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CHAPTER ONE: THE LOVE OF CHRIST

T
here’s a lot said in 2 Corinthians about the character

of Christ. As we might expect, there’s a particular

reason for that. Paul had planted the church at Corinth,

but there were some now in that church who were setting

themselves up in opposition to Paul’s authority. We don’t know

for sure what Paul’s opponents thought about Christ, or what

they were teaching about him, but it’s a fair guess they viewed

Christ from a worldly point of view. There’s a clue pointing to

this in what Paul says in chapter 5: “Therefore from now on we

recognize no one according to the flesh; even thoughwe have known

Christ according to the flesh, yet now we know Him in this way no

longer” (2 Corinthians 5:16).

I favour the NIV’s interpretive way of translating “not knowing

Christ [or anyone else for that matter] according to the flesh” as

‘not viewing them from a worldly point of view’. For many back

then, their expectation of the Messiah, or Christ, had originally

been to picture him as a heroic warrior who’d come to liberate

the Jews from the Roman military and political power. Going

back to those at Corinth – who were in the church there –

and who were setting themselves up against Paul’s authority:

their way of throwing doubt on Paul’s credibility as a minister
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THE CHARACTER OF CHRIST IN PAUL’S LETTERS

of Christ seemed to include criticizing him for being weak,

physically unimpressive, and a poor public speaker. It’s this

that shows clearly that they were judging things from a worldly

point of view – and it seems fair to suspect this was how they

also viewed Christ – even now.

Paul understands that their criticism of him is really a miscon-

ception of Christ, and deals with it in that way. He says:

“We are not again commending ourselves to you but are

giving you an occasion to be proud of us, so that you will

have an answer for those who take pride in appearance

and not in heart. For if we are beside ourselves, it is for

God; if we are of sound mind, it is for you. For the love of

Christ controls us, having concluded this, that one died

for all, therefore all died; and He died for all, so that they

who live might no longer live for themselves, but for Him

who died and rose again on their behalf. Therefore from

now on we recognize no one according to the flesh; even

though we have known Christ according to the flesh, yet

nowwe knowHim in this way no longer” (2 Corinthians

5:12-16).

We might debate as to whether Paul is talking about Christ’s

love for us or our love for Christ when he says the love of Christ

controls - or compels - us. Considering the larger view of the

letter, I’mgoing to suggest itwas the former: that itwasChrist’s

love for us that should compel us. We can see a lot about the

character of Christ elsewhere in this letter, and I think it’s in

part for the reason we mentioned. It would fit that this too
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CHAPTER ONE: THE LOVE OF CHRIST

should be about Christ’s character – about his love. Paul is here

defending hisministry as being under the authority of the Christ

who died and was raised. In other words, the guiding example

for his ministry is the passion of Christ - and equally clearly the

example that guides theministry of his opponents is something

else.

These people who were setting themselves up in opposition

against Paul were creating a deep division in the Corinthian

church. Whose sidewould people take? That of the false apostles

or the side of Paul? Who had the more credible authority? How

could this issue be settled? Well, both Paul and his opponents

claimed to speak for Christ. Certainly, Paul does as we read right

at the end of the letter - but I think we may assume the other

party also claimed to speak for Christ. Part of the purpose of 2

Corinthians is to settle the debate as to which of those claims is

valid.

As we’ve said, part of the criticism of Paul’s ministry, or at least

a challenge arising from it, appears to have been a request for

a proof that Christ was speaking in him (2 Corinthians 13:3).

We’re led to believe that the Corinthians understand that the

minister in whom Christ speaks is the one to whom they should

pay attention. That leads us to expect that Paul would explain

anddefendhisministry in termsof demonstratinghow it echoes

Christ’s own ministry. At every turn, Paul’s presentation of

Christ in 2 Corinthians involves paradox. In other words, it

presents God’s thinking, God’s acting, and even God’s being as

theopposite ofworldlyhuman thinking. For example, in chapter

1:3–11, suffering is shown to lead to comfort. Paul describes God

as the one “who comforts us in all our affliction so that we will be
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able to comfort those who are in any affliction with the comfort with

which we ourselves are comforted by God” (2 Corinthians 1:4).

No help is more welcome than from someone else who’s been

throughwhatwe’regoing through. Asanexampleof that, I came

across the story of 15 year old Douglas Maurer fromMissouri.

He’d been feeling unwell for several days. His temperature was

ranging between 103 and 105 degrees, and hewas suffering from

severe flu-like symptoms. Finally, his mother took him to the

hospital where he was diagnosed as having leukaemia. The

doctors told him that for the next three years, he would have to

undergo chemotherapy. They told Douglas hewould go bald and

that his body would most likely bloat. Upon learning this, he

went into a deep depression. His aunt contacted a florist’s shop

to send Douglas an arrangement of flowers. She told the shop

assistant that it was for her teenage nephewwho had leukaemia.

When the flowers arrived at the hospital, they were beautiful.

Douglas read the card from his aunt.

Then he saw a second card. It said: “Douglas, I took your order.

I work at [the flower shop]. I had leukaemia when I was 7 years

old. I’m 22 years old now ... My heart goes out to you. Sincerely,

Laura Bradley.” Douglas was in a hospital filled withmillions

of dollars of the most sophisticated medical equipment. He was

being treated by expert doctors andnurseswithmedical training

totalling in the hundreds of years. But it was a sales assistant in

a flower shop, who -by taking the time to care - gave Douglas

hope and the will to carry on. (Source: Bob Greene, “From One

Sufferer To Another”, Chicago Tribune, August, 1987).

That’swhatGodwantsus todo for othersusing the experienceof
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CHAPTER ONE: THE LOVE OF CHRIST

sufferingwe’vehad. Butwewere sayinghowPaul’spresentation

of Christ in 2 Corinthians involves paradox. Let’s find some

more examples of that. In chapter 4:7–12 and 5:11–15, death

leads to life. In chapter 8:9, poverty leads to riches. In chapter

10:3-5 captivity leads to conquest. In chapter 12:9–10, weakness

leads to power. It may seem as if God’s kingdom is the upside-

down kingdom– but in reality, it’s the world that’s got things

the wrong way up.

All of this, all that we read about in 2 Corinthians, is actually

the language of the incarnation, life, death, and resurrection

of Jesus Christ. It’s sharing Christ’s suffering that allows us

to comfort one another (2 Corinthians 1:3–11). It’s knowing

Christ in his death that brings us life (2 Corinthians 4:7–12).

It’s becoming sharers of Christ’s poverty that gives us the

enjoyment of our spiritual riches (2 Corinthians 8:9). Paul

emphasizes these points to make the point that our experience

should be the same as Christ’s - at least in these terms. These

same paradoxes should be the authentic experience of anyone

who lives and speaks as Christ’s ambassador. That’s why Paul

talks of his imitation of the example of Christ’s character. And

that’s why we think the term ‘the love of Christ’ means Christ’s

love for us.

Paul’s opponents called him weak, and rather than disagreeing

with them Paul says, in effect, ‘it’s precisely in such weakness .

. . that true power, the power of God, becomes effective in my

ministry.’ The inspiration for this conviction comes from the

cross of Christ. He speaks of Christ being crucified in weakness,

but now living through the power of God (2 Corinthians 13:4).

And he turns the tables on his critics at that point and says:
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“test yourselves …” (2 Corinthians 13:5). It’s the love of Christ

that compels us to live for him who died for us – that is, for

Christ. When we live for Christ like that, power in authentic

Christian ministry comes through weakness. And Paul offers

this as the evidence that Christ is speaking through him. He’d

passed the test. Now he turns the challenge back on those who

were challenging his authority. They should test themselves (2

Corinthians 13:5).

We began by saying that throughout 2 Corinthians Paul men-

tions Christ’s character. This study has tried to explore at least

part of the reason for that. Our further studies will aim to trace

the various mentions in this same letter not only of his love

but his meekness, his gentleness and his obedience. A final

thought on love: the little boy sailing out at sea with his dad,

asked, ‘Daddy, how big is God’s love?’ ‘Do you see away over

there? His dad asked, and pointed to the horizon. The little boy

nodded. His dad directed him to all four compass points in turn.

‘It’s as big as that!’ he said, allowing the vast expanse of the

ocean to make its impression on the young boy’s mind. After a

few reflective moments, the boy replied: ‘Daddy, that’s a really

wonderful thing, because we’re right in the middle of it!’ How

true. In summary, the love of Christ, Christ’s own love, compels

or constrains us. It controls us to live for him who died for us.

May we do so!
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CHAPTER TWO: THE OBEDIENCE OF

CHRIST

T
he broader context of the whole of 2 Corinthians is

concerned with the character of Christ. The reason

being that Paulwas defendinghis lifestyle as anApostle

of Christ by appealing to it. Whenwecomespecifically to chapter

10, we find that the person of Christ and the quality of obedience

are mentioned together. In that immediate context, Paul’s

grammar permits us to talk not only of obedience – but to

take Christ as its subject. But before coming back to explore

that in more detail, let’s step back and try to appreciate how in

this letter – the second in our Bible that he wrote to Corinth –

Paul is attempting to authenticate his lifestyle andministry by

appealing to the character of Christ, and his experience when

he was on earth.

Sufferings, which Paul refers to in the very first chapter, made

him feel as though he “had received the sentence of death” (2

Corinthians 1:9), and had forced him to rely on “God who raises

the dead” (2 Corinthians 1:9b). Through the death and resurrec-

tion of Jesus, God encourages Paul, and Paul also encourages the

Corinthian believers. Paul is laying his experiences as a servant

of Christ alongside those of his master, those of Christ. Also, in
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2 Corinthians 4:7–15, Paul expands on that to suggest that he’s

suffered in his ministry to show that the “transcendent” power

belongs to God and not to himself (2 Corinthians 4:7). He looks

upon his suffering as “carrying the dying of Jesus in [his] body” (2

Corinthians 4:10) - so that the life of Jesus may bemanifested

(2 Corinthians 4:11). Paul is confident enough to cope with this

suffering, and even the threat of death, because he’s confident

that “he who raised the Lord Jesus will also raise us with Jesus” (2

Corinthians 4:14). In other words, the death and resurrection of

Jesus is the bedrock on which Paul’s ministry is built.

