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We live in strange times. While the Bible-believing church is polarized on a wide range of hot-button “issues,” it neglects the powerful truths lying at the center of our faith.
 
―Raymond C. Ortlund, Jr.
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Introduction
Around the time I was finalizing some editing details for this volume, work on another project led me to look back through passages I had highlighted two decades before in Raymond Ortlund’s When God Comes to Church: A Biblical Model for Revival Today. Among them is the second paragraph of his introduction where he writes,
 
We live in strange times. While the Bible-believing church is polarized on a wide range of hot-button “issues,” it neglects the powerful truths lying at the center of our faith. The atmosphere of contemporary evangelicalism too often is overreaction and misplaced enthusiasm. We are not as biblical as we think we are (Ortlund 2000, 15).
 
That Ortlund would write those words in an introduction to a book on church revival is noteworthy, but we need to be sure we correctly understand the point he is making. He is not suggesting that churches should “retreat into a merely cerebral religion” (Ortlund 2000, 16), a course that will result in sterile churches who, in their concern to be true to biblical doctrine, will be rigid, unresponsive, and grim. While rightly concerned about the overemphasis on enthusiasm that is evident in what he calls the “eccentricities” of many contemporary churches, Ortlund is also correct that “‘doctrine only’ is not itself a biblical doctrine” (Ortlund 2000, 16). The churches who will best honor God and be most effective as salt and light will be those who trust God implicitly and refuse to be timid in their engagement with the world. They will embrace a vibrant spirit that enlivens them to “demonstrate in real life that the biblical view satisfies human needs and desires in a way that the error does not” (Ortlund 2000, 17; his emphasis).
I commend Ortlund’s appeals for revival and balance but urge us to not lose sight of the importance of the fundamental idea he expresses in the paragraph cited above. In our determination to be vibrant, we must not “neglect the powerful truths lying at the center of our faith.” Those truths are the doctrines that provide the reason for the confidence and vitality we can show to the world, the foundational beliefs that provide the fuel God’s people need to sustain the enthusiasm and activism we should demonstrate. 
Scripture itself confirms this. Think, for example, of Paul’s letter to the Ephesians. Chapters 1–3 include some of his most profound statements of doctrine. In chapter 1, he emphasizes the majesty of God the Father and the blessings believers have because of what God has done in Christ. In chapter 2, he affirms the seriousness of sin but also stresses the reconciliation to God and others that Jesus makes possible. In chapter 3, he explains that this was all part of God’s eternal purpose (Eph 3.1–19, 21) and then appeals to them to trust God to help them “do far more abundantly than all that we ask or think” (v. 20). 
Those are powerful truths, worth repeating in their own right. But in Ephesians, they are the foundations for the practical exhortations to the church that comprise chapters 4–6. There, Paul calls for them to demonstrate unity in active service that helps grow the body of Christ (4.1–16); think and live in ways that are radically different from the cultural decadence around them (4.17–5.21); nurture faithful families in the pagan environment of ancient Ephesus (5.22–6.9); and remain strong in the Lord as they participate in the cosmic war between God and “the spiritual forces of evil” (6.10–20; esp. v. 12).
Our challenges are no less daunting than theirs. Many still resist the faith we affirm, pressuring us through various means to conform to ways of life that promise great things but are really just fool’s gold. We must be as decisive in our response as Paul wanted them to be. But we will do so only if we are firmly grounded on the central truths of the faith.
 
Expository Studies of Central Truths
 
The central truths we are considering in these studies can be summarized as follows: At its most basic level, the Bible is about God taking the initiative through the work of Jesus Christ to rescue humanity from the sin that separates us from him and then teaching us how to live faithfully in our restored relationship with him. 
We will look at representative biblical texts that highlight various aspects of the teachings mentioned in that summary. Notice that I said, “biblical texts.” These are not systematic studies of the doctrines of God, sin, salvation, and service, but expository studies that focus on specific Bible passages. Exposition is a method of study and presentation in which the thought of the biblical writer determines the sermon’s substance based on a study of a passage in its historical, grammatical, and literary context (Robinson 1980, 20). As a preacher, I prefer expository studies because they encourage me to exercise the discipline to first hear what the text says and let it determine the points to be made in the sermon. This helps me stay focused on speaking “with God’s words” (1 Pet 4.8 net). I also like expository studies for developing series on different subjects. Looking at multiple passages that are all concerned with a subject allows us to look at that subject from different angles. It’s like looking at the different facets of a diamond: each passage reveals an important aspect of the teaching and enhances our appreciation of the subject in its entirety.
Some diamonds are more complex than others, of course, and the topical diamonds in this series are among the most multifaceted we can ever examine. So, these are not exhaustive treatments but are representative studies that can whet our appetites to probe more deeply. They can be utilized to point us to other passages that will further help us deepen our understanding of God, sin, separation, salvation, and service.
 
