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Introduction

The Question of Life

“In him was life, and the life was the light of men.”
John chapter 1, verse 4.

Life is one of the most familiar words in Scripture, yet it is also
one of the easiest to read past without asking what the Bible
means by it. We speak about our life, the good life, eternal life,
and life after death. We use the same word for the beating heart
of an animal, the years a person spends on earth, and the deepest

gift Jesus says He came to give.

The Bible begins with life in its most basic sense. God speaks,
creation responds, and living creatures begin filling the waters,
the sky, and the land. Fish swim, birds fly, animals move across
the earth, and every one of them possesses real, physical life

because God has given it.

Then Genesis turns toward humanity. The Lord forms the man
from the dust of the ground and breathes into his nostrils the

breath of life, and Adam becomes a living creature. Like the an-
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imals around him, his physical life is received from the Creator,
yet humanity is given a unique place because men and women
are made in the image of God and created to live in relationship

with Him.

From the beginning, human life is therefore more than biolog-
ical existence without becoming less than physical life. Adam
and Eve are given bodies, food, work, relationship, responsi-
bility, and a place within God's creation. All of those gifts are
ordered around the presence of the God who gave them life in

the first place.

The tree of life stands in the garden as part of that created order.
Its presence reminds us that life remains a gift connected to
the One who gives it. Human beings are alive, but they are
never meant to become independent sources of life, meaning,

or wisdom for themselves.
Then sin entered the story.

Adam and Eve continued breathing after they disobeyed God,
but something fundamental changed. Shame entered their rela-
tionship with one another, fear entered their relationship with
God, the ground became difficult, and death entered the hu-
man story. They remained physically alive, yet the life they were

created to know with God had been fractured.

This distinction becomes increasingly important throughout
Scripture. Physical life remains precious, but the Bible begins
showing that human existence was created for more than simply

continuing to breathe. Humanity was made to live before God,
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receive from Him, trust His wisdom, and know Him as the

source of life.

As the biblical story unfolds, the language of life begins car-
rying greater theological weight. Life becomes connected with
covenant faithfulness, wisdom, righteousness, joy, and the pres-
ence of God. Moses makes this especially clear as Israel prepares

to enter the land God promised.
“For he is your life.”
Deuteronomy chapter 30, verse 20.

Moses places life and death before Israel and calls the people
to love the Lord, obey His voice, and hold fast to Him. In its
immediate setting, this is covenant language spoken to God's
people as they prepare to live in the land. Yet it also reveals a
truth Scripture will continue developing: the gifts of God were
never meant to replace God Himself because He is the One

from whom life comes.

The Psalms take this understanding deeper. David says, “You
make known to me the path of life,” and connects that path
with the presence of God, where there is fullness of joy. Psalm
36 describes God as the fountain of life, giving us a picture of

life continually flowing from its source.

The wisdom writings speak in similar ways. Proverbs connects
wisdom, righteousness, correction, and the fear of the Lord
with life. The person who receives God's wisdom is learning

how life was meant to be lived within the world God created.
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None of this means the Old Testament promises faithful people
an easy or painless existence. Its stories are filled with grief,
injustice, waiting, failure, loss, and suffering. The deeper truth is

that life is found in God even when circumstances are difficult.

Israel's story also exposes a problem. God can give His people
commands, teach them His ways, rescue them from enemies,
send prophets, and call them back when they wander, yet their
hearts repeatedly turn away. They look for security in other
nations, satisfaction in other gods, and life in places that can

never become its source.

Jeremiah describes God as “the fountain of living waters” and
accuses the people of leaving Him for broken cisterns that can
hold no water. Their failure is deeper than rule breaking because
they have turned from the One who alone can sustain them.
The prophets begin pointing toward a work of God that will

reach beneath outward behavior and address the heart itself.

Jeremiah speaks of a coming covenant in which God's law will
be written on the hearts of His people. Ezekiel speaks of a
new heart and a new spirit, then records God's promise, “I will
put my Spirit within you.” Humanity's deepest need cannot
be answered by another command from the outside because

something must happen within.

The God who gave physical life at creation is promising renewal
that human effort cannot accomplish. He will forgive, restore,
transform, and bring His people into a new covenant relation-
ship with Himself. The biblical story is moving toward a deeper

revelation of life.
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Then Jesus came.

John begins his Gospel with words that deliberately take us
back to Genesis: “In the beginning was the Word.” He tells us
that the Word was with God and was God, and that everything
made came into existence through Him. Then John makes a

declaration that brings the biblical story of life into focus.
“In him was life.”

The One through whom creation received life has entered the
world He created. John returns to this theme again and again,
showing Jesus speaking about living water, the bread of life,
abundant life, resurrection life, eternal life, and the Spirit who
gives life. What Scripture has been revealing about life begins

gathering around the Person of Jesus.

Jesus does not merely possess information about life or point
toward a path that exists apart from Him. He says that the
Father has life in Himself and has granted the Son also to have
life in Himself. He calls Himself the bread of life and tells His
listeners that those who come to Him will receive what the

deepest human hunger cannot find anywhere else.

Then, in the same Gospel, Jesus says, “It is the Spirit who gives
life.” The New Testament brings Father, Son, and Spirit into
the revelation of divine life. The Father is the source, life is
revealed and given in the Son, and the Holy Spirit gives life to
God's people.
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This reaches one of its clearest moments outside the tomb of
Lazarus. Martha is grieving the death of her brother and believes
in a future resurrection on the last day. Jesus does not correct
that hope, but He draws her attention from an event she expects

someday to the Person standing in front of her.
“I am the resurrection and the life.”
John chapter 11, verse 25.

A few chapters later, on the night before the cross, Jesus tells His
disciples, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life.” Everything
Scripture has been revealing about life is coming into focus.
The God who gives life has come near in Christ, and the life

humanity needs cannot be separated from Him.

This changes the way we understand eternal life. We often hear
those words and think first about what happens after death,
and Scripture certainly gives us the hope of resurrection and
everlasting life with God. Yet Jesus also speaks of eternal life asa

reality that begins in relationship with God now.

“And this is eternal life, that they know you, the only true God,

and Jesus Christ whom you have sent.”
John chapter 17, verse 3.

Eternal life is relational without being merely inward or sym-
bolic. Itis knowing the Father through the Son now while look-
ing toward the future resurrection of the body and the renewal
of creation. The life Jesus gives begins in the present and reaches

its fullness in the age to come.
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John makes the present reality equally clear in his first letter
when he writes, “Whoever has the Son has life; whoever does
not have the Son of God does not have life.” A person can
therefore possess physical life while still needing the life found
in Christ. The distinction that began to emerge after the fall

becomes clear in the gospel.

Jesus came to deal with the reason that relationship had been
broken. Sin is real, and forgiveness is essential. The cross stands
at the center of the Christian faith because we cannot reconcile
ourselves to God, so Jesus gives Himself for us, bears our sin,

and opens the way back to the Father.
Then He rose.

The resurrection is not simply the ending of the crucifixion
story. It is the victory of Life over death. The One who called
Lazarus from a grave enters death Himself and comes out alive,

never to die again.

The gospel therefore does not leave us at the cross with for-
giveness and a command to try harder. Through Christ we are
reconciled to God, brought into His family, and made new. Paul
describes this new reality by saying, “If anyone is in Christ, he is

anew creation.”

That new life is not simply a new set of religious expectations.
God brings us into relationship with Himself through Christ,
and the Holy Spirit comes to dwell within those who belong

to Him. Romans chapter 8 speaks of “the Spirit of life” and
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connects the Spirit who dwells in believers with the God who

raised Jesus from the dead.

The promise of the prophets is moving toward fulfillment. God
does not remain distant while giving His people instructions for
spiritual life. Through the Holy Spirit, He dwells within His
people and begins forming the life of Christ in them.

This is why Paul can write, “Itis no longer I who live, but Christ
who lives in me,” and elsewhere speak of “Christ, who is your
life.” These statements do not erase the believer's personality,
responsibility, choices, or obedience. They reveal that the source

and center of the Christian life have changed.

We no longer have to manufacture spiritual life from our own
strength. We receive life from Christ and learn to live from
what He supplies. Jesus describes this relationship through the

picture of a vine and its branches.
“Abide in me, and I'in you.”
John chapter 15, verse 4.