Next, in 2 Corinthians 5:11–21, Paul gives us a further descrip-

tion of his ministry to help his readers respond to his critics. He

says, “We are not commending ourselves to you again, but giving

you reason for boasting about us, in order that you may have [an

answer for] those who boast in appearances and not in the heart”

(2 Corinthians 5:12). It reads as if Paul isn’t willing to submit

to the requests of his readers. And the reason is because Paul’s

ministry is directly under the authority of the Christ who died

and was raised. He says, “For the love of Christ controls us” (2

Corinthians 5:14a). How does it do that? “For this we judge,”

Paul adds, “that one died on behalf of all, therefore all died; and

he died on behalf of all in order that those who live might no longer

live for themselves but for the one who on their behalf died and was

raised” (2 Corinthians 5:14b–15).

The guiding – or controlling - example for Paul’s ministry is

the suffering, death and resurrection of Christ. He continually

refers back to it in defending his ministry because part of the

criticism of his ministry has been to doubt Christ is speaking

in and through him. This leads to the request for “proof that
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Christ is speaking in [Paul]” (2 Corinthians 13:3). The Corinthians

understand that the minister in whom Christ speaks is the

one to whom they should pay attention. We should expect,

then, that Paul would explain and defend his ministry in terms

demonstrating how it’s rooted in Christ. Both Paul and his

opponents have claimed to speak for Christ, and part of the

purpose of 2 Corinthians is to settle the validity of those claims.

Paul, on several occasions in 2 Corinthians 10–13, validates the

“weakness” of his ministry by appeal to Christ. In 2 Corinthians

11:23–30, he argues that his status as a “servant of Christ” is

best established by pointing to his persecutions, sufferings,

and hardships. In 2 Corinthians 12:8–10, he suggests that his

weakness supplies the very opportunity for Christ’s power to

rest on him. Finally, in 2 Corinthians 13:1–4, he points out that

his own weakness in dealing with the Corinthians parallels that

of Christ, who “was crucified out of weakness, but lives out of

the power of God” (2 Corinthians 13:4). In other words, Paul

responds to his critics in 2 Corinthians 10–13 by arguing that

if he is weak, it only confirms that his ministry is authentically

Christian.

But let’s come back to the tenth chapter, and the verse which

talks about obedience, and that mention now as we’ve seen

being in the overall context of Paul presenting something of the

character of Christ himself to the Corinthians – doing all this,

as we say, with an eye to his critics. From verse 3 in chapter 10,

we read: “For though we walk in the flesh, we do not war according

to the flesh, for the weapons of our warfare are not of the flesh, but

divinely powerful for the destruction of fortresses. We are destroying

speculations and every lofty thing raised up against the knowledge
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of God, and we are taking every thought captive to the obedience of

Christ” (2 Corinthians 10:3-5).

In these verses we’ve read, Paul intends to contrast his own

ministry -which is characterized by both the character of Christ

and a God-given ability to wage war – with the ministry of

his opponents, which is characterized by bold and boastful

comparison. Paul’s opponents don’t believe that the goal of

their ministries is to take their own thoughts captive to Christ’s

obedience, that is, to Christ’s obedient submission to God’s will

even to the point of suffering and death. I suggest it’s important

that we do see this verse as referring to Christ’s own actual

obedience – and recall that in the wider context this has been

fully sketched for us in terms of Christ’s obedience to the will of

God that for him involved enduring submission to the death of

the cross.

In the verses we read, there’s been the use of military terms -

suggesting Paul is borrowing from the imagery of siege warfare.

When a city was besieged: first, the outer defences were de-

stroyed; then the defenders were taken captive; and finally, the

victorious army stood ready to punish any continuing rebellion.

With the reading understood as Christ’s obedience, the idea

would be that it is Christ who conquers, but not, of course, in any

brutal way as in normal ancient warfare. The paradoxical nature

of his victory is seen here. If in Christ, weakness is strength; if

suffering can console; and if death leads to life; why shouldn’t

his obedience make captives of us?

What are the ‘strongholds’ that our divinely empowered

weapons destroy? Paul’s use of this word recalls the ancient
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practiceofbuildingamassively fortified tower inside thewalls of

a citywhere its citizensmight retreat tomake their final defence.

But to what does Paul’s language actually refer? First, they are

‘arguments’ or ‘speculations’ designed to justify a person’s

disbelief in God. He’s saying that our weapons demolish their

sinful thought patterns, the mental structures behind which

they live their lives in rebellion against God. Second, our

weapons are effective in bringing down every lofty opinion

raised against the knowledge of God. We’ve been graciously

equipped by God with the necessary weaponry to overcome

every arrogant claim, every proud thought that forms a barrier

to the knowledge of God. We’re fully empowered to address

every argument that’s used to rationalize sin and to justify

unbelief and to overcome all rationalizations which are the

strongholds bywhich themind fortifies itself against the gospel.

The ultimate aim, of course, is to “take every thought captive to

obey Christ” (v. 5b).

The picture is of a military expedition into enemy territory, an

expedition so effective that every plan of the enemy is thwarted,

every scheme foiled, every counter-offensive beaten. Whatever

ideas of the unbeliever hindered faith, whatever notions or plans

were barriers to repentance, they are defeated, captured, and

graciously transformed. I remember this happening in the life

of a lady called Kath. She resisted the Gospel, raising every

intellectual objection. But we kept sharing God’s Good News

using his Word. One night the Lord opened her heart, and she

was taken captive. The weapons of our Gospel warfare are truth

and a righteousness lifestyle; proclaiming the gospel as faith in

a glorious salvation as well as resting in the Word of God and

prayer.
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Contextually, Paul is talking about ‘strongholds’ in the lives and

minds of those in the Corinthian church who were resistant

to his apostolic authority. But do ordinary Christians today

have them too? Yes. Such intellectual, philosophical, and moral

enemies to the knowledge of God don’t automatically disappear

when we get saved. I once heard someone define a stronghold

as ‘a mindset impregnated with hopelessness that causes us to

accept as unchangeable somethingwe know is contrary to God’s

will.’ Perhaps, especially, in its original context, demolishing

strongholds refers to overcoming wrong ideas about Christ.

The secret of the strength of these strongholds lies in two

things: human pride, that is, pride as independence from God;

and second, this is expressed through clever arguments and

plausible reasonings that make the action based on pride sound

like the logical thing to do. The reasonings or imaginations, as

we saw, are treated as forts or citadels to be conquered.

The gospel is the proclamation of the word of truth, lived out

in the demonstration of love and righteousness, through the

operation of faithful praying, as we witness to our salvation.

When the Apostle Paul came to Corinth, he declared the gospel,

and, in thatway, theApostle destroyed their arguments, brought

low their pride, delivered them and set them free. These are the

same weapons by which he now attacks the strongholds still

entrenched in Corinth. The gospel undermines arguments by

capturing the arguer; it reaches behind the argument to change

the person. After the work of the Gospel, there comes a second

step which is the Christian’s responsibility. In capturing a

fortress, after destroying thewalls andmoving into the centre of

the fortress, it’s necessary, to root out all the remaining pockets

of resistance. There’ll be enemy soldiers hidden away in the
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fortress, and they must be found and captured. We can’t do the

first thing in our own power for it takes God’s power to destroy

human pride. But wemust do this other thing. Wemust pursue

each vagrant thought and capture it for Christ.

The intellectual life is often the last part of a Christian to be

yielded to the right of Jesus Christ to rule. For instance, we

reserve the right to judge Scripture, as towhat wewill or will not

agree with, what we will or will not accept. Many play lustful

thoughts and pictures over and over on the video player of the

mind, even if not allowing themselves to engage in the immoral

acts involved. Others allow jealous thoughts and resentful

attitudes to take over. Though they outwardly appear to be

friendly and cooperative with people, inwardly they are filled

with hostility and resentment against them. How do you allow

Christ to capture your thoughts? Well, you do it by refusing to

entertain the concepts which Scripture rejects and by resolutely

acting on those it approves.

13



CHAPTER THREE: THE MEEKNESS OF

CHRIST

I
n 2 Corinthians chapter 10, Paul begins a defence of his

authority as an Apostle, showing he’d a right to regard

himself as sent from God. He begins his argument by

appealing to certain qualities of Christ: “Now I, Paul, myself am

pleading with you by the meekness and gentleness of Christ—who

in presence am lowly among you, but being absent am bold toward

you (2 Corinthians 10:1).”

The reason he begins in this way is to show an even-handed

approach. He begs them not to give him any occasion to display

the boldness and severity he could equally use. In any case,

this shows the contrast between ameek gentleness and a bold

severity. Meekness would seem to be presented here as an

excellent – if not essential - attitude for dealing with conflict or,

better still, in avoiding potential conflict within relationships.

Christ’s meekness (prautētos) and gentleness (epieikeias) are

indicated in this text as separate virtues. Christ possesses them

and we should desire them. Meekness describes an internal

attitude or disposition; whereas gentleness refers to actions, or

external behaviour. They go hand in hand, but in this studywe’ll

focus first on the first-mentioned, and that’s meekness. But we
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pause to note that gentleness isn’t always found in situations

where Bible writers use the word meekness. The reason for the

combination in 2 Corinthians 10may be found in the fact that

Paul is here dealing with conflict. And let’s not forget these

qualities are mentioned here with reference to Christ’s own

character: they are qualities of Christ. We’ll come back to that

later, but let’s try to understand them in general to begin with.

Some, who had invaded the congregation, claiming to be apos-

tles, had accused Paul of being courageous and bold when

writing letters fromadistance, but timid andweakwhenpresent

personally. Though Paul may have appeared weak to them,

he was in reality meek, not weak. He was definitely up for

taking on this destructive evil within the local church. There are

two things we can say with confidence about meekness. First,

God commands us to behave that way; and second, rewards

are promised to people who display it. But what exactly is

it? How would we try to define it? It isn’t easy to define.

In fact, in his comments on Galatians 5:22, William Barclay

adds that meekness is ‘the most untranslatable of words in the

New Testament’ (p. 51). Perhaps the best way to understand

meekness is to see the words and contexts the Bible associates

it with; how the Bible uses it; and perhaps most importantly,

how those who have it act in relation to God andmen. And that

is what we’ll try to do in this study.

