of a new people of God beginning in Genesis 12.
In other words, Genesis 3 does not describe a Fall, but a defection that creates a series of
escalating crises and demonstrates God’s ongoing faithfulness.

This is one of the reason why we discussed the difference between the Jewish idea of “good”
and the Greek idea of “perfect.” Many modern Christians view the creation stories of Genesis 1
and 2 as depicting perfection. In this distorted version of the Story, Genesis 3 describes the Fall
from perfection to imperfection. If one carries this to its logical conclusion, it’s easy to view the
created world around us as evil and corrupt.7

But this viewpoint is contrary to the biblical story. Creation is still good. Romans 8:20-21 states
that creation is subjected to frustration and in bondage to decay. But nowhere is creation ever
                                                  
7 Some Greek thought eventually merged with Christian theology to create aberrant forms of Christianity. A popular
form was Gnosticism, which taught a form of dualism. According to Gnosticism, the human spirit was prisoner to a
fleshly body which was in turn imprisoned in a material creation that was viewed as created by a lesser god. This
form of dualism finds various manifestations in Christianity today. For example, we often divide creation into
spiritual/physical or supernatural/natural categories. However, such divisions are foreign to the biblical text. Also,
many beliefs regarding spiritual warfare are manifestations of unbiblical dualism. The tendency to view one’s life as
divided into sacred and secular categories is another subtle form of dualism as is the clergy/laity distinction
practiced in many churches.
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described as evil. In fact, creation is viewed as ultimately being liberated and renewed in
preparation for God’s consummated kingdom.

The Crisis Of Independence And Self-Will
If Genesis 3 is not a Fall from perfection to imperfection, then what is the crisis? The automatic
answer is disobedience. But there is a driving force behind Adam and Eve’s disobedience. The
core temptation the serpent offers Eve is “When you eat the fruit from the Tree of Knowledge of
Good and Evil, you will be like God” (Gen 3:4). Ironically, eating the fruit from the Tree of Life
would have actually made them like God since God is life. God had provided everything
humanity needed to journey toward the likeness of God.

When humanity ate from the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil, they chose a life independent
and autonomous from God instead of a life dependent on him. All the fruit in the Garden,
including the fruit from the Tree of Life, was offered as a gift to Adam and Eve. That means
humanity’s continual daily existence was dependent upon God’s grace. If they would have
remained content with God’s gift, they would have journeyed toward the likeness of God in a
dependent relationship with God – solely reliant on him and his gifts and grace. Instead, they
established independence from God by eating the one fruit that was not offered as a gift to
them. This independence was a complete distortion of the creative order.

By taking that which was not a gift from God and attempting to establish a life independent from
God, humanity developed self-will. Dallas Willard defines self-will as “the will of individuals and
groups to get what they want, regardless of what it does to others or themselves.”8 Humanity
became self-sufficient, self-directed, self-motivated, self-starters. They became the center and
source of their lives, a position only God should possess.

This is the irony of the story: Man and woman were created as dependent co-creators with God.
They were to live in an obedient and dependent relationship with God by living within the
boundaries of his gifts and grace. By doing so, they would journey into the likeness of God,
while enjoying harmonious life with God, each other and creation. Everything was provided by
God for this journey. However, humanity chose another route to become like God, one
independent from his life, gifts and grace. And this route took them on a path away from the
likeness of God.

Separating God From Creation And Life
By becoming independent from God, humanity divorced God from creation and life. Whereas
before, creation and living were to be natural communion with God, they are now void of God’s
presence. Alexander Schmemann writes:

“The natural dependence of man upon the world was intended to be transformed
constantly into communion with God in whom is all life. Man was to be the priest of a

                                                  
8 Dallas Willard, Healing the Heart, CD #1, (Reseda, CA: Valley Vineyard, 2003).
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eucharist, offering the world to God, and in this offering he was to receive the gift of life.
But in the fallen world man does not have the priestly power to do this. His dependence
on the world becomes a closed circuit, and his love is deviated from its true direction…
He does not know that breathing can be communion with God. He does not realize that to
eat can be to receive life from God in more than its physical sense. He forgets that the
world, its air or its food cannot by themselves bring life, but only as they are received and
accepted for God’s sake, in God and as bearers of the divine gift of life.”9

He continues a bit later:

“In our perspective [Eastern Orthodoxy], however, the ‘original’ sin is not primarily that
man has ‘disobeyed’ God; the sin is that he ceased to be hungry for him and for him
alone, ceased to see his whole life depending on the whole world as a sacrament of
communion with God. The sin was not that man neglected his religious duties. The sin
was that he thought of God in terms of religion, i.e., opposing him to life. The only real fall
of man is his noneucharistic life in a noneucharistic world. The fall is not that he preferred
world to God, distorted the balance between the spiritual and material, but that he made
the world material, whereas he was to have transformed it into ‘life in God,’ filled with
meaning and spirit.”10

God’s Response
Evangelical Christianity teaches that humanity’s disobedience created an unbridgeable chasm
between God and humankind. However, this is not the view of Genesis 3. Upon Adam and
Eve’s attempt to establish an autonomous life from God, God responds with communication and
presence. Rather than distancing himself from humanity, God draws close to Adam and Eve
and initiates reconciling conversation. In other words, from the beginning of the biblical story, we
see that God is a missional God!

When God created the world and humankind, he entered a covenant relationship with humanity.
Being our creator implies that God promises to care for us. And although humanity breaks its
part of the covenant through disobedience, God remains faithful despite our unfaithfulness. This
is what the Bible calls God’s “righteousness.” God’s righteousness is expressed by his
faithfulness to the covenant, even when the other party is unfaithful. This is why God responds
to Adam and Eve’s disobedience by initiating conversation and reconciliation. He is faithfully
maintaining his part of the covenant relationship by providing care and reconciliation to
humanity.

God’s righteousness, demonstrated through care, concern and reconciliation, is a central theme
in this and subsequent chapters of God’s story. We’ll see God’s righteousness in fuller force in
the next chapter of the story – the formation of a redemptive people who are to re-create
                                                  
9 Alexander Schmemann, For the Life of the World, reprinted, (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press,
2000), 17.
10 Schmemann, 18.
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distorted creation in cooperation with God. And despite the continuous failure and need to
discipline this new people, God’s righteousness finally climaxes in Jesus. Jesus is God’s
righteousness. This is what Paul means in Romans 1:17 when he states:

“For in the gospel a righteousness from God is revealed, a righteousness that is by faith
from first to last, just as it is written: ‘The righteous will live by faith.’”

Jesus is God’s ultimate faithfulness to all of the covenants established throughout the Old
Testament – to Adam, Noah, Abraham, Israel and David.

Consequences of Self-Will
Unfortunately, Adam and Eve choose not to be reconciled. The consequences of establishing
and living by self-will are devastating. Rather than journeying toward God’s likeness in
character, power and responsibility, humanity now experiences inner brokenness and
fragmentation, alienation from each other, exploitation and domination of each other and
creation, and ultimately death.

This becomes apparent as God describes the consequences of living independent from him at
the end of Genesis 3. The two commandments of creation that were to be obeyed in joyous
dependence and harmony with God – be fruitful and multiply and exercise responsibility over
creation – are now distorted and marked with pain and corruption.

Whereas before humanity was to be fruitful and multiply – both bearing and raising children – in
joyous harmony with God, each other and creation, the task of bearing and raising a family now
becomes painful. Specifically, the moment that should have been the woman’s personal
fulfillment in dependent obedience to God is now marked with intense pain. And this pain
doesn’t end with childbirth. Imagine Eve’s further pain and anguish in Genesis 4 when one of
her sons murders the other.

