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Preface

The question How do I love God? reaches beneath almost every other

question in  the  Christian life.  Prayer,  holiness,  worship,  endurance,

service,  mission,  and  love  for  other  people  all  depend  on  what  we

believe God is like and how we respond to him. Yet the question can

become  painful.  A  Christian  may  know  that  love  for  God  is  the

greatest command and still feel spiritually cold. Another person may

feel  intense  religious  emotion  while  resisting  ordinary  obedience.

Someone else may work hard in church while quietly trying to earn the

acceptance that can only be received through Christ.

Scripture  gives  a  larger  picture.  Love  for  God  includes  affection

without  being  reducible  to  feeling,  takes  obedient  form  without

collapsing into compliance, and depends on truth without becoming

mere  knowledge.  Nor  can  it  be  produced  by  the  right  schedule,

worship atmosphere, prayer method, or spiritual discipline. Christian

love  begins  farther  back  than  our  effort.  God  acts  first.  He  reveals

himself,  gives  his  Son,  raises  Christ  from  the  dead,  calls  sinners  to

repentance and faith, gives his Spirit, receives believers in Christ, and

brings them into communion with himself.  Our love is  real,  active,

and commanded, but it is responsive before it is self-originating.

The  argument  therefore  begins  with  God  rather  than  with

technique. It asks who the God of Scripture is, what love toward him

actually means, and why Jesus places love of neighbor beside love of

God.  It  then  turns  to  grace:  sin,  new  life,  acceptance  in  Christ,

adoption, assurance, and communion with the triune God. Only after

that foundation does it consider obedience, desire, practices, church,

Scripture,  prayer,  worship,  repentance,  spiritual  dryness,  suffering,

rival loves, spiritual warfare, relationships, vocation, church authority,

witness, mission, perseverance, and new creation.

The  order  matters.  If  practices  come  before  grace,  spiritual

formation easily becomes performance. If affection is detached from

truth, intensity can be mistaken for maturity. If obedience is detached
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from  grace,  holiness  becomes  a  wage  offered  to  God.  If  private

devotion is detached from church and neighbor, a person may appear

deeply spiritual while remaining difficult to love. If suffering is treated

as  a  simple  diagnostic  tool,  wounded people  can be burdened with

explanations  Scripture  does  not  give.  If  mission  is  detached  from

humility  and  the  global  church,  zeal  can  become  paternalism  or

coercion. Each part of the Christian life needs the others.

Scripture  is  the  final  theological  authority  for  the  argument.

Historical theologians, pastors, psychologists, clinicians, missiologists,

and global Christian voices can clarify questions, expose assumptions,

and  supply  evidence  within  their  proper  fields,  but  none  of  them

governs  the  biblical  text.  Faithful  Protestants  disagree  on  several

secondary questions, including the relation of regeneration and faith,

the mode and subjects of baptism, the presence of Christ in the Lord’s

Supper,  and  the  possibility  of  final  apostasy.  Those  differences  will

remain visible rather than being hidden for smoother prose.

These  chapters  are  written  for  Christian  readers  who  want

theological  depth  without  having  to  read  a  technical  systematic

theology. Technical terms appear where they genuinely help, but plain

English comes first. The purpose is to help readers know God truly,

rest  in  Christ,  walk  by  the  Spirit,  love  people  concretely,  remain

faithful  under  pressure,  and  hope  for  the  day  when  love  is  made

complete in resurrection and new creation.

Read  slowly  enough  to  look  up  the  biblical  passages.  Use  the

chapter-end Responses  as  invitations,  not  scorecards.  If  a  suggested

practice  does  not  fit  your  health,  responsibilities,  safety,  resources,

family, culture, or access to a local church, adapt it. No reading plan,

prayer  rhythm,  journal,  rule  of  life,  or  thirty-day  exercise  can

manufacture love or place God in your debt.

Some readers will need to enter the book nonlinearly. If fear about

salvation is consuming you, begin with Chapter 7 and Appendix H. If

God feels distant or desire has collapsed, see Chapter 17 and Appendix

D. If you are suffering or living with unanswered prayer, Chapter 18 is

designed  for  that  pressure.  If  you  are  dealing  with  serious  harm,

forgiveness, trust, or boundaries, see Chapter 22. If church authority
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has become coercive or unsafe, see Chapter 24. Questions of witness,

missionary calling, and cross-cultural mission are treated in Chapters 25

and 26.

The central  claim is  simple  even when its  implications  are  wide:

God is worthy of wholehearted love, and the love he commands is not

the price  by which sinners  obtain him. In Christ,  grace comes first.

Christian love is the growing, whole-person response of those who are

being  drawn  into  the  life  for  which  they  were  made—communion

with  the  Father,  through  the  Son,  in  the  Holy  Spirit,  expressed  in

holiness  and love of  neighbor,  and finally  perfected in the new cre‐

ation.

HOW TO LOVE GOD
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Introduction — The Question
Behind the Book

Many  Christians  know  the  command  before  they  understand  the

reality. They know they should love God with all they are. They may

have heard the command since childhood. They may sing about loving

God, pray that they would love him more, and feel guilty when their

emotions do not match the language of worship. Yet when asked what

loving God actually means, answers often narrow quickly.

For  some,  love  means  feeling close  to  God.  A powerful  worship

service feels like love; a flat week feels like its absence. For others, love

means  obedience.  They  distrust  emotion  and  measure  devotion  by

visible faithfulness. Others locate love in knowledge: sound doctrine,

careful  Bible  study,  and theological  clarity.  Still  others  identify  love

with  religious  activity—prayer,  service,  giving,  church  attendance,

evangelism, or sacrifice.

Each of these touches something real. None is large enough by it‐

self.

The  biblical  picture  is  more  integrated.  Love  for  God  is  whole-

person, supreme, responsive devotion to the one true God as he has

revealed himself.  It  includes  trusting him,  valuing him above rivals,

desiring  fellowship  with  him,  revering  him,  clinging  to  him,

worshiping him, and obeying him. These are not seven separate gauges

by  which  anxious  people  should  score  themselves.  They  are

dimensions of a Godward life. The same person may experience them

unevenly in different seasons. A grieving believer may obey with little

emotional  energy.  A  new  Christian  may  feel  strong  affection  while

understanding little.  A mature believer  may experience doubt while

continuing to pray, repent, serve, and trust. Christian love is judged by

its object, direction, truth, and fruit over time, not by one momentary

reading of the inner life.
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Even that definition is  not the beginning. The command to love

God can expose us, but it cannot by itself explain how sinners come to

love him. Scripture places divine grace before human response. God

makes  himself  known.  God acts  in  redemption.  God gives  his  Son.

God calls, renews, forgives, adopts, and gives the Spirit. Christians do

not become acceptable because the quality of their love finally reaches

a sufficient level. They are accepted because of Christ, received through

faith, and then called into a life in which love increasingly takes shape.

That grace-first structure guards against two opposite errors. The

first  is  passivity:  if  God gives  grace,  perhaps effort  does  not  matter.

Scripture does not teach that.  Christians are commanded to repent,

obey,  pray,  resist  sin,  encourage  one  another,  pursue  holiness,  and

persevere.  The  second  error  is  merit:  if  effort  matters,  perhaps  our

effort becomes the basis on which God receives us. Scripture does not

teach that either. Grace-enabled effort belongs to sanctification, not to

the purchase of justification.

The  greatest  commandment  also  prevents  private  spirituality.

When Jesus identifies love for God as the first and greatest command,

he places love for neighbor beside it. The two are not identical. God

alone is  worshiped. Yet devotion to God that produces indifference,

contempt, exploitation, or neglect of people is  biblically incoherent.

Love for God moves toward brothers and sisters in Christ, neighbors,

strangers,  and  even  enemies.  It  becomes  material,  social,  truthful,

merciful,  and  just.  It  shapes  how  we  handle  injury,  money,  work,

authority, witness, and cultural difference.

The church therefore belongs near the center of the Christian life,

not  near  its  margins.  Christianity  is  not  first  an individual  spiritual

project to which community is later added. Through the gospel, God

gathers a people. Scripture is heard as well as privately read. Prayer is

personal  and  corporate.  Baptism  and  the  Lord’s  Supper  are  church

practices. Worship, encouragement, correction, service, generosity, and

suffering  are  shared.  Yet  biblical  authority  is  never  a  license  for

domination. Chapters 12 and 24 will distinguish healthy, accountable

shepherding from coercion and abuse.

HOW TO LOVE GOD
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Emotional  suffering  also  requires  care  without  becoming  a

theological shortcut. Feeling distant from God does not reveal its own

cause.  Known sin may matter  in one case;  grief,  exhaustion,  illness,

depression, anxiety, intrusive thoughts, trauma-related distress, church

injury, or a mixture of factors may matter in another. Scripture gives

categories for repentance, lament, endurance, bodily care, community,

and hope,  but  it  does  not  authorize  confident  psychiatric  diagnosis

from  a  biblical  narrative  or  automatic  hidden-sin  explanations  for

hardship.  Christian  pastoral  care  should  be  spiritually  serious  and

causally humble.

The same humility is needed in spiritual warfare. Scripture teaches

the reality of Satan, demons, temptation, deception, accusation, and

spiritual  opposition.  It  also  names  the  flesh,  the  world,  bodily

weakness,  social  forces,  and  ordinary  human  responsibility.  Faithful

spiritual  warfare  centers  on  Christ,  truth,  righteousness,  faith,  the

gospel,  Scripture,  prayer,  resistance,  holiness,  community,  and

perseverance. It does not require obsession with demons, speculative

claims about curses, or coercive practices that harm vulnerable people.

Finally,  love  for  God  moves  beyond  the  local  and  familiar.

Christians bear witness  to Christ  and participate in disciple-making,

though roles and callings differ. Some are sent across cultures. Cross-

cultural mission requires more than zeal:  it  requires truth, humility,

local agency, historical memory, financial integrity, and a willingness to

receive from the global church rather than treating one region as the

permanent center and the rest as recipients. The biblical horizon is a

people from every nation worshiping God, but no modern mission

taxonomy should be confused with an inspired classification system.

The seven parts follow that movement. We begin with the God we

love.  We  then  ask  how  grace  creates  a  new  Godward  life.  Next  we

examine  the  shape  and  growth  of  love,  then  the  churchly  practices

through which love is nourished. We consider what happens when love

comes  under  pressure,  how  love  moves  toward  others,  and  how  it

perseveres toward its fulfillment. The end is not a perfected technique.

It is  resurrection, new creation, and communion with God without

sin.

INTRODUCTION — THE QUESTION BEHIND THE BOOK
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The  practical  question  How do  I  love  God? therefore  receives  a

richer answer than try harder or feel more. Know the God who has re‐

vealed himself. Receive his grace in Christ. Walk by the Spirit. Obey

without earning. Desire without measuring salvation by intensity. Live

within  the  church  without  surrendering  conscience  to  human

domination.  Pray  honestly.  Hear  Scripture.  Repent.  Love  people.

Resist  rival  allegiances.  Seek  help  when  bodily  or  psychological

suffering requires it. Witness faithfully. Serve across cultures without

control. Persevere. Hope for resurrection.

That is not a formula. It is the shape of a life.

HOW TO LOVE GOD
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Part I — The God We Love

Before  we  ask  how love  grows,  we  need  to  know whom we are

called to love and what the word love is doing. Christian devotion

does not begin with an undefined spiritual feeling. It begins with

the  God  who  has  made  himself  known.  The  first  four  chapters

move from God’s  identity  and worth,  to  the  meaning of  whole‐

hearted love, to Jesus’ joining of God-love and neighbor-love, and

finally to the grace that makes Christian love possible. The sequence

keeps technique in its proper place: we do not begin by manipulat‐

ing the heart but by attending to God, his command, and his prior

action.



C H A P T E R  1

The God Who Is Worthy of Love

A  person  can  be  sincere  and  still  be  wrong  about  the  object  of

devotion. That is an uncomfortable fact in a culture that often treats

sincerity  as  the  highest  religious  virtue.  Christian  love  cannot  be

defined by intensity alone because the God Christians are called to love

is not an idea produced by our desires. He is the God who speaks, acts,

creates, judges, saves, and makes himself known.

The question before the command

Deuteronomy’s  command  to  love  God  is  inseparable  from  the

confession of who God is (Deuteronomy 6:4–5). Israel is not invited to

imagine the deity most attractive to them and then offer wholehearted

devotion. The command comes within a covenant story in which the

Lord  has  revealed  himself,  delivered  a  people,  and  claimed  their

allegiance. Before the question is How intensely do I love? the question

is Whom do I love?

That order matters today. We can attach the word God to very dif‐

ferent  pictures:  a  permissive  force  who never  judges;  a  distant  ruler

who must be appeased; a therapeutic helper whose main purpose is to

stabilize our emotions; a guarantor of success; an abstract principle of

love; or a projection of our preferred moral instincts. Some of these

pictures preserve fragments of truth. None can be allowed to replace

God’s self-revelation.

Psalm  145,  for  example,  praises  God  not  as  a  blank  object  of

spirituality but as King, Creator,  provider,  righteous judge, merciful

helper, and faithful covenant Lord. Exodus 34 places mercy, patience,

covenant  faithfulness,  forgiveness,  and  justice  together.  Scripture

repeatedly  refuses  to  let  us  preserve  the  divine  qualities  we  find

comforting while discarding those that unsettle us.
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This is one reason theology matters to love. Accurate doctrine is not

the same thing as love, but love cannot remain healthy while its object

is  steadily  distorted.  If  I  claim  to  love  a  person  while  refusing

everything true about that person that contradicts my preferences, I

increasingly  love  an  invention.  Something  similar  can  happen  in

religion.  The  Christian  does  not  earn  God’s  favor  by  getting  every

doctrine right, but truth is relationally necessary.

God makes himself known

The Bible’s God is not hidden because creatures have discovered the

right philosophical method. He reveals himself. Creation bears witness

to his power and glory, but Scripture gives the redemptive story and

covenant  speech  by  which  God’s  identity  and  purposes  become

known.  In  the  Old  Testament,  God’s  name,  acts,  law,  promises,

judgments, and mercy disclose his character. In the New Testament,

this revelation reaches its decisive center in Jesus Christ.

John’s Gospel begins by locating the Son within the identity and life

of  God  and  then  describes  the  Word  becoming  flesh  (John  1:1–18).

Jesus does more than bring information about God. The Son makes

the  Father  known.  Colossians  speaks  of  Christ  as  the  image  of  the

invisible  God  and  places  creation,  reconciliation,  and  the  church

around him (Colossians 1:15–20). Jesus can tell his disciples that seeing

him is bound up with knowing the Father, while still speaking as the

Son who relates to the Father (John 14:8–11).

This  protects  two truths.  First,  Christian God-love  is  irreducibly

Christ-centered.  A  spirituality  that  uses  Christian  language  while

consistently  resisting  the  person,  teaching,  cross,  resurrection,  and

lordship of  Jesus  does  not  fit  apostolic  Christianity.  Second,  Christ-

centeredness  must  not  collapse  the  Father  and  the  Son  into  one

undifferentiated  person.  The  New  Testament  gives  us  a  relational,

Trinitarian  grammar:  the  Father  sends  and  loves  the  Son;  the  Son

reveals the Father and accomplishes redemption; the Spirit glorifies the

Son, applies the work of Christ, and brings believers into filial commu‐

nion.

THE GOD WHO IS WORTHY OF LOVE
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Father, Son, and Spirit

Christians  worship  one  God,  Father,  Son,  and  Holy  Spirit.  That

confession should shape a book about loving God from beginning to

end rather than appearing as an introductory doctrinal box.

The gospel proceeds from the Father’s love and purpose. The Son is

the incarnate Lord who gives himself for sinners and brings them to

God, not merely a moral example. The Spirit is the divine person who

indwells believers, bears witness to their adoption, produces holiness,

helps  them  pray,  and  unites  the  church  in  Christ—not  religious

atmosphere or spiritual energy.

Yet  Scripture  does  not  give  a  neat  set  of  identical  commands

requiring  Christians  to  express  love  toward  each  divine  Person  in

exactly the same verbal form. We should not manufacture symmetry

where the biblical language is more textured. The safer and richer claim

is that Christian life is Trinitarian in source, mediation, communion,

and goal. We come to the Father through the Son in the Spirit. We love

the Son and keep his commands. We walk by the Spirit and set our

minds on what belongs to the Spirit. We worship the one God who has

made himself known as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.

Worthy above every rival

God’s worth cannot be reduced to the benefits he gives. God gives life,

food,  friendship,  healing,  vocation,  beauty,  family,  church,  and

countless  ordinary goods.  Gratitude for gifts  is  fitting.  Yet Scripture

repeatedly calls people beyond the gifts to the Giver.

Psalm 73 reaches a point where the psalmist can speak of God as his

portion even amid bodily and emotional weakness.  Jesus warns that

treasure and the heart belong together and that a person cannot serve

both God and wealth as masters (Matthew 6:19–24). Creation is not

the  problem.  Created  goods  are  good  precisely  because  they  are

creatures and gifts, not gods.

This exposes one of the deepest confusions in religious life. We may

want God mainly as  the means to something else:  health,  marriage,

children,  safety,  emotional  peace,  a  successful  ministry,  financial

HOW TO LOVE GOD
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security,  social  respectability,  national prosperity,  or protection from

suffering. Many of these are legitimate things to ask for. The danger

appears when our allegiance depends on receiving them. If God must

continually deliver the outcome I demand in order to remain worthy,

then the outcome has begun to sit in judgment over God.

Mature  Christians  still  grieve  the  loss  of  created  goods  and

experience anger, confusion, or disappointment; the Psalms are far too

honest  to  deny  that.  Supreme  love  means  that  no  created  good

occupies  God’s  place  as  final  Lord,  final  hope,  or  final  measure  of

worth.

Knowledge that becomes worship

Knowing  truth  about  God  is  necessary,  but  knowledge  can  be

possessed  in  a  way  that  does  not  become  love.  Paul  can  warn  that

knowledge may inflate pride while love builds up (1  Corinthians 8).

His  point  is  not  that  ignorance  is  spiritual.  It  is  that  knowledge

detached from Godward humility and neighbor-love can become an

instrument of self-exaltation.

A person may understand the doctrine of the Trinity and still be

cruel.  Another  may  defend  divine  holiness  while  hiding  personal

dishonesty. Someone may read theology for years while becoming less

teachable, less patient, and more eager to correct than to worship. The

answer is not less truth. It is truth received as truth about God.

Romans 12 moves from the mercies of God to embodied worship,

renewed thinking, humility, gifts, love, patience, generosity, peace, and

overcoming  evil  with  good.  Truth  does  not  stay  in  abstraction.  It

reorders the person toward God and neighbor.

That gives us a simple starting test. When you learn something true

about God, what happens next? Does truth become worship? Does

holiness  become  more  serious  because  God  is  holy?  Does  mercy

become more precious because God is merciful? Does Christ become

more central? Does knowledge make you humbler about the distance

between  Creator  and  creature?  Does  it  help  you  love  other  people

more truthfully?

THE GOD WHO IS WORTHY OF LOVE
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These  questions  are  not  a  salvation  checklist.  They  describe  the

direction in which truthful knowledge is meant to move.

R E S P O N S E

Take one assumption about God that you rarely examine—perhaps an

assumption  about  his  goodness,  holiness,  patience,  sovereignty,

fatherhood,  or  nearness.  Place  it  beside  a  substantial  biblical  passage

rather than a slogan. Ask what the passage actually reveals. Then turn

one clear truth into worship. Do not begin by measuring the strength of

your feelings. Begin with God himself. Christian love is not love for the

deity we would prefer to exist, but a growing response to the God who

has made himself known in Christ. The next question is what such love

actually consists of.

HOW TO LOVE GOD
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C H A P T E R  2

What It Means to Love God

The phrase love God is familiar enough to hide its difficulty. We use the

word love for attachment, pleasure, loyalty, desire, sacrifice, friendship,

romance,  delight,  duty,  and  preference.  When  the  Bible  commands

love for God with the whole person, we need a definition large enough

to hold together the biblical evidence without turning one dimension

into the whole.

A useful synthesis is this: love for God is whole-person, supreme,

responsive devotion to the one true God as revealed in Christ. It trusts,

values,  desires,  reveres,  clings  to,  worships,  and  obeys  him.  The

wording is  a  theological  summary, not a quotation of one verse.  Its

purpose is to keep together what Scripture keeps together.

Figure 1. Whole-person love is oriented toward God as revealed in Christ.
Trust, desire, reverence, allegiance, worship, obedience, and neighbor-
directed fruit belong together without functioning as separate measurable
faculties.

Whole-Person Love, Oriented to God
A theological map, not a psychological scorecard

GOD
as revealed

in Christ

Trust

Value
desire

Reverence

Clinging
allegianceObedience

Worship

Neighbor-directed
fruit

Whole-person • supreme • responsive devotion. No component is a percentage or independent “faculty.”

19



Whole-person devotion, not a faculty chart

The command in Deuteronomy 6 calls  Israel  to love the Lord with

heart, soul, and might. Jesus repeats the command in the Gospels with

wording that includes heart, soul, mind, and strength (Mark 12:29–30).

It  is  tempting  to  turn  these  terms  into  a  precise  psychology:  heart

equals  emotion,  mind  equals  intellect,  strength  equals  body,  soul

equals spirituality. That mapping is too neat.

The biblical expressions function as totalizing language. They call

for  the  person  without  reserve.  The  command  is  not  asking  us  to

divide ourselves into four compartments and calculate whether each

receives equal devotional attention. It is calling thought, desire, loyalty,

memory, body, possessions, relationships, speech, work, and public life

under the lordship of God.

This whole-person character is why the command reaches ordinary

life.  Loving  God  is  not  confined  to  explicitly  religious  activities.

Deuteronomy places God’s words in homes, conversations, teaching,

movement, memory, and generational life. Romans speaks of bodies

offered to God and minds renewed. Colossians places the life of Christ

amid speech, relationships, work, forgiveness, gratitude, and worship.

The modern distinction between “spiritual life” and “the rest of life” is

often far sharper than Scripture allows.

Whole-person  love  also  does  not  imply  present  perfection.

Christians are divided people in the process of sanctification. Motives

mix. Desires conflict. Understanding grows unevenly. Saying that love

is whole-person describes its proper scope and direction, not the claim

that every mature Christian has achieved flawless internal integration.

Supreme devotion

Christian love is more than one affection among several. Jesus speaks in

ways that make his claim on disciples ultimate, even when that claim

creates conflict with the strongest earthly loyalties (Matthew 10:37–39).

He warns that no one can serve two ultimate masters (Matthew 6:24).

These sayings are not permission to neglect parents, spouses, children,

or  other  responsibilities.  Elsewhere  Scripture  commands  concrete
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familial care. The issue is priority: no created relationship can become

lord over Christ.

Supreme devotion does not require emotional intensity to remain

continuously higher than every other feeling. A parent may feel more

immediate  emotional  excitement  at  seeing  a  child  after  a  long

separation than during a quiet prayer. That does not by itself reveal an

idol. Emotional salience, covenant allegiance, considered value, habit,

and deliberate choice are related but not identical.

The question is  deeper:  what  finally  governs?  What  may not  be

surrendered even when costly? What do we trust as ultimate? What do

we treat as the final source of identity, security, righteousness, or hope?

Christian love gives  that  place  to God alone while  receiving created

goods as gifts under him.

Trust, value, desire, reverence, and clinging

No single word exhausts God-love. Scripture speaks of trusting God,

seeking him, thirsting for him, rejoicing in him, fearing him, walking

in his ways, clinging to him, serving him, obeying him, and refusing

rival gods. These expressions overlap without becoming synonyms.

Trust matters because love of God is  not admiration from a safe

distance. It rests weight on God’s character and promises. Trust can be

difficult in grief or uncertainty, but Christian devotion cannot finally

treat God as untrustworthy while still claiming faithful allegiance.

Value matters  because  religious  activity  can  become  a  way  of

pursuing something we regard as more important than God. To value

God is to recognize his worth as God, not simply as the supplier of

desired outcomes.

Desire matters because biblical faith is not emotionally indifferent.

Psalms speak of longing, thirst, delight, and joy. Christians should not

be embarrassed to want greater delight in God. Yet present intensity

cannot become an infallible test of salvation or nearness. Depression,

grief,  exhaustion,  temperament,  bodily  illness,  and  ordinary

fluctuation can affect felt experience.

WHAT IT MEANS TO LOVE GOD
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Reverence matters  because  love  does  not  domesticate  God.

Hebrews can speak of grateful worship with reverence and awe. First

John  speaks  of  mature  love  driving  out  fear  connected  with

punishment. These truths belong together: the child of God need not

live in terror of condemnation, yet the Creator remains holy, majestic,

and worthy of awe.

Clinging  and  allegiance matter  because  love  persists  through

pressure. Biblical love includes loyalty and endurance when favorable

feelings fade, refusing to exchange God for rivals.

Love for Christ

The New Testament makes love for Jesus a  basic  mark of Christian

identity.  Peter can address believers who love Christ  without having

seen him (1 Peter 1:8). Paul can speak sharply about the absence of love

for the Lord (1 Corinthians 16:22). In John’s Gospel, love for Jesus is

connected with keeping his commands and remaining in his love.

This  is  not  an  optional  Christological  addition  to  an  otherwise

generic theism. Christians know God through the Son. The Father is

revealed in and through Christ, and the Spirit brings believers into a

life centered on Christ. To say “I love God” while deliberately setting

Christ  aside  would  make  the  confession  unrecognizable  in  New

Testament terms.

Yet  loving  Christ  should  not  be  reduced  to  a  private  emotional

attachment  to  an  imagined picture  of  Jesus.  The  Jesus  of  Scripture

teaches,  commands,  rebukes,  serves,  suffers,  dies,  rises,  reigns,  and

sends his people. Love receives him as he is.

Obedience belongs to love

Jesus explicitly connects love and obedience. First John does the same.

It  would  therefore  be  a  mistake  to  say  that  obedience  is  merely

optional  evidence floating outside the definition of love.  Love takes

moral form. The person who persistently claims deep devotion while
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treating Christ’s commands as irrelevant has a contradiction that must

be faced.

Yet the opposite reduction is also wrong. External compliance can

arise from fear of people, desire for status, habit, coercion, pride, or the

attempt to earn God’s  favor.  A person may keep visible  rules  while

remaining  resentful  toward  God  and  cruel  toward  neighbor.

Obedience is a constitutive and necessary expression of love, but love

cannot be reduced to compliance.

Chapters 9–11 will develop obedience, desire, and growth in more

detail. For now, the key point is integration. Scripture will not let us

choose between a warm heart that ignores God’s will and an externally

correct life that has no delight, trust, or Godward desire.

How should love be examined?

Any  definition  of  love  can  become  dangerous  if  turned  into  a

compulsive internal audit. A scrupulous reader may hear “trust, value,

desire,  reverence,  cling,  obey”  and immediately  begin checking each

category until certainty arrives. That is not the purpose.

Self-examination  has  a  place,  but  Christian  assurance  does  not

begin  with  measuring  emotional  intensity.  The  definition  is

directional.  Ask questions  at  the level  of  pattern:  When I  fail,  do I

increasingly  return  to  God  rather  than  abandon  him?  Do  I  want

Scripture to correct me? Is obedience becoming more concrete? Do I

grieve rival allegiances rather than simply rename them? Do I seek God

himself, even when imperfectly? Does claimed devotion move toward

love of people?

Then stop. Bring what you see to Christ. Perfect self-knowledge is

impossible; truthful Godward life is enough.

WHAT IT MEANS TO LOVE GOD
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R E S P O N S E

Do not try to manufacture every dimension of love at once. Choose one

place  where  the  definition  exposes  a  real  imbalance.  Perhaps  your

Christianity  is  mostly  information,  mostly  duty,  mostly  emotional

experience, or mostly private spirituality. Name the imbalance without

making it your identity. Ask what faithful love would look like there this

week.  If  desire  is  weak,  do  not  pretend  otherwise.  If  obedience  is

selective, do not hide it behind feeling. If knowledge has become pride,

turn it toward worship and service. Whole-person love grows by grace

over time; it is not a score you must perfect tonight.
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C H A P T E R  3

The Greatest Commandment:
God, Neighbor, and the Whole
Life

A discussion of loving God can easily become inward. It could teach

prayer,  worship,  desire,  and  personal  holiness  while  treating  other

people as a later application. Jesus’ summary of the law will not allow

that structure.

When he is asked about the greatest commandment, Jesus names

wholehearted love for God and then places love for neighbor beside it

(Matthew 22:34–40; Mark 12:28–34). The two commands are distinct.

Only  God  receives  worship  and  ultimate  allegiance.  Yet  they  are

coordinated so tightly that neighbor-love cannot be postponed to the

edge of Christian devotion.

The two commands Jesus places together

The first command concerns God: love the Lord wholly. The second

concerns neighbor: love the neighbor as oneself. Matthew says the Law

and  the  Prophets  hang  on  these  commands.  Mark  preserves  the

confession of  the one God and records the scribe’s  recognition that

such love is greater than sacrifice.

Jesus  is  not  saying  that  loving  people  is  simply  another  way  of

worshiping them. He is not collapsing Creator and creature. But he is

refusing  a  version  of  religion  in  which  devotion  to  God  can  be

measured independently of how people are treated.

The apostle John presses the same point. Claimed love for God is

contradicted by settled hatred of a brother or sister who is visible (1

John 4:20–21). Jesus tells his disciples that their love for one another

will mark them publicly (John 13:34–35). Christian God-love has social
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consequences because the God we love commands and creates a people

who love.

Neighbor-love is not a late application

This changes how discipleship should be imagined. A person might

build an impressive private devotional life while remaining impatient

with family, contemptuous toward opponents, indifferent to poverty,

exploitative at work, or impossible to correct in church. The Bible does

not permit us to treat these as unrelated problems.

Neighbor-love  does  not  replace  prayer,  worship,  doctrine,  or

holiness. It reveals that all of them are aimed at a life under God. If

prayer makes us less  honest,  theology more arrogant,  worship more

tribal, or spiritual discipline less merciful, the practices are being mis‐

handled.

This is also why “loving God first” cannot be used as a reason to

neglect people. Biblical priority is not competitive in that way. Loving

God rightly teaches us to receive creatures as creatures, not as rivals for

God’s  throne.  The  same  God  who  commands  exclusive  worship

commands concrete love of neighbor.

Who is my neighbor?

Luke places the double command at  the beginning of the exchange

that leads to the parable of the Samaritan (Luke 10:25–37). The lawyer

asks  for  a  boundary:  who  qualifies  as  neighbor?  Jesus’  story  shifts

attention from defining the smallest circle of obligation to becoming a

person who shows mercy.

The Samaritan responds to visible need across a social  boundary.

His  mercy  costs  time,  movement,  money,  and  inconvenience.  The

story resists a merely sentimental definition of love. Neighbor-love acts

for the good of another.

