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APRIL 1

Easter hope for the world

This is how we know what love is: Jesus Christ laid down his life for us. And we ought to lay down our lives for our brothers and sisters.

1 John 3:16

Each year at Easter I get to preach on the resurrection. In my sermon I always say to my skeptical, secular friends that, even if they can’t believe in the resurrection, they should want it to be true. Most of them care deeply about justice for the poor, alleviating hunger and disease, and caring for the environment. Yet many of them believe that the material world was caused by accident and that the world and everything in it will eventually simply burn up in the death of the sun. They find it discouraging that so few people care about justice without realizing that their own worldview undermines any motivation to make the world a better place. Why sacrifice for the needs of others if in the end nothing we do will make any difference?

If the resurrection of Jesus happened, however, that means there’s infinite hope and reason to pour ourselves out for the needs of the world.
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APRIL 2

The empty tomb and the witnesses

For what I received I passed on to you as of first importance: that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day according to the Scriptures, and that he appeared to Cephas, and then to the Twelve. After that, he appeared to more than five hundred of the brothers and sisters at the same time, most of whom are still living, though some have fallen asleep.

1 Corinthians 15:3–6

The first accounts of the empty tomb and the eyewitnesses are not found in the Gospels, but in the letters of Paul, which every historian agrees were written just fifteen to twenty years after the death of Jesus.

Here Paul not only speaks of the empty tomb and resurrection on the ‘third day’ (showing he is talking of a historical event, not a symbol or metaphor) but he also lists the eyewitnesses. Paul indicates that the risen Jesus not only appeared to individuals and small groups, but he also appeared to five hundred people at once, most of whom were still alive at the time of his writing and could be consulted for corroboration. Paul’s letter was to a church, and therefore it was a public document, written to be read aloud. Paul was inviting anyone who doubted that Jesus had appeared to people after his death to go and talk to the eyewitnesses if they wished.

[. . .] Paul’s letters show that Christians proclaimed Jesus’ bodily resurrection from the very beginning. That meant the tomb must have been empty.
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APRIL 3

Was the resurrection a hoax?

For we did not follow cleverly devised stories when we told you about the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ in power, but we were eye-witnesses of his majesty.

2 Peter 1:16

Over the years, skeptics about the resurrection have proposed that the followers of Jesus may have had hallucinations, that they may have imagined him appearing to them and speaking to them. This assumes that their master’s resurrection was imaginable for his Jewish followers, that it was an option in their worldview. It was not. Others have put forth the conspiracy theory, that the disciples stole the body and claimed he was alive to others. This assumes that the disciples would expect other Jews to be open to the belief that an individual could be raised from the dead. But none of this is possible. The people of that time would have considered a bodily resurrection to be as impossible as the people of our own time, though for different reasons.

[. . .] There were dozens of other messianic pretenders whose lives and careers ended the same way Jesus’ did. Why would the disciples of Jesus have come to the conclusion that his crucifixion had not been a defeat but a triumph—unless they had seen him risen from the dead?

The Reason for God






APRIL 4

God’s grace shown through his suffering

But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: while we were still sinners, Christ died for us.

Romans 5:8

The religious leaders of Jesus’ day expected a nice, easy-to-understand Messiah who would defeat the Roman power and lead Israel to political independence. A weak, suffering, and crucified Messiah made no sense to them. Those looking at Jesus as he was dying on the cross had no idea that they were looking at the greatest act of salvation in history. Could the observers of the crucifixion ‘clearly perceive’ the ways of God? No—even though they were looking right at a wonder of grace. They saw only darkness and pain, and the categories of human reason are sure God cannot be working in and through that. So they called Jesus to ‘come down now from the cross,’ sneering, ‘He saved others . . . but he can’t save himself.’ (Matt 27:42). But they did not realize he could save others only because he did not save himself.

Only through weakness and pain did God save us and show us, in the deepest way possible, the infinite depths of his grace and love for us. For indeed, here was infinite wisdom—in one stroke, the just requirement of the law was fulfilled and the forgiveness of lawbreakers secured. In one moment, God’s love and justice were fully satisfied. This Messiah came to die in order to put an end to death itself. Only through weakness and suffering could sin be atoned—it was the only way to end evil without ending us.
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APRIL 5

Restoration, not just consolation

Listen, I tell you a mystery: we will not all sleep, but we will all be changed – in a flash, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet. For the trumpet will sound, the dead will be raised imperishable, and we will be changed.

