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baseline
noun, often attributive | base•line | \ bās- līn\ 
1: a line serving as a basis; especially one of known 
measure or position used (as in surveying or navigation) 
to calculate or locate something1

IN EVERY CONTEXT OF OUR LIVES, we are familiar with 
those understandings and skills on which everything 
else is built, played, written, argued for. We know the 
boundaries on the court, the measurements on the field, 
the format for a citation, the presuppositions in a school 
of thought, the measurements of the notes. We know 
the concrete that sits underneath the building (or, at 
least, we know that concrete is down there somewhere). 
Anytime we aim to learn something new, we know we 
must start with the 101 course, the basics.

We also know that these foundations, the skills and 
knowledge that we have to start with, never stop being 
important. They may become second-nature, intuitive, 
instinctive. We may reach the point where we are so 
familiar with the foundations that we no longer have to 
think about them. We just move into whatever we are 
doing, our minds or muscles remembering on their own. 
This is part of the learning process for us, as humans. 
What must first occupy our attention soon becomes 
engrained, freeing us to learn and grow beyond where 
we started. It’s a beautiful process, and a truly genius 
design when you consider it. It is also extremely 

INTRODUCTION
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hazardous.
We never stop using the foundational knowledge or 

skills that we pick up at the start of something. If, then, 
what we’ve picked up was not accurate, was bad form 
or style, every part of everything we do will have that 
weakness woven throughout it. If we misunderstand 
the contour and grid lines on a map, we will constantly 
measure our position and route incorrectly. If we 
develop a bad posture, a habit of holding the instrument 
wrong, or an unclear style of presentation, we will see 
the effects come out in our sport, music, or speaking. 
We will not be able to avoid the consequences. They 
were laid in, setup, guaranteed from the very beginning.

These baselines, the foundations and basic ways of 
understanding or doing something, are easier to see the 
consequences for when we are playing an instrument 
or competing in a sport. When we struggle to produce 
a sound, or constantly step out of bounds, it isn’t hard 
to say: “He’s holding the bow wrong,” or “She doesn’t 
know where she’s at the court.” Faith, belief, spirituality, 

religion… these are much 
more difficult. How 
can you tell if you are 
responding to your life in 
a negative way because 
you hold onto a very faulty 
understanding of who God 
is? How can you know if 

your attitude, or your ambition, is being shaped by what 
you believe about God or by the cup of coffee you just 
finished? Or both?

Of course, there is not a solid, formulaic answer to 
these questions. In large part, we just don’t ever acquire 
a precise cause-and-effect understanding of our belief 
in God and way of living with him. What we CAN do is 
make sure we’ve really considered the ground on which 
our faith is built. What are the baselines for my faith? 

What sort of 
questions do I need 
to have explored 
and answered as 
best I can?

What should they be? What sort of questions do I need 
to have explored and answered as best I can before 
moving into deeper doctrines?

Part 1 of our discipleship process takes up this line 
of questioning. I say “takes up” because the goal of 
discipleship is not that we ever lay these things back 
down. We are not trying to land the plane, so to speak. 
We are trying to get the plane in the air and headed 
along the right course. We will explore three questions 
to that end: Do you believe in the possibility? Do you 
believe in the story? Do you believe in the Scriptures? 

Before we do that, however, we should stop and 
make sure we have considered an even deeper baseline: 
What do we mean when we use the word “faith”?

1 Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, s.v. “baseline,” accessed 
January 5, 2017, https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/
baseline.
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QUESTIONS
•  Define “faith” as you currently understand it. 

What is it? Where does it come from? How do 
we “have” it or develop it? How does it work?

•  Hebrews 11:1 states:
Now faith is the assurance of things hoped 
for, the conviction of things not seen.

At the same time, 1 Corinthians 13:9-12 tells us:
For we know in part and prophecy in part… 
For now we see in a mirror dimly… Now I 
know in part.

How can faith be “assurance” and “conviction” 
but also be “in part” and “in a mirror dimly”?

•  Does “having faith” equal “being certain”? 
Why?
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CHAPTER ONE
Do you believe in the possibility?

Reading:  C.S. Lewis, Mere Christianity, book 2, chapter 1: 
“The Rival Conceptions of God.”

DEFINING “FAITH” does not lead us to some promised 
land of theological clarity. It’s more like making sure we 
are all using the same measurement system for a set of 
blueprints, that we all mean the same thing when we say 
the words “I believe.” It is another step altogether to say 
“I believe in a god,” and still further to say “I believe in 
the God that the Christian Scriptures reveal.” We’re not 
there yet.

An old pastor, Aiden Wilson Tozer, once wrote: “What 
comes into our minds when we think about God is the 
most important thing about us.”2  Agreed. However, 
before we can talk about 
“what comes into our 
minds when we think 
about God,” we need 
to ask if anything can 
come into our minds at 
all. Do we even believe in 
the possibility of a god? 
Said another way, do we 
believe that there is something beyond the natural 
world, something we cannot sense (taste, touch, see, 
smell, hear) or detect somehow? To say yes is to say 
you believe in something beyond natural, something 
supernatural. You believe that there is a reality, being, 

...do we believe 
that there is 
something beyond 
the natural world, 
something we 
cannot sense...



PART ONE | QUESTIONING THE BASELINES DO YOU BELIEVE IN THE POSSIBILITY?

17
16 or thing that really does exist but cannot be empirically 

evidenced (empirical = “based on, concerned with, or 
verifiable by observation or experience rather than 
theory or pure logic”).

In one of the New Testament letters, the author 
states it this way:

...whoever would draw near to God must believe that he 
exists... (Hebrews 11:6)

We haven’t talked about Scripture yet, but the logic here 
is unavoidable: If you do not believe in “spirituality” then 
you cannot believe in a god, any god as humanity has 
ever understood “god” to be.

Christianity has always maintained a very clear 
and simple teaching on the existence of God. Because 
Christianity is the extension/fulfillment of Judaism (by 
its own confession), this teaching is a New Testament 
echo of Old Testament understanding:

In the beginning, God created… (Genesis 1:1)

Then Moses said to God, ‘If I come to the people of Israel 
and say to them, ‘The God of your fathers has sent me to 
you,’ and they ask me, ‘What is his name?’ what shall I say 
to them?’ God said to Moses, ‘I AM WHO I AM.’ 
(Exodus 3:13-14)

Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God, the LORD is one. 
(Deuteronomy 6:4)

No one has ever seen God… (John 1:18)

…he who is the blessed and only Sovereign, the King of 
kings and Lord of lords, who alone has immortality, who 
dwells in unapproachable light, whom no one has ever 
seen or can see. To him be honor and eternal dominion. 
Amen. (1 Timothy 6:16)

Yet he is actually not far from each one of us… 
(Acts 17:27)

So Christianity teaches that…
•  God exists.
•  God is the only true “god,” even if other spiritual 

beings are called (or call themselves) “god.”
•  He is an individual person rather than a cosmic force.
•  He is “transcendent” (in the sense that he is beyond 

our senses/detection, and beyond our reality).
•  He is also “immanent” (in the sense that he is not 

far away and detached, but rather is an invested and 
involved person).

We will consider what Christianity teaches as the 
nature of God, the attributes of who this God is and 
what he is like, in more detail later on. For now, these 
teachings are our baseline. But we need to stop and ask 
if we really buy it. As the author of Hebrews 11:6 stated, 
you cannot begin to know and live with God unless you 
first believe that he exists.

2  Tozer, Aiden Wilson. The Knowledge of the Holy (New York: 
HarperCollins Publishers, 1961), 1.
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QUESTIONS
•  Very simply: do you believe in spirituality? 

Why or why not? When you say “I believe in 
spirituality” what do you mean, in your own 
words?

•  Is there anything about believing in something 
beyond our natural world, something 
supernatural, that is difficult for you?

•  On what basis would you affirm or deny the 
existence of anything supernatural? How do 
you justify your belief in it, or your doubt of it?

•  Acts 17:16-31 is one of the best, most concise 
accounts we have of the whole Christian 
teaching about God and Jesus, from the mouth 
of an apostle (if you believe the Scriptures). 
The first half of this account records the 
apostle Paul’s teaching on the nature of God, in 
contrast with how spirituality was understood 
in Athens at the time. Read this passage and 
take notes on any statements about what or 
who God is, and how we interact with God, that 
are new, confusing, helpful, or refreshing to 
you. What stands out?

•  A tangent question: How do you explain, or 
what do you think of the pronouns used for 
God in the Christian Scriptures (He/His/Him)? 
Is there a problem with the fact that they are 
all masculine? How do you explain that? Why 
would God not use the feminine? Consider 
the statement about the “image” of God 
in Genesis 1:27. Is God male, female, both, 
neither?
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CHAPTER TWO
Do you believe the story?

Reading: Tim Challies, Visual Theology, Chapter 4

ONE OF THE FUNNY DIFFERENCES between modern 
Christians and those from the beginning of the Church 
is the importance we place on citing Scripture. If you 
wander into a local church service, or read a theological 
book, you will often find the statements about God 
being proven by Scripture, with a citation for each 
passage that looks a lot like what was in the last section: 
“Thus says the LORD…” (book chapter:verse). This is 
humorous when considered next to the way some New 
Testament authors cite Scripture: “It is written…” “It has 
been testified somewhere…” (Jesus in Luke 4:4, Hebrews 
2:6).

Our way of studying and referencing Scripture is 
very important, and a blessing for the global Church. It 
is important to remember, however, that the Christian 
Scriptures are a historical document. By that I mean that 
they have a beginning and a history. They were written 
and collected, and then later more was written and 
collected, and only then the divisions (chapters/verses) 
and order were set. We’ll consider the host of questions 
that come with that process in the next section, but 
for now I want to consider this: Before the message 
of Christianity was recorded, it was told. It was a story 
before it was written down and studied.

