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Second on the list of the four activities that characterised
the first church of God, fellowship is up there as a priority
set by God for His people. But what is fellowship, and
what does being ‘devoted’1 to it look like?

With limited application in contemporary English, we
must turn to the original Greek, koinonia. A brief look at
what is embodied in the meaning of the word, coupled
with a contextual review of key occurrences in scripture,
reveals a multi-facetted gem: a doctrine, whose origin and
perfect example belong with God Himself, but which also
finds its expression in relationships within a church of
God, of a kind that are necessary if that church is to be the
functioning fellowship that God intends.

Glimpse the ideal
Fellowship that functions is demonstrated in the perfect
community that is the mystery of a triune God: three
divine persons of equal rank, being one God, forming a
relationship perfect in love, unity, function and purpose:

● The Father loves the Son and gives Him everything.2

● The Son loves the Father and always does what
pleases Him.3

● The Spirit takes the things of the Son and shows them
to us, and glorifies the Son in the process.4

But what of fellowship in a church of God? It may not be
possible to arrive at a single statement that spans the full
meaning of the word, but here’s an attempt that hopefully
will encourage our thinking towards a more expansive
appreciation of the doctrine behind the word and how it
applies to disciples in churches of God today:

Fellowship [koinonia] implies a common bond that
connects disciples together (with each other and with
God Himself) and yields a deep and profound
relationship characterised by holiness, unity, and
affection – for the accomplishment of God’s will and
purposes, bringing honour to Him and joy and
fulfilment to everyone involved.

Vertical and horizontal
We proclaim to you what we have seen and heard, so that
you also may have fellowship with us. And our fellowship
is with the Father and with his Son, Jesus Christ.5 John
here describes an activity which happens in two
dimensions:

● At a horizontal level between fellow disciples of the
Lord Jesus

● At a vertical level between those disciples and with
the Father and with His Son, Jesus Christ.

These essential vertical and horizontal elements lay the
foundation for our fuller understanding of what else is
involved in fellowship that functions, and our devotion to
it.

Holiness, the essential prerequisite
In his first epistle, John confirms an inextricable link
between properly functioning fellowship and the purity of
those doing it.

If we claim to have fellowship with [God] yet walk in the
darkness, we lie and do not live by the truth. But if we
walk in the light, as he is in the light, we have fellowship
with one another, and the blood of Jesus, his Son, purifies
us from all sin. If we claim to be without sin, we deceive
ourselves and the truth is not in us. If we confess our sins,
he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and
purify us from all unrighteousness.6

Holiness is at the core of fellowship that functions. Rather
than being a consequence of fellowship, it is an essential
prerequisite. There is an individual and collective
responsibility for holiness in the context of fellowship.
There is no room for unconfessed sin – be that intentional
or unintentional sin committed by individuals. And there
can be no room for hidden sin – even turning a blind eye
to the unconfessed sins of others, leaving the dealing of
their sin to their own conscience.

Mercifully, we have a faithful God who is eager to
forgive, and once we have known His forgiveness, surely
the result, by the indwelling Holy Spirit, is a heightened
sensitivity to sin that will lead to holiness and
commitment to personal purity. Fellowship without
forgiveness is flawed and dysfunctional.

Four facets of fellowship
1. Relationship   Implicit in all that we have said so far is
that fellowship is a collective activity. It requires healthy
relationships between disciples, and that those disciples in
a collective sense, have a healthy relationship with God
the Father and the Lord Jesus. The vertical aspect of
fellowship makes it distinctive from what would
otherwise be ordinary relationships that people, regardless
of any common faith, can have with each other. For
example, family members spending time enjoying each
other’s company, or a group of people with a common
interest getting together to share their interest. Neither of
these could be described as Christian fellowship. A family

At the core

Fellowship that functions
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enjoys family-time; Christians, because of their
relationship with God, enjoy fellowship.

2. Partnership   For fellowship to be functional, it must
be productive. This is about disciples serving together as
partners towards a God-given common purpose, and
achieving it. The concept of disciples living and working
together in harmony in order to be effective in their
service is at the heart of the writings of the apostles to the
first century churches of God. Paul shows his great
appreciation for this aspect of the fellowship he had with
those in the Church of God in Philippi. In all my prayers
for all of you, I always pray with joy because of your
partnership in the gospel from the first day until now,
being confident of this, that he who began a good work in
you will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ
Jesus.7

3. Companionship   The apostle John describes himself
as your brother and companion [Gk. akin to koinonia] in
the suffering and kingdom and patient endurance that are
ours in Jesus.8 By describing himself in this way, we get a
sense of the mutual commitment he and his fellows had
made to God and to each other. They were in it together,
for the duration, not to be deterred by prevailing difficult
circumstances. The fact of his writing to his companions
is, in itself, an evidence of fellowship in action. No doubt
those on the receiving end of his letter would have been
excited by its arrival and keen to understand and embrace
its content.