1 Corinthians 15:51–2

. . . [Another] great doctrine is that of the bodily resurrection from the dead for all who believe. This completes the spectrum of our joys and consolations. One of the deepest desires of the human heart is for love without parting. Needless to say, the prospect of the resurrection is far more comforting than the beliefs that death takes you into nothingness or into an impersonal spiritual substance. The resurrection goes beyond the promise of an ethereal, disembodied afterlife. We get our bodies back, in a state of beauty and power that we cannot today imagine. Jesus’ resurrection body was corporeal—it could be touched and embraced, and he ate food. And yet he passed through closed doors and could disappear. This is a material existence, but one beyond the bounds of our imagination. The idea of heaven can be a consolation for suffering, a compensation for the life we have lost. But resurrection is not just consolation—it is restoration. We get it all back—the love, the loved ones, the goods, the beauties of this life—but in new, unimaginable degrees of glory and joy and strength.
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APRIL 6

Living with hope and grace

You, then, why do you judge your brother or sister? Or why do you treat them with contempt? For we will all stand before God’s judgment seat.

Romans 14:10

[. . .] the biblical doctrine of Judgment Day, far from being a gloomy idea, enables us to live with both hope and grace. If we accept it, we get hope and incentive to work for justice. For no matter how little success we may have now, we know that justice will be established—fully and perfectly. All wrongs—what we have called moral evil—will be redressed. But it also enables us to be gracious, to forgive, and to refrain from vengefulness and violence. Why? If we are not sure that there will be a final judgment, then when we are wronged, we will feel an almost irresistible compulsion to take up the sword and smite the wrongdoers. But if we know that no one will get away with anything, and that all wrongs will be ultimately redressed, then we can live in peace. The doctrine of Judgment Day warns us that we have neither the knowledge to know exactly what people deserve, nor the right to mete out punishment when we are sinners ourselves (Rom 2:1–16, 12:17–21). So belief in Judgment Day keeps us from being too passive or too violently aggressive in our pursuit of truth and justice.
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APRIL 7

God brings about good from evil

And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose.

Romans 8:28

Often we can see how bad things ‘work together for good’ (Rom 8:28). The problem is that we can only glimpse this sometimes, in a limited number of cases. But why could it not be that God allowed evil because it will bring us all to a far greater glory and joy than we would have had otherwise? Isn’t it possible that the eventual glory and joy we will know will be infinitely greater than it would have been had there been no evil? What if that future world will somehow be greater for having once been broken and lost? If such is the case, that would truly mean the utter defeat of evil. Evil would not just be an obstacle to our beauty and bliss, but it will have only made it better. Evil would have accomplished the very opposite of what it intended.

How might that come about? At the simplest level, we know that only if there is danger can there be courage. And apart from sin and evil, we would never have seen the courage of God, or the astonishing extent of his love, or the glory of a deity who lays aside his glory and goes to the cross.
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APRIL 8

Nothing compared to seeing God

It was revealed to them that they were not serving themselves but you, when they spoke of the things that have now been told you by those who have preached the gospel to you by the Holy Spirit sent from heaven. Even angels long to look into these things.

1 Peter 1:12

For us here in this life, the thought of God’s glory is rather remote and abstract. But we must realize that the most rapturous delights you have ever had—in the beauty of a landscape, or in the pleasure of food, or in the fulfillment of a loving embrace—are like dewdrops compared to the bottomless ocean of joy that it will be to see God face-to-face (1 John 3:1–3). That is what we are in for, nothing less. And according to the Bible, that glorious beauty, and our enjoyment of it, has been immeasurably enhanced by Christ’s redemption of us from evil and death. We are told that the angels long to endlessly gaze into the gospel, into the wonder of what Jesus did in his Incarnation and atonement (1 Pet. 1:12).

Paul speaks mysteriously that we who know Christ and the power of his resurrection also know ‘the fellowship of sharing in his sufferings’ (Phil .3:10–11, NIV–1984). Alvin Plantinga points to the teachings of older Reformed theologians, such as Jonathan Edwards and Abraham Kuyper, who believed that because of our fall and redemption, we will achieve a level of intimacy with God that cannot be received any other way. And therefore the angels are envious of it.27 What if, in the future, we came to see that just as Jesus could not have displayed such glory and love any other way except through his suffering, we would not have been able to experience such transcendent glory, joy, and love any other way except by going through a world of suffering?
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APRIL 9

Jesus’ glory in his suffering

The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the one and only Son, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth.

