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The sTory of a perpeTraTor

 
Amazing! not at all what 
you would expect.

push The boaT ouT

 
Go that extra 
mile for Jesus

SEARCHING 
FOR GOD...
LIKE SHOPPING 
FOR CARS? 18



A few years ago the movie The Passion of the Christ 
sparked renewed debate over whether Jews should be 
held responsible for the death of Jesus. Sadly, from 
the days of the first century there have been professing 
Christians who have promoted the idea that Jews 
should be punished for Jesus’ crucifixion. 

That idea has been responsible for much anti-
Semitism and persecution of Jews through the centu-
ries. And it is based on utter ignorance of who Jesus 
was and why he came, and it is totally contrary to 
everything Jesus taught and stood for. 

Jesus said of his life in John 10:18: “No one takes 
it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord. I have 

authority to lay it down and authority to 
take it up again. This command I received 
from my Father.” 

Jesus’ crucifixion was God’s will. It 
was Jesus’ will. John 3:16 tells us that God 
loved the world—Jews and gentiles alike—
so much, that he sent his Son to save the 
world by dying and rising from the dead.

The Jesus who cried out from the cross, 
“Father, forgive them; they don’t know what they are 
doing,” is the same Jesus who rose in glory and is our 
Advocate with the Father. He is the same Jesus whose 
Spirit moves us to love one another as he commanded.

Blame the Jews, or blame anyone, for killing Jesus? 
Nothing could be farther from the heart of Jesus than 
setting blame, because all humanity is to blame, but in 
Jesus, all humanity is forever forgiven for all sin. 

God chose the Jews to do what had to be done 
for the sake of all humanity. All humans are sinners 
and rebels against God. All humans would have done 
away with Jesus, given the opportunity. But God chose 
Israel to be his people – the people through whom the 

Messiah would 
come, and 
the people 
to whom 
the Messiah 
would come.   
And God did 
it for the sake 
of the whole 
world, so that 
through Israel, 
all humanity 
would come to 
know him.

W o u l d   
Christians who “blame” Jews for the crucifixion of 
Jesus prefer that Jesus not have been crucified? Would 
they prefer that he not have shed his blood for the sins 
of humanity and been raised from the dead? 

Every human is to “blame” for the crucifixion of 
Jesus, because every human has sinned and fallen 
short of the glory of God, Paul tells us in Romans 3:23. 
But Jesus gave himself freely, not because anyone 
made him, or because he had to. He did it because he 
loves humanity. For this purpose he came, and for this 
purpose he lives that we all, Jews and gentiles alike, 
might live in him, blameless before God.

It was God’s free grace toward undeserving sinners 
that led to Jesus’ crucifixion—undeserving sinners like 
you and me. The crowd that shouted, “Crucify him!” 
were no bigger sinners than those of us who sing “That 
Old Rugged Cross” on Easter morning. 

Jesus said, “Father, forgive them…” And the 
Father did.

Who’s to blame?
by Joseph Tkach

Editorial

We are approaching the season when most 
Christians remember and celebrate God incarnate 
dying on a cross for us, then being resurrected that 
we might live freed from the penalty of sin. 

But being a Christian isn’t just about being 
forgiven. God wants something from us in return. 
Many think that what God wants from us is for us to 
be good people and to live changed lives. And yes, 
he does want us to live his way, not as some sort of 
‘repayment’ for what he’s done (how could we ever 
repay such a debt?) but because he knows that his 
way is the only way that we can be truly happy.

Understand that what God wants 
more than anything is for us to enter 
into a relationship with him! That is 
why Christ was born, died and was then 
resurrected as our intercessor, opening 
the way for mankind to have a personal, 
intimate relationship with God. 

In the Old Testament God was sepa-
rated from mankind, dwelling in the ‘Most Holy 
Place’ in the Tabernacle, where only the high priest 
was allowed to enter once a year, totally cut off from 
mankind in general ( Heb 9:1-28). 

In the gospels we read that when Jesus had cried 
out again in a loud voice, he gave up his spirit. At 
that moment the curtain of the temple was torn in 
two from top to bottom (Matt 27:50-51) -A miracle 
from God, symbolizing that the barrier separating 
mankind from God, had been removed by him 
forever.

Eph 1:5 tells us that this was his great pleasure 
- what he wants more than anything else - that 
through Christ, we become his adopted sons and 
daughters and to live in him and through him for 
all eternity.

We have a real feast of life lessons and truths 
laid before you in this issue, all dealing with what 
living as a Christian means. My prayer is that they 
will help you to enter into a closer relationship and 
a deeper understanding of the Father, Son and Holy 
Spirit! 

I wish you a blessed and meaningful Easter 
season, celebrating the awesome sacrifice that 
made this relationship possible.

By Tim Maguire
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As with a tree, the environment 
in which we live affects how 
we grow and what we become.

 Left unattended, no tree will grow perfectly 
straight and unknotted, though some may still seem 
to thrive. Others, exposed to wind, fire or drought 
struggle on totally deformed, hardly recognizable 
as what they could have been, seemingly only good 
as firewood.

Sooner or later life bends us all out 
of shape. Some fortunate individuals end 
up with just a kink or two while others end 
up totally twisted and warped. Everything 
seemed to leave its mark on, and shape 
us in one way or another. Our child-
hood, relationships, careers, lifestyles 
and values all have some sort of effect 
and leave indelible imprints on whom 

and what we are. Some travel the journey of life 
without ever having experienced abuse or having 
been involved with drugs, while others seemed to 
be faced with the harsh realities of life at every turn. 
Yet all are scarred to some extent.

But there is good news. It’s never too late to 
surrender your life to the Master Builder, and he has 
use for every knotted limb and twisted trunk.

eVeN IN our DeforMITIes

During my recent trip to visit some very rural 
churches in Mozambique, the idea that a Master 
Builder can take and use even the most unusually 
shaped timbers, was reinforced by some of the 
church buildings I visited. Bent tree trunks cut and 
lovingly positioned by master craftsmen, standing 
true and holding up the roofs of church buildings, 
reminded me that even in our deformities, Christ 
has use for us. And it is in him we have our strength. 
The devil, in all his craftiness, plays on our feelings 
of inadequacy. He would love us to believe that 
we are unworthy and too bent to contribute to and 
participate in the plans of God. And if it weren’t for 
Christ, the devil would be right.

But the Bible teaches us: “I can do everything by 
the power of Christ. He gives me strength” (Philip-
pians 4:13 NirV).

The analogy used in the Bible is that of a body. 
Christ is the head, and we make up the body parts. 
We were all baptised into the same body by the 
Holy Spirit. It didn’t matter whether we were Jews, 
Greeks, slaves or free, or any other nationality. The 

body is made up of many parts, but it is all one 
body, and each has its own unique function. God 
has placed each part just as he wanted it to be (1 
Corinthians 12:12-18).

We are his Church, his Body and it doesn’t matter 
to him where we have been and what we have 
done. His death made all that irrelevant. He has 
a purpose for us all and wants each one of us to 
submit to him and allow him to place us just where 
he has planned since the foundation of things. He 
has a plan for our lives and is just waiting for us to 
take up his offer, submit to him and live our lives to 
his glory.

“Take a good look, friends, at who you were 
when you got called into this life. I don’t see many 
of “the brightest and the best” among you, not 
many influential, not many from high-society fami-
lies. Isn’t it obvious that God deliberately chose men 
and women that the culture overlooks and exploits 
and abuses, chose these ‘nobodies’ to expose the 
hollow pretensions of the ‘somebodies?’  That 
makes it quite clear that none of you can get by 
with blowing your own horn before God. 

Everything that we have—right thinking and right 
living, a clean slate and a fresh start—comes from 
God by way of Jesus Christ. That’s why we have 
the saying, “If you’re going to blow a horn, blow a 
trumpet for God” ( 1 Corinithians 1:26-31 Message 
Bible).

Let’s stop making excuses about our past, but 
realise where our true value lies. It’s not about who 
we are or what we have or haven’t done, it’s about 
whether we are prepared, in humility, to submit to 
him and let him make us strong!

AS WITH A TREE
By Tim Maguire
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Two robbers were crucified with 
him, one on his right and one 
on his left (Mark 15:27).

our cell was deep in the prison, but we could 
hear the noise of a riot in the courtyard. people 
were shouting barabbas’ name. barabbas 
must have heard it too, but he said nothing. 
he did not seem to be afraid. barabbas never 
showed fear, not even now, when he was soon 
to be crucified. 

None of us knew his real name. 
Barabbas meant “son of the father,” and 
the mystery only added to his popularity. 
He was a thief and a murderer, but he 
hated the Romans, and he never missed 
an opportunity to cause them trouble. So, 
in spite of his crimes, our people thought 
of him as a hero. Some even followed 
him. 

I was one of them. Life with Barabbas had been 
exciting. We didn’t think of ourselves as criminals. 
We were patriots, fighting to free our nation from 
the Romans. We were known as “zealots.” All our 
little band could do was tweak the mighty Roman 
nose occasionally, but Pontius Pilate was afraid of 
any trouble in Judea, and was determined to crush 
us. 

They caught us just before Passover. It was our 
fault. Barabbas had led many riots, and we had 
always gotten away. But perhaps we had become 
too confident. The Romans brought extra guards to 
Jerusalem during religious festivals, and we were 
caught. 

They captured two of us along with Barabbas. 
We did not expect mercy. There was only one 
punishment for the likes of us—crucifixion. And 
there would be no delay. Things were always tense 

in Jerusalem during the Passover season, and the 
Romans wanted Barabbas out of the way before the 
festival began. 

“We’ll have a good crowd for you,” the guards 
had taunted. “They’ll all come out to see Barabbas 
hung up.” Then they left us, chained to the wall in 
the dark to await our fate. 

The guards came for Barabbas in the middle of 
the night. I heard footsteps and then a scraping 
sound as they unbarred the door to our prison. 
Several soldiers burst in and seized Barabbas. 

“You’re a lucky man,” said one, unlocking the 
chain. “The Governor is letting you go.” They hauled 
him to his feet, and kicked him into the corridor. 

“Does that mean... ?” I asked. 
“Not you. You two are still for the cross. We poor 

soldiers have to do something to earn our keep, 
don’t we?” said the guard. “Don’t worry. It will still 
be a good show. We are going to hang you up with 
the King of the Jews.” 

“Herod?” 
“No, someone called Jesus of Nazareth, who 

thinks he is the Messiah.” 
The door slammed and the cell was again dark. 

I heard a curse and a rattle of chains as Demas 
settled back to sleep. He, like Barabbas, seemed 
resigned to his fate. I knew I would get no more 
sleep. The last day of my life had begun. 