4. Stewardship  – the practical business of caring and
sharing that very clearly characterised the first church in
Jerusalem where, All the believers were together and had
everything in common. Selling their possessions and
goods, they gave to anyone as he had need.9 This is
beautifully illustrated by the fellowship Paul celebrated in
his letter to the Philippians: it was good of you to share in

my troubles … when I was in Thessalonica, you sent me
aid again and again when I was in need … I am amply
supplied, now that I have received … the gifts you sent.
They are a fragrant offering, an acceptable sacrifice,
pleasing to God10 – an intensely practical aspect of true
fellowship.

When these elements of human interaction are set in the
context of a lively collective relationship with a holy and
loving God, with a commitment to personal and collective
purity, wonderful things happen:

Unity It is unthinkable that any group engaging in the
kind of fellowship we have described could do so if they
were at odds with each other. The Lord Jesus Himself in
His prayer for the future generations that would believe in
Him alludes to a beautiful interconnected functioning
fellowship that cultivates unity: … that all of them may be
one, Father, just as you are in me and I am in you. May
they also be in us … they may be one as we are one: I in
them and you in me. May they be brought to complete
unity.11 Fellowship that functions cultivates unity, and
unity is delightful – delightful to those doing it, and a
delight to God Himself.

How good and pleasant it is when brothers live
together in unity! …

For there the Lord bestows his blessing, even life for
evermore.12

Love – more specifically ‘brotherly affection’. Be devoted
to one another in brotherly love. Honour one another
above yourselves. Never be lacking in zeal, but keep your
spiritual fervour, serving the Lord. Be joyful in hope,
patient in affliction, faithful in prayer. Share with God’s
people who are in need. Practise hospitality.13 Paul’s
exhortation to the Romans seems to embrace all the
aspects of fellowship we have considered, but includes an
instruction towards love. Experience shows that love is

not something to be turned on at a whim – it can
only happen as a consequence of the gracious
work of the Holy Spirit over time as we engage
with our brothers and sisters. Put another way,
like unity, love is an inevitable consequence of
properly functioning fellowship.

Fake or fulfilling?
We are designed to enjoy fellowship that
functions – it is the route to a fulfilled life that
can be matched by no other. Our challenge
before the Lord is to examine the quality of our
devotion to fellowship, and to seek by His
enabling to embrace every aspect of it –
together.

References:  (1) Acts 2:42  (2) Luke 10:22
(3) John 4:34  (4) John 16:14  (5) 1 John 1:3
(6) 1 John 1:6-9  (7) Phil. 1:4-6  (8) Rev. 1:9
(9) Acts 2:44-45  (10) Phil. 4:14-18  (11) John
17:21-23  (12) Ps. 133  (13) Rom. 12:10-13

Bible quotations from NIV (1984)
We have fellowship with one another
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Prayer in the Spirit is something we
are told to do at all times.1 This
makes it one of the defining activities
of life, like eating. Before explaining
what it involves, however, let’s
contrast it with a similar expression
from another of Paul’s letters.

In the apostle Paul’s time, the
mystical experience of speaking in
tongues seems often to have been
used not only as a testifying sign
accompanying the gospel, as in Acts
2, but also in prayer. It seemingly
provided an outlet for people to
commune with God beyond the
confines of mere words in their native
language. It must have given those
who enjoyed such moments a great
sense of liberty. Using this gift in
public prayers, however, was
discouraged:

For if I pray in a tongue, my spirit
prays but my mind is unfruitful. What
am I to do? I will pray with my spirit,
but I will pray with my mind also.2

This praying with the spirit seems to
me different from praying in the
Spirit. In the first of these phrases we
may well surmise that Paul has in
mind our human spirits (with my
spirit), whereas Ephesians 6:18 and
Jude 1:20 clearly have in mind
praying in the Holy Spirit.
Nevertheless, it shows that prayer is a
spiritual activity and not just a mental
activity. Mind and spirit should be
engaged together.

