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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      We are obsessed with strength and there is much more to the obsession with strength than most people realize.

      Our longing for strength feels so natural that it is easy to overlook how serious it is. But it is a very serious issue. And especially when it is overlooked or not addressed in the Church. This longing to be powerful is the fruit of the wisdom of the spiritual powers. These powers are responsible for the system of thinking in this age and they do everything possible to shape us into their image, instead of the image we are called to. These powers are called “powers” because they are spiritually powerful beings. They have a measure of influence in this age, and the Bible uses words like “rulers,” “authorities,” “powers,” and “principalities” to describe them.

      While the Bible acknowledges the influence of the powers in this age,⁠1 it also tells us something truly powerful: humans have been called to rule over and defeat them. But you cannot rule over the powers by using the wisdom of the powers. You must use a higher wisdom—a divine wisdom—a wisdom that is expressed through weakness.

      The idea that powerful, immortal spiritual beings should be instructed by mortal, fallen humans made of dust is a profound statement of God’s delight in weakness.

      Biblical weakness is not a character trait or another theme to study. It is a critical element of spiritual warfare. If you do not embrace weakness, you allow the powers influence they are not supposed to have. You essentially leave them enthroned in your life and in your community. However, if you embrace biblical weakness, you begin to exercise dominion over them by living according to a different wisdom.

      The best known apostle in the New Testament said, “I am the least of all the saints,” but we strive to be the “best” and most powerful of all the saints. This indicates we are living by the wisdom of the powers. When you live by their wisdom, you cannot overcome their kingdom.

      Throughout Ephesians 3, Paul dealt with the issue of power and how it operated in his life. He wrote that he was the “least of all the saints” and the power flowing through him was given because of the “grace,” or favor, of God, not because of his own strength or achievements:

      
        
        Of this gospel I was made a minister according to the gift of God’s grace, which was given me by the working of his power. To me, though I am the very least of all the saints, this grace was given, to preach to the Gentiles the unsearchable riches of Christ, and to bring to light for everyone what is the plan of the mystery hidden for ages in God, who created all things, so that through the church the manifold wisdom of God might now be made known to the rulers and authorities in the heavenly places. This was according to the eternal purpose that he has realized in Christ Jesus our Lord, in whom we have boldness and access with confidence through our faith in him. So I ask you not to lose heart over what I am suffering for you, which is your glory. (Ephesians 3:7–13)

      

      

      This theme was not unique to Ephesians 3. We can call it “apostolic weakness” because it was a prominent theme in the life and letters of the best known apostle.⁠2 It was foundational to Paul’s theology, his life in God, and his experience of the power of God.

      In 2 Corinthians,⁠3 Paul used the issue of weakness to demonstrate  that his apostolic calling was genuine. According to Paul, weakness indicated a person was genuinely sent by God. The lack of weakness indicated they were a false apostle. Paul wrote that he was the “least of the apostles” yet had been given a grace and an assignment to bring to light a deep mystery hidden for ages in God. Paul gave one of the key reasons for his assignment starting in verse 10:

      
        
        So that through the church the manifold wisdom of God might now be made known to the rulers and authorities in the heavenly places. This was according to the eternal purpose that he has realized in Christ Jesus our Lord, in whom we have boldness and access with confidence through our faith in him. (Ephesians 3:10–12)

      

      

      Paul wrote that the manifold wisdom of God must be put on display through the Church. We expect the wisdom of God to be put on display through the person of Jesus or the Word of God, but Paul unveiled a mystery here: the wisdom of God must be put on display through the Church. Furthermore, that wisdom must be put on display not only to men but to the spiritual powers because the humans currently manipulated by the powers were born to rule the powers.

      If we do not embrace and live in biblical weakness, we cannot fully imitate Jesus, nor can we instruct the powers the way they are meant to be instructed.

      The Church is called to instruct the powers because the powers are the “gods of this age,” who have blinded us with a false wisdom.⁠4 Part of God’s victory over the powers is a people who live in this age but refuse to live according to the values of the powers. And the issue of weakness is a central part of freeing ourselves from the values of the powers.