I had heard of Jesus of Nazareth. He was a 
wandering preacher who talked about the “kingdom 
of God.” Nothing much seemed to have come of it. 
Some said he could do miracles. There was even a 
rumor that he had raised people from the dead. I 
saw him once. He was talking to a crowd about love 
and forgiveness. I didn’t take much notice. 

He had a small group of followers who believed 
he would lead them against the Romans. He seemed 
more concerned with annoying the Pharisees. Jesus 

By John Halford

The story of a 
perpetrator

www.bigstockphoto.com
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seemed to be just another religious fanatic, and the 
Romans were usually tolerant of the likes of him. So 
what had he done to get himself crucified? 

But a condemned man does not dwell long on 
such things. I had my own problems to worry about. 
In a few hours I was going to be crucified—nailed to 
a cross and left to die. 

oN The roaD To GoLGoTha 

The guards came for us in the morning. I had 
seen people crucified, and I knew what to expect. 
They would flog us, then parade us through the 
streets to Golgotha. 

Demas was the first to be beaten. He was 
dragged to a stone pillar in the prison yard, and 
his hands tied to an iron ring above his head. Two 
massive soldiers stood on each side of him, each 
holding a whip made from strips of leather in which 
were embedded sharp stones, bits of broken glass 
and nails. The whips were already soaked in blood—
we were not the first to feel them that day. 

Demas cursed and screamed as the soldiers 
began to beat him. Then he fainted, but they did not 
stop. I thought they would kill him—victims often 
did not survive the Roman scourge. But the soldiers 
knew what they were doing. This was only the start 
of our punishment. 

They took down Demas, and tied me in his 
place. I am not a stranger to pain. I had been in 
many fights, and my body had scars to prove it. But 
nothing I had ever suffered prepared me for those 
first blows. I heard myself scream and the soldier 
grunted with satisfaction. The other man waited a 
few seconds—it seemed like hours—then he hit me 
too. And so it continued until I too fainted. I revived 
as they were untying me from the pillar. 

I collapsed, but the soldiers dragged me to my 
feet. A centurion pointed at two beams of wood 
leaning against the wall. They were the crosspieces 
that the condemned had to carry to their execution. 

Two soldiers picked up one of the beams and 
dropped it across my bleeding shoulders. They tied 
my wrists to the beam so that I could not drop it. It 
weighed as much as a man, and the rough wood 
bit into my torn back. Somehow I stayed on my feet 
as the guards led us out of the prison and into the 
street. 

A crowd was already forming. I saw a man, or 
what had once been a man, surrounded by soldiers. 
He was bowed under the weight of a beam like ours. 
I realized it was Jesus of Nazareth. 

What had they done to him? 
Every part of his body was covered with bruises 

and cuts, and his eyes were swollen shut. On his 
head they had placed a crown made from thorn 
branches. He seemed already half dead as he stood 
quietly while the crowd jeered and mocked him. 

The guards—there were four for each of us—
formed up and ordered us to move. Jesus was first. 
I was behind him, and Demas was last. The guards 
seemed nervous. If Barabbas had been with us, 
there might have been a rescue attempt. But surely 
no one would risk their lives for us. And most of 
Jesus’ supporters seemed to be women. 

Behind me I could hear Demas, defiant to the 
end, cursing the crowd, the guards, the Emperor, 
and even God. Had the man no fear? But it was 
Jesus who was the centre of attention. As he 
stumbled along the narrow streets, the spectators 
mocked him. But he said nothing. He even tried to 
comfort some of the women who were weeping. 

I wondered if perhaps he was out of his mind 
and had no idea what was happening to him. He 
seemed to be more like an unsuspecting animal 

being led out to slaughter than a man being driven 
to a horrible death. 

Jesus had obviously been a strong man, but the 
beatings must have weakened him. Our miserable 
progress was halted several times as he fell down 
under the weight of the crosspiece. 

The guards kicked him and screamed at him to 
get up, but he could go no further. The centurion 
pointed to a big man in the crowd and ordered him 
to pick up the crossbeam. The man shrugged, put 
the heavy wood easily on his shoulder and joined 
the procession. 

Eventually we arrived at Golgotha, where a little 
way up the hillside there were several poles in the 
ground. 

CruCIfIeD 

Two guards tore my clothes off and then kicked 
my legs out from under me. A soldier holding a 
hammer and a bag of rough nails looked down 
at me, grinning. He placed a nail over my wrist, 
and smashed it through my flesh into the wood. I 
screamed. He quickly nailed my other arm the same 
way, and then moved across to Demas. Finally they 
gestured to the man who was still holding Jesus’ 
cross to drop it on the ground. Then they nailed 
Jesus to his crosspiece. He moaned, but I heard no 
curses. 

One by one the soldiers dragged us over to the 
upright poles. Jesus in the middle and Demas and I 
on either side. We pleaded and cursed in fear and 
pain, but Jesus still said nothing. Using ropes they 
hauled me up until the crosspieces dropped into 
a slot in the upright pole, leaving me hanging by 
my wrists. Then, bending my legs, they smashed 
another long nail through my ankles and into the 
wood. Jesus was next, and then Demas. Finally, a 
guard fixed a board with our names and crimes 
written on it to the pole above our heads. Mine 
said simply “robber,” but on Jesus’ board they had 
written “Jesus of Nazareth, King of the Jews.” 

And so began our last hours in this world. 
After the first shock of hanging from my wrists, 

I fainted. But I came to with a terrible pain in my 
chest. Hanging from my arms made it impossible to 
breathe, and I felt myself suffocating. So I pushed 
myself up on the nail holding my legs, so that I could 
at least fill my lungs. But soon that pain became 
unbearable, and I had to sink back down. There 
was no relief. This would go on, hour after hour, 
maybe for several days until exhausted, tormented 
by the heat, thirst and biting insects that were even 
now feasting on my blood, I would die. 

I cursed my fate, the Romans, the guards and 
the crowd of people who had come to enjoy my 
suffering. But through my pain, I realized their taunts 
and insults were not aimed at me. All the atten-
tion seemed to be on Jesus. As he hung beside me, 
twisting and writhing as he fought for breath, his 
tormentors kept up a stream of insults: “He saved 
others, but he can’t save himself.” “If you really are 
the King of the Jews, come down from the cross and 
we will believe in you.” 

Then I heard him say clearly, “Father, forgive 
them. They don’t know what they are doing.” He 
was mad! They did know what they were doing—
they were killing us in the worst way they knew, and 
enjoying it. I wanted to see them thrown into the 
deepest pit of hell—not forgiven. 

Some women and one or two men gathered at 
the foot of his cross did not join in the insults. A 
middle-aged lady seemed particularly upset, and 
yet more under control than the others. She was 
probably his mother, and the young man looking 
after her was perhaps his brother. Relatives were 
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allowed to attend an execution, if they did not inter-
fere. 

None of my relatives had come to see me die. I 
had been a disappointment to them for years, and 
they finally disowned me for their own safety when 
I joined up with Barabbas. 

I thought of my own 
mother. She was a good, 
God-fearing woman, and 
it wasn’t her fault that I had 
chosen a life of crime. She 
had done her best to teach 
me our Jewish faith. “Fear 
God, my son,” she told me 
long ago, “and when you 
die you will live forever in 
paradise.” But to a young 
man, paradise seemed a 
long way off, and I had 
chosen the excitement of a 
life with a gang of thieves. 
We justified our crimes by 
claiming we were fighting 
for the liberation of our 
homeland. Now we were 
paying for it, hung up to 
die with this failed “King of 
the Jews” who had claimed he could save Israel, but 
couldn’t even save himself. 

Demas, hanging on the other side of Jesus, was 
cursing him. I began to do it too—Jesus’ calmness 
was infuriating. He was suffering as much as we 
were. Why not show it, instead of “forgiving” people 
for doing this to us? Who did he think he was? 

Who did he think he was? He was accused of 
being the King of the Jews, the Messiah, and the 
Son of God. The religious leaders who had come to 
watch him die were particularly happy to see him 
powerless. Why? What threat was he to them? In 
his preaching he often exposed their hypocrisy. But 
they had won—and he was being crucified. And he 
seemed almost at peace, although he was, like us, 
in agony, struggling for every breath. Yet he showed 
no bitterness, nor any anger against anyone—the 
crowd, the soldiers or even the leaders who had 
accused him. He surely was a good man—why was 
God allowing this to happen to him? 

The resCue 

The taunts of the crowd provoked another 
outburst of anger from Demas: “If you were the 
Messiah you could get us down from here.” 

You fool, I thought. Leave him alone. In a few 
hours we would all be facing the judgment of God. 
At least Jesus knew God. He had called him “Father” 
when he asked forgiveness for those who had nailed 
him to the cross. We might need his help if we were 
to escape hell. Maybe he could ask God to forgive 
us, too. 

I called across to Demas: “Don’t you fear God? We 
are getting what we deserve. He has done nothing 
wrong.” My words only provoked more blasphemy 
and scorn from Demas. But Jesus suddenly raised 
his head, and looked directly at me. Although his 
face was covered with bruises and blood, I saw a 
look in his eyes. What was it? 

Gratitude for a kind word? No, it wasn’t that. 
Sorrow that he was a failed Messiah who could not 
help me? No, it wasn’t that either. It was a look of—I 
can only describe it as compassion, confidence and 
authority. It was the way my father used to look at me 
when, as a child I expected punishment, but found 
forgiveness and acceptance. This was no madman 
who had lost his mind. Although he seemed to be as 
helpless as we were, Jesus’ look showed me that he 
was in control. And even though he was sharing my 

fate, he seemed to be reaching out to me. 
What was he trying to tell me? Jesus was not 

afraid to die. But then, he could look forward to the 
approval of God when this torture was over. And 
then I understood. 

He was offering to help me. This man who asked 
God to forgive his 
torturers would ask for 
forgiveness for me too. 
And somehow, I knew I 
could trust him. 

I heard myself 
say, “Jesus, will you 
remember me when 
you come into your 
kingdom?” 

He tried to smile, 
and although his voice 
was hoarse, and he 
had to struggle to get 
out each word, he said 
clearly: “I tell you the 
truth. Today you will be 
with me in paradise.” 

We tried to smile 
at each other—and I 

knew at that moment that I was going to be all right. 
Although every muscle and joint in my body was still 
racked with pain, and every breath was torture, I 
was not afraid anymore. 

The eND 

I don’t remember much of the next few hours. 
It became harder and harder to breathe. The day 
became very dark, like when the sandstorms came 
in from the desert. Most of the crowd went home. 

Jesus died first. I heard him cry out, “Father, into 
your hands I commit my spirit.” Demas was mostly 
quiet now, but he still found energy to blaspheme 
and curse the guards, so I knew he was not dead. 