Another interesting difference
between these terms is that prayer in
the Spirit is meant to be an experience
open to every believer. Not all
believers spoke in tongues in New
Testament times3 and they certainly
did not do so constantly. By contrast,
Paul encouraged the Ephesian
Christians to be found praying at all
times in the Spirit, with all prayer and
supplication.1

The other passage that uses this
phrase is Jude 1:20-21:

But you, beloved, building yourselves
up in your most holy faith and
praying in the Holy Spirit, keep
yourselves in the love of God, waiting
for the mercy of our Lord Jesus
Christ that leads to eternal life.

Such prayer is one of the twin
activities involved in preserving our
spiritual lives and helping us to
continue to love God until we
experience the Lord’s mercy in all its
fullness when He returns.

All genuine prayer is, I believe,
prayer in the Spirit. Without the Holy
Spirit, we would not be able to have
any fellowship with God the Father at
all. He is the channel through which
we can communicate with God the
Father:

For through him we both have access
in one Spirit to the Father.4

We ask the Father (usually addressing
Him) in the name of Jesus (on His
authority) in the Holy Spirit (who
gives us access). To speak of Him in
this way is, of course, not to minimise
the personality of the Holy Spirit at
all. If we reflect on our best
experience of prayer, that certainty of
being heard in heaven and even of
communion with God that transcends
asking for requests to be granted has
His distinctive stamp all over it. This
is surely communion with the Father
and the Son, as enabled by the Spirit.

This is most clearly seen in the fact
that in our prayers there is dialogue
between the Father and the Spirit.

Likewise the Spirit helps us in our
weakness. For we do not know what
to pray for as we ought, but the Spirit
himself intercedes for us with
groanings too deep for words.

And he who searches hearts knows
what is the mind of the Spirit, because
the Spirit intercedes for the saints
according to the will of God.5

I feel that I have so much yet to learn
about prayer although I have been
doing it for more than thirty-five
years and by God’s grace enjoying
His presence and His answers. It’s no
wonder that the disciples pleaded,
“Lord, teach us to pray.”6 When we
think of the difficulty an earwig
would have in holding a conversation
with us, we can form some
conception of why we sometimes find
prayer to an infinite and awesome
God so difficult. Factor into that the
effect of particularly stressful times
on our concentration and the
difficulty increases even more. We’ve
all experienced times when we want
to pray earnestly about a situation and
find that we don’t even know how to
begin expressing ourselves to God
about it. How thankful we are then
that the Spirit helps us in our
weakness!

He is so far from being a featureless
presence that He intercedes for us
with groanings too deep for words.
The same word is used in Acts 7:34
to describe the groanings of the
people of Israel as slaves under their
taskmasters. The Calvinist theologian
Wayne A Grudem objects that surely
the Holy Spirit would not express
Himself to the Father in such terms.
Although the Lord Jesus groaned on
earth (a similar word to the one
translated here as ‘groanings’ is used
in Mark 7:34 to describe our Lord’s
heavy sigh at the pettiness of His
religious opponents), this was
because He, unlike the Spirit, had a
human nature. Therefore Grudem
concludes that the groanings He is
helping us with must be ours.7 The
syntax of the sentence (in our English
translations at any rate) seems to

Praying …

In the Spirit
Karl Smith, Kirkintilloch, Scotland
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demand that the groanings are
associated with the word ‘intercedes’,
not with the word ‘helps’, however.
They would then be what the Spirit
Himself uses in His intercession. The
real problem for Grudem isn’t in the
structure of the sentence, it’s that he
finds it too baffling that the Holy
Spirit Himself should so identify with
our afflictions as to use these
wordless groans alongside our
prayers in helping us. And no
wonder! This must surely be one of
the deepest examples of the
fellowship of the Holy Spirit we can
experience here. (Contextually in
Romans 8, it is clear that these
groanings cannot be equated with the
New Testament gift of speaking in
tongues.)

Note also that the Spirit has a mind,
known to God the Father, showing
the fruitfulness of our mind and spirit
praying as one. All His intercessions
are fully in accordance with the will
of God. When we are unsure whether
what we might be praying for is the
will of God, we can be sure that our
Helper in prayer is balancing our
ignorance with His knowledge of the
divine purpose.

He helps us in the subject matter of
our prayers. We can, in our human
error, pray for inappropriate things.
For example, James gives the
example of those who pray for gain to
use in satisfying the old nature.

You ask and do not receive, because
you ask wrongly, to spend it on your
passions.8

The famous question in Luke 11:11-
12 (“What father among you, if his
son asks for a fish, will instead of a
fish give him a serpent; or if he asks
for an egg, will give him a
scorpion?”) suggests that, in our
spiritual immaturity, we might
sometimes ask for the snakes and
scorpions that would do us harm
instead of the fish or egg that He
wants to give us! Of course, such
requests would be withheld by a
loving Father.