Take a minute, before reading on, and think through 
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the story that you have heard Christians tell about Jesus. 
Write or bullet-point it out as best you can, from your 
current memory of it. Who was he? What did he do? Why 
does that matter?

In the last section you reflected on Paul’s teaching in 
Athens. Go back and examine it again. What Scriptures 
does Paul cite in his message? The fact that Paul 
began to relate the message of Christianity, this thing 
that Christians call “The Gospel,” without referencing 
any Scriptures is important. To the Jewish society, in 
Roman Palestine, who were intimately familiar with what 
Christians call the Old Testament, you will read that 
Jesus and the apostles used the Scriptures constantly. 
Any quick reading of Hebrews, or John’s gospel account, 
will show you the centrality of the Scriptures to the 
message of Christianity. But that was for a society 
that already accepted the authority of the Scriptures. 
For those who were unfamiliar with the “graphe” (the 
Greek word, “writing,” that was used to reference the 
Scriptures), what was called Scripture in the days of 
Jesus and the Apostles, there was a question that came 
before the Scriptures were referenced: Do you believe 
the story?

And the story was fairly simple:
•  God created everything.
•  Humanity turned away from God, and so violated 

what God declares best and good: to know and love 
him above all else.

•  God initiated redemption.
•  God carried out redemption through Jesus, whom 

Christians call “the Christ” because he was the one 
sent to fulfill God’s plans for redemption.

Now, the story does not end there. Redemption has 
been needed, initiated, carried out, and fulfilled… but it 

has not been completed. The story that Christians tell, 
that Jesus and the apostles told and the Church still tells 
all over the world today is ongoing. Many look at the 
world and say: “The universe we observe has precisely 
the properties we should expect if there is, at bottom, 
no design, no purpose, no evil and no good, nothing 
but blind, pitiless indifference.”3  That’s an accurate 
observation. Those who come to this conclusion are 
not failing to see the world as it is. They are seeing the 
world for what it is, rather than what they want it to be, 
and asking: “How can there be a good God who tolerates 
this?”

That’s the right question. It’s also a question that 
Christianity has always answered consistently: God does 
not tolerate this. This is not the end of the story. There 
is a bright horizon that has yet to come. Redemption has 
been established, but it has not been completed. So we 
can add one final bullet point to the story Christians tell:

•  Jesus will return and the world will be healed, 
renewed, and redeemed.

If we miss that part of the message, of the story 
that Christianity tells, we will look at our world and 
see no cause for belief. We will, of course, and wisely, 
deny what Christianity teaches. If we understand what 
Jesus, the apostles, and the Church today are saying, 
that redemption has come fully in Christ and it will be 
completed by Christ in the future… we have a question 
to ask ourselves: Do I believe this story?

If you go on to read what happens after the account 
in Acts, we see how people responded. It all hinged on 
one part, the central proof and evidence upon which 
every other part of this redemption-story depends: “…
and of this he has given assurance to all by raising him 
from the dead.” Here, at last is the element of the story 
that calls us to make a call: do you buy it, or not?

It is historically undeniable that Jesus was a real 
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human being, and was really crucified in Roman 
Palestine. In the critical analysis of historical records, 
the “criterion of embarrassment” tells us that accounts 
of a person, recorded by that person or his followers, are 
almost always acceptable as true if they are humiliating, 
embarrassing, or negative about that person. In shorter 
words: nobody makes up something negative about 
themselves or the person they are trying to support. 
If Christians were going to make up something about 
Jesus, they would not have written about him dying on 
a cross. Besides the accounts that Christians recorded, 
which are now called the New Testament Scriptures, 
there are other historical records:

•  Speaking of the great fire in Rome in A.D.64, and 
of the Emperor Nero’s possible guilt for it, Roman 
historian Tacitus references the existence and 
crucifixion of Jesus as a tangent: “Consequently, 
to get rid of the report, Nero fastened the guilt 
and inflicted the most exquisite tortures on a class 
hated for their abominations, called Christians by 
the populace. Christus, from whom the name had its 
origin, suffered the extreme penalty during the reign 
of Tiberius at the hands of one of our procurators, 
Pontius Pilatus…”4

•  Josephus references Jesus in his Jewish Antiquities. 
A first reference is not about Jesus at all, but about 
James, whom Josephus describes as “the brother of 
Jesus the so-called Christ.”5 The second reference is 
less reliable, perhaps not even written by Josephus, 
but this first one is universally accepted by scholars 
as historical and authentic.

Historical scholars (regardless of religious belief) 
agree that Jesus existed and was crucified near 
Jerusalem. Most agree on the general outline of Jesus’ 
life, especially his being baptized by John the Baptist, 
being from Galilee, and being a teacher with followers 

who was involved with the Temple in Jerusalem.
So the historical facts are easy to accept. The 

records of Jesus’ teaching might be more difficult 
for some, but there are general consistencies among 
what Jesus’ followers claimed he taught that would 
also be easy to identify and accept. He existed, was 
a teacher, and was executed. That is not difficult to 
believe. Honestly, belief in those facts costs nothing. 
It changes nothing about anything in our lives. All the 
historical accuracy in the world is not enough for me to 
make Jesus the central person and teacher in my life. 
Christians tell a different story, though:

...and of this he has given assurance to all by raising him 
from the dead.

Here is the baseline for anything we might call 
faith. If I believe this story, it is a step past simple 
history and into faith. If I believe that Jesus was not 
just a man, a teacher, and 
someone condemned 
by the Romans, but that 
Jesus was raised from 
the dead… then nothing 
about what Jesus and the 
apostles taught is beyond 
my faith. How do I know that salvation, reconciliation 
with God, life in relationship with the one, true, personal 
God of everything is true? A man was brutally executed, 
confirmed dead beyond all doubt, stuck in a sealed and 
guarded tomb for three days, and then came back to 
life. God has made himself plain, explicit, and obvious. If 
the story is true.

If I believe this 
story, it is a step 
past simple history 
and into faith.
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QUESTIONS
•  Do you believe in the possibility that the story 

Christians tell about Jesus is true? What would 
change about your life if you believed it?

•  What about Jesus is hard for you to accept, 
confusing, or doubtful? What makes it so?

•  When you hear the part about Jesus being 
resurrected how do you respond? Read through 
the New Testament accounts of Jesus being 
resurrected in Matthew 27:57 - 28:20, 
Mark 15:42 - 16:8, Luke 23:50 - 24:53, and 
John 19:28 - 21:14. What stands out to you? 
What is convincing? What is confusing? What 
questions do you have and were any questions 
answered in your reading?

3  Dawkins, Richard. River Out of Eden: A Darwinian View of Life (New 
York: Basic Books, 1995), 131-132.

4 Tacitus, Annals 15.44.
5 Josephus, Antiquities xx. 200.
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Reading:  Tim Challies, Visual Theology, pages 43-56 
(the part on the Bible) 
Wayne Grudem, Christian Beliefs, chapter 1 
(For extensive reading: Gregory Allison, 
Historical Theology, Chapter 2)

THIS FINAL BASELINE for the Christian faith brings up 
a more complicated set of questions for us to consider. 
Thus, it is a little longer, and will take a little more effort. 
Fair warning: give yourself a little more time to think this 
one through.

When we think about this collection of writings that 
Christians call “The Bible,” there are a lot of angles to 
consider. What is it? How did we end up with it? What 
do Christians believe about it? What do I believe about 
it? Unfortunately, many people begin to talk about 
Christianity with the assumption that the Scriptures are 
self-evident and self-explanatory. They begin to answer 
questions like “who is God?” and “what is salvation?” 
by citing Scripture, without stopping to consider that 
the people they are speaking with may not share 
their conclusions about things like the source of the 
Scriptures (inspiration), the accuracy of the Scriptures 
(inerrancy), and the role the Scripture play in shaping 
our beliefs and practices (authority).

Consider Acts 17:16-31 again (I know, there is some 
irony in citing Scripture here). The apostle Paul, in 

CHAPTER THREE
Do you believe the Scriptures?



PART ONE | QUESTIONING THE BASELINES DO YOU BELIEVE THE SCRIPTURES?

31
30

this account, is approaching a group of deep-thinking 
Athenians about their spirituality. He has a message, 
but he does not begin that message with Scripture. He 
begins with reason, logic, and rational dialogue from the 
perspective of the Athenians. He was perfectly capable 
of citing the Scriptures. He did so, just a little earlier in 
Acts 17:1-3:

Now when they had passed through Amphipolis and 
Apollonia, they came to Thessalonica, where there was 
a synagogue of the Jews. And Paul went in, as was his 
custom, and on three Sabbath days he reasoned with 
them from the Scriptures, explaining and proving that it 
was necessary for the Christ to suffer and to rise from 
the dead, and saying, ‘This Jesus, whom I proclaim to you, 
is the Christ.’

So, why the difference in approach? The key is in the 
statement: “…there was a synagogue of the Jews.” The 
Jews held the same convictions, conclusions, about the 
Scriptures that Paul did, so he did not need to begin 
there. With the Athenians, he adjusted to account for 
their different presuppositions (baselines). So… that 
is what we need to do. Our society, and many of us, 
do not begin with a common understanding of the 
Christians Scriptures.

We have considered the existence of God, and 
considered the story that Christians tell about God. 
Before wading into the deep-end of theology and 
doctrine, the specific questions and teachings of 
Christianity, this baseline must be established: Do you 
believe in the Scriptures?