A branch has no independent source of life. It bears fruit by
remaining connected to the vine and receiving what it cannot
produce for itself. In the same way, disciples remain in Christ,
receive from Him, respond to Him, and allow His life to pro-

duce fruit over time.

This does not make obedience unnecessary. The Christian life
includes repentance, prayer, Scripture, service, surrender, disci-

pline, and faithfulness. Yet none of those practices can substi-
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tute for relationship with Jesus because spiritual activity cannot

create the life only Christ can give.

The life of Christ also begins changing what satisfies us. Jesus
speaks of living water to a Samaritan woman, bread of life to a
hungry crowd, and abundant life to those who hear the voice of
the Good Shepherd. Again and again, He directs human hunger

toward Himself.
“I came that they may have life and have it abundantly.”
John chapter 10, verse 10.

Abundant life is not a promise of constant comfort, wealth,
health, or success. The One who speaks those words also says
that the Good Shepherd lays down His life for the sheep. The
abundance is found in knowing Him, belonging to Him, re-

ceiving His Spirit, and living within the life He gives.

This changes ordinary life. Work, relationships, possessions,
health, achievement, pleasure, and recognition can all be re-
ceived as gifts without being asked to become our source. The
more deeply we know Christ, the more clearly we learn that

created things cannot carry the weight of becoming our life.

His presence also changes the way we understand rest and joy.
Jesus tells the weary to come to Him, while Psalm 16 connects
the path of life with fullness of joy in God's presence. Rest is not
escape from responsibility, and joy does not depend on every

circumstance becoming easy.
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We learn to carry our responsibilities with Jesus rather than
apart from Him. Our deepest satisfaction is no longer deter-
mined by whether life unfolds according to our plans. The pres-

ence of God becomes the place from which life is lived.

This life also moves outward. The Spirit-filled church in Acts
worships, learns, shares meals, cares for people in need, endures
suffering, proclaims the gospel, and carries the witness of Jesus
into the world. Life in Christ is deeply personal, but Scripture

never allows it to remain private.

And the life we receive now is not yet complete. Our bodies
remain mortal, suffering remains real, creation still groans, and
death continues to touch every family. The New Testament

therefore keeps directing our hope toward resurrection.

The final chapters of Scripture return us to the imagery of the
beginning. The tree of life appears again, the river of the water
of life flows from the throne of God and of the Lamb, the
curse is removed, and God's people see His face. Death is no
more because the life begun in Christ has reached its promised

fullness.

The biblical story of life has come full circle. Life begins as
God's gift, sin brings death, God calls His people toward life,
the prophets promise renewal, Jesus comes as Life, the Spirit
gives life, and resurrection brings that life to completion. From
Genesis to Revelation, life is received from God and finally

understood in relationship with Him.
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This book follows that story. We will begin with the God who
gives life, see what happened when humanity turned from Him,
and follow the language of life through covenant, wisdom, the
Psalms, and the prophets. Then we will come to Jesus and listen
as He speaks of living water, the bread of life, abundant life,

resurrection life, and eternal life.

We will stand near the cross and look toward the empty tomb.
We will consider what it means to be made alive in Christ, to
abide in Him, to walk by the Spirit, to live from His life, and
to share that life with His people. Finally, we will look toward
resurrection, when the life Jesus gives now reaches the fullness

God has promised.

The question before us is therefore larger than whether we are
alive. It is whether we have found the source of life and whether
we are learning to receive our life from Him. Scripture leads us

again and again to Jesus because in Him life is no longer merely

defined.

It is given.



Chapter One

The God Who Gives
Life

The Bible begins with a world coming alive. Genesis opens
with darkness over the deep and the earth still waiting to be
filled. Then God speaks, and light appears, waters separate,
dry ground emerges, vegetation grows, and the heavens begin
marking days and seasons. Creation is not alive because it found

life within itself. It responds to the voice of the Creator.

Then the waters begin to move with life. God says, “Let the wa-
ters swarm with swarms of living creatures,” and soon the seas,
skies, and land are filled with creatures that breathe, move, eat,
and reproduce. Genesis chapter 1, verse 20 gives us the Bible’s
first explicit description of living creatures. Before Scripture tells
us about human life, it shows us that physical life itself is part of

God’s good creation.

Their life is physical and real. Itis also received. It is a gift before

it is anything else.
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Nothing in creation gives itself life. The creatures do not create
the waters that sustain them, the food that nourishes them, or
the world in which they live. They live because God has spoken
and because the world He made continues to provide what life

requires.
God is its source.

Thatis the first foundation Scripture gives us for understanding
life. We can sometimes speak about physical life as though it
were only a container for more important spiritual things, but
Genesis does not speak that way. God creates a physical world
filled with soil, water, plants, animals, bodies, food, work, and

rest, and He repeatedly calls what He has made good.

Then Genesis turns toward humanity. The creation of the man
is described with a closeness that slows the story down. God
forms him from the dust of the ground and breathes into his
nostrils the breath of life. What had been dust becomes a living

creature because God gives what the man could never give him-

self.

“Then the LORD God formed the man of dust from the
ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, and the

man became a living creature.”
Genesis chapter 2, verse 7.

The language is important. Genesis does not say Adam pro-
duced life from somewhere within himself, nor does the verse

describe the new covenant indwelling of the Holy Spirit that
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Scripture will reveal later. God forms the man, gives him the

breath of life, and Adam becomes alive.

Adam receives life. That is where every human story begins.
None of us chose to exist, created the body we entered, or
produced the first breath that filled our lungs. Before we ac-
complished anything, understood anything, earned anything,

or proved anything, life was given.
We receive before we achieve.

That order is easy to forget. Most mornings we wake up and
move quickly toward what needs to be done. There are people
to care for, decisions to make, work to complete, problems to
solve, and plans that already reach beyond today. We can be-
come so accustomed to being alive that another day begins to

feel like something we naturally possess.

Then something interrupts that assumption. A diagnosis can
change the way a person thinks about time. An accident can
reveal how quickly an ordinary day can become uncertain, while
the death of someone we love or the slow changes of aging can

remind us that our bodies have limits.

Scripture does not point to those limits so that we will live
afraid. It teaches us to remember who gives life. We are respon-
sible for how we live, but we are not responsible for holding life
itself together. James warns against speaking about tomorrow
as though it belongs to us and instead teaches us to say, “If the
Lord wills, we will live and do this or that” in James chapter 4,

verse 15.
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Human life remains dependent life. Psalm 104 looks across cre-
ation and sees animals searching for food, birds nesting in trees,
and the earth producing what living things need. The psalmist
does not see a world God started and then abandoned. He sees

creation continually dependent upon the One who made it.

“When you take away their breath, they die and return to their

dust.”
Psalm chapter 104, verse 29.

Life comes from God and remains beneath His sustaining care.
We need food we did not ultimately create, water we did not
invent, air we cannot store forever, and sleep we cannot per-
manently avoid. Even our bodies quietly remind us that we are
not self-sustaining as our lungs continue working while our

attention is somewhere else.

Dependence is not a flaw in creation. God gave human be-
ings limits before sin entered the story. Adam needed food,
lived in a particular place, received work to do, and was given
a boundary to honor. He needed God when creation was still
good, which means dependence is not merely a consequence of
human weakness after the fall. It belongs to what it means to be

a creature.

That can be difficult to receive because we often admire self-suf-
ficiency. Responsibility is good, and Scripture calls us to work
faithfully, grow in wisdom, and care well for what has been

entrusted to us. But responsibility becomes distorted when it
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convinces us that needing God or other people is a sign of

failure.

We were created to receive life from God, live within His wis-
dom, and depend upon His provision. The problem begins
when dependence feels unacceptable and we start trying to be-
come our own source. Before Genesis shows us that rebellion,

however, it shows us what gives human life its unique dignity.

“So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he

created him; male and female he created them.”
Genesis chapter 1, verse 27.

Human beings share embodied creaturely life with the rest of
the living world, but humanity is given a distinctive place with-
in creation. Men and women are made in the image of God
and entrusted with responsibility in His world. Human worth
therefore begins with the Creator rather than with usefulness,

independence, intelligence, influence, or achievement.