Human finitude means  responsibility  is  never  identical  for  every

need. Scripture recognizes particular obligations to household, church,

and those actually placed within our reach. Galatians can command

HOW TO LOVE GOD
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doing good to all while giving particular attention to the household of

faith.  First  Timothy  speaks  strongly  about  familial  responsibility.

Universal scope and differentiated obligation can coexist.

Difference, distance, inconvenience, or lack of reciprocity cannot by

themselves justify indifference.

Enemy-love expands the horizon

Jesus  goes  farther.  He  commands  love  of  enemies  and  prayer  for

persecutors (Matthew 5:43–48). Christian love is therefore not limited

to people who are safe, admirable, grateful, or likely to return affec‐

tion.

Enemy-love  seeks  another  person’s  good  without  confusing  love

with trust or unrestricted access. It leaves room for truthful judgment,

lawful  accountability,  protective  distance,  and  safety  after  abuse.

Chapter 22 develops those distinctions more fully.

Here the claim is simpler: Christian love rejects personal vengeance

and dehumanization. It seeks the true good of the enemy under God.

Sometimes that good includes truthful confrontation, consequences,

or justice. Love is not niceness. It is willing the true good of another

without making hatred the organizing principle of our response.

Love is social and ecclesial

The  double  command  also  prepares  us  to  understand  the  church.

Christians are not merely individuals who happen to attend the same

services. They are members of a body, called to encourage one another,

bear burdens, use gifts for one another’s good, forgive, serve, correct,

and share material needs.

Hebrews urges believers to consider how to stir one another toward

love  and  good  works  and  warns  against  abandoning  gathered  life

(Hebrews 10:24–25).  This  assumes that  perseverance is  partly  social.

Galatians places doing good within a network of real responsibilities.

Acts portrays Christians learning, praying, eating, giving, and bearing

witness together.

THE GREATEST COMMANDMENT: GOD, NEIGHBOR, AND THE WHOLE LIFE
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This is not permission for coercive collectivism. Community can be

manipulated. Leaders can abuse authority. Families and churches can

use loyalty language to silence victims or bind consciences.  The fact

that  Christianity  is  communal  does  not  make  every  communal

demand Christian. Later chapters will  distinguish biblical  fellowship

and authority from coercion.

The command reveals our need

The  double  command  is  beautiful,  but  if  heard  honestly  it  is  also

devastating. Love God with the whole self. Love the neighbor. Love

the enemy. Seek truth. Reject vengeance. Show mercy. Remain faithful

when costly.

We do not simply need better scheduling to accomplish this. The

command  reaches  motives,  allegiance,  desire,  speech,  money,

relationships,  and the  deepest  direction of  the  heart.  It  exposes  the

inadequacy of moral self-improvement.

Deuteronomy itself looks beyond command to divine action upon

the heart  (Deuteronomy 30:6).  The later  biblical  story develops the

promise of renewed hearts, the new covenant, the Spirit, and new life.

We  should  not  force  all  of  those  texts  into  one  identical  technical

formula, but together they create the question the next chapter must

answer: if this love is commanded, where does it come from in sinners

like us?

HOW TO LOVE GOD
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R E S P O N S E

Name  one  actual  person  whom  devotion  to  God  should  move  you

toward. Do not choose an abstract category. It may be a member of your

church,  a  difficult  family  member,  a  neighbor,  a  colleague,  a  stranger

whose  need  is  visible,  or  someone  outside  your  natural  circle  of

reciprocity. Ask what their true good requires from you now: attention,

prayer, practical help, truth, restraint, generosity, or a refusal to retaliate.

Do  not  confuse  love  with  unlimited  access  or  the  removal  of  wise

boundaries. Let the breadth of the command humble you and drive you

toward grace rather than self-congratulation.

THE GREATEST COMMANDMENT: GOD, NEIGHBOR, AND THE WHOLE LIFE
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C H A P T E R  4

Because He First Loved Us

The command to love God can awaken desire, but it can also expose

failure. If the Christian life begins with an inspection of the strength of

our love, we will either become proud or despairing. Scripture gives a

different starting point: God’s love is prior.

First John grounds Christian love in the fact that God loved first.

The  gospel  is  not  the  story  of  morally  promising  people  gradually

becoming lovable enough for God. It is God’s gracious action toward

sinners in and through his Son. That order becomes the grammar of

everything that follows.

Grace precedes response

Grace  makes  human  response  possible  without  making  it  unreal.

People repent, believe, obey, worship, love, pray, serve, and persevere;

none of these responses creates the saving initiative it answers.

This matters because the heart continually tries to turn gifts into

wages. We may think God will be more willing to receive us if we pray

better,  feel  more  deeply,  conquer  a  particular  sin,  read  more

consistently,  serve  more  sacrificially,  or  become  more  useful.  Those

actions may matter greatly as obedience. None can become the price of

divine acceptance.

The gospel moves in the other direction. God acts in Christ. The

sinner receives. The believer responds. Sanctification then becomes real

growth in holiness and love, but the sequence of grace and response is

not reversed every time we fail.

Love demonstrated in Christ

God’s prior love is not a vague divine benevolence detached from the

cross. The New Testament points to the giving of the Son and Christ’s
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self-giving death as decisive displays of divine love. Romans 5 speaks of

God’s love being demonstrated toward sinners through Christ’s death.

First John links God’s love with sending the Son. Second Corinthians

describes Christ’s love as a constraining reality that redirects life away

from self-centered living (2 Corinthians 5:14–15).

The  cross  tells  us  something  about  both  God’s  love  and  our

condition.  Love is  costly  and holy.  Sin is  not  trivial.  Reconciliation

requires  more  than  emotional  reassurance.  Christ  gives  himself  to

bring sinners to God.

We must also speak carefully about the cross. The Son truly suffers.

Jesus’  cry  of  abandonment  belongs  to  the  horror  of  his  passion.

Christian theology confesses the saving significance of his death and

the judgment borne there. But we should not describe the cross as an

ontological rupture inside the Trinity, as though the Father ceased to

love the Son or the divine life broke apart. The relationship between

the Father and the Son is not dissolved at Calvary. The mystery is not

improved by language stronger than Scripture warrants.

Receiving before proving

The  grace-first  structure  changes  how  spiritual  failure  is  handled.

Suppose  a  believer  sees  real  coldness,  selfishness,  dishonesty,  or

disobedience. The appropriate response is not to deny the sin. Grace

does not make repentance unnecessary. But neither should repentance

become an attempt to make oneself acceptable enough to return.

Christian repentance comes back through Christ. Confession tells

the  truth  because  forgiveness  is  not  secured  by  concealment.

Obedience follows because grace trains rather than excuses. Gratitude

grows because God’s action is prior.

This  is  why  justification  must  later  be  distinguished  from

sanctification. Believers need a stable answer to the question, On what

basis am I accepted? If that answer becomes “the current quality of my

love,” then every fluctuation in affection and every failure in obedience

threatens the foundation. Chapter 7 will develop the doctrine in detail.

BECAUSE HE FIRST LOVED US
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For now the essential order is enough: love is fruit, not the ground on

which God justifies.

The Spirit and the experience of God’s love

Romans  5  speaks  of  God’s  love  being  poured  into  believers’  hearts

through  the  Holy  Spirit.  The  safest  reading  in  context  is  primarily

God’s  love  for  us  made  experientially  known,  not  a  standalone

statement that the Spirit pours our love for God into us. That reading

strengthens the grace-first point. The Spirit does more than command

greater affection; he brings the love of God home to the believer.

Elsewhere  Scripture  clearly  connects  the  Spirit  with  new  birth,

adoption, prayer, holiness, fruit, and the mortification of sin. Christian

love is therefore Spirit-enabled without requiring us to make one verse

prove every aspect of that claim.

This  protects  against  two  mistakes.  The  first  is  self-generation:

trying to  create  spiritual  affection by force.  The second is  passivity:

imagining  that  because  the  Spirit  works,  the  believer  does  nothing.

Scripture places divine agency and human response together. We will

return to that relation in Chapter 11.

Different relations of divine love

Christians sometimes speak as if every biblical use of God’s love means

exactly  the  same  relational  reality.  Scripture  is  richer.  God  shows

benevolent goodness toward creation. He sets covenant love upon his

people. The Father loves the Son. God loves sinners in the giving of

Christ. Jesus speaks of relational enjoyment associated with obedience.

Hebrews speaks of fatherly discipline. These should not be collapsed

into one flat category.

Disobedience does not make Christ’s work insufficient or place the

justified believer back under divine hatred until performance improves.

Sin still damages lived fellowship, grieves the Spirit, harms people, and

calls for repentance. Secure acceptance and serious relationship belong

together.

HOW TO LOVE GOD
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More  precise  categories—justification,  adoption,  communion,

discipline—will  matter  in  their  proper  place,  but  grace  remains  the

controlling grammar.

What grace must rescue and renew

Grace does not create the need for salvation. Sin does. God’s prior love

reveals both the depth of the problem and the character of the rescue.

If  our  problem were  merely  lack of  information,  better  teaching

would  be  enough.  If  it  were  only  weak  habits,  a  stronger  routine

would  solve  it.  If  it  were  only  emotional  flatness,  a  more  intense

experience might repair us. Scripture describes something deeper: false

worship,  unbelief,  rebellion,  disordered allegiance,  guilt,  corruption,

and death. We need more than instruction; we need new life.

Fallen people remain capable of natural affection, civic good, family

love,  appreciation  of  beauty,  sacrifice,  and  religious  desire.  The

narrower  theological  claim  is  that  sinners  do  not  autonomously

generate  the saving,  supreme,  rightly  ordered love for  the true God

that  the  greatest  command  requires.  Grace  must  do  what  self-

improvement cannot.

Grace must therefore confront the condition from which our love

needs rescue.

BECAUSE HE FIRST LOVED US
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Figure 2. Christian love is responsive. God’s prior grace in Christ is the
source and ground; the Spirit gives and sustains life; repentance, faith, love,
and prayer are genuine human responses; obedience and other fruit remain
non-meritorious. The map shows dependence, not a disputed chronological
order of salvation.

R E S P O N S E

Begin today with God’s prior action rather than the temperature of your

response.  Thank him specifically  for  Christ  rather  than thanking him

vaguely for being helpful. If there is known sin, confess it without using

shame as  payment.  If  you have been trying to prove your seriousness

through spiritual activity, name the bargain you have been offering God.

Then  obey  the  next  clear  command  as  a  response  to  grace,  not  as  a

purchase.  Christian love is  active,  but it  is  never the achievement that

makes Christ willing to receive you. We love because grace has already

moved toward us.

Grace Before Response
Relationships of dependence, not a chronological order-of-salvation ladder

SOURCE AND GROUND

God’s prior grace in Christ

POWER

The Holy Spirit gives and sustains life

REAL RESPONSE

Repentance • faith • love • prayer

EMBODIED FRUIT

Obedience • worship • holiness • neighbor-love • perseverance

Fruit never becomes the basis of justification. Human response is genuine, grace-dependent, and non-meritorious.

HOW TO LOVE GOD
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Part II — Grace Creates a
New Godward Life

The first part ended with a problem. The command is comprehens‐

ive and beautiful, but sinners do not simply need better techniques

for carrying it out. Grace must renew the person. Part II therefore

asks what is wrong with us, what God gives in new life, on what

basis believers are accepted, and what kind of communion follows.

These chapters are not a chronological ladder of salvation. They are

a  theological  cluster:  realities  Scripture  joins  closely  even  where

Protestant  traditions  differ  on  the  precise  order  in  which  some

should be described.



C H A P T E R  5

Why We Do Not Naturally Love
God

When  a  Christian  struggles  to  pray,  obey,  or  desire  God,  practical

advice can help. But the Bible places a deeper problem underneath our

weak habits. Human beings do not simply fail to love God because we

lack information, motivation, or a good routine.  Sin bends worship

and allegiance away from the Creator.

More than poor motivation

Romans 1 describes humanity knowing enough of God to owe him

honor and gratitude, yet exchanging his glory and directing worship

toward created things. The language is religious and moral before it is

psychological. The problem is not simply that people have inefficient

habits. We fail to give God his rightful place.

This  claim  does  not  imply  that  every  unbeliever  is  as  cruel  as

possible  or  incapable  of  real  affection.  Parents  may  love  children

sacrificially.  Friends  may  be  loyal.  Neighbors  may  show  courage,

generosity, patience, and public virtue. People may respond deeply to

beauty, justice, family, nation, or religious tradition. Christian theology

should not deny real creaturely goods in order to make sin sound seri‐

ous.

The narrower claim is that fallen humanity does not autonomously

produce  the  saving,  supreme,  truth-governed God-love  described in

the  first  chapters.  Sin  affects  the  object,  order,  and  direction  of

worship. Even our strongest loves can be used against God or made

ultimate in his place.
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Exchange and rival allegiance

The  prophets  often  expose  this  exchange  through  the  language  of

idolatry. Jeremiah portrays God’s people abandoning the fountain of

living water for cracked cisterns that cannot hold water (Jeremiah 2).

The image is not a complete psychology of desire, but it captures the

folly of leaving God for what cannot bear divine weight.

Modern Christians can use the word idol too casually. It is tempting

to  call  every  strong  interest,  recurring  habit,  unwanted  desire,  or

enjoyable object an idol.  That can create needless guilt,  especially in

people  prone  to  obsessive  self-monitoring.  Scripture’s  idolatry

language is stronger: worship, allegiance, trust, exchange, mastery, and

the elevation of created things into God’s place.

A  good  gift  can  become  a  rival  when  we  demand  from  it  what

belongs  to  God.  Money  may  become  a  source  of  final  security.

Approval may become a verdict on our worth. Family may become an

authority permitted to overrule Christ. Ministry may become a path to

significance. Political identity may become a sacred loyalty that excuses

moral compromise. Control may become a substitute for trust. None

of  these  diagnoses  should  be  made  mechanically;  Chapter  19  will

examine rival loves more carefully. Here they illustrate the deeper dis‐

order.

Sin can be religious

Sin is  not  confined to obvious  rebellion.  Religious  activity  can also

resist grace. Jesus repeatedly confronts forms of piety that seek public

honor,  use  rules  to  evade  the  weightier  matters  of  God’s  will,  or

substitute moral standing for mercy and humility.  Paul can describe

zeal without true knowledge and warn against establishing one’s own

righteousness.

That  means  church activity  does  not  prove  that  love  for  God is

healthy. We can pray to be seen, study to feel superior, serve to become

indispensable, give in order to control, pursue moral purity as a basis

for contempt, or defend doctrine without love. The activity may be

good in itself while the motive is disordered.

WHY WE DO NOT NATURALLY LOVE GOD
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This  is  one  reason  the  gospel  must  remain  central  even  for

disciplined Christians. Sin can take the material of obedience and turn

it into self-justification.

Moral inability and grace

Different Protestant traditions describe the relation between grace and

human response with different terms. Reformed theology emphasizes

the  depth  of  moral  inability  and  God’s  regenerating  initiative.

Wesleyan  and  Arminian  traditions  also  insist  on  the  necessity  and

priority of  grace while  explaining grace-enabled response differently.

Those differences need not be settled here in order to make the central

point.

No sinner saves himself by producing the right affection. No one

reaches God by accumulating enough spiritual sensitivity. Repentance

and faith are  genuine human responses,  but  salvation is  grace  from

beginning to end.

The command to love God therefore  does  two things.  It  reveals

what  humanity  is  for,  and it  exposes  how far  sin  reaches.  We need

forgiveness for guilt,  liberation from rival  mastery,  renewal of desire

and allegiance, the gift of the Spirit, and a new relation to God. We

need new life.

Sin is not the explanation for everything painful

Because sin is deep, Christians sometimes overuse it as an immediate

explanation.  A flat  mood becomes  hidden sin.  Exhaustion becomes

spiritual  laziness.  Illness  becomes  unbelief.  A  traumatic  response

becomes  failure  to  forgive.  Intrusive  thoughts  become  the  person’s

“real heart.”

Those conclusions do not follow. Sin affects the whole world and

every  person,  but  particular  suffering  has  multiple  possible  causes.

Scripture itself resists simple retribution formulas. Later chapters will

distinguish guilt, weakness, grief, illness, oppression, temptation, and

spiritual opposition more carefully.

HOW TO LOVE GOD
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A strong doctrine of sin should make us more honest,  not more

reckless in diagnosing people.

R E S P O N S E

Look  beneath  one  recurring  failure  without  forcing  a  dramatic

explanation. Is there a clear rival allegiance, chosen pattern, or refusal of

God’s will that Scripture actually exposes? If so, name it and repent. If

the problem is unclear, resist the urge to invent hidden motives until you

feel certain. Ask God for mercy and renewal. The Christian answer to sin

is not self-optimization, and the Christian answer to every painful state is

not  self-accusation.  Grace  meets  sinners  truthfully  and gives  what  we

cannot generate for ourselves.

WHY WE DO NOT NATURALLY LOVE GOD
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C H A P T E R  6

New Life in Christ

Christian  conversion  can  be  described  with  several  biblical  images:

birth,  resurrection,  cleansing,  turning,  faith,  union  with  Christ,

receiving the Spirit, adoption, and entrance into a new people. These

images  belong  together,  but  they  should  not  be  flattened  into  one

formula or arranged as though every Protestant tradition agrees on one

finely ordered sequence.

The simpler question is this: what does God give when he creates a

new Godward life?

The promise of a renewed heart

The Old Testament anticipates divine action upon the heart in several

distinct  ways.  Deuteronomy 30 looks  forward to God changing the

heart so that his people love him. The text directly contributes divine

initiative,  inward  transformation,  and  God-love.  It  should  not  be

made to contain the entire later doctrine of regeneration by itself.

Jeremiah  31  promises  a  new  covenant  characterized  by  God’s

instruction  written  within,  covenant  knowledge,  belonging,  and

forgiveness. That passage does not itself say “new birth,” nor does its

central  paragraph  contain  the  same  Spirit  language  as  Ezekiel.  Its

contribution is covenant renewal, internalized instruction, knowledge

of God, and forgiveness.

Ezekiel  36  speaks  more  directly  of  cleansing,  a  new heart,  a  new

spirit, God’s Spirit, and a resulting walk in God’s ways. Together these

passages  create  a  strong canonical  trajectory of  divine heart-renewal.

The later Christian term regeneration is a theological synthesis applied

within the fuller biblical story; it should not be read back as though

each Old Testament text used the same technical vocabulary.
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New birth and divine initiative

Jesus tells Nicodemus that entrance into God’s kingdom requires birth

from above or new birth and connects this work with the Spirit (John

3:1–8). The image emphasizes dependence. A person does not cause his

own birth.

That does not make repentance and faith unreal. The gospel calls

people to turn and believe.  Acts  portrays  hearers  responding to the

message.  The  Epistles  command  faith  and  perseverance.  Christian

theology  has  long  asked  how  divine  initiative  and  human  response

should be ordered conceptually.  Across  these differences,  the shared

Protestant  center  is  that  saving  response  depends  on  grace,  not

autonomous human spiritual power.

New life  is  therefore not a  self-improvement project.  The gospel

does more than help the old self become more religious. God acts to

create life where sin has produced death and alienation.

Repentance and faith

Repentance  and  faith  belong  together  as  a  grace-enabled  turning

toward  God.  Faith  receives  Christ  and  rests  on  God’s  promise.

Repentance  turns  from  sin  and  false  lordship.  Neither  is  a  work

offered to purchase salvation.

Repentance  is  more  than  regret  about  consequences.  It  tells  the

truth about sin and changes direction. Faith is more than intellectual

agreement. It entrusts oneself to Christ. Yet both can be weak and real.

The strength of faith does not become a second savior.

This matters for love because the new Godward life is not built on a

direct command to produce affection. It begins with receiving Christ,

turning from rival lordship, and being brought into a new relation to

God. Love grows within that life.

Union with Christ and the Spirit

The New Testament repeatedly describes believers as being “in Christ”

and Christ as dwelling in them through the Spirit. Union with Christ

NEW LIFE IN CHRIST
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is not one more item on a salvation checklist. It names the profound

reality that saving life is bound up with the crucified and risen Lord.

Believers share in the benefits of his work because they belong to him.

Different  traditions  use  the  language  of  union and participation

with  varying  emphases.  We  should  not  let  one  metaphor  swallow

justification, adoption, sanctification, or the future resurrection. Those

benefits remain distinguishable. Yet Christian life cannot be explained

adequately as God merely issuing a legal verdict from a distance. The

Spirit indwells, gives life, produces fruit, helps prayer, leads believers in

holiness, and assures them of filial belonging.

Romans 8 is especially important because it refuses to separate these

themes.  No  condemnation,  life  in  the  Spirit,  mortification  of  sin,

adoption,  suffering,  inheritance,  prayer,  and  future  glory  appear

within one sweeping argument. The passage does not invite us to turn

them into an artificial  ladder.  It  shows the  density  of  saving life  in

Christ.

Adoption and a new identity

Adoption means that God receives believers as his children. It is related

to justification but not identical to it. Justification addresses righteous

standing  before  God;  adoption  brings  the  relational  privilege  of

belonging to the Father’s household.

This filial  identity changes the emotional  grammar of obedience.

Christians are not slaves trying to keep a volatile master calm. They

approach God as Father through the Son by the Spirit. That does not

make  reverence  disappear.  Children  of  God  still  worship  the  Holy

One. It changes the relation between holiness and fear: obedience is no

longer an attempt to escape condemnation by achieving enough merit.

Adoption will become important in the next two chapters because

it  supports  assurance  and  communion.  It  also  prepares  suffering:

children  may  experience  fatherly  formation  without  interpreting

hardship as rejection.

HOW TO LOVE GOD
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Already renewed, not yet perfected

New  life  is  real  without  being  complete.  The  New  Testament  can

speak decisively about believers’ new identity while also commanding

ongoing mortification, renewal, growth, repentance, and perseverance.

This  protects  us  from two errors.  One  is  cynical  minimalism:  if

Christians  still  struggle,  perhaps  nothing  has  actually  changed.  The

other  is  perfectionism:  if  new  life  is  real,  perhaps  serious  struggle

proves a person has never been renewed. Scripture gives a more patient

account. The Spirit creates real fruit amid conflict. Believers can grieve

the Spirit, fall into sin, repent, grow, decline, recover, suffer, and ma‐

ture.

Whole-person love therefore develops within an already-and-not-

yet  life.  The Christian is  not  waiting to  become a  child  of  God by

loving well enough, nor pretending that present love is complete.

R E S P O N S E

Do not reduce new life to a chronology you must master before you can

trust Christ. Receive the center: God acts in grace, calls you to repent and

believe, joins saving life to Christ, gives the Spirit, and brings believers

into his family. If your attention has been fixed on whether your spiritual

experience is dramatic enough, shift it toward the Lord who gives life. If

there is sin to turn from, turn. If faith feels weak, bring weak faith to a

strong Savior. The new Godward life begins in grace and grows toward

love.

NEW LIFE IN CHRIST

43



C H A P T E R  7

Accepted in Christ: Justification,
Adoption, and Assurance

A Christian can know the gospel and still live as if every week creates a

new trial. A good week seems to prove acceptance. A bad week seems

to  overturn  it.  Warm  prayer  feels  safe;  spiritual  flatness  feels

condemning.  Visible  fruit  becomes  either  a  trophy  or  a  source  of

endless checking.

The  doctrine  of  justification  gives  a  firmer  center.  Believers  are

accepted  because  of  Christ  and  receive  that  gift  through  faith.  The

present quality of their love is never the ground of God’s verdict.

The ground of acceptance

Protestant Christianity has historically insisted that sinners are justified

by grace because of Christ and through faith, with Christ rather than

human  works  grounding  their  righteous  standing.  Traditions

formulate  imputation,  union,  and  related  questions  differently,  but

the pastoral center is clear: God’s verdict rests on Christ, not on the

believer’s love, obedience, disciplines, or emotional intensity.

This  protects  holiness  rather  than  weakening  it.  If  obedience

becomes  the  ground  of  acceptance,  failure  either  creates  despair  or

must  be  minimized.  If  Christ  is  the  ground,  sin  can  be  confessed

honestly  because  forgiveness  does  not  depend  on  pretending  our

sanctification is complete.

Faith receives rather than purchases. Even strong faith is no superior

currency.  What matters  finally  is  not  how impressive  faith feels  but

whom it receives.
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Adoption: acquitted and welcomed

Justification  is  not  the  whole  of  salvation.  The  God  who  declares

believers righteous also welcomes them as children.

Romans 8 and Galatians 4 describe the Spirit of sonship and the cry

to God as Father. Adoption gives belonging, inheritance, access, and a

new  relation  to  fear.  It  explains  why  assurance  should  have  a  filial

character. The believer asks not only, “Has the verdict changed?” but

learns to live as one received into God’s household.

Adoption  should  also  correct  sentimental  ideas  of  fatherhood.

God’s  fatherly  love  is  holy.  Hebrews  can  speak  of  discipline  as

belonging to filial formation. Yet fatherly discipline must not be used

to claim omniscient knowledge of providence. A hardship does not tell

us which hidden sin God is supposedly punishing. Job, John 9, and the

wider biblical witness resist that arithmetic.

Four lenses for assurance

Assurance is often damaged by forcing every question through a single

lens. A more balanced Protestant model uses four related lenses while

keeping them in the right order.

First, Christ and God’s promise. Assurance begins outside the fluc‐

tuating self. The gospel announces what God has done in Christ and

calls us to trust him. The believer’s hope is not that introspection will

eventually discover a perfectly pure heart.

Second, the Spirit and adoption. The Spirit bears witness to filial

belonging,  helps  believers  cry  to  the  Father,  and  produces  a  life

oriented toward God. This dimension is  real  without requiring one

unusual emotional experience as proof.

Third, external gospel means. God does not leave Christians with

private inward evidence alone. Scripture is  preached and heard. The

church  confesses  the  gospel.  Baptism  and  the  Lord’s  Supper,

understood  within  differing  Protestant  traditions,  direct  believers

toward Christ and his promises rather than toward a private emotional

reading. The exact sacramental theology differs, but the shared pastoral

ACCEPTED IN CHRIST: JUSTIFICATION, ADOPTION, AND ASSURANCE
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point is that Christian assurance is not meant to be purely introspect‐

ive.

Fourth,  fruit. Obedience,  repentance,  love  of  other  Christians,

perseverance, and other patterns matter as non-meritorious evidence of

God’s work. Fruit is not the ground of justification. It is not irrelevant

either. New Testament warnings against empty profession would make

little sense if transformed life had no evidential role.

These four lenses are not four equal foundations. Christ and God’s

promise govern. The Spirit, the church’s external gospel witness, and

pattern-level fruit confirm and accompany.

Figure 3. Assurance uses several related lenses, but they are not equal
foundations. Christ and God’s promise govern; the Spirit’s witness, external
gospel means, and non-meritorious fruit accompany and confirm.

Fruit without earning

The relation between fruit  and assurance is  easy to mishandle.  One

reader hears that fruit matters and immediately begins measuring every

feeling, motive, prayer, and failure. Another reader hears that salvation

Four Lenses for Assurance
The lenses are related, but they are not four equal foundations

GOVERNING GROUND

Christ and God’s promise

Spirit & adoption

Filial witness

and Godward life

External gospel means

Word • preaching

Baptism • Supper*

Fruit & perseverance

Repentance • love

obedience • endurance

The three confirming lenses accompany assurance; they do not replace Christ as its governing ground.

*Exact Protestant sacramental theology differs; the figure does not resolve that dispute.
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is by grace and treats persistent, unrepentant sin as spiritually mean‐

ingless.

Scripture permits neither approach.

Fruit should be examined at the level of direction and pattern, not

with pseudo-mathematical scoring. Does sin lead toward concealment

or  increasingly  toward  confession?  Is  obedience  becoming  more

concrete? Is love of neighbor visible? Is there a continuing return to

Christ? Are warnings taken seriously? These questions can expose pre‐

sumption.

But the examination must end. If every answer produces another

check, the practice has stopped functioning as healthy self-examination

and may be feeding a reassurance loop.

Scrupulosity and the reassurance loop

Scrupulosity commonly refers to religious or moral forms of obsessive-

compulsive concern. Not every tender conscience has OCD, and these

pages do not diagnose anyone. Intrusive thoughts, unwanted images,

repeated  doubts,  and  compulsive  checking  can  nevertheless  be

moralized in harmful ways.

An unwanted thought is not identical to chosen allegiance. Anxiety

is not confession. Repeatedly asking a pastor, friend, book, or search

engine to settle the same question until anxiety disappears can provide

short relief while strengthening the cycle of checking.7.1

A  wise  response  may  include  competent  mental  health  care

alongside pastoral  support.  This  is  not unbelief.  Pastors  should not

attempt  to  replace  clinical  assessment,  and  clinicians  do  not  define

Christian  doctrine.  Different  forms  of  care  can  address  different

dimensions of one person’s suffering.

For the scrupulous Christian,  the order  of  assurance is  especially

important:  look  first  to  Christ  and  the  gospel  promise,  not  to  the

ability to feel perfectly certain about your sincerity. Use fruit questions

sparingly and at pattern level. Then stop.

ACCEPTED IN CHRIST: JUSTIFICATION, ADOPTION, AND ASSURANCE
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Warnings and assurance

The New Testament contains strong promises and strong warnings.

Christians  have  interpreted  their  relation  differently,  especially

regarding  final  apostasy.  Chapter  27  will  treat  that  dispute  directly.

Assurance should not solve it prematurely by pretending the warnings

are unreal, nor by making settled confidence impossible.

The shared pastoral center is that confidence in Christ is compatible

with serious exhortation. God’s promises do not create permission for

indifference. Warnings do not require endless terror. The Christian life

is one of trusting Christ, receiving the Spirit, remaining in the church,

repenting of sin, bearing fruit, and persevering in hope.

R E S P O N S E

When  assurance  feels  unstable,  begin  with  the  object  of  faith.  Name

what Christ  has  done and what  God promises  in the gospel.  Receive

adoption as belonging, not merely acquittal. Let Scripture, the church’s

gospel ministry, and the ordinances in your tradition direct you outward

toward  Christ.  Then,  if  examination  is  appropriate,  look  briefly  at

pattern-level  fruit:  repentance,  obedience,  love,  perseverance.  Do  not

keep checking until anxiety disappears. If repetitive religious doubt and

reassurance-seeking  have  become  consuming  or  impairing,  seek

competent help. Assurance rests first on Christ, not on perfect access to

your own motives.

HOW TO LOVE GOD
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C H A P T E R  8

Communion with the Triune
God

A legal verdict can be true without being emotionally close. Salvation,

however,  is  not merely a  verdict.  The God who justifies  also brings

believers into fellowship with himself. Grace creates communion.

The word communion can sound technical, but the reality is deeply

relational: knowing God, praying to him, abiding in Christ, receiving

the Spirit’s  help,  living as  a  child  before  the  Father,  obeying within

relationship, and worshiping with reverence.