The end, when it came, came quickly. The guards 
decided not to leave us hanging on the crosses 
during the Passover night. So as dusk approached, 
they found a board to use as a club to break our 
legs. 

I saw the guard hit Demas just below his knees, 
and heard the bones break. The guard then looked 
up at Jesus, and saw he was dead. He stabbed him 
with his spear to make sure, and blood and water 
gushed out. Then he came to me. I felt my bones 
break, and then I could no longer push myself up 
on my legs to breathe. 

It would not be long now. I raised my head to 
look for the last time at the city that had been my 
home, with its wall and the temple. I turned and 
looked across at the body of the man on the cross 
beside me. I tried to remember what he had said 
just before he died: “Father, into your hands I 
commit my spirit.” I tried to say that too. And as I 
felt life slipping away, I knew that whatever came 
next, I was going to be safe. 

Author’s note: In trying to tell the story of the 
crucifixion from the point of view of the repentant 
thief, I have side-stepped many issues that have 
preoccupied theologians for centuries. They are 
genuine questions, and worthy of discussion. But 
let’s not allow them to obscure the lesson of the 
story of the first human being to look to the cruci-
fied Jesus for salvation. You don’t have to be good 
enough. You don’t have anything to offer. You don’t 
have to qualify. You just have to trust him to forgive 
and to save.

Reprinted with kind permission of Christian Odyssey
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I’m a control freak. I’ve known 
this for a long time, but when 
my patient and longsuffering 

husband pointed out to me that 
there is only a one-letter difference 
between “Nan” and “nag,” I finally 
realized that something had to be 
done. 

So I fired myself.
I fired myself as the manager of the universe. 

For as long as I can remember, I have confessed 
Jesus as Lord and Ruler, but I really didn’t live as if I 
believed it. I was quick to say, “God is in control,” but 
I acted as if I was the one responsible for everyone 
else’s happiness, health, welfare, and safety. That’s 
a heavy and exhausting load to bear, but one we 
control freaks can’t seem to resist.

I didn’t take the firing gently. I needed to feel 
needed. At least I thought 
I did. It took a while for me 
to realize that what I really 
needed was to let others have 
the freedom of choice. I never 
wanted to see them suffer 
from their mistakes, so I did 
everything I could to prevent 
them from making any. 

And what did I do to 
keep them on the straight 
and narrow? Nag, of course. 
Nag, and nag, and nag, and 
nag. But children don’t need 
nagging, they need to learn 
how to take responsibility for 
and accept the consequences 
of their own actions. They need 
to feel the pain that comes 
from small bad choices as a natural deterrent from 
making bigger ones. And as much as it might seem 
otherwise, husbands don’t need nagging either. A 
husband needs a wife, not a second mother. 

respeCT aND freeDoM

After I fired myself from being my husband’s 
keeper, I thought about the way God gives me 
freedom to make the bad choices and unwise deci-
sions I make every day—even though it pains him 
to see me make them. God isn’t a control freak. He 
made humans able to participate in and enjoy the 
same kind of mutual respect and freedom that the 
Father, Son and Holy Spirit share. 

When we start thinking, “He might make a 
mistake: I have to change him,” God wants us to 
think, “Trust me. Pray for him. He’s not your project; 

he belongs to me.”
It’s hard to show respect for another person’s 

freedom to choose when we’re constantly trying 
to change them. When we try to absorb them into 
our own vision of what we think they should be or 
do, we settle for a façade of control, and miss out 
on the joy of fellowship that God intended. When I 
fired myself as manager of my world, I was better 
able to see what God truly expects of me and holds 
me responsible for. I could stop taking too much on 
myself and start resting in him, knowing that the 
Father, Son and Spirit have everything under control. 

If only it were that easy. Don’t get me wrong, 
when I fired myself, I acknowledged that my efforts 
at doing God’s job were resulting in more pain 
and relationship strain than they were in changing 
anyone. But old habits die hard. I still have to remind 
myself often that “it’s not my problem,” and that I’d 
been fired as universe manager. 

Richard Swenson gave a good summary about 
letting God be God in his book, The Overload 
Syndrome. He wrote, “Since God is the author and 
creator of my limits, then it is probably OK with Him 
that I have limits. He probably does not expect me 

to be infinite and is a little 
surprised when I try. It is 
OK with Him if I am not all 
things to all people all the 
time, all by myself…. God is 
not pacing the throne room 
anxious and depressed 
because of the condition 
of the world. He knows, 
He is not surprised, and 
He is sovereign. It is OK if 
we have limits. He is able” 
(page 37).

If there’s any comfort in 
this for us control freaks, it’s 
that God has to watch us 
as we stumble through life, 
crying with us and helping 
us pick up the pieces at 

every wrong turn, yet he doesn’t sweat it. He’s 
willing to endure the good, the bad, and the ugly 
so that we can have the freedom to choose him 
without nagging or coercion. As the saying goes, 

“Love is like a butterfly. Let it go, and if it comes back 
to you, it’s yours to keep. If it doesn’t, it never was.” 

So now I’m officially out of a job. I’m thinking 
about running an ad in the classifieds, something 
like this: “Ex-nagger, 40-plus years experience. 
Looking for people to love, respect, and encourage. 
Expect slight relapses.” 

Nan Kuhlman lives with her husband Craig, their 
three children, and three dogs. The Kuhlmans host 
a GCI house church in Defiance, Ohio.
Reprinted with kind permission of Christian Odyssey

The day I fired 
myself

By Nan Kuhlman
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I am continually surprised by how 
many common phrases have 
their origin in the Bible. At first 

sight the idea of ‘pushing the boat 
out’ does not seem to have a biblical 
ring at all. Yet it comes straight from 
a story told in chapter 5 of St Luke’s 
Gospel.

It comes from an incident on the 
shore of the Sea of Galilee. We can 
picture the scene if we try.  The Sea is 
a large inland lake in the north of the 
Holy Land. It is 18 miles long and eight 
miles wide and occupies a hollow in the 
ground 680 feet below sea level. It is full 
of fish and so there is a fishing industry 

and quite a large population around its shores. 
There are nine seaside towns, none of them with a 
population of less than 15,000.

Jesus always went where the people were. It was 
true that he preached in synagogues, but he never 
confined himself to them. So, in Luke chapter 5, we 
find that, after preaching in a synagogue, he made 
his way to the Galilean seashore, and, as always, 
the people flocked to him.

This presented him with an opportunity – but also 
with a problem. The opportunity was to meet people 
and share his convictions about the Kingdom of 
God. The problem was to avoid being pushed into 
the water by the crowd. He had to find a way of 
being visible and audible (and dry!) when he spoke 
to them.

He did what he always did. He looked around 
and used the things and the people who happened 

to be available. Near him were a couple of fishing 
boats and some fishermen, including Simon Peter. 
If we look at the incident through the eyes of Peter, 
we find that Jesus said four things to him. They are 
worth noticing because Jesus says exactly the same 
four things to us. Let me summarize his words:

1. push The boaT ouT for Me

Peter’s boat was to serve as a pulpit for Jesus. In 
fact anything, anywhere can become our pulpit for 
Jesus. The world needs to hear of him, but so often 
we fail to see just how, when and where we can 
be his spokespeople. We are not good at ‘pulpit-
spotting’.

Of course in common speech today, to ‘push the 
boat out’ has an alternative meaning.  It means to 
‘be extravagant’, ‘be generous’. In this sense too, 
this story brings a message to you and me.  Do you 
and I ‘push the boat out’ for Jesus in this second 
sense? Or are we rather mean with our generous 
Lord? I have the horrid feeling that though we know 
that Christ has given his all for us, we are often 
shamefully stingy in our response to him. This can 
be true in terms of our time, our talents and our 
hard cash.

Christian commitment is 
never a static affair 

We often put so little at his disposal, rather like 
the congregation who one day heard their vicar say 
‘I have good news and bad news for you.  The good 
news is that we have plenty of money to repair our 
church roof. The bad news is that it is still in your 
pockets!’

So the questions we ought to be asking are ‘How 
is Jesus calling you and me to push the boat out for 

Push the boat out

By Roy Lawrence
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him here and now?’ and ‘How are we responding?’ 

2. push The boaT ouT furTher

Peter did push his boat out – and because of this 
many people were able to hear the gospel. But Jesus 
was not yet finished with Peter. The old translation 
of his next words used to be ‘Launch out into the 
deep’, but I like the more recent Good News version 
which simply says, ‘Push the boat out further’. Chris-
tian commitment is never 
a static affair. When we 
respond to Jesus in one 
area of life, always imme-
diately he has something 
else for us to do and to be 
for him.

If at some point in the 
past you made the deci-
sion to take Christianity 
seriously and to trust Jesus 
as your Saviour, Lord and 
friend, then I guess there 
would be things in your life 
that would change at that 
time. But I do hope you 
have not been marking 
time since then. With Jesus there is always more to 
discover and more to do. So when did you last ask 
Christ what comes next in his plans for you?

We are told that Peter could not see the point in 
pushing his boat out further, but he trusted Jesus 
enough to do as he was told. The result was amazing. 

3. LearN whaT I CaN Do for you

When Jesus takes charge of our lives, the result 
is never a ‘non-event’. In Peter’s case what Jesus 
gave him was the biggest haul of fish he had ever 
known in his life. They would not fit into his boat 
and he had to call for the second boat to join him.

He is still today the same Lord of Surprises. There 
is so much that he wants to do for you and for me. 
As we walk through life with him, we will find that 
he has not changed. He still has the healing power 
we can see in the scriptures. He still has the same 
life-transforming power, the power to help us do 
and be that for which we were created.  

All of this is part of the learning process to which 
he calls us, and it does not stop short at the many 
things he can do for us, because there are also 
things which he wants to do in us and through us.  
Peter had to discover this. 

4. LearN whaT you CaN Do for Me 

Characteristically, Jesus spoke to Peter and the 
other fishermen at their own level. He used fish-
ermen’s language. ‘Follow me,’ he said ‘and I will 
make you fishers of men.’ They were to have a haul 
of human souls which would make the miraculous 
draught of fishes look small by comparison. However, 
he required their consent because he always leaves 
his followers free.  Thank God, they gave it.

So what about you and me? If we have heard 
him say to us, ‘Push the boat out for me, and now 
push it out further. Learn what I can do for you and 
what you can do for me,’ how have we responded?  
The words will mean something different to each 
one of us.