A child does not have to become productive before life has
value. An elderly person does not lose dignity when strength
fades, and a person living with disability does not become less
human because care or support is needed. Every human life
bears a dignity that existed before anyone formed an opinion

about its usefulness.

Jesus would later make that dignity visible in the way He moved
toward people. He welcomed children when His disciples treat-

ed them as interruptions, touched people whose sickness had
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pushed them to the edges of community, and saw people oth-
ers had reduced to labels, failures, illnesses, or reputations. His

compassion reflects the heart of the Creator.

The image of God also gives human life purpose. God tells
humanity to be fruitful, fill the earth, and exercise stewardship
within creation. Genesis chapter 2, verse 15 says that Adam was
placed in the garden “to work it and keep it,” which means
meaningful work, cultivation, creativity, and responsibility are

present before sin enters the story.

Work itself is not the curse. Sin will make work painful and
frustrating, but work was already part of God's good creation.
Human beings were made to participate in the care of what God

had made and to use what He entrusted to them faithfully.

That gives dignity to ordinary work. Raising children, tending
land, repairing equipment, teaching students, building some-
thing useful, serving customers, managing resources, caring for
a home, leading people, creating, cleaning, or sitting beside
someone who is sick can all become places of faithful steward-

ship. God is not present only in work that carries a religious title.

But work cannot become our life. Adam bore God's image
before he tended the garden, and his life already had meaning
before he completed a task. We reverse that order when pro-
ductivity becomes proof of worth, success becomes identity, or
progress becomes the measure by which we decide whether a

day was valuable.

Life matters because God gives it.
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Human life was also created for relationship. After Adam is
placed in the garden, God says that it is not good for the man to
be alone. God creates the woman, marriage is established, and

human community begins to take shape.

We were created to know and be known, to give and receive,
and to share life with other people. Relationships can become
some of the most beautiful parts of life, and because love creates
vulnerability, they can also become some of the most painful.
Yet Scripture never presents independence from people as the

final picture of maturity.

That pattern continues through the biblical story. God forms
families, tribes, a covenant people, and eventually the Church.
Jesus gathers disciples and teaches them to love one another,
and the Holy Spirit forms believers into one body rather than

a collection of disconnected individuals.
Life with God includes life with others.

Beneath work, relationship, purpose, and physical existence is
the reality that holds them all together. Human beings were
created to live before God. Adam and Eve do not receive a world
from God and then continue as though He is unnecessary. He
speaks to them, provides for them, gives direction, entrusts re-

sponsibility, and sets boundaries for their good.

Their whole life unfolds before Him. Bodies matter because
God made them. Work matters because God gave it, and rela-
tionships matter because people were created for one another.

Yet none of these gifts can finally be separated from the Giver.
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God is notone part of a full life. He is the source from whom the
whole life comes. Everything else finds its proper place beneath

that truth.

The tree of life stands in the garden as part of this picture.
Genesis does not explain everything about the tree when it first
appears, so we should not ask it to carry more meaning than
the text gives. Still, its place in the garden and its return in
Revelation show that life remains under God's provision and
that the biblical story will finally end with life restored in His

presence.

Near the end of Revelation, the tree of life appears again within
the renewed creation. The curse is gone, God's people see His
face, and death has been removed. The Bible begins with life
received from God and ends with His people living in a world

where death will no longer take it away.

That gives us a framework for everything between Genesis and
Revelation. God's purpose has never been to teach human be-
ings how to become independent enough to live successfully
without Him. Life is received from God at creation and finds

its final fullness in His presence.

This changes the way we hold the gifts He gives. Work can be
meaningful without becoming our identity, relationships can
be cherished without asking another person to become our
source, and health can be cared for without pretending a strong
body can protect us from every future loss. Money can provide,

achievement can be enjoyed, and creation can be received with
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gratitude without any of those things being asked to become
God for us.

Created things remain good when they remain created things. A
life that remembers its source can hold them with open hands.
We can plan with humility, work faithfully, love deeply, care for
our bodies, develop our gifts, protect what is vulnerable, and
use our days wisely. Gratitude grows because we know none
of those responsibilities created the life through which they are

possible.

We are stewards of a life we received. That truth can change the
beginning of an ordinary day. Before the schedule takes over,
before the phone demands attention, and before unfinished
work begins speaking loudly, something more basic has already
happened. We have opened our eyes and received another day

we could not guarantee the night before.

The breath in our lungs is not proof that we control what comes
next. Itis an invitation to receive today from the One who gives
life. God provided, humanity received, and life was meant to be

lived within the goodness of trusting Him.
Then another voice entered the garden.

The serpent did not begin by taking Adam and Eve's breath
away. He began by questioning whether life received from God
was really enough. He suggested that the Creator was withhold-
ing something good and that humanity could reach beyond the
boundary God had given.
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The temptation reached deeper than the fruit. It raised a ques-
tion about whether God could be trusted and whether human-
ity would continue receiving wisdom from His hands or seize
the authority to define good and evil for itself. The people made

in God's image reached for life on their own terms.

They chose another way. Their hearts continued beating and
their lungs continued breathing, but death entered the story.
The opening chapters of Genesis therefore leave us with both
a gift and a warning: life comes from God, and humanity was
created to receive that life within relationship with Him. To
understand why Jesus would one day say that He came so that
we “may have life,” we first have to understand what happened

when humanity turned from the God who gives it.

That is where the story leads next.



Chapter Two

When Life Was
Broken

The garden was full of life. Adam and Eve had received a world
they did not create, bodies they did not give themselves, mean-
ingful work, relationship without shame, and the presence of
the God who had given it all. Their life was received from Him

and ordered around trust in Him.

God also gave them a boundary. “You may surely eat of every
tree of the garden, but of the tree of the knowledge of good and
evil you shall not eat.” Genesis chapter 2, verses 16 and 17. The
command stood inside a garden overflowing with provision,
so the boundary was not evidence of God's stinginess. It gave
humanity a place to trust that the One who gave life also knew

how life was meant to be lived.

God warned that eating from the tree would bring death. That
warning can seem difficult at first because Adam and Eve did

not immediately stop breathing when they ate. Their physical



WHEN LIFE WAS BROKEN 23

lives continued, yet Genesis shows that death entered their story

that day and began working through everything sin touched.

The New Testament gives us language for the depth of that
rupture. Paul describes people apart from Christ as “dead in the
trespasses and sins” in Ephesians chapter 2, verse 1. Spiritual
death does not mean people cease to exist, stop bearing God's
image, or become incapable of every good human action. It
describes humanity alienated from God, under the power of sin,

and unable to restore the life with Him that was broken.

The serpent first attacked trust. He did not begin by denying
that God existed. He questioned God's word and then suggest-
ed that the Creator was withholding something good from the

people He had made.
“Did God actually say?”
Genesis chapter 3, verse 1.

The question reached beneath the command to the character of
God. Would Adam and Eve continue receiving wisdom from
the One who had given them life, or would they decide that
God's wisdom was no longer enough? The temptation was not
merely about eating forbidden fruit. It was an invitation to

reach for life on their own terms.

They chose another way. Genesis says the woman saw that the
tree was good for food, a delight to the eyes, and desirable for

gaining wisdom. She ate and gave some to Adam, who ate with
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her. The serpent had promised opened eyes, and their eyes were

opened, but the first thing they recognized was their nakedness.

Shame entered where openness had been. Before sin, the man
and woman were naked and unashamed, fully exposed to one
another without fear. After sin, they sewed fig leaves together

and covered themselves.

The first movement of broken life was hiding, and we recognize
it because it has never disappeared. We hide obvious sin, but we
can also hide weakness, insecurity, fear, loneliness, disappoint-
ment, and the parts of ourselves we believe could make others
reject us. Achievement, humor, anger, control, busyness, suc-
cess, isolation, and even religious activity can become coverings

that help us manage what we do not want others to see.

Then Adam and Eve heard the Lord in the garden and hid
among the trees. The people created to live openly before God
now withdrew from His presence. When God called, “Where
are you?” He was not asking because Adam had become impos-
sible to locate. The question exposed what sin had done to the

relationship.

Adam answered that he was afraid, so he hid. Fear had entered a
relationship created for trust. The person who had received life
from God's hands was now trying to conceal himself from the

One who gave it.