From acceptance to fellowship

First John speaks of fellowship with the Father and with his Son. Jesus

prays  in  John  17  for  a  profound  unity  between  believers  and  God

without erasing the Creator-creature distinction. Christian salvation is

relational without becoming absorption into deity.

Felt fellowship is not the ground of acceptance. A Christian may

pass  through  seasons  of  emotional  distance  while  remaining  truly

united  to  Christ.  Lived  communion  still  matters:  Scripture  invites

believers to draw near, remain, pray, obey, rejoice, and know God.

Accepted status and experienced fellowship should be distinguished

without being divorced.

Abiding in Christ

John 15 uses the image of vine and branches. The branch depends on

the  vine  for  life  and  fruit.  Jesus  connects  abiding  with  his  words,

prayer, obedience, love, joy, and fruitfulness.

Abiding should not be turned into a hidden technique. Christians

sometimes hear the word and begin searching for a special inward state

that  will  unlock  spiritual  power.  John’s  emphasis  is  more  concrete:
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dependence on Christ, his word remaining in the disciple, obedience,

love, prayer, fruit, and perseverance.

The image also resists  self-sufficiency.  Fruit  is  not produced by a

branch  proving  how  independent  it  has  become.  Growth  remains

dependent from beginning to end.

Father, Son, and Spirit in communion

Christian prayer and communion have a Trinitarian shape. Jesus brings

disciples to the Father. The Spirit of adoption enables filial prayer. The

Son remains the mediator and Lord. The Father receives his children in

Christ.

This means Christian spirituality should not treat “God” as a vague

religious atmosphere. We can pray to the Father through the Son in the

Spirit. We can address the Son as Lord and Savior. Christian worship

also rightly includes direct praise of Father, Son, and Spirit within the

church’s Trinitarian confession. What we should avoid is inventing an

artificial  scheme  in  which  every  relation  must  be  expressed  with

identical vocabulary.

The  triune  God  is  not  a  spiritual  puzzle  standing  beside

communion.  The  Trinity  is  the  identity  of  the  God  with  whom

Christians have communion.

Reverent fear in a filial life

If God is Father, should fear disappear? Scripture requires a distinc‐

tion.

First  John speaks of mature love driving out fear associated with

punishment and judgment. The justified child of God need not relate

to the Father as a condemned criminal trying to delay sentence.  Yet

Hebrews  can  call  Christians  to  worship  with  reverence  and  awe

because God remains holy.

Older  Christian  traditions  sometimes  distinguished  servile  fear

from filial  fear. The terminology is theological rather than a biblical
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formula, but the distinction can help. Terror of condemnation is not

the goal of mature Christian life. Reverent creatureliness is.

Love does not make God smaller. It enables us to draw near to the

Holy One through Christ without pretending holiness has ceased to

matter.

Obedience and experienced communion

John 14 connects love for Jesus, obedience, and a promised relational

manifestation or dwelling. Those verses should not be turned into a

formula in which obedience purchases  God’s  saving love.  The same

Gospel grounds salvation in God’s initiative and Christ’s work.

Still,  sin  has  relational  consequences.  Persistent  disobedience

hardens  perception,  harms  prayer,  damages  neighbor-love,  and

contradicts  communion.  Obedience  can  therefore  affect  the  lived

enjoyment and integrity of fellowship without becoming the basis of

justification.

A  child  does  not  become  a  child  by  obeying  well  enough.  But

family relationship is not unaffected by rebellion.

Fatherly discipline without hidden-sin hunting

Hebrews 12 presents discipline as evidence of fatherly formation. God

is  not  indifferent  to  the  holiness  of  his  children.  Correction  and

training belong to love.

But the passage does not authorize us to identify the exact reason

behind  every  hardship.  We  do  not  possess  omniscient  access  to

providence.  Suffering  may  involve  persecution,  ordinary  creaturely

weakness, others’ sin, consequences of our choices, illness, grief, social

injustice, fatherly formation, or several realities at once.

A believer who suffers should not be told automatically,  “God is

disciplining you for  a  hidden sin.”  If  there  is  known sin,  repent.  If

there is no known sin, do not invent one to make suffering explainable.

COMMUNION WITH THE TRIUNE GOD
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Communion with God includes reverence, confession, and teachab‐

ility, but it also includes trusting the Father’s love when explanations

remain incomplete.

R E S P O N S E

Approach  God  as  Father  through  the  Son  in  the  Spirit.  Let  that

Trinitarian  pattern  make  prayer  more  concrete  rather  than  more

abstract.  If  you  have  been  living  in  fear  of  condemnation,  return  to

Christ and the promise of acceptance. If  you have treated intimacy as

casual familiarity, recover reverence. If there is clear disobedience, repent

without making repentance a purchase price.  And if  hardship has led

you into hidden-sin hunting,  refuse to claim knowledge God has not

given. Communion is a living relation of dependence, holiness, prayer,

trust, and grace.
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Part III — The Shape and
Growth of Love

Grace does not leave love undefined. The Godward life takes shape.

It obeys, desires, repents, fights sin, and grows. These realities are

easily pulled apart. Some Christians fear that serious obedience is

legalism;  others  make  obedience  the  whole  of  love.  Some  make

delight  the test  of  authenticity;  others  distrust  feeling altogether.

Some treat grace as passivity; others turn disciplines into spiritual

technology. These chapters hold the pieces together.



C H A P T E R  9

Love Obeys: Commands,
Holiness, and the Hatred of Evil

Obedience is one of the clearest places where Christians talk past one

another. One person hears obedience and thinks of graceless moralism.

Another  hears  love and  worries  that  concrete  commands  will  be

replaced by sentiment. Scripture refuses both errors.

Love for God necessarily takes moral form. It does not justify the

sinner, but it does obey the God it claims to love.

Love keeps God’s commands

Jesus connects love for him with keeping his commands (John 14:15).

First  John  can  say  that  love  for  God  is  expressed  in  keeping  his

commandments and that God’s commands are not crushing burdens

for those born of God (1 John 5:3).

These  texts  do  not  reduce  love  to  external  compliance.  They

establish  that  love  cannot  be  detached  from  God’s  revealed  will.  A

person  cannot  consistently  say,  “I  love  Christ  deeply,  but  what  he

commands is irrelevant to me,” without contradiction.

The same pattern is visible in the Old Testament, where love, fear,

walking in God’s ways, serving, and keeping commandments appear

together.  Love is  covenantal  and moral,  not merely interior admira‐

tion.

Why obedience is not legalism

Serious obedience is not legalism. The distortion begins when human

obedience becomes the basis of acceptance, human rules acquire the

force of divine commands, or moral performance becomes a ground

for pride, fear, control, or condemnation beyond Scripture.
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Ephesians 2 holds grace and obedience together. Salvation is God’s

gift rather than the result of works, yet those saved are created for good

works.  Romans 12 moves from God’s  mercies  to embodied worship

and  transformed  conduct.  Grace  does  not  erase  the  command;  it

changes the ground and power of obedience.

The answer to legalism is  therefore not fewer biblical  commands

but commands restored to their  gospel  place:  God’s  will  for  people

received by grace, never a ladder by which sinners climb into accept‐

ance.

Love hates evil without hating people

Psalm 97 calls those who love the Lord to hate evil. Romans 12 tells

Christians  to  abhor  what  is  evil  and  cling  to  what  is  good,  then

immediately  describes  patient,  generous,  non-retaliatory  love—even

toward enemies.

That combination matters. Christian love is not morally neutral. It

does  not celebrate  cruelty,  exploitation,  deception,  sexual  sin,  greed,

racism, abuse, idolatry, or injustice as though love means uncondition‐

al  approval.  Yet  hatred  of  evil  must  not  become  permission  to

dehumanize people.

Romans 12 gives the pattern: reject evil, bless persecutors, seek peace

where  possible,  refuse  personal  vengeance,  feed  the  enemy,  and

overcome evil with good. Moral clarity and enemy-love belong togeth‐

er.

This  is  especially  important  in  polarized  settings.  Christians  can

become  so  identified  with  a  political,  ethnic,  ecclesial,  or  cultural

conflict that “hating evil” quietly becomes enjoying the humiliation of

opponents. That is not holiness. Love seeks truth and justice without

making contempt a virtue.

Obedience is whole-life

Christian  obedience  includes  explicitly  religious  acts,  but  it  is  not

confined to them. Romans 12 speaks of the body. James places hearing

LOVE OBEYS: COMMANDS, HOLINESS, AND THE HATRED OF EVIL
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God’s word alongside care for vulnerable people and control of speech.

Colossians  and  the  Pastoral  Epistles  address  work,  family,  sexuality,

money, patience, forgiveness, honesty, and ordinary relationships.

This  makes  hidden faithfulness  spiritually  significant.  A truthful

expense report can be obedience. Refusing pornography is obedience.

Returning  money  that  is  not  yours,  speaking  patiently  to  a  child,

keeping a promise, refusing gossip, honoring another person’s dignity,

working honestly when no one is watching, and accepting correction

can all express love for God.

The daily texture of obedience protects us from spiritual heroism.

Christians  can  imagine  that  love  becomes  serious  only  when  it

produces dramatic sacrifice. Scripture gives a much wider field. Most

holiness is lived in repeated decisions no audience sees.

Repentance belongs to love

Obedience will never be complete in this life. Therefore repentance is

not the opposite of Christian maturity. It is one of its recurring forms.

Revelation 2  calls  a  church with  serious  strengths  to  repent  and

return  after  decline.  First  John  assumes  believers  must  confess  sin.

Christian love does not preserve an image of itself by denying failure. It

comes into the light.

Repentance is not a repurchase of justification. It is a relational and

moral return within grace. When sin has harmed others,  repentance

may require confession, restitution, changed patterns, and acceptance

of consequences. Words alone do not make repentance credible.

Repentance  must  eventually  be  distinguished  from  forgiveness,

trust, reconciliation, and restoration to leadership. Here the key point

is simpler: love tells the truth and turns.

Obedience and desire need one another

A life  of  bare  compliance  is  not  the  final  biblical  picture.  Psalm 63

speaks of thirst and delight. The prophets condemn external worship

HOW TO LOVE GOD
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detached from the heart. Jesus warns against honoring God with lips

while the heart remains far away.

Yet  desire  is  not  always  available  on  command.  Sometimes

obedience occurs while feelings lag. A tired parent may serve a child

before warmth returns. A Christian may pray through grief without

experiencing delight.  Faithfulness  during low affect  is  not  hypocrisy

merely because emotion is weak.

The Christian hope is not to choose permanently between duty and

delight.  It  is  that grace increasingly brings them together: obedience

shaped  by  truth,  desire  redirected  toward  God,  and  love  becoming

more integrated over time.

R E S P O N S E

Identify  one  clear  command of  Christ  that  has  become negotiable  in

practice. Do not begin with a vague sense of failure. Name something

concrete. Then distinguish the right response from legalism: you are not

earning God’s  acceptance by obeying.  You are  responding to grace.  If

repentance is needed, tell the truth and change direction. If obedience

feels emotionally flat, do not call it worthless. Ask God to join faithful

action with holy desire.  And when confronting evil,  refuse contempt;

Christian holiness never requires hatred of the people Christ commands

us to love.

LOVE OBEYS: COMMANDS, HOLINESS, AND THE HATRED OF EVIL
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C H A P T E R  1 0

Love Desires: Affection, Delight,
Joy, and Holy Longing

A Christian can wake on Sunday with no desire to sing, pray through a

season of grief with little consolation, or read Scripture while feeling

emotionally  numb.  Another  Christian  can  weep  in  worship,  feel

intense joy, and speak passionately about God. Which one loves God

more?

The question cannot be answered from intensity alone.

Biblical love includes affection, desire, delight, joy, and longing. Yet

no  present  emotional  state  functions  as  an  infallible  measure  of

salvation, maturity, or God’s nearness.

Scripture is not embarrassed by desire

The  Psalms  speak  freely  about  thirst  for  God,  delight  in  God’s

presence, longing for his courts, rejoicing in his salvation, and finding

him better than earthly goods. Jesus speaks of treasure and the heart.

Peter describes believers loving Christ and rejoicing even amid trials (1

Peter 1:6–9).

Christianity is therefore not a program for suppressing desire. God

does  not  ask  merely  for  correct  behavior  while  the  heart  remains

permanently  indifferent.  The  great  command  is  comprehensive

enough to include what we want, enjoy, seek, and treasure.

This is why a Christian may rightly pray, “Give me greater delight in

you.” Wanting to want God is not hypocrisy. It can itself be a form of

Godward desire in weakness.

Emotion is real but not sovereign

Modern discussions  often  use  emotion as  a  broad category  covering

bodily  feelings,  moods,  evaluations,  impulses,  attachments,  and
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conscious affect. Scripture uses a different conceptual world. It speaks

of heart, joy, sorrow, fear, desire, love, hope, anger, compassion, and

many other realities without giving a modern theory of emotion.

We should therefore avoid pretending the Bible maps neatly onto

one psychological model. Still, lived affect clearly matters.

Emotion can reveal what we value, but it does not always reveal it

simply.  A  panic  response  may  occur  against  a  person’s  considered

beliefs.  Intrusive  thoughts  may  be  unwanted.  A  habit  may  pull

attention without representing one’s deepest allegiance. A person may

value something strongly while feeling little because of exhaustion or

depression. Bodily states affect felt experience.

That complexity is not an excuse for sin. It is a reason to interpret

experience carefully.

Wanting, liking, valuing, habit, and choice can
diverge

It is useful to distinguish several processes without turning them into a

new spiritual anatomy.

A person can want something in the sense of experiencing an urge.

They can like the pleasure associated with it. They can value it as good

or  bad  after  reflection.  They  can  have  a  habit that  moves  behavior

quickly. They can make a deliberate choice to pursue or resist it. These

processes often reinforce one another, but they can also conflict. 10.1

A person recovering from addiction may experience intense desire

while deeply rejecting the behavior. A person with obsessive thoughts

may  experience  unwanted  mental  content  that  horrifies  them.  A

grieving Christian may still value God while experiencing little pleasure

in anything. A disciplined believer may obey while praying for desire to

catch up.

This is why the sentence “What you want most in the moment is

what you truly love most” is too simple. Sometimes it identifies a real

rival. Sometimes it misreads a conflicted person.

LOVE DESIRES: AFFECTION, DELIGHT, JOY, AND HOLY LONGING
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Delight cannot become a salvation score

Some Christian traditions rightly emphasize delight in God as central

to mature faith. That emphasis corrects cold moralism. But it becomes

harmful if a particular level of emotional intensity is treated as proof of

regeneration.

Temperament  differs.  Suffering  can  alter  emotional  experience.

Mental-health conditions can alter pleasure,  motivation, energy,  and

concentration.  Spiritual  maturity  is  not  measured  by  how  visibly

expressive a person is in worship. 10.2

This does not make affection optional. It means affection should be

assessed  within  the  larger  pattern  of  trust,  allegiance,  obedience,

longing, repentance, and perseverance. Low affect can coexist with real

love. High affect can coexist with serious disobedience.

The church should make room for both tears and quiet faithful‐

ness.

Affections can grow

If we cannot command emotions directly in the same way we move an

arm, how can Scripture command joy, love, or desire?

Part of the answer is  that people can act upon the conditions in

which  desire  is  shaped.  We  attend,  remember,  pray,  worship,  obey,

refuse rival  practices,  rehearse truth,  remain with God’s  people,  and

bring honest feeling to God. The Spirit  works through and beyond

these creaturely processes.

But  no  practice  guarantees  an  emotion.  Reading  a  Psalm  slowly

may warm desire; it may also feel flat. Singing may deepen joy; it may

expose grief.  Obedience may open the heart;  it  may also reveal how

reluctant  the  heart  remains.  The  action  is  still  meaningful  because

faithfulness is not validated only by the feeling it produces.

Holy longing can live with grief

Christian joy is  not emotional denial.  Paul can speak of sorrow and

rejoicing together. Peter can describe grief in trials alongside joy. The

HOW TO LOVE GOD
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Psalms can move between complaint,  trust,  praise,  anger,  hope, and

unresolved pain.

A mature theology of affection therefore makes space for lament.

Love for God can say, “I trust you, and I hate what has happened.” It

can ask  for  change,  protest  injustice,  and grieve  unanswered prayer.

Christian love need not maintain continuous pleasant affect in order to

remain truthfully Godward.

This  becomes  especially  important  when  God  feels  distant  or

suffering overwhelms consolation.

R E S P O N S E

Bring  your  actual  emotional  state  to  God  without  dramatizing  or

suppressing it. If delight is present, receive it gratefully without treating

intensity as proof of superior maturity. If affection is weak, ask for desire

without  concluding  that  God  has  abandoned  you.  Distinguish  an

unwanted urge from a chosen allegiance,  and distinguish a  flat  mood

from a settled rejection of God. Continue in truth and obedience while

you seek deeper joy. Christian love includes affection, but Christ—not

your current emotional temperature—is the foundation of your hope.

LOVE DESIRES: AFFECTION, DELIGHT, JOY, AND HOLY LONGING
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C H A P T E R  1 1

Growing Without Earning

A person may hear that love is a gift and conclude that spiritual effort is

suspicious. Another may hear that growth requires practice and build a

demanding system in which missing a day feels like spiritual failure.

Both responses confuse grace.

Grace opposes earning; it does not oppose grace-enabled effort.

God works, therefore we act

Philippians  2  places  human  working  alongside  God’s  working.  The

passage  has  been  summarized  in  Christian  tradition  in  many

memorable ways, but Paul’s point should be allowed to stand without

turning a later slogan into his wording: God’s action does not make

Christian obedience passive. It grounds and empowers it.

Galatians  5  similarly  calls  believers  to  walk  by  the  Spirit  while

describing a real conflict with the flesh. Romans 8 speaks of putting

sinful deeds to death by the Spirit. The Christian is neither self-savior

nor spectator.

This relation is essential for sanctification. If effort becomes merit,

grace  is  corrupted.  If  grace  becomes  passivity,  the  New Testament’s

commands become unintelligible.

Habits help, but habits are not the heart

Habits matter because human beings are embodied creatures whose

repeated  actions  form  patterns.  Routines  can  reduce  friction.

Repetition can make a good action easier to initiate. Environments can

cue behavior. Communities reinforce norms. Attention can be trained.

None of this proves that repetition automatically produces love. A

person  can  perform  a  spiritual  routine  while  becoming  proud,

resentful,  distracted,  or  numb.  Another  may  lack  a  stable  routine

62



because  of  illness,  caregiving,  persecution,  shift  work,  poverty,  or

disability while remaining deeply faithful.

Spiritual practices are therefore tools and contexts, not mechanisms.

Ten attentive minutes in Scripture may be more faithful than an hour

used to preserve an impressive streak. A weekly prayer with another

believer may be more sustaining than an elaborate private system that

collapses after two weeks.

The purpose governs the practice. 11.1

Attention, memory, body, and community

Christian growth involves the whole person. Romans 12 joins bodily

offering and renewed thinking. Colossians 3 joins attention to Christ,

putting  sin  to  death,  new  patterns  of  speech  and  relationship,

gratitude, Scripture, song, and community.

This gives practical wisdom. If your phone interrupts prayer every

thirty  seconds,  changing  the  environment  may  help.  If  you  forget

Scripture  immediately,  repetition  or  memorization  may  help.  If

isolation feeds  discouragement,  a  trusted Christian community  may

help. If sleep deprivation is impairing concentration, rest may be more

faithful than adding another hour of reading.

These are prudential applications, not universal commands. 11.2 The

Bible  does  not  prescribe  one  notification  system,  one  journaling

method, one quiet time length, or one rule of life.

Mortification is not self-hatred

Christian  growth  includes  putting  sin  to  death.  Older  Christian

theology often calls this mortification: refusing sinful patterns because

we belong to Christ and live by the Spirit, not despising the body or

cultivating shame.

Concrete resistance matters. A person fighting sexual sin may need

to remove access,  confess  to trustworthy help,  and change routines.

Someone  enslaved  to  approval  may  need  to  obey  where  obedience

GROWING WITHOUT EARNING
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costs reputation. A greedy person may need to give. A gossip may need

to remain silent and repair harm.

The action is not a payment. It is war against what destroys love.

Legalism and emotionalism can mirror each other

Legalism and emotionalism can look opposite while sharing a deeper

structure: each can make one dimension of Christian life the decisive

proof of spiritual worth.

The legalist says, “I am safe because I perform.” The emotionalist

says,  “I  am  safe  because  I  feel.”  Both  can  become  forms  of  self-

reference. The gospel directs assurance toward Christ and then returns

obedience and affection to their proper places as fruits of grace.

A person can also move between the two. After failing a rule, they

seek  a  powerful  worship  experience  to  feel  restored.  After  emotion

fades,  they  create  stricter  rules.  The  cycle  ends  when  acceptance  is

grounded in Christ and practices are used as gifts rather than verdicts.

Practices: real gifts, no mechanism

Acts  2  describes  believers  devoted  to  apostolic  teaching,  fellowship,

breaking  of  bread,  and  prayers.  Hebrews  calls  Christians  to  gather,

encourage,  and  stir  one  another  toward  love.  The  New  Testament

assumes practices and patterns.

Different Protestant traditions use the phrase means of grace differ‐

ently. Some reserve it especially for Word and sacraments; others use it

more  broadly  for  disciplines  through  which  believers  receive  and

respond to God’s grace. The term can be useful when defined without

forcing one tradition’s taxonomy on every reader.

The shared point is  enough: Scripture,  prayer,  gathered worship,

baptism,  the  Lord’s  Supper,  fellowship,  repentance,  service,  and

obedience are not levers over God. God is not mechanically compelled

by a technique. These practices place believers in God-given patterns

of  attention,  reception,  fellowship,  and  response  through  which  he

nourishes faith.
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Figure 4. Christian practices are real contexts of nourishment and
participation, not techniques that earn acceptance or mechanically produce
affection.

Part IV will examine that ecology in the church.

R E S P O N S E

Reject  both earning and passivity.  Choose one practice  that  can serve

faith without pretending it can manufacture love: hear Scripture, pray,

attend  gathered  worship,  confess  sin,  encourage  another  believer,  or

remove  a  recurring  obstacle  to  obedience.  Make  the  practice  realistic

enough to survive ordinary life. State its purpose in one sentence. If you

miss it, return rather than turning failure into a verdict on your identity.

Growth is Spirit-dependent participation, not spiritual technology.

How Christian Practices Serve Growth
Real nourishment without a mechanical spirituality

GOD-APPOINTED GIFTS & CONTEXTS

Scripture / preaching

Prayer

Gathered church

Baptism & Supper*

Mutual ministry

Mercy & service

HUMAN PARTICIPATION

Attend

Listen

Receive

Pray

Repent

Obey

Serve

Persevere

FRUIT OVER TIME

Deeper trust

Holiness

Love of neighbor

Wisdom

Communion

Perseverance

No practice earns acceptance, compels grace, or guarantees a particular feeling.

*Traditions differ on how they classify and describe the efficacy of Baptism and the Lord’s Supper.

GROWING WITHOUT EARNING
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Part IV — Love Nourished
in the Church

Christian  formation  is  often  described  as  though  the  individual

believer  were  the  primary  unit  and the  church were  one  helpful

resource  among  many.  The  New  Testament  gives  a  different

picture.  God  saves  people  into  a  people.  His  Word  is  heard  in

community  as  well  as  read  privately.  Prayer  is  personal  and

corporate.  Baptism  and  the  Lord’s  Supper  belong  to  gathered

Christian  life.  Gifts  are  given  for  mutual  service.  Repentance,

encouragement,  correction,  generosity,  and worship are  practiced

together.  This  part  explores  that  shared  ecology  without

romanticizing churches or human authority.



C H A P T E R  1 2

A People Who Love God
Together

A Christian alone with a Bible can truly know God. Christians cut off

from  regular  church  access  by  persecution,  illness,  imprisonment,

migration,  disability,  remote  location,  or  other  constraints  are  not

second-class believers.  Yet the normal New Testament picture is  not

isolated discipleship. Christ gathers a body.

There is no purely private Christian life

Acts 2 portrays a community devoted to teaching, fellowship, prayer,

shared meals, worship, and material care. Hebrews urges believers to

gather and to consider how to provoke one another toward love and

good works. These texts should not be romanticized into a blueprint

in  which  every  local  church  must  reproduce  one  exact  social  form.

They do establish that Christian formation is communal.

This challenges the consumer model  of church.  A service can be

treated as content: arrive, receive preaching and music, leave, evaluate

quality.  The  New  Testament  uses  body  language  instead.  Believers

belong to one another in Christ. They receive gifts for service. They

bear burdens.  They encourage.  They give.  They forgive.  They teach

and admonish. They are known.

The move from audience to body is costly because bodies incon‐

venience  one  another.  Other  Christians  have  needs,  weaknesses,

different  preferences,  cultural  assumptions,  and sins.  Community  is

not valuable because it is always pleasant. It is one of the places where

love becomes concrete.
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A body, not an audience

First  Corinthians  12  refuses  both  superiority  and  inferiority.  No

member  can  say  that  another  is  unnecessary;  no  member  should

conclude that difference means exclusion. Ephesians 4 presents leaders

as serving the growth of the body and members as contributing to ma‐

turity.

This means no one gift, personality, class, ethnicity, profession, age,

or platform defines Christian usefulness. Public teaching matters, but

the church also needs hospitality, mercy, practical service, intercession,

generosity, administration, encouragement, care for children, attention

to the elderly, cross-cultural patience, and hidden faithfulness.

The body image also resists  celebrity Christianity.  A church may

benefit  from  unusually  gifted  teachers,  but  the  health  of  the  body

cannot  be  reduced to  the  visibility  of  one leader.  Gifts  remain gifts

from Christ for the good of others.

Mutual love as evidence and formation

Jesus makes mutual love a public mark of discipleship. First John treats

love of brothers and sisters as inseparable from claimed love of God.

Christian community therefore  functions both as  evidence and as  a

school of love.

It is evidence in a pattern-level sense: persistent contempt for God’s

people sits uneasily beside a claim to love God. It is formation because

community  repeatedly  places  us  where  patience,  forgiveness,  truth,

generosity, and service are required.

Community warmth, however, is not an assurance score. Churches

differ  in  culture  and  emotional  expression.  Some  are  highly

demonstrative; others are reserved. A congregation can feel welcoming

while  tolerating  serious  wrongdoing,  and  another  can  be  awkward

while faithfully caring for people. The biblical question reaches deeper

than atmosphere.

A PEOPLE WHO LOVE GOD TOGETHER
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A shared ecology of Word, prayer, worship,
baptism, and the Supper

Scripture,  prayer,  gathered  worship,  baptism,  the  Lord’s  Supper,

repentance,  and  daily  obedience  belong  together  rather  than

functioning as independent spiritual techniques.

The Word is proclaimed to a people. Prayer includes intercession

and  shared  lament.  Worship  is  gathered.  Baptism  marks  Christian

initiation in relation to Christ and the church. The Lord’s Supper is a

communal  act  involving  remembrance,  proclamation,  participation,

unity,  and  self-examination.  Service  and  generosity  turn  worship

outward toward people.

Together,  these practices  form an ecology rather than a menu of

independent  spiritual  hacks.  A  Christian  who  reads  constantly  but

refuses fellowship is  missing something.  So is  a  Christian who loves

gatherings but neglects Scripture, or who participates in sacramental

life while refusing reconciliation and repentance.

Community without coercion

Community  is  a  Christian  good;  coercion  is  not.  Jesus  explicitly

contrasts leadership among his disciples with domineering models of

power. Shepherding exists for the good of the flock under Christ.

The warning matters because communal language can be abused.

“Unity”  can  suppress  reports  of  harm,  “submission”  can  demand

obedience  to  personal  preferences,  “family”  can  erase  boundaries,

“honor” can protect leaders from scrutiny, and “forgiveness” can hurry

victims back into unsafe contact.

The church is the normal context of Christian formation; abusive

or coercive leadership is not a biblical form of that authority. Readers

facing  unsafe  leadership  should  move  directly  to  Chapter  24.

Belonging  to  Christ  never  gives  another  human  being  unlimited

spiritual  jurisdiction over  conscience,  body,  money,  relationships,  or

access to help.
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The gift and difficulty of belonging

Healthy church life is not found by searching for a congregation where

no  one  disappoints  you.  Churches  contain  sinners.  Conflict,  poor

judgment, personality differences, doctrinal disagreement, negligence,

abuse,  and  crime  are  not  interchangeable,  and  wisdom  requires

naming them accurately.

Sometimes faithfulness means staying, forgiving, speaking honestly,

and working toward repair. Sometimes it means reporting wrongdo‐

ing, creating distance,  or leaving. Christian loyalty belongs finally to

Christ, and life with his people must remain accountable to him.

For  most  Christians,  growth  will  include  the  unglamorous

disciplines of showing up, listening, receiving correction, serving when

unnoticed, praying for others, sharing resources, and allowing fellow

believers to know enough of our lives to help us persevere.

R E S P O N S E

Ask whether your current approach to church is mainly consumptive,

avoidant, coercive, or mutual. If you have regular access to a healthy local

church, choose one concrete way to belong rather than merely attend:

encourage someone, serve,  receive help, pray with another believer,  or

make a material need visible. If church experience has become unsafe or

coercive, do not interpret this chapter as a command to remain exposed.

Seek  trustworthy  help  and  use  Chapter  24’s  distinctions.  Christian

community is a gift under Christ, not permission for domination.

A PEOPLE WHO LOVE GOD TOGETHER
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C H A P T E R  1 3

Hearing God Through Scripture

For many literate Christians, “Bible engagement” immediately means

sitting alone with a printed book or app. That practice is valuable. It is

not the only biblical mode of receiving Scripture.

God’s  Word  has  always  been  read  aloud,  heard,  taught,  re‐

membered, sung, recited, translated, preached, discussed, and received

in  community.  Recovering  that  breadth  helps  Christians  love  God

through his Word without making one modern devotional format uni‐

versal.

The Word is given to a people

Nehemiah 8 describes public reading and explanation. First Timothy

assumes  public  reading of  Scripture  in  the  church.  Deuteronomy 6

places  God’s  words  in  households,  conversations,  teaching,  and

memory.  Colossians  3  imagines  the  word  of  Christ  dwelling  richly

through teaching, admonition, and song.

Private  reading  is  a  precious  opportunity  where  available,  but

Christian  history  has  included  long  periods  and  many  contexts  in

which  access  depended  heavily  on  hearing.  Even  today,  literacy,

disability,  language,  persecution,  technology,  and  economics  shape

how Christians encounter Scripture.

The principle is not to lower the value of reading but to broaden

faithfulness.  A  person  who  listens  carefully  to  Scripture  may  be

engaging it more deeply than someone who rushes through pages to

preserve a streak.

Read, hear, remember, speak, sing

Scripture can form love through several faithful modes.
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Reading allows slow attention, context, comparison, and repeated

examination.

Hearing restores the public and relational character of the biblical

word.