In particular, meekness is commanded as the spirit in which

we’re called upon to perform certain duties as Christians: such

as restoring badly behaving Christians; correcting opponents of

the truth; receiving the implanted word; andmaking a defence

of theGospel. Taking these duties in turn, let’s read someverses:

15
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“Brethren, even if anyone is caught in any trespass,

you who are spiritual, restore such a one in a spirit of

[meekness], each one looking to yourself, so that you too

will not be tempted.” (Galatians 6:1).

Doesn’t that clearly indicate to us that meekness is the right

approach by which to restore badly behaving Christians?

“But refuse foolish and ignorant speculations, knowing

that they produce quarrels. The Lord’s bondservant must

not be quarrelsome, but be kind to all, able to teach,

patientwhenwronged,with [meekness] correcting those

who are in opposition, if perhaps God may grant them

repentance” (2 Timothy 2:23-26).

We can surely see how this verse commands meekness as the

spirit in which we’re to oppose the spirit of error.

“Everyone must be quick to hear, slow to speak and slow

to anger; for the anger of man does not achieve the righ-

teousness of God. Therefore, putting aside all filthiness

andall that remains ofwickedness, in [meekness] receive

the word implanted, which is able to save your souls”

(James 1:19-21).

As it plainly says, with meekness is how we’re to receive God’s

Word. Finally, …
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“Sanctify Christ as Lord in your hearts, always being ready

to make a defense to everyone who asks you to give an

account for the hope that is in you, yet with [meekness]

and reverence; and keep a good conscience so that in the

thing in which you are slandered, those who revile your

good behaviour in Christ will be put to shame” (1 Peter

3:15-16).

Taking those four readings in turn: it’s clear that this is the

spirit in which discipline must be applied and faults corrected.

It’s also the virtue – or quality - for meeting opposition to the

truth. And it’s the spirit in which we’re to learn. And fourthly,

it’s the attitude in which we’re to endure defaming, while we’re

giving a proper Christian witness.

The situation we began with in 2 Corinthians more closely re-

sembles the one described asmeeting and correcting opposition

to the truth. We can’t fight spiritual battles with physical or

worldly weapons, far less can we fight them with the wrong

underlying attitude or disposition. Meekness is strength under

control, it shows as wemaintain peace during confrontations. A

meek person still feels thewrong done against him or her - feels

it bitterly - but because he or she is not thinking of themselves,

their meekness does not allow their spirit to give vent to a

hateful, savage and vindictive anger that tries to ‘get even.’

The world’s literature and entertainment often promotes the

conquering hero who refuses to submit, and who exerts his or

her interests against anyone whomight challenge them. Most

of the world’s cultures reserve rewards for people who compete

successfully through strength of will and superior power. In

17
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contrast, the meek person is ridiculed for being weak and soft,

and of no real value in society. Often, the most rewarded sales

people are those with the most aggressive methods. Politicians

most often voted into office are usually those most economical

with the truth, and are among the most ruthless of men and

women. Today, frequently, the heads of large corporations

are those who have robbed others, stolen secrets, and cheated

people of their retirement funds.

In contrast, Jesus portrays the ideal disciple as someone who is

meek. The promised reward that such a person will inherit the

earth contradicts worldly wisdom. Meekness radically alters

our perspective of the trials of life. Thinking about trials,

this is very important because meekness is the opposite of

self-will toward God and of ill-will toward men. Meekness is

seen clearest when we bear with whatever contrary thing we

happen tomeet. Described negatively, meekness is the opposite

of self-assertiveness and self-interest; it’s evenness of mind

that’s neither elated nor cast down, simply because it’s not

occupied with self at all. Biblically, it’s the attitude in which

we accept God’s will toward us as being good, without disputing

or resisting. That’s the true focus of meekness. Since true

meekness is meekness before God, the insults and injuries that

may be inflicted on us by the world, or others within the church,

are viewed by ameek person as being permitted and used by God

for his or her chastening and purifying.

But our final focus should be on Christ, as promised, since after

all it’s the meekness of Christ that’s our topic. And we’ve seen

it’s to be practised when restoring a badly behaving Christian.

Jesus demonstrated hismeekness in his treatment ofmanywith
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whom he interacted. In contrast to James and John, Jesus was

focused on seeking to save rather than destroy (Luke 9:55 ff.).

In a rare self-referencing comment on his character, Jesus said

in Matthew 11:28-30: “Come to Me, all who are weary and heavy-

laden, and I will give you rest. “Take My yoke upon you and learn

from Me, for I am [meek]and humble in heart, and you will find

rest for your souls.”

Amemorable example of Jesus’ display of meekness occurred

during his arrest. In the Garden of Gethsemane, one of his

disciples, Peter, pulled out a sword and struck Malchus, the

servant of the high priest, cutting off his ear. Jesus had massive

strength at his disposal, but restrained his use of power because

he knew he must die to bring salvation to the weak. Jesus is

the same king who’d entered Jerusalem, riding on a donkey

as the Old Testament had predicted he would: “when they had

approached Jerusalem … at the Mount of Olives, then Jesus sent two

disciples, saying to them, “Go into the village opposite you, and

immediately you will find a donkey tied there, and a colt with her;

untie them and bring them to Me” (Matthew 21:1-11). In this way,

the prediction of the prophet Zechariah (Zechariah 9:9) was

fulfilled as the Messiah entered Jerusalem in a display of his

meekness.

Finally, Peter writes about how Jesus is the supreme example

of meekness: “Christ also suffered for us, leaving you an example

for you to follow in His steps: “Who committed no sin, nor was

any deceit found in His mouth;” and while being reviled, He did

not revile in return; while suffering, He uttered no threats, but kept

entrusting Himself to Him who judges righteously; and He Himself

bore our sins in His body on the cross” (1 Peter 2:21-24). Although
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he was defiant toward the religious establishment in defending

the helpless and diseased, as well as opposing evil, Jesus was

always totally self-effacing in regard to his own interests. From

the cross, he prays that his heavenly Father would forgive those

who crucify him. How correct he was to refer to himself as being

meek!
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CHAPTER FOUR: THE GENTLENESS

OF CHRIST

A
mong the predictions sounded out centuries in advance

by the Old Testament prophets, we find precise and

explicit details of where Jesus was to be born and of

how he was to die. That’s remarkable, to say the least, and can

be shown to be beyond any realistic likelihood of coincidence

or hoaxing. But what the Old Testament writers also placed on

recordwas a character description, one that was fulfilled exactly

in Jesus Christ of Nazareth. For instance:

“Behold, My Servant, whom I uphold; My chosen one in

whomMy soul delights. I have putMy Spirit uponHim; He

will bring forth justice to the nations. He will not cry out

or raise His voice, Nor make His voice heard in the street.

“A bruised reed He will not break And a dimly burning

wick He will not extinguish; He will faithfully bring forth

justice” (Isaiah 42:1-3).

That’s the unmistakable pen portrait of someone who is of

gentle character. It fittingly describes the person whom the

Gospel writers later narrated as dealing gently with the woman
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allegedly taken in adultery. He also overruled his disciples

in permitting children access to him. And he prevented his

followers resisting his arrest. He also once stopped them calling

down judgement on those who’d snubbed him by refusing the

normal hospitality of those days. We’ve already considered

Christ’s meekness of character and it’s true his gentleness of

behaviour can hardly be divorced from its association with

meekness. We find them side by side in 2 Corinthians 10:1: “Now

I, Paul, myself ampleadingwith you by themeekness and gentleness

of Christ—who in presence am lowly among you, but being absent

am bold toward you.”

Here, gentleness appears with meekness, as though a similarity

exists alongside a specific difference. The reason for this is that

Paul is dealing with conflict. In 2 Corinthians 10, Paul begins a

defence of his apostolic authority. He begins his argument by

appealing to the gentleness and meekness of Christ to vindicate

his own even-handed approach, entreating them not to give

him occasion to display the boldness and severity that he could

also use. He’d no wish to be bold and severe in his discipline

of them. Some, who had invaded the congregation at Corinth,

claiming to be apostles, were accusing Paul of being courageous

and bold when writing letters from a distance, but timid and

weak when he was personally present with them. Even though

there were arrogant people in the church at Corinth, gentleness

was Paul’s preferred means of dealing with them: “What do you

desire? Shall I come to you with a rod, or with love and a spirit of

gentleness? (1 Corinthians 4:21).

Gentleness is one of the best English words to express the

outward operation of meekness. Gentleness refers to actions,
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that is, external behaviour. But it’s never a falsemodesty, a self-

deprecation, or a spineless refusal to stand for anything. It’s

never a cowardly retreat from reality that avoids trouble in ways

that allow even greater trouble to develop. Neither is it a false

humility that refuses to recognize that God has given us talents

and abilities, or that refuses to use them for his glory. Biblically,

the focus of gentleness is not only in our outward behaviour, nor

inour relationships tootherhumanbeings, neither is it the focus

of our natural personality. Rather it’s an inwardly developed

tender-heartedness – something that comes fromwithin - and

the performing of it is first of all towards God. Gentleness is

a softness of manner and disposition. There’s an absence of

harshness, fierceness, or violence in it.

Gentleness appears in the Bible among lists of virtues, and

two corresponding themes are associated with it. They are:

first, that God commands us to behave that way; and, second,

that rewards are promised to people who display the virtue of

gentleness. We can’t be unitedwith others unlesswe come to the

point, each of us on an individual basis, where we’re no longer

bothered by the intentional or unintentional offences from

others—especially our spiritual brothers and sisters. That’s

why Paul explicitly mentions it in appeals for unity such as we

find in Ephesians 4:

“Therefore I, the prisoner of the Lord, implore you to

walk in a manner worthy of the calling with which you

have been called, with all humility and gentleness, with

patience, showing tolerance for one another in love, being

diligent to preserve the unity of the Spirit in the bond of
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peace” (Ephesians 4:1-3).

Gentleness is to be ‘put on’ with other Christian virtues such as

compassion, lowliness, and patience as Paul taught the faithful

believers in the church at Colossae:

“So, as those who have been chosen of God, holy and

beloved, put on a heart of compassion, kindness, humility,

gentleness and patience; bearing with one another, and

forgiving each other, whoever has a complaint against

anyone; just as the Lord forgave you, so also should you.

Beyond all these things put on love, which is the perfect

bond of unity” (Colossians 3:12-14).

Gentleness should be a restraint in all our thoughts and actions.