John 1:14

The New Testament teaches that Jesus was God come in the flesh— ‘in Christ all the fullness of the Deity lives in bodily form’ (Col. 2:9). He was God yet he suffered. He experienced weakness, a life filled ‘with fervent cries and tears’ (Heb. 5:7). He knew first-hand rejection and betrayal, poverty and abuse, disappointment and despair, bereavement, torture, and death. And so he is able to empathize with our weaknesses for he ‘has been tempted in every way, just as we are—yet he did not sin’ (Heb. 4:15). On the cross, he went beyond even the worst human suffering and experienced cosmic rejection and a pain that exceeds ours as infinitely as his knowledge and power exceeds ours. There is no greater inner agony than the loss of a love relationship. We cannot imagine, however, what it would be like to lose not just a human relationship that has lasted for some years but the infinite love of the Father that Jesus had from all eternity. The separation would have been infinitely unbearable. And so Jesus experienced Godforsakenness itself on the cross when he cried out, ‘My God, my God! Why have you forsaken me?’

Here we see the ultimate strength—a God who is strong enough to voluntarily become weak and plunge himself into vulnerability and







APRIL 10

Suffering is within God’s control

In him we were also chosen, having been predestined according to the plan of him who works out everything in conformity with the purpose of his will . . .

Ephesians 1:11

God is called the one ‘who works out everything in conformity with the purpose of his will’ (Eph. 1:11). ‘Everything’ that happens fits in accord with, in harmony with, God’s plan. This means that God’s plan includes ‘little things.’ Proverbs 16:33 (KJV) says, ‘The lot is cast into the lap, but the whole disposing thereof is of the Lord.’ Even the flip of the coin is part of his plan. Ultimately, there are no accidents. His plan also includes bad things. Psalm 60:3 (ESV) reads, ‘You have made your people see hard things; you have given us wine to drink that made us stagger.’

Suffering then is not outside God’s plan but a part of it. In Acts 4:27–8 (ESV), the Christian disciples pray to God, ‘In this city, there were gathered together against your holy servant Jesus . . . Herod and Pontius Pilate, along with the Gentiles and the peoples of Israel, to do whatever your hand and your plan had predestined to take place.’ Jesus’ suffering and death was a great act of injustice, but it was also part of the set plan of God.
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APRIL 11

God plans our plans

In their hearts humans plan their course, but the Lord establishes their steps.

Proverbs 16:9

According to the Bible, God plans our plans. The author of Proverbs assumes that while we make our plans, they only fit into the larger plans of God.

There are many texts that weave freewill and divine sovereignty together in ways that startle us. In Genesis 50:20, Joseph explains how his brothers’ evil action of selling him into slavery was used by God to do great good. ‘You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good to accomplish what is now being done, the saving of many lives.’ Notice Joseph assuming that what they did was evil—they ‘intended’ harm, it was deliberate. Yet he says God’s plan overruled and he used Joseph’s troubles and sorrows for his own good purposes. The New Testament version of Joseph’s saying is Romans 8:28 (NKJV)—’All things work together for good to those who love God.’

In Acts 2:23, Peter again tells us Jesus was crucified ‘according to the definite plan’ of God, and yet the hands that put him to death were guilty of injustice and ‘lawlessness.’ In other words, the death of Jesus was destined to happen by God’s will—it was not possible that it would not happen. Yet no one who betrayed and put Jesus to death was forced to do it. They all freely chose what they did and were fully liable and responsible for their decisions. Jesus himself puts these truths together in one sentence: ‘The Son of Man will go [to his death] as it has been decreed, but woe to that man who betrays him!’ (Luke 22:22).
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APRIL 12

Our deepest need

Some men came, bringing to him a paralyzed man, carried by four of them. Since they could not get him to Jesus because of the crowd, they made an opening in the roof above Jesus by digging through it and then lowered the mat the man was lying on. When Jesus saw their faith, he said to the paralyzed man, ‘Son, your sins are forgiven.’

Mark 2:3–5

What a dramatic scene! If somebody suddenly came down through the roof as I was preaching, everything would stop—I would be speechless. What were these men so determined to get from Jesus? Well, it doesn’t seem at first that Jesus understands. Jesus turns to the paralyzed man, and instead of saying ‘Rise up, be healed,’ he says, ‘Your sins are forgiven.’ If this man were from our time and place, I believe he would have said something like this: ‘Um, thanks, but that’s not what I asked for. I’m paralyzed. I’ve got a more immediate problem here.’