Memory and recitation carry truth into ordinary moments where a

text is not physically open.

Speaking  and  teaching require  us  to  understand  enough  to

communicate responsibly.

Singing joins truth to communal memory and affection.

No single mode guarantees transformation. People can memorize

without obeying, hear without listening, read without understanding,

and  sing  without  truth.  God  has  not  restricted  his  Word  to  one

learning style.

Scripture makes the true God known

The purpose of Bible engagement is  not information accumulation.

Second  Timothy  presents  Scripture  as  able  to  make  one  wise  for

salvation and to equip for faithful life. Jesus can rebuke experts who

search the Scriptures while refusing to come to him (John 5:39–40).

The problem is not Scripture but a use of Scripture that stops short of

its Godward and Christ-centered purpose.

This returns us to Chapter 1. We hear Scripture to receive God’s self-

revelation, understand his works, know Christ, learn his will, recognize

sin, receive promises, and be formed in wisdom.

A practical question can help: after reading a passage, can you say

what the text reveals about God, what it says in its own context, how it

relates to Christ and the wider biblical story where appropriate, and

what  faithful  response  actually  follows?  That  is  more  useful  than

asking merely, “What did this verse mean to me today?”

HEARING GOD THROUGH SCRIPTURE
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Meditation and attention

Biblical meditation is sustained, responsive attention to God’s Word.

Psalm 1  and Psalm 119 describe remembering,  pondering,  delighting,

and returning to God’s instruction.

Meditation does not require one technique. A reader may reread a

paragraph,  paraphrase  its  argument,  pray  a  truth,  memorize  a  line,

trace a theme, write a question, discuss it with another believer, or sit

quietly with a passage after understanding its context.

The  practice  becomes  unhealthy  when  the  method  becomes  the

goal. Elaborate color systems, reading plans, journals, and digital tools

can serve attention. They are optional. A believer with little time, low

literacy,  disability,  persecution  risk,  or  no  private  space  may  need

entirely different practices.

Mother tongue, translation, and local theological
agency

Acts 2 depicts the mighty works of God being heard across languages.

The event is unique in redemptive history, but it reinforces a recurring

Christian impulse: the gospel moves across linguistic boundaries.

Hearing Scripture in a  language one thinks,  dreams,  grieves,  and

prays  in  can  deepen  intelligibility  and  local  theological  agency.

Translation does not automatically guarantee faithful interpretation,

and no language is spiritually pure. Still, the church should resist the

idea that mature theology belongs naturally to one prestige language

or region.

The global church needs translation in both directions:  not only

exporting resources from wealthy centers, but learning from faithful

biblical scholarship, preaching, song, and theology produced in many

contexts.
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Reading with the church

No  reader  is  context-free.  Personal  interpretation  benefits  from  the

church across time and space. Pastors, teachers, commentaries, creeds,

confessions, and theologians can help us notice what we miss.

No  famous  teacher  becomes  the  final  authority.  Acts  17  praises

careful  reception and examination.  The Bible  remains authoritative,

and teachers remain accountable to it.

Reading with the global church is similarly useful when it is more

than collecting exotic examples. A Palestinian Christian reading lament

amid  conflict,  an  African  theologian  addressing  fear  surrounding

spiritual powers, an Asian theologian challenging individualism, or a

Western scholar doing textual exegesis should be engaged for the actual

argument they make, not as representatives of continents.

R E S P O N S E

Receive  Scripture  through one  faithful  mode you may be  neglecting.

Read a substantial passage slowly, listen to it, speak it aloud, memorize a

short portion, or discuss it with another believer. Ask first what the text

says  in  context,  then  what  it  reveals  about  God  and  how  it  calls  for

response. If a reading method has become burdensome, simplify it.  If

you  normally  encounter  Scripture  only  privately,  make  room  for  the

church’s public Word. Receive Scripture so that you may know and obey

the God who speaks.

HEARING GOD THROUGH SCRIPTURE
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C H A P T E R  1 4

Prayer and Communion

Prayer can become complicated by our attempts to make it work. We

search  for  the  right  duration,  posture,  sequence,  emotional  state,

vocabulary, or level of faith. Scripture gives patterns and instruction,

but prayer is  not a  mechanism. It  is  Godward communion and de‐

pendence.

Prayer as communion and dependence

Jesus teaches disciples to pray to the Father. Hebrews invites believers

to  draw  near  with  confidence  through  the  priestly  work  of  Christ.

Prayer therefore begins with access given by grace, not with verbal per‐

formance.

This changes what weak prayer means. A person who can only say,

“Help,”  may  be  praying  more  honestly  than  someone  producing

eloquent words for display. Silence caused by grief is not automatically

spiritual failure. Prayer can include speech, tears, groaning, listening to

Scripture, and simply remaining before God.

Christian prayer is relational, but “relationship” must not be turned

into a requirement for continuous felt intimacy. A child may speak to a

trusted  father  while  distressed,  confused,  or  numb.  Communion  is

larger than emotional warmth.

The prayer Jesus teaches

The Lord’s  Prayer  gives  theological  architecture rather than a  magic

script. It begins with God’s name and kingdom, moves through daily

provision, forgiveness, and protection, and teaches dependence that is

both God-centered and ordinary.

Christians may pray the prayer verbatim or use its movements as a

pattern.  The  New  Testament  does  not  require  one  method.  Its
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enduring value is the order of concern: God’s glory, God’s reign, daily

need, reconciled relationships, moral dependence, and protection.

Notice how little room it leaves for self-sufficient spirituality.  We

need bread. We need forgiveness. We need help against temptation. We

pray as people dependent on God and entangled with neighbors.

The Spirit helps weak prayer

Romans 8 joins adoption with weakness. Believers cry to the Father by

the Spirit, and the Spirit helps when they do not know how to pray as

they ought.

This is comfort for Christians whose prayers feel weak. The Spirit’s

help should not be reduced to one unusual experience or spiritual gift.

Weak  words  do  not  place  prayer  outside  God’s  care.  The  believer’s

access  rests  on Christ,  and the Spirit  is  active  even where  conscious

experience is unimpressive.

The breadth of prayer

Scripture  includes  adoration,  thanksgiving,  confession,  petition,

intercession,  lament,  blessing,  and prayer  for  enemies.  A prayer  life

focused only on requests can become narrow, but so can a spirituality

that treats requests as inferior.

God  invites  petition.  Christians  may  ask  for  healing,  provision,

wisdom, justice, conversion, protection, opportunity, and relief. They

also confess sin, give thanks, pray for rulers and neighbors, praise God’s

character, and lament what is wrong.

The breadth protects prayer from becoming either a wish list or a

performance of serenity.

Lament is prayer

Psalm  13  asks  how  long  suffering  will  continue.  Psalm  88  ends  in

darkness without a neat emotional resolution. These prayers belong in

Scripture.

PRAYER AND COMMUNION
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Lament turns pain toward God rather than away from him. It can

protest,  question,  grieve,  remember,  ask,  and  wait.  Faith  is  not

measured by how quickly complaint becomes cheerfulness.

This  matters  for  communities  suffering  war,  displacement,

persecution,  injustice,  poverty,  bereavement,  or  communal  trauma.

Christian  prayer  should  not  force  private,  individualized  emotional

scripts onto every form of suffering.

When answers do not come as asked

Paul  repeatedly  asks  for  the  removal  of  his  “thorn,”  yet  receives

sustaining  grace  rather  than  the  requested  removal  (2  Corinthians

12:7–10). This is a clearer example of unanswered petition in ordinary

Christian experience than Gethsemane.

Jesus’  prayer  in  Gethsemane certainly  shows honest  anguish  and

submission to the Father’s will, but the event belongs uniquely to his

passion  and  redemptive  vocation.  It  should  not  be  turned  into  a

generic “God says no” formula.

Prayer  is  therefore  compatible  with  repeated  requests,  honest

disappointment, submission, and continuing faith. The common “yes,

no, wait” summary may be pastorally useful, but it is not an exhaustive

biblical account of every answer.

Prayer naturally opens into the gathered church’s worship and or‐

dinances.

R E S P O N S E

Pray without trying to impress God. Let the Lord’s Prayer widen your

concerns: God’s name, kingdom, provision, forgiveness, temptation, and

dependence.  If  you  are  grieving,  lament  rather  than  forcing  praise

language  you  do  not  mean.  If  a  request  has  gone  unanswered,  keep

asking where appropriate and also ask for sustaining grace. If words are

weak,  remember  that  the  Spirit  helps  weak  prayer.  Prayer  is  not  a

method for controlling outcomes.  It  is  truthful  communion with the

Father through the Son in the Spirit.

HOW TO LOVE GOD
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C H A P T E R  1 5

Gathered Worship, Baptism, and
the Lord’s Supper

Christian worship is more than music, and gathered worship is more

than a weekly event designed to produce a spiritual atmosphere. The

church  gathers  around  God,  his  Word,  prayer,  praise,  baptism,  the

Lord’s  Supper,  confession,  generosity,  and mutual  life.  Forms  differ

widely across traditions and cultures. The theological center is more

durable than one style.

Worship in spirit and truth

Jesus’  conversation in John 4 relocates  worship from a dispute over

sacred geography toward worship of the Father in spirit and truth. The

passage should not be reduced to “sincerity plus accurate doctrine,”

but it clearly rules out the idea that one location, music style, language,

or cultural form owns Christian worship.

Revelation gives  a  multinational  horizon of  worship before  God

and the Lamb. The church on earth anticipates that reality imperfectly.

Christian worship can be quiet or exuberant, sung with ancient hymns

or newer songs, richly liturgical or comparatively simple. Forms must

be  judged  by  truth,  edification,  holiness,  intelligibility,  love,  and

faithfulness—not by familiarity alone.

The gathered church

Hebrews 10 places gathering in the context of drawing near through

Christ, holding fast hope, and encouraging one another. Colossians 3

joins the word of Christ,  teaching, admonition, song, gratitude, and

communal virtues.
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Gathered  worship  therefore  has  both  vertical  and  horizontal

dimensions. We address God, and we also speak truth to one another.

We receive, confess, remember, and respond together.

Music  matters  because  song  carries  truth  and  affection  into

memory.  But  music  must  remain  a  servant.  Intensity,  production

quality, cultural familiarity, or emotional release cannot by themselves

prove spiritual depth.

Baptism

Baptism is instituted by Christ, given in the triune name, connected

with disciple-making, and strongly associated in the New Testament

with  conversion,  union  with  Christ,  new-life  identity,  and  entrance

into the visible Christian community.

Protestants disagree about the proper subjects of baptism, its mode,

and how to describe its efficacy. Baptists emphasize believer’s baptism

and often speak of ordinance and testimony; paedobaptist traditions

baptize  believers  and  their  children  within  covenantal  frameworks;

sacramental  traditions  use  stronger  language  of  means  and  divine

action. Those differences are substantial and should not be hidden.

For present purposes,  the shared center matters most:  baptism is

not a private self-invention. It locates Christian identity in Christ and

his  church.  It  directs  the  believer  away  from  endless  self-definition

toward the public name and promise of the triune God.

The Lord’s Supper: remembrance, participation,
and hope

First Corinthians gives two especially important sets of emphases.

In 1 Corinthians 10:16–17, Paul speaks of participation or fellowship

in Christ and connects the one bread with the unity of the one body.

The Supper is therefore more than an isolated private act of mental re‐

collection.

In 1 Corinthians 11, Paul transmits the received tradition concerning

the meal and connects it with remembrance, proclamation of Christ’s

HOW TO LOVE GOD
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death,  gathered  conduct,  self-examination,  and  discernment.  The

chapter’s  rebuke  of  humiliating  divisions  shows  that  table  theology

and neighbor-love cannot be separated.

Across the New Testament and the church’s practice,  the Supper

therefore gathers remembrance, proclamation, thanksgiving, participa‐

tion or fellowship, unity, self-examination, and future hope.

Protestants  disagree  about  Christ’s  presence  and  the  Supper’s

efficacy. Reformed, Lutheran, Anglican, Methodist, Baptist, and other

traditions use different formulations. No detailed sacramental model

needs  to  be  settled  here  to  reject  an  impoverished  one:  the  Supper

should not be treated as arbitrary private memory with no ecclesial or

participatory dimension.

Self-examination without scrupulosity

Paul’s call to examine oneself before the Supper does not require an

impossible search for every hidden motive. In context, the Corinthian

problem involves destructive treatment of the body and the meal.

Self-examination  should  therefore  lead  to  truthful  repentance,

reconciliation  where  appropriate,  and  humble  participation—not

endless  delay  until  the  believer  feels  perfectly  worthy.  The  table

announces Christ’s death precisely to needy people.

Churches  must  apply  their  own  faithful  theological  convictions

about admission to the table. Readers should follow the discipline of

their local church where that discipline is  biblically accountable and

not coercive.

Worship beyond one cultural form

The  global  church  corrects  assumptions  we  may  not  notice.  Some

Christians  receive  Scripture  mainly  orally.  Some  worship  in  house

churches with few resources. Some worship amid persecution. Some

use  drums,  some  organs,  some  unaccompanied  song,  some  long

spoken prayers, some structured liturgy. No culture is neutral, and no

culture is automatically more spiritual.

GATHERED WORSHIP, BAPTISM, AND THE LORD’S SUPPER
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Christian  worship  cannot  be  measured  by  resemblance  to  our

preferred setting. The deeper questions are whether Christ is confessed

truthfully, Scripture governs, the church is edified, the ordinances are

honored faithfully, love is visible, and God is worshiped rather than

the experience itself.

R E S P O N S E

At your next gathering, resist the habit of evaluating worship mainly by

what you received emotionally.  Attend to God,  his  Word,  the people

around you, and the gospel enacted in the church’s practices. If you are

baptized,  remember  that  your  Christian  identity  is  not  self-authored.

When you receive the Lord’s Supper according to your church’s faithful

practice,  remember  Christ,  proclaim  his  death,  discern  the  body,  and

receive the meal as a communal act of hope. Let worship move outward

into love rather than ending with atmosphere.

HOW TO LOVE GOD
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C H A P T E R  1 6

Repentance and Ordinary
Obedience

The  Christian  life  is  not  sustained  by  a  series  of  dramatic

breakthroughs.  Much  of  it  consists  of  small  returns:  confessing,

repairing, obeying, beginning again, and doing ordinary good under

grace.

Repentance is not the entrance fee we pay each time we need God

to accept us again. It is a recurring movement of truth within the life of

grace.

Repentance is a Christian rhythm

First John assumes that believers still sin and calls them into truthful

confession  rather  than  denial  (1  John  1:5–10).  Walking  in  the  light

means refusing concealment and returning to God through Christ, not

claiming sinlessness.

This makes repentance hopeful. Sin is serious enough to name, and

grace is strong enough that naming it need not destroy us.

A  mature  Christian  is  not  someone  who  has  learned  to  explain

every  failure  away.  Maturity  includes  quicker  honesty,  less

defensiveness, more willingness to repair harm, and deeper dependence

on Christ.

Confession and truthfulness

Confession begins before God. When sin has directly harmed another

person,  confession  may  also  need  to  become  interpersonal.  James

connects confession and prayer within Christian community.

Private sin does not automatically require public disclosure. Forced

disclosure  can  become  manipulative  and  unsafe.  The  scope  of
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confession  should  fit  the  nature  of  the  wrongdoing,  the  people

harmed, and the responsibilities involved.

Confession should also avoid self-protective vagueness.  “Mistakes

were  made”  is  not  repentance.  Where  possible,  name  the  act,

acknowledge  harm,  avoid  blame-shifting,  and  do  not  demand

immediate reassurance from the person hurt.

Fruit worthy of repentance

Zacchaeus’  encounter  with  Jesus  includes  concrete  financial  repair.

The  story  is  not  a  universal  restitution  formula,  but  it  shows  that

repentance can become material.

Where sin has caused measurable loss, repair may be appropriate.

Stolen money should be returned. Lies may need correction. A pattern

of  manipulation  requires  changed  access  and  accountability.  Abuse

may require reporting and consequences in addition to confession.

Repentance does not automatically restore a former role. A person

can  be  forgiven  and  reconciled  in  important  ways  while  remaining

disqualified  from  particular  leadership  because  trust,  safety,  or

qualifications have changed. Chapter 22 and Chapter 24 will treat this

distinction in detail.

Ordinary obedience

Colossians  3  and  1  Thessalonians  4  place  Christian  holiness  amid

clothing  ourselves  with  compassion,  forgiving,  speaking,  working,

sexual faithfulness, quiet responsibility, and love.

Love  for  God  becomes  concrete  in  kitchens,  classrooms,  offices,

shops,  buses,  hospitals,  farms,  homes,  churches,  and  private  digital

spaces.  It  affects  money,  speech,  body,  time,  promises,  work quality,

sexuality, generosity, and treatment of people with less power.

This  protects  vocation  from  spiritual  hierarchy.  A  missionary  or

pastor does not possess a more sacred class of obedience than a parent

changing  a  diaper,  a  student  refusing  plagiarism,  a  cleaner  working

HOW TO LOVE GOD
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honestly,  a  nurse  caring  for  a  difficult  patient,  or  a  business  owner

paying fairly.

Small faithfulness without spiritual merit

Because daily obedience is repetitive, it can become a place of either

pride or discouragement.  We compare routines,  productivity,  family

structures, ministries, and visible outcomes.

Philippians 2 again gives the needed relation: act because God is at

work,  not  to  place  God in debt.  Small  faithfulness  matters  because

God commands and loves  good,  not because productivity  generates

worth.

A  rule  of  life,  schedule,  or  practice  can  help,  but  it  remains

prudential.  Some seasons support long morning routines;  others do

not. Illness, infants, shift work, disability, danger, or persecution can

radically reshape what faithfulness looks like.

From ordinary faithfulness to pressure

Even good rhythms do not guarantee consolation. A Christian can be

praying,  worshiping,  serving,  and  repenting  while  God  still  feels

distant. Another may lose desire because of known sin. Another may

be grieving. Another may be clinically depressed. Another may simply

be exhausted.

That  ambiguity  requires  a  rule  worth  carrying  forward:  an

experience can be real without revealing its own cause.

REPENTANCE AND ORDINARY OBEDIENCE
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R E S P O N S E

Choose  one  everyday  place  where  repentance  or  obedience  needs  to

become concrete. Confess without trying to purchase forgiveness. If you

have  harmed  someone,  consider  what  repair  or  restitution  is  actually

appropriate. Then choose one small act of faithfulness in work, speech,

money, body, home, or relationship. Do not wait for a dramatic spiritual

mood.  And do not  turn  the  act  into  a  measurement  of  your  worth.

Christian maturity is often built through grace-shaped returns that no

one applauds.

HOW TO LOVE GOD
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Part V — Love Under
Pressure

The  previous  part  described  the  normal  patterns  of  Christian

formation. This part asks what happens when faithfulness comes

under pressure—when desire is low, suffering persists, rivals become

powerful,  or spiritual opposition is  feared. No single explanation

fits  every  hardship.  Scripture  gives  a  richer  realism:  sin,  bodily

weakness, grief, social harm, temptation, the world, and demonic

opposition are all real, but they are not interchangeable.



C H A P T E R  1 7

When God Feels Distant

Two  Christians  can  use  the  same  sentence—“God  feels  distant”—

while facing very different realities. One has been hiding a deliberate

pattern of sin.  Another has just  buried a parent.  One is  chronically

sleep-deprived.  Another  is  experiencing  depression.  One  has  been

spiritually manipulated by a church leader. Another is passing through

a season in which prayer simply feels flat. One is trapped in repeated

checking, terrified that unwanted thoughts prove unbelief.

The words describe an experience. They do not diagnose its cause.

Name the experience before naming the cause

The Psalms give believers language for low consolation and apparent

distance.  Psalm  42–43  moves  through  thirst,  memory,  grief,  self-

address,  hope,  and  repeated  longing.  It  does  not  give  a  clinical

diagnosis, nor does it reduce the experience to one spiritual failure.

That  difference  matters  pastorally.  “Dryness,”  “coldness,”

“distance,”  and  “low  desire”  describe  conscious  experience  without

identifying  its  cause.  The  primary  cause  may  be  moral,  relational,

bodily, psychological, social, spiritual, or mixed. 17.1
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Figure 5. “God feels distant” names an experience, not its cause.
Discernment begins with safety and function, then considers several
possible domains that may overlap, with proportionate responses.

A wise first step is to slow down before reaching a verdict and name

what  is  actually  happening.  Is  prayer  difficult?  Is  pleasure  reduced

broadly  or  only  in  explicitly  religious  activity?  Is  concentration

impaired? Is there grief? Is there known sin? Is the problem new or

longstanding?  Is  daily  functioning  deteriorating?  Is  there  fear,

coercion, or danger? The answers do not create a diagnosis, but they

help determine what kind of care may be appropriate.

Known sin may matter

Scripture  does  teach  that  sin  can  damage  fellowship  and  spiritual

vitality. Psalm 32 describes the burden of concealed sin. Revelation 2

calls a church to repent after decline.

If there is clear, known sin, the right response is not endless analysis.

Repent. Bring it into the light. Make repair where appropriate. Return

to Christ.

But known sin is different from invented hidden sin. A person who

cannot  identify  wrongdoing  should  not  be  pressured  to  search

When God Feels Distant: Discern Before You Diagnose
A non-diagnostic pathway for proportionate care

“God feels distant”

Check safety and daily function
Danger, severe impairment, abuse, or crisis requires appropriate help.

Possible domains — several may coexist

Known sin Grief / loss Body / fatigue Depression / anhedonia

Scrupulosity / anxiety Doubt Church injury Mixed / unknown

Respond proportionately: repent where sin is known; lament grief; rest and seek medical care when bodily factors matter;

seek qualified mental-health or safeguarding help where appropriate; remain connected; do not invent a hidden cause.

WHEN GOD FEELS DISTANT
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indefinitely until a cause is found. That process can become especially

harmful for scrupulous readers, who may interpret uncertainty itself as

proof of guilt.

God is capable of convicting specifically. Christian repentance does

not require omniscient self-knowledge.

Embodied weakness matters

The  story  of  Elijah  in  1  Kings  19  shows  a  prophet  who  is  fearful,

depleted, isolated, sleeping, eating, and receiving material care before

further divine instruction. The passage can correct a spirituality that

treats the body as irrelevant.

It cannot diagnose Elijah retrospectively with a modern psychiatric

disorder.  Terms such as major depressive disorder,  anxiety disorders,

trauma-related  conditions,  or  anhedonia  belong  to  contemporary

clinical frameworks and require contemporary assessment.

The  legitimate  pastoral  inference  is  modest:  exhaustion,

nourishment,  sleep,  illness,  and  bodily  condition  can  matter  to

spiritual  experience.  Sometimes  the  faithful  response  to  depleted

attention is rest rather than adding another devotional burden. 17.2

Depression, anhedonia, and other clinical factors

Depression is  not a  synonym for spiritual  dryness.  Anhedonia—the

reduced  capacity  to  experience  interest  or  pleasure—is  a  clinical

concept that can occur in depression and other conditions. It can affect

worship, relationships, food, hobbies, work, and many other sources

of pleasure. Its presence or absence cannot be established by a Bible

study guide.

Persistent low mood, significant loss of interest, major changes in

functioning,  severe  anxiety,  self-harm  thoughts,  or  other  serious

symptoms warrant appropriate professional assessment. Seeking such

help  is  not  an  admission  that  spiritual  realities  do  not  matter.  It

recognizes  that  human  beings  are  embodied  creatures  and  that

HOW TO LOVE GOD
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competent care can address dimensions pastors are not trained to dia‐

gnose.

Medication  decisions—including  starting,  stopping,  adjusting,  or

attributing  effects—belong  with  qualified  clinicians  who  know  the

person’s history and circumstances. 17.3

Intrusive thoughts are not chosen allegiance

Scrupulous  Christians  may  be  especially  distressed  by  intrusive

thoughts—unwanted  ideas,  images,  doubts,  or  impulses  that  feel

morally or spiritually threatening. The presence of a thought is not the

same as endorsing it.

Christian moral  responsibility  includes  what  we choose,  nurture,

pursue, resist, and do. It is too simple to treat every mental event as a

direct revelation of the “true heart.”

Repeated reassurance can also become part of a compulsive cycle. A

person asks, “Am I really saved?” receives an answer, feels relief, then

asks again when anxiety returns. Or they repeatedly inspect motives,

confessions,  prayers,  and  memories.  The  goal  becomes  certainty  of

feeling rather than trust in Christ.

Pastoral care should not shame this pattern or feed it with endless

tests. 17.4 Appendix  H  gives  a  bounded  assurance  guide;  persistent

compulsive patterns may need specialized clinical help.

What to do when you do not know why

Uncertainty still permits proportionate action:

repent where sin is actually known;

remain connected to trustworthy Christians rather than

isolating;

continue simple prayer and Scripture without using quantity as

a test;

attend to sleep, food, movement, medical needs, and practical

stressors;

• 

• 

• 

• 
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seek pastoral, relational, or professional help appropriate to the

problem;

reduce compulsive checking rather than adding more

reassurance rituals;

lament honestly when the cause remains unclear;

wait without turning uncertainty into a theological accusation.

The list is not a guaranteed recovery program. Different causes require

different  responses,  and some suffering remains  unresolved for  long

periods.

Love can remain real in low affect

First  Peter  can  speak  of  believers  loving  Christ  amid  grief  in  trials.

Romans  8  grounds  hope  in  God’s  action  and  love  rather  than  in

constant emotional certainty.

Low affect  therefore does  not automatically  mean love is  absent.

Neither  should  this  comfort  be  used  to  deny  real  spiritual  decline.

Christians  can  drift,  harden,  neglect,  and  sin.  Emotional  intensity

cannot decide the matter by itself.

The believer’s task is not to produce a reassuring feeling about the

heart. It is to remain truthful before God, receive the gospel, repent

where needed, use appropriate care, and keep returning to Christ.

R E S P O N S E

If God feels distant, do not force a diagnosis. Name the experience. Ask

whether there is clear sin to repent of, obvious exhaustion to address,

grief  to  lament,  relational  harm  to  face,  or  serious  impairment  that

warrants professional care. Keep your spiritual practices simple enough

that they do not become a test. If intrusive doubts are driving repeated

reassurance  and  checking,  resist  adding  another  cycle.  You  are  not

required to  explain  yourself  perfectly  before  you can come to  Christ.

Bring what you know, and leave what you do not know in God’s hands.

• 

• 

• 

• 
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C H A P T E R  1 8

Loving God Through Suffering,
Grief, and Unanswered Prayer

Suffering creates questions that tidy theology cannot make small. Why

did this happen? Is God disciplining me? Did I pray incorrectly? Is my

faith weak? Why was another person healed while I was not? Why did

justice not come? Why did God allow the church to fail me? Can I love

God while angry, grieving, or confused?

Scripture  does  not  answer  every  providential  “why.”  It  gives

something more reliable: permission to lament, warnings against false

explanations,  the  crucified  and risen Christ,  grace  for  weakness,  the

community of sufferers, and a final horizon in which death and curse

do not have the last word.

I. Suffering without easy explanations

Rejecting simple retribution

The book of  Job  exposes  the  failure  of  a  simple  equation between

suffering  and personal  wrongdoing.  Job’s  friends  possess  many true

statements about divine justice, but they misapply them by assuming

they can infer Job’s guilt from his pain.

Jesus similarly refuses a simple blame framework in John 9 when

asked whether a man’s blindness resulted from his sin or his parents’

sin. The passage should not be generalized into a complete theology of

disability, but it clearly blocks the automatic inference presented to Je‐

sus.

Known  actions  can  have  consequences.  Scripture  does  teach

discipline,  judgment,  and  sowing-and-reaping  realities.  The  error  is

claiming certainty where God has not disclosed the cause.

A  grieving  person  should  not  be  made  to  solve  a  secret  moral

equation before receiving care.
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Fatherly discipline without hidden-sin arithmetic

Hebrews 12 teaches that God forms his children and that discipline can

be an expression of fatherly love. Christians should not remove that

category simply because it can be misused.

But  fatherly  discipline  is  not  the  same  as  “this  specific  illness

happened because of that hidden sin.” Hebrews does not give pastors

access to the secret counsel of providence. Discipline can include God’s

formative use of hardship without the sufferer being able to identify a

one-to-one offense.

The  safest  pastoral  rule  is  concrete:  if  Scripture  and  conscience

identify sin, repent. If not, do not manufacture a cause to make the

situation feel controllable.

Suffering is not automatically sanctifying

Christians often say that suffering makes people stronger or closer to

God.  Sometimes  suffering  does  become  a  context  in  which  faith

deepens. Scripture can speak of tested faith, endurance, and character.

But suffering does not mechanically sanctify. It can also disorient,

traumatize,  embitter,  isolate,  exhaust,  or  expose  people  to  further

harm. The inverse of prosperity theology is still a formula if it implies

that more pain automatically means more holiness.

Growth in suffering remains grace, not a guaranteed psychological

effect.

II. Lament and unanswered prayer

Lament is faithful speech

The Psalms provide a vocabulary wider than cheerful certainty. Psalm

88  ends  without  the  resolution  readers  may  expect.  Other  laments

move  between  complaint,  petition,  remembrance,  confidence,  and

praise in different proportions.

Lament addresses God. It can say that something is terrible without

accusing God of moral evil. It can ask where God is, how long suffering
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will continue, and why the wicked prosper. It can call for justice. It can

remember promises while still feeling abandoned.

Churches that allow only triumphant testimony can make sufferers

feel  as  though  pain  must  be  edited  before  it  becomes  Christian.

Scripture does not require that editing.

When prayer is not answered as asked

Paul’s repeated request concerning his “thorn” in 2 Corinthians 12 is a

useful  example  for  ordinary  Christian  experience.  The  requested

removal does not occur, yet Paul receives a word of grace sufficient for

weakness.  The passage does not teach that every unanswered prayer

will receive a clear explanation. It shows that refusal of the requested

outcome need not mean divine indifference.

Gethsemane adds another dimension: Jesus expresses real anguish

and submits to the Father’s will. But his prayer belongs uniquely to the

passion and his redemptive vocation. We should not use it as though

every  painful  providence  were  a  small  version  of  the  atonement  or

every denied request had the same function.

Christians can ask boldly and submit honestly without pretending

the unwanted outcome is easy.

The cross and Trinitarian faithfulness

The cross stands at the center of Christian hope in suffering, but it

must be described carefully. Jesus truly suffers, bears sin, experiences

dereliction  expressed  in  the  cry  from  Psalm  22,  and  dies.  Christian

theology confesses that the Father did not cease to be Father or stop

loving the Son. The Trinity did not fracture ontologically.

This  matters  because pastoral  rhetoric  can become stronger than

orthodox  confession.  Saying  “the  Trinity  broke  apart  so  God

understands  your  abandonment”  may sound emotionally  powerful,

but  it  distorts  the  faith.  The  comfort  is  deeper:  the  incarnate  Son

enters  suffering  and  death  in  perfect  obedience,  the  Father

accomplishes redemption through him, and the Spirit applies the fruit

of that work. None of this requires the divine life to fracture.