At minimum, it is safe to say that we have all heard 
of this thing called the Bible, the Scriptures of the 
Christian faith. You are at least familiar with it the 
way you are familiar with the Sutras of Buddhism, the 
Qur’an of Islam, the Tao Te Ching of Taoism, the Torah of 
Judaism (conveniently, or confusingly, also a part of the 
Bible). While other religious traditions may not maintain 

the same type of beliefs about their sacred writings, all 
the major belief systems of the world today use writing 
to articulate and convey the beliefs of their tradition. 
Most of us understand that, to Christians, the Bible is 
the “source” of what they understand and believe. It 
is the way that Christianity has been articulated and 
conveyed, at least generally.

This presents a few problems, a lot of questions, and 
some helpful clarity.

First, the clarity: No Christian is his or her own 
source of authority. No person has the authority to 
say “God is this”, and “God does this”, and “So you 
should live this way.” In most Christian traditions, you 
will find a profession-of-belief about the Bible that 
goes something like this: The Scriptures are the final 
authority on all matters of faith and practice. That is 
helpful, it brings clarity, because it (ideally) establishes 
a “court of highest appeal” when it comes to theology, 
doctrine, and the practices of Christianity.

You might already be thinking of the problems and 
questions it brings up, though. How can the Bible be the 
common source of authority for Christian beliefs when 
there are so many different Christian beliefs, so many 
different Christian denominations and traditions? If the 
Bible is the unifying source from which all understanding 
of faith and practice flows, then why is there so little 
unity among Christians? How can Christians say that 
the Bible is their source of authority, that no person has 
authority over it, when the Bible was written by other 
people? Why do different traditions, within Christianity, 
have different contents in what they call the Bible? 
What about the authority of the Papacy and tradition 
alongside the Scriptures, in the Roman Catholic Church?

These are the right next questions. Let’s pause 
here and do three things. First, we must acknowledge 
the unity of Christian beliefs. With so many “official” 
denominations, and so many different beliefs even 
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among people of the same denomination, it would be 
easy to think that Christians are mostly divided. The 
differences stand out, and are usually what Christians 
can be overheard talking about (or, in some sad cases, 
fighting over). However, consider the foundations of the 
Christian faith, the story Christians tell:

•  God created everything.
•  Humanity turned away from God, and so violated 

what God declares best and good: to know and love 
him above all else.

•  God initiated redemption.
•  God carried out redemption through Jesus, whom 

Christians call “the Christ” because he was the one 
sent to fulfill God’s plans for redemption.

•  Jesus will return and the world will be healed, 
renewed, and redeemed.

Roman Catholic, Eastern Orthodox, and almost all 
Protestant denominations agree on this story. There 
are particular subsets, elements within each part of 
the story, which they might think differently about, but 
many would also say that those particulars are areas 
where there is room for disagreement and conversation 
without compromising (1) faith in Jesus Christ for 
salvation and (2) trust in the Scriptures as the source of 
authority.

Secondly, we should iron out what the real questions 
are. Differences within the contents and interpretation 
of the Bible are mostly, at their foundation, due to 
some simple differences in belief about what the Bible 
is and how it should be read. Different traditions are 
trusting the same Scriptures as authoritative, they just 
have different understandings of those Scriptures, 
and those different understandings lead to different 
interpretations.

Finally, there are unresolved questions that 

Christians must acknowledge. There is a place, early in 
the Scriptures, where Moses is recorded as stating this 
plainly:

The secret things belong to the LORD our God, but the 
things that are revealed belong to us… 
(Deuteronomy 29:29)

Regardless of what else this verse of Scripture means, 
it clearly states that there are some “secret things” 
that God (as Christians understand God to be) has 
not revealed. So 
we should expect 
some gaps in our 
understanding. 
Those gaps leave 
room for confusion, 
for disagreement, 
for misunderstanding, and for premature or uncalled 
for conclusions about theology and doctrine. Many of 
these gaps, left by these “secret things” have become 
the places where Christians disagree the most. Silence 
begs to be filled, for most people. It is hard to sit with 
unanswered questions, so humanity will often try to 
fill in the gaps. This has caused a lot of unnecessary 
division in Christianity where it would have been better 
for us to wonder and enjoy the mystery of some “secret 
things.” Still... we need to give an answer to our baseline 
question: Do you believe in the Scriptures?

Generally, Christianity maintains that the Scriptures 
were written by divine influence. God supernaturally 
oversaw the writing and collection of the Scriptures. 
Most Christians, and most of the early Church, 
maintain that the writing of Scripture ended with the 
apostles, those who were selected by Jesus and sent 
out to establish the Church. These writings were then 
collected and compiled into what we now call the Bible. 
Christians say that the Scriptures, therefore, were 

It is hard to sit with 
unanswered questions, 
so humanity will often 
try to fill in the gaps. 
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“divinely inspired.” They are authoritative because God 
is authoritative, and God was the ultimate “author” of 
them.

Generally, Christianity maintains that the Scriptures 
are accurate. There is a spectrum of belief on this one. 
Some would claim that the Scriptures might have some 
historical or scientific errors but are perfectly accurate 
on spiritual matters. Some would say that the Scriptures 
are completely perfect, fully inerrant in anything and 
everything that is written.

One of the things we all need to consider is the 
connection between who wrote the Scriptures and how 
accurate they are. Did human beings write the Scriptures 
with some slight influence from God? Did God dictate 
the words of Scripture to human beings while they 
wrote down precisely what they heard? There is, in fact, 
a direct statement on what this process was like from 
one of the people involved in the writing of Scripture 
himself. In one of the “primary source documents” of the 
Christian faith, the apostle Peter wrote:

...no prophecy of Scripture comes from someone’s own 
interpretation. For no prophecy was ever produced by 
the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were 
carried along by the Holy Spirit. (2 Peter 1:20-21)

Whatever your precise conclusions are from this 
statement, at the very least it tells us that from the 
perspective of the people involved in the writing 
process the Scriptures were not people’s ideas that they 
wrote down and purported to be “God’s Word.” God 
was the one who initiated, guided, crafted, and through 
various people created and wrote the Scriptures. All this 
being said, you then need to answer the question: can 
there be errors in what God initiated, guided, crafted, 
and caused to be written? If so, then you must also 
answer the question: How do we discern what is error 
and what is accurate without establishing ourselves as 

QUESTIONS
•  Where do you believe the Bible came from? 

How did we end up with what we have today? 
How was God involved in the process?

•  How accurate is the Bible? On what basis do 
you believe your answer to this question?

•  How do you interpret the Bible? How should 
a passage of Scripture be read, studied, 
understood, and applied? How would you 
explain this process to a person who has no 
familiarity with the Bible?

•  How much authority do you believe the Bible 
should have in life? Does it have authority over 
what you believe? Over the way you think about 
things? Over the way you relate with others? 
Over the way you relate with God?

• Are there limits to the Bible’s authority?

our own source of authority?
So, at the end of the day, there are three primary 

claims on the table that need to be reckoned with to 
establish this baseline in the Christian faith:

•  The Scriptures are divinely inspired.
•  The Scriptures are accurate and without error.
•  The Scriptures are therefore authoritative for faith, 

and the practice of that faith, in all of life.
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Reading:  Tim Challies, Visual Theology, Chapter 5

paradigm
noun | par•a•digm | \ p r- - dīm, pa-r - also - dim\ 
1: a theory or a group of ideas about how something 
should be done, made, or thought about.6

WE STARTED WITH THE BASELINES: belief that a god 
exists, belief in the story that Christians tell, belief in 
the Scriptures from which Christians know “The one, 
true God.” From here, there are so many directions we 
could go. Pause and ask yourself, however: Am I ready 
to continue? If, when you sift through your reflections 
from the sections above, you find much unresolved in 
your thinking, I want to encourage you to do one of two 
things. First, be free. God has not called you to continue 
toward him out of shame, obligation, or pressure. 
That does not deny the high stakes here. What you do 
with your questions about God are the deepest, most 
profound and influential things about you. Apathy is not 
an option at this point. But I want to encourage you to 
freely, honestly be where you are. Second: Out of that 
freedom, you are welcome to double back, hit pause, 
or explore on. You can continue with this process, and 
maybe you will find some answers, or at least more 
clarity on your questions. You can find a trustworthy 
friend to rummage back through the previous sections, 
asking and considering it all over again. The only thing 

INTRODUCTION
Establishing the Paradigm
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you cannot do at this point, without compromising your 
honesty with yourself, is act like you have no thoughts, 
no questions, and nothing to consider when it comes to 
God.

Now then, pressing on. Near the front desk of 
the Grand Tetons National Park visitor’s center there 
is a table-sized map of the whole park. It isn’t highly 
detailed, but the three-dimensional way that it shows 
the park gives one a humbling appreciation for what he 
or she is about to hike into. The map shows the ground 
that you can cover. It does not, however, show the 
way for you to cover it. A paradigm, helpfully defined 
above (you’re welcome), is like a map on a table. It 
shows us what something is, but not how to navigate 
our way through it. While covering the baselines is 
fairly straightforward, the doctrines that make up 
solid, consistent, coherent theology, drawn from the 
Scriptures, are complicated. Not complicated in the 
sense that they are beyond understanding, but they are 
rather like a vast and sweeping landscape. You might 
find a good place to start, but covering every square 
inch of ground will take a long time and probably involve 
some doubling back at points.

Throughout the history of Christianity, many have 
taken up the challenge of consolidating theology into 
an understandable, meaningfully organized system 
of belief. While it is definitely possible to obsess over 
the idea of systemizing truth, and miss the point of 
the truth in the process, we shouldn’t scoff at their 
efforts. This is human nature. We are meaning-makers, 
organizers, categorizers. We bring order and shape 
to things. We take scattered parts and bring them 
together to create something. This is evident in every 
area of human activity, and (as I believe Christianity 
teaches) is part of what it means to be like God, to be 
created in the image of God. We will circle back to this 
idea later, but it is important for us to acknowledge the 

goodness of organizing our thoughts on something. Not 
only is it a natural impulse, that mimics God’s activity, 
but it is necessary for us to cover as much ground as 
possible. It is also crucial to the idea of community and 
collaboration. If we do not lay out a way that we are 
going to do something, it is much harder for others to 
join us in it.