But in fact Jesus knows something the man doesn’t know—that he has a much bigger problem than his physical condition. Jesus is saying to him, ‘I understand your problems. I have seen your suffering. I’m going to get to that. But please realize that the main problem in a person’s life is never his suffering; it’s his sin.’ [. . .] When the Bible talks about sin it is not just referring to the bad things we do. It’s not just lying or lust or whatever the case may be—it is ignoring God in the world he has made; it’s rebelling against him by living without reference to him. It’s saying, ‘I will decide exactly how I live my life.’ And Jesus says that is our main problem.
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APRIL 13

Jesus’ patience

But for that very reason I was shown mercy so that in me, the worst of sinners, Christ Jesus might display his immense patience as an example for those who would believe in him and receive eternal life.

1 Timothy 1:16

‘Grant that we may follow the example of Jesus’ patience.’ That is what Thomas Cranmer, the author of the original Book of Common Prayer, wrote as a prayer to be used on Palm Sunday—the Sunday before Easter. What does he mean by patience? Patience is love for the long haul; it is bearing up under difficult circumstances, without giving up or giving in to bitterness. Patience means working when gratification is delayed. It means taking what life offers—even if it means suffering—without lashing out. And when you’re in a situation that you’re troubled over or when there’s a delay or pressure on you or something’s not happening that you want to happen, there’s always a temptation to come to the end of your patience. You may well have lost your patience before you’re even aware of it.

Cranmer’s prayer is particularly poignant because it is prayed the week before Easter, the time when we remember Jesus’ sacrificial death on the cross. Jesus displayed patience not just in the way he faced his execution and his enemies. [. . .] The complete prayer actually says, ‘Grant that we may both follow the example of his patience, and also be made partakers of his resurrection.’ Jesus Christ knew the only way to the crown was through the cross. The only way to resurrection was through death.
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APRIL 14

Who can forgive sins but God alone?

Now some teachers of the law were sitting there, thinking to themselves, ‘Why does this fellow talk like that? He’s blaspheming! Who can forgive sins but God alone?’

Mark 2:6–7

Jesus can read the motives of the hearts of those around him—in this case the religious leaders. When Jesus says to the paralyzed man, ‘Son, your sins are forgiven,’ they are shocked and angry. They believe Jesus is blaspheming—showing contempt or irreverence toward God—because he claims to do something only God can do. They think to themselves: ‘Who can forgive sins but God alone?’ They’re totally right.

Let’s say Tom, Dick, and Harry are talking. Tom punches Dick smack in the mouth. There’s blood everywhere. Then Harry goes up to Tom and says, ‘Tom, I forgive you for punching Dick in the mouth. It’s all right. It’s over.’ What is Dick going to say, once he’s calmed down? ‘Harry, you can’t forgive him. Only I can forgive him. He didn’t wrong you; he wronged me.’ You can only forgive a sin if it’s against you. That’s why, when Jesus looks at the paralyzed man and says, ‘Your sins are forgiven,’ he’s actually saying, ‘Your sins have really been against me.’ The only person who can possibly say that to a human being would be their Creator. Jesus Christ, by forgiving the man, is claiming to be God Almighty. The religious leaders know it: This man is not just claiming to be a miracle worker, he is claiming to be the Lord of the universe—and they are understandably furious about it.
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APRIL 15

The price of forgiveness

‘Which is easier: to say to this paralyzed man, “Your sins are forgiven,” or to say, “Get up, take your mat and walk”? But I want you to know that the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins.’ So he said to the man, ‘I tell you, get up, take your mat and go home.’

Mark 2:9–11

Many biblical scholars say that here, as early as chapter 2 of Mark, the shadow of the cross falls across Jesus’ path. Jesus knows what the religious leaders are thinking, so he knows that if he begins to let on that he’s not just a miracle worker but also the Savior of the world, they’re eventually going to kill him. If he not only heals this man but forgives his sins as well, he’s taking a decisive, irreversible step down the path to his death. By taking that step, he is putting a down payment on our forgiveness.

You see, at that moment Jesus had the power to heal the man’s body, just as he has the power to give you that career success, that relationship, that recognition you’ve been longing for. He actually has the power and authority to give each of us what we’ve been asking for, on the spot, no questions asked.

But Jesus knows that’s not nearly deep enough. [. . .] We need someone who can go deeper than that. Someone who will [. . .] pierce our self-centeredness and remove the sin that enslaves us and distorts even our beautiful longings. In short, we need to be forgiven. That’s the only way for our discontent to be healed. It will take more than a miracle worker or a divine genie—it will take a Savior. Jesus knows that to be our Savior he is going to have to die.
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APRIL 16

Jesus vs religion

One Sabbath Jesus was going through the grainfields, and as his disciples walked along, they began to pick some heads of grain. The Pharisees said to him, ‘Look, why are they doing what is unlawful on the Sabbath?’