Yet, there is no comfort from the anguish in the marriage relationship. The nucleus of intimate
human community is also distorted. The very aspect that allowed God to finally pronounce “very
good” over creation – the joining of man with woman in intimate community – is now completely
distorted as love and intimacy are replaced with domination and exploitation. Or as one person
has said, “’To love and cherish’ is now replaced with ‘to desire and dominate.’”

Finally, exercising responsibility over creation in harmony with God is now fraught with pain and
struggle. Rather than being nourished by the gifts and grace of God, human beings now survive
by the sweat of their brow, an existence that can only anticipate death as its ultimate finality.

But the story doesn’t end here. Independence and self-will only escalate the crisis.
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Self-Will And The Abuse Of Power
A life driven by self-will and independence from God now does whatever is necessary to survive
and advance itself. In other words, rather than being content to eat by the sweat of one’s brow,
human history devolves further into eating by the sweat of someone else’s brow – exploitation.
In order to exploit, the exploiter must wield power over the exploited. This requires accumulating
and utilizing power without the appropriate character, resulting in the domination, abuse and
death of others.

The story of Cain and Abel illustrates this point. The first family is distorted by self-will. Cain
accumulates power and resources at the expense of others. Abel is a nomadic shepherd. He
raises sheep or cattle by moving them from one grazing area to another. He doesn’t possess
land. But Cain is a farmer. In order to produce crops, Cain takes possession of the land that
Abel has traditionally used for his flocks. Ownership, which is another dimension of
independence from God, now becomes a big deal as Cain lays claim to land that was
traditionally used by nomadic herdsmen. So when Abel uses the land, he’s trespassing. The
result: Conflict. And since self-will is getting what one wants with no regard to the consequences
to self and others, what does Cain do? Whatever it takes. He kills Abel in the field, the very
source of the conflict. But again, interwoven into the crisis is a missionary God, demonstrating
his righteousness by initiating reconciling conversation both before and after the murderous
deed.11

And the story continues. From Genesis 4 to 11, violence, exploitation, abuse and death
escalates until God finally calls Abram to begin a new kind of humanity who will undo Adam’s
troubles.

Summary
It was God’s intention from the beginning that humanity grow into his likeness. But it was to be
accomplished in a relationship of dependence on God. As humanity grew in character, they
would have also discovered and been given greater power in their roles as co-creators with
God. This is implied by Paul in 2Corinthians 12:9 as he quotes Jesus’ words, “My grace is
sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.” God’s power is perfected through
authentic character-forming dependence upon God’s grace through daily life.

However, as humanity lives from its source of self-will, it attempts to accumulate greater power
to enforce greater independence from God – power without the appropriate character. The
result is that power is then used to exploit, abuse and dominate – to get what one wants
regardless of what it does to others or oneself. Humanity is now living in the wrong reality than
the one God intended. Bishop Kallistos Ware summarizes this chapter of God’s story:

“Created for fellowship with the Holy Trinity, called to advance in love from the divine
image to the divine likeness, man chose instead a path that led not up but down. He

                                                  
11 11 Brian McLaren, The Story We Find Ourselves In, (San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 2003), 53-55.
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repudiated the Godward relationship that is his true essence. Instead of acting as
mediator and unifying center, he produced division: division within himself, division
between himself and other men, division between himself and the world of nature.
Entrusted by God with the gift of freedom, he systematically denied freedom to his
fellows. Blessed with the power to reshape the world and to endue it with fresh meaning,
he misused that power in order to fashion instruments of ugliness and destruction. The
consequences of this misuse, more particularly since the industrial revolution, have now
become hideously apparent in the rapid pollution of the environment. The ‘original sin’ of
man, his turning from God-centeredness to self-centeredness, meant first and foremost
that he no longer looked upon the world and other human beings in a eucharistic way, as
a sacrament of communion with God. He ceased to regard them as a gift, to be offered
back in thanksgiving to the Giver, and he began to treat them as his own possession, to
be grasped, exploited and devoured. So he no longer saw other persons and things as
they are in themselves and in God, and he saw them only in terms of the pleasure and
satisfaction which they could give to him. And the result of this was that he was caught in
the vicious circle of his own lust, which grew more hungry the more it was gratified. The
world ceased to be transparent – a window through which he gazed on God – and it grew
opaque; it ceased to be life-giving, and became subject to corruption and mortality.”12

But as we will see next time. God’s righteousness prevails in crisis as he forms a new people to
embody his presence and recreate the world with his goodness and love.

                                                  
12 Bishop Kallistos Ware, The Orthodox Way, reprinted (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2002), 59.
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God’s Story (part 3)
Calling

As a result of choosing to live outside the will and reign of God, humanities ability to produce
evil multiplies exponentially, as each man “did what was right in his own eyes”. The
downward spiral of ever increasing independence from God continues until at last any
knowledge of the truth seems to fade completely from the story.

 “…they knew God and yet they did not honor him as God or give thanks to him, but
their arguments became futile and their uncomprehending minds were darkened.
While they claimed to be wise, in fact they were growing so stupid that they
exchanged the glory of the immortal God for an imitation, for the image of a mortal
human being, or birds, or animals or crawling things.” Romans 1: 21-23 (NJB)

The Vocation of Israel
In a world which had drifted so far from God’s original intention, a world now full of pagan
gods and corruption, it must have been difficult to hold on to the hope of Yahweh. Yet even
in the midst of the type of world so vividly described for us in Romans there was a remnant;
individuals who still held to the belief in the one true God. This monotheism held that the one
true God was the creator of all that existed and that this one God was active, present and
sovereign over all, while at the same time mysteriously “other” than and above all that
existed. Further, this God was neither fickle nor capricious. This one true God was a God
known for his goodness, his acts of righteousness, and his love for his creation. This was a
God who could be trusted and believed and known. One man in particular who put his trust
in this God was to become the focal point of God’s plan for a people who would cooperate
with him in his effort to recreate the world in true goodness. And so we meet Abram (later
changed to Abraham) who was to become the father of the people of God: Israel.

In the book of beginnings, the book of Genesis, we learn that Abram was living in the land of
Ur, somewhere in modern day Iraq, probably the hub of the known civilization. God speaks
to Abraham and reveals himself as Yahweh, or “the one who is”. Incredibly, Yahweh enters
into a contract or covenant with Abram, a covenant that will have ramifications for thousands
of years to come. Abram, a  seventy five year old childless man, receives the a promise that
God will produce from him and his barren wife Sari a great people. And that he will give
those people a land in which they are to live and fulfill their new vocation to be a light to the
world, imaging God in the way they live, incarnating the love, goodness, righteousness,
mercy, justice, faithfulness and character of Yahweh himself.
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Scripture records the following in Genesis 12.1-3:

Yahweh said to Abram, “Leave your country, your people and
your father’s household and go to the land I will show you;
I will make you into a great nation and I will bless you;
I will make your name great, and you will be a blessing.
I will bless those who bless you, and whoever curses you I will curse;
and all peoples on earth will be blessed through you.”
(Gen. 12.1-3. NIV)

Thus the Abram becomes Abraham the bearer of the covenant call of God to establish a
people of God who were “blessed to be a Blessing” for the sake of the world.