In my own case hearing those words involved 
a call to the ministry. I was distinctly reluctant to 
answer, and perhaps one day I will tell you just what 

happened. But for now, 
you have your own story 
to contemplate

It may include any 
number of things  –  new 
friendships with neigh-
bours, new directions 
at work, new ways of 
spending spare time, a 
new look at the deep 
things of the Christian 
faith, a new use for your 
hard-earned cash,  all 
sorts of new ways of living 
and of loving. I certainly 
can’t tell you. These things 

are for God to know – and for you to find out. Fortu-
nately, finding out is not as hard as we sometimes 
think. 

Jesus is standing by you at this moment. If you 
listen, he has a personal message for you, a call, a 
challenge. He will never manipulate or pressurize. 
Your response must be free, just like that of Peter, 
James and John. However, it is my conviction that 
nothing is more important in your life – and in mine 

– than the way in which we react to whatever Jesus 
is saying to us here and now.

To help us clear our mind, here is a fisherman’s 
prayer.

God our Father, we who sail the sea 
of life can find it vast and deep.  

The voyage can seem confusing and  
the hazards many.

Yet you have given us the chart of Holy Scripture 

and the guiding star of the Holy Spirit, 

and you offer us your own Son to be our Pilot.

We know that nothing can be better 
than to place ourselves 

totally under your command.  

Grant us your strong help and 

guidance, as now we seek to do this afresh.

So may we set a sound course and 
come safely to the eternal harbour. 

In the name of Jesus  

Amen.

Reprinted with kind permission of the Plain Truth (UK), 
Registered charity no. 1098217
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God, grant me the serenity to 
accept the things I cannot 
change, the courage to 

change the things I can, and the 
wisdom to know the difference.

You’ve probably seen this short prayer displayed 
on a wall, on a desk or on a plaque in a gift shop. 
Every member of Alcoholics Anonymous knows it by 
heart. It’s a great prayer, one that speaks to every 
human heart.

Maybe that’s because one of our greatest plagues 
is that of anxiety, that old fiend that manifests itself 
in fear, worry, frustration, dread and the like. We 
fear that we might be victimized by some disastrous 
turn of events. We worry that things might turn out 
badly for us. We feel our frustration levels rise when 
the world and the people in it do not conform to our 
expectations. We dread the possible outcomes of a 
future that has shown itself unreliable in its treat-
ment of us. 

resTING IN Jesus

But we Christians believe that God makes a 
difference in our world of vulnerability. The Serenity 
Prayer above draws our attention to the fact that 
there are many things we cannot change. Bad 
things do happen to good people. We can spend 
our time blaming ourselves, or others, or we can 
learn to trust our lives, with all the tragedies and all 
the triumphs, to Jesus who loves us. 

He is our intercessor even when 
we are so hurt we wish God 

would get out of our lives

It’s snot that Jesus keeps bad things from 
happening. 

Sometimes I think he does—maybe even often-
times. But there are plenty of times that he doesn’t. 
It’s when the bad things happen that we share in 
the sufferings that Jesus suffered for us. And just as 
Jesus trusted himself to God in the miscarriage of 
justice that resulted in his execution, so he stands 
with us, trusting God for us in the course of our 
tragedies, injustices and disasters. 

Jesus trusts God for us even when we are 

paralyzed with doubt. He’s our Intercessor even 
when we are so hurt that we wish God would take 
his intercession and get out of our lives. 

He’s our Intercessor even when we put the 
blame on God for what we know he could have 
stopped from happening, but didn’t. And he’s our 
Intercessor, full of faith on our behalf, even when 
we are so scared and worried that we’ve hardly 
thought of God in weeks or months.

TakING The worLD as IT Is

The serenity prayer is actually part of a longer 
prayer penned by the American theologian  
Reinhold Niebuhr. It goes like this: 

GOD, grant me the serenity to accept the things 
I cannot change, courage to change the things I 
can, and the wisdom to know the difference. Living 
one day at a time; enjoying one moment at a time; 
accepting hardship as the pathway to peace. Taking, 
as he did, this sinful world as it is, not as I would 
have it. Trusting that he will make all things right if I 
surrender to his will; that I may be reasonably happy 
in this life, and supremely happy with him forever in 
the next. Amen.

—Reinhold Niebuhr, 1926

The idea of taking this sinful world as it is, rather 
than how I would have it, is not what I learned as a 
boy. I learned, like most little boys and girls, to be 
good and hope for the best, and then feel betrayed, 
crushed and either angry or depressed if something 
worse happened—worse meaning anything I did 
not want.

But the world is not designed to bend to our 
hopes and desires. Good things happen, but so 
do bad things. They happened to Jesus, and they 
happen to us. 

Bad things happened to Paul, too, so bad that he 
tells us he “despaired of life” (2 Corinthians 1:8-10). 
But he passed on to us what he learned: When 
bad things happen, it helps us learn not to rely on 
ourselves but on God who raises the dead—the 
God who raised Jesus, our Intercessor. 

The gospel is good news. It does not call us into 
account, but into rest. 

The gospel is not about the snowstorm of things 
we either should have done or should not have 
done. It is about trusting God, about throwing all 
our cares on the one who loves us, about resting in 
Jesus Christ. In Jesus, we can indeed accept what 
we cannot change, find the courage to change what 
we can, and the wisdom to know the difference. 

Reprinted with kind permission of Christian Odyssey

By Michael Feazell

When Life 
Sucks 

www.istockphoto.com

F2F

M a r c h / A p r i l  2 0 1 0  | F a c e  t o  F a c e  M a g a z i n e 1 1



I was recently intrigued while 
perusing a periodical about the 
late President Roosevelt who 

carried out a rather interesting 
people experiment around an age 
old act of selfishness.  

As he mingled with friends and colleagues at a 
social gathering he greeted them with a beaming 
smile, looked them straight in the eye and said 

rather nonchalantly, “I murdered my 
grandmother this morning.”  Needless 
to say the responses were staggering, 
with very few people really hearing what 
was being said.  One person came up 
with, “you’re doing a fine job.”  Another 
simply replied “oh how lovely,” to which 
he immediately declared “I am sure she 

had it coming to her.”  
How many of us really take in what others are 

saying when they converse with us, or interrupt 
while they are speaking, or perhaps think about 
what we are going to say next before a person has 
finished talking.  Do you sometimes find yourself 
going through the motions of listening, nodding 
your head in acknowledgement or looking a person 
directly in the eye, yet your thoughts are constantly 
drifting into the world of me and my issues?  Are 
there times when someone asks a direct pertinent 
question and it suddenly dawns upon you that you 
were not really listening? 

a CoMMoN MaLaDy

The book of James focuses on this very common 
malady of humankind. “My dear brothers, take note 
of this: Everyone should be quick to listen, slow to 

speak and slow to become angry” (James 1:19). 
The Message Bible portrays this more vividly “Post 
this at all the intersections dear friends: Lead with 
your ears, follow up with your tongue, and let anger 
straggle along in the rear.”  

It is also very human to listen with bias and make 
up our minds before hearing a person out fully.  In 
his book The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People, 
Steve Covey talks about the need to build relation-
ships by seeking first to understand.  Proverbs 18:13 
tells us that “He who answers before listening – that 
is his folly and his shame,” while Proverbs 18:17 
brings out another dimension: “The first to present 
his case seems right, till another comes forward 
and questions him,” or as described in the Message 
Bible, “The first speech in a court case is always 
interesting – until the cross examination starts.”

It means taking self out of the 
picture and giving your undivided 

attention to another person 

Authentic listening is one of the most profound 
gifts of love you can give to another human being, 
especially when he or she is hurting and desper-
ately needs an empathetic ear from a person 
who genuinely cares.  It means taking self out of 
the picture and giving your undivided attention to 
another person as though the one you are talking 
to is the only person in the world.  This amazing 
act of love calls for absolute discipline, especially 
during a time when relationships are going through 
troubled waters, whether it be a marriage partner, 
child, colleague, business partner or the boss.  

We have a supreme example in Jesus, whose 
love for each and every human being on this earth 

By Bob Klynsmith

LISTEN! IT’S  AN 
ACT OF LOVE
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is unfathomable.  He literally emptied his life - not 
merely for your salvation but to bring you into an 
intimate and eternal relationship with the Father, 
Son and Holy Spirit.  

beyoND LaNGuaGe   

One of Jesus’ names is Emmanuel, which means 
“God with us.”  God is always completely present 
with you as you share your innermost thoughts with 
him in prayer.  He listens with intensity and under-
standing to your deepest fears and concerns, far 
beyond the inadequacies inherent in the vocabulary 
of language. 

God invites us into his presence and in so doing 
empowers us to express a deep and profound love to 
our fellow human beings through 

the indwelling power of the Holy Spirit.  And as we 
allow the love of God to take root in our own lives, 
we become acutely aware of the need to express 
the same love to others by being fully present in 
their company, listening attentively to their needs 
and concerns, even those we may not get along 
with.  

Henry W Longfellow once said, “If we could read 
the secret history of our enemies, we should find in 
each person’s life, sorrow and suffering to disarm 
all hostility.”

It is easy to love God in isolation, yet if we are 
filled with His love, this will naturally overflow into 
our relationships with others.  Ironically, giving 
selflessly to others in this way brings a healthier 
perspective to our own “issues”.  We soon discover 
that it casts the seeds of healing into our own psyche.  

The mind thinks at least four times faster than a 
person talks and often searches for something more 
to do while listening to another person.  Authentic 
listening will significantly enhance your relationship 
with others.  Here are some practical ways in which 
you can develop this selfless gift of love:

prINCIpLes of auTheNTIC LIsTeNING

Listen actively
 � Listen attentively with good eye contact. 
 � Connect with the emotions of the speaker. 
 � Attend to both facts and feelings around  

an issue.
 � Be in touch with your own feelings.
 � Try not to anticipate what the other    

person will say. 
 � Be mindful of your own biases and  

prejudices. 
 � Try not to jump to premature conclusions.
 � Remain fully focused and prevent 

your mind from wandering.  
 � Do not rehearse your response 

while others are talking. 
 � Let others finish what they are 

saying without interrupting. 
 � Remain open-minded, ready to 

reverse your opinion if need be. 
 � Pay attention to non-verbal signs e.g.  

body language.      
Clarifying 

 � Seek first to understand.  This requires 
asking questions, reflecting or para-
phrasing what people have been saying 
at appropriate intervals. For instance: 

“Are you saying …?”  
“Tell me more about…?” 
“Can you give me an example…?”  
“I’m confused about…” 
“Let me see if I understand …”

 � Give the person time.  Learn to 
be comfortable with silence. 

 � Do not offer solutions to every 
problem others bring to you.  

blocks to effective Listening 
 � Becoming preoccupied with how 

strongly you disagree with a person.
 � Being argumentative!  
 � Listening selectively for what 

you want to hear. 
 � Too tired mentally to work 

at paying attention. 
 � Outside noises and distractions. 
 � Tuning out because you think you know 

what the person’s conclusion will be. 
 � Negative body language e.g. tapping 

your foot or looking around. 
 � Red flag words that may trigger 

an overreaction e.g. “women’s 
libber” or “male chauvinist”. 