So over this second part, we are going to consider 
the theology that must be reckoned with once the 
baseline questions are resolved. If there is a god, if the 
story that Christians tell is true, and if the Scriptures 
are what Christians make them out to be… then what 
do we know about 
God? What do we know 
about life with God? 
What do we know about 
ourselves, about truth, 
about wisdom, about morality, the difference between 
right/good and wrong/evil, the purpose/significance/
meaning of life? A host of new questions and avenues 
for exploration open up to us.

As a paradigm for our journey through these 
things, to help us look at where we are going overall, it 
is probably best to keep things as simple as possible. 
Please do not misunderstand that statement. The 
answers to all the questions above are not simple. Truth 
and reality are not simple things. As C.S. Lewis once 
wrote, “It is no good asking for a simple religion. After 
all, real things are not simple. They look simple, but 
they are not… if you want to go on and ask what is really 
happening—then you must be prepared for something 
difficult.”7 Or, to quote another old, dead theologian: 
“The Christian ideal has not been tried and found 
wanting. It has been found difficult and left untried.”8  
So while we will keep things as simple as possible, 
our thinking, reading, considering, questioning, and 
pondering over theology will not be simple. There are 

Truth and reality are 
not simple things.
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times that it “will be found difficult.” It will be more like 
learning Bach than Suzuki book 1, more like finite math 
by hand (the bane of human existence?), than using a 
calculator to solve simple arithmetic.

There are a lot of ways to approach this. Just 
Google “systematic theology” and look at the results. 
Christians have been stomping around these grounds 
for two thousand years, and we will never be done with 
the process. Our paradigm (map) for theology will be 
anchored to a very simple idea: “Christians know who 
Christ is, trust what he did, and do what he commands.”9 
So we will try to answer: Who is God and what is he like? 
What has God done? What does this mean for us?

Hopefully you see the margin we have as we take this 
route, the time and space for exploring tangents, asking 
new questions, considering personally interesting or 
difficult topics. Though each section in part 2 here is 
focused, you are welcome to run off in other directions 
when your mind sees them. Take the time to read, write, 
think, and learn well. As the Apostle Paul charges us:

Do not be children in your thinking. (1 Corinthians 14:20)

6  Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, s.v. “paradigm,” 
accessed January 5, 2017, https://www.merriam-webster.com/
dictionary/paradigm.

7 C.S. Lewis, Mere Christianity, page 40, chapter 2 
8 G.K. Chesterton, What’s Wrong with the Word. 
9  David Jackman, The message of John’s Letters, John 2:1-6 

introduction, page 43.

QUESTIONS
•  What are your thoughts on the idea of 

constructing, systematizing, pulling together 
your beliefs into a cohesive whole? What could 
the negatives be? What could the benefits be? 

•  When you consider Christianity, here at 
the outset of this process, what are the big 
questions that come to mind? What do people 
generally struggle with, when it comes to this 
faith? What do you struggle with, personally?

•  How should we respond to unanswered 
questions, when considering the Christian 
faith? What would you say is the difference, 
and how should the response be different, 
between an unanswered question, and an 
unanswerable question?
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Reading: Wayne Grudem, Christian Beliefs, Chapter 3

THERE IS A SIGNIFICANT LEAP in difficulty and 
complexity between describing a marble and a golf ball. 
They are both round. They both have different uses 
(Marble: marbles, Golf Ball: Golf, dog toy, Christmas 
ornament, anger-management tool). A golf ball is much 
more complex than a marble, in its design and the 
materials that are used to make it. It is a monumental 
step-up when you consider the difference between 
describing a golf ball and, say, 
nuclear fission. They are both 
capable of ruining human 
life, but fission requires a 
vast array of understandings, 
stretching across diverse 
fields of study, before it can 
be really comprehended. 
Some things are just more complex, and require more 
attention, concentration, time, and effort to explore.

We asked a relatively simple question, earlier: Could 
a god exist? Once we have answered yes, the next right 
question is a grand upgrade in challenge-level: Who 
is God? Even that question, phrased that way, hosts 
several assumptions: There is only one “god,” that “god” 
is personal (we call him “God”), and this personal God 
can be known.

So how do we approach this next section? Where do 

CHAPTER FOUR
Who is God? God is personal.

...the next right 
question is a 
grand upgrade in 
challenge-level: 
Who is God?



PART TWO | ESTABLISHING THE PARADIGM WHO IS GOD? GOD IS PERSONAL

47
46

we even begin when addressing such a topic? We have 
to start somewhere, so let’s start with some common 
ground, coming out of our baselines: There is one, true, 
supernatural being that we call God. This God can be 
known because he has made himself known through 
many people across time and geography, who have 
written down this revelation in an inspired, authoritative, 
and accurate way.

With those things accepted, we can step back and 
begin to consider who God is from what he has revealed 
of himself. What is he like? What has he shown us 
about himself?

The answer is… a lot. A lot more, in fact, than we 
might have expected. Consider this: To establish that 
he is God, the only necessary step would be to show 
himself as the creator. That would be enough to make 
it clear that he is transcendent and supernatural. How 
do we reckon, then, with this blatant fact: barely any 
of Scripture is given to declaring God as the creator. If 
you pulled together all the passages of Scripture that 
reveal God as creator, it would only take a few pages. It 
almost seems like an afterthought, a basic reality about 
God. If we just consider the volume of revelation that is 
invested in recording who God is, it seems like he wants 
to reveal much more about himself.

And that can become our first real conclusion 
about who God is: He is a God who wants to be known. 
He has shown so much more of who he is than would 
be necessary to declare him our God! What other 
motivation could he have for this? If he were in need, 
lacking anything, he would not be God. His revelation 
of himself must be motivated by sheer, simple, 
good desire.

Take the next step, then. Who else lives with a deep 
and sometimes hard to articulate desire to be known for 
who he or she is?

Everyone.

On the very first pages of Scripture, there is a simple 
and powerful declaration made about humanity:

So God created man in his own image, in the image of 
God he created him; male and female he created them. 
(Genesis 1:27)

It is sometimes tempting to think of God as like us in 
many ways. The reality is the reverse: we are like God in 
many ways. This is one of them. Desiring to be known is 
a basic part of what it means to be a person, because 
that is who God is, as a person. He is a personal God, 
not in the sense that we each own our own version of 
him, but in the sense that he is an individual, unique, 
differentiated from others. He is not a cosmic force or 
collective awareness that we have created. He is himself. 
He wants to be known as himself. This is part of the 
meaning behind his mysterious response when asked for 
his name:

Then Moses said to God, “If I come to the people of 
Israel and say to them, ‘The God of your fathers has 
sent me to you,’ and they ask me, ‘What is his name?’ 
what shall I say to them?” God said to Moses, ‘I AM 
WHO I AM… This is my name forever, and thus I am to be 
remembered throughout all generations.’ 
(Exodus 3:13-15)

God is… himself. 
He is self-existent. 
While each of us 
has an origin and is 
defined, described, 
and evaluated by 
God, God himself is 
defined, described, 
and evaluated only 
by himself. It’s a little beyond us to really grasp what 
that means, because we have no way of relating with 

Desiring to be known is 
a basic part of what it 
means to be a person, 
because that is who 
God is, as a person. He 
is a personal God...
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it, empathizing with what that would be like. Still, even 
though it is something we grasp in a foggy way, we need 
to grasp it: God is a person, similar to the way we are 
each a “person,” and he has revealed who he is because 
he can and wants to.

I warned you, though, that the answer to this 
question will be complicated. Now we need to consider 
something that makes God more than just a person like 
us. He is not less than that, but there is a truth about 
him that humanity has struggled with ever since he 
revealed it. Consider these statements from Scripture:

In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth. 
(Genesis 1:1)

Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God, the LORD is one. You 
shall love the LORD your God with all your heart and with 
all your soul and with all your might. (Deuteronomy 6:4-
5)

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with 
God, and the Word was God. He was in the beginning 
with God. All things were made through him, and without 
him was not anything made that was made. (John 1:1-3)

Thomas answered him, ‘My Lord and my God!’ Jesus 
said to him, ‘Have you believed because you have seen 
me? Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have 
believed.’ 
(John 20:28-29)

Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing 
them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the 
Holy Spirit… (Matthew 28:19)

Collect those verses, and so many others, and 
you have what seems like a glaring logical error: “The 
Father,” “Jesus,” and “The Holy Spirit” are all referred to 
as “God.”

Just for good measure, to make it clear: the people 
Jesus gave authority to and sent out to establish the 

church, teach his message, and reveal who he is (we call 
them “apostles”), believed that the Holy Spirit is God. 
Consider what Peter says as a rebuke to someone:

Ananias, why has Satan filled your heart to lie to the Holy 
Spirit and to keep back for yourself part of the proceeds 
of the land?... You have not lied to man but to God. (Acts 
5:3-4)

God is God. That seems simple, and everything 
makes sense through the first two verses above. God 
creates everything. God is the one who should be 
worshiped as God. Then John writes that “the Word” 
(his term for Jesus the Christ) “was with God.” Then 
John writes that “the 
Word,” also, “was God” 
and created everything. 
So now both God and 
Jesus are being worshiped, 
and both get credit for 
creating everything. 
Then Jesus himself sends 
everyone out and tells 
them to baptize folks in God-the-Father’s name, in 
his name, and also in the name of this person called 
“the Holy Spirit.” We find out later that the apostles 
considered the Holy Spirit to be God, also.