Mark 2:23–4

Jesus claimed to be able to forgive sins, and the religious leaders called that blasphemy. But Jesus goes on to make a claim so outrageous that the leaders don’t have a word for it. Jesus declares not that he has come to reform religion but that he’s here to end religion and to replace it with himself.

The law of God directed that you had to rest from your work one day in seven. That was wonderful, of course, but the religious leaders of the day had fenced in this law with a stack of specific regulations. There were thirty-nine types of activity that you could not do on the Sabbath, including reaping grain, which is what the Pharisees accused the disciples of doing. Mark goes on to record a second incident that took place on the Sabbath day [in Mark 3:1–6, where they look on stubbornly as Jesus heals a man with a shrivelled hand].

Why does Jesus become angry with the religious leaders? Because the Sabbath is about restoring the diminished. It’s about replenishing the drained. It’s about repairing the broken. To heal the man’s shriveled hand is to do exactly what the Sabbath is all about. Yet because the leaders are so concerned that Sabbath regulations be observed, they don’t want Jesus to heal this man—an incredible example of missing the forest for the trees. Their hearts are as shriveled as the man’s hand. They’re insecure and anxious about the regulations. They’re tribal, judgmental, and self-obsessed instead of caring about the man. Why? Religion.
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APRIL 17

Lord of rest

Then he said to them, ‘The Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath. So the Son of Man is Lord even of the Sabbath.’

Mark 2:27–8

In the face of this self-righteous religious preoccupation Jesus says, ‘The Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath. So the Son of Man is Lord even of the Sabbath.’ He affirms, even celebrates, the original principle of the Sabbath—the need for rest. Yet he squashes the legalism around its observance. He dismantles the whole religious paradigm. And he does it by pointing to his identity.

Jesus could have claimed divine authority to change the Sabbath, by saying something along the lines of ‘I’m Lord over the Sabbath.’ But he is saying even more.

The word Sabbath means a deep rest, a deep peace. It’s a near synonym for shalom—a state of wholeness and flourishing in every dimension of life. When Jesus says, ‘I am the Lord of the Sabbath,’ Jesus means that he is the Sabbath. [. . .]

Most of us work and work trying to prove ourselves, to convince God, others, and ourselves that we’re good people. That work is never over unless we rest in the gospel. At the end of his great act of creation the Lord said, ‘It is finished,’ and he could rest. On the cross at the end of his great act of redemption Jesus said, ‘It is finished’—and we can rest.
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APRIL 18

Be still

He got up, rebuked the wind and said to the waves, ‘Quiet! Be still!’ Then the wind died down and it was completely calm.

Mark 4:39

Jesus woke up, and two amazing things happened. The first was his words themselves are a command of utter simplicity. He didn’t brace himself, roll up his sleeves, and raise a wand. There were no incantations. He said: Quiet! Be still! That’s it. To a hurricane, Jesus simply says, Quiet! Be still!—just as you would talk to an unruly child. [. . .]

Now by his actions here Jesus is demonstrating, ‘I am not just someone who has power; I am power itself. Anyone and anything in the whole universe that has any power has it on loan from me.’

That is a mighty claim. And if it’s true, who is this and what does this mean for us? There are two options. You could argue that this world is just the result of a monumental ‘storm’—you’re here by accident, through blind, violent forces of nature, through the big bang—and when you die, you’ll turn to dust. And when the sun goes out, there won’t be anyone around to remember anything that you’ve done, so in the end whether you’re a cruel person or loving person makes no lasting difference at all.

However, if Jesus is who he says he is, there’s another way to look at life. If he’s Lord of the storm, then no matter what shape the world is in—or your life is in—you will find Jesus provides all the healing, all the rest, all the power you could possibly want.
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APRIL 19

Unmanageable power

He said to his disciples, ‘Why are you so afraid? Do you still have no faith?’ They were terrified and asked each other, ‘Who is this? Even the wind and the waves obey him!’

Mark 4:40–1

Why were they more terrified in the calm than they were in the storm? Because Jesus was as unmanageable as the storm itself. The storm had immense power—they couldn’t control it. Jesus had infinitely more power, so they had even less control over him.

But there’s a huge difference. A storm doesn’t love you. Nature is going to wear you down, destroy you. If you live a long time, eventually your body will give out and you’ll die. And maybe it will happen sooner—through an earthquake, a fire, or some other disaster. Nature is violent and overwhelming—it’s unmanageable power, and it’s going to get you sooner or later.