Origins, Purpose, and Structure
 
These studies originated as a series of sermons presented to enhance one church’s awareness of these foundational beliefs. I didn’t preach them because the church had never heard anything about the subjects, though it’s possible some newer Christians among us had not heard them discussed together. My intent was to review these important themes so that all of us would be more conscious of and reliant on them in our walks with God.
This book aims to share those studies with a wider audience. Since they were originally presented to a general church audience, I’m convinced they will benefit similar audiences in other churches. But given the overwhelming amount of information all of us are asked to evaluate today, I know it is unlikely many church goers will read them unless someone brings them to their attention. So, my hope is that this book will find an audience among preachers, elders, adult class teachers, and those who train them and that those leaders will use it as an aid to lead the churches they serve to think more deeply about these foundational ideas.
As previously noted, structurally, the chapters are expositions of Bible texts that highlight different facets of each of the book’s three major topics. Three chapters focus on seeing the Lord; seven look at sin, separation, and salvation; and two elaborate on broad principles of committed service. An appendix surveys the character and role of Jesus in making reconciliation with God possible. To facilitate additional reflection and discussion, a series of questions appears at the end of each chapter.
You may wonder why three chapters are devoted to studies of just one text, Isaiah 6. Beginning in the late 1980s, when I studied it for a course I was preparing to teach on the Old Testament prophets, I have sought out  opportunities to teach and write on this text. Every time I’ve returned to it, I’ve encountered something in the text or others’ treatment of it that deepens my appreciation for its ideas and usefulness for strong faith. It is a gold mine of theological riches, conveniently presented in just thirteen verses. 
As I began to chart the direction for the sermon series mentioned above, the inclusion of some study of Isaiah 6 was axiomatic. And since the text speaks to all three of the major ideas I intended to address, I decided to include a sermon on each of its sections to introduce the major topics in the series. 
When I decided to convert the sermons to a book, I had to decide whether to include the Isaiah 6 studies and, if so, how to do so. The decision to include them was settled quickly; the chapter’s teaching is simply too rich to omit. How to include them took longer to work out. I considered two options. One was to place all three Isaiah chapters at the beginning as an overview designed to introduce the book’s major themes. But as I thought about it more and received input from others whom I asked to evaluate an initial draft of the book, I decided that the Isaiah chapters are best utilized in the same way I used them in the sermon series: as introductions to each of the book’s three major sections.
One evaluator did agree with my concern that three chapters on a single Bible text just thirteen verses long might strike some as excessive or overwhelming, but he recommended including them nevertheless, precisely because Isaiah 6 is such a profound statement of the central truths. He also suggested the following as a way to satisfy the concerns mentioned above: If it fits your situation or class schedule better, you may choose to survey the Isaiah 6 chapters in one session or simply omit them and focus on the other ten texts. I think his suggestion has merit, but I hope you’ll make the effort to study and use all three chapters as the introductions to the book’s big ideas they are intended to be. The spiritual riches you uncover will reward your effort.
 