LOVING GOD THROUGH SUFFERING, GRIEF, AND UNANSWERED PRAYER
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III. Endurance, safety, and hope

Endurance is not mandatory exposure to abuse

Christian calls to endurance have sometimes been used to keep people

inside preventable harm. A spouse is told to endure violence. A church

member is told to endure a coercive leader. A missionary is told that

organizational neglect is simply the cost of the gospel. A whistleblower

is told that reporting wrongdoing betrays unity.

Those  uses  confuse  suffering  for  Christ  with  avoidable  harm

produced by sin and bad systems.  Jesus and the apostles  sometimes

escape danger. Scripture recognizes civil authority, protection, church

discipline, and practical care. Love of enemy does not require giving an

abuser unrestricted access.

Endurance  may  mean  remaining  faithful  while  seeking  safety,

reporting  wrongdoing,  leaving  a  harmful  situation,  or  accepting

necessary limits. Chapter 24 will develop the questions of church au‐

thority.

Grief and joy can coexist

Christian  joy  is  not  the  opposite  of  grief.  The  New Testament  can

speak of sorrow and rejoicing together.  Resurrection hope does not

require pretending death is good. Jesus weeps at Lazarus’s tomb even

though he is about to raise him.

This gives Christians permission to experience mixed states without

treating them as hypocrisy. Hope can coexist with anger. Gratitude can

coexist with lament. Faith can coexist with questions. Love can endure

while felt consolation is absent.

Resurrection is the final horizon

Romans 8 directs suffering toward a future in which creation itself is

liberated. Revelation 21–22 gives the final vision: God’s dwelling with

his  people,  death  and  mourning  removed,  curse  abolished,  servants

seeing God and serving him.
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This  hope  is  not  an  explanation  for  every  present  event.  It  is  a

promise about the end of the story. Christianity does not say, “You will

eventually understand why every terrible thing happened.” It says that

God  will  judge  evil,  raise  the  dead,  renew  creation,  dwell  with  his

people, and bring his work to completion.

That is enough to make lament hopeful without making it small.

R E S P O N S E

Do not rush suffering into a lesson. If you are grieving, lament. If you

have asked repeatedly for something good and the answer has not come

as requested, keep prayer open without blaming weak faith or inventing

hidden  sin.  If  harm  is  ongoing,  endurance  does  not  require  refusing

safety  or  accountability.  Receive  practical  and professional  care  where

needed. Anchor hope not in the promise that every present mystery will

be explained, but in Christ crucified and risen and in the resurrection

and new creation God has promised.

LOVING GOD THROUGH SUFFERING, GRIEF, AND UNANSWERED PRAYER
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C H A P T E R  1 9

Rival Loves in a Distracted and
Disordered World

A created good becomes dangerous when it is asked to be God. That

sentence  is  easy  to  repeat  and  hard  to  apply.  Christians  can  call

everything an idol until the word loses precision, or they can reserve

idolatry for statues and miss modern forms of rival allegiance.

Rival loves are competing trusts, valuations, loyalties, and patterns

that  displace  God’s  supremacy.  They  must  be  discerned  without

treating every strong desire, pleasure, or habit as idolatry.

Idolatry and disordered love

Scripture’s  explicit  language  is  worship,  exchange,  covetousness,

mastery, loyalty, and false gods. Christian thinkers such as Augustine

have helpfully described sin in terms of wrongly ordered loves. That

phrase is a theological synthesis, not a biblical quotation. 19.1

Its value is that sin often does not consist in loving an evil object. It

consists in loving a good thing as ultimate, or loving it in a way that

violates God’s order. Family, nation, work, pleasure, security, ministry,

reputation,  and knowledge  can all  be  genuine goods.  They become

rivals when they claim the allegiance, trust, or moral permission that

belongs to God.

The test is not “Do I enjoy this?” but “What place does it occupy?”

Individual rivals

Money can become more than a tool or provision. It promises control,

status, insulation from dependence, and the ability to shape outcomes.

Sex and romance can become sources of identity and salvation, or

areas where desire is permitted to overrule God’s will.
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Success and productivity can become a verdict: if I achieve, I matter;

if I fail, I disappear.

Approval can make human opinion more determinative than obed‐

ience.

Comfort can turn suffering or sacrifice into automatic evidence that

something is wrong.

Control can imitate trust while refusing creaturely limits.

These diagnoses are useful only when concrete.  Generic vice lists

can make everyone feel vaguely guilty while changing nothing.

Collective rivals

Idolatry  is  also  corporate.  Nations,  ethnic  identities,  political

movements,  family  honor,  prosperity,  institutional  reputation,  and

group survival can become sacred loyalties.

Cultural  belonging  is  not  therefore  suspect.  Scripture  anticipates

redeemed  peoples  and  nations,  and  ordinary  loyalty  to  family  and

community can be good.  The problem occurs  when group identity

becomes morally unquestionable, when outsiders are dehumanized, or

when the church protects its reputation at the cost of truth.

Collective  idols  can  be  harder  to  see  because  they  are  socially

rewarded. What feels like faithfulness may actually be conformity to

the expectations of one’s group.

Digital attention as one modern domain

Digital  systems  can  intensify  distraction,  comparison,  pornography,

outrage,  consumerism,  and  constant  stimulation.  Algorithms  often

compete for attention because attention has economic value. 19.2 These

realities deserve practical thought.

But  digital  life  is  not  the  universal  defining  problem of  modern

Christianity. Billions of people experience technology differently, with

varied  access,  costs,  languages,  infrastructure,  and  social  effects.

Christian counsel should not assume a high-income, always-connected

Western user as the human default.

RIVAL LOVES IN A DISTRACTED AND DISORDERED WORLD
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Where digital patterns do interfere with love, simple measures can

help: remove an app, change notification settings, avoid a device in a

vulnerable context,  establish screen-free times,  use accountability,  or

replace  passive  consumption  with  embodied  presence.  These  are

prudential choices, not divine commands.

No pop-neuroscience claim about “dopamine” is needed to justify

wisdom about attention.

Wanting is not always choosing

Desire must also be interpreted carefully. Galatians 5 describes conflict

within Christian life. A believer can experience impulses opposed to

the Spirit while resisting them.

An  urge  is  morally  relevant,  but  it  is  not  identical  to  deliberate

allegiance. Intrusive thoughts, conditioned responses, bodily appetite,

trauma-related reactions,  and habits  can operate without revealing a

person’s final values in a simple way.

Yet complexity must not become an excuse. Repeatedly choosing

and  nurturing  a  pattern  matters.  The  distinction  helps  us  repent

accurately:  not claiming guilt  for every unwanted mental event,  and

not hiding chosen sin behind psychological language.

Repentance means reordering allegiance under
grace

The answer to rival  love goes beyond removal.  If  approval  rules  us,

deleting social media without learning to live before God may simply

move  the  idol  elsewhere.  If  money  rules  us,  a  temporary  giving

challenge can expose fear but cannot by itself create trust. If ministry

success rules us, a break may reveal the problem but will not heal iden‐

tity.

Repentance returns to God under grace. It names the rival, receives

Christ  again as  sufficient,  obeys concretely,  and builds practices  that

support  the  new allegiance.  Sometimes  this  includes  giving,  fasting,
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confession,  limits,  service,  or  changed  routines.  None  is  a  magical

replacement mechanism.

There  is  another  dimension  as  well:  some  opposition  to  love

involves spiritual powers, not only habit or flesh.

R E S P O N S E

Choose one rival that is concrete enough to name. Ask what promise it

makes:  security,  approval,  pleasure,  control,  identity,  innocence,

belonging, or escape. Then ask what obedience under God would look

like.  Do not  call  every  unwanted urge  an  idol,  and do not  call  every

cultural loyalty evil. Focus on mastery and allegiance. Make one practical

change that serves repentance, but do not treat the change as the cure.

The deeper movement is back toward God through grace.

RIVAL LOVES IN A DISTRACTED AND DISORDERED WORLD
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C H A P T E R  2 0

Spiritual Warfare Without Fear or
Speculation

Some  Christians  explain  nearly  every  serious  problem  in  demonic

terms.  Others  speak  as  though Satan and demons  are  embarrassing

remnants of a premodern worldview. Scripture permits neither fear-

driven obsession nor functional naturalism.

Spiritual warfare is real. Its center, however, is Christ—not specula‐

tion.

The battle is real

Ephesians  6  describes  struggle  against  spiritual  powers  and  calls

Christians to stand. First Peter pictures the devil as an adversary who

seeks to devour and commands believers to resist him firm in faith.

The New Testament treats Satan as a personal evil agent connected

with temptation, deception, accusation, persecution, and opposition

to  the  gospel.  Demons  are  not  merely  metaphors  for  psychological

conflict.

Yet these passages do not say that every illness, intrusive thought,

family  conflict,  poverty,  infertility,  mental  health  condition,  or

misfortune is directly caused by demons. Scripture itself gives multiple

causal categories.

Christ’s victory sets the tone

Colossians  2  portrays  Christ’s  cross  as  triumph over  hostile  powers.

Revelation 12  connects  victory  with the  Lamb and faithful  witness.

Christian warfare therefore begins from Christ’s lordship rather than

terror about hidden demonic access.

Victory  should not  be  turned into  triumphalism.  Christians  still

suffer,  are  tempted,  and  face  opposition.  The  New  Testament’s
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repeated commands to stand, resist, watch, and pray make no sense if

conflict has disappeared.

The tone is sober confidence: the enemy is real and not sovereign.

The ordinary weapons Scripture names

Ephesians 6 names truth, righteousness, readiness with the gospel of

peace,  faith,  salvation,  the  Word  of  God,  and  prayer.  James  calls

believers  to  submit  to  God,  resist  the  devil,  draw near,  repent,  and

humble themselves.

These  commands  are  deliberately  ordinary.  Scripture  does  not

require a technical map of territorial spirits, secret names of demons,

elaborate formulas, or a hierarchy of curses in order for Christians to

stand firm.

Prayer,  Scripture,  holiness,  faith,  gospel  confidence,  repentance,

church  community,  and  resistance  are  not  “less  spiritual”  than

dramatic deliverance practices. They are central biblical weapons.

Flesh, world, and demons are not one category

Galatians describes conflict with the flesh. First John warns against the

world and its desires. James can trace temptation through desire while

also speaking of the devil elsewhere. Human sin, social systems, bodily

processes,  habits,  and  demonic  opposition  can  interact  without

becoming interchangeable.

Causal  humility  matters  because  over-spiritualization  can  erase

responsibility. If anger is blamed on a demon, the person may avoid

repentance. If abuse is called spiritual warfare, institutions may hide

criminal conduct. If depression is labeled demonic, a sufferer may be

kept from appropriate care.

The opposite reduction also fails: a clinical diagnosis does not prove

that  spiritual  temptation  and  prayer  are  irrelevant.  Different

descriptions can address different levels of one human life.

SPIRITUAL WARFARE WITHOUT FEAR OR SPECULATION
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Witchcraft accusation and fear-based claims

In some contexts, unexplained illness, infertility, disability, economic

loss, death, or family conflict may lead to accusations of witchcraft or

curses.  Christian supernatural  realism cannot  become permission to

identify  vulnerable  people  as  hidden  spiritual  threats  without  evid‐

ence.

Scripture  condemns  occult  practices.  It  does  not  authorize

Christians to invent causal certainty about which neighbor supposedly

caused  a  misfortune.  Fear-driven  accusation  can  produce  exclusion,

violence, family rupture, and abuse.20.1

No child, elderly person, disabled person, widow, social outsider, or

other vulnerable person should be labeled a witch or demonic source

because a community lacks another explanation.

Medical, psychological, social, and spiritual care can
coexist

Biblical  narratives  include  ordinary  material  care,  and Paul  can give

practical  bodily  advice.  Those  texts  show  that  creaturely  means  are

compatible  with  faith.  They  do  not  establish  modern  psychiatry,

psychology, medication protocols, or a technical biopsychosocial mod‐

el.

Modern  clinical  claims  require  modern  clinical  evidence.  Social

claims  require  social  evidence.  Spiritual-warfare  claims  require

responsible theology and exegesis.

The  practical  implication  is  still  important:  seeking  a  physician,

therapist, safeguarding professional, social support, or legal help does

not deny spiritual reality. Praying and receiving competent care are not

competitors.

No coercive deliverance 20.2

Practices described as spiritual warfare can themselves become abusive.

No  Christian  theology  justifies  humiliating,  threatening,  striking,
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restraining, starving, sexually violating, financially exploiting, isolating,

or depriving a person of needed care in the name of deliverance.

A person in distress should not be pressured to “confess” a demon,

disclose trauma publicly, stop medication, abandon medical treatment,

or accept another person’s speculative diagnosis as divine certainty.

Church  leaders  must  be  accountable.  Children  and  vulnerable

adults require particular protection. Where conduct may be criminal

or  creates  immediate  danger,  appropriate  safeguarding  and  civil

processes should not be delayed by an internal prayer process.

Stand firm without obsession

The New Testament’s warfare language is meant to help Christians live

faithfully, not to make warfare the center of identity. Believers belong

to  Christ.  They  pray,  resist  temptation,  tell  the  truth,  pursue

righteousness,  proclaim  the  gospel,  love  neighbors,  remain  in

community, and hope.

Satan  does  not  deserve  the  fascinated  attention  that  belongs  to

God.

R E S P O N S E

Take spiritual  opposition seriously without inventing causes.  Stand in

Christ’s  victory.  Use  the  weapons  Scripture  names:  truth,  faith,

righteousness, the gospel, Scripture, prayer, repentance, resistance, and

Christian community. If a problem may also be medical, psychological,

social, or legal, seek the appropriate care. Reject fear-driven accusations

and any coercive practice done in the name of deliverance. The goal of

spiritual warfare is not obsession with darkness but faithful life under

the lordship of Christ.

SPIRITUAL WARFARE WITHOUT FEAR OR SPECULATION

105





Part VI — Love Moves
Toward Others

The double command introduced in Chapter 3 now returns with

full  force.  Love  for  God  moves  into  relationships,  material

responsibility,  church  life,  witness,  and  mission.  The  first  four

chapters  focus  mainly  on  life  within  communities  and  relation‐

ships: neighbor and enemy, harm and repair, vocation and mercy,

authority  and  safety.  The  final  two  move  outward  into  explicit

witness and cross-cultural mission. In every case, love seeks the true

good rather than mere approval,  refuses coercion, and recognizes

that responsibility is real but differentiated.



C H A P T E R  2 1

Loving Neighbor, Brother, and
Enemy

The word  love can be stretched so broadly that it loses moral shape.

“Just  love  people”  may  mean  be  polite,  avoid  conflict,  approve

whatever someone wants, or remain endlessly available. Biblical love is

more demanding and more discerning.

Love shaped by God’s goodness seeks the true good of brothers and

sisters,  neighbors,  and enemies through mercy, truth, justice,  prayer,

non-retaliation, and responsible action.

From the double command to daily ethics

Matthew 22 joins God-love and neighbor-love at the foundation. Here

that structure becomes concrete ethical responsibility.

Love for people is not identical in every relationship. The church

receives  particular  commands  of  brotherly  love.  Households  carry

particular  responsibilities.  Neighbors  create  concrete  obligations  of

mercy. Enemies are still owed prayer and non-retaliatory good. Human

finitude  means  no  one  can  provide  equal  time,  money,  access,  or

intimacy to everyone.

Love reaches everyone, but responsibility is not identical in every re‐

lationship.

Brother-love

Jesus commands his disciples to love one another in a way shaped by

his own self-giving. First John makes material care part of the test: if a

believer  sees  a  brother  or  sister  in  need and closes  the  heart,  verbal

claims to love become hollow.

Brother-love  is  not  favoritism.  It  recognizes  the  church  as  a

covenant  community  in  which  mutual  responsibility  is  unusually
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concrete.  Christians  share  worship,  teaching,  burdens,  meals,

correction, prayer, money, and mission.

This also means churches cannot preach love while hiding patterns

of  exploitation.  A  congregation  that  protects  leaders,  neglects

vulnerable members,  humiliates the poor, or treats certain ethnic or

social groups as inferior contradicts its confession.

Neighbor-love

The  Samaritan  in  Luke  10  acts  toward  a  wounded  stranger  whose

identity would not naturally generate reciprocity. He gives attention,

practical  care,  transport,  money,  and  follow-up.  The  story  makes

mercy costly and embodied.

Neighbor-love therefore asks more than whether we feel compas‐

sionate.  Food,  shelter,  safety,  medical  care,  loneliness,  employment,

disability  access,  education,  migration,  and  social  vulnerability  can

become arenas of love.

The form depends on circumstance. Giving money may help in one

case  and  enable  harm  in  another.  Direct  aid,  referral,  advocacy,

employment, hospitality, listening, or a boundary may each serve the

true  good  differently.  Scripture  gives  moral  imperatives;  prudence

applies them amid complexity.

Enemy-love and non-retaliation

Jesus  commands  prayer  and  love  for  enemies.  Romans  12  forbids

personal vengeance and calls Christians to overcome evil with good.

Enemy-love  does  not  require  pretending  that  an  enemy  is  trust‐

worthy.  It  does  not  cancel  courts,  church  discipline,  workplace

accountability,  safeguarding,  or  other  legitimate  forms  of  justice.  It

forbids  hatred  from  becoming  our  moral  center  and  personal

vengeance from becoming our right.

Christians can seek a restraining order, report a crime, give truthful

testimony,  or  support  appropriate  consequences  while  refusing

retaliatory cruelty. Justice and mercy are not simple opposites.

LOVING NEIGHBOR, BROTHER, AND ENEMY
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Universal scope, differentiated obligations

Galatians  calls  Christians  to  do  good  to  all  and  especially  to  the

household of faith. First Timothy speaks of household responsibilities.

These texts correct two common errors.

One is tribalism: “I only owe love to my people.” The other is a

false universalism of capacity: “If every person matters equally, I must

give equal access to everyone.” No finite creature can do that.

Love recognizes proximity, covenant, vulnerability, calling, capacity,

and actual opportunity. A parent owes responsibilities to a child that

are not owed identically to a stranger.  A pastor has duties toward a

flock that differ  from those of a  visitor.  A Christian still  owes basic

dignity and moral good to the stranger and enemy.

Bounded responsibility is not an excuse for indifference. It is  the

condition under which concrete love becomes possible.

Truth, justice, and the true good

Leviticus 19 places rebuke and neighbor-love together. Romans 12 joins

sincere love with hatred of evil. Love therefore may confront.

A friend who enables addiction is not necessarily loving. A church

that conceals abuse for the sake of peace is not loving. A parent who

refuses  necessary  correction  may  be  avoiding  conflict  rather  than

seeking  good.  A  Christian  who  flatters  a  powerful  person  while

ignoring those harmed by him may be serving status, not love.

Truth must still  be spoken with humility. We are not omniscient

judges.  But  biblical  love  is  strong  enough  to  protect,  warn,  report,

correct, and seek accountability when needed.

Material and social good

James 2 and 1 John 3 reject a purely verbal love that ignores bodily need.

The gospel has verbal content that must be proclaimed, but Christian

love does not treat material service as spiritually secondary or valuable

only as a bridge to evangelism.
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Feeding  a  hungry  person,  visiting  the  lonely,  improving  safe

working conditions, and protecting a child are real goods. These acts

do not replace the gospel message, but they do not need to be reduced

to bait for the message either.

Relational repair and vocation now show what this pursuit of good

requires in more difficult settings.

R E S P O N S E

Choose one person or group within your actual responsibility. Ask what

their true good requires rather than what makes you feel loving. It may

be mercy, practical help, prayer, patient presence, truthful confrontation,

justice, or a limit. If the person is an enemy, refuse personal vengeance

without  pretending  trust  exists.  If  the  need  is  material,  do  not

spiritualize it away. Love is not equal availability to everyone; it is faithful

pursuit of good under God’s command within the responsibilities you

genuinely have.

LOVING NEIGHBOR, BROTHER, AND ENEMY
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C H A P T E R  2 2

Forgiveness, Reconciliation,
Trust, and Boundaries

An  apology  may  be  sincere  while  a  relationship  remains  unsafe.

Christian  teaching  becomes  dangerous  when  forgiveness,  reconcili‐

ation, trust,  access,  boundaries,  and consequences are treated as one

event.  They  answer  different  questions,  and  collapsing  them  has

harmed people.

Forgiveness is not reconciliation

Christians  are  commanded  to  forgive  and  to  renounce  vengeance.

Jesus’  teaching makes unforgiving hardness a serious matter.  Yet the

New  Testament  also  treats  repentance,  truth,  discipline,  and

restoration as morally meaningful.

Faithful Christians disagree on how to describe forgiveness when an

offender has not repented. Some emphasize an unconditional granting

of  forgiveness  as  a  unilateral  act  before  God.  Others  distinguish  a

forgiving  posture  or  readiness  from  completed  transactional

forgiveness following repentance. This is a real interpretive dispute and

should remain visible.

The shared center is stronger than the dispute: Christians must not

cultivate  revenge,  dehumanizing hatred,  or  a  refusal  ever  to  forgive.

They  should  remain  oriented  toward  mercy  and,  where  possible,

restoration. But forgiveness must not be used to erase truth or force

immediate relational normality.

Reconciliation is broader and normally bilateral. It requires enough

truth  and  mutuality  for  real  relational  repair.  One  person  can

relinquish vengeance; one person cannot create mutual trust by com‐

mand.
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Trust must answer to trustworthiness

Trust  is  confidence  in  another  person’s  reliability,  truthfulness,  or

safety. It is not identical to Christian love.

After  minor  failure,  trust  may  rebuild  quickly.  After  repeated

deception,  financial  exploitation,  sexual  abuse,  violence,  coercive

control,  or  leadership  misconduct,  rebuilding  may  be  slow  or  may

never return to its former form.

Demanding  instant  trust  because  an  offender  has  apologized

confuses mercy with evidence. Jesus tells disciples to be wise as well as

innocent.  Scripture  takes  fruit  seriously.  Repentance  that  refuses

consequences, minimizes harm, attacks witnesses, or demands access is

not displaying the kind of fruit that makes trust reasonable.

Trust can be offered gradually as trustworthiness becomes visible.

That process is not unforgiveness.

Access is another category

A  person  may  forgive  while  limiting  contact.  They  may  wish  an

offender good while declining private meetings.  Parents may restrict

access  to  children.  A  church  may  welcome  a  repentant  member  to

regular  fellowship  while  barring  them  from  a  position  involving

vulnerable people.

Access concerns proximity and permission. Scripture does not give

the modern technical term boundary, but it contains many situations

in which distance, escape, refusal, role limits, and wise protection are

appropriate.  “Boundary” is  therefore  a  prudential  category  that  can

help  describe  relational  limits;  it  should  not  be  turned  into  an  all-

purpose biblical command.

A  healthy  boundary  should  be  tested  by  truth,  responsibility,

proportionality, motive, and love. It should not become a sophistic‐

ated word for vengeance or manipulation. Nor should fear of misusing

boundaries become a reason to remain exposed to serious harm.
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Consequences can remain after forgiveness

Forgiveness does not reverse history. A financial crime may still require

repayment and legal consequences. Abuse may still require reporting.

A  leader’s  misconduct  may  still  disqualify  them  from  office.  A

relationship may still need distance.

Christian  mercy  is  not  amnesia.  “Forgive  and  forget”  is  not  a

biblical formula for erasing memory or abandoning prudence.

This is particularly important in churches, where leaders sometimes

receive rapid public restoration after an apology while those harmed

are  asked to  demonstrate  forgiveness  by  supporting the  restoration.

That  reverses  the  moral  burden.  Repentance  should  accept  con‐

sequences rather than using forgiveness to escape them.

Relational categories after harm

Category Core question Key distinction

Forgiveness What happens to

vengeance, resentment,

and mercy?

Must not be used to erase truth or safety;

exact unilateral/completed-forgiveness

terminology is disputed.

Reconciliation Can relationship be

mutually repaired?

Normally bilateral and truth-dependent.

Trust Is confidence in

reliability/safety

warranted?

Rebuilds according to demonstrated

trustworthiness.

Access /

boundaries

What proximity or

permission is wise?

Can remain limited after forgiveness.

Consequences What accountability

still belongs?

May remain after apology or forgiveness.

Role

restoration

Should a person regain

authority or

responsibility?

Separate from personal forgiveness; some

restrictions may remain.

HOW TO LOVE GOD

114



Repentance, restitution, and credible fruit

Repentance  is  more  than  saying  “I  am  sorry.”  It  includes  truth,

turning, and appropriate fruit. When harm can be repaired, restitution

may be necessary.  When access  was abused,  repentance may include

accepting new limits. When lies were public, correction may need to be

public. When a crime is alleged, repentance does not replace investiga‐

tion.

Credible repentance also respects the agency of the person harmed.

The offender does not gain a right to contact, a meeting, emotional

reassurance, or restored closeness merely by confessing.

This is one reason mediated communication, third-party account‐

ability, or no contact may sometimes be wise.

Serious harm and safety

Ordinary  conflict  and  abuse  are  not  the  same  category.  A  harsh

argument,  doctrinal  disagreement,  insensitive  leadership  decision,

coercive  control,  sexual  abuse,  domestic  violence,  financial

exploitation,  stalking,  and  criminal  conduct  require  different  re‐

sponses.

In  serious  harm,  safety  comes  before  pressured  relational

restoration. Appropriate church, safeguarding, medical, legal, or civil

processes may need to run in parallel. Matthew 18 should not be used

as  a  rule  requiring  a  victim  to  confront  an  alleged  abuser  privately

before seeking protection or reporting possible crime.

No one should be required to perform forgiveness publicly, meet an

offender,  or  share  traumatic  details  with  a  group in  order  to  prove

Christian maturity.

Forgiveness and emotional process

A decision to refuse revenge does not guarantee that anger, fear, grief,

or intrusive memories disappear. Emotional recovery may take time.

This does not make forgiveness unreal.
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Psychological  research  sometimes  distinguishes  decisional  from

emotional forgiveness. The distinction can be descriptively useful, but

it  is  not  Scripture’s  formal  taxonomy  and  should  not  become

theological authority.

The pastoral point is simpler: Christians should not be condemned

because feelings lag behind a moral commitment to mercy. Nor should

ongoing anger be automatically sanctified. It can be brought to God,

examined, and cared for without pretending emotional change occurs

on command.

R E S P O N S E

Before deciding what love requires after harm, separate the categories.

Forgiveness is not the same as reconciliation. Reconciliation is not the

same as trust. Trust is not the same as access. Repentance does not erase

consequences.  Restored  fellowship  does  not  automatically  restore

leadership.  Refuse  personal  vengeance,  but  take  truth  and  safety

seriously.  If  harm  is  serious,  do  not  let  pressure  for  a  quick  spiritual

resolution bypass appropriate reporting or protection. Let mercy be real

enough to tell the truth.
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C H A P T E R  2 3

Vocation, Mercy, and the Good
of the Neighbor

Most Christians will spend much of life outside tasks formally labeled

“ministry”:  working,  studying,  caring  for  family,  managing  money,

making  and  repairing  things,  serving  customers,  teaching,  healing,

creating, and participating in civic life.

Love for God moves into those daily responsibilities. Neighbor-love

gives vocation a moral direction: seek real good.

Vocation is not a hierarchy of spiritual value

The  New  Testament  gives  differentiated  callings  and  gifts.  Some

believers are pastors, evangelists, teachers, missionaries, or other forms

of ministry worker. Others serve Christ in roles that are not formally

ecclesial. All remain accountable to God’s moral will.

A  job  does  not  become  holy  merely  because  it  is  efficient  or

profitable.  Nor  does  it  become  spiritually  inferior  because  it  lacks

religious vocabulary. A carpenter can love God through truthful work.

A student can love God by refusing plagiarism. A manager can love

neighbor through fair treatment. A parent can love through patient

care.  A  software  developer  can  refuse  manipulative  design.  A  civil

servant can act with integrity.

Ordinary  work  need  not  feel  devotional  to  become  an  arena  of

Christian faithfulness. What matters is whether it is morally legitimate

and carried out under God’s lordship for real human good.

Work and the true good

Neighbor-love  changes  how we evaluate  work.  Christian  ethics  asks

not only, “Can I succeed?” but “What does this work do to people?”
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Products  can  exploit.  Marketing  can  deceive.  Institutions  can

reward dishonesty. Professionals can use expertise to dominate those

who  cannot  evaluate  it.  Employers  can  treat  labor  as  disposable.

Workers can steal time, falsify records, or hide negligence.

Neighbor-love  does  not  settle  one  economic  system  or  policy

platform.  It  does  require  truth,  justice,  fair  dealing,  concern  for

vulnerability, and refusal to make profit the only moral measure.

Mercy is materially real

The good Samaritan’s compassion becomes money and care. James and

First John refuse verbal concern without bodily help. Christian mercy

therefore includes practical response to hunger, illness, displacement,

loneliness,  disability,  poverty,  incarceration,  bereavement,  and  other

forms of need.

Mercy can be personal or institutional. A church food program, a

family opening a room, a business hiring fairly, a professional offering

pro bono help, or a Christian supporting effective local organizations

can all serve the good of neighbors.

Wisdom  still  matters.  Aid  can  create  dependency  or  distorted

power.  Donors  can  dominate  recipients.  Short-term  generosity  can

undermine local systems. The existence of these risks is not a reason to

stop caring; it is a reason to care with humility and accountability.

Money as stewardship rather than ownership of
people

Money gives real capacity and therefore creates moral responsibility. It

can relieve suffering, support gospel ministry, fund education, sustain

churches, help missionaries, and strengthen local work.

It can also distort relationships. The person or church with funds

may  assume  that  giving  money  creates  a  right  to  control  decisions,

silence criticism, or define priorities for others. That is not generosity;

it is leverage.
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Financial support should be transparent and accountable. It should

respect local agency. Recipients should not have to perform gratitude,

agreement, or spiritual submission in order to preserve necessary aid.

This principle becomes especially important in cross-cultural mis‐

sion.

Service is genuinely good

Christian  service  should  not  be  reduced  to  a  tactic  for  obtaining  a

hearing.  Feeding,  healing,  educating,  protecting,  visiting,  and

advocating are real goods because neighbors are valuable before God.

Yet  social  service  is  not  identical  to  evangelism.  The  gospel  has

intelligible content concerning God, sin, Christ, repentance, faith, and

the kingdom. If Christians never speak that message, service does not

silently become proclamation.

Keeping  the  two  together  prevents  opposite  mistakes:  treating

mercy as bait for conversion or treating verbal witness as unnecessary

because good deeds are visible.

Chapter 25 will  give proclamation and disciple-making their own

space.