“Election, the choice of Israel, was the focal point of the divine purpose to act within the
world to rescue and heal the world, to bring about what later some biblical writers
speak of as ‘new creation’.” N.T. Wright

Three Great Events

1. The Exodus/Covenant
Through many diverse and remarkable circumstances the heirs of God’s promise to
Abraham are eventually led into Egypt where they are preserved through a devastating
famine, only to find themselves later enslaved by a Pharaoh “who did not know Joseph”.
The story of their exodus from slavery in Egypt is central to God’s story. The exodus heralds
the birth of the nation of Israel. It is the dynamic story of Yahweh’s deliverance and
vindication of  his people from the bondage in which they had existed for hundreds of years.
Israel was to look back on this deliverance as the time when God redeemed her, coming
into the slave market (Egypt) and buying back a slave (Israel) in order to make her his own
special people: a kingdom of priests and a holy nation

For me you shall be a kingdom of priests and a holy nation. (Exodus 19.6 NJB)

“Those who lived through these events explained who they were and gave shape to
their continuing life by telling the story and dramatically reenacting it in various
festivals. Whatever happened subsequently, whether oppression, suffering, exile or
seeming annihilation, the family of Abraham looked back to the story of the exodus to
rediscover who their God was and to pray that he would do for them once more those
acts that had constituted them as his people in the first place. “ N.T. Wright

It is the Exodus that gives to Israel the distinctive of who this one true God is and who they
are called to be as his people. Yahweh becomes known as “the rescuing God”, and the
three great manifestations of his rescuing love: God’s presence, God’s law, & God’s
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Spirit, are the very things that distinguish the new people from the theologies of all the
surrounding nations. They did not simply theorize about what God must be like; God’s
presence was with them through the pillar of fire and the cloud of leading. They were not
left on their own to assume their own sense of morality, they were given a “national charter”:
God’s law or Torah. It was this law that Gave Israel, regardless of circumstances, a proper
understanding of how to function as a people through whom could then demonstrate to the
rest of the world what being human really meant. But this was not simply law with no
substance, it was law accompanied by an authority of God’s Spirit that went before his
people fighting for and rescuing them by his hand.

They were to have no other Gods. They were to worship no idols. The Covenant was a way
in which these redeemed people could relate to God and to each other and then
demonstrate to the rest of the world what being the people of God was really like. It was a
covenant meant to assist them in their vocation to be light bearers to the world.
Unfortunately:

 “they turned the windows of their lighthouse into mirrors. “ – Winn Griffin

2. The Kingdom
As we enter this part of the story, we must pause and attempt to get a proper perspective as
to what it meant to be the people of God living as a light to the world. At this point in their
history, Israel was not a nation in the sense of having a central government or a standing
army as did all the other nations which surrounded them. They were in fact an assembly of
people millions strong living in smaller tribal communities. This loose confederacy of tribes
where united by their worship of the one true God who had called them to be lights to the
world. A reality they continually reminded themselves of through the celebration of many
diverse feasts and festivals.

Each tribe was independent of the other tribes yet interdependent as children of Abraham.
There was no organized government within the tribes. Instead. there was a system of
Judges and Elders whose position before Yahweh was to meet out social justice as
prescribed in his law. There were no social distinctions; no gulf between the rich and the
poor, no lower, middle, or upper class. Because there was no ruler there were no subjects.
God was the ruler and the tribes were in covenant with him to be his loyal servants. The
Ark of the Covenant, which symbolized to the people the presence of God among them was
the very center or hub of the tribes. Together the tribes made up a brotherhood/sisterhood, a
fellowship that shared calling and promise: their covenant with God to be his people for the
sake of the world.

The Book’s of Samuel transition the story of God’s people from a loosely knit group of tribes
to the beginning of nationhood. It moves from the period of the judges and Elders to a
monarchy that was hereditary.
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The people of Israel had begun to forget their call. The very things that once marked them
as a people of promise–God’s presence, law and Spirit–became the ingredients of
nationalistic pride and arrogance. Israel no longer saw herself as a light and a help for the
sake of the world, she began to see herself as superior to it as the people began to forsake
dependence upon the rescuing God and instead sought to be like the godless nations which
surrounded her.

“But Yahweh said to Samuel ‘obey the voice of the people in all that they say to you: it
is not you they have rejected but me, not wishing to have me reign over them any
more. They are now doing to you exactly what they have done to me’…”  (1 Sam
8:7&8)

Should Israel have a king like all the other nations? In one sense, Israel’s choice to be
governed by a human king was a complete rejection of Yahweh. Yet even in the midst of
this rejection God has a way. God has a plan.

This single act carries an importance that must not be overlooked.

“With the acceptance of a human king, Israel’s vocation to be God’s means of blessing
the whole world, was passed from the nation as a whole to an individual.” – Winn
Griffin.

This is a profound move by God and indeed points us forward to the prophesied coming
king “who would do and be for Israel what Israel had failed to do and become for herself:
becoming the light of the world.” – N.T. Wright

3. The Exile
As a result of her failure to be a light to the world, Israel once again finds herself enslaved
and in bondage. The subsequent conquests and exiles of Israel provided a sharp blow to
her nationalism. Israel had all but lost her true vocation. For hundreds of years, even after
many Jews began to return to the land and to Jerusalem to begin the rebuilding of the
temple (the national symbol of Yahweh’s presence) they continued to see themselves as
being in exile. Nowhere is this more clearly observed than in the writings of the post exilic
prophets. The presence of God did not return to his temple even as they returned to their
homeland. And so began the Eschatological “future” hope, the hope of redemption from
slavery and exile. The  hope that simply understood that the present state of things cannot
be the last, looking forward to a day when Yahweh would do for Israel, once again, what he
had done before. And indeed God would move to rescue his people but in way that few had
seen or even imagined.
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Conclusion
In summary, these events provide the understanding of Israel’s vocation in the day of Jesus.
The King had become the representative of the whole people of Israel. So, when Jesus
arrives on the scene, he come proclaiming the Kingdom of God. The good news that God
would once again restore Israel, his true people from exile. So Jesus comes to be and do for
Israel, what Israel could not be and do for herself.
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God’s Story (part 4)
Christ

Our Story So Far…
So far we’ve explored three chapters in God’s grand story. Chapter one was “Creation.” In this
chapter, we discussed how God created the cosmos in his goodness. Every aspect of creation
is good because God is good. Being good, doesn’t necessarily mean that creation was perfect
or complete. Rather, it was fresh and pristine, designed to dynamically reproduce and grow into
greater goodness. As part of this creation, God created humankind in his image and in
fellowship with one another to be co-rulers and co-creators over the cosmos. Together, man and
woman were to grow in a relationship of dependence upon God and commune with him through
creation. In this way, they would grow into the character, power and fullness of God as they
ruled the cosmos as God rules everything.

This chapter sets the overall direction of God’s story. God intends to have a creation that fully
reflects his goodness and is filled with his glory. At the helm of this creation will be a loving
community of human beings who, through an intimate and dependent relationship with God, will
rule creation cooperatively and responsibly with ever-increasing levels of God’s character and
power. This is the ultimate outcome of God’s story.

The second chapter was “Crisis.” In this chapter we discovered that humanity chose an
alternative route to “become like God.” Rather than choosing to rely completely on God’s grace
and gifts, man and woman took from that which was not given by God in an attempt to be like
him. Doing so led to catastrophic results. First, this act created self-will, which is the distortion of
the human will. Whereas will is the God-given ability to bring about new realities through
decision and action, self-will is the desire to bring about new realities based solely on one’s
personal desires and lusts, regardless of what it does to others or oneself. Second, this act
separated God from his creation. Rather than receiving creation and offering it back to God in
intimate communion, humankind completely divorced God from creation. The consequences are
dire. Humankind is distorted inwardly, experiencing brokenness, fragmentation, and pain.
Relationally, humanity no longer enjoys close community with God, each other and creation.
Abuse, domination, exploitation and alienation define our relationships. Finally, creation itself is
plunged into mortality and corruptibility.