Revisiting Ephesians 1–3
 
Earlier, I called attention to the depth of Paul’s teaching in Ephesians 1–3. He begins by declaring the blessedness of  “the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in Christ with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places, even as he chose us in him before the foundation of the world, that we should be holy and blameless before him” (Eph 1.3–4). He refers to our “redemption through [Christ’s] blood, the forgiveness of our trespasses, according to the riches of his grace,” which was carried out “according to his purpose, which he set forth in Christ as a plan for the fullness of time, to unite all things in him, things in heaven and things on earth” (vv. 7, 9–10). The rest of chapters 1–3 tease out the implications of those ideas, providing yet another reservoir of theological riches worthy of extended study.
What I want to stress here, however, is that the teachings Paul expounds in chapters 1–3 are rooted in the foundational truths with which this book is concerned. In his effort to give the Ephesians what they needed to navigate the challenges created by the futile thinking and resulting spiritual and moral darkness of first century western Asia Minor (cf. Eph 4.17–24), he first reinforced the foundation they needed to sustain their faith and energize their service. So, in chapters 1–3, he gave them a vision of God, reminded them that their sin had once separated them from his glory, and invited them to celebrate the fact that, in Jesus, they had been reconciled to him and prepared for meaningful lives of service.
The specific circumstances of our world differ from theirs, but the cultural outlook is essentially the same. How important, then, is it for us to reinforce our knowledge of and commitment to the foundational teachings he gave them?
To God be the glory.
 
 
 
 

Part 1: Clarity — “I saw the Lord sitting upon a throne”
 
 
CHAPTER 1
What We Must See Before We Serve
At 5:47 pm eastern standard time on April 12, 1945, an official news bulletin was released to inform the American public that Franklin Delano Roosevelt, the nation’s 32nd president, had died two hours earlier in Warm Springs, Georgia, the victim of a stroke.
As reported by Scott Bomboy in a blog post on April 12, 2023, official Washington was stunned by the news. Within fifteen minutes of the press office’s official announcement, all the major American radio networks had issued news bulletins and stopped regular programming. Reports were mixed with solemn music and interviews with citizens who expressed their shock (Bomboy 2023).
Their feelings were shared across the nation and around the world. As the train transporting the president’s body proceeded from Georgia to Washington, D. C., thousands gathered along the route to pay their respects. British Prime Minister Winston Churchill later said that learning of Roosevelt’s death was comparable to being struck with a physical blow. Joseph Stalin, Premier of the Soviet Union, was also reportedly distraught at the news (Leuchtenburg, n.d.). And in a letter to his parents dated April 15, Robert Stone, an Army Air Force bombardier stationed in the Marianas, reported that, like others on base, he felt a definite sadness when he heard the news. He surmised—correctly—that the president’s sudden death had come as a real blow to the American people and then expressed concern for what the change in leadership would mean for members of the armed services. He wondered whether President Truman would be a decisive leader or “kicked around like a rubber ball.” If the latter, Stone was thankful for the capable military leaders he expected would fill the void (Gilder Lehrman Institute, n.d.).
Thousands of the soldiers, sailors, and airmen who served in World War II could scarcely remember a time when Roosevelt had not been their president. Elected to the first of four terms in 1932, at the time of his death he had held the office for twelve years—half the lifetimes of the oldest of the military rank-and-file. Their parents and grandparents had memories of previous leaders, but Roosevelt had occupied the office for so long and through so many momentous events that the actions of his predecessors often seemed like distant memories. FDR had become part of the national fabric. Furthermore, like Robert Stone, most Americans knew nothing about Harry Truman and could not imagine what their country would be like under his leadership or, for that matter, anyone who was not FDR.
 