Sin does not make human beings cease to bear God's image,
and it does not mean God stops sustaining their physical lives.

It does mean humanity is now alienated from God and unable



WHEN LIFE WAS BROKEN 25

to restore that relationship by its own effort. What was created
for communion with Him has become disordered by rebellion

against Him.

The fracture quickly moved outward. When God asked Adam
whether he had eaten from the tree, Adam pointed toward Eve
and said, “The woman whom you gave to be with me, she gave
me fruit of the tree, and I ate.” His answer shifted attention
toward the woman and, beneath that, toward the God who had

given her to him. Eve then pointed toward the serpent.

Responsibility began moving away from the self. We still know
how natural that movement can feel. Circumstances, upbring-
ing, pressure, exhaustion, temptation, another person's behav-
ior, or genuine unfairness may all help explain a situation, but

explanation can become a way of refusing to own what is ours.

Broken life becomes defensive life. We protect ourselves, justify
ourselves, compare ourselves with someone worse, or reshape
the story until our own choices seem unavoidable. Confession
becomes difficult because confession requires us to step out

from behind the covering and tell the truth.

The consequences of the fall then reach into the good things
God had already given. Relationships will now be marked by
pain and conflict. The ground Adam was created to cultivate
will resist him, and work will include sweat, frustration, and

thorns.

Creation remains God's creation, but it is no longer untouched

by human rebellion. Beauty and brokenness now share the same
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landscape. The soil gives food and thorns, relationships hold
love and pain, and bodies experience strength while moving

toward weakness.

This is important because the fall does not teach us to despise
the created world. Bodies are still God's handiwork, work still
carries purpose, marriage and friendship remain gifts, and cre-
ation still displays His goodness. Sin does not create a second
world that belongs to someone else. It corrupts and disorders
the good world God made, which is why redemption will ulti-

mately involve restoration rather than escape from creation.

Then God speaks words that take Adam back to where his body
began: “For you are dust, and to dust you shall return.” Genesis
chapter 3, verse 19. The man formed from the ground will one

day return to it.

Death had entered the human story. Paul later looks back to
Adam when explaining the reach of sin and death. “Sin came
into the world through one man, and death through sin,” he
writes in Romans chapter 5, verse 12. Whatever else Scripture
will teach us about personal responsibility and judgment, the
biblical story is clear that humanity now lives under the reign of

sin and death in a way creation did not at the beginning.

Every generation knows that reality. Children grow, bodies ma-
ture, strength eventually fades, and every human life moves
toward a boundary none of us can remove by our own power.
Medicine can treat disease, wise choices can protect health, and
human knowledge can extend life, but none of those things can

finally conquer death.
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We can delay death, but we cannot defeat it.

This helps explain why human beings struggle so deeply with
the limits of life. We preserve memories, pass names to children,
build businesses, create art, write books, take photographs, tell
stories, and leave things behind. Much of that is good because
remembering a life honors the gift God gave, yet beneath some
of our striving is the fear that everything we are building will

one day pass from our hands.

Ecclesiastes gives voice to that tension. A person can work,
build, gather, enjoy, and accomplish, yet death places a bound-
ary around every earthly achievement. The wise and the foolish
both die, and what someone spends a lifetime building must

eventually be left to others.

Genesis shows another kind of loss before Adam ever returns to
the dust. Adam and Eve are sent out of the garden, and access
to the tree of life is guarded. Humanity now lives east of Eden,
outside the place where life with God had been enjoyed without

shame.

That movement becomes important throughout Scripture. Sin
brings exile from the garden, and the rest of the biblical story
increasingly shows God moving toward people who cannot re-
pair the distance on their own. The God from whom humanity

hides is already the God who comes looking.

The damage also spreads through human relationships. Genesis
chapter 4 introduces Cain and Abel, and God warns Cain when

anger begins taking hold of him: “Sin is crouching at the door.
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Its desire is contrary to you, but you must rule over it.” Cain

refuses the warning and kills his brother.

Only one generation has passed since the garden, and death has
moved from judgment to violence. Adam and Eve hid from
God; their son destroys his brother. The rebellion that ruptured

tellowship with God is now tearing through human communi-

ty.

When God asks Cain, “Where is Abel your brother?” Cain
answers, “I do not know; am I my brother's keeper?” Gene-
sis chapter 4, verse 9. The question reveals how far humanity
has moved from the shared life for which people were created.
Another person's life can now be ignored, used, wounded, or

destroyed.

Sin is never only private. It reaches marriages, families, friend-
ships, workplaces, churches, communities, and nations. Pride
divides, greed exploits, lust uses, bitterness keeps wounds alive,
and fear can teach us to protect ourselves at another person'’s
expense. Human beings still bear God's image, yet image bearers

now sin against God and against one another.

Genesis continues showing the spread. Violence grows, human
pride increases, and by chapter 11 people gather to build a city
and tower so that they can make a name for themselves and
avoid being scattered. Humanity had already received identity
and calling from God, yet once again people try to secure iden-

tity and future on their own terms.
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The form changes, but the movement from Eden remains fa-
miliar. We receive gifts from God and then ask them to do what
only God can do. Work becomes a way to manufacture worth,
relationships become a way to secure identity, possessions be-
come a way to control the future, and achievement becomes a

way to make a name that feels permanent.

This is one reason sin is deeper than a collection of bad deci-
sions. Sin disorders our loves, loyalties, desires, and relation-
ships. Good things can become ruling things when we ask them

to give us identity, security, meaning, or satisfaction apart from

God.

The problem remains the same: humanity has turned from the
source. This does not mean every suffering person is experienc-
ing a direct consequence of some specific personal sin. Scripture
itself rejects that kind of simple equation. We live in a world
broadly damaged by sin and death, and sometimes suffering
comes through another person's choices, through the weakness
of our mortal bodies, or through circumstances we did not

choose.

Still, Scripture does not allow us to place all brokenness outside
ourselves. We also sin. We choose what God forbids, fail to do
whatlove requires, protect pride, feed desires that distort us, and

sometimes know the good while choosing another path.

The problem reaches the heart. That is why humanity needs
more than better circumstances, stronger habits, or greater in-
formation. Those things can help in meaningful ways, but they

cannot reconcile us to God or defeat the death that entered the
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story. We need forgiveness, restored relationship, freedom from

sin's rule, and ultimately resurrection.
We need life restored.

Yet Genesis does not leave humanity alone with judgment. God
comes into the garden and calls to the people who are hiding.
He clothes Adam and Eve, and in His words to the serpent there

is a first glimpse that evil will not have the final victory.

God says that the offspring of the woman will bruise the ser-
pent's head while the serpent will bruise his heel in Genesis
chapter 3, verse 15. The verse does not yet reveal everything the
rest of Scripture will unfold about redemption, but Christians
have rightly seen in it the earliest movement toward the victory
God will ultimately accomplish through Christ. The serpent

will wound, but he will not win.

Grace is already moving in a world that has just learned death.
Humanity cannot reverse Eden. We cannot undo guilt, restore
innocence, conquer death, or recreate communion with God
through effort alone. But the Creator has not abandoned His
creation, and the God who gives life has not surrendered the

story to death.

From here, Scripture begins tracing two ways with increasing
clarity. One moves toward life under God's wisdom, and the
other repeats the old movement of Eden by turning from Him.
This is not because God's commands are arbitrary restrictions
from a distant ruler. The Creator knows the way of life because

life comes from Him.
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God will form a people, rescue them, give them His word,
and teach them what it means to live in covenant with Him.
Their history will show both the goodness of His ways and the
stubbornness of the human heart. Eventually Moses will stand
before Israel and set the choice before them in words that echo

the garden.
Life or death.
Then he will say:

“Choose life.”

That is where the story leads next.



Chapter Three
Choose Life

Israel stood on the edge of a new season. For forty years, the
people had lived between Egypt and the land God promised
to give them. They had known rescue, provision, failure, dis-
cipline, mercy, and the steady faithfulness of God. Now Moses
was preparing a new generation to enter the land their parents

had once been afraid to receive.

Near the end of his final words to them, Moses placed a choice

before the people.

“I have set before you life and death, blessing and curse. There-

fore choose life.”
Deuteronomy chapter 30, verse 19.