Ironically, this chapter shows the extent of God’s love and wisdom. He desires to have a
creation ruled by people who choose to grow into his likeness through intimate relationship with
him. But this allows the possibility of those people rejecting God’s intentions and actually
exerting their wills against God in terrible and destructive ways. Yet, time and time again, God
moves forward toward his goal of a renewed creation by initiating reconciliation with those who
reject him and focusing his creative work through those who continue to cooperate with his will.
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The third chapter was “Calling.” In this chapter we explored the fact that God is still moving
forward with his divine plan of a good creation ruled by humans in his likeness. God calls Abram
to be the progenitor of a community of new people through whom God would deal with the
problems caused by Adam. God forms a covenant with Abram, promising to bless him and his
offspring so they in turn would bless the nations. Through this covenant, God will deal with the
sin of the world through his people.

Eventually through Abram’s descendants and through the furnace of foreign slavery, God forges
a nation with the dynamic distinctive of God’s rescuing love. Israel’s existence is defined by
God’s deliverance from Egypt. God renews a covenant with Israel around this distinctive, giving
this nation three manifestations of his rescuing love – his presence, law and Spirit. These three
manifestations were also present in the initial creation story and now provide the foundations of
God’s people, whom he will use to bring about his new creation.

However, the ever-present conflict between “Creation” and “Crisis” manifests itself again and
again over Israel’s long history. She chooses the route of being ruled by kings rather than
directly by God. She also distorts the blessings of God. Rather than viewing herself as an
inclusive blessing to the world, she views herself as an exclusive blessing in the world. As these
distortions in God’s people lead them further away from her vocation as the light of the world,
God removes his presence and sends his people into exile.

Yet, again, despite the failures of humanity, God continues to move forward with his intentions
of a renewed creation ruled cooperatively between himself and humanity. In every seeming
defeat in the “Creation-Crisis” tension, God redemptively moves his people and the cosmos
forward toward his goal.

For example, Israel’s decision to be ruled by a king shifts Israel’s national vocation to be God’s
people from the corporate nation to the king as a national representative. Through this royal
representative, God will eventually accomplish for Israel what she failed do herself – to be the
light of the world. Also, God will transform the distorted blessings of his presence, law and Spirit
in a way that blesses the world once again.

Israel And Exile
As we turn to the next chapter, “Christ,” we discover that Jesus is both the climax of human
history and Israel’s history. However, it is easy to move so quickly through this chapter that we
fail to adequately embed Jesus in his historical context. The result is that we view Jesus
disconnected from his historical setting and thus speaking universally to all cultures and people
in all times. While we may eventually arrive at that conclusion, we must understand what he was
specifically saying to the people in his time in order to understand what he’s saying to us today.
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Paul, living on the other side of Jesus’ resurrection, always made the effort to place Jesus back
into God’s historical story. He writes in Galatians 4:4-5:

“But when the time had fully come, God sent his Son, born of a woman, born under law,
to redeem those under law, that we might receive the full rights of sons.”

Paul is stating that God sent Jesus at the fullness of history. If God chose 1st century Israel as
the climax of historical time to send his son, we must attempt to understand the historical and
theological context of that time to better understand Jesus and his ministry. Although Jesus is
God and is alive today, we must also remember that he was a historical person. As such, much
of his ministry – his message and deeds – were shaped by his historical context in order to
address God’s people in his historical context.

In his introduction in Romans, Paul states:

“Paul, a servant of Christ Jesus, called to be an apostle and set apart for the gospel of
God – the gospel he promised beforehand through his prophets in the Holy Scriptures
regarding his Son, who as to his human nature was a descendant of David, and who
through the Spirit of holiness was declared with power to be the Son of God by his
resurrection from the dead: Jesus Christ our Lord.”

Paul acknowledges that Jesus is the universal Lord, but again, he anchors Jesus’ historical work
in the midst of God’s story as told through the prophets and descending from King David. So
what do we need to know about 1st century Israel that helps us understand God’s story?

A key element is realizing that most of Israel during Jesus’ time still viewed themselves in exile.
Although they had physically returned back to their homeland, God’s presence never returned
and Israel has remained under the domination of a succession of foreign governments. In their
understanding of the Story, God’s people were to be ruling over the pagans, not being ruled by
them. Therefore, when Jesus appears on the scene, most of Israel views itself as still remaining
in exile, longing for God’s kingdom to come through a kingly Messiah who is anointed by God
and able to deliver her from her pagan oppressors.

Jesus And God’s Kingdom
If Jesus’ ministry could be distilled down to a single statement it would be Mark 1:14-15:

“After John was put in prison, Jesus went into Galilee, proclaiming the good news of God.
‘The time has come,’ he said. ‘The kingdom of God is near. Repent and believe the good
news!’”

Jesus’ entire ministry – his words, his miracles, his symbols, his parables – was to embody,
demonstrate and announce God’s kingdom now at hand. Remember the kingdom of God was
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God’s presence and reign on earth in the midst of God’s people and ultimately spreading to the
pagan nations through God’s people.

Because of the distortion regarding being blessed to be a blessing to the nations, by Jesus’
time, many “kingdom” agendas existed in attempt to explain how Israel should be God’s people
and thus bring the kingdom of God. Some Jews felt that in order to be God’s people, they must
withdraw from society to pray and wait for God’s deliverance. Others felt they should purify
themselves through strict obedience to Law and purge Israel of unfaithful members so God
would return to the faithful. Others went further and felt they should sharpen their swords in
preparation for a war that would drive Rome out of Israel. And others felt they should be more
“realistic” and do their best in the current system, working alongside the Romans.13

So when Jesus proclaimed that the kingdom of God is near, he was confronting all of these
other alternative “kingdom” agendas.

Again, we must remember that Jesus was speaking to 1st century Jews. What were they hearing
in Jesus’ words? Probably something like this:

“God’s rule (kingdom) is returning to Israel and he is rescuing his people from exile.
However, it is not going to happen like you’ve been taught or like everyone else is
expecting. God is going to demonstrate his kingship but it is occurring in my words and
deeds. So you need to drop all of your alternative ideas and agendas about how to be
God’s people and follow me. Only then can you enter God’s saving reign and get back
into the correct Story. If you don’t God’s judgment is coming, not to the pagans but to
you.”

Jesus Climaxes Israel’s History
Jesus’ kingdom message was similar in some ways to the other messages being proclaimed.
However, it was also radically and unexpectedly different. Jesus, like his Jewish
contemporaries, worked from two crucial beliefs regarding Israel as God’s people. First, he
believed that God was going to deal with the problems in creation through the nation of Israel.
Israel was to be the means through which the entire world would eventually be saved and
healed. Second, this would be achieved at a climactic moment in Israel’s history. On that future
day, Israel would be saved from her enemies, the righteous dead would be resurrected, Israel
would be exalted to ruling over the nations, the Gentiles would be ushered into the ranks of
God’s people, and through Israel, the creator and covenant God would bring his love, justice,
mercy and truth to bear on the whole world and thereby renew and heal creation.14

                                                  
13 N.T. Wright, The Challenge of Jesus: Rediscovering Who Jesus Was and Is (Downers Grove: IL, InterVarsity
Press, 1999), 37.
14 Wright, 35.
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Most Jews anticipated this day to be the time when God’s presence would return to Israel.
Through the royal Messiah, God would break into history to judge and defeat the pagan nations.
Also, Israel would be purified, the righteous dead Israel would be resurrected as God’s
vindication, and God’s Spirit would be poured out on all people. The pagans must then submit to
Jewish rule and fully yield to the Law of Israel. With Israel at the center of the cosmos, the world
would be healed.