      If the apostles are the foundation of the church,⁠5 then we compromise the entire foundation of the church by choosing “strength” over biblical weakness.

      As we will see, this issue of weakness is far more foundational than we may realize. Have we considered the issue of weakness? How many sermons have we heard on “Apostolic Weakness”? Do we include weakness in our discipleship curriculum? When selecting leaders or sending missionaries, do we consider whether biblical weakness is operating in their lives? According to Paul, weakness is a trait of a genuine apostle and one of the ways we can evaluate a person’s ministry because it is an expression of something deep in God Himself. Accordingly, if it is missing, that person should not be sent to pioneer or entrusted with certain kinds of leadership.

    

    
      
        
        

        
          1 Ephesians 1:21; 2:2; 6:12; Colossians 1:16; 2 Corinthians 4:4; 10:3–4; See also John 12:31; 14:30; 16:11; 1 Peter 5:8; 1 John 5:19.

          

          2 When I use the word “apostolic" in this book, I simply mean the principles we see demonstrated in the New Testament apostles. I am using the word because it is a New Testament word. I am not using the word in reference to any group or denomination that describes themselves as “apostolic” or in reference to any system of theology.

          

          3 2 Corinthians 11–12.

          

          4 2 Corinthians 4:4; Ephesians 2:2; 1 John 5:19.

          

          5 Ephesians 2:19–20.
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            THE WAR AGAINST WEAKNESS

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            INSTRUCTING OUR TEACHERS

          

        

      

    

    
      There is a war against weakness. It’s a spiritual war and it is much more serious than most people realize. Before we examine the concept of biblical weakness, we need to understand the war.

      The question of whether we choose weakness is fundamentally a question of whether we become like our enemy or our God.

      When people think about the “audience” for church, they often think about people as the main audience, but that is only one audience. The most important audience for church is God Himself because the church is a temple where He should be ministered to.⁠1 Accordingly, when we think about the life of the Church, and the expression of our services, we think about how people engage with the ministry of the church. However, we should think about God. Before we ask, “Did the people enjoy worship?” We should ask, “Did God enjoy worship?” Before we ask if the people understood the teaching, we should ask, “What did God think about what we said about Him, His Son, and His Word?”

      However, Paul described another audience in Ephesians 3: the powers.

      
        
        So that through the church the manifold wisdom of God might now be made known to the rulers and authorities in the heavenly places. (Ephesians 3:10)

      

      

      Do you realize that our life as the Church—which includes our relationships, our gatherings, our worship, and everything we do as a body—is intended to instruct the powers. They are the audience watching how we live, how we worship, and what we say. We are meant to instruct them. This leads us to a critical question:

      What lessons are you and your church teaching the powers?

      This assignment is compromised when we adopt the culture of the powers which includes the pursuit and love of strength, power, and independence. Sadly, we can live under the influence of the powers when we allow their values to influence our lives and the culture of our churches.

      We do not instruct the powers by focusing on them; we instruct them by living in the way God called us to live. It is not enough to say that Jesus triumphed over the powers.⁠2 Paul says that we are to instruct them which means this age will not end until the powers have been instructed by the Church as God intends them to be. Paul says that this is “according to the eternal purpose” of God, which means this is something deep in His heart. It is connected to His very person because it is a purpose that is not temporary; this purpose has no beginning or end, just as He has no beginning or end. The Church’s instruction of the powers is of God, not something merely to achieve as a ministry objective.

      There is an eternal purpose in God that is not completed until the powers are properly instructed in the wisdom of God by a people transformed by God.

      But have we given proper attention to this “eternal purpose?” Is it as critical to us as it is to God and was to the apostle Paul? How often have we evaluated our life as the Church and asked if it truly instructs the powers in the wisdom of God in the way God wants them instructed?

      Furthermore, Paul wrote this eternal purpose “has been realized in Christ Jesus.” In other words, it is not a promise for the future when God finishes His work of redemption. Because of what God has done in Jesus, we can now instruct the powers in the way God wants them  to be instructed. Jesus has done what was required for this purpose to be completed. We have everything we need to instruct them. We have no excuses to not instruct the powers.