By contrast, when we pray in the
Spirit, He can bring the teaching of
the Lord Jesus on prayer to mind,
including the ‘Lord’s prayer’ with its
guidance. The very opening words,
“Our Father” are taught by the
Spirit. The Spirit of Christ within us
teaches us that we can approach Him
not only as children but as sons with
the full privileges of family: For you
did not receive the spirit of slavery to
fall back into fear, but you have
received the Spirit of adoption as
sons, by whom we cry, “Abba!
Father!”9 The Saviour gives authority
to come making repeated childlike
requests for specific things we, or
loved ones, may need.10 The prayers
of the church in Jerusalem for power
in their desperate situation11 may be
one thing He might bring to our
recollection whilst on our knees.
Other practical things we are
specifically enjoined to pray for by

Paul include our governments and
peaceful conditions;12 all the saints;
and empowerment and clarity for
those directly engaged in frontline
gospel work.13 Ephesians 3:14-18
shows a spiritual prayer for deep
blessings of spiritual experience that
we might desire for ourselves and
others. David Woods encouraged us
last time (NT Issue 1 2018) to pray
the Word of God and this is surely
compatible with praying in the Spirit
who inspired it.

Since the first exhortation to pray in
the Spirit comes at the end of the
description of the armour that God
provides for the Christian,14 we can
think of it as a weapon in the spiritual
warfare. Let’s take up arms today to
shield us from temptation and
weariness and to take God’s work
forward proactively! Time spent with
God getting to know Him is our core
business as disciples of the Lord
Jesus. Let’s enjoy it!

References: (1) Eph. 6:18  (2) 1 Cor.
14:14-15  (3) see 1 Cor. 12:30
(4) Eph. 2:18  (5) Rom. 8:26-27
(6) Luke 11:1  (7) Systematic
Theology (Leicester:Inter-Varsity
Press and Grand Rapids: Zondervan
1994), p.1079  (8) Jas. 4:3  (9) Rom.
8:15; see also Gal. 4.6  (10) Luke
11:5-9; 18:1-6  (11) Acts 4:24-31
(12) 1 Tim. 2:1-2  (13) Eph. 6:18-20,
the context in which the phrase
‘praying in the Spirit’ is used
(14) Eph. 6:10-20

Bible quotations from the ESV

‘…praying at all times in the Spirit,
with all prayer and supplication.’
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The Messianic line

Judah and Tamar
Second best?
Fred Ntido, Surulere, Nigeria

The ways of God
Moses, the man of God, without
doubt had a keen insight and
understanding of the ways of God:

“He is the Rock, His work is
perfect;

For all His ways are justice,
A God of truth and without

injustice;
Righteous and upright is He.”1

God’s way was first outlined in the
garden of Eden and it centred
principally on the promise of the
Messiah:

“And I will put enmity
Between you and the woman,
And between your seed and her

Seed;
He shall bruise your head,
And you shall  bruise His heel.”2

All the divine resources were
organised to bring to fulfilment this
most significant event and holy men
of God spoke as they were moved by
the Holy Spirit.3

The Messianic line
The key ingredient in the outworking
of God’s plan was the human
instruments through whom the Lord
Jesus Christ would descend: But when
the fullness of the time had come,
God sent forth His Son, born of a
woman, born under the law.4 The
patriarch Abraham, the friend of
God,5 heads up the Messianic family
tree by divine covenant, and was a
man of few recorded faults. His son
Isaac was of a similar trait, but the
narrative changed dramatically with
the narrowing of the line to Jacob, the
supplanter.6 God’s sovereignty was
seen first in the choice of Jacob over
Esau and second in the adoption of
Israel as His firstborn son7 a unique

position for the Messianic
line that necessitated the
amazing declaration by the
prophet for hire, Balaam:

“He has not observed iniquity in
Jacob,

Nor has He seen wickedness in
Israel.”8

Although some of the sons of Jacob
were not good examples9 and latterly
the nation too,10 yet

“The LORD’s portion is His
people;

Jacob is the place of His
inheritance.”11

Second best?
God’s ways are often past finding
out.12 He, at His own pleasure, chose
the base things of the world and the
things which are despised … and the
things which are not, to bring to
nothing the things that are, that no
flesh should glory in His presence.13

There is no second best with God and
His choice of an individual is
testimony of His overflowing mercy
and compassion, which both
consecrates and elevates to a position
of privilege.