There is only one, true God. And Jesus is also God. 
And the Holy Spirit is also God. Did you hear that? That’s 
the sound of your comprehension running away.

What we just surveyed is a complexity and mystery 
about God that the whole Church, for several hundred 
years of its early existence, worked very hard to sort out. 
We ended up with an absolutely crucial, but absolutely 
unfinished understanding that is now called “The 
Doctrine of the Trinity.” The Father, Jesus, and the Holy 
Spirit are all God, but they are also themselves. There 
are three persons and they are each fully God, and there 

There is only one, 
true God. And 
Jesus is also God. 
And the Holy Spirit 
is also God.
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is one God. The only way to put all this into one place is 
in a visual:

The importance of this doctrine, and the reason it’s 
here in our process, is easier to see in what we would 
lose if we denied any part of it. If we say that Jesus is 
not God, then all his claims about salvation and all his 
teaching, and everything that has been taught about 
forgiveness and salvation and reconciliation to God 

through him is false. He 
claimed to be God, and that 
was the basis of everything 
he was and did. If you say 
that the Holy Spirit is not 
God, then you have a similar 
problem. Jesus and the 
apostles taught explicitly 

about the Holy Spirit as God. How can he be “another 
Helper” (John 14:16) the way Jesus was, and how can 
he “guide you into all truth” (John 16:13), and how can 

If you believe in 
the Scriptures, 
you must believe 
in the doctrine 
of the Trinity.

QUESTIONS
•   What difference does it make that God is a 

person, and that he wants to be known? Is 
anything about this bit of theology difficult 
for you?

•  How would you explain your understanding 
of who God is, as a person, as concisely and 
clearly as possible, to someone who is honestly 
asking you? Write it out as best you can.

•  When it comes to the doctrine of the Trinity, 
we are essentially stating what we understand 
about something without being able to state 
how that understanding is true. Are there other 
parts of our existence, world, or lives where 
our understanding works like that? What is the 
problem with knowing THAT something is true 
without knowing HOW it is true?

•  What questions do you have about the doctrine 
of the Trinity? Do you believe this doctrine is 
true and important? Why or why not?

Jesus commission the apostles to baptize people into 
“the name… of the Holy Spirit” (Matthew 28:19) if he is 
not God?

Most of Christian theology falters without the 
foundation of this doctrine. That doesn’t mean it 
is simple, and we should not deny that it provokes 
questions. To state it very plainly, though: If you believe 
in the Scriptures, you must believe in the doctrine of the 
Trinity.
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passages referenced at the end)

HAVE YOU EVER watched a well-made campfire burn 
down? It unfolds slowly, with the gradual harmony of 
crackling wood, the flicker of soft warm light, the heat 
and smoke waving off with the wind, carrying pinpoints 
of spark-light high into the trees. A whole hour eases 
past without being measured, and you’re left with 
glowing coals, embers of light and remnant heat. You 
realize, at some imprecise moment: the fire is out, just 
swirling gray ash in the breeze.

I feel like this idea, this concept of God’s 
“sovereignty” is like the ash from a campfire. We enjoy 
the unique beauty of the flames, but eventually the 
wood from which they arise is reduced to its most 
basic elements. I have talked theology with so many 
different people, groups and individuals, and there is 
rarely ever a time when the topic at hand does not end 
up being related to this quality of God: sovereignty. 
Someone begins sharing his feelings of listlessness, 
moves to talking about his purpose in life, which leads 
to wondering if God has a prescribed purpose for each 
individual’s life, from which we end up talking about 
how much control God has and/or exercises over life: 
sovereignty. Another person asks how she should 
respond to her family’s suffering, then moves to wonder 
why there is suffering at all in our world, from which 

CHAPTER FIVE
Who is God? God is sovereign.
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we talk about the ideas of evil and sin, which begs the 
question: to what degree does God control evil?

Sovereignty. I rarely aim at this topic. Actually, I’ll 
confess that I sometimes work within a conversation to 
avoid it, because it is difficult and I don’t feel like talking 
about it. When someone shares how hard life is, I don’t 
launch into a conversation about the sovereignty of God, 
because that person is a PERSON, which means she 
has experiences and feelings that affect her. She does 
not need to hear the doctrine of God’s sovereignty in 
every hard moment. She needs the conclusions of this 
doctrine, for sure, played out through my empathy and 
understanding. I know that God is sovereign, even if 
she does not feel it in that moment, so I am free to care 
for her, in the moment, without needing to correct bad 
thinking, because God is sovereign. He has purposes 
before and beyond that moment, and his purposes will 
stand even if a person does not believe in them for a 
few minutes. Still… if the conversation goes very far, it 
always seems to end up touching on this. The fire always 
reduces the wood to its most basic elements. Life, in its 
sorrow and its joy, always seems to reduce our theology 
to some basic doctrines, one of which is this conclusion: 
God is sovereign.

When we talk about God’s “sovereignty,” we are 
talking about his rule. You can probably pick that up 
from the related vocabulary: sovereignty… sovereign… 
reign. If we believe in the supernatural, and we believe 
in the story Christians tell, and we believe in the 
Scriptures, and we believe in the personal God that 
the Scriptures reveal (who is, only God knows how, 
Trinitarian)… then we do not really have the option of 
denying that God “reigns.” God is god, after all. If he is 
not king of the hill, if there is something that is outside 
his reign, something that can say “no” to his reign, then 
that thing is more powerful than him and it is god. So 
God reigns. That’s the easy part. The real questions are 

probably already lurking in your mind at this point, and 
we can summarize a lot of them in one simple query: 
How does God reign?

This is what we really need to know. After all, I reign 
over some things in my life, but it looks different in 
different cases. I reign over my garage. I reign over the 
room I am teaching while I stand up front. I reign over 
this discipleship book. Now, in all of these cases, it’s 
obvious that my “reign” is limited. That is a good place 
to begin ironing out the differences in what we mean 
by “reign.” I am limited in my knowledge. I am limited 
in my right. I am limited in my ability to make things 
the way I want them. When I teach a group of people, 
I do not know every movement, word, and thought in 
the room. I do not have 
the right to dictate every 
movement, word, and 
thought. Even if I did, I 
would not have the ability 
to make that happen. 
My reign over the room 
is limited. If God is god, 
however, he has no limits. 
He knows everything. He 
has the right to be over 
everything. He has the power to control everything. This 
is a key difference between every case where a human 
being reigns, and every case where God reigns. God has 
no limits.

Even where I do have the knowledge, authority 
(right), and power (ability), I do not exercise it in the 
same way every time. I do not control everything that 
I could control. God, having no limits, always has the 
knowledge, authority, and power. How does he exercise 
these? God has complete sovereignty, but how does he 
reign?

We have two problems on the table, right away. First, 

If God is god, 
however, he has no 
limits. He knows 
everything. He has 
the right to be over 
everything. He 
has the power to 
control everything.
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we don’t feel like we are being controlled. Even though 
a lot of people look at specific things in their lives and 
say, “God made that happen,” those same people don’t 
say the same thing about other similar situations. How 
do they know God gave them that job? Did God give 
them their house? Did God cause them to attend their 
school? While we can arbitrarily blame or credit things to 
God, we usually don’t have much of a basis for it. That’s 
because life does not look like it is being controlled. 
We do not feel controlled. I could decide to eat a donut 
right now (always a good call), and it doesn’t seem like 
anything would prevent me. I could do it. The decision 
and the action do not seem to be controlled by anything 
other than… me.

The second problem is more inward. We do not want 
to be controlled. This is why we arbitrarily blame or 
credit God for some things, but not for others. If I score 
well on my GRE, I might say that God caused that in 
some way. If I choose to study for the GRE, or to go eat a 
donut instead, I probably won’t think of God controlling 
that decision at all. That’s because most of us want God 
to control things so they are in our favor, but don’t like 
the idea of God controlling us, personally. We like the 
idea of God controlling things such that life goes badly 
even less.

If you pull these two problems together, it makes 
for very clouded judgement. We don’t feel controlled, 
and many things don’t seem controlled, and we often 
don’t like the idea of ourselves or something being 
controlled by God. That makes it very hard for us to 
understand what God’s reign looks like. To move forward 
in our understanding of God’s sovereignty, to answer 
our question well, we need to accept an important 
conclusion: My level of desire for something to be true, 
and my level of perception that something is true, have 
nothing to do with determining truth. How much I like 
it, and how much I feel it, are totally detached from how 

true it is. When I accept this conclusion, when I stop 
thinking about what I want to be true and what I feel is 
true, I am free to ask the right question: what is true?

What is true about God’s reign, his control over all 
things? We’ve already stated that God has no limits, so 
he has the knowledge, authority, and power to control 
everything. But how does he actually reign?

This is a good place for me to stop writing and 
invite you to start exploring. You shouldn’t come to your 
conclusions on this matter from what I write, or from 
what someone else writes, or from what your friends, 
pastor, parents, or anyone else tells you. You must come 
to believe what you do about God’s sovereignty from 
God himself. That refines our question: What does God 
reveal about how he reigns?

Over the remainder of this section, I’m going to list 
a long collection of Scripture references. In place of 
the usual reflection questions, I want you to do three 
things: (1) Look up each reference and read the whole 
thing. (2) Write down what that passage seems to be 
revealing about God’s reign, his control of all things. (3) 
After you’ve worked through every reference, summarize 
your understanding of God’s sovereignty in a concise 
paragraph, as best you can. This will take some time, so 
pace yourself, but it is the best way to understand what 
the doctrine of God’s sovereignty amounts to.
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SCRIPTURE READING
Genesis 1
1 Chronicles 29:11-13
Job 38:1 - 42:6
Psalm 2:1-6
Psalm 33:10-11
Proverbs 16:1, 4, 9, 33
Isaiah 10:5-15

Isaiah 45:5-9
Isaiah 46:9-10
Daniel 4:34-37
Acts 17:24-28
Ephesians 1:3-12
Romans 9:9-24
Revelation 21:1-8
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Review Tim Challies, Visual Theology, 
Chapter 4

THERE IS A SENSE in which the last two sections, 
and these next two, could be flipped. They are very 
interwoven. We can talk about God’s “personhood” and 
“sovereignty” by observing what he has done, or we can 
(as I have chosen here) talk about what God has done 
on the basis of who he is. Either way, make sure you are 
connecting the dots between chapters 4-5 and 6-7.