      While Jesus is the one who has secured the victory of God, the redemptive plan did not end at the cross. Jesus’ death, resurrection, and exaltation secured the victory of God but it did not fulfill all of God’s purposes.⁠3 Accordingly, God’s purpose in this age is not finished until the Church completes God’s victory over the powers by following the path of Jesus and instructing and conquering the powers.⁠4

      God has designed a redemptive plan that centers on His glorious Son and the completed work of the cross.⁠5 Yet, that plan also requires a people who enforce His Son’s victory, and by their participation in His kingdom, complete His redemptive work in this age.

      When we do not understand our role in the story, we rightfully celebrate Jesus’ victory, but hinder God’s purposes by not playing our part. Many believers are passively enjoying Jesus’ victory unaware that God’s victory over the powers is not complete without our participation. Once we understand the part we have to play, this should shape our lives according to God’s agenda. It is critical that we understand how to fulfill our role or we will get into all sorts of error and attempt all kinds of unbiblical “spiritual warfare.”

      In light of this awesome privilege and responsibility, Paul continued with one of his most magnificent prayers for the Church:

      
        
        For this reason I bow my knees before the Father, from whom every family in heaven and on earth is named, that according to the riches of his glory he may grant you to be strengthened with power through his Spirit in your inner being, so that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith—that you, being rooted and grounded in love, may have strength to comprehend with all the saints what is the breadth and length and height and depth, and to know the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge, that you may be filled with all the fullness of God. Now to him who is able to do far more abundantly than all that we ask or think, according to the power at work within us, to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout all generations, forever and ever. Amen. (Ephesians 3:14–21)

      

      

      We cannot read this prayer without considering its context. Paul prayed this prayer so that the Church would fulfill her eternal calling to instruct the fallen spiritual powers, the original “sons of God.”⁠6 This prayer gives us a lot of insight into what is necessary to instruct the powers:

      
        
          	
        We need to be strengthened with power through the Spirit.
      

      	
        Jesus must dwell in our hearts entirely through faith.
      

      	
        We must be rooted and grounded in a love which is impossible to comprehend with human knowledge.
      

      	
        We should be filled with the fullness of God.
      

      	
        We are dependent on God to do more than we can ask or even imagine.
      

      	
        All of this is accomplished by a power that is working within us.
      

      

      

      In Ephesians 3, Paul described his assignment to make known a special, divine mystery that was hidden in the past. But he also plainly stated that he was the least of all the saints. He then repeatedly mentioned the issue of power and strength. Paul was referencing what it takes to operate in the genuine power of God, instruct the powers, and overcome them. It is a divine wisdom which is not natural for fallen humans. We must understand and live it if we want to fulfill our God ordained purpose.

      One of the most important questions you can ask is: What is the life of our church family and my life teaching the powers? What wisdom am I teaching them? Am I living a life according to the wisdom of the powers more than the wisdom of God?

      In our time, the powers continue to instruct humanity far more than humanity instructs them. It is an inversion of God’s redemptive purpose. The powers defiantly deceive the ones who are commissioned to be their teachers.

      God has an eternal purpose that must be fulfilled through the Church, but as long as we are under the wisdom of the powers, we will not fulfill that purpose. The sad truth is that we can live in a version of Christianity that may keep a moral code and acknowledge doctrinal truths, a Christianity where people legitimately may be born again, yet still order their lives according to the wisdom of the powers. The nations are currently under the wisdom of the powers and we cannot defeat the powers on the basis of their own wisdom. But have we even discerned the extent to which their wisdom has infected our thinking?

      We are called to instruct the powers, but we can easily live a life that is more shaped by the “wisdom” of the powers than it is the wisdom of God.

      It is easy to think that once God saves us, we attend church, and we begin to learn the guidelines of Christianity. Then, we have a biblical culture. But it is hard to overestimate how much influence the culture has on us. We are born under the spirit of the age in a time when the powers shape nations and societies according to their values.⁠7 Even if you grew up in a Christian context, you still grew up in a culture and a world shaped by the powers.