It comes to some people seemingly by inheritance. To most,

however, it must be developed, because it’s often lacking. It

needs to be acquired by subduing our nature just as someone

might tame a wild horse. Passionate feelingsmust be controlled

and our harsh temperament restrained– bringing us back to the

kind of self-control that the Apostle Paul was demonstrating

towards the opposing believers at Corinth (in 2 Corinthians).

When Paul himself displayed these qualities, he was of course

reflecting Christ. Matthew records for us …

“Jesus entered the temple and drove out all those who

were buying and selling in the temple, and overturned

the tables of the money changers and the seats of those

whowere sellingdoves. AndHe said to them, “It iswritten,
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‘My house shall be called a house of prayer;’ but you

are making it a robbers’ den.’ And the blind and the

lame came to Him in the temple, and He healed them”

(Matthew 21:12-14).

Betweenverses 13& 14wesee twostrong sidesof Jesus’ personal-

ity and character. On the one side, hewas very forceful, steadfast

and authoritative. But then right away, he shows gentleness.

This, according to James, is an aspect of the wisdom that’s from

above:

“But if you have bitter jealousy and selfish ambition in

your heart, do not be arrogant and so lie against the truth.

This wisdom is not that which comes down from above,

but is earthly, natural, demonic. For where jealousy and

selfish ambition exist, there is disorder and every evil

thing. But the wisdom that is from above is first pure,

then peaceable, gentle, reasonable, full ofmercy and good

fruits, unwavering, without hypocrisy” (James 3:14-17).

Aubrey Andelin, in his bookMan of Steel and Velvet, illustrates

gentleness this way: ‘Gentleness is to the steel qualities what

mercy is to justice. When justice is meted out alone, it is cold,

undeviating, and unsympathetic. Although justice is in reality

given for the benefit of the individual, without mercy it appears

intent on the suffering or even the destruction of the person.

As mercy softens justice, gentleness softens the steel in man.’

The Apostle Peter brings its application closer to home when he

writes to Christian women and Christian wives, saying: “Your

adornment must not be merely external - braiding the hair, and
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wearing gold jewelry, or putting on dresses; but let it be the hidden

person of the heart, with the imperishable quality of a gentle and

quiet spirit, which is precious in the sight of God” (1 Peter 3:3-4).

We’re to be free from self-exaltation and fully submitted to

the will of God both in our relationship with him and in our

relationship with our spouse. The apostle Peter was inspired

to write that “a quiet and gentle spirit” among wives is “in

God’s sight—very precious.” He continues, now turning to the

menfolk: “you husbands in the sameway, livewith yourwives in an

understanding way, as with someone weaker, since she is a woman;

and show her honor as a fellow heir of the grace of life, so that your

prayers will not be hindered” (1 Peter 3:7-8).

These are all elements of gentleness. They’re strongly positive

virtues, and certainly not a display of passive timidity. Jesus

Christ is our perfect example. What can we do to subdue a harsh

nature and in its place develop gentleness? We’ve seen that we

need to work at our restraint and self-control. We have to bring

our actions and emotions under control. We should bridle our

tongues as someone would bridle a horse and lead it where they

want it to go. We’ve to train our feelings to react righteously,

and restrain and subdue any harshness in our temperaments.

Easier said than done, of course, but at least we know what to

aim for.
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CHAPTER FIVE: THE PURITY OF

CHRIST

P
aul begins the eleventh chapter of his secondBible letter

to Corinth by saying:

“For I am jealous for you with a godly jealousy;

for I betrothed you to one husband, so that to Christ I

might present you as a pure virgin. But I amafraid that, as

the serpent deceived Eve by his craftiness, yourminds will

be led astray from the simplicity and purity of devotion

to Christ. For if one comes and preaches another Jesus

whom we have not preached, or you receive a different

spirit which you have not received, or a different gospel

which you have not accepted, you bear this beautifully”

(2 Corinthians 11:2-4).

Paul is like the friend of the groom, who watches out for the

bride in the period between the engagement and the wedding.

The bridegroom’s friend’s job was to guard her, and it was

on the testimony of this friend that the bridegroom chose his

bride. He’d carry all the messages exchanged between them:

for before marriage women were to be strictly guarded at home
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with their parents or friends. Remember also that engagement

wasn’t taken lightly in Paul’s culture. If someonewas unfaithful

during the engagement period, it was considered adultery, and

an engagement could only be broken by divorce. Paul uses that

imagery here by implying that anytime we give our hearts to

somethingother thanGod,we’re committing ‘spiritual adultery’

during the period of our engagement.

The Corinthians didn’t admire Paul’s apostolic credentials

because they were thinking in a worldly way. They didn’t like

Paul’s apparent weakness and unimpressive appearance. This

was an important point, because Paul’s apparent weakness was

shared by Jesus. It wasn’t only Paul’s apostolic credentials that

were under attack; but the very nature of Jesus himselfwas being

attacked. The troublemakers among the Corinthian Christians -

thosewhowere stirring up contention against Paul - didn’t only

attack Paul; they were also attacking the true Jesus by preaching

another Jesus. Whowas this ‘other Jesus’? Because of the way

the Corinthian Christians despised Paul’s image of weakness

and unimpressive appearance, the ‘other Jesus’ was probably

onewho knew noweakness, persecution, humiliation, suffering

and death.

Oneof themostbizarrebooks recentlywrittenmust surelybe the

Da Vinci Code. Its fabrications have been the subject of lawsuits

and scathing historical reviews. As a means of bringing its

author fame andmoney itwas brilliantly conceived, but in terms

of scholarship it left much to be desired. It’s been described

as ‘a gasp of human scepticism.’ It’s to be hoped it’s a last

gasp. The Bible has been attacked on intellectual and scientific

grounds, and we canmeasure the failure of these means to dent
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its credibility by the fact that this last gasp effort – the recycled

fabrications of the Da Vinci Code - has now been put forward

in an attempt to attack the moral purity of the Bible’s central

character, Jesus Christ. The Bible has confounded its critics, so

now the attack is personal against the one the Bible claims to be

the Son of God come as man.

Those of his contemporaries who were not “on the side of truth”

(John 18:37) were not bashful in the slurs they heaped upon the

historical Jesus whom they despised and rejected (Isaiah 53:3).

They twisted his words; sneered at his parentage; branded him

demon-possessed; ridiculed him and thought him mad. But,

apparently, it never entered their minds to attack the purity

of his lifestyle. The Bible records faithfully the time he spent

in the company of women who were among his followers and

the beneficiaries of his ministry. No one – not even one of his

fiercest enemies at the time - spoke against his behaviour with

women – except that he surprised everyone by talking with

women on subjects of significance – something that broke the

existing taboos of that culture.

When Jesus turned to the crowds and said: “Which of you convicts

Me of sin?” (John 8:46), there was no-one who could rightly

condemn him – on any matter. Repeatedly, at his mock trial,

Pilate said “I find no fault with this man” (John 18:38). Different

Bible writers who lived the closest to Christ testify that “he did

no sin” (1 Peter 2:22); and that he “knew no sin” (2 Corinthians

5:21), and it was John, the closest of them all, who said there

was “no sin in him” (1 John 3:5). After three years of really close

friendship, John recalls his most striking impression of the life

of Christ. Remember, whenwe get closer to someonewe respect,
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usually we’re disappointed to find they too have serious faults.

But the closer John got, the more he could say of Jesus: “in Him

is no darkness at all” (1 John 1:1:5). This is crucial testimony. This

points to what was distinctive about the life and person of Jesus

Christ whom the Bible presents as embodying the quality all

Old Testament animal sacrifices shared: they were expressly

commanded to be “without defect” or blemish.

This is why the lies contained within the Da Vinci Code and its

predecessors are so damaging- if they are in anywaybelieved by

gullible persons. If itwerepossible for opponents of Christianity,

or those who unthinkingly do their work for them, to succeed

in pointing to a single moral blemish in the life and person of

Jesus Christ, then the whole of Christianity would be in ruins.

But that can never be. In all the world’s religions, the claims

made for the sinlessmoral purity of Christ find no parallel – not

by a millionmiles. From the past to the present day, religious

devotees have tolerated chronic moral weaknesses in their so-

called gods. These are gods made in the image of fallen men

and women, and in what’s written of themwe find a cesspool

of temper, jealousy, lust and shameful acts. It’s been said that

the Greek gods didn’t give up on the Greeks, but that the pagan

Greeks gave up on their gods. Some of their own writers, it

seems, lost patience with the depravity of their gods.

I distinctly remember hearing at first hand of the shocked

reaction of trainee teachers during a demonstration session

on comparative religions. They were shocked at the immoral

behaviour some religions tolerated in their gods. Itwas apparent

from the strength of their reaction that they judged their alleged

behaviour to be unworthy of humans. Yes, voyeurism, incest
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and rape are among the things you’re likely to find if you read

the writings of major world religions in which they describe

the behaviour and character of their own gods. By contrast our

subject is purity – the purity seen in the life of Jesus Christ. But

what do wemean by purity? It’s actually quite hard to come up

with a definition of purity. We tend to define it as the absence of

something, don’t we? Wemight regard someone as pure if they

don’t do certain things or don’t go to certain places or whatever.

Purity, for us, is the absence of impurity.

But the difference with Jesus is that purity was a positive thing

with him: he was declared to be the Son of God by the spirit

of holiness (Romans 1:4). It’s as if we can define purity as the

presence of something in his case - not merely as the absence

of things as in our case. For example, there are those who

profess to hate sin, but they don’t seem to love righteousness.

They’re strong in denouncing evil, but not equally strong in

applauding right. Jesus Christ, by contrast, loved righteousness

AND hated iniquity. The purity of Jesus Christ manifested itself

in actions and in speech; negatively, by never doing sin or

speaking falsehood - for he committed no sin, and no deceit

was found in his mouth (1 Peter 2:22); but also positively, since

he always didwhatwas pleasing toGod andwas always speaking

the things which pleased God.

One of the major – if not the major – descriptions of God in

the Old Testament is that he’s the holy God. Take Deuteronomy

23:14 which says: “For the LORD your God moves about in your

camp to protect you and to deliver your enemies to you. Your camp

must be holy, so that he will not see among you anything indecent

and turn away from you.” Holy means free from defilement of
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any type. And it’s a holiness that expresses itself inmoral purity.