Real Circumstances
 
If Americans felt that way after twelve years under a democratically elected leader, what must it have been like for the people of ancient Judah circa 740–739 bc when they learned of the death of King Uzziah (also known as Azariah; 2 Kings 14.21; 2 Chron 26.1)? He had reigned for fifty-two years—more than four times longer than Franklin Roosevelt was president.
Throughout the five decades in which he had been either co-regent or ruler in his own right (cf. 2 Kings 15.1–2), the dominant world power was Assyria. But because the Assyrian rulers were occupied with domestic troubles around their capital city of Nineveh in the early 8th century bc, they had not been able to give as much attention to the oversight of their vassals, two of whom were Israel and Judah. Their relative inattention left Uzziah free to improve conditions in Judah. The country had experienced economic prosperity as he expanded its territory through successful wars against the Philistines, conquests that allowed him to gain control of the Edomite territory and consolidate southern trade routes. He had also completed large-scale projects that included rebuilding the port city of Ezion-Geber (Elath) (cf. 2 Kings 14.21–22; 2 Chron 26.6–15) (Marrs 2003, 67).  In terms of peace, prosperity, and what most today would call success, life for the people of Judah under Uzziah had been generally good.
But in other, more important ways, things were not good in Judah when Uzziah died. Moral decadence, social fragmentation, and spiritual rot were prevalent. Isaiah 6 reports the prophet’s call to be God’s messenger who would confront the unfaithful people about their failings and appeal to them to return to God, but Isaiah 1–5 shows why he was needed. Three themes stand out in these chapters and provide the necessary context for appreciating Isaiah’s call to and motivation for difficult service. 
First, even though the people were active in public acts of religious devotion, including rites that God had commanded, he was rejecting their worship as if they were the people of the infamous Sodom and Gomorrah. Isaiah specifically called them to account for oppressing the nation’s underclass who had not benefited from the prosperity of Uzziah’s reign. 
 
Hear the word of the Lord,
you rulers of Sodom!
Give ear to the teaching of our God,
you people of Gomorrah!
“What to me is the multitude of your sacrifices?
says the Lord;
I have had enough of burnt offerings of rams
and the fat of well-fed beasts;
I do not delight in the blood of bulls,
or of lambs, or of goats.
When you come to appear before me,
who has required of you
this trampling of my courts?
Bring no more vain offerings;
incense is an abomination to me.
New moon and Sabbath and the calling of convocations—
I cannot endure iniquity and solemn assembly.
Your new moons and your appointed feasts
my soul hates;
they have become a burden to me;
I am weary of bearing them.
When you spread out your hands,
I will hide my eyes from you;
even though you make many prayers,
I will not listen;
your hands are full of blood.
Wash yourselves; make yourselves clean;
remove the evil of your deeds from before my eyes;
cease to do evil,
learn to do good;
seek justice,
correct oppression;
bring justice to the fatherless,
plead the widow’s cause” (Isa 1.10–17).
 
Second, because they were using their wealth to make the idols they were worshipping and practice oppression and injustice, Isaiah told them they would lose their finery and become destitute in the land in which God had promised they would prosper. 
 
For  you have rejected your people,
the house of Jacob,
because they are full of things from the east
and of fortune-tellers like the Philistines,
and they strike hands with the children of foreigners.
Their land is filled with silver and gold,
and there is no end to their treasures;
their land is filled with horses,
and there is no end to their chariots.
Their land is filled with idols; 
they bow down to the work of their hands,
to what their own fingers have made.
So man is humbled,
and each one is brought low—
do not forgive them!
Enter into the rock
and hide in the dust
from before the terror of the Lord,
and from the splendor of his majesty.
The haughty looks of man shall be brought low,
and the lofty pride of men shall be humbled,
and the Lord alone will be exalted in that day (Isa 2.6–11).
 
In that day the Lord will take away the finery of the anklets, the headbands, and the crescents; the pendants, the bracelets, and the scarves; the headdresses, the armlets, the sashes, the perfume boxes, and the amulets; the signet rings and nose rings; the festal robes, the mantles, the cloaks, and the handbags; the mirrors, the linen garments, the turbans, and the veils (Isa 3.18–23).
 
Third, because they were participants in the breakdown of decency, integrity, law and order, and justice for the oppressed, the delight they were taking in their prosperity would turn to lament when they were forced to forfeit their wealth.
 
Woe to those who join house to house,
who add field to field,
until there is no more room,
and you are made to dwell alone
in the midst of the land.
The Lord of hosts has sworn in my hearing:
“Surely many houses shall be desolate,
large and beautiful houses, without inhabitant.
For ten acres of vineyard shall yield but one bath,
and a homer of seed shall yield but an ephah” (Isa 5.8–10)
Woe to those who are wise in their own eyes,
and shrewd in their own sight!
Woe to those who are heroes at drinking wine,
and valiant men in mixing strong drink,
who acquit the guilty for a bribe,
and deprive the innocent of his right!
Therefore, as the tongue of fire devours the stubble,
and as dry grass sinks down in the flame,
so their root will be as rottenness,
and their blossom go up like dust;
for they have rejected the law of the Lord of hosts,
and have despised the word of the Holy One of Israel.
Therefore the anger of the Lord was kindled against his people,
and he stretched out his hand against them and struck them,
and the mountains quaked;
and their corpses were as refuse
in the midst of the streets.
For all this his anger has not turned away,
and his hand is stretched out still (Isa 5.21–25).
 