Judah and Tamar
Judah had no right to a position of
prominence, either by birth or his
personal character as seen in Genesis
38. He was not a distinctly godly man
in the mould of Joseph; who was
arguably the best choice for the
bloodline of the Messiah. Judah was a
man who cared more for his own
personal comfort than in keeping his
word and was quite self-righteous.
Even though Tamar was a victim of
circumstances, we cannot excuse her
actions, and she does not come up to
the lofty heights of godly Ruth or
Mary, the ‘blessed among women’.

The Messianic narrative could have
done without these characters of
Judah and Tamar!

However, it is in the apparent
unworthiness of Judah and Tamar that
God’s grace and sovereignty shines
through. The Messiah shall be holy,
harmless, undefiled, separate from
sinners14 no matter how sinful were
His ancestors. As the angel said to
Mary: “The Holy Spirit will come
upon you, and the power of the
Highest will overshadow you;
therefore, also, that Holy One who is
to be born will be called the Son of
God.”15

It was only though divine grace that
Judah, the fourth son of an unloved
wife, prevailed over his brothers, and
from him came a ruler, although the
birthright was Joseph’s.16 Of a truth:

“The scepter shall not depart from
Judah,

Nor a lawgiver from between his
feet,

Until Shiloh comes;
And to Him shall be the obedience

of the people.”17

References:

(1) Deut. 32:4  (2) Gen. 3:15  (3) 2
Pet. 1:21; 1 Pet. 1:10  (4) Gal. 4:4
(5) Jas. 2:23  (6) Gen. 25:26  (7) Ex.
4:22  (8) Num. 23:21  (9) Gen. 49:3-7
(10) Jer. 2:13  (11) Deut. 32:9
(12) Rom. 11:33  (13) 1 Cor. 1:28-29
(14) Heb. 7:26  (15) Luke 1:35  (16) 1
Chron. 5:2  (17) Gen. 49:10

Bible quotations from NKJV
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Women working for God

Dorcas
Acts of charity
Geralde & Linnie Mag-usara, Davao, Philippines

‘It’s works that count alongside our words’ – that’s a
conclusion we may draw from the life of Dorcas. Joppa
is the place to which Jonah fled from God,1 but it’s also
in this place where we find Dorcas. From her life we can
learn some of the ways in which a Christian woman can
glorify God. Dorcas gave her treasure, time and talents to
serve God and His people.

Her treasure

Dorcas was not a famous celebrity. Was she single or
married, rich or poor? We don’t know. But we are told
by Luke that she was a disciple full of good works and
acts of charity.2 The evidence is clear that she sacrificed
her own resources for the betterment of others. In the Old
Testament, God commanded His people, ‘You shall open
wide your hand to your brother, to the needy and to the
poor, in your land.’3

Whoever is generous to the poor lends to the LORD,
and he will repay him for his deed.4

Scripture says that Blessed is the one who considers the
poor!5 But this would become useless if we do it with
wrong motives. During His ministry on earth, Jesus
warned His disciples, “Beware of practicing your
righteousness before other people in order to be seen by
them ...” And then He instructed them, “when you give to
the needy, sound no trumpet before you, as the hypocrites
do in the synagogues and in the streets, that they may be
praised by others. Truly, I say to you, they have received
their reward. But when you give to the needy, do not let
your left hand know what your right hand is doing, so
that your giving may be in secret. And your Father who
sees in secret will reward you.”6 This is God’s way of
helping others and it’s what Dorcas did. She helped
others without using a trumpet, and without strings
attached. Will we do the same to give glory to God?7

Her time

Dorcas didn’t have the advantage of a sewing machine as
we do today; we can produce multiple products and with
less intensive labour in a short time. She just used her
hands to do the work. One writer says, ‘In those days,
ordering and purchasing materials, cutting, assembling,
fitting, altering and sewing garments, cloaks and robes by
hand were tedious and labour-intensive endeavors’
(Laurel Meyer). No doubt, Dorcas worked even into the
night to get the work done.8 Today, there are people who
work overtime intentionally to enhance their income. But

Dorcas willingly spent a lot of time for the betterment of
others! I’m sure Peter’s heart was moved when the
widows showed him Dorcas’s work.