One of my favorite passages in all of Scripture is 
found in Mary’s words, recorded by Luke in his gospel: 
The Magnificat (Luke 1:46-55). In the midst of her poem/
song Mary says something all-encompassing: 

…for he who is mighty has done great things for me, and 
holy is his name. (Luke 1:49)

 If we have come to understand who God is, then we 
can say for sure that there is no limit, no way of listing 
or containing, all the “great things” that God has done. 
Mary’s words remind me that, though I cannot see or 
know all the works of God, I can know the “great things” 
he has done “for me.” Of course, even just thinking 
about my own life, I am sure God has done so much more 
than I could detail here. So how do we even begin to 

CHAPTER SIX
What has God done?
God has created.
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understand what God has done?
First, we admit that there is more than we will ever 

know. Second, we can begin with those things that are 
most obvious and clear. Gathering up the activity of 
God, in the world and in my own life, I can see two great 
works: creation and redemption. God has created all 
things, and he has created me. God has redeemed all 
things, and God has redeemed me. In this section, we 
will talk about creation, in the next we will talk about 
redemption, but they are obviously connected.

There are few verses of Scripture more well known 
than the opening statement of the Scriptures:

In the beginning, God created the heavens and the 
earth. (Genesis 1:1)

There are several avenues a Christian could think, 
explore, and question along when the topic of creation 
hits the table. I want to delicately and carefully move 
our attention away from the very important and crucial 
questions that Christians need to think through, 
surrounding the scientific theory of evolution and 
the faith-based belief in supernatural 6-day creation, 
however. Before we answer questions about the time-
table for creation, or the nature of the language in 
Genesis 1, I want to make sure we are catching hold of 
three things that I think might be lost in our rush to this 
“front-line.”

First: “In the beginning, God created…” This might 
sound bland and plain, but we need to see an important 
conclusion here: God is the one who created. When 
you read Genesis 1, you are reading the activity of God 
himself. It is his wisdom, his design, his authority, his 
power, and his purposes that are being worked out into 
creation. You read this as a part of the last section, 
exploring the way in which God reigns over all things, but 
it is worth noting again: In all of Genesis 1, everything 
is commanded, called into existence, crafted into its 

particular design, by the will of God himself. He is the 
creator.

This is important, because of a second conclusion 
that we need to catch: God’s creation is good. God’s 
morality, his character, is the definition of all morality. 
As such, he is the definition of good. That’s a little 
complicated to piece together, and really is not our 
focus here, but God’s perfect and total goodness has 
an impact on what he creates: It is also good. Every last 
speck of anything that exists was created by God and 
was good when created.

Pull these two things together: God created, and 
everything God created was good. There are some 
important implications here. First, there is a tendency 
for Christians to think of spiritual things as good and 
physical things as either less-good, degraded, or bad. 
Sidestepping the whole question of what counts as 
spiritual and what counts as physical, this tendency 
is out of line with these first two conclusions. “God is 
spirit,” as John 4:24 
states, but his 
physical creation was 
pronounced good 
according to his 
own standard. God 
himself “saw” that his 
creation “was good,” 
again and again. The 
creation was as good 
as God is. While evil 
has had an impact on 
creation, it has not foundationally changed the hierarchy 
of existence. To say it very practically: Playing, sleeping, 
working, having sex, building things, and living in this 
world are not less-good, less-worshipful, or less-than 
singing church music, reading Scripture, meditating, 
or praying. Christians have struggled, individually, as 

Playing, sleeping, 
working, having sex, 
building things, and 
living in this world are 
not less-good, less-
worshipful, or less-than 
singing church music, 
reading Scripture, 
meditating, or praying.
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local church communities, and as the Church globally, 
with making this division. We see the corruption in the 
world around us and it feels like the physical world is a 
lost cause that we should abandon in favor of “higher” 
things, spiritual things. Yet, making that division 
disregards the whole setup that was established and 
declared at the very beginning, when a good God 
created good things.

There is a third conclusion, that might slip past us: 
When God created everything, he did so “creatively.” 
Genesis chapter one describes a vast and diverse reality, 
full of related and inter-related categories for plants, 
animals, planets, stars, and so forth. A brief look at 
any one of these categories shows diversity. Any one 
element has various isotopes. Any one genus has many 
different species. God’s creation is creative.

It doesn’t stop with diversity, either. Think of the 
creative nature of our lives. Take a moment to think 
back on the campfire illustration I used, in the last 
section. I did not write that while looking at a campfire. 
I imagined it. You probably had it in your mind while you 
read, and just now have some notion of it again as you 
remember. Within yourself, you are creating something 
out of nothing, and that “thing” is beautiful, pleasurable, 
enjoyable, delightful. It is good. When you pause and 
imagine a movement in a piece of music, the living 
room of a house, the pattern for a piece of computer 
code, or the soft, warm flicker of a campfire… you are 
creating good things. You are God’s creation, and you 
are creative.

This is bound up in the Genesis 1 account in a stark 
statement, made by God Himself: “Let us make man 
in our image…” We can rest assured that we do not 
fully grasp what God means in that statement. There 
is something beautiful, mysterious, and deep in our 
being made “in the image of God.” We can discern a 
few threads in the tapestry, however. Our creativity is 

one implication of being made in God’s image. We were 
crafted, equipped, designed to imagine and create in 
imitation of our creator.

There is something to this conclusion, to the 
idea that God’s creation is “creative,” that will shape 
the whole way we look at our world. Of course, if you 
believe that God was purposefully creative, that he 
loves diversity and wants differences, then you will 
love diversity and value differences yourself. There is 
no stronger foundation for different races, ethnicities, 
and cultural backgrounds to reconcile and live together 
in peace. But there is more. God creates the world and 
everything in it. He tells the plants to sprout, the birds 
to fly, and so forth. Then, at the very end of his creation, 
once woman and man have been made, God makes a 
declaration. He gives a commission:

Be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth and subdue 
it, and have dominion over the fish of the sea and over 
the birds of the heavens and over every living thing that 
moves on the earth. (Genesis 1:28)

Theologians love to make up new terms, so they’ve 
decided to call this commission from God the “Cultural 
Mandate.” What we all must see, captured in this 
statement from Genesis, is the call it places on our lives.

Right here, at the outset of God’s magnificent and 
good act of creation, God has laid in the basis for our 
vocations as individuals within a society. We are called 
to “be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth and subdue 
it.” That’s not just a call to have a lot of children. God 
called all the animals to “be fruitful and multiply.” For 
humanity, he has added something: “fill the earth and 
subdue it, and have dominion…” God has created, and 
out of this act we find the whole thrust of our existence 
as a species and as individuals.

Which brings us to the next right question: What 
does this “Cultural Mandate” mean? It is a call to 
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something, but what? Take some time to ponder your 
answers to that question here, but let me give you two 
things that should help us understand what God means. 
First, it would be inconsistent for God to call his creation 
to a different set of values than he, himself, holds. God 
intends us to pursue “good” in this mandate according 
to his definition. Second, we must not forget the second 
great work of God as we try to understand our call from 
creation: redemption. How does our participation in 
redemption fit with our call from creation?

QUESTIONS
•  What does God mean when he blesses, 

commands, commissions, calls humanity to the 
“Cultural Mandate”? Consider the different 
parts of what God says in Genesis 1:28. What do 
these statements mean?

Be fruitful and multiply…
fill the earth…
subdue it…
and have dominion…

•  How does the goodness of creation, the 
creativity of creation, and the fact that 
humanity was created in the image of God, 
shape your sense of right and wrong, good and 
evil?

•  We did not take any time to consider the six-
day-creation vs. evolution-creation debate that 
is still very alive among Christians. Given that 
“creation” is an unavoidable conclusion from 
Scripture, do you believe that it is important 
for Christians to take a stance in this debate? 
Why or why not?
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Reading:  (no reading for this section aside from the 
passages referenced at the end)

GENERALLY SPEAKING, there is no more widely 
understood element of Christian teaching than the 
idea of forgiveness. Whenever the idea of Christianity 
does not bring forgiveness to mind, it is a safe guess 
that something critical, central has been lost or done 
away with. There are other themes to teach on, but 
forgiveness will come up frequently if Christianity is 
being communicated well. That said, it is important for 
us to begin this section recognizing that forgiveness is 
not equivalent to the idea of redemption. In this great 
work of God, that Christians call redemption, there 
is so much more involved, so much more to do, say, 
and receive.

Many think that redemption is a simple matter of 
God forgiving sin so that when a person dies she goes to 
heaven. This just leaves too many questions unanswered 
to be the whole story. On what basis does God forgive? 
How can he forgive evil and still be just? What motivates 
him to forgive? Who is forgiven, and who might not 
be? How do we know we are forgiven? What about the 
evil I am a part of, the sin I commit, after I am forgiven? 
What about the ways I still do not choose good? What 
happens as a result of forgiveness now, before I die? If 

CHAPTER SEVEN
What has God done?
God has redeemed.
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forgiveness is all there is to redemption, there is a lot 
unaccounted for.