To summarize, from Isaiah 1–5 we learn how God saw the condition of Judah. The stability of Uzziah’s reign had allowed him to expand Judah’s territory and create prosperity for the nation but the cost had been high. Judah’s success had “led to decadence and social and spiritual decay” (Hill and Walton 2009, 195). They participated in the requisite rituals but did not practice the justice the law of the God they revered commanded. They used their wealth to make idols and feed their decadence instead of helping the poor and oppressed. Consequently, Isaiah was commissioned to announce God’s judgment. 
His prophecies were not welcome. The people heard and grasped what he was saying but refused to see the reality he exposed, heed his warning, or change their course. His preaching did not lead to a national revival. Instead, the people continued in their ways until their cities were laid waste and their land became desolate. Isaiah’s ministry was lonely and difficult and resulted in the survival of only a minority of Judah’s population (Isa 6.9–13). In fact, according to a tradition preserved in Jewish and Christian writings from the centuries on either side of the time of Christ, Isaiah died a horrible death because he predicted Judah’s apostasy and fall. 1
 
Clear Focus
 
Facing such challenging circumstances, where would Isaiah find the motivation necessary to persevere in faithful service? Isaiah 6, which records his call to prophesy, also gives us insight into what sustained him. Verses 1–4, our text for this chapter, show that what ultimately kept him going was his vision of the Lord he was called to serve. In particular, he experienced four things about God.
First, Isaiah saw the Lord’s majesty. Isaiah 6.1 says, “In the year that King Uzziah died I saw the Lord sitting upon a throne, high and lifted up; and the train of his robe filled the temple.” 
In addition to emphasizing the Lord’s “exalted” (niv) status, this verse also says that the Lord was in “the temple,” the focal point of his presence (cf. 1 Kings 8.30). But perhaps the most significant figure in the verse is the reference to “the train of [the Lord’s] robe [that] filled the temple.” This emphasized the Lord’s royal position and showed the extent of his kingship.
Second, Isaiah witnessed the reverence of God’s heavenly servants. “Above him stood the seraphim. Each had six wings: with two he covered his face, and with two he covered his feet, and with two he flew” (Isa 6.2).
The seraphim appear only here in the Old Testament. Isaiah’s vision depicts them in positions of deference and service to the Lord’s majestic glory. The fact that each of them had six wings adds to the sense of reverence associated with their service. Two wings were used to fly or, literally, to hover over the Lord’s robe. Two covered their faces, indicating that they were in such awe of the Lord that they would not dare to look directly at him
Motivated by God’s Greatness
Conclusion
Questions for Reflection
	Isaiah 1–5 indicates that moral decadence, social fragmentation, and spiritual rot had become prevalent over the time of Uzziah’s lengthy reign. Why do you think that occurred? What could have been done to prevent it?

	What similarities do you see between Judah’s culture as described in Isaiah 1–5 and our contemporary culture? What differences do you see?

	What barriers between Isaiah’s God-given message and the people were created by the conditions described in Isaiah 1–5? What barriers between God’s message and its reception do we face today?

	How important is the connection between our focus on God and our ability to effectively serve him? In your experience, has worship been an aid or hindrance to seeing God? 

	From reading only the first paragraph of the chapter’s concluding section, what did you think of John Piper’s plan to expose his hearers to the glory of God without one word of application? Did your opinion change when you read the second paragraph? Why or why not?