Christian women can use their time to do benevolent acts
for the good of others. They may set a time to teach
young children about God’s goodness, advise biblically
other young sisters and pray for their welfare, cooperate
in the church hall cleaning and do practical things to
benefit others’ lives. One thing we have been able to
offer at times (since we are both graduate teachers) is
free education assistance for young children whose
parents may not be financially able to avail of the full
state system (which is parent-funded in our country).
These are just a few of the good things sisters can
perform to make their light shine! We can always see the
Lord, when He was here on earth, doing good deeds to
others.9 He did not waste His time. And God will be
glorified if we give our precious time to help others.

Her talent

Dorcas used her talent to show compassion to others.10

She is an example to us to use our talents: whether
sewing, gardening, baking, cooking, making music,
caring for the sick or looking after children. If we
faithfully do it, God will be pleased.11 And since Dorcas
was well-known in Joppa as a result of all the good
things she did, many believed in the Lord when Peter
raised her to life again.12 In other words, her good deeds
created an opportunity for effective Gospel-preaching
that resulted in the salvation of others.13 Like Dorcas, we
can use our talent or gift to serve others. It doesn’t matter
how many abilities you have; the important thing is that
you use them for God’s glory.

We can imagine that Dorcas got tired and weary in her
work, but she kept going to please the Lord. Paul writes:
Let us not grow weary of doing good … So then, as we
have opportunity, let us do good to everyone, and
especially to those who are of the household of faith.14 In
the same way, Christian women today can use their
treasure, their time and their talents to serve God.

References: (1) Jonah 1:3  (2) Acts 9:36  (3) Deut. 15:11
(4) Prov. 19:17  (5) Ps. 41:1  (6) Mat. 6:1-4  (7) Mat.
5:16  (8) Prov. 31:18  (9)  Acts 10:38  (10) Acts 9:39
(11) Heb. 13:16  (12) Acts 9:37-42  (13) Rom. 10:14-15
(14) Gal. 6:9-10                   Bible quotations from ESV
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The story of Sparta
When you hear the name Sparta, what
do you think of? If you’re familiar
with Classical history, you might
think of a warrior people who faced
the great Persian Empire in battle.
Even if you are only aware of the
word ‘spartan’ from the dictionary,
you’d think of the people who lived
there as those hardened by austere
living. The problem with these
images is that they’re not very
representative of the historical Sparta!
The famous battle of Thermopylae
that made the name of Sparta was a
military loss, and of the thousands of
men that made up the combined
Greek forces, only a few hundred
were from Sparta (in fact, it was
Thebes that contributed the most men
to the battle).

Those men whom we’d identify as
‘the Spartans’ were in fact only the
aristocratic class, whose lives
consisted of recreation and pleasure.1
Their non-excellence in physical
prowess is reflected in the fact that
the Spartans were not a dominant
force in the ancient Olympic games,
and even their martial prowess is
exaggerated: on the southern
peninsula of Greece where Sparta is
located, the city of Argos was
considered to be an equal military
power.2 But the Spartans were happy
to enjoy the reputation that their
moment in the sun had given them in
the wider world, and their subsequent
complacency showed in their loss of a
significant battle against Thebes,3 and

in how easily Sparta fell to the
Roman Empire a few centuries later.4

The ‘Sparta’ of the Bible
Moab was geographically a small
nation, and its economy based upon
trade tolls taken from the wealth of
Egypt and Mesopotamia. It achieved
its independence late in the time of
the house of Omri, but then its
achievements disappear from both the
Biblical and historical records.
Jeremiah speaks of the pride Moab
had,5 describing it as arrogance,
insolence, conceit and haughtiness –
pride without sufficient substance to
back it up. Two hundred years after
their successful war of independence,
Jeremiah condemns the Moabites for
their trust in their deeds and riches;6

stories of deeds long past, and riches
gained not from their own work –
very much the picture of
unsubstantiated pride. And so they are
blotted out from history, not even
listed alongside their usual allies the
Ammonites as those who plotted
against Nehemiah.7

Pride: a respectable sin?
In modern English, however, we use
the word ‘pride’ in an
overwhelmingly positive sense. We
are encouraged to take pride in our
work or in our family’s abilities and
achievements. It is also used as a
statement of consolation to a TV
show contestant that they should be
proud of what they have done, even
though they haven’t won a prize.
Furthermore, an action that forces a

man to ‘swallow his
pride’ is one that
requires him to act with
less dignity than he
considers his, making no assumptions
about whether that dignity is rightly
his, or if he is overestimating his
worth. If you google ‘pride’, you will
find a definition of it as a feeling of
satisfaction in an achievement.
Perhaps surprisingly, this earned
pride is found in the Bible too: God
has pride;8 and the land that he chose
for his Old Testament people was
called the ‘pride of Jacob’.9 Therefore
pride might not be an unacceptable
sin, because pride is not necessarily a
sin in every case.