To say that Christ is absolutely holy, is to say that he’s absolutely

pure. One way of seeing this is in the many terms the Bible uses

to describe Christ’s purity. In Hebrews 7:26, Jesus is called a

high priest - one who is “holy, blameless, pure, set apart from

sinners, exalted above the heavens.” And in Hebrews 9:14 we’re

told that “the blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered

himself unblemished to God, cleanse[s] our consciences so that we

may serve the living God!”

Andmore than that, the Biblemultiplies expressions andfigures

in order to fully describe the absolute holiness or moral purity

of Christ. There’s nothing in nature with which to compare it

except light. For as theapostle Johnsays“God is light; in him there

is no darkness at all” (1 John 1:5). Victor Hugo said: Pythagoras,

Epicurus, Socrates, Plato, these are the torches of the world;

Christ is the light of day. And that brilliant holiness of Jesus was

seen in his constant, never-failing victory over temptation. Not

merely the negative innocence that results from being shielded

from contact with evil, but also the positive holiness that meets

evil and overcomes it. Hebrews 4:15 says: “We do not have a high

priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but we

have one who has been tempted in every way, just as we are - yet

was without sin.”

And the wonder of it all is that he died to separate men and

women whom he loves from the sin which he hates.

32



CHAPTER SIX: THE DIGNITY OF

CHRIST

W
e’re thinking about the character of Christ as we

read about it from the writings of the Apostle

Paul, and we’re finding many of the references

can be drawn from just one of his letters: and that’s Second

Corinthians.

It’s previously struck me very forcibly that Paul had a good

reason to describe the character of Jesus Christ to the people

in the Church of God at Corinth. It was there, you remember,

that some in the group were questioning Paul’s credentials

as an apostle. They considered him weak, perhaps in speech,

certainly lacking in bodily presence. His sufferings, poverty,

near-death experiences, and lack of assertiveness all seemed to

invite their suspicions, causing them to question his credibility

as an apostle.

Paul accepts these characterisations of hisministry, and doesn’t

hide from them or defend against them. Quite the opposite in

fact, he points to these very same things as being the very things

that in fact showhisministry tobeauthentic. Todo thishe traces

how the Lord’s own saving career was full of paradoxes. God’s
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power was made perfect in Christ’s weakness. God’s grace was

demonstrated in the fact that we’ve become enriched through

Christ’s poverty. To bring us life, he willingly endured death.

Our comfort has been brought about through sufferings: his and

ours.

As Paul refers to Christ’s experiences, we find Christ’s character

being revealed. Not only that, but the character of Paul’s

ministry is being endorsed tohis critics in that in somanyways it

paralleled Christ’s own. If the criticism of Paul was to the effect

that his ministry was undignified by suffering and weakness,

Paul’s counter is bothbrilliant and so illuminating. Christ, as the

ideal man, was “crowned with glory and honour” (in fulfilment

of Psalm 8) and yet this was so that hemight “taste death” for

us, and in so doing restore the dominion God had originally

intended for now fallen humanity.

While mentioning glory, let’s turn to a glorious moment in

Christ’s earthly life. Lots of subjects once considered unmen-

tionable are now openly discussed – even joked about. Perhaps

only death remains as a final taboo subject, one not to be talked

about in polite company at the dinner table. Luke’s account of

the Mount of Transfigurationmakes it clear that death was, in

fact, the topic of conversation then. Let’s hear what Luke says

about it:

“Now about eight days after these sayings he took with

him Peter and John and James and went up on the

mountain to pray. And as hewas praying, the appearance

of his face was altered, and his clothing became dazzling
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white. And behold, two men were talking with him,

Moses and Elijah, who appeared in glory and spoke

of his departure, which he was about to accomplish at

Jerusalem. Now Peter and those who were with himwere

heavy with sleep, but when they became fully awake they

saw his glory and the two men who stood with him.

And as themenwere parting fromhim, Peter said to Jesus,

“Master, it is good that we are here. Let us make three

tents, one for you and one for Moses and one for Elijah” -

not knowing what he said. As he was saying these things,

a cloud came and overshadowed them, and they were

afraid as they entered the cloud. And a voice came out of

the cloud, saying, “This is my Son, my Chosen One; listen

to him!” Andwhen the voice had spoken, Jesus was found

alone” (Luke 9:28-36).

Notice theywere speaking about Jesus’ departure or deathwhich

was soon to take place at Jerusalem. It might seem strange that

the topic of death – even Jesus’ death – should be backlit over

against such glory as was glimpsed on the mountain, but we’ll

be exploring something of the grandeur and majesty of Christ’s

death for us in God’s plan. Jesus was shortly to die a death that

would be seen by many as being shameful. But this scene on

the mountain anticipates Jesus’ death in an altogether different

light. It’s the most breath-taking of all God’s purposes. And

something which’ll bring him eternal glory. If the end of Moses

and Elijah’s time on earth was remarkable in each case – and it

was – then Jesus’ death was infinitely more so in God’s purpose.

It shows the uniqueness of Christ.
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Peter made the samemistake on the Mount of Transfiguration

that religious cults make still. When Peter said to the Lord, “it

is good for us to be here. If You desire, let us make three tents here,

one for You, one for Moses, and one for Elijah”, he was, in effect,

bringing the Lord down to the same level as Moses and Elijah.

TheFather’s voice fromheavencorrected thismistake, restoring

to Jesus the unique place he occupies in humanhistory. In all the

religions of the world – indeed in all the world - he is without

equal.

I now want to quote to you from an old and anonymous sermon

in which the preacher used his imagination to set the scene

as though it were the reflection of Pontius Pilate sometime

afterwards:

“It suddenly closed in on me, Gaius, the impact of

how trapped I was. The proud arm of Rome with all

its boast of justice was to be but a dirty dagger in the

pudgy hands of the priests. I was waiting in the room

… I use for court, officially enthroned with cloak and

guard, when they let this Jesus in. Well, Gaius, don’t

smile at this as you value your jaw, but I’ve had no

peace since the day he walked into my judgement hall.

It’s been years, Gaius, but those scenes I’ll read

from the back of my eyelids every night. You’ve seen

Caesar, haven’t you? -whenhewas young, inspecting

the legion, - his arrogant manner was child-like

compared to the manner of the Nazarene. He didn’t

have to strut, you see. He walked towards my throne,
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arms bound, with a strident mastery - this Jesus did -

andakindof a control thatby its veryaudacity silenced

the room for an instant, and left me trembling with

an insane desire to stand up and salute.

The clerk began reading the absurd list of charges,

the priestly delegations punctuating these with the

palm rubbings, the beard-strokings, the eye-rollings,

and the pious gutturals – by now which I had learned

to ignore, but I more felt it, Gaius, than heard it. I

questioned himmechanically and he answered very

little. But what He said and the way he said it –

it was as if his level gaze had pulled up my naked

soul right up into my eyes and was probingme there

and a voice kept saying in my ears “Why, you’re

on trial Pilate!” And the man was not listening to

the charges, you would have sworn he’d just come

in out of friendly interest to see what was going to

happen to me and the very pressure of his standing

there had grown unbearable, when a slave rushed in,

all atremble, interrupting court, bringing amessage

from Claudia. She’d stabbed at the stylus in that

childish way she does when she’s distraught. “Don’t

judge this amazing Man, Pilate” she wrote “I was

haunted in dreams by him this night.” Gaius, I tried

to free him…

I declared him out of my jurisdiction being a Galilean,

but the native King Herod discovered he was born in

Judea and sent him right back to me. I appealed to the

crowd, hoping that they would be his sympathisers,
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but Caiaphas had stationed agitators to whip up the

beasts that cry for blood. And you know how in

this town here any citizen loves the blood of another

person just after breakfast and screams for another’s

blood. I had him beaten, Gaius, a thorough barracks-

room beating. I’m still not sure why. To appease the

crowd, I guess. But do we Romans really need any

reason for beatings? Isn’t that the code for anything

we don’t understand.

Well, it didn’tworkGaius. The crowd roared like some

slavering beast when I brought him back. If only you

could’ve watched Him - they had thrown some rags

of mock purple over his … bleeding shoulders. They’d

jammed a chaplet of thorns down on his forehead and

it fitted. It all fitted, Gaius. He stood there watching

them from my balcony, swaying from weakness by

now, but royal, I tell you, not just pain, butpity shining

from his eyes and I kept thinking somehow this is

monstrous - this is upside down. That purple is

real. That crown is real and somehow these animal

noises the crowd is shrieking should be praise and

then Caiaphas played his masterstroke on me - he

announced there in public that this Jesus claimed a

crown and that was treason to Caesar.

And the guards began to glance at one another quickly

and that mob of spineless fools began to shout: “Hail

Caesar, Hail Caesar” and, Gaius, I knew I was beaten

- I gave the order. I couldn’t look at him. Then I did

a childish thing. I called for water and there on the
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balcony Iwashedmyhands of thatwhole affair. But as

they led him away, Gaius, I did look up and he turned

and looked at me. No smile, no pity, just glanced at

my hands and I’ll feel the weight of his eyes on them

from now on.”

The impression that quoted sermon gives is true. Jesus is

without equal in dignity. To read the Bible with understanding

is to become aware that Jesus Christ had come to die – to die

sacrificially for the forgiveness of all who put their faith in him.

I want us to see the stateliness – the dignity - of Jesus Christ

which couldn’t be hidden even in the extreme conditions of him

heading out to die as the sacrifice for sin.
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CHAPTER SEVEN: THE

STEADFASTNESS OR PATIENCE OF

CHRIST

T
here aremany persecuted Christians today – in fact it’s

an increasing number – that of Christians persecuted

for their religious beliefs. Not as much is said about

this, it would seem, as when it occurs with other religious faiths.

There’s nothing new about any of this, of course.