Those words carried the weight of everything Israel had already
experienced. God had delivered them from slavery, led them
through the sea, provided for them in the wilderness, given

them His law, and remained faithful even when they wandered.
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They knew what it meant to receive rescue and provision from
His hands.

Now they had to decide how they would live.

The choice between life and death was not an abstract spiri-
tual idea. Moses was speaking within God's covenant with Is-
rael, and the consequences were concrete. Faithfulness to the
covenant was connected with life in the land under God's bless-
ing, while persistent rebellion would eventually bring judg-

ment, loss, and exile.

Moses then explained what choosing life meant. Israel was to
love the Lord, obey His voice, and hold fast to Him. These were
not separate religious duties placed beside life. They belonged

together because of one remarkable truth.
“For he is your life.”
Deuteronomy chapter 30, verse 20.

That sentence takes us back to everything Genesis has already
shown us. Life comes from God. Israel was not being asked to
obey an arbitrary ruler who possessed enough power to punish
disobedience. They were being called to trust the God who had
created them, rescued them, sustained them, and made them

His people.
This changes the way we understand obedience.

We often hear that word and think first about restrictions. Obe-

dience can sound like a list of behaviors required to keep God
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satisfied or a religious system standing between us and the life

we want. Scripture begins somewhere else.
God rescues before He commands.

Israel did not earn deliverance from Egypt by first proving that
they could keep the law. God heard their cries, acted in mer-
cy, brought them out of slavery, and then taught His rescued
people how they were to live. Obedience belonged within a

relationship God had already established.

The order matters. Grace does not make obedience unneces-
sary, and obedience does not create grace. God acts, His people

receive, and then they are called to live as people who belong to
Him.

The law therefore reveals more than what Israel is forbidden
to do. It gives shape to life with a holy God. God's instruction
reaches into worship, work, sexuality, family, justice, money,
rest, property, honesty, treatment of foreigners, care for the

poor, and responsibility toward neighbors.
There is no small corner of life that exists outside His concern.

Israel is called to worship one God in a world filled with idols.
They are commanded to practice justice, honor covenant re-
lationships, care for people who are vulnerable, and remember
that even the land they inhabit ultimately belongs to the Lord.
Sabbath teaches them to stop working and remember that life

does not depend upon endless human labor.
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These commands reveal something about God's character and
something about the world He made. The Creator knows how
human life is meant to be ordered. His wisdom is not opposed

to life.
His wisdom protects it.

That takes us back again to Eden. Adam and Eve faced a ques-
tion about whether God's definition of good could be trust-
ed. Another way looked desirable, so they reached beyond the

boundary He had given and chose wisdom on their own terms.
Israel now faces that same deeper question.
Whose wisdom will they trust?

The nations around them offered other gods, other forms of
power, other definitions of success, and other ways of ordering
life. Israel could trust the God who had delivered them, or
they could repeat the movement of the garden and decide that

another way looked better.
The same question still reaches us.

We live among voices constantly telling us what will make us
happy, secure, desirable, successful, free, or important. Some
come from the culture around us, while others rise from desires
within us. An opportunity can look good enough that we stop
asking whether it is faithful, and a desire can feel strong enough

that we assume satisfying it must lead toward life.
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Scripture teaches us that desire alone cannot determine what is

good.
We need wisdom beyond ourselves.

That is one reason God's Word is a gift. Psalm 119 repeatedly
connects God's instruction with life. The psalmist asks God
to give him life according to His Word, teach him His ways,
and keep his heart from wandering. He does not describe God's

commands as enemies standing between him and freedom.

He sees God's Word as something that leads him toward what

is true.

Psalm 1 opens with the same picture of two ways. One person
gradually becomes shaped by counsel thatleads away from God,
while another delights in the instruction of the Lord and med-
itates upon it day and night. The second person is compared to

“a tree planted by streams of water” in Psalm chapter 1, verse 3.

The tree does not flourish because difficult seasons never come.
Its strength comes from being rooted near a source capable of
sustaining it. It bears fruit in season because its life is being

nourished from the right place.
That image fits the larger biblical story.
Life has direction.

A road can look attractive and still lead somewhere destructive.
Another path may require patience, restraint, or trust and still

lead toward what is good. Wisdom learns to look beyond the
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immediate appeal of a choice toward the kind of life that choice

is forming.

The Psalms also deepen the relationship between life and God
Himself. David writes, “You make known to me the path of life;

in your presence there is fullness of joy.” Psalm chapter 16, verse
11.

David knew suffering. His life included danger, betrayal, con-
flict, grief, personal failure, and long seasons when circum-
stances did not unfold as he wanted. Yet he did not finally locate

life in the removal of every hardship.
He found the path of life in God's presence.

Psalm 36 gives us another image: “For with you is the fountain
oflife; in your light do we see light.” Psalm chapter 36, verse 9. A
fountain continually supplies what flows from it. The psalmist

sees life remaining connected to its source.

We should not move too quickly here into everything the New
Testament will later reveal about Christ and the indwelling
Spirit. The biblical story has not reached that point yet. But the

direction is becoming clearer.
Life cannot finally be separated from God.

The wisdom writings bring that truth into ordinary decisions.
Proverbs describes paths that lead toward wisdom and paths
that lead toward destruction. Words, friendships, money, sex-
uality, humility, work, correction, and self-control all matter

because a life is formed through repeated choices.
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Proverbs chapter 3 tells the reader to hold tightly to sound
wisdom and discretion: “They will be life for your soul.” The
language of life is beginning to reach beyond the simple fact that
a person remains physically alive. Wisdom shapes the quality

and direction of the inner life.

A person can be physically healthy while becoming inwardly
disordered. Someone can possess money while being consumed
by greed, receive admiration while being ruled by pride, or expe-
rience pleasure while becoming increasingly unable to say no to
desire. Wisdom addresses what kind of person is being formed

beneath the surface.

This is why Proverbs repeatedly connects life with the fear of the
Lord.

“The fear of the LORD is a fountain of life.”
Proverbs chapter 14, verse 27.

The fear of the Lord is not terror before a cruel God. It is
reverence that recognizes God as God, receives His authority,
and takes His wisdom seriously. Wisdom begins when we stop

treating our own understanding as sufficient.

“Trust in the LORD with all your heart, and do not lean on

your own understanding.”
Proverbs chapter 3, verse S.

Trust does not require us to stop thinking. God gave us minds

to use, experience from which to learn, and wise people whose
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counsel can help us. The warning is against making our limited

understanding the final authority.

We do not see everything.
God does.

This becomes especially important when obedience is costly.
Sometimes God's wisdom makes immediate sense. Honesty
strengthens trust, rest protects our limits, generosity helps peo-

ple in need, and wise boundaries can protect relationships.

Other commands may confront desires we do not want to sur-
render. Forgiveness can feel unfair when someone has deeply
wounded us. Sexual faithfulness may require denying desires
that feel intensely personal. Generosity can feel risky when re-
sources are uncertain, and telling the truth may carry conse-

quences we would rather avoid.
Those are the moments when obedience reveals trust.

Choosing life does not mean choosing whatever feels easiest.
It means trusting the One who sees where the road leads, even

when another path offers quicker relief.

Israel struggled with this throughout its history. God repeated-
ly showed His faithfulness, yet His people continued looking
elsewhere for what they believed they needed. They worshiped
idols, trusted military strength, sought security through foreign
alliances, neglected justice, and sometimes continued religious

practices while their hearts moved far from God.
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They possessed God's commands and still wandered.
That exposed something important.

Knowing the path of life does not guarantee that the human

heart will choose it.

Proverbs tells us to “keep your heart with all vigilance, for from
it flow the springs of life.” Proverbs chapter 4, verse 23. In Scrip-
ture, the heart reaches into our thoughts, desires, affections,
intentions, and will. What we love shapes what we pursue, and
what we trust shapes the choices we make when competing

paths appear.

Behavior therefore cannot be the whole answer. Rules can iden-
tify boundaries, expose sin, restrain what is destructive, and
reveal what is good. But a command written outside us cannot

by itself make the heart love the God who gave it.

Israel's history demonstrates the problem painfully. The people
could remember the Exodus and still worship idols. They could
hear the law and still ignore the poor. They could participate
in worship while trusting wealth, power, or the nations around

them more than the Lord.
The problem was not that God's instruction was defective.
The human heart wandered.