      We read the Bible through a cultural lens far more than we realize. And while there are many beautiful things in the diverse cultures of the world, all cultures have also been shaped by the powers and their deceptions. All nations are under their influence. This is why we must commit to live our lives according to whatever is written in Scripture. If you truly make that commitment, you will quickly find yourself disoriented because the wisdom of the powers seems reasonable and natural to you. You were born into it and have lived under it your entire life. We are so corrupted by the powers that we can use their wisdom to interpret and explain the Scriptures to the point that we dismiss, ignore, or reinterpret what the Bible plainly says. We can end up with a Christianity that is simply a more moral version of the culture in which we live. We may not do the same things some people do, but our hopes, dreams, fears, and ways of living are much more in sync with the spirit of the age and the wisdom of the powers than the Bible.

      The powers have always saturated the age with their wisdom, and in our time they have new tools at their disposal. The realm of video, sound, virtual reality, the internet, and all the various media tools of our time have given the powers new ways to teach us their wisdom. Visual images and the human imagination have incredible power because of the way humans were made. We were made to imagine glorious things and bring those things into reality. What we think, feel, and imagine is a very deep part of who we are. In many ways, the realm of thinking, feeling, and imagining is our true life. The current plague of pornography shows that even for something as physical as sex, people can end up preferring imagination over reality. People can become so addicted to the visual images presented in pornography and the pleasure of what they think and imagine from those images that they prefer pornographic experiences over real sexual partners.

      Film and video are especially powerful tools. In the past, you had to see a thing personally or imagine it. Now, a thing can be presented to you and reviewed repeatedly. Before visual media became widespread,  things had to be conveyed in words and you had to receive those words and imagine the thing yourself. Now, anything someone can conceive can be brought to life and presented as if it were real. We are born with “greedy” eyes that long to be fascinated and long for beauty and modern media feeds our eyes in a way that was never possible in the past. False reality is endlessly displayed through film. Whether it is the film of a person’s social media feed that shows a very edited version of their life, or it is a film filled with special effects and an imaginary world.

      Film also includes the element of storytelling, and the human heart is designed to respond to stories. We love stories and want to be caught up in them. When we incorporate music into our storytelling, it moves our thoughts and emotions in a very deep way because we were designed to respond to music. When visual media, storytelling, and music combine, they convey thoughts, ideas, and values and create an alternate reality for the viewer. The powers use media in an unprecedented way to show us imaginary worlds dominated by their values and their wisdom. Every day we are being instructed by the powers in ways we do not fully grasp. Theaters and internet videos are their classrooms. They present humans living by their wisdom as heroes and design intriguing stories, beautiful music, and captivating images to make sure we absorb their wisdom and let it shape our lives. Every time you enter a theater, open your computer, or sit in front of your TV, you are entering an immersive classroom. You are being instructed in how an “ideal” human should act, behave, and live. While this can certainly be used for good, if you are not aware of what is happening while you are watching, you are naive to the ways in which the powers are shaping your life.

      If you fully commit to have your life ruled by what the Bible says, whether it makes sense to you or not, it will push you to the brink of your sanity. It will push you beyond what is reasonable and logical. Eventually, that decision will force you to either choose your own wisdom or what God has said. You will feel like you are forced to deny what is “logical,” “reasonable,” and “true.” But in reality, you are being forced to deny the fruit of the powers’ influence. Their ways of thinking and operating are so pervasive we have accepted them as true and therefore the wisdom of God violates what we think is reasonable.

      The heart of spiritual warfare is the rejection of the wisdom of the powers and the full embrace of the wisdom of God. Embracing that wisdom does not merely mean we learn it. It means we order our lives by it regardless of the cost.

      CONFRONTING THE POWERS

      Though the powers have been instructing humanity and holding humans captive to their wisdom, it will not end this way. God made humans, ultimately, to rule the powers. The powers have so deceived humans that they now rule humans and infect us with their wisdom. They simultaneously scare and fascinate us. But it is all a deception and a façade. The humans currently manipulated by the powers were born to rule the powers.