If you had the opportunity to speak directly to a Christian perse-

cuted for their faith, what do you think you’d say? The Apostle

Paul wrote his two Bible letters addressed to the Thessalonians

to a church undergoing persecution. There was also a tendency

to ill-discipline by somewithin that young, and as yet immature,

church congregation. In Paul’s message to them, there’s a word

that getsmentioned, a word that gets commended. It’s theword

‘steadfastness.’ Contrary to what might be our initial reaction

if and when we encounter those suffering for their faith, Paul

doesn’t offer to pray for their relief. For Paul, the response to

persecution is to emulate Christ: the Christ who perseveredwith

superlative discipline.
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In more detail, his prayer is: that they focus on the constancy

of Christ and so apprehend it in their experience; that they may

be counted worthy of their calling (and God’s kingdom); that

they might desire what’s good and find it realized; that they

might still be active in works of faith through God’s power; and

that they may be glorified in the Lord and he in them. He prays:

“May the Lord direct your hearts into the love of God and into the

steadfastness of Christ” (2 Thessalonians 3:5).

Early on in his writings to these persecuted Thessalonians,

Paul acknowledges their steadfastness of hope alongside their

labour of love and work of faith (1 Thessalonians 1:3). When

he writes a second time, he enthuses about how he’s shared

the news of the steadfastness of their faith with others as an

encouragement for others to do the same (2 Thessalonians

1:4). He signs off by praying they’ll find increasing inspiration

in meditating on the steadfastness of Christ, as our perfect

example (2 Thessalonians 3:5). In many of our studies in this

book, we’ve been referencing the character traits of Christ as

we encounter themwhile reading through Paul’s second letter

to the Corinthians. And Christ’s steadfastness is glimpsed in his

followers who experience comforting after patiently enduring

sufferings (2 Corinthians 1:6; 6:4; 12:12).

But coming back again to the Church at Thessalonica. Some-

times recent converts are the best evangelists: in fact they often

are. And this was true of the Thessalonians. Despite being

recent pagan converts to Christianity, they were showing great

missionary progress. God’s Word was being spread in the world

and obeyed in the church.
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“Finally, brethren, pray for us that the word of the Lord

will spread rapidly and be glorified, just as it did also with

you; and that we will be rescued from perverse and evil

men; for not all have faith. But the Lord is faithful, and

He will strengthen and protect you from the evil one” (2

Thessalonians 3:1-3).

Paul talks about God’s Word running and being glorified. Per-

haps hewas thinking of an Olympic runner entering the stadium

for thefinal lap and taking the crowd’s applause, but it could just

as well fit the scene of a modern footballer running the length

of the pitch, scoring a fine goal, and taking the adulation of

the supporters. Paul, the veteran apostle, was not parochially-

minded, but rather he’d an imperial vision. He longed for

the evangelisation of the Roman Empire, no less! From its

intellectual capital at Athens to its commercial capital at Corinth

(where he nowwaswriting to theThessalonians), and on further

to its administrative capital at Rome. That would turn out to be

Paul’s final earthly destination.

But it was a struggle, the good fight of the faith, as he put it.

The supernatural spiritual dimensions of the warfare seen in

the faithfulness of the Lord on the one hand; and the perversity

arising from the evil one on the other. The faithfulness of the

Lord is to his Word and then to his churched people – and this

is shown to be in opposition to the mischief of the evil one,

the Devil. Paul’s request was for the Thessalonians to pray for

him. Intercessors pray; missionaries preach (“themessage of the

Lord”); while hearers honour the word by receiving it (Acts 2).

And, in that way, the opponents are thwarted, as God’s Word

makes progress.
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But pioneering work, once it leads to the planting of a new

church, as had recently happened here, often quickly turns into

correctional ministry. It’s then that Christ’s constancy when

meditated upon becomes the motivation for our constancy in

doing the preaching and especially in dealingwith the perversity.

Literally, what Paul talks about here is (atopoi) ‘out of place’

behaviour. Very often, what’s ‘out of place’ can be happening

within the professing community.

“For we hear that some among you are leading an

undisciplined life, doing no work at all, but acting like

busybodies. Now such personswe commandand exhort in

the Lord Jesus Christ to work in quiet fashion and eat their

own bread. But as for you, brethren, do not grow weary

of doing good. If anyone does not obey our instruction

in this letter, take special note of that person and do not

associate with him, so that he will be put to shame” (2

Thessalonians 3:11-14).

Some at Thessalonica were loafers - not busy, but busybodies.

Progressively, in what follows, Paul takes the church through

four stages of narrowing, sharpening their focus on how to

tackle this problem in their midst. He begins by addressing

the whole church (vv4,5); then narrows down onto the faithful

majority (vv.6-9); before coming– in thewordswe’ve just read-

to the unfaithfulminority (vv.11-13); andfinally, to the stubborn

individuals themselves who were persisting in the out of place

behaviour of refusing to work in order to support themselves

(vv.14,15).
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This brought the need for discipline due to persistent disregard

for apostolic instruction. The nature of that discipline was to

be expressed in various degrees of social ostracismwithin the

church (in v.6 then v.14). In otherwords, therewas to benomore

free and familiar fellowship with those who were stubbornly

resisting the Apostle’s appeals for them to end their disorderly

behaviour. The whole church was held responsible for this

(as led by their leaders). The spirit of the discipline was to

always remain brotherly; with its purpose being to shame the

offenders into better performance. Both internal discipline and

external persecution – such as we encounter here among the

Thessalonians - demand patience, and theGreekword primarily

used for ‘patience’ (hypomone) means “cheerful (or hopeful)

endurance, constancy.”

Looking more widely around the New Testament, the following

are among the areas in which we, as Christians, are called to be

patient in this sense:

1)We’re to bring forth fruit with patience– as Jesus said in his

famous parable: “the seed in the good soil, these are the ones who

have heard the word in an honest and good heart, and hold it fast,

and bear fruit with perseverance” (Luke 8:15). When you plant

an apple seed in the ground, it takes years for the tree to grow -

and evenmore time to produce apples but eventually the fruit

appears. Spiritual fruit also takes time and requires patience.

2)We’re to endure trials and tribulations with patience. Ro-

mans 5:3 says “we also exult in our tribulations, knowing that

tribulation brings about perseverance.” Also in enduring life’s

circumstances and sufferings, the Apostle Peter says: “if when
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you do what is right and suffer for it you patiently endure it, this

finds favor with God” (1 Peter 2:20–23).

3)Thenwe’re to run theChristian racewithpatience. Hebrews

12:1 says: “Since we have so great a cloud of witnesses surrounding

us, let us also lay aside every encumbrance and the sin which so

easily entangles us, and let us run with endurance the race that is

set before us …”

In his own earthly ministry, Jesus showed patience with people

(e.g. Luke 22:32–34); he also showedpatiencewithGod’s timing

of events (e.g. John 12:27); as well, of course, as in suffering (see

Matthew 26:39–42). That brings us to another word associated

with patience and it’s longsuffering. Here’s a good way to look at

it: patience has to do with circumstances, but longsuffering

has more to do with the people whom we encounter in our

circumstances.

We’ll sign offnowby noting that Christ’s patience– in the sense

of longsuffering -must be appropriated by us as his followers in

relation to people (“walk in a manner worthy of [your] calling …

with patience” - Ephesians 4:2). Not only in relationships with

people, but also in communicating to people the gospel (“preach

the word …with great patience” - 2 Timothy 4:2). And finally, not

only in our personal relationships and sharing of the Bible, but

also as we serve together with others awaiting our Lord’s return

(“be patient … until the coming of the Lord” - James 5:7–8).
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CHRIST

T
here were a number of reasons for Paul writing his

letter to the Church of God at Philippi. It was first and

foremost an acknowledgement of some recentfinancial

support he’d received from them (Philippians 1:5-7; 4:14-19). It

also seems that he felt the need to emphasise the theme of ‘joy’

and ‘rejoicing’ to these Christian disciples. And another thing

that evidently concerned Paul was a failure on the part of some

of the individuals to pull together with the degree of harmony

he’d have wanted to see (Philippians 1:14-17, 27; 2:2ff.; 4:2,3).

And so, he urges them to reach agreement with one another and

to pull together in joyful teamwork.

Paul’s diagnosis was that if they each were to put the interests

of others before his or her own interests - if there was a greater

willingness to make concessions – then all would be well. He

begins chapter 2 by saying:

“Therefore if there is any encouragement in Christ, if

there is any consolation of love, if there is any fellowship

of the Spirit, if any affection and compassion, make my
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joy complete by being of the same mind, maintaining

the same love, united in spirit, intent on one purpose.

Do nothing from selfishness or empty conceit, but with

humility of mind regard one another as more important

than yourselves; do not merely look out for your own

personal interests, but also for the interests of others”

(Philippians 2:1-4).

And it was to reinforce this, that Paul quoted some now famous

Bible lines which celebrate the humiliation to which Christ

voluntarily submitted himself in becomingman and dying on

the cross. I say he ‘quotes’ them, for it’s beenwidely agreed that

in Philippians 2:6-11 we find an early Christian hymn fragment

or poetic composition - whether Paul’s own work or someone

else’s. Paul quotes it here to give his call to unity the greatest

possible support. He continues by saying:

“Have this attitude in yourselves which was also in Christ

Jesus, who, although He existed in the form of God, did

not regard equality with God a thing to be grasped, but

emptied Himself, taking the form of a bond-servant,

and being made in the likeness of men. Being found in

appearance as a man, He humbled Himself by becoming

obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross. For

this reason also, God highly exalted Him, and bestowed

on Him the name which is above every name, so that at

the name of Jesus EVERY KNEE WILL BOW, of those who

are in heaven and on earth and under the earth,and that

every tongue will confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the

glory of God the Father” (Philippians 2:5-11).
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In itself, this passage is a recital of the saving work of God

in Christ - in his incarnation, passion and exaltation. But

there’s a major difference here. What is it, you ask? It’s the

context inwhich this is quoted. Aswe’ve seen, it’s in connection

(Philippians 1:27-30) with an appeal to unity to stand firm in

one spirit despite the opposition they’re facing. An attitude of

humility is the way to achieving such unity (Philippians 2:1-4).

And Christ is the supreme example of humility (Philippians

2:5-11). The point is not that we should simply know about this,

but it’s forus toactuallybecomehumble likehim(cf. Philippians

3:10). In vv. 12-15, beginningwith thewords ‘so then’, we arrive

at the conclusion that’s to be drawn fromwhat has gone before.

They’re to obey Paul in following Christ’s example, and so have

unity based on humility. That’s what brings fresh significance

to the actions of Christ as they’re rehearsed here. Remember,

Paul’s target here is to deal with somemeasure of disharmony

among the Christian believers at Philippi.