Redemption incorporates much more than simple 
forgiveness. Woven into this work of God are themes 
of justice, transformation, renewal, reconciliation, 
confession and repentance, hope, unity, and peace. This 
is why Christians sound obsessive about their beliefs, 
why songs are composed, books are published, poetry 
is written, art is crafted, and sermon after sermon is 
taught. Redemption touches and changes everything 
about life for those who believe and follow Jesus Christ. 
Let’s talk about how and why.

Think back to the story that Christians tell. Do you 
see how all these themes of redemption are involved? 
Let me try to articulate this concisely: God created 
something good and beautiful in humanity and the world 
we inhabit. Humanity was created to govern, develop, 
care for, and steward creation out of love for God and 
one another, but soon made the decision to pursue what 
they perceived as their own best interests above this call 
to love. This precipitated a long and drawn out process 

of degradation 
and decay, as all 
the good that 
God created was 
impacted by the 
self-focus, self-
love, and evil 
that humanity 
chose to live out 

of. The ruin of what is good and beautiful, the abuse of 
it, was unjust and evil, and God feels anger toward it 
the way each of us feel anger when we see a child being 
abused, when we hear of a person being devalued or 
degraded, when we see arrogance and selfishness going 
unchecked. God’s perfect sense of justice called him 
to action. In place of mass-punishment, a worldwide 

Woven into this work of 
God are themes of justice, 
transformation, renewal, 
reconciliation, confession 
and repentance, hope, 
unity, and peace.

application of the full-power and full-knowledge of 
God against the evil he hates, God instead chose to 
intervene unexpectedly: He paused his wrath toward evil 
and stepped into creation himself, as Jesus the Christ. 
Through Jesus (his life, sacrifice, death, resurrection, 
ascension) God made a singular way for humanity to be 
forgiven and be reconciled to God while God’s hatred of 
evil, the cost of that evil, was accounted for. For those 
who believe in what Jesus did, and follow his teaching 
the way a sheep follows its shepherd, all past/present/
future evil has been reckoned with. Christians, as these 
people are called, have the security and freedom to love 
God and love one another. They have the security and 
freedom to see the evil in their lives, call it what it is 
(confession) and work against it personally and globally 
(repentance). Ultimately, as Jesus taught, Christians rest 
assured that creation will be fully renewed, restored, 
transformed into something perfectly beautiful and 
good again, a place where every person and everything 
is valued, cared for, provided for, stewarded and looked 
after, by every other person and by God himself.

Do you see the themes of justice, transformation, 
renewal, reconciliation, confession and repentance, 
hope, unity, and peace? Redemption is forgiveness, but 
is so much grander, wider, and more profound. Being 
a lover of good theology, I would tell you that it’s all 
important, but your understanding of this piece is what 
really makes the difference between someone who 
knows about Christianity and someone who is living with 
and following Jesus Christ as a child of God. As such, it 
is worth taking the time to slow down and comb through 
your thinking here. What do you really believe? What are 
you confused about? What do you struggle to believe?
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QUESTIONS
•  In place of the usual reflection questions, I 

would like you to take the time to consider a 
few longer passages of Scripture, the places 
where the apostles themselves took the time 
and effort to write out exactly what redemption 
is and what it means. Look up these references, 
read them. Then read them again. Please don’t 
rush. Write out the lines that are impactful, 
confusing, inspiring, hopeful, or that otherwise 
stand out to you. Take the time to read, think, 
and consider this work of God so well that you 
can describe the grand themes of it to yourself. 
When you are ready, take the time to write out 
what redemption is, and what it means, in your 
own words.

Ephesians 1-2
Romans 5:1-11
Titus 3:3-7

Galatians 4:4-7
Romans 8:12-39
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READING: Make sure you have read and reflected on the 
passages from the last section. Also, consider the visual 
from page 32 of Tim Challies, Visual Theology.

IN A SERMON I HEARD ONCE, Timothy Keller used an 
illustration that needs to set the tone for this whole 
section: There was a father and a little child walking 
along the sidewalk, holding hands. All of the sudden, the 
father looked down at the child and stopped. Picking the 
child up in his arms, the father exclaimed, “I love you!”

It’s a short story, for sure, but it makes something 
very clear, something that sits at the heart of “sonship.” 
Nothing actually changed once the father had lifted the 
child up and declared his love. The child knew the father, 
trusted him, relied on him, and knew the father’s love. 
The trustworthiness, knowledge, provision, and love 
of the father did not increase because he professed 
it. But the child, in that moment of being lifted up and 
delighted in, experienced the love of the father. The 
child knew the love of the father, but in that moment 
the father’s love became an experiential reality. It was 
undeniable. It was not something that needed to be 
thought over and remembered. It was something to be 
relished and rested in.

Do you believe God loves you that way? Do you 
experience the love of God in any way similar to 

CHAPTER EIGHT
What do we have?
We have sonship.
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the child?
Over the last seven sections the progression of 

theology has moved from the extremely conceptual to 
what is, at this point, the most personal of all the topics 
we will consider. Even the section after this, on calling, 
is nothing compared to the depth at which this doctrine 
shapes our life. Either an understanding of God as 
Father is present, and we find life with God to be the 
abundant, rich experience that Jesus called it in John 
10:10, or the reality of sonship is missing.

I came that they may have life and have it abundantly. 
(John 10:10)

Without this understanding of what we have in Christ, 
we become like a group of students described by 
my favorite author: They “had waited all their lives 
for a compelling vision of Christianity but saw only 
darkness instead. They were ready to leave the church, 
believing they had experienced what Christian faith 
had to offer, when in fact they had only been exposed 
to a form of faith that had no real power.”10  Without 
an understanding of sonship, we miss everything 
that Christianity is really all about. We end up with a 
well-informed set of beliefs that has nothing to do 
with reality.

Life, as it happens, is not quite so polarized as my 
last paragraph might make it seem. The reality of our 
lives is probably more marked by waffling between 
experiences and belief in God’s love and an aching or 
anxious doubt that it was ever real, like spectrum that 
we slide around on. We are rarely without any belief in 
this whole idea of sonship, in the love of God, but we 
are often flagging in how convinced we are that it goes 
beyond being a nice word for preachers to use.

So what is sonship? I’ve made the case that it is 
important, but what does that word mean? First, you’ve 
probably noticed by now that it is a gendered word. I 

am intentionally not saying “daughtership.” That has 
nothing to do with value, and the words could honestly 
be interchangeable in our modern, Western society, but 
in its Greco-Roman context the specific use of this word 
was significant. It is the word that Scripture uses:

But when the fullness of time had come, God sent forth 
his Son, born of woman, born under the law, so that we 
might receive adoption as sons. And because you are 
sons, God has sent the Spirit of his son into our hearts, 
crying, ‘Abba! Father!’ (Galatians 4:4-6)

The reason the masculine word is used, however, is 
captured in the very next verse, and also in Romans 
where Paul articulates the same idea:

So you are no longer a slave, but a son, and if a son, then 
an heir through God. (Galatians 4:7)

For you did not receive the spirit of slavery to fall back 
into fear, but you have received the Spirit of adoption as 
sons, by whom we cry ‘Abba! Father!’ The Spirit himself 
bears witness with our spirit that we are children of God, 
and if children, then heirs—heirs of God and fellow heirs 
with Christ… (Romans 8:15-17)

Our adoption, as “sons,” has nothing to do with gender, 
with the value of one sex over the other. In the Roman 
world in which Paul wrote, across all the Eastern and 
Western portions of the empire, to be a son meant 
you were an heir of the household. You were entitled 
to all the rights, property, status, and opportunities 
of the household. Let’s sidestep the sexism problem 
for now. Honestly, it shouldn’t have been that way. 
Daughters should have been just as equally valued as 
sons. That aside, however, understand the statements 
from Romans and Galatians in the cultural context, 
understand them the way Paul’s readers would have: 
To be adopted as sons of God means more than 
just fatherly love. It means fatherly enrichment, 
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empowerment. It means that all the rights, property, 
status, and opportunities of the family of God, of Christ 
himself, are now ours. We have as equal a claim to the 
love of the Father and the household, kingdom, of the 
Father, as Jesus has. That’s why the word “sonship” is 
important. Besides, it evens out at the end of the day. If 
all the ladies have to be called sons of God, all the men 
in the church are called the “bride” of Christ (Revelation 
19:7-10).

Sonship means adoption into the family of God, but 
it means more than just a legal status change. It involves 
a relational change as well. In Galatians 4 and Romans 8, 
cited above, Paul draws a contrast between the slave 
and the son. The son, unlike the slave, is now close with 
the Father. So close that he can cry out “Abba! Father!” 
As a person adopted into the family of God as a son, 
you have access to a closeness with God that was never 
possible before. You have the freedom to express all 

your hopes, fears, needs, 
wants, and cares to God 
without disapproval (1 
Peter 5:7, Hebrews 4:15-16, 
James 1:5). You are secure. 
Your adoption will never 
be reversed. You are God’s 
child, you have God’s love 
and attention, in a way 
that nothing can interrupt 
(Romans 8:38-39). You 

have the assurance that God is involved in your life the 
way a good parent, a good father is (Hebrews 12:7-11, 
Titus 3:4-7).

This is the significance of the way Jesus begins his 
teaching on prayer:

Our Father in heaven… (Matthew 6:9)

Sonship means 
adoption into the 
family of God, but 
it means more than 
just a legal status 
change. It involves 
a relational change 
as well.

QUESTIONS
•  Take some time to honestly examine yourself. 

How do you feel about this idea that, in Christ, 
you are adopted as a son of God? What might 
those feelings tell you about how solidly or 
confidently you believe this teaching?

•  What questions linger for you, about your 
adoption as a son of God? What is confusing or 
unclear to you? What is especially encouraging 
or inspiring about this teaching?