      There is an old story about how to train elephants. When they are small, you tie a rope to one of their legs to hold them. Because the elephant is so small, when it resists the rope, it cannot break free. However, as the elephant grows, it gets much, much stronger than the rope but the elephant does not try to break free. This is because it was trained when it was small and has been deceived, believing it does not have the strength to break free. Through careful training, humans can rule these beasts which are more powerful. If the elephants knew who they were, they could easily overpower their human masters, but they have been deceived and willingly submit. In a similar way, the powers have convinced us they are the ultimate power over us when in fact we were born to rule them.

      Whenever you see a person caught in a hopeless situation—for example, a drug addict now living on the streets—never forget that they were born to rule the powers. As they sit in the gutter living a life in submission to the wisdom of the powers, they are still called to instruct and rule those powers. Through what Jesus has done, no matter how bad their current condition is, they can still be redeemed to rule the powers.

      Throughout God’s redemptive work, He has used His people to confront the powers. That confrontation has happened and continues to happen, but there is something more in the mind of God. He wants a confrontation between His people and the powers that removes the powers from their current place of influence. This confrontation is seen throughout Scripture, and God’s ongoing purpose for Israel is  related to this confrontation. But it is critical that we understand how God wants to confront the powers; otherwise, we will try to confront the powers according to their own wisdom. The powers must be confronted in a very specific way. The issue of weakness is part of the confrontation.

      THE POWERS LOVE STRENGTH

      The powers are part of a spiritual kingdom that was formed by an ancient rebellion built on self-exaltation.⁠8 It was an attempt to rule by exerting power and strength. However, when you turn to the Bible, you find the opposite. You find that power and strength are most often associated with pride and typically result in disaster.⁠9

      Our world has an obsession with strength. We love the strong. We crave strength and power. We desperately try to find ways to appear strong and to continue to be strong, even when our bodies age. Throughout history, the stories and legends of most cultures were typically stories of the strong. There are endless myths of superhuman “gods” and heroes who ruled and delivered through the use of unusual power. In our time we call these beings “superheroes.” These characters appear human and yet have superhuman power and save (or threaten) others through the use of their power. We are obsessed with these kinds of characters and enjoy fantasizing about a world where perhaps we could be one of these “superheroes.” We have not moved beyond the ancient beliefs in the “gods,” we have simply created new myths.

      Our obsession with strength and power, which is fueled in part by myths and movies of “gods” and “superheros,” is itself the fruit of the powers’ wisdom. The powers rule by strength, but dominion through weakness is deep in the heart of God.

      You cannot challenge or instruct the powers by living according to their wisdom. They are driven by self-promotion and self-interest and this is why their kingdom is so fragile. Any kingdom built on self-promotion and self-interest will inherently be fragile because each member is committed to exalting themselves over others, instead of giving their life to exalt others. Selfish ambition is deadly because the ambitious are always looking for ways to advance their own agenda and this inevitably comes at the cost of others.

      The powers attempt to rule by “strength.” They either use their power to seduce us with our own longing to be “powerful,” or they use their power to terrify and intimidate us to serve them.

      Strength is the way of the powers and the way of the age. You cannot confront the powers with strength. This is why our relationship to spiritual power is a critical issue. It is very easy to want spiritual “power” to try to confront the powers in the very way they attempt to rule us. This is a deep deception. You cannot confront and instruct the powers according to their own wisdom, but we think and act according to their wisdom more than we realize. While there is very real spiritual power, and Jesus demonstrated it particularly in exorcisms, we cannot instruct the powers by wielding power the way they do.

      Jesus shattered the strength of the powers not by confronting them in an epic battle of power, but through an act of self-sacrifice. He embraced the ultimate act of weakness and submitted Himself to death. He did not resist and the Father did not protect Him. That act of “weakness” shattered the powers and humiliated them. They acted in their strength against Jesus and in their strength secured their defeat. The mystery is profound, but not difficult to understand: biblical weakness is what triumphs over strength. The idea that powerful, immortal spiritual beings should be instructed by mortal, fallen humans made of dust is a profound statement of God’s delight in weakness.