Finite callings and faithful limits

Love  does  not  require  saying  yes  to  every  need.  Vocation  includes

creaturely limits.  A person responsible for young children,  an aging

parent,  chronic  illness,  demanding work,  or  a  local  church ministry

may  not  be  free  to  respond  to  a  distant  need  in  the  same  way  as

someone else.

Differentiated  responsibility  is  not  lesser  Christianity.  The  call  is

faithfulness  within  real  obligations  while  remaining  open  to  God

disrupting our self-protective plans.

Sometimes love says yes at cost. Sometimes love says no so that an

existing responsibility is not abandoned. Wisdom is required.
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R E S P O N S E

Look  at  your  daily  work  or  responsibilities  and  ask  one  concrete

neighbor question: who is affected by how I do this? Choose one act that

serves their true good—truthful work, fair payment, patient care, better

listening, generosity, protection, or repair. If you give money or aid, ask

whether your support respects the agency of those receiving it. Do not

despise service because it is not evangelism. Such service is real good even

while the verbal gospel remains necessary in its own place.
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C H A P T E R  2 4

Church Authority, Discipline,
Hurt, and Safety

A shepherd uses authority to feed, guide, protect, and seek the good of

the flock. A domineering leader uses authority to secure access, loyalty,

admiration,  control,  or  silence.  Both may use  Christian words.  The

moral difference is decisive.

Church authority is real,  delegated, bounded, and accountable to

Christ. Because it is real, its abuse can cause serious harm. Because it is

delegated,  no  leader  possesses  absolute  spiritual  jurisdiction  over

another Christian.

I. Authority for building up

Christ owns the church

Pastors  and elders  are  not  owners  of  congregations.  Christ  is  Lord.

Leaders  serve  under  his  Word.  New  Testament  leadership  includes

teaching,  shepherding,  correction,  example,  and  discipline,  but  it

repeatedly rejects domineering patterns.

This means authority is not self-authenticating. A title, ordination,

charisma, growth record, or reputation does not make every command

legitimate.  Leaders  remain  accountable  to  Scripture,  to  the  moral

qualifications  of  office,  and  to  appropriate  structures  of  church  ac‐

countability.

Different  Protestant  traditions  organize  polity  differently—

episcopal, presbyterian, congregational, and mixed forms among them.

This chapter does not adjudicate the best polity. Every polity must still

confront the same moral question: how is authority kept accountable

under Christ?
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Submission is not blind obedience

Hebrews calls  believers to respond to leaders who watch over souls.

First  Peter  commands elders  not to domineer.  Acts  praises  believers

who examine teaching. Christian conscience remains bound finally to

God.

Submission  therefore  cannot  mean  automatic  compliance  with

every preference of a leader. No pastor may require a believer to lie,

conceal  abuse,  break  the  law  where  obedience  to  law  is  required,

surrender money beyond legitimate church practice, cut off family or

friends without moral cause, disclose private information for control,

or treat the leader’s impressions as divine commands.

Healthy authority explains, persuades, serves, welcomes questions,

and accepts accountability. It is strong enough not to require fear.

Discipline is restorative, not retaliatory

First  Corinthians  5  shows  the  church  taking  serious  public  sin

seriously.  Matthew  18  contains  a  restorative  process  for  sin  among

disciples. Second Corinthians 2 speaks of forgiving and comforting a

disciplined person, although the identity of that offender should not

be assumed with certainty to be the same person as in 1 Corinthians 5.

Church  discipline  aims  at  truth,  protection  of  the  church,

repentance, and restoration where possible. It is not institutional ven‐

geance.

Discipline  must  also  remain  distinct  from  civil  accountability.

Romans 13 supports a category of civil authority different from church

discipline. It does not provide a modern safeguarding manual, but it

blocks the idea that churches possess the only legitimate jurisdiction

over wrongdoing.

II. When authority harms

“Church hurt” is too broad by itself

People  use  church  hurt for  many  experiences:  disappointment,  dis‐

agreement, insensitive comments, doctrinal conflict, leadership failure,
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gossip,  exclusion,  manipulation,  coercive  control,  sexual  abuse,

violence, financial exploitation, or criminal conduct.

The  umbrella  term  can  be  useful  conversationally  but  is  too

imprecise  for  action.  Ordinary  conflict  may  call  for  patience,

conversation,  forgiveness,  and  mutual  correction.  Abuse  requires

safety,  accountability,  and  often  external  processes.  Treating  every

conflict as abuse cheapens the term; treating abuse as ordinary conflict

endangers people.

Spiritual abuse and coercive control

Spiritual abuse is a contemporary pastoral and interdisciplinary term,

not  a  biblical  technical  phrase.  It  can  describe  patterns  in  which

spiritual authority, divine claims, Scripture, community pressure, fear,

or  access  to  religious  belonging  are  used  coercively  to  dominate

another person.

Examples may include threatening divine punishment for question‐

ing  a  leader,  demanding  secrecy,  isolating  members  from  outside

relationships, controlling marriage or employment decisions without

legitimate  authority,  using  confession  against  people,  retaliating

against reports, or equating loyalty to a leader with loyalty to God.

The term should be used carefully, but the behaviors it names can

be real and serious.24.1

Matthew 18 is not a secrecy rule for abuse

Jesus’  teaching  in  Matthew 18  belongs  to  church  reconciliation and

discipline. It should not be used to require a person reporting abuse,

violence,  safeguarding  concerns,  or  possible  crime  to  confront  the

alleged offender privately before seeking protection.

Some  matters  require  parallel  processes:  pastoral  care,  church

investigation, safeguarding review, professional assessment, and civil or

criminal reporting where applicable. The existence of one process does

not automatically cancel the others.

CHURCH AUTHORITY, DISCIPLINE, HURT, AND SAFETY
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Applicable law varies by jurisdiction. Churches should know their

legal obligations and obtain competent advice rather than improvising

from a general Bible passage.

Conflicts of interest and independent review

An accused leader should not control the investigation into allegations

against  himself.  Close  friends,  subordinates,  family  members,  or

people financially dependent on the leader may also have conflicts that

make truly independent review difficult.

Where  serious  allegations  involve  senior  leadership  or  systemic

failure,  external  or  independent  review may be  necessary.  The exact

structure  will  differ  by  church  and  jurisdiction.  The  principle  is

accountability  credible  enough  that  truth  is  not  subordinated  to

institutional reputation.

Retaliation  against  reporters,  witnesses,  or  those  seeking  help  is

itself a serious warning sign.

Children and vulnerable people

Protective  responsibility  increases  where  people  have  less  power  or

capacity  to  protect  themselves.  Children,  vulnerable  adults,  people

with  disabilities,  migrants  dependent  on  an  institution,  financially

dependent workers, counselees, and others in relationships with large

power differentials require particular care.

Confidentiality is not absolute when safety requires action. Leaders

and  small  groups  should  state  confidentiality  limits  honestly  rather

than promising secrecy they cannot ethically keep.

Urgent  danger  requires  urgent  help,  not  an  extended  internal

discernment process.24.2

III. Repentance, restoration, and culture

Repentance does not create a right to access

A  leader  who  has  harmed  people  may  genuinely  repent.  That  is

spiritually significant. It does not create a right to meet victims, receive
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their forgiveness in person, return to the same office,  or control the

timetable of restoration.

Repentance  should  accept  consequences.24.3 It  should  welcome

truth.  It  should  stop  self-protection.  It  should  respect  no-contact

requests and safeguarding measures.

Restored Christian fellowship, where appropriate, is not identical

to restored leadership. Some failures permanently or indefinitely alter

qualification, credibility, or safe access to vulnerable people.

Culture can clarify and conceal

Hierarchical  cultures  may  understand  honor,  seniority,  family,  and

communal responsibility in ways that differ from highly individualist

cultures.  Western churches can also hide hierarchy beneath informal

charisma or professional branding.

No culture is the standard. Scripture judges every culture. Strong

communal bonds can support care and sacrifice; they can also intensify

pressure  to  protect  reputation.  Individual  autonomy  can  protect

conscience; it can also weaken responsibility and belonging.

Healthy  church  authority  will  therefore  be  contextual  without

being captive to cultural assumptions. It seeks forms of accountability

that  people  can  actually  use  without  requiring  them  to  become

culturally foreign before they can be heard.

Leaving can be faithful

Acts 9 includes an escape from danger. The narrative does not issue a

direct  command about leaving abusive churches.  Still,  alongside the

wider  biblical  concern  for  truth,  conscience,  protection,  and

accountable  leadership,  it  illustrates  that  avoiding  danger  is  not

inherently faithless.

A Christian may sometimes need to leave a congregation because

leadership  is  abusive,  unrepentant,  doctrinally  destructive,  or

persistently unsafe. Leaving should not be treated lightly, but neither

should staying be treated as the universal proof of faithfulness.

CHURCH AUTHORITY, DISCIPLINE, HURT, AND SAFETY
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The  hope  after  church  harm  is  not  permanent  isolation.  Where

possible, recovery includes safe Christian community, though the pace

may be slow and trust may need to be rebuilt gradually.

R E S P O N S E

If you exercise authority, ask whether people can question you, disagree,

report concerns, and seek outside help without fear of retaliation. If you

are under authority,  remember that Christian submission is  not blind

obedience.  In ordinary conflict,  pursue truth,  patience,  and repair.  In

serious harm, distinguish church processes from safeguarding and civil

accountability;  use  parallel  routes  where  appropriate.  Repentance

matters, but it does not erase consequences or create a right to victim

access  or  restored  office.  Christ’s  church  should  be  a  place  where

authority builds up and the vulnerable can be protected.
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From Love Within Community to
Love in the World

Love  does  not  stop  at  the  boundaries  of  family,  congregation,  or

familiar community. The same Christ who forms a people also sends

that people as witnesses. Yet outward movement must carry forward

everything learned in the preceding chapters: truth without coercion,

mercy without leverage, authority without domination, differentiated

responsibility, respect for conscience, and concern for the vulnerable.

Christian witness therefore cannot be reduced to private example,

but  neither  can  mission  be  reduced  to  aggressive  persuasion  or

institutional expansion. The gospel has words that must be spoken.

Disciple-making belongs  to  the  church’s  continuing vocation.  Some

believers are called and sent in more specialized ways, including across

cultures. The next two chapters distinguish these layers so that every

Christian can participate without pretending every Christian has the

same missionary role.
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C H A P T E R  2 5

Witness and Disciple-Making

A Christian nurse cares for a patient with unusual patience. A business

owner refuses corruption. A neighbor brings food to a grieving family.

These acts can display the goodness of Christian faith. None of them,

by itself, tells another person who Jesus is, what he has done, or what

repentance and faith mean.

Christian  witness  is  embodied,  but  the  gospel  also  requires

intelligible communication.

The Great Commission and the church

Matthew 28 records the risen Jesus commissioning the eleven disciples

to  make  disciples  among the  nations,  baptizing  and teaching them.

The immediate audience matters. We should not flatten the scene into

the  claim  that  every  individual  Christian  receives  an  identical

vocational assignment to become a cross-cultural missionary.

Yet the commission has a continuing ecclesial dimension. The work

described—making  disciples,  baptizing,  teaching  obedience,  living

under  Christ’s  continuing presence—extends  beyond the  lifetime of

the eleven and belongs to the church’s ongoing vocation.

The  strongest  synthesis  is  therefore  corporate  before  it  is

vocationally  identical:  every  Christian  belongs  to  a  disciple-making,

witnessing people. Roles, gifts, circumstances, and callings differ.
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Figure 6. The church bears a corporate witnessing and disciple-making
vocation while Christians participate through differentiated gifts, callings,
roles, and circumstances.

Spirit-empowered witness

Acts  1  speaks  directly  to  Jesus’  gathered  disciples  and  apostolic

witnesses, promising the Spirit and describing a widening witness from

Jerusalem outward. The verse functions programmatically in Acts.

Acts then shows the witness widening through the church, though

not  every  believer  occupies  the  same  apostolic  role.  Some  preach

publicly.  Others  open  homes,  explain  Scripture,  support  workers,

endure persecution, give money,  pray,  translate,  disciple children,  or

speak to neighbors.

The Spirit empowers witness without erasing differentiated calling.

Evangelism requires intelligible communication

Romans  10  emphasizes  proclamation,  hearing,  and  the  message

concerning Christ. The immediate argument includes the necessity of

the gospel being announced. It does not imply that every Christian has

the same public preaching office.

One Witnessing People, Differentiated Roles
Corporate Christian vocation does not imply identical missionary assignments

THE CHURCH

witnessing
disciple-making people

Local witness
Prayer
giving

Hospitality
mercy

Cross-cultural sendingTeaching
discipling

Work
ordinary presence

Specialized mission service

Roles overlap and differ by gift, calling, circumstance, church discernment, and opportunity.

“Every Christian participates” ≠ “every Christian is a missionary.”
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Second Corinthians 5 uses ambassador language in the context of

Paul’s apostolic ministry. Christians often apply the imagery broadly,

and there is a legitimate ecclesial consequence, but we should not insist

that  every  believer  is  literally  an  ambassador  in  precisely  Paul’s

ministerial sense.

First Peter 3 calls believers to be ready to give an answer for their

hope with gentleness  and respect.  Colossians 4 asks  for  wise  speech

toward  outsiders.  These  texts  complement  the  apostolic  mission

material and provide a strong ordinary-witness pattern.

Every  Christian  should  therefore  be  willing  to  identify  Christ,

explain the hope of the gospel  according to opportunity,  and speak

truthfully  within  actual  relationships.  Teaching  gifts,  evangelistic

effectiveness, missionary vocation, and public ministry still differ.

Deeds and words belong together without
becoming identical

Christian  service  is  real  good.  Feeding  someone  is  not  spiritually

worthless  because  no  conversion  follows.  Protecting  a  vulnerable

person is more than pre-evangelism. Chapter 23 established that point.

Yet service and proclamation should not be divorced. A church that

preaches  salvation  while  ignoring  exploitation  contradicts  the

neighbor-love it proclaims. A church that serves beautifully but never

names  Christ  with  intelligible  gospel  content  may  leave  the

distinctively Christian message unspoken.

The relationship is not “deeds earn the right to preach.” People do

not  need  to  become  socially  indebted  before  Christians  may  speak.

Nor is it “words matter, deeds are optional.” The gospel creates a life

of love.

Persuasion without coercion

Evangelism  seeks  a  response.  Christians  reason,  appeal,  answer

objections, testify, invite, teach, and pray. Persuasion is not inherently

coercive.
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Coercion appears when power is used to make religious response

the price of something people need or cannot freely refuse. Essential

aid,  food,  medical  care,  protection,  employment,  education,

immigration  help,  or  disaster  relief  should  not  be  conditioned  on

conversion, worship attendance, baptism, or participation in religious

activity.

People  may  be  offered  voluntary  spiritual  conversation  where

appropriate, but vulnerability must not become evangelistic leverage.

This  principle  also  protects  children  and  dependents  from

manipulative  pressure.  Christian  confidence  in  the  gospel  does  not

need manufactured consent.

Disciple-making is more than obtaining decisions

Jesus’  commission  includes  teaching  disciples  to  obey  all  he

commanded.  Baptism  and  teaching  place  disciple-making  within  a

continuing community.

Evangelism that  aims only at  an initial  decision can leave people

without  church,  doctrine,  practices,  moral  formation,  or  support

under pressure. Mature witness seeks people, not numbers.

That does not require every evangelist to personally provide every

stage  of  discipleship.  Again,  roles  differ.  The  local  church is  crucial

because disciple-making is a shared work.

Missionary calling and differentiated vocation

Some Christians sense a particular call to cross-cultural mission, church

planting,  Bible  translation,  theological  education,  relief  and

development  work,  evangelism,  or  other  specialized  service.  Such

calling  should  be  discerned  with  Scripture,  character,  gifts,  church

community, opportunity, wisdom, and the needs of actual people—

not merely with emotion or guilt.

Every Christian participates in witness, but cross-cultural relocation

is not a universal vocation. A parent, tradesperson, researcher, student,
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pastor,  artist,  caregiver,  or  business  owner  can  be  fully  obedient

without adopting the vocational label missionary.

Conversely, specialized missionary vocation does not create a higher

class of Christian.

R E S P O N S E

Identify  one  person or  setting  where  you have  a  real  opportunity  to

speak  about  Christ.  Do  not  wait  until  you  can  give  a  perfect

presentation.  Be  prepared  to  explain  the  hope  of  the  gospel  with

gentleness, truth, and respect. Keep deeds and words together without

using service as leverage. If you are discerning missionary calling, involve

a  faithful  church  and  examine  character,  gifts,  responsibilities,

opportunity, and cross-cultural humility. Every Christian belongs to the

witnessing people of God; not every Christian has the same role.
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132



C H A P T E R  2 6

Cross-Cultural Mission and the
Global Church

Imagine a foreign ministry leader who asks local colleagues for honest

feedback.  Everyone  smiles  and  agrees.  Months  later  he  learns  that

several  serious  concerns  were  never  voiced  because  his  organization

controls salaries, visas, and project funding. He thought he had invited

participation. The structure had taught people that disagreement was

costly.

Cross-cultural  mission  magnifies  basic  Christian  questions  about

truth, power, money, culture, and love. Zeal is not enough.

I. Faithful cross-cultural mission

Church-connected sending

Acts  13  portrays  a  church worshiping,  discerning,  setting apart,  and

sending workers. The scene gives a strong pattern of church-connected

mission. It should not be used as proof that one modern agency or

denominational polity is the only biblical form of sending.

Healthy  sending  keeps  missionaries  connected  to  accountable

Christian  community.  Agencies  can  serve  churches  with  training,

logistics,  expertise,  security,  finance,  and member  care.  They should

not  become  autonomous  spiritual  authorities  answerable  mainly  to

themselves.

Sending structures also owe care to the people they send. Sacrifice

for  the  gospel  does  not  sanctify  preventable  negligence,  abusive

leadership, or unsafe systems.
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Locally rooted leadership

Acts  portrays  churches  developing local  leadership,  and the Pastoral

Epistles  assume  recognized  leaders  in  local  congregations.  This

supports the importance of locally rooted church leadership.

Modern  language  of  local  ownership goes  beyond  those  texts.  It

includes  questions  of  property,  governance,  data,  donor  control,

staffing,  legal  responsibility,  strategy,  translation  decisions,  and

financial  dependence.  Those  are  prudential  and  missiological

questions  informed  by  biblical  principles,  not  a  complete  policy

directly dictated by Acts.

Still,  the  direction  is  important:  mission  should  not  create

permanent dependency on foreign control  as  its  ideal  state.  Mature

churches  lead,  teach,  send,  correct,  contextualize,  and  participate  in

global mission themselves.

Contextual flexibility under the gospel

Paul’s  willingness  to adapt for the sake of  others  in 1  Corinthians 9

supports real flexibility. It does not authorize deception or provide a

full technical theory of contextualization.

Acts  15  establishes  the  decisive  inclusion  of  Gentiles  without

requiring them to become ethnically Jewish and therefore has major

implications  for  resisting  cultural  imperialism.  It  is  not  a  universal

algorithm for resolving every cultural question.

Faithful contextualization asks how the unchanging gospel can be

understood and embodied intelligibly in a real culture while Scripture

judges both missionary culture and local  culture.  No culture arrives

innocent. Foreign missionaries bring assumptions; local communities

also contain patterns that require biblical critique.

Faithful  contextualization  seeks  Christian  life  that  is  genuinely

rooted without turning either Western habits or local culture into the

standard of faithfulness.26.1
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II. Power and history

Money and ownership

Second Corinthians 8–9 gives rich material on generosity, willingness,

interchurch partnership,  integrity in handling gifts,  and concern for

honorable administration. It does not directly state a modern mission

principle  that  “money  never  gives  ownership.”  That  principle  is  an

ethical synthesis.

The synthesis is nevertheless important: financial support does not

confer theological, strategic, ecclesial, or personal ownership over those

receiving it. Donors deserve honest stewardship and reporting. They

do not gain the right to silence criticism, appoint themselves as local

church authorities, or force strategies that ignore local judgment.

Dependency can distort consent. If saying “no” threatens salaries,

schooling,  visas,  food,  or  organizational  survival,  leaders  should not

assume that formal agreement proves free participation.

Mission history requires historical evidence

The  history  of  Christian  mission  contains  extraordinary  courage,

translation,  education,  medicine,  church planting,  anti-slavery work,

sacrificial  service,  and  local  Christian  agency.  It  also  contains

documented entanglements with empire, racism, paternalism, cultural

suppression,  denominational  competition,  and forms of  power  that

sometimes contradicted the gospel being preached.

A  Bible  verse  cannot  prove  that  a  historical  event  occurred.

Historical  claims  require  historical  sources.  Scripture  supplies  the

moral and theological criteria by which Christians evaluate the history.

The right posture is neither hagiography nor reductionism. We can

thank  God  for  faithful  witness  and  indigenous  Christian  creativity

while telling the truth about sin.  Repentance about mission history

should not imply that Christianity itself is merely a colonial artifact;

local believers repeatedly received, translated, contested, transformed,

and spread the faith in ways foreign missionaries did not control.

CROSS-CULTURAL MISSION AND THE GLOBAL CHURCH
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Calling does not sanctify organizational harm

Missionaries  are  often  taught  to  expect  cost,  and  rightly  so.  Cross-

cultural  ministry  can  involve  loneliness,  disease,  political  instability,

financial uncertainty, persecution, linguistic frustration, and sacrifice.

But  “sacrifice  for  the  gospel”  can  become  rhetoric  that  hides

preventable  harm:  abusive  supervisors,  absent  grievance  systems,

unmanaged trauma exposure, harassment, poor safeguarding, financial

coercion, or pressure to remain silent for the reputation of the min‐

istry.

A  faithful  sending  organization  should  provide  accountable

leadership,  realistic  risk  communication,  channels  for  complaint,

protection  from  retaliation,  appropriate  member  care,  respect  for

counseling  confidentiality  within  legal  and  safety  limits,  and

responsible  crisis  response.  These  are  institutional  applications  of

Christian ethics, not marks of weak faith.

III. A polycentric global church

Mission from everywhere to everywhere

The  modern  phrase  polycentric  mission describes  the  reality  that

Christian mission no longer moves meaningfully from one permanent

Western center to the rest of the world. Churches in Africa, Asia, Latin

America, the Middle East, Oceania, Europe, North America, diaspora

communities,  and  Indigenous  contexts  all  send,  receive,  translate,

teach, and serve.

The  term itself  is  modern.  Acts  contains  precedents  of  multiple

centers and cross-cultural movement, but it does not use the technical

category.

Migration  has  become  a  major  missionary  reality.26.2 Students,

workers,  refugees,  businesspeople,  pastors,  and  families  carry  faith

across  borders.  Diaspora  churches  can  become  both  receiving  and

sending communities.
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Global voices are not illustrations

A global church should change how theology is done, not decorate a

Western  argument  with  international  stories.  African,  Asian,  Latin

American, Middle Eastern, diaspora, Indigenous, and women theolo‐

gians  should  be  engaged  when  their  actual  scholarship  materially

clarifies  Scripture,  culture,  suffering,  reconciliation, spiritual  warfare,

mission, or church life.

No  author  speaks  for  a  continent.  Context  does  not  guarantee

correctness, and “non-Western” is not a theological credential. What

matters is mutual correction and genuine catholicity under Scripture.

Nations and modern people-group categories

The  Bible’s  nations  language  contributes  a  sweeping  theological

horizon from Genesis through the Psalms and prophets, the ministry

of Jesus, the Great Commission, Acts, the churches, and Revelation.

Modern taxonomies of unreached people groups are strategic tools.

They can help mission organizations identify linguistic, cultural, and

access  barriers.  They  are  not  inspired  classifications,  and  their

operational  thresholds  should  not  be  confused  with  biblical

declarations that a nation has or has not been “reached.”

Current mission statistics and databases also depend on definitions,

estimates, reporting methods, and dates. If numerical claims are used

in publication, they must be dated and sourced. No dramatic number

is needed to establish the point.

Revelation’s global horizon

Revelation 7 gives a powerful picture of worshipers from every nation,

tribe, people, and language. It supports the global horizon of Christian

hope. It should not be made to carry the entire theology or strategy of

mission by itself.

The  biblical  case  is  cumulative:  God’s  promise  concerning  the

nations,  Israel’s  vocation  within  the  story,  prophetic  hope,  Jesus’

lordship,  the  Great  Commission,  Acts’  outward  movement,  the

CROSS-CULTURAL MISSION AND THE GLOBAL CHURCH
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formation  of  churches,  and  Revelation’s  multinational  worship  all

belong together.

Mission  therefore  moves  toward  worship  and  communion,  not

toward  the  perpetuation  of  missionary  institutions.  The  success  of

mission is not that one culture remains forever necessary to another. It

is that Christ gathers and matures his people.

R E S P O N S E

If you are involved in cross-cultural ministry, ask who can disagree with

you without paying a price. Examine how money, passport, education,

language,  institutional  reputation,  and  access  shape  the  relationship.

Seek  locally  rooted  leadership  and  reciprocal  learning.  Tell  mission

history  with  gratitude  and  repentance  rather  than  hero  worship  or

cynicism.  If  you  are  discerning  a  sending  role,  involve  accountable

churches  and  organizations  that  take  member  care  and  safeguarding

seriously.  The global  church is  not a  donor-recipient system; it  is  one

body under Christ, receiving and giving across many centers.
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Part VII — The Endurance
and Fulfillment of Love

Christian love is not measured only at beginnings. Early zeal can be

real and still need deepening. Seasons change. Bodies age. Churches

disappoint.  Callings  shift.  Believers  may  pass  through  migration,

family responsibility, persecution, success, obscurity, grief, and long

stretches  of  quiet  faithfulness.  The  final  chapters  ask  how  love

continues and where it is going. Grace sustains imperfect believers

toward resurrection and perfected communion rather than flawless

intensity in this life.



C H A P T E R  2 7

Persevering in Love Through a
Lifetime

A lifetime with God rarely looks like a straight line on a chart. Some

years  bring  rapid  growth.  Others  bring  grief,  confusion,  hidden

service, or painful exposure of sin. A person who assumes that mature

Christianity should feel steadily stronger may misread both ordinary

fluctuation and serious decline.

Perseverance requires  promise,  warning,  exhortation,  church,  and

hope.

Growth and decline are both real

The  church  in  Revelation  2  addressed  as  having  left  its  first  love

receives both commendation and rebuke. The exact referent of “first

love” is debated: interpreters have emphasized love for Christ, love for

fellow believers,  or the broader devotion and works characteristic of

the church’s beginning. We do not need to force one option to receive

the warning: a church can possess doctrinal seriousness and endurance

while nevertheless requiring repentance and renewal.

Christian growth is therefore not automatic. Believers are called to

watch, repent, remember, hold fast, and persevere.

Yet  decline  is  not  the  only  story.  The  New  Testament  expects

growth  in  love,  holiness,  knowledge,  generosity,  endurance,  and

wisdom. Grace produces real transformation over time.

God’s keeping and human continuing

Philippians 1 expresses strong confidence that God will complete the

work he has begun. That promise should comfort Christians, but it

should  not  be  treated  as  the  single  verse  that  settles  every  historic

debate about perseverance.
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Jude gives a striking combination. Believers are commanded to keep

themselves in the love of God while the letter closes by praising God as

the one able to keep them from falling. The precise sense of “love of

God” in the command can be discussed, but the theological tension is

useful: divine keeping and human continuing are not enemies in the

text.

Christian  perseverance  is  therefore  active  dependence.  We  pray,

remain in the church, heed warnings, resist sin, receive Scripture, and

keep trusting precisely because God is faithful.

Can a true believer finally fall away?

Historic Protestants disagree.  27.1 Reformed and many Baptist tradi‐

tions teach that those truly regenerated will be preserved by God and

will finally persevere, while distinguishing temporary profession from

saving faith. Wesleyan-Arminian traditions generally teach real security

in  Christ  while  allowing  the  possibility  of  final  apostasy  through

persistent  unbelief.  Lutheran  and  Anglican  traditions  contain  their

own formulations and internal diversity.

The  disagreement  need  not  be  erased,  and  it  must  not  be

weaponized pastorally.

A Reformed believer should not hear perseverance as  permission

for presumption:  “If  I  once believed,  warnings no longer apply.”  A

Wesleyan  or  Arminian  believer  should  not  hear  warnings  as  a

summons to constant terror: “Every fluctuation may mean I have lost

salvation.”  Both  traditions  take  God’s  grace,  the  seriousness  of

apostasy,  and the  necessity  of  continuing faith  seriously,  even while

explaining their relation differently.

For daily discipleship, the command is clear enough: trust Christ

today, repent today, remain among God’s people, and do not harden

the heart.

PERSEVERING IN LOVE THROUGH A LIFETIME
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Seasons of love

Early  Christian  zeal  often  feels  different  from  mature  love.  New

discovery  can  carry  strong  emotion.  Later  faithfulness  may  become

quieter  and  more  durable.  Marriage,  singleness,  parenthood,

caregiving,  study,  unemployment,  migration,  illness,  ministry,

persecution,  aging,  and  bereavement  reshape  available  time  and

emotional energy.

One season should not become the universal  template.  A young

single  adult  may  spend  hours  in  study  that  a  parent  with  infants

cannot. An elderly believer may pray more while serving less physically.

A displaced Christian may lack stable  church access.  A person with

chronic illness may need a smaller rule of life.

Faithfulness  is  measured  against  God’s  commands  and  actual

responsibilities, not someone else’s life stage.

Hiddenness and ordinary fruit

Christian culture often celebrates visible fruit: conversions, ministries

built,  books  written,  churches  planted,  public  leadership,  large

generosity. Scripture also honors hidden faithfulness.

A  believer  caring  for  a  disabled  family  member  may  have  little

visible platform. A worker may spend decades refusing corruption. A

church member may pray quietly for others. A missionary may serve

for years without dramatic numerical outcomes. A person may leave

public ministry because honesty requires it and continue faithfully in

local church life.

Love does not need an audience to be real.

This matters for perseverance because public usefulness can become

an idol. If ministry success is the proof that God loves us, obscurity

becomes  spiritually  threatening.  Grace  frees  us  to  be  faithful  even

when the outcome is not impressive.
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Christian perfection and present love 27.2

Wesleyan-Holiness traditions use the language of Christian perfection

or  perfect  love  for  a  present-life  work  of  grace  characterized  by

wholehearted love and freedom from the reigning power of willful sin,

while  carefully  distinguishing  this  from  absolute  sinlessness  or

omniscience in many formulations. Other Protestant traditions reject

or reinterpret  that doctrine and emphasize progressive sanctification

continuing until glorification.

The dispute deserves fair representation but not a chapter-length

debate. The central common ground is substantial: Christians should

pursue  mature,  wholehearted  holiness  now,  while  no  present

experience makes a creature omniscient, incapable of error, or beyond

dependence on grace.

The perfected love of the final chapter is eschatological and should

not be confused with the Wesleyan technical use of “perfect love” in

the present life.