•  Take some time to list out at least 2-3 (or way 
more) implications of this teaching for your life. 
What does this whole idea of “sonship” have 
to do with your daily, weekly, monthly, yearly 
living? Can you honestly say that this makes a 
difference to you? Why or why might that not 
be the case?

•  If you are finding that this just doesn’t “weigh” 
as much to you as you think it should, if it 
isn’t having an impact or doesn’t seem that 
significant, take some time to consider why 
that might be. What’s missing for you?

Everything else about life with God, life as a Christian, 
flows from this understanding: I am a son of God. God 
himself is my Father, and is actively “fathering” me.

10  Jethani, Akash. With: Reimagining the Way You Relate To God 
(Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson, 2011), 13.
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READING: Tim Challies, Visual Theology, Chapter 8

Everyone imagines accomplishing things, and everyone 
finds him- or herself largely incapable of producing 
them. Everyone wants to be successful rather than 
forgotten, and everyone wants to make a difference in 
life. But that is beyond the control of any of us. If this life 
is all there is, then everything will eventually burn up in 
the death of the sun and no one will even be around to 
remember anything that has ever happened. Everyone 
will be forgotten, nothing we do will make any difference, 
and all good endeavors, even the best, will come to 
naught. Unless there is God. If the God of the Bible 
exists, and there is a True Reality beneath and behind 
this one, and this life is not the only life, then every good 
endeavor, even the simplest ones, pursued in response 
to God’s calling, can matter forever.11

AT THE OUTSET OF HIS BOOK, Every Good Endeavor, 
just before the quote above, Tim Keller recounts one 
of J.R.R. Tolkien’s short stories: Leaf by Niggle. I’ll 
encourage you to track down and read it for yourself, 
rather than rearticulating it here, but the gist of the 
story is captured well by Keller’s statement: “Everyone 
imagines accomplishing things, and everyone finds 
him- or herself largely incapable of producing them.” 
We all have massive expectations for the things we 
want to accomplish in life, the way Niggle did, Tolkien’s 
character. We all also feel like Niggle, constantly 

CHAPTER NINE
What do we have?
We have a calling.
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thwarted, distracted, or otherwise limited. In the short 
story, Niggle’s response calls us to examine our own. 
How we handle this reality, how we respond to it, is the 
focus of this final section. It is, largely, a summation of 
all the beautiful and good doctrine we have explored 
so far.

Let’s begin with a somewhat obvious statement: 
You are you. To be more clear, you are not any other 
person. You are yourself, only. You can never be another 
person, and can never live another life. You were born 
as yourself, and the years you live in this world will be 
lived only as yourself. I know that sounds existential 
and unnecessary to state, but it’s important to begin 
here because many of us miss the implications of this 
reality. We either deny the creativity of God in crafting 
who and what we are, thinking our life to be just another 
repetition of humanity, or we become so obsessed with 
making ourselves into more and more that we act as if 
we can live more than one life in this world.

In place of this resignation or scramble, Christianity 
teaches a simple truth: God created each of us, uniquely. 
Consider the poetic praise of Psalm 139:13-16:

For you formed my inward parts; you knitted me 
together in my mother’s womb. I praise you, for I am 
fearfully and wonderfully made. Wonderful are your 
works; my soul knows it very well. My frame was not 
hidden from you, when I was being made in secret, 
intricately woven in the depths of the earth. Your eyes 
saw my unformed substance; in your book were written, 
every one of them, the days that were formed for me, 
when as yet there was none of them. (Psalm 139:13-16)

There are, of course, echoes of our sections on 
God’s sovereignty and creativity here. God has the 
authority, the power, and the wisdom to create you. In 
his creativity, God HAS created you. That does not, of 
course, give credit to God where there is sin in your 
life, where you have rubbed shoulders and joined in 

with the evil in our world. It does, however, give you two 
things: freedom and calling. First, you are free from the 
desperate scramble or 
hopeless resignation 
that I mentioned above. 
Your life is not a waste 
of space, but it does 
not need to be anything 
more than simply your 
life. That said, God 
has created your life, 
redeemed your life. God 
has adopted you as a son. On the basis of your salvation 
and unique creation, you have a calling in this world.

Yes, you are called to relish and enjoy the goodness 
and love of God, as your good Father. Yes, you are called 
to praise him as a part of a community, the family of all 
those other people who have been created, redeemed, 
and adopted. But that does not simply involve attending 
a church service and going to small group. There is a 
world outside the doors of the church building, and lives 
outside of your own, that you are called to interact with, 
to be a part of. This call weaves itself into a term that 
has made something of a resurgence recently: vocation.

I’ll skip the Latin basis of the word and jump straight 
to a simple definition: Your vocation is the way your 
invest your unique life. It is your work. It is your effort in 
this world, toward and alongside other people. Let me 
offer a few clarifications of this definition.

Anytime I have a conversation about vocation, a 
question inevitably hits the table: Is there one, singular 
call on my life that I am supposed to discern? I have 
come to appreciate the way Kevin DeYoung answers this 
question in his small book, Just Do Something. DeYoung 
consolidates three ways of understanding God’s will: 
(1) God’s will of decree: What God, in his sovereignty, 
causes to happen. (2) God’s will of desire: What God 

Your vocation is the 
way your invest your 
unique life. It is your 
work. It is your effort 
in this world, toward 
and alongside other 
people.
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expressly tells us that he wants to happen. (3) God’s will 
of direction: What God wants us to do with our lives or 
some part of them. DeYoung brings these together in 
his response to our question.

Expecting God to reveal some hidden will of direction is 
an invitation to disappointment and indecision. Trusting 
God’s will of decree is good. Following His will of desire 
is obedient. Waiting for God’s will of direction is a mess… 
God is not a Magic 8-ball we shake up and peer into 
whenever we have a decision to make. He is a good God 
who gives us brains, shows us the way of obedience, 
and invites us to take risks for Him. We know God has a 
plan for our lives. That’s wonderful. The problem is we 
think He’s going to tell us the wonderful plan before it 
unfolds.12

It isn’t wrong to want to know what God wants us to 
do with our lives. It just is not something that God 
has told us we have the capacity to sort out up front. 
So, no: there is not one thing that God wants you to 
do with your life, that you must figure out, or your life 
will be a waste. In place of that, we seek to discern our 
vocation, what we will invest our lives in and toward, by 
understanding what God loves and who we are.

Think generally about what God wants in this world. 
When Jesus was asked what the greatest commandment 
was, he offered a twofold response: Love God, and love 
your neighbor (Matthew 22:37-40). Jesus later gave what 
Christians call The Great Commission:

Go therefore and make disciples of all nations… 
(Matthew 28:18-20)

Add these to one of the simplest articulations of 
Christian life in this world, from the apostle Paul:

Let love be genuine. Abhor what is evil; hold fast to what 
is good… Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil 
with good (Romans 12:9-21)

I’ve referenced these statements in the Scriptures 
concisely, but I encourage you to reflect on them 
throughout your life, in full. When it comes to vocational 
discernment, these general expressions of what God 
wants are so deeply helpful. What does God want you to 
invest your life in? He wants you to love him, love your 
neighbor, and appeal to others that they find hope in 
following Jesus (make disciples). He wants you to find 
where there is evil in your world, and overcome that evil 
with good.

That does not tell you what your career will be, but 
it does tell you what your career will be all about. More 
specific vocational discernment is something that whole 
books have been written on, entire organizations exist 
to help people with this process. In general, it really isn’t 
that complicated: In the context of a community that 
really knows you, seek to understand what you are good 
at, what you are interested in or fascinated by, what you 
enjoy, and what you value.

Here is the crucial point, though. Once you have 
practiced vocational discernment, then you must take 
action. We seek wisdom, and then we do it. We put 
time and effort into 
working at it, resting 
in the freedom of 
knowing that there 
is not one singular 
path for our lives that 
we might be missing, 
and our decisions and 
efforts today, even 
if they are mistaken, 
do not doom us to 
lifelong failure.

Remember: you are a beloved child of God. He is 
invested in all our lives, as the good Father. As Jesus 
said,

May we all rest 
assured that there 
is a direction to our 
lives. We are called, as 
created, redeemed, 
and adopted sons of 
God, into the effort and 
work that we invest our 
lives in, our vocation.
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In the world you will have tribulation. But take heart; I 
have overcome the world.” (John 16:33)

Your vocation, no matter how wisely discerned, will be 
hard at times. You, as a person, will grow and change, 
and so your definition of vocation might change as well. 
Neither of those things means that you have failed, or 
that God is ashamed of your life. God delights in you, for 
who you are today, and that is the beauty of the grace of 
God. As John Newton once wrote: “I am not what I ought 
to be; but I am not what I once was. And it is by the grace 
of God that I am what I am.”13

May we all rest assured that there is a direction 
to our lives. We are called, as created, redeemed, and 
adopted sons of God, into the effort and work that we 
invest our lives in, our vocation. Work at it, but also rest 
in it.

11  Keller, Timothy. Every Good Endeavor (New York: Penguin Group, 
2012), 29.

12  DeYoung, Kevin. Just Do Something (Chicago: Moody Publishers, 
2009), 24.

13  Jackman, David. The Message of John’s Letters (Downers Grove, IL: 
Intervarsity Press, 1988), 43.

QUESTIONS
•  Are you convinced that there is a point to life? 

Why or why not?
•  Do you find more hope or more frustration in 

the idea of vocational calling? Why?
•  What implications do you see from the content 

of sections 1-5, especially the idea that you are 
adopted as a son by God, for the process of 
vocational discernment? What difference does 
it all make?

•  Would you say that you feel more clear, or more 
confused about your calling, vocationally, right 
now? How would you describe what you are 
investing your life in, and why you are investing 
it that way?
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