Make a difference by “being there” for others 
through authentic listening.  It’s an act of love which 
is yours to give! F2F
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Just across the road from our 
home there is a beautiful little 
country church. Many of our 

neighbours go there on Sunday 
morning to worship. 

My wife’s parents were married in that church, 
and her great grandfather donated the land on 
which it is built. I like the service. It is dignified and 
meaningful, and the congregation shares my pref-

erence for traditional hymns and music. 
The pastor is a good friend, and from 
time to time he has asked me to stand 
in for him. The people good-naturedly 
appreciate my clumsy attempts to handle 
the unfamiliar liturgy, and some have 
told me they wish I would come more 
often. 

So why, most Sundays, do we make a 
round trip of about 100 miles to attend “our” church 
in the big city? 

That is the closest congregation of the denomina-
tion in which I have membership and am ordained. 
But it is not just a matter of brand loyalty. I feel more 
or less at home in most Christian churches, and I 
believe they are valid places to worship. The styles 
might be different, but I suspect that we are more 
concerned about styles than God is. Wherever and 
whenever Christians gather together in his name, 
Jesus said he would be there too. Why then, do I 
feel I should make the effort to drive to my relatively 
distant congregation instead of just ambling across 
the road? 

Does it matter where we go? 
Are we at liberty to just pick 

a church out of convenience? 
Or even to go nowhere?

Does IT MaTTer?

I think about this sometimes as I make the Sunday 
morning drive. Does it matter where we go? Are we 
at liberty to just pick a church out of convenience? 
Or even to go nowhere? Surveys show that many 
people feel it is quite acceptable simply to watch 
a church service on television, never committing 
themselves to regular assembly. Others say that just 

talking about God and religion with friends at work 
or at an informal gathering from time to time is all 
the “church” they need. 

But the Bible does place a high importance 
on belonging to a congregation. And not just 
belonging, but supporting and participating in its 
life and work. One reason is that a congregation 
provides the opportunity for fellowship and joining 
in worship and communion. But another reason 
is that a congregation also requires accountability, 
something that, ironically, is often put forward as an 
excuse for withdrawing from regular congregational 
worship, and even leaving a church. 

We don’t like accountability. It implies restriction, 
discipline, correction and demands on our time and 
money—things we resist in life and certainly don’t 
want from a church. 

If we are honest, we must admit that there are 
often some disagreeable aspects of congregational 
life. We tend to get ourselves bogged down in 
distracting details and stir them into the church mix. 
But the primary thing God is concerned about is our 
relationships. Jesus taught that lasting, productive 
relationships, based on mutual love and respect, 
are the substance of Christian life. Human societies 
and organizations rarely put the highest priority on 
this; they have different agendas. But a congrega-
tion of fellow believers should be a safe place to 
nurture, maintain and, if necessary, repair relation-
ships. To deny ourselves this environment is to miss 
out on a key aspect of the central dimension of our 
Christian lives. 

I am not suggesting that regular church attend-
ance makes us more righteous, or that to stay away 
is unforgivable. My long commute to worship does 
not make me more acceptable to God. Neverthe-
less, I think he does want me to have a strong 
commitment to my not-so-local congregation, and 
I do not take it lightly. The extra effort is definitely 
more worth than it is trouble.

The earLy ChurCh

We naturally tend to interpret the scriptures 
about congregational worship in terms of our 
modern situation. But those instructions were not 
written against a backdrop of what has become the 
world’s largest religion with over two billion adher-
ents and a bewildering variety of sects, groups and 
denominations. We need to see what was written in 
the context of the first-century church. 

After the initial surge, the church settled down to 
a slower growth pattern. The typical congregation 
in New Testament times seems to have been a rela-
tively small number of people meeting in homes or 

Church:
some assembly RequiRed

By John Halford
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public places. In some cases certain congregations 
may have been in contact with one another, and 
there is evidence of some rudimentary organiza-
tion and central authority. But most of the time the 
churches were on their own. 

Paul himself seems to have been the linking 
factor in the churches he founded. Most of his letters 
have the flavour of a personal, intimate commu-
nication to people he knew rather than that of a 
large, general audience. He never dreamed that his 
words would be endlessly dissected and analyzed 
2,000 years later in churches on continents he did 
not even know existed. He wrote to people he knew, 
gathered in little groups around the Mediterranean 
Sea. 

Unlike today, where we have many choices, the 
early believers were a small minority, struggling to 
exist in what was often a hostile environment. With 
enemies, physical and spiritual, waiting to pounce, 
unity and harmony within the group were vitally 
important. That is why Paul and the other founding 
fathers focused their letters so much on koinonia, or 
community. 

GoD’s buILDING

One of Paul’s favorite analo-
gies was to see the congrega-
tion as a building (1 Corinthians 
3:9) that was a work in progress. 

“God is building a home,” he 
reminded the church at Ephesus. 

“He’s using us all—irrespective 
of how we got here—in what 
he is building. He used the 
apostles and prophets for the 
foundation. Now he’s using 
you, fitting you in brick by brick, 
stone by stone, with Christ Jesus 
as the cornerstone that holds 
all the parts together. We see it 
taking shape day after day—a holy temple built by 
God, all of us built into it, a temple in which God is 
quite at home” (Ephesians 2:19-22, Message Bible). 

In such a building, every part was needed. “From 
him the whole body, joined and held together by 
every supporting ligament, grows and builds itself 
up in love, as each part does its work,” wrote Paul 
(Ephesians 4:16, TNIV). This does not imply an easy-
going “come when you feel like it” approach, does 
it? 

These first Christians were, like us, frail and flawed 
human beings. Like us, they had their politics and 
quarrels. So how to handle such problems is often 
discussed. For example, when two long-standing 

members of the congregation at Philippi fell out, 
Paul urged them publicly to settle their differences. 

“I urge Euodia and Syntyche to iron out their differ-
ences and make up. God doesn’t want his children 
holding grudges,” he wrote. “And, oh, yes, Syzygus, 
since you’re right there to help them work things 
out, do your best with them. These women worked 
for the Message hand in hand with Clement and me, 
and with the other veterans—worked as hard as any 
of us. Remember, their names are also in the book 
of life” (Philippians 4:2-3, Message Bible).

The early church was taught 
to see membership in a 

congregation as a privilege 
and a responsibility.

Was Syzygus successful? Let’s hope so. Paul 
valued both Euodia and Syntyche, and did not want 
to lose either of them. So Paul urged them to recon-

cile quickly, for the good of the 
whole group. 

The early church was 
taught to see membership in 
a congregation as a privilege 
and a responsibility. It was not 
a “useful option” or an “added 
benefit” to take advantage 
of if and when one felt like 
it. The instructions have the 
feeling of “this means you, so 
listen up” rather than “here are 
some general principles that 
you might want to think about 
in your planning meetings.” 
Hebrews 10:25 was an urgent 

warning to “Forsake not the assembling of your-
selves together” because of a trend that needed to 
be nipped in the bud. 

breakING up Is harD To Do

Members who persisted in unacceptable or 
disruptive conduct might eventually have to be 
denied fellowship. But only as a last resort, after all 
other efforts to reconcile had failed. And even then, 
it was not done out of revenge or punishment, but 
as a last-ditch effort to bring the erring member to 
their senses. To be barred from fellowship was a 
serious matter. You couldn’t just shrug your shoul-
ders and find another church that would have you. 

www.bigstockphoto.com
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There was nowhere else to go.
Does this mean there is never a reason to leave 

a congregation? No. A church that is controlling 
and abusive does not deserve your membership, 
and you are better off out of it. But most congre-
gations are not like that. They are just a group of 
imperfect believers struggling with the trials of life. 
Membership in a group like that should not be taken 
lightly. In our modern world, nearly every relation-
ship is fraying—marriage, 
family, neighbors, friends. 
What should be strong 
committed relationships 
have become casual and 
negotiable. And sadly, 
that includes member-
ship in a congregation. 

here I Go

Reasons for leaving 
a congregation often 
sound righteous—a disa-
greement over a doctrine 
or a change of worship 
style. But often, the real 
reason is hurt feelings 
and wounded pride. We 
draw ourselves up, puff 
out our feathers and say, “Here I stand, I can do 
no other.” But what we mean is, “Here I go, I can’t 
stand the others.” The result is that people who 
were once friends now cross the road rather than 
pass the time of day. 

If we are having difficulty with relationships in 
our church, it is all the more reason to stay and try 
to work things out. Jesus and his apostles urged 
their people to solve problems quickly. They knew 
that, if left to fester, hurts and grudges could spread 
to others and eventually destroy the koinonia. How 
much stronger, more robust and more influential 
would the Body of Christ be today if we would 
commit ourselves to working out differences rather 
than endlessly splitting and dividing? 

a LessoN froM perseCuTIoN

Some years ago I met a man in one of the old 
Soviet satellite countries who published a small 
Christian magazine on an underground press in his 
basement. The ruling regime ruthlessly suppressed 
Christianity, and this man had endured years of 
prison and persecution. 

As he drove me around his city, he showed me 
a dramatic account of what life was like under 
Communism. 

We stopped in front of a pile of rubble. “We built 
a church here, but they bulldozed it,” he told me. 
We drove on, and after a few minutes, he stopped 
again and said, “We started a new church here, but 
they knocked this one down too.” He drove us to 
another site, and another and another, each time 
repeating the story. 

“Finally,” he said, “once the authorities real-
ized that European Communism was collapsing, 
they began to relax the restrictions a little.” They 
summoned the Christian leaders and told them they 
had permission to meet. There were two conditions. 
One was that they had to all meet together at a time 
and a place that the government chose. Secondly, 
the government would appoint the pastor.

The man selected was not the best speaker and 
certainly not the most educated. But it did not matter. 
Catholics, Baptists, Orthodox, Pentecostals and 
even Jehovah’s Witnesses would share a common 
service. “We were so happy to be able to meet that 
our differences did not matter.” 

Then, when the Communist government finally 
fell apart, Western evangelists rushed in. Soon the 
group broke up into the various sects and denomi-

nations again. That brief 
moment of harmony 
has been replaced with 
competitive congrega-
tions glaring at each 
other over their “distinc-
tives.”

“Of course, we appre-
ciate the freedom, and 
we do have our different 
religious traditions,” 
explained my friend 
as he showed me yet 
another demolished 
building. “But you know, 
in some ways we were 
never happier than when 
we had no choice but to 
get along together.” 