A Test Case: God in Romans
Paul’s Focus — A Closer Look
Jesus Defines the Point
Knowing God throughout Scripture
When We See the Point
Conclusion
Additional Note
What Romans Teaches About God
	A God of love — 1.7; 5.5, 8; 8.39 

	A God of mercy — 11.29–32; 12.1

	The Father of Jesus Christ — 1.4; 8.3

	A God who can be an enemy — 5.10; 8.7

	A God who rules and is to be served — 1.9; 6.13, 22; 7.4; 8.34; 9.5; 10.2, 16 ; 11.3; 12.1–2, 19 ; 14.11, 17–18

	A God who is in control — 1.10; 8.27; 9.11, 16; 12.2; 13.1-2; 14.11; 15.32

	A powerful God — 1.16; 9.22, 29; 10.9

	A God who reveals himself to mankind — 1.17; 3.2, 26; 5.8; 9.6, 22; 15.8

	A righteous God — 1.17; 3.5, 21–22; 10.3

	A God of wrath — 1.18; 2.5; 3.5; 5.9; 9.22; 12.19; 13.4; cf. 2.8; 4.15; 13.5

	A God who is capable of being known — 1.19, 21, 28; 10.1

	An invisible God — 1.20

	An immortal/incorruptible God — 1.23

	A God who gives humanity freedom — 1.24, 26, 28

	A God who judges justly — 2.2–3, 13, 16; 3.6, 19; 9.14; 11.21–22; 14.10, 12

	A kind God — 2.4

	A present, watchful God — 2.13; 4.17; 11.33–34; 16.27

	A God who is capable of being dishonored — 2.23–24; 8.8

	A true and faithful God — 3.3, 7

	A God who must be sought — 3.11; 15.30

	A God to be feared — 3.18

	A giving God — 3.25; 5.15; 6.23; 8.3; 11.29; 12.3; 15.5, 15

	A trustworthy God — 4.3, 20

	A forgiving God — 4.8; 11.1–2; 14.3

	A God to be glorified and praised — 5.2; 15.6–7, 9, 11

	A God in whom we can rejoice — 5:11

	A God before whom we can live — 6.10–11

	A God to thank — 6.17; 7.25; 14.6

	A God with a law to obey — 7.22, 25; 15.18

	An indwelling God — 8.9, 14

	A God who is a Father — 8.14, 16–17, 19, 21; 9.8, 26

	A God who does what is best for us — 8.28

	A God who is for us — 8.31, 33

	A patient God — 9.22

	A living God — 9.26

	A God of hope — 15.13

	A God of good news — 15.16

	A God of peace — 15.33; 16.20

	An eternal God — 16.26

Questions for Reflection
	How do the following Bible passages support the idea that “God is the point” of our lives of faith: Hebrews 11.6; 12.10; Ephesians 5.1?

	This chapter stresses that the name God appears more often in Romans than Jesus, Christ, and Lord combined, and more often than faith/believe, grace, and salvation combined. Were you surprised to learn this? Does Paul’s emphasis on God in the epistle change the way you think of the letter to the Romans?

	Think of the different answers given to the imagined survey about “eternal life”? Would you have given any of the same answers? Does the study of John 17.3 and the survey of other passages mentioned make any difference in the way you view eternal life?

	Compare the quotations in this chapter from J. B. Phillips, James Packer, and Charles Spurgeon, looking for similarities and differences. What, in your view, are the strengths and weaknesses of each?

	Evaluate the section on improving our knowledge of God (in the section entitled, “When We See the Point”), looking for strengths and weaknesses. Would you add anything?  

	If you were to choose a Bible book to do the exercise the author did for the book of Romans, what book would it be? Why?

An Amazing Revelation
A Surprising Announcement
An Audacious Intercession
Abraham’s Growing Faith
Learning from Abraham
Conclusion
Questions for Reflection
	Has  your relationship with God ever been tested by the events of life? Have you ever felt let down, dismayed, or frustrated by God? How did you react? What did you learn?

	How does remembering that “Abraham was just as human as we are” help as we learn from his example of faith?

	This chapter contends that Abraham was trying to discern something about God’s nature and ways in the dialogue about Sodom and Gomorrah. Have you ever wrestled with the kinds of questions he raised? 

	Evaluate the proposed connection between the events of Genesis 18 and 22. Can you think of circumstances in your life when something you had learned about God earlier in your life helped you resolve a bigger question later? 

	Think about John White’s statement, “You cannot have a relationship with God without standing, at one time or another, precisely where Abraham stood.”  Do you agree or disagree? Why?
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