It should be stressed, though, that this
modern English meaning of the word
is not how it is commonly used in the
Bible. To make the distinction
clearer, this justified manner of pride
is rarely translated to the English
word ‘pride’. If you looked up either
of the two verses referenced above
you will see that they will probably
have translated the Hebrew word as
‘majesty’ or ‘excellency’, because
that still conveys the sense of the
word used, without confusing it with
the sinful pride as seen in Moab.

Overweening pride

It is this unjustified pride that
dominates in the Biblical uses of the
word and is never a positive attribute.
But although it was the reason for
Uzziah’s downfall,10 it is not for its
consequences that pride is
condemned; rather the attitude itself

Respectable sins?

Pride
Michael Johnston, Kirkintilloch, Scotland

There are some sins that we judge to be very serious and agree
that they are worthy of punishment – or at the very least require
repentance and a change of behaviour. There are other attitudes

that some may see as more minor character flaws.

But, more to the point, how does God view them?
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is abhorrent. This can be seen by the
adjectives that it is described by
(including stubborn11), and the
synonyms used alongside it (such as
contempt12 and wrongdoing13). In
Isaiah 16:6, we get another
description of Moab and, with it,
pride: We have heard of Moab’s pride
– how great is her arrogance! – of
her conceit, her pride and her
insolence; but her boasts are empty
(NIV). Pride is not unacceptable
because of its consequences; it is
unacceptable in and of itself.

In the Greek translation of the Old
Testament, as well as in the New
Testament writings, the words used
most frequently to convey this pride
mean in their contexts ‘an
overweening estimate of one’s means
or merits, despising others or even
treating them with contempt,
haughty’. There are two major
reasons, therefore, for pride being a
serious sin: the first is the
overestimation of one’s own ability,
because this is in direct competition
with a person’s faith in, and
dependence on, God; and the second
is the mistreatment of those who are
too weak to retaliate.

A problem of perception
When watching a film, it is quite
likely that you will see a proud
character in it. Along with a short
temper and ‘being too trusting’, pride

is deemed a ‘character flaw’ that can
be given to a hero that allows them to
make mistakes (and so increase the
drama) without causing them to ‘be
bad’ (and so lose the sympathy of the
audience). It's also a common trait for
comedic characters to have, as it
easily pairs with the self-confidence
that makes for a winning comedian.
Do we find that this same generally
sympathetic view towards the proud
bleeds into our perception of
ourselves and the Christians around
us? If there were a division in our
church, we would quickly seek to
address it on account of the damage
that we know it can do to the spiritual
well-being of all the people gathered
there. But do we intervene so quickly
if we consider someone among us to
be proud? Perhaps not.

However, can we expect our spiritual
service to be effective if there are
those in our number who consider
their own efforts to be sufficient, and
are therefore not looking to God to
provide the increase? Similarly, could
we entrust the care of young ones,
either in age or in spiritual maturity,
to the care of one who is liable to
treat them with contempt? These are
the components of overweening pride
as defined above, and yet they are
much less present in our minds when
we hide them away behind the term
‘pride’ with its far wider scope of
meaning.

A practice of discipline
It goes without saying that we should
each seek to rid ourselves of such
qualities with even greater urgency
than we are to address the matter
within the wider confines of our
church. But this practice of self-
discipline is not only required for this
worst form of pride, but also with the
potentially legitimate pride of the
satisfaction in our own work. Paul
declared that he would rather die than
have anyone deprive me of my ground
for boasting.14 We decided that it was
the entrenchment and subsequent
festering of a once-justified pride that
led to the detestable state of both
Sparta and Moab, and Paul states here
that he would not allow himself to
enter into that same state in his
service for the Lord. His boasting
would be nullified if he took
remuneration for his preaching,
because his boast was in the fact that
he had not been receiving a wage.
This would be on a par with the
Spartans and Moabites who continued
to boast in their past glories even
though their martial prowess had now
waned. Of course, it is always
difficult to tackle the presence of sin
in our lives directly, so we have the
encouragement to adopt the opposing
virtue of humility in its place, and
imitate Christ Jesus, who, though he
was in the form of God, did not count
equality with God a thing to be
grasped, but emptied himself, by
taking the form of a slave.15 If the one
who can justifiably lay claim to the
highest place of all is willing to take
up the lowest, should we, with our
insignificant claims to any
worthiness, not also be willing to do
the same?