You may say, that’s true, but if I go to Jesus, he’s not under my control either. He lets things happen that I don’t understand. He doesn’t do things according to my plan, or in a way that makes sense to me. But if Jesus is God, then he’s got to be great enough to have some reasons to let you go through things you can’t understand. His power is unbounded, but so are his wisdom and his love. Nature is indifferent to you, but Jesus is filled with untamable love for you. [. . .]

If you have a God great enough and powerful enough to be mad at because he doesn’t stop your suffering, you also have a God who’s great enough and powerful enough to have reasons that you can’t understand.
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APRIL 20

Costly power

Then they took Jonah and threw him overboard, and the raging sea grew calm. At this the men greatly feared the Lord, and they offered a sacrifice to the Lord and made vows to him.

Jonah 1:15–16

Mark has deliberately laid out this account [of Jesus calming the storm] using language that is parallel, almost identical, to the language of the famous Old Testament account of Jonah. [. . .] Two almost identical stories—with just one difference. In the midst of the storm, Jonah said to the sailors, in effect: ‘There’s only one thing to do. If I perish, you survive. If I die, you will live’ (Jonah 1:12). And they threw him into the sea. Which doesn’t happen in Mark’s story. Or does it?

I think Mark is showing that the stories aren’t actually different when you stand back a bit and look at them with the rest of the story of Jesus in view. In Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus says, ‘One greater than Jonah is here,’ and he’s referring to himself: I’m the true Jonah.

He meant this: Someday I’m going to calm all storms, still all waves. I’m going to destroy destruction, break brokenness, kill death. How can he do that? He can do it only because when he was on the cross he was thrown—willingly, like Jonah—into the ultimate storm, under the ultimate waves, the waves of sin and death. Jesus was thrown into the only storm that can actually sink us—the storm of eternal justice, of what we owe for our wrongdoing. That storm wasn’t calmed—not until it swept him away.
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APRIL 21

A trustworthy Bible or a Stepford God?

All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness . . .

2 Timothy 3:16

If we let our unexamined beliefs undermine our confidence in the Bible, the cost may be greater than we think.

If you don’t trust the Bible enough to let it challenge and correct your thinking, how could you ever have a personal relationship with God? In any truly personal relationship, the other person has to be able to contradict you. For example, if a wife is not allowed to contradict her husband, they won’t have an intimate relationship. Remember the (two!) movies The Stepford Wives? The husbands of Stepford, Connecticut, decide to have their wives turned into robots who never cross the wills of their husbands. A Stepford wife was wonderfully compliant and beautiful, but no one would describe such a marriage as intimate or personal.

Now, what happens if you eliminate anything from the Bible that offends your sensibility and crosses your will? If you pick and choose what you want to believe and reject the rest, how will you ever have a God who can contradict you? You won’t! You’ll have a Stepford God! A God, essentially, of your own making, and not a God with whom you can have a relationship and genuine interaction. Only if your God can say things that outrage you and make you struggle (as in a real friendship or marriage!) will you know that you have got hold of a real God and not a figment of your imagination. So an authoritative Bible is not the enemy of a personal relationship with God. It is the precondition for it.
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APRIL 22

Acknowledging and wrestling with doubts

Immediately the boy’s father exclaimed, ‘I do believe; help me overcome my unbelief!’

Mark 9:24

I want to make a proposal that I have seen bear much fruit in the lives of young New Yorkers over the years. I recommend that each side look at doubt in a radically new way.

Let’s begin with believers. A faith without some doubts is like a human body without any antibodies in it. People who blithely go through life too busy or indifferent to ask hard questions about why they believe as they do will find themselves defenseless against either the experience of tragedy or the probing questions of a smart skeptic. A person’s faith can collapse almost overnight if she has failed over the years to listen patiently to her own doubts, which should only be discarded after long reflection.

Believers should acknowledge and wrestle with doubts – not only their own but their friends’ and neighbors’. It is no longer sufficient to hold beliefs just because you inherited them. Only if you struggle long and hard with objections to your faith will you be able to provide grounds for your beliefs to skeptics, including yourself, that are plausible rather than ridiculous or offensive. And, just as important for our current situation, such a process will lead you, even after you come to a position of strong faith, to respect and understand those who doubt.
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Doubt your doubts

‘Come now, let us reason together,’ says the Lord: ‘though your sins are like scarlet, they shall be as white as snow; though they are red as crimson, they shall be like wool.’