Obviously no one wants persecution. But today, 
where we have freedom of worship, many of us 
use that freedom to reduce our commitment. And 
we wonder why our witness is not as effective as it 
could be.

a pLaCe of safeTy

A church should be a safe place where there is 
genuine interaction—sharing the fun, pain, hope, 
joy, forgiveness and reconciliation of life. You can’t 
experience that as a lone wolf, any more than you 
can really experience baseball, basketball or soccer 
by chasing around balls all by yourself. Real living 
must be experienced in community and fellowship. 
Bryan Leech’s popular hymn, “We are G o d ’ s   
People” puts it nicely: 

 We are a temple, the Spirit’s dwelling place,
 Formed in great weakness, a cup to hold  

 God’s grace; 
 We die alone, for on its own 
 Each ember loses fire: 
 Yet joined in one the flame burns on 
 To give warmth and light, and to inspire.
When it’s all said and done, I suppose that’s why 

on most Sunday mornings my wife and I drive out 
of our little country town and head up Highway 50 
to Cincinnati. I’m quite sure we could find rich and 
meaningful fellowship with any group of believers, 
but we find that our long-term friendships and 
shared history outweigh the convenience of prox-
imity. We’ve been through good times and hard 
times with our church. We’ve shared hopes, joys, 
pains and sorrows, disappointments and successes. 
We feel a commitment there, and despite the long 
miles and significant tread wear, we would not have 
it any other way. 

Reprinted with kind permission of Christian Odyssey
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A few years ago a famous study 
was conducted at the Princ-
eton Theological Seminary.  

A group of students were interviewed 
and asked why they wanted to go 
into ministry. 

 “To help people” was the overwhelming answer.  
They were then asked to prepare a short sermon – 
half of them on the story of the Good Samaritan and 

the other half on different topics. Finally 
they were told to walk to a building on 
campus to present their sermons.  On the 
way, all of them were confronted by an 
actor who was realistically portraying a 
man in serious distress.  He was slumped 
over and groaning loud enough for 
people passing by to hear.

The expectation was that those who 
said they wanted to help people and those who had 
just prepared the sermon on the Good Samaritan 
would be the most likely to stop and help.  But it 
wasn’t to be. Neither of those variables had any 
impact on the likelihood of the students to stop and 
help.  But there was one factor that had a tremen-
dous impact.  Just before the students left to give 
their sermon, the researcher looked at his watch 
and said one of two things.  To some students he 
said, “You’re late.  They were expecting you a few 
minutes ago. You’d better hurry!”  To others, he 
said, “You’re early. They aren’t expecting you for a 
few minutes, but why don’t you start heading over 
there.”

Only 10 percent of the students who were in a 
hurry stopped to help, while 63 percent of those who 
weren’t in a hurry stopped.  In several cases, the 
students going to preach on the Good Samaritan 
literally stepped over the victim as they hurried on 
their way!  The researchers concluded that it didn’t 
matter whether someone wanted to help people, or 
whether someone was preparing to preach on the 
parable of the Good Samaritan. The only thing that 
had an impact was whether or not they were in a 
hurry.  The conclusion of their research: “The words, 
‘You’re late,’ had the effect of making someone who 
was ordinarily compassionate into someone who 
was indifferent to suffering.”

Richard Foster writes: “In contemporary society 
our Adversary majors in three things: noise, hurry 

and crowds.  If he can keep us engaged in ‘much-
ness’ and ‘manyness,’ he will rest satisfied.  Psychia-
trist Carl Jung once remarked, ‘Hurry is not of the 
Devil; it is the Devil.’”1

Are you often in a hurry?  Always?  Do you find 
yourself doing or thinking more than one thing at 
a time? Psychologists call this polyphasic activity 
(it could be called doing-more-than-one-thing-at-
a-time, but that would take too long and I am in 
a hurry to complete this article).  Do you interrupt 
others and/or finish their sentences?  Do you find 
yourself getting irritable, angry, annoyed, whenever 
you have to wait?  

yeLLow MeaNs Go Very fasT

The movie Starman is about an alien who is totally 
unaccustomed to earth.  In one scene he begins to 
drive a car without any prior experience.  When he 
almost causes an accident and his earthling friend 
expresses doubt about his driving skills, he explains 
that he has been studying human drivers:  “Red 
means stop.  Green means go.  Yellow means go 
very fast.”  When was the last time you stopped 
when you saw a yellow light? Most of us accelerate. 
Why? We are in a hurry. The experts call it; “Hurry 
Sickness”.  People ask themselves, “How can I move 
faster, and do more things, in less time?”  (I think I 
have hurry sickness; the things I want tomorrow, I 
now want right now.  And the things I used to need 
right away, I now need yesterday.) 

Hurry sickness is when we literally make ourselves 
sick by hurrying all the time to get too many things 
done. It’s a phrase coined 40 years ago by a 
prominent cardiologist who noticed that all of his 
heart disease patients had a common behavioural 
characteristic - they were in a chronic rush (so much 
so that they wore the chairs in the doctor’s waiting 
room down on the front first from sitting at the edge 
of the seats).  The increased pace of life has brought 
with it serious health problems, including heart 
attacks, palpitations, immune disorders, digestive 
ills, insomnia and migraine headaches.  

We were never meant to live this way. The experts 
have many helpful suggestions for us.  For example; 
learn to say “no” and do one thing at a time.  But 
there is something we must never overlook.

Love and hurry are incompatible.  Love always 
takes time, and time is one thing hurried people 
don’t have. Hurry prevents us from receiving love 
from God or giving it to others. You can’t love God 
and people when you are always in a hurry.  You 

The hurrier  
I go, the 
behinder 
I get!”
By Gordon Green 

to page 19
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By Shaun de Greeff

Some time ago I was at a braai 
and got into a conversation 
with a friend of mine who 

grew up in a household completely 
devoid of any religious instruction. 

Our conversation revolved around religion and 
she was curious as to what Christians believed. 

During the discussion the question was posed, 
“what is Christianity about?” My mind raced ahead 

trying to come up with a simple yet effec-
tive answer to the question, bearing in 
mind that any symbolism might very well 
be lost on her. How was I supposed to 
convey a subject that in my mind was so 
big, into a bite sized 
summary of Christi-
anity?

Taking a big 
sip of my brandy and coke, it 
occurred to me that the begin-
ning might be a good place to 
start, so I replied:

“We believe that there is an 
all powerful God who created 
the earth, the universe and 
human beings. He gave us 
the free will to make our own 
decisions and the first man 
and woman, Adam and Eve, 
chose to rebel against God.  
The moment they did that, sin 
entered the world and God, who is perfect, cannot 
abide with sin. 

His penalty for sin is death, but in his love and 
wisdom, he sent Jesus Christ to die for our sins so 
that we would be forgiven and even gave us the 
opportunity to have eternal life with him. The only 
thing required to take hold of this eternal life, that 
is already ours, is faith in Christ.” 

As I finished my sentence I was imagining the 
sound track of Star Wars playing in the background 
and I must have mused to myself: “that did not sound 
half bad.” In truth I was hoping her reply would be: “ 
Wow that is so great…and are you trying to tell me 
that this awesome God loves me and that he wants 
to know me?” But instead I got, “Are you saying that 
of all religions in the world Christianity is the only 
one that is correct? Is that not a very arrogant state-
ment to make?”

Taken aback, I was busy formulating my next 
sentence when someone else who was listening 

in on the conversation piped up and said: “Isn’t 
religion like buying a car… you get Toyotas, VW’s, 
BMW’s etc. Each one has it’s own specifications, but 
at the end of the day their function is all the same. 
Isn’t the function of all religions to bring us closer 
to God and to help us become better people, good 
people even, and does it really matter then which 
god or faith you believe in, because they all are 
equally valid, just like all these cars fulfill the same 
function?”

whaT Is reLIGIoN?

I suppose that to answer the question, we have 
to first establish what a religion is. Wikipedia.org 1 

defines religion broadly in two ways:
•	 Religious	 belief	 usually	 relates	 to	 the	

existence, nature and worship of a deity or deities 
and divine involvement in the 
universe and human life. Alter-
nately, it may also relate to values 
and practices transmitted by a 
spiritual leader. In some religions, 
like the Abrahamic religions, it is 
held that most of the core beliefs 
have been divinely revealed.
•	 Religious	 belief	 can	 also	

involve causes, principles or 
activities believed in with zeal 
or conscientious devotion 
concerning points or matters of 
ethics or conscience, not neces-
sarily limited to organized reli-
gions.

From the previous definitions 
it therefore sounds as if religion is based upon the 
worship of god or gods and that the aim of religion 
is to give us clear moral and ethical guidelines to 
live by. By following these guidelines, rules and 
regulations we will ultimately become good people. 
It therefore follows that any religion that offers the 
above would be a good religion…but is that the aim 
of Christianity, and don’t Christians claim to be the 
only ones with the answer?

Is ChrIsTIaNITy The oNLy  
eXCLusIVe reLIGIoN? 

At the World Parliament of Religions 1893, Swami 
Vivekendana a Hindu cleric made the following 
statement: “We [Hindus] accept all religions to be 
true. The real sin is to call someone else a sinner.”

Another famous religious figure Rabbi Schmuley 
Boteach said: “I am absolutely against any religion 
that says that one faith is superior to another. I don’t 
see how that is anything different than spiritual 

SHOPPING 
FOR CARS
Is choosing a religion 
like  shopping for a car?
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cannot build relationships when you are in a hurry. 
You cannot grow spiritually when you are in a hurry.  

Theologian  Kosuke Koyama wrote; “God walks 
‘slowly’ because he is love.  If he is not love he would 
have gone much faster.  Love has its speed.  It is an 
inner speed.  It is a spiritual speed.  It is a different 
kind of speed from the technological speed to which 
we are accustomed…it goes on in the depth of our 
life, whether we notice it or not, whether we are 
currently hit by storms or not, at three miles an hour.  
It is the speed we walk and therefore it is the speed 
the love of God walks.” 

How can we follow the Lamb wherever he goes 
(Rev 14:4) if we always running ahead of him?  
Research has been done on the maturing or lack of 
maturing in Christians.  It was discovered that the 
number one reason people don’t grow spiritually is 
because they’re too busy.  We have to learn to walk 
slowly like God. To move at the speed of love. 

Jesus NeVer hurrIeD

There is much we can learn from Jesus in this 
regard. He was often busy but he never hurried. It 
seems he even invited interruptions!  He made time 
to be with people because he placed an incredibly 
high value on relationships.  He still does.  Also, 

Jesus often withdrew from crowds and activities.  
One day the disciples returned from a busy time 
and because so many people were coming and 
going they didn’t even have a chance to eat (sound 
familiar)?  Jesus said “Come with me by yourselves 
to a quiet place and get some rest” (Mark 6:30-32). 
He invites us to do the same today. 