However, Jesus embodies and announces a different story. First, God is breaking into history,
but through Jesus. Jesus takes the three manifestations of God’s rescuing love given in God’s
covenant with Israel – presence, Law and Spirit – and redefines them in himself. The temple has
a history of being the place where God dwells, the place where heaven and earth intersect. In
John 2:19-22, Jesus calls his physical body the temple of God. The temple is where one
worships God. It is where one receives forgiveness of sins. It is where one is declared healed
and whole. Jesus’ ministry demonstrates that he himself is where heaven and earth intersect,
where God dwells.

In the same manner, Jesus redefines the Law. When Israel was exiled into foreign lands, the
temple was unavailable. During that time, some Jewish writings state that the study of the Law
is how one encounters the presence of God. Upon return to Israel, many of the Jews placed
observance of the Law as the distinguishing mark of being God’s people. In Matthew 5:17 Jesus
states that he actually fulfills the Law. Later, Paul would write in Romans 10:4 that Christ is the
end or goal of the Law.

Finally, Jesus redefines the Spirit. The Old Testament prophesied that the Messiah would be
anointed with the Spirit of God. Jesus’ ministry is inaugurated by the Spirit at his baptism. He is
empowered by the Spirit to speak and perform all aspects of his ministry. He casts out demons
by the Spirit.

By recapturing these manifestations of God’s rescuing love, Jesus was demonstrating and
declaring that God was truly breaking into Israel’s history through Jesus. The long-awaited
kingdom of God was now available through him.

But there was also a “darker” side to Jesus’ kingdom message. Rather than breaking into
Israel’s history to judge the pagan nations, God was returning to Israel to judge her for her
failure to be his people for the sake of the world. Those who continued to pursue their alternate
versions of being God’s people would meet the same fate as Israel had in her past – judgment
through a pagan nation. This is Jesus’ message when he cursed the fig tree in Matthew 21:19.

So in Jesus, God’s presence is returning to Israel. Jesus comes to embody, demonstrate and
announce the true way of being God’s people. Those who follow him will avoid the coming
judgment, experience God’s renewed covenant with his people, and enter a new age of God’s
kingdom on earth. However, this path is the path of the cross. It is overcoming evil with good by
allowing evil to do its worst. How? Look at Matthew 23:37:
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“O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, you who kill the prophets and stone those sent to you, how
often I have longed to gather your children together, as a hen gathers her chicks under
her wings, but you were not willing.”

The word picture is of a hen who gathers her chicks under her wings during a fire. She is killed
so that her chicks can live. This is how God’s kingdom comes in Jesus. Like a lightening rod,
Jesus takes upon himself the wrath of God so that those 1st century Jews who follow him may
live and become the renewed people of God living in God’s kingdom for the sake of the world.
Those 1st century Jews who don’t follow Jesus, will face God’s wrath at the hands of the
Romans when they attack and destroy Jerusalem in 71 AD.

Jesus Climaxes Human History
However, Jesus is much, much more than a Jewish Messiah. He is the universal Lord! Let’s
look at Romans 1:1-4 again:

“Paul, a servant of Christ Jesus, called to be an apostle and set apart for the gospel of
God – the gospel he promised beforehand through his prophets in the Holy Scriptures
regarding his Son, who as to his human nature was a descendant of David, and who
through the Spirit of holiness was declared with power to be the Son of God by his
resurrection from the dead: Jesus Christ our Lord.”

The good news of God is that Jesus is both the Jewish Messiah and the universal Lord. As the
Jewish Messiah, God fulfills the promises in his covenants to Abram and Israel for the sake of
the world. Paul writes in Romans 8:3-4:

“For God has done what the law, weakened by the flesh, could not do: by sending his
own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh, and to deal with sin, he condemned sin in the
flesh, so that the just requirement of the law might be fulfilled in us, who walk not
according to the flesh but according to the Spirit.”

Jesus didn’t only embody, demonstrate and announce a new way of being God’s people. He
also embodied, demonstrate and announced a new way of being human! Jesus was sent in the
likeness of sinful flesh in order to deal with the problems caused in the “Crisis.” Through Christ,
sin in the flesh is condemned. It’s power within us is broken. We are no longer slaves to sin,
because we don’t have to live “according to the flesh” anymore. We are forgiven and set free to
live a new life “according to the Spirit.” And by doing so, the requirements of the law are fulfilled
in us.

This blows the door open to anyone desiring to join God’s people. The Law, which was bound to
ethnic Israel according to the flesh, is now fulfilled in anyone who lives according to the Spirit by
allegiance to Christ as his apprentice into his way of being God’s people.
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St. Basil stated, that Christ’s birth is “the birthday of the whole human race.” Christ is the first
perfect man. He has completely realized the likeness of God. That’s why Paul writes in
Colossians that Christ is the head of the body, the church. He is like Abraham, the progenitor of
a new people, a new human race as it were. We have become an eschatological community,
created and sustained by God’s Spirit to live in God’s future kingdom now alongside Christ. We
are a redeemed, Spirit-recreated, people who follow Christ into his life, living the life of God’s
future in our daily lives.

The Now And The Not Yet
As Christ redefined God’s Story, he also revealed how the Story was unfolding in our midst. And
it wasn’t like anything the Jews expected. Jesus’ revelation shattered the Jewish expectation of
how God would move in the “last days.” As mentioned earlier, the Jews expected God to bring a
dramatic end to the “present age.” On that day through the royal Messiah, God would break into
history to judge and defeat the pagan nations. Also, Israel would be purified and the righteous
dead Israel would be resurrected as God’s vindication and God’s Spirit would be poured out on
all people. The pagans must then submit to Jewish rule and fully yield to the Law of Israel. With
Israel at the center of the cosmos, the world would be healed as the “coming age” began.

However, Jesus revealed that God was entering history in a way that was completely
unexpected. First, Jesus’ resurrection occurs in history rather than at the end of history. By
resurrecting Jesus, God did for Jesus in the middle of history what he was supposed to do for
righteous Israel at the end of history. Righteous Israel is resurrected and his name is Jesus.
Also, through the crucifixion and resurrection, God’s enemies are defeated. But the enemies are
not pagan nations, but the powers behind them that oppose God – sin, evil and death. God has
vanquished these enemies (Col 2:15). This resurrected Messiah has now ascended and been
placed as Lord over the cosmos and nations (Eph 1:19-22). Finally, God has taken the Spirit
that anointed the Messiah and poured him out upon all people (Acts 2:1-4, 16-18).

The Present Age The Coming Age / Kingdom of God

The End
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However, the resurrection of the faithful has not been completed. Kingdoms that oppose God
still remain. Christ is Lord over the cosmos, but not every knee bows – yet. The world has not
been completely healed. In other words, “The End,” which was expected to be a moment in
time, is actually a process begun by Christ and ultimately will be finished by Christ in the future.
It can be diagrammed as below:

This new perspective determined how the early Christians lived. It reshaped their stories around
God’s Story and helped them find their place in what God was doing. We’ll explore this more in
the next chapter.

But for this chapter, this new perspective helps us understand the salvation that Christ brings us
– the sharing (koinonia) of his life with ours.

Salvation Is Sharing
Salvation in Christ is often understood as substitution. On the cross, Christ takes our deserved
punishment for sin, dying in our place so we can be forgiven and live forever. Although this is
true, it is only one aspect of a much larger scheme of salvation.