He’d already confronted disunity at Corinth, and dealt with

it in the very first chapter of his first biblical letter to them.

When doing that, he’d also taken them directly to the cross (1

Corinthians 1:10 – 2:16), before bringing them to such other

truths as the sovereignty of God; the judgement-seat of Christ;

the Body of Christ; the love of God; and the unity in diversity

of spiritual gifts. Again, here, Paul’s Spirit-directed instinct

is to go to the cross to ground his appeal in the most heartfelt

terms. But there’s a difference here. Paul introduces this poetic

summary by saying: “Have this attitude in yourselves which was

also in Christ Jesus …” (Philippians 2:5).
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In other words, the attitude shown by Christ is recommended

as an example for his followers. Paul was appealing (according

to C. F. D. Moule), ‘Adopt towards one another, in your mutual

relations, the same attitudewhichwas found in Christ Jesus.’ Je-

sus’ attitude is presented as an example of what the Philippians’

attitude should be, and they’re being encouraged “to become

like him in his death” (Philippians 3:10). This is what Paul meant

earlier when asking them to “decide what is best” (Philippians

1:10). This is the best mindset to adopt. So here, in Philippians

chapter 2, it’s not so much the actions of Christ but the attitude

behind them which is the focus. And by God’s help we – as

well as they – are to try to copy it. Attitude has always been as

important - if not more important to God - than any actions a

personmay do. Remember how the Lord criticised the religious

leaders of Israel: “You hypocrites, rightly did Isaiah prophesy of

you: ‘THIS PEOPLE HONORS ME WITH THEIR LIPS, BUT THEIR

HEART IS FAR AWAY FROMME’” (Matthew 15:7-8).

What a strength of feeling comes across in those words! The

heart of God is expressing itself. They were kindling fire on

God’s altar, but it was useless because the attitude of the

worshippers despised God, rather than exalting him. So, it’s

right for us to praise God that Christ is as supreme in his attitude

as he is supreme in his actions. In glorious, infinite contrast to

God’s commentary on Israel’s performance, the Father opened

the heavens and declared that he was “well-pleased” with his

son, Jesus Christ who did always the things which were pleasing

to the Father.

Well, coming back to Philippians chapter 2, the quoted hymn

or poem begins by asserting that Christ, existing already in the
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form of God, did not put a false estimation on equality with God.

Instead he chose to display the formof God in the formof a slave.

One commentator (J. B. Lightfoot) paraphrases the opening in

this way: ‘He, though existing before the worlds in the form of

God, did not treatHis equalitywithGod as a prize, [as] a treasure

to be greedily clutched and ostentatiously displayed: on the

contrary He resigned the glories of heaven’- and he adds that

‘this is the common and indeed almost universal interpretation

of the Greek fathers, who would have the most lively sense of

the requirements of the language.’

Jesus did not regard equality with God as a vantage-point for

achieving his personal ambitions. Precisely the opposite, in

fact! He actually treated his equality with God as an occasion for

renouncing every advantage or privilege to which he was enti-

tled. He regarded his equality with God as an opportunity not for

self-enrichment but for self-impoverishment and unreserved

self-sacrifice. This is so amazing that it has confused some into

rejecting his equality with God. How tragic! For this should be

the very pinnacle of our praise!

One Greek expert (Carson) goes even further. He explains

it’s legitimate to translate the text here as probably meaning

because hewas in very nature God, he did not exploit his status

of equality with the Father. What a contrast between God’s

behaviour and ours. It’s hard to visit countries where poor

citizens are oppressed by privileged leaders who hoard all the

advantages to themselves. This isn’t the only place where

Paul points to Christ’s self-denial as being an example for his

people. Second Corinthians which we’ve been often referencing

is another place, for example chapter 8 and verse 9, where Paul
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encourages generous giving to the Jerusalem relief fund, by

supplying as an incentive “the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ who,

though he was rich, yet for your sakes became poor, that through his

poverty youmight become rich”. There, he uses his own language,

but here, in Philippians 2:6-11, he appears to have used a readily

available form of words.

Working out their salvation in this context (Phil.2:12) was most

clearly to be seen by the Philippians delivering themselves from

their pre-existing disharmony. This was to be done through

striving to achieve better Christian unity. And this in turn was

to be reached by emulating the example of Christ’s self-denying

humility – even by becoming like him in his death (Philippians

3:10). These words – being like Christ in his death – are of

course to be understood in terms of the essence rather than the

external reality of crucifixion. In this way, the early exhortation

to “discern what’s best” (Philippians 1:10 NIV) is modelled by

Paul himself in his own lifestyle which has truly become like

Christ in his death.

Throughout the letter to the Philippians, we glimpse how Paul

has become like Christ – it’s shown to be about advantaging

others at personal cost to ourselves – it’s about losing our lives

so that we may find life in all its fullness – and in particular

such selfless humility as brings about harmonious community-

living.
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COMPASSION OF CHRIST

T
his world has seen some great men and women. Some

have performed heroic deeds; others have conceived

of brilliant inventions and discoveries; some have

inspired the masses by their statesmanship or magnificent

writing or strength of moral character. But one figure in history

stands unique. Incomparable. In purity, charity and dignity. No

other religious or moral figure comes even remotely close to

Jesus Christ.

Lecky, the historian of Europeanmorals, wrote: ‘… Christ has

exerted so deep an influence that it may be truly said that the

simple record of three short years of active life has donemore

to regenerate and softenmankind than all the … philosophers

and … moralists.’ From very different standpoints across the

centuries and cultures, commentators agree on this: that the

life of Christ stands supreme and impeccable. Even atheist

Bertrand Russell admitted that it was debatable whether the

method adopted by Mahatma Gandhi when calling for Indian

independence from British rule would have succeeded, except

for the fact that it appealed to the conscience of a nation that had

been influenced by the gospel. Today, in the city of Ahmedabad
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in central India, Bertrand Russell’s quotation greets each visitor.

How remarkable is that! In a predominantly Hindu nation, a

quote by an atheist testifies to the impact of Jesus Christ upon

both East andWest in the world today!

Such has been the impact of ‘a life so well lived’ that it’s felt

around the world, in all of its cultures, two thousand years on. I

want us in this study to look at Christ’s hands – to think about

the kindest actions the world’s ever seen.Children in our Sunday

School sometimes sing:

‘Jesus hands were kind hands, doing good to all;

healing pain and suffering, blessing children small;

washing tired feet, and helping those who fall;

Jesus hands were kind hands, doing good to all.’

Joseph Damian was a Christian missionary to lepers. One day

he happened to spill boiling water on his feet. It took him

some seconds to realize he should’ve been feeling pain, but

wasn’t. When he next addressed the leper colony to which he

was attached as a missionary, he looked out on their hands

and feet minus the digitals, and didn’t begin with his usual

greeting of ‘fellow believers’, but instead he addressed them

as ‘fellow lepers’. Then he broke down and wept, in the full

realization that his body was crawling with that hideous disease

which was now also destroying him as well as his congregation.

His compassion had cost him his own health and well-being.

Matthew, in his Gospel, applies Isaiah’s words to Jesus, when he

says “HE HIMSELF TOOK OUR INFIRMITIES AND CARRIED AWAY

OUR DISEASES” (Matthew 8:17). This came directly after: “Jesus

came into Peter’s home … saw his mother-in-law lying sick in bed
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with a fever … [and] touched her hand … [and] the fever left her”

(Matthew 8:14-15). Later that same day, we’re told that Jesus

“… healed all who were ill” (Matthew 8:16).

Did you know that in Jesus’ time, a rabbi wouldn’t come within

a hundred feet of a leper on a windy day – but kept that margin

of 30 metres or so? To this day there are ‘cubbie’ holes in

synagogues so that people can throw money at them while

avoiding contact. But Jesus touched them. Again, in Matthew

chapter 8, we read: “When Jesus came down from the mountain,

large crowds followed Him. And a leper came to Him and bowed

down before Him, and said, “Lord, if You are willing, You can make

me clean.”Jesus stretched out His hand and touched him, saying, “I

amwilling; be cleansed.” And immediately his leprosy was cleansed

…” (Matthew 8:1-3).

His words had captivated the crowds, for he’d just preached

the greatest sermon ever. But coming down the mountain he

reached down to the leper and touched him, an untouchable

leper. Jesus touched him with his infinite compassion. As

humans, we’re often more impressed by actions than words.

Actions speak louder, we say …

Mother Teresa is a figure many people relate to when they think

of amazing kindness. It was, of course, the life of Christ that

inspired her. At one graduation ceremony at Harvard University,

Mother Teresa was the guest of honour, the keynote speaker.

But actions would speak louder than words that day. She stood

up as best she could in her small bent frame in front of row upon

row of brilliant Harvard graduates. She probably seemed out of

place before all that fresh-faced youth – her own face crazed
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with wrinkles. If they were smiling patronizingly before she

began to speak, they sure must’ve been smirking after she’d

started. For she chose to speak on the subject of ‘virginity’. How

many of these grads were still virgins, I don’t know, but most

likely it was an uncomfortable subject. After squirming with

embarrassment, they were soon wishing the speech would end,

I’m sure. What kind of polite, muted response would they give

her? University protocol would surely guarantee a respectful

applause for such an iconic guest speaker.

But events took an unexpected turn. A group of Indian children

in the Boston area had begged their parents to take them to see

Mother Teresa. She, and the ministry she’d started, had been

responsible for saving them from a doubtful future in India.

Nearing the close of her speech, those kids couldn’t wait any

longer. Theyburst through thedoors and rushedup towhere she

was at the front. Recognition lit up her face, as she swept them

into her arms. A joyful reunion followedwith those little charges

whom she’d rescued from the gutter. Suddenly, the whole

auditorium burst out into spontaneous, thunderous applause.

The Harvard grads had forgotten their smirking reaction to her

words, because they’d seen her hands. They were responding to

the kindness of her actions.