Going away to a quiet place means different 
things to different people.  It may mean go fishing, 
it may mean Bible study or prayer, it may mean 
silence, it may mean spending some time in God’s 
creation.  But whatever it is - make the decision to 
stop rushing and start living.  Take the time.  Make 
the time. If you don’t you may get a lot done but 
you are going to miss out on your child’s smile, the 
simple joy of being with  friends, or the beautiful 
colours of a bird.

Anyway, I must run.  I’ve got places to go to and 
people to see.  Oh, I just noticed a male starling 
sitting on a branch in my backyard. Glossy metallic-
blue feathers against the backdrop of the striking 
leaves of an African Palm.  I wonder what that 
means? 

1Celebration of Discipline: Richard Foster, p19

racism. It’s a way of saying that we are closer to 
God than you, and that’s what leads to hatred.”

Are they right… are Christians smug self-serving 
Puritans who believe they have the only answer to 
eternal life?

In Lee Strobel’s book The Case for Faith 2, he 
deals with the issue in an interview with Ravi Zach-
arias, an Indian Christian who has made it his life’s 
work to defend Christianity. Ravi addresses the 
issue by explaining that every religion on the planet 
claims some sort of exclusivity. Atheists, Moslems, 
Jews, Buddhists and even Hindus have some aspect 
of their religion that they claim to be exclusive. 
The atheists don’t play nice with anyone, because 
they don’t believe in God at all. So the atheists 
exclude everyone who believes in God. Muslims 
exclude those who do not believe in the Koran. For 
the Hindus, belief in re-incarnation and the Veda 
Scripts are essential, and even those who practice 
Baha’ism, and who claim to include every religion, 
exclude the exclusive religions like Christianity…
thereby being exclusive themselves.  

whaT Makes ChrIsTIaNs so speCIaL?

The answer is nothing. As religious followers go, 
we have our faults and the truth is that people have 
done terrible things in the name of Christianity, but 
the aim of Christianity is not to have people conform 
to a set of standards so that they can receive a merit 
badge at the end of their lives. Christ is the point…
nothing else. You see without Christ no matter how 
good you are, you still face a death penalty. In 
Romans 3:23 we read: “for all have sinned and fall 
short of the glory of God,” and in Romams 6:23 we 
read, “For the wages of sin is death, but the gift of 
God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.”

No matter how good we think we are we will 

never be able to be free from sin on our own. Even 
the best, noblest Buddhist who lives the perfect life, 
still sins, and without Christ he cannot be saved 
from judgment day.

Jesus was adamant that he was the only way. In 
John 10:9 we read: “I am the gate; whoever enters 
through me will be saved. He will come in and go 
out, and find pasture.”  And in John 14:6, “Jesus 
answered, “I am the way and the truth and the life. 
No one comes to the Father except through me.”

Theologion R.C Sproul summed it up nicely 
when he said: “Moses could meditate on the law, 
Muhammad could brandish a sword; Buddah could 
give personal counsel; Confucius could offer wise 
sayings; but none of these men was qualified to 
offer atonement for the sins of the world…Christ 
alone is worthy of unlimited devotion and service.”

so are you TakING The Vw poLo or 
The auDI a4?

So coming back to where we started…if religion 
is like shopping for a car, which one should you 
take?

Buy the one that works. All the others won’t get 
you where you need to go…they can’t offer you 
direct access to God through his Son and none of 
them has paid the price for your sins. When all is 
said and done Christ will get you where you need to 
go. All the other models just won’t work.

1. www.wikipedia .org
2. The Case for Christ, Zondervan Publishers,  
 ISBN  0-310-23469-7, Page 145

from page 17
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EXCEPT YOU 
BECOME AS 
ONE OF 
THESE…

By Hilary Jacobs

When the disciples asked 
Jesus who was the greatest 
in the Kingdom, He called 

a little child over, and had him stand 
among them. 

Unless they became like little children, Jesus 
said, they could not expect to enter the Kingdom 
of Heaven (Matthew 18:3). It seems they didn’t 
quite get the message, because shortly after this 
incident, they again tried to shoo some children 

away (Matthew 19:13). Again Jesus had 
to remind them that “the kingdom of 
Heaven belongs to such as these.”

Perhaps it’s not such an easy message 
to understand. What about all the great 
theologians, church fathers, priests, 
bishops, archbishops, even Popes? How 
are they all going to become like humble, 

uncomplicated children? It seems Jesus was asking 
the impossible!

We know Jesus died for everyone, not just the few 
elect, and that literally means everyone, small and  
great, proud and humble educated and ignorant. 

a prouD MaN

Let’s put together an imaginary composite 
picture of a proud man of the 21st century. He is in 
his middle 50s, has an impressive number of science 
degrees, and his pro-evolutionary worldview is 
well-known. He is respected in educational circles. 
He has little time for religion, and is particularly 
scornful of Christianity. After all, if there is a God, 
why did He create such a chaotic world, and then go 
and suffer and die like a criminal to pay the price for 
his own creation? People who believe this kind of 
thing have to be a little simple minded, don’t they?

We’ll assume this proud man lives out a normal 
life and dies somewhere in his 80s. He has no reason 
to re-think his atheistic philosophy, or to repent and 
believe in Jesus Christ until he is brought before 
God’s judgment throne (Revelation 20:12). But he’s 
unaware of the passing of time, and it seems like 
the next couple of seconds to this professor, though 
hundreds or even thousands of years may have 
passed. Suddenly, he sees it all. Jesus, whom he 
despised, has not only forgiven him his pride and 

arrogance, he’s even inviting him to be part of His 
eternal kingdom! It’s all been done for him, and all 
he has to do is accept! 

reDuCeD To GrouND LeVeL

I would bet a lot (if I were inclined to betting) that 
at that time, he would feel reduced to the level of 
a small child. He would realise with a devastating 
shock, that he too had been the victim of Satan’s 
lies. He had ignored the evidence for creation 
(Romans 1:20). He had hated and despised those 
who worshipped the true God, and had fallen for 
the nonsense just like Adam and Eve. It is he who’s 
the fool, not those he considered foolish.

All the “knowledge” this man treasured would 
become so much worthless rubbish. The apostle 
Paul admitted as much. He was the equivalent of 
a university professor of his day,  and had every 
reason to have “confidence in the flesh.” But he 
considered it all a loss compared to the surpassing 
greatness of knowing  Jesus Christ.

   And what about all the wise men of history? 
The truly wise among them were humble before an 
awesome God whose creative powers were beyond 
finding out. And the theologians, church fathers, 
priests, bishops, archbishops and Popes?  God says 

“every knee shall bow” before Jesus Christ, and it 
will be no different for them. If they did not under-
stand it in this life, they will become humbly, yet 
joyfully aware of the mercy and sacrificial love of 
their Saviour. It would deal a deadly blow to their 
pride, and totally deflate their puffed up attitudes, 
and make them willing to listen and learn. 

There is nothing wrong with acquiring knowl-
edge and wisdom. Often these attributes allow us 
to live out our Christian lives more effectively.  True 
knowledge and understanding can save us from 
being misled by Satan and his agents and help 
others remain on track. But when our own self 
image begins to dominate the scene, it’s time to 
humble ourselves before our Creator – whose ways 
are above our ways, and whose thoughts are above 
our thoughts. 

It’s easy to see now why Jesus had so much time 
for children. Children believe and trust. Children 
are uncomplicated and willing to learn. They don’t 
think they know it all – at least not yet!

www.bigstockphoto.com
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By Geoffrey Miller

Recently I read a book that 
challenged me, upset me 
and tested my attitude in a 

very unusual way.
 A friend found the book in a thrift shop where 

she worked, and having a Christian history similar 
to mine, she suggested I might enjoy it. It was one 
of those books that comes along just when you need 
it most, the kind that releases a cool breeze across 
your life. It filled in so many gaps that needed filling, 
but it also frustrated me so much that I could have 
thrown it into a river and smiled.

The church that I have belonged to for many years 
was prone to doing a few doctrinal somersaults from 
time to time. Minor things came and went and came 
again and no one was too fussed. Then one day 
the church did the equivalent of a doctrinal double 
reverse pike with twist. Doctrines that I considered 
ordained by God himself, absolutes that were para-
mount to the practice of my religious life suddenly 
became irrelevant. At the time “traumatic” seemed 
a kind word.

Eventually I came to see what the 
church leaders were saying. “Jesus is the 
centre of all things. Religious practice 
cannot compete with him or substitute 
for him.”

I had no disagreement with that, so I 
settled down to reshaping my thinking 
according to the life and teachings of 
our Savior Jesus Christ in the light of 
the new covenant. Gradually, over a 
decade or so, my previous religious 
practices became less important as 
I increasingly comprehended the 
fullness of Christ. 

The book that caused me so 
much unease dealt with those 
events, the whys and where-
fores of it all, from an author who was 
right there in the moment.

That wasn’t what upset me, though. 
My problem was that a previous reader had 

underlined everything he must have thought impor-
tant with thick black lines (I’m assuming it was a 
man, though perhaps a woman might have used 
such an obtrusive pen). Besides his underlining, he 
had made comments in the margins and inscribed 
question marks that only he understood. This 
person obviously had not tasted the emotion of the 
moment or careered out of control down the roller 
coaster of “what abouts.” 

Their underlining was almost detached, the kind 
of underlining one would do to stress an interesting 
point of ancient history. It was not the heart of a 
person who had experienced the joy and the sting 
of the journey.

Time after time my eyes and then my mind were 
drawn to the heavily underscored text that side-
tracked me into someone else’s ideas and opinions, 
leading me to places I didn’t want to go, to things 
I didn’t want to think about. This person was at a 

different place from me on their spiritual journey, 
yet they were unknowingly forcing me to go there, 
even though I felt God wanted me to be somewhere 
else. Somewhere spiritually healthier for me.

I marveled at this phenomenon. It caused me to 
think, perhaps I was being shown something bigger 
than what had come and gone.

whIspers IN The MarGINs

Haven’t I also been a line-drawer? Haven’t I 
drawn my own lines under events in peoples’ lives 
and in the margins of their personal stories? Indeed, 
how smugly I’ve highlighted things that I thought 
were unusual or not quite right, things I had summed 
up with a question mark snigger or a disapproving 
grunt. Have my whispers in the margins drawn 

another person’s attention to a place he or 
she did not want or need to be? 

Then I thought about Christ’s 
words, “Whatever you did for one of 

the least of these brothers and sisters 
of mine, you did it for me” (Matthew 

25:31–40). Jesus identifies so closely 
with every person that how we treat 
others is how we are treating him. If I 
draw lines of judgment under someone 
else’s imperfections, real or imagined, I 
draw lines under his perfect life. 