A better way of understanding salvation in Christ is to view it as sharing. Christ brings salvation
to the human race through sharing or participating in our existence so we can share or
participate in his. Jesus fully shares in everything we are, making it possible for us to share in
everything he is.

In this light, Christ’s act of salvation isn’t simply focused on the final hours of Jesus’ life, hanging
on the cross. That moment was the climax of an entire life of salvation for us. In other words, if
Jesus simply came to earth to die for us, why did he wait 33 years? If Jesus came only to die for
our sins, then it minimizes the rest of his incarnational life. But if Jesus came to share in our
lives so we may share in his, the cross becomes the climax of his entire incarnational life.

The Present Age
“According to the flesh”

The End

Inauguration Consummation

The Coming Age / Kingdom of God
“According to the Spirit”Between the Times
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This is crucial to God’s story. If Jesus came simply to bear the sins of the world as a substitution
for us, then the climax of the story is some sort of divine “bait and switch.” God wanted to
destroy us, but will settle for his son. And somehow in that transaction, we’re forgiven and get to
live with God forever, even though nothing occurs inside of us to actually deal with the enmity
between God and us in the first place.

Also, the logical conclusion of Jesus’ ministry is to view him as some sort of spokesperson for
heaven who stands outside of our lives and tells us how to live without really getting himself
dirty. He walks around healing people and distributing a new ethic for life in a fairly detached
way.

But, if Jesus came “in the likeness of sinful flesh” to share fully in our lives so we may share fully
in his, the climax of God’s story is God fully demonstrating his faithfulness to the covenant by
actually dealing with problems begun in Adam:

• Jesus’ birth is part of our salvation as God empties himself and enters the stark and
brutal reality of human existence.

• Jesus’ “unseen years” between birth and public ministry are part of our salvation as
Jesus, in the midst of a real human family, raised by a single mom, dealing with siblings
who reject who he is, and working in the “real world” as a blue collar contractor, learns
obedience to God through what he suffers in a real life like ours.

• Jesus’ public ministry is part of our salvation as he embodies, demonstrates and
announces the fulfillment of what it means to be truly human in God’s likeness.

• Jesus’ death is part of our salvation, climaxing 33+ years of a sinless human life that
incarnates God’s presence by actually taking upon himself God’s wrath. He shares fully
in our human death as a consequence of sin so we may share fully in his divine life and
glory.

• Jesus’ resurrection is part of our salvation as it is the prototype of what awaits us in the
final consummation of God’s kingdom.

• Jesus’ ascension is part of our salvation as he goes to be with the Father in order that the
Spirit of God may now fill all of us with Christ’s eternal presence.

• Jesus’ priesthood is part of our salvation as his intercession saves us completely.
• Jesus’ return is part of our salvation as he returns to finalize the work he inaugurated, the

completion of the renewed creation co-ruled by the community of redeemed humanity.

And by beginning the Coming Age now, we learn to share in Jesus’ life on earth as he shared in
ours. Empowered by the Spirit, we now live the life of the future in the present age, the life that
characterizes God himself. We are learning to train and live our lives in God’s character and
power as Christ would in our place, recreating and nurturing the goodness of this creation as we
anticipate his return and consummation of the Coming Age. As Stanley Grenz states:

“In short, the vision of the Scriptures is clear: The final goal of the work of the triune God
in salvation history is the establishment of the eschatological community – a redeemed
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people dwelling in a renewed earth, enjoying reconciliation with their God, fellowship with
each other, and harmony with all creation.”15

                                                  
15 Stanley J. Grenz, Theology for the Community of God (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1994), 115.
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God’s Story (part 5)
Church

Introduction
In Jesus, we have seen the entire Story of God climaxed in a single person. Jesus embodies,
demonstrates and announces human life in God’s ever-present kingdom in God’s good world. In
Christ, both human history and Israel’s history find their fullest expression. But the climax of
God’s Story in Christ doesn’t conclude the story. That’s because Jesus’ resurrection inaugurates
the grand finale – the re-creation of God’s good creation inhabited by a redeemed community in
God’s full presence. Jesus’ resurrection is the first day of the renewed creation, which will reach
it’s finale at his return. And the Church, God’s new humanity, has been living in the anticipation
of that finale for two thousand years. With this as a backdrop, we now explore our place within
God’s Story.

The Church is Jesus’ People
While there are many facets of the Church worth exploring, the quintessential one that we must
first address is that the Church is Jesus’ people. Jesus states in Matthew 16:18:

“And I tell you that you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of
Hades will not overcome it.”

We must keep this in the forefront of our thoughts and imagination regarding our place in God’s
Story. As followers of Christ, the Church is not primarily defined by its doctrines or practices. We
are defined by being Christ’s. We are his people and therefore, his dreams and designs are
what guide us.

There are several counter-theologies in our church culture about the Church that we must guard
against. For many, Church is defined as a specific location we visit. For example, we say, “Are
you going to church today?” or “Where do you go to church?”

Church is also defined today by the pastor or denomination. For example we say, “I go to Pastor
So-and-so’s church” or “I go to a Baptist church.”

Another way Church is defined in our popular culture is by its programming. This is a bit more
subtle, but for many people Church has not “happened” unless certain religious activities occur
such as worship, a sermon, ministry time, liturgy, or communion.

Finally, Church is also defined by personal preferences. A decade or so ago, during the
“Worship Wars,” many Christians were divided over contemporary music and instruments in the
local church. For some, church wasn’t Church without an organ and hymnals. Similar divisions
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still occur. Should ministry time or spiritual gifts be exercised during a church service? Should
movie clips or drama or dance be allowed in the church?

The problem is that these discussions completely miss the entire issue about the Church. The
Church is the community of Jesus’ people – those who have placed their trust and allegiance in
the living and ever-present Jesus Christ. This is what Paul meant by being “justified by faith.”
When a person hears the declaration that Jesus is God’s Messiah and Lord of the cosmos and
then, by God’s grace, positively responds to the promptings of the Spirit by believing that
declaration and deciding to bring his or her life in obedient submission to Christ as Lord (i.e.
faith), he or she becomes part of God’s people. In this light, the cry of the newborn apprentice of
Christ is faith. It is the birth of a new life of allegiance to Christ, demonstrated by learning how to
become like him and cooperating with his eternal designs. And that faith is the brand, the
justification before God, that he or she is a member of God’s covenant people.

Being Jesus’ community of loyal apprentices, the Church shares in and participates fully in
Jesus’ life through a dynamic and continuous relationship with the living Christ in daily life. As
mentioned in the last chapter, we share in Jesus’ life and he shares in ours. Therefore,
everything Jesus was, except for his unique mission as the Messiah, is ours to experience.
Everything Jesus embodied and taught about life in God’s kingdom is fully available to us
through a life in him.

• As Jesus fulfilled what it meant to be truly human and a co-creator with God, we too may
share in that life with him.

• As Jesus fulfilled what it meant to be God’s people, cooperating with God in the renewing
of the cosmos, we too may share in that life with him.

• As Jesus was completely filled, empowered and led by the Spirit of God to accomplish
the will of God, we too may share in that life with him.

• As Jesus lived God’s future kingdom in the present – “on earth as it is in heaven” – so we
too may share in that life with him.

• As Jesus trusted God and experienced the resurrection of his mortal body in preparation
and anticipation of God’s future finale, so we too may share in that life with him.

The Church as the New Creation
Being Jesus’ community of followers who share in his life makes us a brand new kind of
humanity. In 2 Corinthians 5:17, Paul states:

“Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has
come!”