References: (1) Webb,K. Spartan
Society to the Battle of Leuctra
371BC  (2) The Oxford History of the
Classical World, ‘The Leadership of
Sparta’  (3) The Oxford Classical
Dictionary, ‘Sparta’, 4  (4)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_
of_Sparta#Roman_Sparta  (5) Jer.
48:29  (6) Jer. 48:7  (7) Neh. 4:1
(8) Job 37:4  (9) Ps. 47:4  (10) 2
Chron. 26:16  (11) Lev. 26:19
(12) Ps. 31:18  (13) Job 33:17  (14) 1
Cor. 9:15 ESV  (15) Phil. 2:6-7, ESV
with footnote reading.

The Spartans were happy
to enjoy the reputation

that their moment in the
sun had given them

in the wider world
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While in Malawi on Monday 1st September, 2014, I was
prevailed upon by Joseph Beka that I should go to his
family home situated near to our church compound in
Chilomoni. His father, Moses Beka, and two men from
Mozambique were there waiting for me.

Many years before, Moses had migrated to Malawi
because of the war in Mozambique. He and his family
now belong to the Church of God in Chilomoni. For
twenty years, he has been wanting to lead ‘his
(Mozambican) people’ to the ‘promised land’ associated
with the rest that is to be found in God’s house.

I had earlier been asked to go to Mozambique to teach
about the biblical concept of God’s house, however time
had not permitted. This, however, wasn’t going to stop
the keen Mozambicans from meeting me, as they took it
upon themselves to travel to Chilomoni. I had the
opportunity that day to review with them some of the
basic fundamentals of a Church of God: these being the
same truths that they had heard from Moses over the
years.

The two men are leaders of several groups of believers
living up in the Mozambique mountains. They were very
pleased to meet me and pleaded with me to go visit them
on location as soon as possible. I was able to send them
home with some copies of this magazine, Needed Truth.
They also insisted on taking a few photos with me to
show as proof to the other believers in their home location
that progress was being made towards their desire of
being numbered amongst God’s people.

At precisely 5 a.m. on February 24th, 2016, I finally had
the opportunity to set out to meet these groups of
believers in Mozambique, accompanied by Moses and
Joseph. For their part, about 150 of them walked for hours
to meet us in two different locations near the Malawian/
Mozambican border.

One group was unable to cross over the border
so we had to go to them. This required us to
paddle across the river in a dugout canoe. Upon
arrival, we were warmly welcomed with
singing. We studied God’s Word sitting in the
long grass under the shade of a baobab tree.
There, under its shade, I sensed the Lord’s hand
leading these believers to His house. As we
departed, they stood on the shoreline singing to
us until we could see each other no longer.

After this great experience, Moses was
encouraged to return to them at the end of the
year taking copies of the helpful Hayes Press

book entitled ‘Where is God’s House Today?’ These, and
eight other groups around the Malawi/Mozambique
border, have been cultivated by Moses over the last 10-20
years. We pay tribute to his faithful service, in this respect
like that of his great namesake.

Thanks be to God, in September, 2017, I was able to visit
the eight other groups. Brian Johnston, Moses Beka,
Joseph Beka and I went on a mission to Mozambique.
The Adversary strongly tried to interfere with the desire
of leading these people to God’s house. Time and again,
Satan attempted to block us from reaching these faithfully
waiting believers. It was well worth the effort. Moses’
reaction was to exclaim: “Give thanks to God because of
what has been done by the visit of our brothers. Many
years have gone by without anyone else visiting
Mozambique. This visit has made me, and the people in
Mozambique, even more enthusiastic towards the service
of God!”

The main contact there is Silver Gopani who has the
oversight of the eight groups. They all danced with
exuberant joy to see us. Some hadn’t seen a white man
before; and then two came at once!

It was a truly heart-warming privilege to meet them and
be embraced by their welcome. As Joseph comments:
“These people in Mozambique are loving, dedicated to
the Word, committed to God’s work and they love
singing praises to His name.” We found this to be true,
and after giving comprehensive teaching, we then asked
detailed questions to satisfy ourselves that their
understanding was clear. It was, in fact on the basis of
their clear answers, we might wonder what can hinder
these people being established as a Church of God in the
very near future? This group could then be a bridgehead
for later development to the others, of whom at least three
of the other groups were “not far from the kingdom.”
(Mark 12:34 NIV)

Mission

Not far from the kingdom
Kevin Beal, Brantford, Canada
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