Jesus is clearly more interested in rela-
tionships than in piety. He is not worried 

about how well we do religion; he wants 
us to treat one another with dignity and 
respect. When we love another, it is Jesus 
loving through us. When we are loved by 

someone, it is Jesus in us receiving the love. He is 
both the giver and the receiver. He is the center of 
all things. Religious practice cannot compete with 
him, or substitute for him.

In Jesus we are free from all marginal references, 
underlining, and other peoples’ interpretations of 
the way our lives should progress. We are also free 
to let others be themselves and enjoy their journey 
into Christ, no matter where they might be along 
the way.

To my church I say, Thank you for having the 
courage to lay everything on Christ alone and ride 
out the storms it brought. And to my unknown 
underlining friend, Thank you for the frustration 
that caused me to meditate upon the inclusive 
graciousness of God. I nestled a little deeper into 
our Savior’s loving arms because of you. 

Reprinted with kind permission of Christian Odyssey
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Jesus did most of his ministry in 
the Jewish areas of Galilee and 
Judea. 

But on at least one occasion, he traveled north of 
Galilee. He used the retreat to debrief his disciples, 
to discuss his mission, and to teach a fundamental 
lesson about what it means to be a disciple.

peTer IDeNTIfIes Jesus as The 
MessIah (Verses 27-30)

Jesus and his disciples went on to 
the villages around Caesarea Philippi. 
This was about 25 miles north of the 
Sea of Galilee. On the way he asked 
them, “Who do people say I am?” (TNIV 
throughout). He already knew what the 
people thought, but the question led to 
an important teaching point.

They replied, “Some say John the 
Baptist; others say Elijah; and still others, one of 
the prophets.” Some people thought that Jesus 
preached in the style of John; others that he was 
like Elijah, or some other prophet. 

“But what about you?” he asked. “Who do you 
say I am?”

Peter said what the others probably thought but 
were afraid to say: “You are the Messiah.” They had 
seen him cast out demons, heal the sick, walk on 
water, and feed 5,000 people. Peter concluded, You 
are the man God will use to rescue us.

Peter’s response was correct. But Jesus warned 
them not to tell anyone about him. On several occa-
sions, Jesus wanted his identity kept a secret (Mark 
1:25, 34, 44; 3:12; 5:43; 7:36). Large crowds were 
already a hindrance to his ministry (1:33, 45; 5:24). 
Further, Jesus did not want the rulers to see him as 
a political rival.

Jesus wanted his disciples to be quiet about 
his identity because what they meant by the word 

“Messiah” was quite different from what Jesus actu-
ally was. Peter had the right word, but a seriously 
flawed concept of what the Messiah would do. This 
is the next thing that Jesus teaches them.

Jesus preDICTs hIs DeaTh (Verses 31-33)

For the first time, Jesus predicted his own death: 
He then began to teach them that the Son of Man 
must suffer many things and be rejected by the 
elders, the chief priests and the teachers of the law, 
and that he must be killed and after three days rise 
again. 

“The Son of Man” is a reference to Daniel’s 
vision of “one like a son of man” who was given a 
kingdom (Daniel 7:13). When the angel interpreted 
the vision, he said the kingdom would be given to 
the persecuted saints (7:18-27). The “son of man” 
represented all the saints. Jesus saw himself as this 
person who represented the persecuted people of 
God. He would accept the kingdom on their behalf—
and be persecuted on their behalf. 

Jesus also saw himself as the fulfillment of 
Isaiah’s prophecy of a servant who would suffer on 
behalf of his people (Isaiah 53); Isaiah and Daniel 
were describing the same person.

This was not what most Jews thought—most 
people assumed that the Messiah would be a victo-
rious king, not a suffering servant. So Jesus taught 
here that the “son of man” would be rejected by 
the Jewish authorities, killed on behalf of his people, 
and then rise again.

In some of his teachings, Jesus spoke in para-
bles that hid part of the meaning (Mark 4:11); this 
time, however, he spoke plainly about this. But this 
new revelation was so contrary to expectations, that 
Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him.

One minute, Peter declares Jesus to be the leader 
God sent to his people. The next minute, Peter is 
contradicting his God-appointed leader! This is 
an emotional reaction. What Jesus said deeply 
disturbed Peter’s idea of what the Messiah would 
do—and what he would do for Peter himself.

The disciples expected to receive certain benefits 
for following Jesus. They had left family, jobs and 
homes, and it was natural that they wanted a reward 
(Matthew 19:27). Some wanted to be the greatest in 
the kingdom (Mark 10:37). They were thinking that 
the kingdom of Jesus would be similar to the king-
doms of this world, where the king’s closest friends 
got the most benefits.

Peter was looking forward to being the chief of 
staff, the secretary of state, or someone important 
in the new government. But Jesus had just taken his 
high hopes and smashed them.

Peter had the presence of mind to take Jesus 
aside and “correct” his teacher privately. Repent of 
this defeatist attitude! We won’t let it happen—we’ll 
take up swords and protect you! 

We do not know if the other disciples could 
hear what Peter and Jesus said. But Jesus’ reply 
was said with them in mind: But when Jesus turned 
and looked at his disciples, he rebuked Peter. “Get 
behind me, Satan!” he said. Jesus calls Peter Satan, 
the Hebrew word for “adversary.” Peter is opposing 
God’s plan.

You have called me your leader, and I am, Jesus 

Everyone must die!
A study of Mark 8:27-38
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might have said. So get behind me and follow—don’t 
try to get in front and lead. You don’t even know 
where you are going. “You do not have in mind the 
concerns of God, but merely human concerns.”

Peter was thinking about the things that ordi-
nary human beings 
think about. He wanted 
what his friends and 
neighbors did: freedom 
from foreign oppression, 
safety, security, money, 
and a reward for the risk 
and the work.

But God has some-
thing a lot more impor-
tant in mind than that. 
He can see an enemy 
that is stronger than 
Rome, an enemy that 
must be conquered by 
suffering and death, not 
by replacing Roman 
overlords with Jewish ones.

Take up The Cross (Verses 34-37)

If you want to learn from me, 
he said, you must put aside 

your desires for fame and 
fortune, and be willing to die. 

The lesson Jesus wanted to teach Peter was 
needed by everyone. So Jesus called the crowd 
to him along with his disciples and said: Whoever 
wants to be my disciple must deny themselves and 
take up their cross and follow me. 

If you want to learn from me, he said, you must 
put aside your desires for fame and fortune, and be 
willing to die. You must be willing to follow me into 
death, if that’s where it ends up. I am not looking 
for people who simply want to benefit themselves. 
The world already has enough of those people. 

And why should people be willing to give up their 
lives? For whoever wants to save their life will lose 
it, but whoever loses their life for me and for the 

gospel will save it. If your priority is on saving your 
life, you will be a loser, because you will die. 

But if you are willing to lose your life for Jesus, 
and die for his kingdom, then you will save your life. 
Jesus is talking about life after you die, and that is 

the perspective we all need. 
If we focus on life in 

this age, we will lose it. But 
if we focus on Jesus and 
his message, we will have 
a better life in the age 
to come. The losses are 
temporary, but the rewards 
are eternal. 

What good is it, Jesus 
asks, for you to gain the 
whole world, yet forfeit 
your soul? No matter 
whether you are thinking 
about military conquest or 
financial gain, what good 
would it do you, even if you 

have the maximum success possible? You are still 
going to die. (The Greek word translated “soul” can 
refer to life in this age.) There is an enemy here, an 
oppression that is far worse than Rome.

What can you give in exchange for your soul? 
Even if you had the whole world, you could not buy 
your life back. So why struggle for such a temporary 
victory? 

What we need is a Messiah who conquers death 
itself—and that can be done only by someone who 
enters death and emerges victorious on the other 
side. We need a Messiah who dies and returns to 
life. 

Jesus summarizes by pointing to the day of 
reward: If any of you are ashamed of me and my 
words in this adulterous and sinful generation, the 
Son of Man will be ashamed of you when he comes 
in his Father’s glory with the holy angels.

If we cannot accept the sort of Messiah that Jesus 
actually is, if we cannot accept what he teaches, 
then Jesus will be disappointed about the priority 
we chose. He is offering us an endless age of divine 
glory; tragically, some are seeking first a short-lived 
life in a very troubled world. He does not reject us 
permanently, just as he did not reject Peter, but he 
will lament that we chose such a small reward.

Hebrew had a word for it, and when the Old Testa-
ment was translated into Greek, Greek-speaking Jews 
found a word for it, too. 

It starts with the Hebrew word mashah, which 
means to spread a liquid, or anoint with oil. An 
anointed person was called mashiach, an anointed one; 
it was most often used in reference to Jewish kings, but 
was also used for Cyrus, a Persian king.

When the Jews were in exile and looking forward 
to the restoration of the Davidic line of kings, they set 

their hopes on the anointed one, the mashiach who 
would restore the nation.

Similarly, the Greek word starts with chriō, 
meaning to anoint with oil. In secular Greek the 
adjective christos always referred to things that were 
“rubbed on,” and never to people. But the Jews 
applied this word to their hopes for a messianic leader, 
and Christians applied it to Jesus. Jesus is the Christ, 
the Anointed

biblEstudy
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hMMM...

You must therefore, love me, 
myself, and not my circumstances, 

if we are to be real friends.
Cicero 

What do we live for if it is not to 
make life less difficult for each other?

George Eliot

A friend never says, “I told 
you so,” even if she did

Wendy Jean Smith

Do not use a hatchet to remove 
a fly from your friend’s forehead

Chinese proverb

Wounds from a friend 
can be trusted, but an 

enemy multiplies kisses
Proverbs 27:6

Friends are those who, when 
you’ve made a fool of yourself, don’t 

feel you’ve done a permanent job.
Lawrence Peter

With due respect to my fellow 
countrymen here in the United States, 
I believe we have been made soft and 

vulnerable by materialism and ease.
Dr. James Dobson

Life is relationships; 
the rest is just details

Gary Smalley

Life is what happens to you when 
you’re busy making other plans

John Lennon

Let us live so that when we come 
to die, even the undertaker is sorry

Mark Twain

Your temptation isn’t late-breaking 
news in heaven. Your sin doesn’t 
surprise God. He saw it coming. 
Is there any reason to think that 

the One who received you the first 
time won’t receive you every time.

Max Lucado

At the moment I am most aware of 
my own inadequacy, at that moment 

I am probably closest to God.
Philip Yancey

To educate a man in mind 
and not in morals is to educate 

a menace to society.
Theodore Roosevelt

To love the truth for truth’s sake 
is the principal part of human 

perfection in this world, and the 
seed-plot of all other virtues.

John Locke
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