Paul’s choice of words is intentional. Anyone who is trusting and following Christ as his
apprentice, learning from him how to bring one’s entire life into God’s kingdom is a “new
creation.” That is a startling phrase! With those words, Paul doesn’t simply mean a Christian is
“brand new” or “has a fresh start.” Rather, the person who has immersed his or her life into the
one who fully embodied God’s future new creation has become part of that future new creation
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as well. That person, like Christ, is a citizen of heaven living on earth. By doing this, we become
a new kind of humanity, where God’s future kingdom and the present life on earth intersect.

God then takes us as seeds of his new creation and plants us in the present world. In other
words you and I, as God’s new creation, are the transformative force in the world right where we
live – at home, work, neighborhood, relationships, etc. As we follow Christ into his life, our
transformation touches the world around us. This is creation’s hope, something Paul details in
Romans 8.

In Romans 8:1-17, Paul talks about how we, as God’s new humanity, must live “according to the
Spirit.” This phrase refers to life in God’s new world, living by the life and principle of heaven’s
community as embodied by Jesus. The phrase describes our eschatological identity as we
anticipate and restructure our entire lives around life in God’s future while living in the present.
This life is contrasted with a life “according to the flesh.” This phrase isn’t simply referring to
living by our individual passions. Rather, it means living by the life and principle of this corrupted
age, which has corrupted our natural passions and set them against life in God. Living by the
Spirit is the life of God’s new humanity, the children of God.

Here is where the vital connection comes. Paul finishes this section by stating as children of
God, we are also co-heirs with Christ. Heirs to what? The answer comes in the next section. In
Romans 8:18-27, Paul unpacks our inheritance – the renewed creation! Our journey of learning
to become “children of God” eventually participates in the transformation and renewing of the
cosmos.

The imagery Paul uses is similar to the Russian Babushka dolls. These are the dolls that upon
opening one doll, you find another. You then open that doll to find another and so on. Each doll
is embedded within another.

God’s Spirit, who is striving for the new creation, is embedded within the Church. The Church,
who is living according to the Spirit, in turn, is embedded within creation. In other words, as we
live according to the Spirit, we bring our lives and longings into alignment with the Spirit and find
his inward momentum and power toward the goal of Christlikeness at work within us.
Christlikeness is the new creation in human form. As the Church intentionally journeys toward
Christlikeness in the Spirit, it finds itself embedded within broken creation. So as we live by the
order of God’s new creation in our families, jobs, schools, neighborhoods, and relationships, we
progressively cooperate with God in the transforming or re-creating of creation into the new
creation. Therefore, the Spirit draws God’s people toward the new creation and God’s people
draw the rest of creation in the same direction. As Adam and Eve were originally created to
nurture transformative goodness within creation, God’s people are now re-created to nurture
transformative goodness within God’s inbreaking renewed creation.

And God is in the midst of this long process. In Romans 8:28-30, Paul then states that God is
working for the good of all who love him and have been called according to his purpose. That
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good is being conformed into the likeness of his Son. Again, Christlikeness is the new heavens
and the new earth in human form. This is God’s ongoing project for humanity. This gives the
proper perspective to John 3:16, “For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only
Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.”

Paul then climaxes the discussion in Romans 8:31-39, stating that nothing separates us from
God’s love. Nothing can stop the eternal motivation and power behind this incredible project for
humanity and the cosmos.

As Jesus’ people and God’s new humanity, the Church’s daily life has five interrelated aspects
essential for our participation in God’s Story. Let’s look at each in turn.

The Church Anticipates and Lives God’s Future Kingdom in the Present (Eschatological)
First, as we have explored in the last chapter and touched upon above, the Church is
eschatological. The reality of life in God’s history within this world is that Jesus has begun the
new age of God’s kingdom within the present. He didn’t end this present age to begin a new one
as was expected by Israel. As this present age is winding down, God’s future age is
simultaneously gaining momentum. God’s kingdom is already here, but has not yet fully come.

Although potentially difficult for us modern Christians to understand and experience, it was the
keystone of the early Church’s life. Gordon Fee states:

“This already/not yet perspective, in which they believed themselves already to be living
in the time of the End, even though it was yet to be consummated, is the eschatological
framework that determines everything about them – how they lived, how they thought,
and how they understood their own place in the present world, which was now
understood to be on its way out.”16

Living eschatologically transforms our Christian lives. How we live today is not based on rules or
regulations. Rather, we are living the future kingdom today. Gordon Fee states, “Ethical life,
therefore, does not consist of rules to live by. Rather, empowered by the Spirit, we now live the
life of the future in the present age, the life that characterizes God himself."17

For this reason, John writes in 1John 2:5-6:

“But if anyone obeys his word, God’s love is truly made complete in him. This is how we
know we are in him: Whoever claims to live in him must walk as Jesus did.”

Living the life of the future through obedience in our daily lives transforms us into the life of God,
who is love.

                                                  
16 Gordon Fee, Paul, the Spirit, and the People of God (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publishers, 1996), 51.
17 Fee, 52.
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Jesus inaugurated God’s kingdom with his message, “The kingdom of God is near. Repent and
believe the good news.” He demonstrated its availability through him by his teaching, his
miracles and his presence (Luke 11:20). Even during the forty-day period between his
resurrection and his ascension, Jesus appeared to his followers through the Holy Spirit to teach
them about the kingdom of God (Acts 1:3).

Bringing our lives into the reality of God’s Story compels us to grapple with this truth. Without
this essential aspect dominating the landscape of our daily lives, we can easily find ourselves
misaligned with God’s intentions and designs for us.

The Church Embodies Jesus’ Life and Fullness (Incarnational)
The Church is eschatological because it is in Christ and follows Christ, who is himself
eschatological. One metaphor Paul uses to describe our being immersed in Christ and Christ in
us is “body.” The Church is the Body and Christ is the Head (Rom 12:4-5; 1Cor 12:27; Eph 5:29-
30; Col 1:18).

In a practical way, the Head and Body are part of the same living being, parts of the same
nature. This leads Paul to make a startling statement in Ephesians 1:22-23:

“And God placed all things under his feet and appointed him to be head over everything
for the church, which is his body, the fullness of him who fills everything in every way.”

The Church is the fullness of Christ on earth. Stanley Grenz states, “As his ‘body,’ the church
exists solely to do the will of Christ and in this way be his presence in the world.”18 We are the
physical manifestation of his fullness. Or to put it another way, we should be able to echo Jesus’
words in John 14:9:

“Anyone who has seen me [us] has seen the Father.”

Another metaphor that Paul uses is “icon” or “image” (2 Cor 4:4). Paul states in Colossians 1:15:

“[Jesus] is the image [or icon] of the invisible God, the firstborn over all creation.

Paul then goes further and uses the same word, stating that the Church is the image, likeness
or icon of Christ (Rom 8:29; 1 Cor 15:49). Being an icon of Christ is a journey of transformation
as Paul states in 2 Corinthians 3:18:

“And we, who with unveiled faces all reflect the Lord’s glory, are being transformed into
his likeness [icon] with ever-increasing glory, which comes from the Lord, who is the
Spirit.”

                                                  
18 Stanley Grenz, Theology for the Community of God (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1994), 467.
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Again, if we fail to incorporate this essential aspect into our daily lives, we slip from the stream
of God’s Story.

The Church is Filled, Empowered and Led by God’s Spirit (Pneumatological)
Living in God’s future kingdom now and then (eschatological) and embodying the fullness of
Jesus’ presence of earth (incarnational) are both impossible in our own energies and devices.
Life in God requires a power beyond ourselves. Peter writes in 2 Peter 1:3-4:

“His divine power has given us everything we need for life and godliness through our
knowledge of him who called us by his own glory and goodness. Through these he has
given us his very great and precious promises, so that through them you may participate
in the divine nature and escape the corruption in the world caused by evil desires.”