Isaiah 1:18 (NIV 1984)

But even as believers should learn to look for reasons behind their faith, skeptics must learn to look for a type of faith hidden within their reasoning.

Some will respond to all this, ‘My doubts are not based on a leap of faith. I have no beliefs about God one way or another. I simply feel no need for God and I am not interested in thinking about it.’ But hidden beneath this feeling is the very modern belief that the existence of God is a matter of indifference unless it intersects with my emotional needs. The speaker is betting his or her life that no God exists who would hold you accountable for your beliefs and behavior if you didn’t feel the need for him. That may be true or it may not be true, but, again, it is quite a leap of faith.28

The only way to doubt Christianity rightly and fairly is to discern the alternative belief under each of your doubts and then to ask yourself what reasons you have for believing it. How do you know your belief is true? It would be inconsistent to require more justification for Christian belief than you do for your own, but that is frequently what happens. In fairness you must doubt your doubts.
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Help my unbelief

Now Thomas (also known as Didymus), one of the Twelve, was not with the disciples when Jesus came. So the other disciples told him, ‘We have seen the Lord!’

But he said to them, ‘Unless I see the nail marks in his hands and put my finger where the nails were, and put my hand into his side, I will not believe.’

A week later his disciples were in the house again, and Thomas was with them. Though the doors were locked, Jesus came and stood among them and said, ‘Peace be with you!’ Then he said to Thomas, ‘Put your finger here; see my hands. Reach out your hand and put it into my side. Stop doubting and believe.’

Thomas said to him, ‘My Lord and my God!’

Then Jesus told him, ‘Because you have seen me, you have believed; blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed.’

John 20:24–9

Jesus modeled a view of doubt more nuanced than those of either modern skeptics or modern believers. When Jesus confronted ‘doubting Thomas’ he challenged him not to acquiesce in doubt (‘believe!’) and yet responded to his request for more evidence. In another incident, Jesus meets a man who confesses that he is filled with doubts (Mark 9:24), who says to Jesus, ‘Help my unbelief’—help me with my doubts! In response to this honest admission, Jesus blesses him and heals his son. Whether you consider yourself a believer or a skeptic, I invite you to seek the same kind of honesty and to grow in an understanding of the nature of your own doubts. The result will exceed anything you can imagine.
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Faith and violence?

Do not repay anyone evil for evil. Be careful to do what is right in the eyes of everyone. If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone.

Romans 12:17–18

Christianity provides a firm basis for respecting people of other faiths. Jesus assumes that nonbelievers in the culture around them will gladly recognize much Christian behavior as ‘good’ (Matt. 5:16; cf. 1 Pet. 2:12). That assumes some overlap between the Christian constellation of values and those of any particular culture29 and of any other religion.30 Why would this overlap exist? Christians believe that all human beings are made in the image of God, capable of goodness and wisdom. The biblical doctrine of the universal image of God, therefore, leads Christians to expect nonbelievers will be better than any of their mistaken beliefs could make them. The biblical doctrine of universal sinfulness also leads Christians to expect believers will be worse in practice than their orthodox beliefs should make them. So there will be plenty of ground for respectful co-operation.

[. . .] It is common to say that ‘fundamentalism’ leads to violence, yet as we have seen, all of us have fundamental, unprovable faith commitments that we think are superior to those of others. The real question, then, is which fundamentals will lead their believers to be the most loving and receptive to those with whom they differ? Which set of unavoidably exclusive beliefs will lead us to humble, peace-loving behaviour?
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Redemption and suffering

About three in the afternoon Jesus cried out in a loud voice, ‘Eli, Eli, lema sabachthani?’ (which means ‘My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?’)

Matthew 27:46

The death of Jesus was qualitatively different from any other death. The physical pain was nothing compared to the spiritual experience of cosmic abandonment.31 Christianity alone among the world religions claims that God became uniquely and fully human in Jesus Christ and therefore knows first-hand despair, rejection, loneliness, poverty, bereavement, torture and imprisonment. On the cross he went beyond even the worst human suffering and experienced cosmic rejection and pain that exceeds ours as infinitely as his knowledge and power exceeds ours. In his death, God suffers in love, identifying with the abandoned and godforsaken. Why did he do it? The Bible says that Jesus came on a rescue mission for creation. He had to pay for our sins so that some day he can end evil and suffering without ending us.