      The powers are self-exalting, which is why they crave strength. God’s kingdom is self-sacrificing, which is why biblical weakness is foundational to the kingdom.

    

    
      
        
        

        
          1 1 Corinthians 3:16–17; 6:19; 2 Corinthians 6:16; Ephesians 2:19–22; 1 Peter 2:5.

          

          2 Ephesians 1:20–21; 4:8; Colossians 2:14–15; Hebrews 2:14–15; 1 John 3:8.

          

          3 Acts 3:19–21.

          

          4 Ephesians 3:10; Revelation 12:11.

          

          5 John 19:30; Romans 5:8–9; 6:10; 2 Corinthians 5:21; Colossians 2:13–14; Hebrews 9:12; 10:10, 12–14; 1 Peter 3:18.

          

          6 Genesis 6:2, 4; Job 1:6; 2:1; 38:7; Psalm 29:1; Psalm 89:6.

          

          7 John 12:31; 14:30; 16:11; 2 Corinthians 4:4; Ephesians 2:2; 1 John 5:19.

          

          8 Isaiah 14:12–15; Ezekiel 28:12–17.

          

          9 Proverbs 11:2; 16:18; 18:12; Isaiah 2:11–12; 10:12; Daniel 4:30–31, 37; 5:20; Obadiah 1:3–4; Luke 14:11.
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            THE DECEPTION OF OVERLOOKING THE MOST SERIOUS SIN

          

        

      

    

    
      Our obsession with unbiblical strength is an expression of pride, and the sad reality is we do not always view pride the way God does. God is very clear on what He thinks about pride and how He will respond to it:

      
        
        The pride of your heart has deceived you, you who live in the clefts of the rock, in your lofty dwelling, who say in your heart, “Who will bring me down to the ground?” Though you soar aloft like the eagle, though your nest is set among the stars, from there I will bring you down, declares the LORD. (Obadiah 3–4)

      

      

      
        
        Everyone who is arrogant in heart is an abomination to the LORD; be assured, he will not go unpunished. (Proverbs 16:5)

      

      

      
        
        Pride goes before destruction, and a haughty spirit before a fall. (Proverbs 16:18)

      

      

      
        
        Whoever exalts himself will be humbled, and whoever humbles himself will be exalted. (Matthew 23:12)

      

      

      
        
        …For everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, but the one who humbles himself will be exalted. (Luke 18:14)

      

      

      
        
        …Clothe yourselves, all of you, with humility toward one another, for “God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble. (1 Peter 5:5)

      

      

      
        
        …Therefore it says, “God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble.” (James 4:6)

      

      

      These are just a few examples of God’s attitude towards pride, and nearly every believer would agree that pride is a sin. However, the sin of pride is often accommodated far more than other sins, which reveals that we do not see it as deadly of a sin as God does.

      As we have already seen, the life of David exposes this issue. When most people think about the sin of David, they immediately think of his adultery with Bathsheba and the accompanying murder of Uriah. As serious as these sins were, they did not affect the nation in the same way as another sin in David’s life.

      After his sin with Bathsheba, David succumbed to the fear of pride by numbering the soldiers.⁠1 On the surface, this may seem like a harmless thing, but it was a very serious issue to God. David’s kingdom was established by God. Though David became a man of war, he was an example of God choosing “weakness” over obvious strength.

      When David numbered the nation, he was not simply doing statistics. He was measuring his strength.

      The same man who trusted God to establish his kingdom later in life chose to measure the “strength” of his kingdom, rather than remain in a place of biblical weakness and dependence on God’s strength. David was a man after God’s heart; but in this case, he chose strength and the results were disastrous.

      When David sinned in adultery and murder, God’s judgment killed one person (the child conceived in sin). When David sinned by measuring his strength, 70,000 people in Israel died.

      While sin is sin, the lesson is clear and a bit shocking. 69,999 more people died when David was seduced

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      THE LESSON OF THE ANTICHRIST
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