Although impossible for humans by themselves, God has equipped his people with the essential
power to live in his kingdom. That power ultimately flows from the presence of God himself as
the Spirit of God. This is why God sends the Spirit to his people as explained in Acts 1:8:

“But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my
witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.”

The Spirit’s power enables us to be Jesus’ witnesses – to embody, demonstrate and announce
Jesus’ fullness as God’s eschatological and incarnational people.

Ultimately, our eternal future destiny as God’s people is intimately connected with the Spirit.
When Paul waxes eschatological in 1Corinthians 15, he discusses how we will ultimately
experience transformed bodies at our resurrection. Rather than having physical bodies
animated primarily by our soul as we currently experience in this age (soulish or natural bodies),
we will possess physical bodies that are animated by God’s Spirit (spiritual bodies). We will
experience a necessary transformation that will allow us to live in God’s renewed creation and
consummated kingdom.

Although volumes can be said regarding the Spirit of God and his role in God’s Story and the
Church’s life, we can summarize by stating that the Spirit, who created the cosmos, is at work in
God’s world, leading the cosmos toward the consummation of God’s kingdom at Christ’s return.
The Spirit is faithfully bringing about the Father’s design for creation begun in Genesis 1, moving
it toward its finale as the renewed heavens and earth. He is the creating Spirit and the re-
creating Spirit.

Although working in all of creation, the Spirit is specifically accomplishing his goals as we saw in
Romans 8, by recreating God’s people into the likeness or icon of Christ as we live in this
present creation. In other words, through teaching, leading and empowering us, the Spirit works
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uniquely in the Church by transforming us into Christ’s likeness – the human form of the new
creation. This is his primary means of moving the rest of creation toward the renewed creation.

God’s Spirit enables us to be the Church – God’s new humanity – for the sake of the world.

The Church is Missional
The Church, as God’s people, is following Christ into true co-creatorship as envisaged in
Genesis 1. Christ is the firstfruit and initial fulfillment of God’s original intention for humanity.
Jesus is a human being in God’s fullness at the helm of the cosmos. And we are in the process
of learning to be co-heirs who will reign alongside him. That process includes the vocation given
to God’s people as ethnic Israel – to be blessed by God so as to bless the world. As that
vocation has climaxed in Christ, it is redefined for us around Christ. In other words, our mission
of blessing to the world is to become like Christ, who is the royal representative of God’s future
kingdom and creation.

As we have mentioned before, Christlikeness is the human form of the new creation. So our
mission as God’s people in cooperating with the re-creation of the cosmos is to follow Christ into
his likeness – to be his authentic apprentices and to help others become the same. In other
words, we are a blessing to the world only as we become like Christ. This is our vocation and
therefore, this is the mission Jesus has given us (Matthew 28:18-20):

“Then Jesus came to them and said, ‘All authority in heaven and on earth has been given
to me. Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the
Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have
commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.’”

Our mission is to live in God’s renewing creation and ever-present kingdom begun at Jesus’
resurrection by following Jesus into his likeness. As the Church carries out this mission, human
life is transformed as others become part of God’s new creation (2 Cor 5:17) and the cosmos
around them is touched as they move toward the likeness of Christ.

The Church is a Community of Jesus’ Apprentices (Communal)
As much as a relationship with God is personal, equally important to God’s Story is the fact that
the Church is first and foremost a community. In a culture that idolizes individualism, this aspect
is easily forgotten. We have been taught to read the Bible as if it were written to individuals.
However, the context of its very formation and existence is God’s people, which is a community.

As we have explored the Church being eschatological, incarnational, pneumatological and
missional, it is significant to note that each of these aspects has a communal dimension. As we
live in anticipation of God’s future (eschatological), what we anticipate in the new creation is the
fulfillment of reconciled community. The future age is about God, humanity and the cosmos
sharing in harmonious reconciled fellowship, reflecting and enjoying the eternal community that
exists in the Trinity.
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As we embody the life and presence of God in our journey toward Christlikeness (incarnational),
we are becoming like God, who is love (1John 4:8). And love is communal and community-
building. Because God is love, he exists eternally in a Tri-community. This is brought home
when Jesus tells his apprentices to “Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect”
(Matt 5:48). The “perfection” he’s talking about from the previous verses is love. We are to
become perfect or complete in the love that is at the heart of the Father’s nature.

As we are filled, empowered and led by the Holy Spirit (pneumatological), the natural by-product
or “fruit” of such a life is love and its many dimensions (Gal 5:22-23). Again, love is communal.
That means a life according to the Spirit is a communal life, not an individual one. This point is
sharpened when contrasted to a life according to the flesh a few verses prior. Such a life is
demonstrated by acts that although perpetrated upon people, destroy community (Gal 5:19-21).

Also, as we engage in the project of being and making disciples to bless the world with
Christlikeness (missional), a key element to Jesus’ commission is baptizing or immersing
disciples in the name or essence of the Triune God. Where does the essence of the Triune God
exist? It’s in the community of Jesus’ apprentices. Jesus states in Matthew 18:20:

“For where two or three come together in my name, there am I with them.”

When two or more of Jesus’ apprentices come together in his name or essence, which we know
from Paul is reconciliation (2Cor 5:17-21), Jesus is incarnated. In other words, only collectively
as a divinely loving and ever-reconciling community – as a colony of God’s new humanity on
earth – do we really extend the incarnation of Christ.

Stanley Grenz, in his book, Theology for the Community of God, unpacks this a bit more:

“The fellowship of Jesus’ followers is not merely a loose coalition of individuals who
acknowledge Jesus, however. Rather, it is a community of disciples who seek to walk
together in accordance with the principles of the kingdom. As Christ’s church, we desire
to live out in the present the final reality that will come at the end of history, namely, the
reconciled community. This forms the ultimate reason why the goal of evangelism is
disciple making. The Spirit directs his great creative work toward establishing the
eschatological community, a people who are bonded together by their mutual obedience
to the God revealed in Jesus. It is their commitment to living as Jesus’ disciples which
facilitates the mutuality that characterizes the community they form.”19

                                                  
19 Grenz, 504.
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Conclusion
God’s Story is amazing! Beginning perhaps billions of years ago, the Story is epic. It engulfs the
entire cosmos, moving it ever forward toward a magnificent finale. And right now in this moment
of time and space, your life and my life are part of this sweeping saga. And standing at the end
of this Story is a God whose “reward” is who you and I are becoming. That is the riches of his
glorious inheritance of the saints (Eph 1:18).

We are the Church, the community of Jesus’ apprentices with a singular mission – to learn from
Jesus how to be like Jesus by being filled with God’s Spirit so we may live the life of God’s
future kingdom in the present and thereby incarnate God’s life and presence on earth through
our communal life.

To close this chapter, I want to quote from Stanley Grenz one more time:

“The church is a people who covenant together to belong to God – that is, to be holy, to
be set apart from the world for God’s special use. As this holy people, we are to proclaim
in word and action the principles of the kingdom, showing others what it means to live
under the divine reign. But more importantly, as Christ’s people we are to show forth the
divine reality – to be the image of God. To be the people in covenant with God who serve
as the sign of the kingdom means to reflect the very nature of God. The church reflects
God’s character in that it lives as a genuine community – lives in love – for as the
community of love the church shows the nature of the triune God. En route to the
consummation of his purpose, therefore, God calls the church to mirror as far as possible
in the midst of the brokenness of the present that eschatological ideal community of love
which derives its meaning from the divine essence.”20

                                                  
20 Grenz, 483.