Means of perseverance

The  practices  already  discussed—Word,  prayer,  gathered  worship,

baptism,  the  Lord’s  Supper,  repentance,  mutual  encouragement,

service,  and obedience—also serve perseverance.  They are not magic

safeguards.

Hebrews  repeatedly  treats  perseverance  as  communal.  Christians

exhort  one  another  because  isolation  can  increase  vulnerability  to

unbelief and discouragement. The church cannot guarantee salvation,

but God often uses his people to help one another persevere.

When church itself has become a source of harm, perseverance may

involve leaving one congregation in order to remain faithful to Christ

and  eventually  reconnect  safely  elsewhere.  Endurance  is  fidelity  to

God, not immovability inside one institution.

PERSEVERING IN LOVE THROUGH A LIFETIME
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From continuing love to completed love

The Christian life remains unfinished. Even the most mature believer

still knows in part, loves amid weakness, repents, waits, and dies unless

Christ returns first.

Perseverance  therefore  needs  eschatology.  We  do  not  keep  going

merely  to  become slightly  better  at  spiritual  habits.  We are  moving

toward resurrection and the presence of God in a renewed creation.

R E S P O N S E

Do not  demand that  this  season reproduce  an  earlier  one.  Ask  what

faithfulness looks like now under your actual responsibilities and limits.

Receive God’s promises, and let biblical warnings keep you awake rather

than terrified or complacent. Stay connected to trustworthy Christians.

Repent  quickly.  Practice  the  means  of  grace  without  making  them

mechanisms.  If  public  usefulness  has  become  your  measure  of  love,

choose  hidden  obedience.  Perseverance  is  not  maintaining  a  spiritual

mood; it is continuing with Christ until faith becomes sight.
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C H A P T E R  2 8

Love Made Complete:
Resurrection, New Creation, and
Perfected Communion

Christian  hope  culminates  in  resurrection,  judgment,  new  creation,

God’s dwelling with his people, the removal of death and curse, and

life in the presence of God. Its destination is richer than the escape of a

soul from the material world.

This is the destination toward which every earlier chapter has been

moving.  Love  is  commanded  now,  received  by  grace,  practiced

imperfectly, tested under pressure, and finally made complete by God.

New creation is the final owner

Revelation 21–22 provides the primary final horizon. The biblical story

ends not with creation discarded but with heaven and earth renewed,

the holy city, God’s dwelling with humanity, the defeat of death and

mourning, the removal of curse,  and the servants of God seeing his

face and serving him.

These images are apocalyptic and must be read according to their

genre. They should not be flattened into a literal architectural diagram

of  eternity.  Yet  the  theological  claims  are  substantial:  embodied  life

matters, creation matters, community matters, holiness matters, God’s

presence matters, and evil does not remain forever.

Christian hope is embodied, communal, holy life in the presence of

God, far richer than either disembodied escape or the endless extension

of present religious activity.
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Resurrection, not absorption

The New Testament’s resurrection hope preserves creaturely identity.

Christ  is  bodily  raised,  and believers  await  resurrection as  redeemed

creatures who remain distinct from the God they worship.

Language of union, participation, or even theosis in some Christian

traditions  belongs  within  the  enduring  Creator-creature  distinction.

Protestants differ on how freely they use such terms; the promise is

communion with God, not becoming God by nature.

Perfected  communion  means  unbroken  fellowship  with  God  as

redeemed  creatures:  knowing,  worshiping,  serving,  receiving,  and

loving without sin.

Knowing God without becoming omniscient

First  Corinthians 13  contrasts  present partial  knowledge with future

completion  and  uses  the  language  of  knowing  in  relation  to  being

known.  The  passage  promises  profound  future  completeness  while

leaving redeemed creatures finite rather than omniscient.

Glory  does  not  erase  creaturely  finitude.  Its  goodness  does  not

depend  on  imagining  either  static  boredom  or  endless  information

acquisition.  The  biblical  promise  is  sufficient:  we  will  be  with  the

Lord, raised incorruptible, free from sin and death, and fully fitted for

communion with God.

Our  present  questions  about  exactly  how  learning,  discovery,

memory,  culture,  and  creaturely  development  function  in  the  new

creation should be held with humility.

Seeing Christ and becoming like him

First John 3 connects the future appearing of Christ, seeing him, and

being like him. The text gives a real promise of future likeness without

erasing the distinction between Savior and redeemed people.

This hope also has present moral force: those who hope in Christ

purify  themselves.  Eschatology  is  not  an  escape  from  holiness.  The

future shape of love gives direction to present life.
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What grace begins,  God will  bring to completion. The Christian

will  not  forever  be  divided between desire  and obedience,  love  and

fear, trust and doubt. Sin will no longer distort the heart.

Every nation before God

Revelation’s  multinational  scenes  show  peoples  and  languages

gathered  in  worship.  The  global  horizon is  not  decorative  diversity

added to an otherwise individual salvation story.

The new creation judges  every  sinful  distortion of  culture  while

refusing the idea that one present culture becomes the eternal human

norm. The nations bring their  glory into the holy city under God’s

reign.  Whatever  those  images  imply  in  detail,  they  resist  both

nationalism and cultural flattening.

The church’s present cross-cultural life should anticipate that future

with humility. No region owns Christianity. No ethnicity is nearer to

God by nature. The Lamb gathers one people from many peoples.

Love without sin

What would it mean to love God without sin?

It would mean no rival throne in the heart, no desire to use God as

a means, no resentment of holiness, no self-righteous bargaining, no

contempt for neighbor,  no envy,  no hidden exploitation, no fear of

condemnation, no spiritual boredom produced by sin, no divided alle‐

giance.

It would also mean love for other redeemed people without rivalry,

manipulation,  racism,  abuse,  or  fear.  Justice  and  mercy  would  no

longer seem competitors. Worship and daily life would no longer be

separated by sin.

Here  perfected  communion names  that  reality.  The  phrase  is  a

theological synthesis, not a technical expression taken from one verse.

It gathers the biblical destination: God with his people in resurrection

life, seeing and serving him, holy and whole.

LOVE MADE COMPLETE
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Hope for present love

The future keeps present practice in perspective. God brings his people

into the new creation;  they do not perfect  themselves into it.  Every

chapter  on  practice,  repentance,  growth,  mission,  and  perseverance

remains penultimate.

That  does  not  make  obedience  small.  It  makes  it  hopeful.  We

practice now because grace has claimed us and the future belongs to

God. We repent because sin will not define the end. We love neighbors

because  the  coming  kingdom  is  not  a  private  spiritual  escape.  We

endure because resurrection means loss is not final. We engage mission

because  Christ  is  gathering  his  people.  We  worship  because  God  is

worthy now and will be enjoyed without sin then.

The final  answer to  How do I love God? is  therefore not a  tech‐

nique. Know him as he has revealed himself. Receive his prior grace in

Christ. Walk by the Spirit. Trust, desire, revere, obey, and cling to him.

Love the people he gives you. Remain faithful in the church without

surrendering  conscience  to  human  domination.  Lament  when  life

hurts.  Resist  rivals  and spiritual  opposition. Speak the gospel.  Serve

humbly. Persevere.

And  remember  that  the  deepest  completion  of  this  love  will  be

God’s work.

R E S P O N S E

Set  your  hope  on  resurrection  and  new  creation.  Let  the  promise  of

God’s  presence  loosen  the  grip  of  rival  goods  and  make  present

obedience meaningful. You will remain a redeemed creature, raised and

made  holy,  sharing  perfected  communion  with  God  and  his  people

rather  than becoming omniscient,  divine  by nature,  or  absorbed into

God. Bring today’s unfinished love to Christ. Worship now, serve now,

repent now, love now—and let the future promise free you from trying

to manufacture heaven inside your present emotional state.
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A P P E N D I X  A

Core Biblical Passages

This appendix groups passages by the role they play in the book. It is

not  a  list  of  isolated  proof  texts.  Read  each  passage  in  its  literary

context and, where possible, within the argument of the biblical book.

God, revelation, and wholehearted love

Deuteronomy 6:4–9 — The Shema joins confession of the one Lord

with  wholehearted  love  and  embeds  that  devotion  in  household,

memory, teaching, and ordinary life.

Exodus  34:5–8 —  A  foundational  Old  Testament  disclosure  of

God’s character, holding mercy, covenant faithfulness, forgiveness, and

justice together.

Psalm  73:23–28 —  God  as  portion  and  good  even  amid  bodily

weakness;  supports  supreme  value  without  contempt  for  created

goods.

Matthew 22:34–40; Mark 12:28–34 — Jesus identifies love for God

as  first  and  love  for  neighbor  as  second  and  corresponding;  the

commands are distinct yet coordinated.

John 1:1–18; Colossians 1:15–20 — Christ’s centrality in revealing the

invisible God and the Christian confession of his cosmic and saving sig‐

nificance.

Heart renewal, grace, and new life

Deuteronomy  30:1–10 —  Divine  heart-transformation  oriented

toward love for God. Do not make the text a complete New Testament

ordo of regeneration.

Jeremiah  31:31–34 —  New  covenant,  internalized  instruction,

covenant  knowledge,  belonging,  and  forgiveness.  The  passage

contributes its own terms rather than serving as a generic “new birth”

text.
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Ezekiel 36:22–28 — Cleansing, new heart, new spirit, God’s Spirit,

and resulting obedience.

John 3:1–8 — New birth and the Spirit;  divine initiative and the

necessity of life from above.

Romans 5:1–11 — Justification, peace with God, hope, suffering, the

Spirit, and God’s love demonstrated in Christ. Romans 5:5 is best used

primarily for God’s love for us made known through the Spirit.

Romans 8:1–39 — No condemnation, Spirit, mortification, adop‐

tion, suffering, prayer, divine purpose, and security in God’s love.

Ephesians  2:1–10 —  Grace,  faith,  salvation  apart  from  works  as

ground, and good works as the life for which believers are created.

Assurance and communion

John 14:15–24 — Love for Christ, obedience, the Spirit, and relational

communion. Do not turn obedience into the purchase price of saving

love.

John 15:1–11 — Abiding, dependence, fruit, obedience, love, and joy.

1 John 1:1–2:2 — Fellowship, walking in light, confession, forgive‐

ness, and Christ’s advocacy.

1 John 3:14–24; 4:7–21 — Love of brothers and sisters, assurance,

God’s  prior  love,  and  the  relation  between  claimed  God-love  and

visible neighbor-love.

Obedience, affection, and growth

Psalm 63 — Desire and longing for God.

Romans  12 —  Mercies  of  God  leading  to  embodied  worship,

renewed thinking, gifts,  love,  doing good to enemies,  and whole-life

obedience.

Galatians  5:13–26 —  Spirit,  flesh,  freedom,  love,  fruit,  and  real

moral conflict.

Philippians 2:12–13 — Human obedience and God’s work held to‐

gether;  do  not  turn  later  slogans  about  grace  and  effort  into  Paul’s

wording.
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Colossians 3:1–17 — Attention to Christ, putting sin to death, new

communal virtues, forgiveness, Scripture, song, and gratitude.

Church, Word, prayer, baptism, and Supper

Acts  2:37–47 —  Baptism,  teaching,  fellowship,  prayer,  table,

generosity, and shared life.

1  Corinthians  10:16–17 — The  Lord’s  Supper  as  participation or

fellowship connected with the unity of the one body.

1  Corinthians  11:17–34 — Received  tradition,  remembrance,  pro‐

clamation, gathered accountability, self-examination, and discernment

in the Supper.

1 Corinthians 12:12–27 — The church as one body with differenti‐

ated members.

Colossians  3:16 —  The  Word  dwelling  richly  through  teaching,

admonition, and song.

Hebrews 10:19–25 — Access through Christ, holding hope, gather‐

ing, and mutual encouragement toward love and good works.

Matthew 6:9–13 — Jesus’ model prayer: God’s name and kingdom,

provision, forgiveness, and protection.

Dryness, suffering, and lament

Psalm 42–43 — Spiritual thirst, memory, grief, self-address, and hope

without a simple diagnostic claim.

Psalm  88 —  Lament  that  does  not  resolve  into  felt  consolation

before the poem ends.

Job 1–2; 38–42 — Suffering that exposes the inadequacy of simple

retribution and creaturely claims to exhaustive explanation.

John  9:1–5 —  Jesus  rejects  the  proposed  direct  sin-to-suffering

explanation in the case presented.

2 Corinthians 12:7–10 — Repeated unanswered petition met with

sustaining grace; a strong ordinary Christian example.

Hebrews 12:5–11 — Fatherly discipline and formation; not authoriz‐

ation for hidden-sin diagnosis from every hardship.
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1 Peter 1:3–9 — Grief in trials, hope, faith, and love for Christ to‐

gether.

Neighbor, forgiveness, authority, and witness

Luke 10:25–37 — Neighbor-love as costly enacted mercy across a social

boundary.

Matthew 5:43–48; Romans 12:14–21 — Enemy-love, prayer, non-re‐

taliation, and overcoming evil with good.

Matthew 18:15–20 — Church reconciliation and discipline;  not  a

secrecy  rule  requiring  private  confrontation  before  safeguarding  or

reporting possible abuse or crime.

1  Corinthians  5 —  Serious  church  discipline.  Do  not  assume

without argument that the offender is identical to the person discussed

in 2 Corinthians 2.

Mark 10:42–45; 1 Peter 5:1–4 — Leadership contrasted with domin‐

ation; shepherding under Christ.

Matthew 28:18–20 — Commission to the eleven with a continuing

ecclesial  disciple-making  dimension;  not  proof  that  every  individual

has an identical missionary vocation.

1  Peter  3:15–16;  Colossians 4:2–6 — Ordinary Christian readiness

and wise speech toward outsiders.

Perseverance and new creation

Philippians 1:3–11 — Confidence in God’s completing work; important

but not a standalone settlement of the perseverance dispute.

Jude 20–25 — Human continuing and divine keeping held togeth‐

er;  interpretive nuance remains around the phrase concerning God’s

love.

Revelation  2:1–7 —  Real  decline  and  call  to  return;  the  precise

referent of “first love” is debated.

1 Corinthians 15 — Bodily resurrection and victory over death.

1 John 3:1–3 — Present identity as God’s children, future likeness to

Christ, seeing him, and present purification.
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Revelation  21–22 —  Primary  final  horizon:  new  creation,  God’s

dwelling, death and curse removed, service, face-to-face communion,

and hope.
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A P P E N D I X  B

Frequently Asked Questions

What if I do not feel love for God?

Do not equate one emotional state with the whole of love. Christian

love includes affection, but it also includes trust, allegiance, reverence,

obedience,  and  continuing  Godward  desire.  If  low  affect  is  broad,

persistent,  or  seriously  impairing,  bodily  or  clinical  factors  may  be

relevant.  If  there  is  clear  sin,  repent.  If  the  cause  is  unclear,  avoid

inventing one. See Chapter 17 and Appendix D.

Does obedience count if I do not feel like obeying?

Yes.  Faithful  obedience  matters  even  when  emotion  is  weak,  and

reluctant  obedience  is  not  automatically  hypocrisy.  Yet  Christianity

does not aim at  permanent loveless  compliance;  ask God to deepen

desire while you obey.

Can fear and love coexist?

Fear of condemnation and reverent awe should be distinguished. First

John  addresses  fear  associated  with  punishment,  while  Hebrews

continues  to  call  believers  to  reverent  worship.  Adoption  moves

Christians away from servile terror without making God casual.

How do I know God accepts me?

Look first  to Christ and God’s promise,  not the current strength of

your love. Justification rests on Christ and is received through faith.

The  Spirit’s  witness  and  adoption,  the  church’s  external  gospel

ministry, and pattern-level fruit also contribute to assurance without

becoming the ground of acceptance. See Chapter 7.
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What if my faith is weak?

Weak faith can receive a strong Savior. Do not make the strength of

faith a second object of faith. Continue to bring doubt and need to

Christ, remain with God’s people, and use the ordinary means of grace.

Can Christians lose salvation?

Historic  Protestants  disagree.  Reformed  traditions  teach  God’s

preservation  of  the  truly  regenerate;  Wesleyan-Arminian  traditions

generally  allow final  apostasy  through persistent  unbelief;  Lutheran

and Anglican formulations add further nuance. The dispute remains

explicit.  All  sides  call  Christians  to  continuing  faith  rather  than

presumption. See Chapter 27.

Do I need a daily quiet time?

Scripture  commands  receiving  God’s  Word,  prayer,  fellowship,

worship,  and  obedience,  but  it  does  not  command  one  universal

private  schedule.  A  daily  quiet  time  can  be  wise.  It  is  a  prudential

structure, not a measure of salvation. Adapt practices to responsibilit‐

ies, health, safety, resources, and access.

Is private Bible reading the main way Christians
receive Scripture?

It is one excellent way. Scripture is also heard, preached, memorized,

recited, sung, discussed, and received communally. See Chapter 13.

Are baptism and the Lord’s Supper merely
symbols?

All  major  Protestant  traditions  affirm  symbolic  or  signifying

dimensions, but traditions differ substantially on sacramental efficacy

and Christ’s presence. No single full model is imposed here. Biblically,

baptism is Christ-instituted, triune, initiatory, and ecclesial; the Supper
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involves  remembrance,  proclamation,  participation  or  fellowship,

unity, self-examination, thanksgiving, and future hope.

What if I cannot attend church easily?

The  church  is  the  ordinary  context  of  Christian  formation,  but

circumstances  can  constrain  access.  Illness,  disability,  persecution,

geography,  migration,  caregiving,  or  imprisonment  may  require

adapted  forms  of  fellowship.  Do  not  conclude  that  constrained

believers are unreal Christians.

Must I forgive someone who has not repented?

Christians disagree on the precise terminology. The shared obligation

is to reject personal vengeance and cultivate mercy and readiness for

forgiveness.  Reconciliation and restored trust  are  separate  questions

and normally require truth and sufficient mutuality. Serious harm may

require protective distance and accountability.

Does forgiveness require trust?

No.   Trust  answers  to  trustworthiness.  Forgiveness,  reconciliation,

trust, access, consequences, and leadership restoration are related but

distinct.

Is setting a boundary unloving?

Not necessarily.  Boundary is a modern prudential term for limits on

access  or  behavior.  Limits  can serve truth,  safety,  responsibility,  and

love.  They  can  also  be  misused  punitively.  Test  them  by  truth,

proportionality, responsibility, motive, and the genuine good of those

involved.

What if a church leader harmed me?

Distinguish  ordinary  conflict  from  abuse  or  possible  crime.  Serious

allegations  may  require  church,  safeguarding,  professional,  and  civil
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processes  in  parallel.  You are  not  biblically  required to  confront  an

alleged abuser privately before seeking safety. See Chapter 24.

Is every Christian a missionary?

Every Christian belongs to a witnessing,  disciple-making people and

should be ready to speak of Christ according to opportunity. Not every

Christian has the same vocational calling to cross-cultural missionary

service. See Chapters 25–26.

What is contextualization?

Contextualization  is  the  work  of  communicating  and  embodying

Christian truth intelligibly within real cultures while keeping Scripture

as the norm that judges both missionary and local cultures. It is not

disguise, deception, or automatic accommodation.
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A P P E N D I X  C

Thirty Days of Practicing Love for
God

This  thirty-day  guide  is  an  organizational  tool,  not  a  promise  of

transformation  within  thirty  days.  Completion  does  not  prove

maturity.  Missed  days  are  not  failure.  Adapt  the  sequence  to  your

schedule,  health,  disability,  family  responsibilities,  work,  safety,  and

church access.

Each day has four simple movements:  Receive a biblical truth; Re‐

spond in  prayer;  Practice one  concrete  act;  Release the  outcome to

God.

Days 1–7 — Know and receive

Day 1 — The God who reveals himself. Read Exodus 34:5–8. Identify

what the passage actually says about God’s character. Pray one truth

back to God.

Day 2 — Christ makes the Father known. Read John 1:1–18. Attend

to what the passage says about the Son and revelation. Thank God for

making himself known.

Day 3 — Whole-person love. Read Deuteronomy 6:4–9. Choose

one  ordinary  part  of  life—speech,  home,  work,  money,  body—and

place it consciously under God’s lordship.

Day 4 — God and neighbor. Read Matthew 22:34–40. Do one con‐

crete good for a person you would normally overlook.

Day 5 — Grace comes first. Read Romans 5:6–11. Name one way

you try to prove yourself to God. Renounce the bargain.

Day 6 — New life. Read John 3:1–8 and Romans 8:1–17. Ask the

Spirit to form a real Godward life rather than a religious image.

Day 7 — Accepted in Christ. Read Ephesians 2:1–10. Restate the

difference between grace as ground and obedience as fruit.
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Days 8–14 — Obey and desire

Day 8 — One clear command. Choose one command of Christ you

know you are avoiding. Obey it without using obedience as payment.

Day 9 — Hate evil,  love people. Read Romans 12:9–21.  Identify

where  moral  conviction is  becoming contempt or  where  niceness  is

avoiding truth.

Day 10  — Desire  without  pretending. Read Psalm 63.  Tell  God

honestly what you desire and ask for deeper desire for him.

Day 11 — Low affect. If you feel flat, do not manufacture emotion.

Practice one small act of truth, prayer, or obedience.

Day 12 — Grace-enabled effort. Read Philippians 2:12–13. Choose a

small practice that supports faith for the next week.

Day 13  — Mortification. Identify  one sinful  pattern and remove

one concrete support it relies on.

Day 14 — Repentance. Confess one known sin specifically. Make

repair where appropriate, then stop trying to pay for forgiveness.

Days 15–21 — Word, prayer, and church

Day 15 — Hear Scripture. Listen to a substantial biblical passage rather

than reading silently.

Day 16 — Read in context. Read one whole chapter of Scripture

and summarize its argument before applying a verse.

Day 17 — Pray the Lord’s Prayer slowly. Let each movement widen

your concerns.

Day 18  — Lament. Read Psalm 13  or  Psalm 88.  Bring one unre‐

solved pain to God without forcing resolution.

Day  19  —  Encourage. Contact  one  Christian  and  give  specific,

truthful encouragement.

Day 20 — Gather. Participate in your church’s worship if you are

able  and  safe  to  do  so.  Focus  on  God  and  the  body  rather  than

evaluating the experience.

Day 21 — Remember the gospel together. Reflect on baptism or the

Lord’s  Supper  according  to  your  church’s  tradition  and  how  these

practices direct believers toward Christ and the church.
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Days 22–27 — Pressure and rival loves

Day 22 — Name dryness without diagnosing it. If God feels distant,

list what is known and unknown. Do not fill the unknowns with ac‐

cusation.

Day  23  —  Care  for  the  body. Ask  whether  sleep,  food,  illness,

movement, medication questions, or stress need appropriate attention.

Seek professional help where warranted rather than self-prescribing.

Day 24 — A rival promise. Name one created good that promises

too much. What is it promising? What obedience would place it under

God?

Day 25 — Digital wisdom. If relevant, change one digital condition

that repeatedly undermines attention or holiness. If digital life is not

your major pressure, choose another environment instead.

Day 26 — Spiritual warfare. Read Ephesians 6:10–20. Practice the

ordinary means named there. Refuse speculative causal claims.

Day 27 — Stand with others. Ask one trusted Christian to pray

with you about a real area of pressure.

Days 28–30 — Neighbor, witness, hope

Day 28  — Seek  a  neighbor’s  true  good. Offer  practical  help,  truth,

protection, generosity, or presence according to a real need.

Day  29  —  Speak  of  Christ. In  an  appropriate  relationship,  say

something intelligible about why your hope is in Christ. Do not force

the conversation.

Day 30 — New creation. Read Revelation 21–22.  Write one sen‐

tence  describing  how  resurrection  hope  changes  one  present  fear,

desire, or responsibility.

At the end, do not score yourself.  Ask instead: What helped me

receive truth? What became mechanical? Where did love become more

concrete? What needs repentance or  support?  What simple practice

should continue, and what should be released?
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A P P E N D I X  D

Spiritual Dryness & Distance
Discernment Guide

This guide is descriptive and non-diagnostic. “God feels distant” can

describe  many  states.  Use  it  to  choose  proportionate  care  without

claiming certainty you do not possess.

1. Name the experience

Ask:

What exactly feels different: prayer, pleasure, attention, hope,

motivation, trust, church participation, or everything?

How long has it been present?

Is the experience limited to explicitly spiritual activities or broad

across life?

Is daily functioning significantly impaired?

Is there known grief, conflict, illness, sleep loss, trauma,

medication change, or major stress?

Is there clear, known sin that requires repentance?

Do not treat these questions as a diagnostic test.

2. Check safety and function first

If there is immediate danger, self-harm risk, abuse, inability to meet

basic  needs,  severe  functional  decline,  psychosis-like  symptoms,  or

another  urgent  crisis,  seek  appropriate  emergency,  medical,  mental

health,  safeguarding,  or  civil  help.  A spiritual  interpretation should

not delay urgent protection.

Specific  crisis  and  safeguarding  services  vary  by  jurisdiction.  Use

competent local resources.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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3. Consider possible domains

Known sin or deliberate neglect — Repent where conduct is actually

clear.

Grief and suffering — Lament; reduce pressure to perform; receive

community support.

Exhaustion or bodily illness — Rest and seek medical care as appro‐

priate.

Depression or broad loss of interest or pleasure — Consider profes‐

sional  assessment,  especially  when  persistent  or  impairing.  Do  not

diagnose yourself from this appendix.

Scrupulosity  or  intrusive  thoughts —  Do  not  equate  unwanted

thoughts with chosen allegiance. Reduce repetitive reassurance-seeking

and seek appropriate specialized help if the pattern is consuming.

Doubt — Specify the question. Intellectual doubt may need study

and conversation; emotional distress may need different care.

Church injury or coercion — Safety and trustworthy community

may need attention before increased church exposure.

Mixed or unknown causes — Mixed causes are common. “I do not

know” is an acceptable answer.

4. Choose proportionate responses

Possible responses include:

repent where sin is known;

keep prayer and Scripture simple;

remain connected to trustworthy people;

rest;

seek medical or mental health assessment;

address practical stressors;

seek safety from harmful relationships or leadership;

lament;

reduce compulsive checking;

wait patiently without inventing a cause.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Possible domains and proportionate responses

Possible
domain Possible indicators Proportionate response

Do not infer
automatically

Known sin or
deliberate
neglect

Conduct is actually
clear.

Repent where conduct is
actually clear.

That every low-affect
season proves hidden
sin.

Grief and
suffering

Loss, pain, or
unresolved hardship.

Lament; reduce pressure to
perform; receive community
support.

That grief means faith
has failed.

Exhaustion or
bodily illness

Sleep loss, illness,
depleted attention,
bodily strain.

Rest and seek medical care
as appropriate.

That bodily depletion
is merely spiritual
laziness.

Depression or
broad loss of
interest or
pleasure

Persistent or impairing
low mood, loss of
interest, major
functional change.

Consider professional
assessment; do not self-
diagnose from this guide.

That depression
proves weak faith.

Scrupulosity or
intrusive
thoughts

Unwanted thoughts,
repeated confession/
checking, consuming
reassurance-seeking.

Do not equate unwanted
thoughts with chosen
allegiance; seek specialized
help when consuming.

That intrusive content
reveals true allegiance.

Doubt A specific intellectual
or experiential
question.

Specify the question; use
study, conversation, pastoral
care, or other care
appropriate to the issue.

That all doubt has the
same cause.

Church injury
or coercion

Fear, manipulation,
unsafe leadership, or
harmful community
dynamics.

Address safety and
trustworthy community
before increasing exposure.

That staying exposed
proves faithfulness.

Mixed or
unknown
causes

Several domains
overlap or the cause is
unclear.

Use proportionate care; “I
do not know” is acceptable.

That uncertainty
must be filled with a
confident diagnosis.

No sequence guarantees restored feeling.

5. What not to conclude automatically

Do not conclude automatically that:

God has abandoned you;

you are unsaved because affect is low;

a hidden sin must explain the experience;

depression proves weak faith;

• 

• 

• 

• 
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intrusive thoughts reveal your true allegiance;

more devotional quantity will necessarily fix the problem;

another person’s confident spiritual explanation is correct;

medication or therapy should be stopped in order to

demonstrate faith.

Return to Chapter 7 for assurance,  Chapter 17 for fuller discussion,

Chapter 18 for suffering, and Appendix H for bounded self-examina‐

tion.

• 

• 

• 

• 
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A P P E N D I X  E

Building a Contextual Rule of Life

A rule of life is a prudential structure for organizing recurring practices

around  Christian  purposes.  Scripture  does  not  command  every

Christian  to  have  a  written  rule,  and  no  particular  schedule  is

universally faithful.

1. Begin with responsibilities and constraints

List what God has actually placed in your life:

household and caregiving;

work or study;

church;

health and disability;

sleep and bodily needs;

financial realities;

safety or persecution concerns;

commuting and geography;

existing ministry responsibilities.

Do not design a spiritual life for an imaginary person with unlimited

private time.

2. Choose purposes before practices

Examples:

receive Scripture attentively;

pray honestly;

participate in church;

resist a particular sin;

serve neighbors;

practice rest;

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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maintain relationships;

support witness or mission.

A purpose can often be served by several practices.

3. Choose a small set of practices

Possible  daily  practices:  short  prayer,  Scripture,  memorization,

examen-like reflection, household worship, intercession.

Possible weekly practices: gathered church, extended prayer, service,

hospitality, rest, conversation with a mature believer.

Possible seasonal practices: fasting, retreat, focused study, financial

review, digital reduction, mission discernment.

Treat these as options, not commands.

4. Build flexibility

Use ranges rather than perfectionistic  rules  where helpful.  A parent

with a newborn may need a minimum rhythm. A student on break

may use longer study. A shift worker may rotate times. An oral learner

may listen rather than read. A persecuted believer may need discreet

practices.

The rule should serve love and faithfulness. If protecting the rule

repeatedly harms responsibilities, revise the rule.

5. Review without scorekeeping

Every few weeks or months ask:

What practice is serving its purpose?

What has become mechanical?

What responsibility is being neglected?

What needs to become smaller or more sustainable?

What season has changed?

What fruit is visible at pattern level?

Do not convert the review into a salvation score.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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A P P E N D I X  F

Prayers of Love, Repentance,
Lament, and Hope

These prayers are original prompts shaped by biblical themes. They are

not Scripture and need not be repeated word for word.

Adoration and love

Father,  you are not the God of my imagination but the living God

who has made yourself known. Teach me to receive what is true about

you,  including  what  corrects  me.  Let  truth  become  worship  rather

than pride. Through your Son, draw my desires, trust, reverence, and

obedience  toward  you.  By  your  Spirit,  make  my  love  sincere  and

patient. Keep every good gift in its proper place beneath you.

Receiving grace

God  of  mercy,  I  bring  you  no  performance  that  can  purchase

acceptance. Thank you for Christ, for his life, death, resurrection, and

continuing lordship. Where I have tried to use prayer, service, feeling,

or discipline as wages, expose the bargain. Teach me to receive grace

and then to obey freely. Let assurance turn my attention outward from

endless self-measurement toward Christ.