Let’s see where this has brought us. If we again ask the question: ‘Why does God allow evil and suffering to continue?’ and we look at the cross of Jesus, we still do not know what the answer is. However, we now know what the answer isn’t. It can’t be that he doesn’t love us. It can’t be that he is indifferent or detached from our condition. God takes our misery and suffering so seriously that he was willing to take it on himself.
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Resurrection and suffering

And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, ‘Look! God’s dwelling-place is now among the people, and he will dwell with them. They will be his people, and God himself will be with them and be their God. He will wipe every tear from their eyes. There will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain, for the old order of things has passed away.’

Revelation 21:3–4

For the one who suffers, the Christian faith provides as a resource not just its teaching on the cross but also the fact of the resurrection. The Bible teaches that the future is not an immaterial ‘paradise’ but a new heaven and a new earth. In Revelation 21, we do not see human beings being taken out of this world into heaven, but rather heaven coming down and cleansing, renewing and perfecting this material world. The secular view of things, of course, sees no future restoration after death or history. And Eastern religions believe we lose our individuality and return to the great All-soul, so our material lives in this world are gone for ever. Even religions that believe in a heavenly paradise consider it a consolation for the losses and pain of this life and all the joys that might have been.

The biblical view of things is resurrection—not a future that is just a consolation for the life we never had but a restoration of the life you always wanted. This means that every horrible thing that ever happened will not only be undone and repaired but will in some way make the eventual glory and joy even greater.
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Everything sad will come untrue

He who was seated on the throne said, ‘I am making everything new!’ Then he said, ‘Write this down, for these words are trustworthy and true.’

Revelation 21:5

In Greek (specifically Stoic) philosophy there was a belief that history was an endless cycle. Every so often the universe would wind down and burn up in a great conflagration called a palengenesia, after which history, having been purified, started over. But in Matthew 19:28 Jesus spoke of his return to earth as the palingenesis. ‘I tell you the truth, at the renewal of all things (Greek palingenesis), the Son of Man will sit on his glorious throne.’ This was a radically new concept. Jesus insisted that his return will be with such power that the very material world and universe will be purged of all decay and brokenness. All will be healed and all might-have-beens will be.

Just after the climax of the trilogy, The Lord of the Rings, Sam Gamgee discovers that his friend Gandalf was not dead (as he thought) but alive. He cries, ‘I thought you were dead! But then I thought I was dead myself! Is everything sad going to come untrue?’32 The answer of Christianity to that question is—yes. Everything sad is going to come untrue and it will somehow be greater for having once been broken and lost.

The Reason for God






APRIL 29

Form and freedom

For Christ’s love compels us, because we are convinced that one died for all, and therefore all died. And he died for all, that those who live should no longer live for themselves but for him who died for them and was raised again.

2 Corinthians 5:14–15

Freedom is not the absence of limitations and constraints but it is finding the right ones, those that fit our nature and liberate us.

For a love relationship to be healthy there must be a mutual loss of independence. It can’t be just one way. [. . .] At first sight, then, a relationship with God seems inherently dehumanizing. Surely it will have to be ‘one way,’ God’s way. God, the divine being, has all the power. I must adjust to God—there is no way that God could adjust to and serve me.

While this may be true in other forms of religion and belief in God, it is not true in Christianity. In the most radical way, God has adjusted to us—in his incarnation and atonement. In Jesus Christ he became a limited human being, vulnerable to suffering and death. On the cross, he submitted to our condition—as sinners—and died in our place to forgive us. In the most profound way, God has said to us, in Christ, ‘I will adjust to you. I will change for you. I’ll serve you though it means a sacrifice for me.’ If he has done this for us, we can and should say the same to God and others.
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No needy among them

. . . there were no needy persons among them. For from time to time those who owned lands or houses sold them, brought the money from the sales, and put it at the apostles’ feet, and it was distributed to anyone who had need.

Acts 4:34–5

This statement [about the early church] is more significant than it looks. Remember the key Old Testament text, Deuteronomy 15, in which God declared that if his people obeyed him as they should, no permanent poverty could exist in their midst. ‘There need be no poor among you’ (Deut. 15:4). This was the pinnacle of the ‘social righteousness’ legislation of the Old Testament, which expressed God’s love for the vulnerable and his zeal to see poverty and want eliminated. It is remarkable, then, that Acts 4:34 is a direct quote from Deuteronomy 15:4. It cannot be accidental that Luke, in his portrayal of the beginnings of the . . . community of the Holy Spirit, chose to describe them in words taken almost directly from [Deuteronomy 15:4]. In Deuteronomy, believers were called to open their hands to the needy as far as there was need, until they were self-sufficient. The New Testament calls Christians to do the same (1 John 3:16–17; cf. Deut. 15:7–8).
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