We said earlier thatwewere going to look at the hands of Jesus in

this study. Have you seen the hands of Jesus? Read the Gospels:

Matthew, Mark, Luke and John, and you’ll see why the chorus

says: ‘Jesus hands were kind hands, doing good to all’. Jesus

Christ reached out to the destitute 2,000 years ago, and he still

reaches out to us all. Within the scope of just two chapters today,

Mattheweight andnine, we’re seeing Jesus’ hands. He stretched
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out and touched the leper; and before that he’d touched the

fevered hand of Simon Peter’s mother-in-law while raising her

up to full health again. But now I want to finish by letting you

see more of Jesus hands – fromMatthew chapter 9:

“While He was saying these things to them, a synagogue

official came and bowed down before Him, and said, ‘My

daughter has just died; but come and lay Your hand on

her, and she will live.’ Jesus got up and began to follow

him, and so did His disciples… When Jesus came into the

official’s house … [He] … saw the flute-players and the

crowd in noisy disorder … when the crowd had been sent

out, He entered and took her by the hand, and the girl

got up … As Jesus went on from there, two blind men

followed Him, crying out, ‘Have mercy on us, Son of

David!’ When He entered the house, the blind men came

up to Him, and Jesus said to them, ‘Do you believe that I

am able to do this?’ They said to Him, ‘Yes, Lord.’ Then

He touched their eyes, saying, ‘It shall be done to you

according to your faith.’ And their eyes were opened”

(Matthew 9:18-19,23,25,27-30).

The thing that’s repeated again and again in all our readings is

the fact that Jesus touched people. Have you felt the touch of

Jesus in your life? His hands are the kindest ever. No one ever

cared for you like Jesus. We’ll be for ever exploring his kindness,

as the Apostle Paul tells us: “so that in the ages to come He might

show the surpassing riches of His grace in kindness toward us in

Christ Jesus” (Ephesians 2:7)
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OF CHRIST

T
he Bible holds up one of its characters, Abraham, as the

great example of faith. What may be less well known

is that the faith of Abraham prefigured the faith of

Christ. They both left their own place; became strangers on

earth; and refused to withhold what was most precious to them,

but surrendered it to God. The Apostle Paul, as he writes to both

the Romans and the Galatians, makes the connection. But let’s

begin a little earlier, in the third chapter of Paul’s letter to the

Romans in fact:

“Nowwe know that whatever the Law says, it speaks to

those who are under the Law, so that everymouthmay be

closed and all the world may become accountable to God;

because by the works of the Law no flesh will be justified

in His sight; for through the Law comes the knowledge of

sin” (Romans 3:19-20).

There’s a lot of confusion, even among Christians, about the

role of the Law and its relevance, if any, for today. What we’ve

read explains the purpose of the Law as being to make us aware
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that the God who truly exists is a holy God, and what’s more,

he’s our Judge. It also serves to make us aware of our sin. Bring

these two things together, and it’s clear that humanity has a

problem: we don’t have a right standing before God because of

our sinfulness.

Thankfully, Paul’s not finished. He goes on to talk about

righteousness– the very thingweneed in place of our sinfulness

before God. At first, it’s not clear if he’s only describing God’s

own characteristic of righteousness, but he does go on to imply

its availability also for us. When we read that the revelation of

God’s righteousness is through the faithfulness of Jesus Christ,

it makes more sense to understand this as the righteousness

that’s God’s provision for us – the solution to the problem of

our sinfulness, as already established by the Law. Paul says this:

“But now apart from the Law the righteousness of God has been

manifested, being witnessed by the Law and the Prophets, even the

righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ for all those who

believe …” (Romans 3:21-22).

Paul writes that the righteousness of God has been disclosed

… for all who believe. There can be no disputing that this is

the Bible’s main message. But if the whole phrase is translated

“the righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ for all who

believe”, then there appears to be some unnecessary repetition:

“through faith … for all who believe.” This repetition is avoided

if we recognize that two distinct things are being said, and

not the one thing being repeated. The first reference to faith

is a reference to Christ’s own faith, even his faithfulness;

then comes the mention of our believing in Christ. What

we’re being asked to believe is this: that the revelation of
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God’s righteousness is through the faithfulness of Jesus Christ.

It’s not through the works of the Law that God displays his

righteousness, but the faithful Christ reveals and provides God’s

righteousness for us– that is, for those of humanitywho believe

in Jesus Christ. Paul continues:

“… for there is no distinction; for all have sinned and

fall short of the glory of God, being justified as a gift

by His grace through the redemption which is in Christ

Jesus; whom God displayed publicly as a propitiation

in His blood through faith. This was to demonstrate

His righteousness, because in the forbearance of God

He passed over the sins previously committed; for the

demonstration, I say, of His righteousness at the present

time, so that He would be just and the justifier of the one

who has faith in Jesus” (Romans 3:22-26).

Once again, it’s more natural to render the last part as: “the

one who has the faith of [or from] Jesus.” Not only does the

translation make excellent sense, but it also prepares us for the

next chapter, Romans chapter 4, where Paul not only considers

the example of Abraham’s faith, but in doing so, heuseswording

for Abraham’s faith (ek pisteōs Abram (Romans 4:16)) that

exactly parallels the wording in chapter 3 for Jesus’ faith (ek

pisteōs Christou).

Perhaps, you’ve wondered, as I did in the past, why Romans

1:17 describes the Good News of God’s righteousness being

revealed from faith to faith. Why “from faith to faith”? It may

well be explained in this way (by the third chapter) that our
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righteous standing before God is produced by our faith, that is

our believing, in the faith or faithfulness of Christ. In fact, this

is shared as the major theme of another of Paul’s writings: his

letter to the Galatians. At that time, in those parts, as the Gospel

spread, there were many who misunderstood God’s purpose

regarding the Old Testament Law of Moses. They’d believed

Jesus was the Messiah, or Christ, but they were also trying to

combine that with an attempt to do (some of) the works of the

Law themselves. Paul argues very passionately against that:

“We are Jews by nature and not sinners from among the

Gentiles; nevertheless knowing that a man is not justified

by the works of the Law but through faith in Christ Jesus,

even we have believed in Christ Jesus, so that we may be

justified by faith in Christ and not by theworks of the Law;

since by the works of the Law no flesh will be justified”

(Galatians 2:15-16).

Paul set things straight at Antioch, correcting Peter and doubt-

less, Barnabas. But after writing to the Galatia churches, Paul

andBarnabaswould set out for Jerusalemto settle the same issue

there once and for all. This was to prevent a different Gospel

which could never be a true alternative. The landmark Jerusalem

Council decision of Acts 15 would set the benchmark for all time,

to which the Reformers would return much later.

In effect, Paul says there’s never been one single person born

of a human father in all the history of our planet who’s made

himself acceptable to God based on performing religious good

works. Verse 16 says very plainly “we have believed in Christ
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Jesus, so that we may be justified.” The theology of justification

by faith is biblically unassailable. But are the works of the law as

mentioned in this verse being contrasted with our faith placed

objectively in Christ; or are the works of the law in this verse

set over against the faithfulness of Christ himself? In other

words, is Christ the subject of the faith mentioned? That was

the translation choicemade by the translators of the King James

version. It’s certainly by believing in Christ that we are justified,

and the first part of the verse says that, but here’s the question:

‘Is this justification - which is not brought about by the works

of the law – is it further taught here to be the result of the

faithfulness of Christ? The next part of the verse literally reads:

“justified by the faith(fulness) of Christ.”

Viewed in thisway, the faithfulness of Christ becomes a contrast-

ing theme of the letter Paul wrote to the Galatians – contrasting

that is with amisplaced belief in the doing of the works of the

Law. Christ’s faithfulness in rescuing us from this present evil

age; his faithfulness in coming as the ultimate fulfilment of

the promise to Abraham which pre-dated even the law; and

his faithfulness in coming at the right time to be born of a

woman and under the law so as to bring us out from under its

condemnation. And there’s another example of the faithfulness

of Christ which we come to later in Galatians chapter two:

“But if, while seeking to be justified in Christ, we ourselves

have also been found sinners, is Christ then a minister of

sin? May it never be! For if I rebuild what I have once

destroyed, I provemyself to be a transgressor. For through

the Law I died to the Law, so that I might live to God. I
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have been crucified with Christ; and it is no longer I who

live, but Christ lives in me; and the life which I now live

in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved

me and gave Himself up for me. I do not nullify the grace

of God, for if righteousness comes through the Law, then

Christ died needlessly” (Galatians 2:17-21).

Paul writes of how as a believer in Christ’s death for his sins

on the cross, he’d died to the penalty of the law. This had

happened in the death of Christ. In God’s judicial reckoning

he’d diedwith Christ to the penalty of the law. Every born-again

Christian believer can say with Paul that Christ lives in him or

her - and indeed that their experience of human life now is

one of living by the faithfulness of the Son of God. It would

seem that it’s this rendering which explains most adequately

the ending of that famous personal verse of Christian testimony.

For the faithfulness of Christ is supremely demonstrated in that

faithful love which led him to give himself up sacrificially for

each one who believes in him. Having received him as personal

saviour, the believer knows as a result, of course, that he or she

is declared righteous before God.

Subsequently, in the third chapter of Galatians, we see that as

Godshapedhistory, everythingwasbuilding to this: thepromise

given at the first to Abraham pinpointed the Christ who was

coming (v.16). The law was given until the coming of Christ

(v.24), the one to whom it was designed to lead us. The whole

of the Old Testament, including the law, was saying ‘look to

Christ.’ The Law was like a thermometer. When we’re ill, we

may have our temperature taken by means of a thermometer.

If the reading is very high, this shows that we’re unwell. Does
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the thermometer make us better? No, of course not. But it does

inform us that we are ill and must go to the doctor. In a similar

way, the Law shows us our sinful condition, but it’s not capable

by design to cure our sinfulness. It only points us to Christ.

The faith in Galatians 3:23 is the faith of Jesus Christ himself, we

suggest. Before the appearing of this faith, the Law imprisoned

humanity, but with the appearance of Christ’s faith humanity

has been freed from its custodian. It’s the faithfulness of Christ

(Galatians 3:23-26) that’s made the difference: freeing us,

justifying us and adopting us as sons of God. Paul informs us

thatwhen the faithfulness of Christ wasmanifested, as had been

promisedbefore theLawwasgiven, JewishChristianbelieversfi-

nally attained their majority status. What faithfulness! Christ’s

faithfulness is seen in his handing himself over for our sins

(Galatians 1:4); in accepting the curse of the cross (Galatians

3:13); and in fulfilling themission entrusted to himby the Father

(Galatians 4:4-5). Praise God for the faithful Christ!
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