Confession and repentance

Holy God, I will  not hide what you already know. I confess my sin

without excuse.  Give me sorrow that tells  the truth and repentance

that changes direction. Where I have harmed others,  show me what

repair  is  appropriate.  Keep  me  from  using  shame  as  payment  or

forgiveness  as  an escape from consequences.  Lead me back through

Christ into honest obedience.

167



Lament

God, I do not understand what has happened. I do not want to call

evil good or pain small. Hear my complaint. Give me words when I

have  them  and  receive  me  when  I  do  not.  Protect  me  from  false

explanations  and  from  despair.  Give  me  the  help  I  need  through

people,  practical  care,  and your Spirit.  Hold me while  the question

remains open.

When prayer is unanswered

Father,  I  have  asked  for  this  and  still  ask.  I  do  not  know  why  the

answer has not come as I hoped. Keep me from blaming weak faith,

inventing  hidden  guilt,  or  pretending  I  no  longer  care.  Give  me

sustaining grace for what remains. Make me willing to obey without

calling the loss good. Keep hope alive in Christ.

For a neighbor

Lord, show me the true good of the person before me. Keep me from

using love  as  a  name for  approval,  control,  or  self-display.  Give  me

courage  to  help  materially,  speak  truthfully,  listen  patiently,  protect

when  necessary,  and  refuse  vengeance.  Teach  me  finite  faithfulness

rather than vague concern for everyone and concrete care for no one.

For an enemy

God of justice and mercy, keep hatred from ruling me. I ask for the

good of the one who opposes or has harmed me, including repentance

and  truth.  Protect  me  from  revenge.  Give  wisdom  about  distance,

accountability, and safety. Do not let mercy become denial or justice

become cruelty.

For the church

Lord  Jesus,  shepherd  your  church.  Give  leaders  courage,  humility,

accountability, and love. Protect the vulnerable. Expose hidden harm.

Give  members  patience  in  ordinary  conflict  and  courage  in  serious
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wrongdoing. Restore trust where truth and repentance make restora‐

tion possible. Lead those wounded by churches toward safe Christian

community in your time.

For witness

Father, make me ready to speak of Christ with gentleness, clarity, and

courage. I cannot control another person’s response. Make me faithful

in truth and love, and work by your grace according to your wisdom.

Keep me from manipulation,  fear,  and silence.  Let  my deeds adorn

rather than replace the gospel I confess.

For cross-cultural mission

God of  all  peoples,  free  your  church from pride.  Give  missionaries

linguistic  patience,  cultural  humility,  theological  courage,  and

willingness  to  be  corrected.  Give  local  churches  authority  to  lead

faithfully under your Word. Protect money from becoming control.

Heal wounds left by mission sin, and multiply reciprocal partnership

across your global church.

New creation hope

God who raises the dead, fix my hope beyond the limits of this age.

When love feels unfinished, remind me that your work is not. Keep me

faithful  without  making  me  frantic.  Prepare  me  for  the  day  when

death,  curse,  sin,  and fear are gone and your servants see your face.

Until then, teach me to worship, obey, love, serve, and wait.
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A P P E N D I X  G

Small-Group & Church Discussion
Guide

Group covenant

A healthy group should agree to several principles:

Scripture remains the primary theological authority.

No one is required to disclose trauma, abuse, mental health

history, or private sin in order to participate.

Confidentiality has limits where safety, abuse, self-harm risk, or

legal or safeguarding duties require action.

Members do not diagnose one another.

Disagreement should not be punished socially.

Leaders do not use the group to create dependence on

themselves.

Urgent safety concerns are routed to appropriate help rather

than processed only as discussion topics.

Part I — The God We Love

Which distorted picture of God most easily shapes Christian

practice?

Why is accurate doctrine necessary but insufficient for love?

How do the two greatest commands resist private spirituality?

What changes when grace is placed before response?

Practice: Choose one biblical truth about God and one concrete act of

neighbor-love that follows from it.

Part II — Grace Creates a New Godward Life

Why is the problem deeper than weak habits?

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

6. 

7. 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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What is gained by describing new life as a cluster rather than a

rigid ladder?

How do justification and adoption differ?

Which of the four assurance lenses do you neglect or misuse?

Safeguard: Do not turn the discussion into public judgments about

who is or is not converted.

Part III — The Shape and Growth of Love

How can obedience be necessary without becoming merit?

Why is emotional intensity an unreliable standalone measure?

Which practices help faith without becoming mechanisms?

Where do legalism and emotionalism mirror each other?

Practice: Make one practice smaller, clearer, and connected to an actual

purpose.

Part IV — Love Nourished in the Church

How is a body different from an audience?

What modes of Scripture engagement besides private reading are

biblical?

What does lament add to prayer?

What common ground can Protestants affirm about baptism

and the Supper despite disagreement?

Safeguard: If discussion reveals coercive leadership or serious harm, do

not  pressure  the  person to  reconcile  in  the  group.  Use  appropriate

safety routes.

Part V — Love Under Pressure

Why is dryness a description rather than a diagnosis?

Which false explanations for suffering have you heard?

How can rival loves be diagnosed without calling every desire

idolatry?

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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What does Scripture actually name as the ordinary weapons of

spiritual warfare?

Practice: Identify one pressure and choose a proportionate response

rather than a total life overhaul.

Part VI — Love Moves Toward Others

How do universal love and differentiated responsibility fit

together?

Why must forgiveness, reconciliation, trust, and access be

distinguished?

What makes ordinary work an arena of neighbor-love?

What limits Christian authority?

Why do deeds and gospel speech need distinction without

divorce?

How can money distort cross-cultural partnership?

Safeguard: Do not use hypothetical discussion to tell someone in an

abuse situation what they “must” do. Encourage competent local help.

Part VII — The Endurance and Fulfillment of Love

What is the difference between perseverance and maintaining a

spiritual mood?

How should Protestant disagreement about final apostasy be

handled pastorally?

What does bodily resurrection correct about popular ideas of

heaven?

How does new creation reshape present obedience?

Practice: Name one form of hidden faithfulness that matters in your

current season.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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A P P E N D I X  H

Self-Examination and Assurance
Without Scrupulosity

This guide is not a salvation test. It is designed to help ordinary self-

examination remain bounded.

Step 1 — Begin outside yourself

State the gospel  in simple terms: your hope rests  on Christ,  not on

your ability to inspect your heart perfectly. Read a substantial gospel

passage rather than searching for a phrase that produces reassurance.

Step 2 — Remember adoption and the Spirit

Christian  assurance  includes  filial  relation.  Pray  as  a  child  coming

through Christ.  Do not  require  a  particular  emotional  sensation as

proof of the Spirit.

Step 3 — Use external gospel reminders

Receive Scripture,  preaching,  Christian fellowship,  baptism, and the

Lord’s Supper according to the faithful practice of your church. These

direct attention beyond private introspection.

Step 4 — Examine fruit at pattern level

Ask a small number of questions:

Do I continue returning to Christ?

Is there real repentance when sin becomes clear?

Is obedience present in pattern, though imperfect?

Is love for other people becoming more concrete?

Do I take biblical warnings seriously rather than dismissing

them?

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Do not assign numerical scores.

Step 5 — Stop

If the same question immediately demands another round of checking,

do not assume more analysis will produce spiritual certainty. Repeated

motive inspection and reassurance-seeking can become compulsive.

If  religious  doubt,  intrusive  thoughts,  confession,  or  checking  is

consuming substantial time or impairing daily life, consider specialized

mental health support alongside pastoral care.

Crisis note

If self-examination is accompanied by self-harm thoughts, inability to

function  safely,  abuse,  or  another  urgent  crisis,  seek  appropriate

immediate  local  help.  Do  not  use  this  appendix  as  the  primary  re‐

sponse.
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A P P E N D I X  I

Pastoral & Ministry Casebook

All cases below are fictional composites created for teaching. They do

not diagnose real people and do not prescribe one universal response.

Case 1 — Dryness and depression

Mara has been a Christian for years. Over two months she loses interest

not only in prayer but also food, friends, music, and work. She sleeps

poorly, struggles to concentrate, and begins missing responsibilities. A

well-meaning friend tells her she has “left her first love” and needs a

stricter quiet time.

Discernment: The  broad  loss  of  interest  and  functional  change

should  not  be  reduced  to  spiritual  dryness.  Known  sin  can  still  be

addressed if present, but competent clinical assessment is appropriate.

Prayer,  simple  Scripture,  and church support  can continue without

becoming the sole treatment.

Case 2 — Scrupulosity and intrusive thoughts

Daniel  experiences  unwanted  blasphemous  thoughts  during  prayer.

He repeatedly confesses them, asks three pastors whether he is saved,

and searches the same theological question online late into the night.

Reassurance helps for minutes, then doubt returns.

Discernment: Unwanted  thoughts  are  not  identical  to  chosen

allegiance. Repeated reassurance may be participating in a compulsive

cycle. Pastoral care should point to Christ without endlessly answering

the same test  and should consider referral  to a clinician experienced

with OCD, including scrupulosity.

Case 3 — Grief and unanswered prayer

A family prays for a child’s recovery from severe illness. The child dies.

Members of the church offer explanations: not enough faith, a hidden
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purpose  that  will  soon  become  obvious,  demonic  attack,  or  special

selection for a spiritual lesson.

Discernment: The  family  does  not  need  speculative  certainty.

Lament,  presence,  practical  care,  and  resurrection  hope  are

appropriate. Specific causal claims require warrant that the situation

does not provide.

Case 4 — Forgiveness without restored trust

A business partner steals money, lies repeatedly, then apologizes after

evidence becomes undeniable. He asks his Christian partner to prove

forgiveness by restoring account access immediately.

Discernment: Forgiveness  does  not  require  immediate  trust  or

access.  Repentance  should  include  truthful  accounting,  restitution,

and acceptance of consequences. Financial controls can remain while

the offended Christian rejects personal vengeance.

Case 5 — Church harm and safeguarding

A youth volunteer reports that a senior leader has been sending sexual

messages to a teenager. Another elder insists the family must first meet

the leader privately under Matthew 18 so the church’s reputation is not

damaged.

Discernment: This is not an ordinary conflict process. Safeguarding

and applicable civil reporting requirements take priority over a private

confrontation  rule.  The  accused  leader  should  not  control  the

investigation. The teenager should not be pressured to meet the leader

or forgive publicly.

Case 6 — Mission power and cross-cultural
misunderstanding

A  foreign-funded  ministry  employs  local  pastors.  The  donor

organization  invites  “honest  feedback,”  but  local  leaders  know  that

contracts  are  renewed  annually  and  that  previous  critics  lost
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opportunities.  Foreign  staff  conclude  that  unanimous  agreement

proves the strategy is locally owned.

Discernment: Formal consultation does not guarantee free consent

when money and status create dependency. The organization should

create  safer  channels  for  dissent,  clarify  decision  rights,  reduce

retaliation  risk,  and  treat  local  leaders  as  theological  and  strategic

partners rather than implementers.

Case 7 — Spiritual-warfare fear

A family experiences repeated illness and financial trouble. A church

member identifies an elderly relative as the likely source of a curse and

recommends an aggressive deliverance meeting in which the relative

will be confronted.

Discernment: Scripture  does  not  authorize  speculative  identifica‐

tion  of  a  supposed  witch  from  misfortune.  Medical,  financial,

relational, and spiritual care can proceed without accusation. Coercive

deliverance practices are unacceptable. Protect the vulnerable person

and address concrete problems with appropriate evidence.
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A P P E N D I X  J

Glossary & Disputed Terms

Adoption — God’s receiving of believers as his children, bringing filial

belonging, access, inheritance, and the Spirit’s ministry. Related to but

distinct from justification.

Assurance —  Christian  confidence  concerning  salvation.  The

discussion uses  four lenses:  Christ  and God’s  promise as  controlling

ground; the Spirit and adoption; external gospel means in the church;

and non-meritorious fruit at pattern level.

Baptism —  Christ-instituted,  triune,  initiatory,  ecclesial  practice

connected biblically with discipleship and new-life identity. Protestant

traditions disagree on subjects, mode, and efficacy.

Boundary — A modern prudential  term for  relational  limits  on

access,  contact,  responsibility,  or  behavior.  Not  a  biblical  technical

word;  boundaries  must  be  evaluated  morally  rather  than  assumed

good by definition.

Communion with God — Lived fellowship with the triune God:

access to the Father through the Son in the Spirit,  including prayer,

abiding, worship, obedience, and filial relation. Felt communion is not

the ground of justification.

Contextualization —  Communicating  and  embodying  Christian

truth intelligibly within a culture while Scripture judges both local and

missionary cultural assumptions.

Evangelism — Intelligible communication of the gospel with the

aim of calling people to repentance and faith in Christ. Related to but

not identical with mercy or social action.

Filial  fear —  A  traditional  term  used  to  distinguish  reverent

childlike fear of God from servile fear or terror of condemnation. The

distinction is theological shorthand rather than one biblical technical

phrase.

Forgiveness — The Christian response that rejects vengeance and

extends  mercy  regarding  wrongdoing.  Christians  disagree  about  the

178



precise relation of completed forgiveness to an offender’s repentance.

Forgiveness is not identical to reconciliation, trust, access, or removal

of consequences.

Justification —  God’s  gracious  declaration  of  the  believer’s

righteous standing because of Christ and through faith, not because of

the merit  of  love or obedience.  Protestant traditions differ  on some

detailed formulations while sharing a strong grace-and-faith center.

Means of grace — A tradition-sensitive phrase for God-given means

through  which  believers  receive  and  are  nourished  by  grace.  Some

traditions  use  it  narrowly  for  Word  and  sacraments;  others  more

broadly.  The book avoids  using the phrase  as  a  claim that  practices

mechanically produce affection.

Mission — The church’s participation in God’s sending purpose,

including witness and disciple-making and, in specialized forms, cross-

cultural sending. The term is broader than one modern agency struc‐

ture.

Missionary — A useful vocational term for people specially sent for

mission work, often across significant cultural or linguistic boundaries.

Every Christian participates in witness; not every Christian needs the

same vocational label.

Ordered and disordered love — A historic theological framework

especially  associated  with  Augustinian  reflection:  created  goods  are

loved  rightly  under  God  and  wrongly  when  given  ultimate  place.

Useful synthesis, not direct biblical wording.

Perfect love and Christian perfection — In Wesleyan-Holiness tradi‐

tions,  language for a present work or state of mature,  wholehearted

love  understood  in  ways  that  usually  distinguish  it  from  absolute

sinlessness or omniscience. Other Protestants disagree. The present-life

dispute is distinguished here from eschatological perfected love in re‐

surrection.

Reconciliation —  Restored  relationship  after  alienation.  Unlike

unilateral  refusal  of  vengeance,  reconciliation  normally  requires

sufficient truth, safety, and mutuality.
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Sanctification — God’s gracious work by which believers, actively

walking by the Spirit, grow in holiness. It is distinct from justification

and does not become meritorious self-salvation.

Spiritual  abuse — A contemporary pastoral  and interdisciplinary

term for coercive misuse of spiritual authority, divine claims, Scripture,

community  pressure,  or  religious  belonging  to  dominate  others.  It

should not be used as a synonym for every painful church disagree‐

ment.

Spiritual dryness — A descriptive term for low felt desire, consola‐

tion, or nearness to God. It does not diagnose its own cause.

Theosis and participation — Terms used in several Christian tradi‐

tions  for  sharing  in  divine  life  by  grace.  Orthodox  Christian  use

preserves the Creator-creature distinction; redeemed humans do not

become God by nature.

Trust — Confidence in another person’s reliability or safety. Trust

can  be  damaged  and  may  need  evidence  and  time  to  rebuild;

forgiveness does not automatically restore it.

Unreached people group — A modern strategic category used in

mission  research,  defined  differently  by  organizations.  It  can  help

identify access barriers but is not an inspired biblical taxonomy of the

nations.
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A P P E N D I X  K

Recommended Resources

The following resources are grouped for reader exploration rather than

used as a hidden authority list.  Inclusion does not imply agreement

with every position in a work. Complete publication details appear in

the Recommended Reading Bibliography in Appendix L.

Loving God, theology, and Christian formation

Augustine, Confessions.

Bernard of Clairvaux, On Loving God.

John Owen, Communion with God.

Jonathan Edwards, Religious Affections.

J. I. Packer, Knowing God.

Michael Reeves, Delighting in the Trinity.

Jerry Bridges, The Discipline of Grace.

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Life Together.

John Piper, When I Don’t Desire God.

Prayer, suffering, and pastoral experience

C. S. Lewis, A Grief Observed.

D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones, Spiritual Depression.

D. A. Carson, How Long, O Lord?

Federico G. Villanueva, Psalms 1–72: A Pastoral and Contextual

Commentary.

Yohanna Katanacho, Praying Through the Psalms.

Church, culture, and global Christian theology

Hwa Yung, Mangoes or Bananas? The Quest for an Authentic

Asian Christian Theology.

Simon Chan, Grassroots Asian Theology.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Mercy Amba Oduyoye, Hearing and Knowing: Theological

Reflections on Christianity in Africa.

Kwame Bediako, Christianity in Africa.

Lamin Sanneh, Translating the Message.

Mission and the global church

David J. Bosch, Transforming Mission.

Lesslie Newbigin, The Gospel in a Pluralist Society.

Lesslie Newbigin, The Open Secret.

Christopher J. H. Wright, The Mission of God’s People.

Samuel Escobar, The New Global Mission.

Jehu J. Hanciles, Migration and the Making of Global

Christianity.

Richard Twiss, Rescuing the Gospel from the Cowboys.

Spiritual warfare and contextual discernment

Opoku Onyinah, Pentecostal Exorcism: Witchcraft and

Demonology in Ghana.

Church, authority, and safeguarding

Diane Langberg, Redeeming Power: Understanding Authority

and Abuse in the Church.

Basyle Tchividjian and Shira M. Berkovits, The Child

Safeguarding Policy Guide for Churches and Ministries.

GRACE—Godly Response to Abuse in the Christian

Environment, safeguarding and abuse-response resources.

Scope note

These  resources  are  primarily  North  American  and  do  not  replace

current local law, denominational safeguarding procedures, emergency

services,  or  qualified  local  professional  advice.  Reporting  duties,

mandatory-reporting  rules,  investigation  structures,  confidentiality

requirements, and protective processes vary by jurisdiction.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Readers  should  use  recommended  resources  as  conversation

partners under Scripture. Historical works may contain assumptions

or  arguments  that  require  contextual  evaluation;  modern  works

likewise reflect particular traditions and settings.
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A P P E N D I X  L

Sources, Notes, and Further Reading

Source method

Scripture  is  the  final  theological  authority  for  the  argument.  Other

source types answer different questions and should not be confused

with one another.

Biblical and exegetical sources help establish what a text means in

context and how it functions canonically.

Historical  sources establish  what  people,  churches,  and  mission

movements actually did or said. A Bible verse cannot prove a historical

event.

Systematic  and confessional  sources help map doctrinal  synthesis

and identify legitimate Protestant disagreements.

Empirical  and  clinical  sources support  claims  about  psychology,

mental health, behavior, or current research. Biblical narratives should

not be used as retrospective clinical diagnoses.

Missiological  and  demographic  sources support  current  descrip‐

tions  of  mission practice,  people-group tools,  migration,  and global

Christianity. Numerical claims must be dated and tied to definitions

and methods.

Legal  and  safeguarding  sources are  jurisdiction-sensitive.  General

biblical principles do not replace current specialist advice on reporting,

child protection, employment law, or criminal procedure.

Scripture quotation policy

Unless  otherwise  indicated,  direct  English  Bible  quotations  in  this

edition  use  the  Berean  Standard  Bible.  Direct  quotation  remains

selective. The BSB was dedicated to the public domain on April 30,

2023, and is identified in the copyright notice for reader transparency.

Where  this  manuscript  paraphrases  a  passage,  the  reference  still

allows  readers  to  examine  the  text  themselves.  Paraphrase  is  not
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presented inside quotation marks as though it were exact translation

wording.

Historical and theological voices

Named theologians should be represented from actual  works rather

than from remembered slogans. Exact quotations require edition and

location verification.  Paraphrase  is  preferable  when exact  wording is

unnecessary.

The source base draws from historic Western theologians and from

contemporary and global Christian scholarship. Global voices should

be included because their work materially improves the argument, not

to  satisfy  a  representation  quota.  No  writer  should  be  treated  as

spokesperson for a continent.

Psychology and clinical material

Clinical  terms  are  used  sparingly  and  descriptively.  Depression,

obsessive-compulsive  disorder,  scrupulosity,  anhedonia,  trauma-

related distress, and medication effects are not defined by biblical proof

texts.  These  chapters  offer  pastoral  distinctions,  not  diagnosis  or

treatment protocols.

Where serious impairment or safety risk is present, the manuscript

directs  readers  toward  competent  local  care  rather  than  prescribing

medication changes or guaranteed recovery pathways.

Mission history and current mission claims

Mission  history  should  be  narrated  with  both  gratitude  and  moral

seriousness. Translation, education, medical service, church planting,

sacrifice,  and  local  Christian  agency  should  not  be  erased;  neither

should empire, racism, paternalism, coercion, or cultural suppression

where historical evidence establishes them.

Modern mission categories such as “unreached people group” are

strategic tools. They should never be presented as if they were identical

to  biblical  nations  language.  Current  statistics  should  be  rechecked
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near  publication and may be omitted when the argument does  not

require a number.

Further reading

Readers  are  encouraged  to  compare  interpretations,  consult  local

pastors  and  teachers,  and  read  beyond  the  sources  listed  here.

Appendix K offers a selective reader-facing list; complete publication

details appear in the Recommended Reading Bibliography below. The

purpose  of  a  source  apparatus  is  not  to  make  the  manuscript  look

academic.  It  is  to  make  substantive  claims  traceable  and  to  keep

different kinds of evidence in their proper place.

Chapter-Grouped Source Notes

These notes document the main research-dependent claims prioritized

in  the  final  whole-book  audit.  They  support  empirical,  historical,

missiological,  and safeguarding claims without replacing Scripture as

the theological authority of the argument.

Chapter 7 — Assurance, Scrupulosity, and the Reassurance
Loop

7.1. Scrupulosity is commonly discussed within obsessive-compulsive

phenomena involving  religious  or  moral  obsessions  and compulsive

neutralization/checking. The treatment literature is smaller and more

heterogeneous than the general OCD literature, so this chapter uses it

only to justify recognition, caution about repetitive reassurance, and

referral—not  diagnosis  or  treatment  instructions.  See  Toprak  and

Özçelik, “Psychotherapies for the Treatment of Scrupulosity”; Miller

and Hedges, “Scrupulosity Disorder.” ↩

Chapter 10 — Love Desires: Affection, Delight, Joy, and Holy
Longing

10.1. Contemporary reward research distinguishes incentive “wanting”

from hedonic “liking” and from reflective valuation. These constructs

are not a Christian doctrine of desire, but they support the narrower
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claim that a strong momentary urge need not equal a person’s deepest

endorsed allegiance. See Berridge, “Separating Desire from Prediction

of Outcome Value”; Berridge and Robinson, “Liking, Wanting and the

Incentive-Sensitization Theory of Addiction.” ↩
10.2. Modern  emotion  science  contains  multiple  theoretical

frameworks  and  treats  emotion  as  more  complex  than  conscious

feeling alone.  Clinical  and emotion-regulation research also cautions

against  inferring  character  or  spiritual  condition  directly  from  one

affective  state.  See  Barrett  et  al.,  “The  Experience  of  Emotion”;

Sheppes,  Suri,  and  Gross,  “Emotion  Regulation  and  Psychopatho‐

logy”; Lincoln, Schulze, and Renneberg, “The Role of Emotion Regu‐

lation.” ↩

Chapter 11 — Growing Without Earning

11.1. Habit  research  supports  the  modest  behavioral  claim  that

repetition in recurring contexts can increase automaticity and reduce

initiation  friction,  while  formation  rates  vary  widely  by  person,

behavior,  and  context.  It  does  not  establish  that  repeated  spiritual

behavior  automatically  produces  holiness  or  love.  See  Wood  and

Rünger,  “Psychology  of  Habit”;  Lally  et  al.,  “How  Are  Habits

Formed?”; “Time to Form a Habit.” ↩
11.2. Attention  is  shaped  by  current  goals,  physical  salience,  and

learned  selection/reward  history.  That  evidence  supports  caution

about  environments  that  repeatedly  capture  attention;  it  does  not

establish a deterministic chain from attention to spiritual affection. See

Anderson et al., “The Past, Present, and Future of Selection History.”

↩

Chapter 17 — When God Feels Distant

17.1. Empirical studies of “spiritual dryness” describe a phenomenolo‐

gical/religious-struggle  construct  and  report  multiple  associated

experiences  and  coping  patterns.  The  cited  studies  are  population-

specific and largely observational; they do not establish one universal

cause or automatic spiritual benefit. See Büssing, “Strategies to Cope
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with  Phases  of  Spiritual  Dryness”;  Büssing  et  al.,  “Experience  of

Spiritual Dryness and Acedia Symptoms.” ↩
17.2. Experimental  sleep  research  gives  strong  evidence  that  sleep

loss  can  alter  positive  affect,  anxiety,  arousal,  mood,  and  emotion

regulation.  The manuscript  therefore  treats  bodily  depletion as  one

possible  contributor  without diagnosing a  spiritual  state  from sleep

alone. See Palmer et al., “Sleep Loss and Emotion.” ↩
17.3. Depression  can  include  broad  loss  of  interest  or  pleasure,

energy  and  concentration  changes,  and  other  clinically  relevant

symptoms. Anhedonia is heterogeneous rather than a single spiritual

or psychological mechanism. See National Institute of Mental Health,

“Depression”;  Pizzagalli,  “Toward  a  Better  Understanding  of  the

Mechanisms and Pathophysiology of Anhedonia.” ↩
17.4. Scrupulosity  literature  supports  distinguishing  unwanted

intrusive  content  from deliberate  endorsement and cautions  against

compulsive neutralization/checking. The chapter deliberately stops at

recognition and referral. See Toprak and Özçelik; Miller and Hedges.

↩

Chapter 19 — Rival Loves in a Distracted and Disordered World

19.1. Augustine develops influential  accounts of rightly and wrongly

ordered love, enjoyment, use, and the relation of creaturely goods to

God, especially in On Christian Doctrine Book I and throughout relev‐

ant portions of the Confessions. This manuscript uses “ordered love” as

a historical-theological synthesis, not as Augustine’s exact wording in

every place and not as a substitute for the chapter’s biblical argument.

↩
19.2. For  historical  context  on business  models  organized around

capturing and reselling human attention, see Tim Wu, The Attention

Merchants. The source supports the broad economic history; it is not

used as technical proof about every platform, algorithm, or individual

user. ↩
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Chapter 20 — Spiritual Warfare Without Fear or Speculation

20.1. Opoku Onyinah’s Ghanaian Pentecostal study of witchcraft and

demonology  provides  an  important  internal  Christian/African

contextual  witness  to  the  interaction  of  indigenous  concepts,

Pentecostal  exorcism,  fear,  and  pastoral  practice.  It  should  not  be

generalized to all African societies or all Pentecostal churches. See Ony‐

inah, Pentecostal Exorcism. ↩
20.2. The  chapter’s  theological  prohibition  of  coercion  rests  on

Scripture  and  Christian  ethics.  For  practical  abuse-prevention  and

safeguarding  frameworks  relevant  to  church  settings,  see  GRACE’s

abuse-prevention,  policy,  training,  and  safeguarding  resources.

GRACE is  a  U.S.-based organization;  local  law and denominational

procedures remain controlling for jurisdiction-specific duties. ↩

Chapter 24 — Church Authority, Harm, Safeguarding, and
Restoration

24.1. Oakley,  Kinmond,  and  Blundell  examine  spiritual  abuse  and

implications for counselling/psychotherapy, including the difficulty of

naming harm where religious authority, identity, and relationships are

involved. The source supports recognition and care considerations; it

does  not  define  the  book’s  doctrine  of  church  authority.  See

“Responding Well to Spiritual Abuse.” ↩
24.2. GRACE’s current safeguarding and abuse-response materials

emphasize  prevention,  written  policy,  training,  reporting  pathways,

survivor-sensitive  practice,  and  the  potential  need  for  independent

investigation.  These  resources  are  practical  rather  than  universally

binding ecclesiology or law. Churches must follow applicable local law

and competent professional guidance. ↩
24.3. Diane Langberg’s Redeeming Power is a pastoral-psychological

Christian treatment of power, vulnerability,  abuse, institutional self-

protection, and the responsibilities of Christian leaders. It is used here

as a dialogue resource, not as an exhaustive polity standard. ↩
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Chapter 26 — Cross-Cultural Mission and the Global Church

26.1. Sanneh’s work on Christian translation highlights vernaculariza‐

tion  and  the  capacity  of  Christian  faith  to  take  local  linguistic  and

cultural  form.  Twiss  offers  a  Native  American Christian  critique  of

colonial/cowboy forms of mission and argues for indigenous Christian

expression. These works do not imply that all  pre-Christian cultural

practices are compatible with Christianity; they support the narrower

rejection of unnecessary cultural assimilation. See Sanneh, Translating

the Message; Twiss, Rescuing the Gospel from the Cowboys. ↩
26.2. Hanciles documents migration as a major force in the making

of  global  Christianity  and  emphasizes  Christianity’s  increasingly

multidirectional movement. Escobar likewise argues for mission “from

everywhere to everyone,” challenging a simple West-to-rest model. See

Hanciles,  Migration and the Making of Global Christianity; Escobar,

The New Global Mission. ↩

Chapter 27 — Persevering in Love Through a Lifetime

27.1. The chapter’s  summary is  intentionally comparative.  Reformed

confessions  classically  teach  preservation/perseverance  of  the  truly

regenerate; Wesleyan-Arminian and Free Will Baptist traditions allow

final apostasy; Lutheran and Anglican formulations require their own

nuance and should not be collapsed into either side.  Representative

primary  sources  include  Westminster  Confession  XVII–XVIII;  the

Lutheran Book of Concord; the United Methodist Articles of Religion;

the Church of the Nazarene Articles of Faith; the Anglican Articles of

Religion; the Baptist Faith and Message; and relevant Free Will Baptist

confessional  material.  The  note  documents  diversity  rather  than

adjudicating the dispute. ↩
27.2. Wesleyan-Holiness  traditions  use  “Christian  perfection,”

“entire  sanctification,”  and “perfect  love”  for  a  present-life  doctrine

that, in careful formulations, is not identical to omniscience, freedom

from every infirmity, or eschatological impeccability. See Church of the

Nazarene, “Articles of Faith”; John Wesley, A Plain Account of Christi‐

an  Perfection.  Other  Protestant  traditions  reject  or  reinterpret  this
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doctrine, while all agree that final perfected holiness belongs to glorific‐

ation. ↩
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