Yet God's law remained good. Psalm 19 says, “The law of the
LORD is perfect, reviving the soul.” God's testimony makes

wise, His precepts bring joy, and His commandment gives light.
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The psalmist does not experience God's Word as something
opposed to life. He receives it as something that restores and

guides.
We need to hold two truths together.

We cannot earn life from God by performing well enough, and

God's commands still matter.

The law was never meant to make God indebted to sinful people
who achieved a perfect record. Scripture will increasingly show
our need for mercy, forgiveness, faith, and a work of God we
cannot accomplish ourselves. Yet grace does not turn God's

wisdom into something unnecessary.
The God who gives life knows the way of life.

For those who follow Jesus, this distinction will become even
clearer. We do not obey in order to make God love us or to force
Him to give us life. We obey because grace has brought us into
relationship with Him and because we have learned that His

wisdom can be trusted.
Obedience is trust made visible.

Even within Deuteronomy, however, Moses recognizes that Is-
rael needs more than instruction. He tells the people to circum-
cise their hearts and no longer be stubborn, but later he speaks

of something only God can do.
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“The LORD your God will circumcise your heart and the heart
of your offspring, so that you will love the LORD your God

with all your heart and with all your soul, that you may live.”
Deuteronomy chapter 30, verse 6.

That promise appears in the same chapter that tells Israel to

choose life.

The connection is significant. Israel is responsible to love, obey,
and hold fast to God, yet Moses also looks toward a work of God
upon the human heart. The people need more than directions

toward the right road.
They need hearts that will love the One who leads them.
The command is already beginning to open toward promise.

The law shows the way of life, wisdom teaches how that life
takes shape, and the Psalms celebrate the God in whose presence
life is found. Yet the story of Israel keeps revealing the same
painful reality: human hearts can know what is good and still

turn away.
Soon the prophets will stand inside that tension.

They will call God's people to return. They will confront wor-
ship without faithfulness, expose the broken sources Israel has
trusted, and announce that God intends to do something deep-

er than issue another command.

He will forgive.
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He will write His law upon the heart.

He will give a new heart and a new spirit.

And He will put His own Spirit within His people.
Moses had said:

“Choose life.”

The prophets will begin revealing how the God who gives life

intends to renew the people who keep choosing another way.

That is where the story leads next.



Chapter Four

The Promise of New
Life

The prophets spoke to people who knew the words of God and
had repeatedly wandered from His ways. Israel had received the
law, worshiped at the temple, celebrated the feasts, and carried
stories of God's faithfulness from one generation to the next.

Yet religious familiarity had not kept their hearts close to Him.

Again and again, the people turned toward idols, trusted human
power, neglected justice, and looked for security somewhere
other than the God who had given them life. The prophets
stepped into that distance with warnings that were often severe
because sin had real consequences. Yet judgment was never the

only word they carried.
God kept calling His people to return.

That invitation appears throughout the prophets. Israel had
wandered from covenant faithfulness, but God continued call-

ing them away from the paths destroying them and back toward
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Himself. Repentance was not simply feeling badly about what
had happened.

It was a turn.

Ezekiel spoke with particular urgency. God told His people,
“Repent and turn from all your transgressions, lest iniquity
be your ruin.” Then He declared that He had no pleasure in

anyone's death and called them to “turn, and live.”
Ezekiel chapter 18, verses 30 and 32.
The language of life and death has returned.

Moses had stood before Israel and said, “Choose life.” Now
the prophets are speaking to generations that repeatedly chose
another way. Their history has shown what Scripture has been
revealing from the garden onward: direction matters because

paths eventually lead somewhere.
God calls them to turn because He desires life.

That helps us understand repentance correctly. Repentance is
not humiliation for its own sake, nor is it an attempt to convince
God to become merciful. It tells the truth about where sin is
leading and turns toward the God whose mercy is already calling

us home.

The prophets make that turn concrete. They confront idolatry,
dishonesty, sexual sin, violence, oppression, greed, injustice, and

worship that continues while the heart remains far from God.
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Biblical repentance does not stop with regret because a changed

direction eventually reaches the way a person lives.
Yet the prophets also expose something deeper.
Israel's problem cannot be solved by outward change alone.

Jeremiah describes the problem through one of Scripture's most

memorable images.

“My people have committed two evils: they have forsaken me,
the fountain of living waters, and hewed out cisterns for them-

selves, broken cisterns that can hold no water.”
Jeremiah chapter 2, verse 13.

A cistern was meant to collect and preserve water. In a dry land,
that water could sustain life. Buta cracked cistern could promise

water while slowly losing everything poured into it.

Jeremiah says God's people have done two things. They have
left the fountain, and they have tried to build another source for
themselves. Their sin is not merely that they violated individual
commands. They have turned from God and attempted to find

life somewhere else.
That is the old movement of Eden again.

Humanity receives from God and then reaches for indepen-

dence.

Israel was still thirsty, so the people turned toward idols, politi-

cal alliances, military strength, wealth, and the promises offered
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by surrounding nations. They wanted security, prosperity, pro-

tection, and a future.
The desires were understandable.
The source was wrong.

Broken cisterns still take many forms. Money can be asked to
quiet fear, achievement can be asked to establish worth, another
person can be asked to make us whole, and control can be
asked to protect us from disappointment. Approval, pleasure,
reputation, productivity, and comfort can all be asked to carry

more weight than they were created to bear.

Many of these things can be good gifts. Provision is good. Re-
lationships are good. Accomplishment can be good, and wise

planning is part of faithful stewardship.

The problem begins when a gift is asked to become the foun-

tain.
It cannot hold that much life.

Jeremiah's picture therefore reaches beneath behavior into de-
pendence. God's people had not only done sinful things. They
had placed their trust, desire, security, and hope somewhere
other than God.

The prophets repeatedly return to the heart because that is

where this movement takes root.

Isaiah confronted people who honored God with their lips

while their hearts remained far from Him. They could main-
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tain religious language and outward worship while living at a

distance from the One they claimed to worship.
That danger did not disappear with ancient Israel.

A person can become familiar with Christian language, Scrip-
ture, worship, serving, and religious activity while the heart
slowly grows inattentive to God. Practices meant to lead us
toward Him can become routines we perform without much

thought about the One toward whom they point.
The problem is not the practice.
The problem is the distance.

Scripture, prayer, worship, generosity, gathering with God's
people, and service are good. But none of them was given to
replace relationship with God. The prophets would not allow
Israel to hide behind religious activity while injustice, idolatry,

pride, and unbelief continued beneath it.
God wanted the heart.

That raises a difficult question.

What if the heart itself is the problem?

Israel's history had already demonstrated the limits of instruc-
tion alone. The people could hear God's commands and still
resist them. They could experience rescue and later forget the
Rescuer. They could make promises of obedience and then

return to the same patterns that had damaged them before.
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The people needed more than another reminder.
They needed renewal.

This is where the prophetic message begins opening toward one

of the great promises of Scripture.

Jeremiah spoke to a people whose unfaithfulness would bring
devastating consequences. Jerusalem would fall, exile would
come, and many of the things Israel assumed could never be lost
would be taken from them. Yet judgment would not be God's

final word.

“Behold, the days are coming, declares the LORD, when I will
make a new covenant with the house of Israel and the house of

Judah.”
Jeremiah chapter 31, verse 31.

The original setting matters. God speaks to Israel and Judah.
Their failure has not canceled His faithfulness, and the promise
of renewal begins with what He intends to do rather than with

what they have finally managed to accomplish.

Then God explains something remarkable about this new

covenant.

“I will put my law within them, and I will write it on their

hearts.”

Jeremiah chapter 31, verse 33.
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God is not declaring that His ways were wrong and therefore
need to be abandoned. The law had revealed His character and
taught His people what covenant faithfulness looked like. The
problem was the stubborn human heart that repeatedly resisted

what God had spoken.
Now the movement is inward.

The God who once wrote His commands on tablets speaks of
writing His law upon the heart. Relationship with Him will not
merely be maintained through words heard from outside. God

intends to work within His people.
Jeremiah also connects this covenant with forgiveness.

“I will forgive their iniquity, and I will remember their sin no

more.”
Jeremiah chapter 31, verse 34.

That promise is essential because renewal cannot begin by pre-
tending rebellion never happened. Sin has created real guilt and
real separation. If relationship is going to be restored, God must

deal with the sin that broke it.

The new covenant therefore includes both forgiveness and

transformation.
God will remove guilt.

And God will address the heart.
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Ezekiel develops that promise even further. He ministered
among people living with the consequences of Israel's rebellion
and exile. The nation appeared broken, scattered, and incapable

of restoring itself.
Into that condition, God said:

“I will give you a new heart, and a new spirit I will put within

»

you.
Ezekiel chapter 36, verse 26.
Then He described the change.

“Iwill remove the heart of stone from your flesh and give you a

heart of flesh.”

A stone does not listen, soften, respond, love, or move. The
image describes people who have heard God's Word repeatedly
while becoming resistant to Him. Their greatest need is not

simply greater exposure to the command.
They need a different heart.

God promises to give it.

Then the promise reaches even deeper.

“And I will put my Spirit within you, and cause you to walk in

my statutes and be careful to obey my rules.”
Ezekiel chapter 36, verse 27.

This is one of the great turning points in the biblical story.
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The Spirit of God had already been active throughout the
Old Testament. He was present in creation, empowered peo-
ple for particular work, came upon leaders, and spoke through
prophets. Ezekiel is not introducing the Holy Spirit as though
God had previously been absent from His world.

He is pointing toward a future work of God within His

covenant people.
God will put His Spirit within them.
And that inward work will produce outward faithfulness.

This keeps us from making two opposite mistakes. We should
not imagine that people can transform themselves through de-
termination alone. Israel's history has already shown the limits

of that approach.

But neither should we imagine that God's work within us makes

Our response unnecessary.

Ezekiel joins the two together.

God gives the new heart.

God gives His Spirit.

His people walk in His ways.

Grace produces obedience rather than replacing it.

That is very different from behavior management.
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Behavior matters. Choices matter. Habits matter. Scripture
never treats our actions as insignificant, and the prophets them-

selves repeatedly call people to change what they are doing.
Yet God intends to reach deeper than outward restraint.

A person can stop expressing anger openly while still feeding re-
sentment. Someone can give generously while quietly depend-
ing upon recognition. Religious behavior can appear faithful

while fear, pride, greed, or control continue directing the heart.
God wants more than improved appearances.
He intends renewal from within.

Ezekiel gives us another picture of that life in a valley filled with
dry bones.

The scene is intentionally hopeless. Ezekiel does not see sick
people who need medicine or tired people who need rest. He

sees dry, scattered bones and is asked whether they can live.
Humanly speaking, they cannot.

Then God acts.

As Ezekiel prophesies, the bones come together, bodies are
formed, and breath enters them. What had been a valley marked

by death becomes a living multitude.

The vision has a specific meaning within Ezekiel's message. God

tells the prophet that the bones represent the house of Israel,
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whose people are saying, “Our bones are dried up, and our hope

is lost.” They believe exile has ended their future.
God says otherwise.
He can restore what His people believe is beyond restoration.

The vision should therefore first be allowed to speak within
Israel's story rather than immediately being turned into a gen-
eral picture of individual conversion. Yet it reinforces a truth

Scripture has been showing from the beginning.
Life comes from God.
When human strength reaches its limit, His power does not.

When His people cannot create the future they need, God can

give what they cannot produce.

That is the hope beginning to gather through the prophets.
A new covenant.

Forgiveness.

A new heart.

A new spirit.

God's Spirit within His people.

The people who had been commanded to choose life needed the

God of life to act within them.
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This changes the way we understand spiritual transformation
even now. Our first instinct is often to begin with behavior. We
identify something that needs to change and develop a plan to

become more disciplined, patient, generous, prayerful, peace-

ful, or faithful.

There is value in discipline. Choices shape us, and habits can
strengthen obedience. But the prophets remind us that the
deepest work of God cannot be reduced to becoming better at

managing ourselves.

God is after the heart.

He changes what we love.

He exposes what we trust.

He redirects what we desire.

He teaches us to respond to Him.

The promise of new life is therefore not simply that God will
help people become more successful versions of themselves. He
intends to restore relationship with Himself and form people

whose lives increasingly flow from that restored relationship.
This is why repentance and promise belong together.
Repentance turns from the broken cistern.

Promise reminds us that the fountain remains.
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Repentance admits that our own way has not given the life it
promised. God's promise tells us that wandering has not ex-

hausted His mercy or canceled His purposes.
He still calls people home.

The prophets speak urgently because sin is destructive, but they
also speak hopefully because the faithfulness of God is greater
than the unfaithfulness of His people. Judgment tells the truth

about rebellion.
Promise tells the truth about God.
Something new is coming.

The prophets can announce it, describe it, and call God's people

to wait for it. But they cannot themselves become its fulfillment.
The new covenant still needs to be established.
Sin still needs to be dealt with.

The Spirit still needs to be poured out in the way God has

promised.

The people still need the One through whom life will finally

come.

Then John opens his Gospel with words that take us all the way

back to creation.

“In the beginning was the Word.”
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He tells us that everything came into being through Him and
then makes a declaration that gathers the entire biblical story of

life into one Person.

“In him was life.”

The prophets had promised new life.
Now Life Himself was coming.

That is where the story leads next.



Chapter Five
Jesus Is Life

John begins his Gospel before Bethlehem.

Matthew opens with the family line of Jesus. Mark begins with
the announcement of the gospel and the ministry of John the
Baptist. Luke carefully places the birth of Jesus within human
history. John reaches farther back, before the manger and before

creation itself.

“In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God,
and the Word was God.”

John chapter 1, verse 1.

John wants us to understand who Jesus is before he tells us all
that Jesus does. The Word did not begin in Bethlehem. He was
with God in the beginning, He was God, and everything that

was made came into existence through Him.
Then John writes:

“In him was life, and the life was the light of men.”
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John chapter 1, verse 4.

Those words bring us back to Genesis. The God who spoke
creation into existence has now come near in the eternal Word.
The life we first saw filling the waters, skies, land, and eventually
humanity came through the One who has entered the world He

made.

John is moving us beyond the question of where life comes

from.
He is showing us where life is found.

The biblical story has been moving toward this moment. Israel
learned that the Lord was their life. The Psalms called God the
fountain of life, wisdom taught that His ways lead toward life,
and the prophets promised forgiveness, a new heart, and the

Spirit of God within His people.
Now John places Jesus at the center of that story.
Life has a name.

Jesus is not introduced as another creature who received life
from God in the way we do. John presents Him as the eternal
Word through whom creation itself came into being. Every-

thing else receives life. Life is already in Him.

That becomes even clearer when Jesus speaks about His rela-

tionship with the Father.

“For as the Father has life in himself, so he has granted the Son

also to have life in himself.”
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John chapter 5, verse 26.

Human beings do not have life in ourselves in this sense. We are
dependent creatures. We receive breath, food, water, strength,

time, and every day we are given.
Jesus speaks difterently.

In the same passage, He says that just as the Father raises the
dead and gives them life, “so also the Son gives life to whom
he will.” Jesus is not presenting Himself as one more religious
teacher pointing people toward God. He speaks with divine

authority because of His unique relationship with the Father.

The Son gives life.
That claim runs throughout John's Gospel.

Jesus repeatedly meets people in ordinary human need and then
draws their attention toward something deeper. People come
looking for water, bread, healing, answers, freedom, or relief
from death. Their needs are real, and Jesus does not dismiss
them, but He keeps directing them beyond the gift toward the

Giver.

John chapter 6 gives us one of the clearest examples.

A large crowd follows Jesus into a remote place. The people are
hungry, and Jesus takes five barley loaves and two fish and feeds
thousands. Everyone eats until satisfied, and twelve baskets of

pieces remain.

The next day, the crowd searches for Jesus again.
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Their hunger has returned.

Jesus knows why they have come. They experienced miraculous
provision and want more of what filled their stomachs. He tells
them, “Do not work for the food that perishes, but for the food

that endures to eternal life.”
John chapter 6, verse 27.

The conversation soon turns toward the manna Israel received
in the wilderness. Their ancestors had depended upon bread
God provided day after day, and the crowd speaks as though

they want Jesus to provide another sign like Moses.
Jesus redirects them.

It was His Father who gave the bread from heaven, and now
the Father gives the true bread that gives life to the world. The

people respond, “Sir, give us this bread always.”
Then Jesus answers:

“I am the bread of life.”

John chapter 6, verse 35.

The crowd asks for bread.

Jesus gives them Himself.

Bread was ordinary, daily, and necessary. Jesus uses that familiar
need to reveal something about the life He gives. A person can

eat today and become hungry again tomorrow, but Jesus offers
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life that reaches beneath physical hunger to humanity's deepest

need.

He says, “Whoever comes to me shall not hunger, and whoever
believes in me shall never thirst.” Coming and believing belong
together in the chapter. Jesus is calling people to receive Him as

the One in whom eternal life is found.

Later in the discourse, Jesus uses the difficult language of eating
His flesh and drinking His blood. Christians have wrestled care-
tully with those words throughout the history of the Church,
and we should not detach them from the larger passage or re-
duce them to a slogan. Yet John's central emphasis throughout

the chapter remains clear.
The life humanity needs is found in Jesus.

He is asking the crowd to move beyond wanting what He can

provide and toward receiving Him.
That distinction reaches into our lives as well.

Itis possible to seek Jesus primarily because of what we hope He
will give us. We may want healing, direction, financial provision,
peace, restored relationships, protection, relief from fear, or an
answer to a prayer we have carried for years. Those desires can

be honest and good.

Jesus taught His disciples to ask the Father for daily bread. He
healed bodies, fed hungry people, restored people to commu-

nity, and responded with compassion to human need. Scripture
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never requires us to pretend that physical, emotional, relational,

or practical needs are unimportant.
But the gifts cannot replace the Giver.

The crowd wanted bread. Jesus wanted them to recognize the
One standing before them. The same Jesus who provides good

gifts refuses to let those gifts become substitutes for Himself.

This is important when we come to one of His most familiar

statements about life.
“I came that they may have life and have it abundantly.”
John chapter 10, verse 10.

Those words can easily be separated from their setting and made
to sound like a promise of greater comfort, success, wealth,
health, or opportunity. Jesus is speaking in the context of a
shepherd and his sheep. He describes Himself as the Good
Shepherd who knows His sheep, leads them, protects them, and

lays down His life for them.
Abundant life is life with the Good Shepherd.

The Shepherd who promises life is walking toward a cross. His
followers will also learn that knowing Him does not remove sac-
rifice, opposition, grief, suffering, or costly obedience. Abun-
dance cannot therefore mean that faithful people will always

receive easier circumstances.

The abundance is found in belonging to Him.
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His sheep hear His voice. He knows them, and they follow Him.
Later in the chapter He says, “I give them eternal life, and they

will never perish.”
John chapter 10, verse 28.
Once again, life is something Jesus gives.

And once again, that gift is inseparable from relationship with
Him.

John then takes us directly into the great enemy that entered the

human story in Genesis.
Death.

Every person experiences the goodness of physical life while
living beneath its limit. Bodies weaken, people we love die, and
no amount of wisdom, medicine, achievement, planning, or

human strength has removed death from the human condition.
John brings us into that grief through Lazarus.

Lazarus and his sisters, Mary and Martha, were loved by Jesus.
When Lazarus became sick, the sisters sent word to Him, yet
Jesus did not arrive before Lazarus died. By the time He reached

Bethany, Lazarus had been in the tomb four days.
Martha went out to meet Him.
“Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.”

John chapter 11, verse 21.
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Her words carry both faith and sorrow. She believes Jesus could
have changed what happened, yet the outcome she hoped He

would prevent has already taken place. Her brother is dead.
Jesus tells Martha that Lazarus will rise again.

She responds with genuine biblical hope. “I know that he will
rise again in the resurrection on the last day.” Martha believes
God will one day raise the dead, and she is holding that future

promise while standing in present grief.
Jesus does not correct her hope.

He reveals its center.

“I am the resurrection and the life.”
John chapter 11, verse 25.

Resurrection is not a future event disconnected from Jesus. The
power of the coming resurrection stands before Martha in the
Person of the Son. Jesus continues, “Whoever believes in me,

though he die, yet shall he live.”
Physical death remains real.

Jesus does not pretend otherwise. A few moments later He
stands near Lazarus's tomb and weeps. He knows what He is

about to do, yet He enters the grief of people He loves.

That tells us something important about the life Jesus gives. He

does not minimize death in order to proclaim victory over it. He
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looks directly at the enemy, shares the sorrow surrounding it,
and then shows that death does not possess the final authority.
Jesus calls Lazarus out.

The dead man comes alive.

Lazarus's return is a sign rather than the final resurrection Scrip-
ture promises. He returns to mortal life and will one day die
again. But the sign reveals that Jesus has authority where hu-

manity has none.
He can call the dead to life.

The eventalso moves John's Gospel closer to the cross. The rais-
ing of Lazarus intensifies the opposition against Jesus, and the
One who has given life to a man in a tomb will soon surrender

His own life.

Life will enter death.

Jesus will not defeat death by avoiding it.
He will pass through it.

Before that happens, He spends His final night preparing His
disciples for what is coming. They know He is speaking about
leaving them, but they still do not understand where He is going

or how they can follow.

Thomas asks the question plainly.
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“Lord, we do not know where you are going. How can we know

the way?”
John chapter 14, verse 5.
Jesus answers:

“I'am the way, and the truth, and the life. No one comes to the

Father except through me.”
John chapter 14, verse 6.
Thomas asks for a route.
Jesus points to Himself.

The way to the Father is not a spiritual technique, moral ladder,
religious system, or philosophy humanity can master. Jesus does
not say He merely knows the way or teaches the way. He is
the way because reconciliation with the Father comes through
Him.

The same is true of truth and life.

Jesus does not offer Himself as one possible source of spiritual
life among many. His claim is exclusive because His identity is
unique. The eternal Son who came from the Father is the One

through whom humanity is brought back to the Father.
This is why John's language about eternal life matters so much.

When we hear the word eternal, we may think first about du-

ration. We picture a life that never ends, and everlasting life is
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certainly part of Christian hope. Jesus promises resurrection,
and John's Gospel speaks repeatedly about life that death can-
not finally destroy.

Yet eternal life has a relational center.
On the night before the cross, Jesus prays:

“And this is eternal life, that they know you, the only true God,

and Jesus Christ whom you have sent.”
John chapter 17, verse 3.
Eternal life is knowing God.

That knowing is more than possessing accurate information
about Him, though truth about God matters. In Scripture,
knowing carries the depth of relationship. Through Jesus, peo-
ple who were separated from God are being brought near to the
Father.

Eternal life therefore does not begin only after physical death.
It begins when a person comes to Christ.

The life of the age to come enters the present through rela-
tionship with the Son, even while we still wait for bodily res-
urrection and the renewal of creation. We know God now, but
we have not yet experienced the fullness of everything He has

promised.

This keeps us from making eternal life either too small or too

distant.
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It is more than endless existence.
And it is more than a future destination.

Itis life with God, beginning now through Christ and reaching

its fullness in resurrection.

John eventually tells us why he has written his Gospel. He
has shown signs in which water became wine, bodies were
healed, thousands were fed, a man born blind received sight,
and Lazarus walked out of a tomb. Finally, Jesus Himself was

crucified and raised.

John does not record these things merely so that readers will be

impressed.
He wants a response.

“These are written so that you may believe that Jesus is the
Christ, the Son of God.”

John chapter 20, verse 31.

Then he gives the purpose:

“And that by believing you may have life in his name.”
Belief leads to life because faith brings us to Jesus.

The signs point to Him. His words reveal Him, and the whole
Gospel calls us to believe in Him. John's purpose is not simply

to convince us that miracles happened.

He wants us to see who Jesus is.
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The God who gives life has come near in the Son. The fountain
toward which Scripture has been directing us has come near.
The One promised through the biblical story has entered hu-

man history.
Jesus does not merely tell us where life can be found.

He is the Life.

That changes Christianity from the beginning. If Jesus were
only a teacher, faith could become an attempt to master His
ideas. If He were only an example, discipleship could become
a lifelong effort to imitate someone stronger than ourselves. If
He only forgave our past, we might imagine that He clears the

record and then leaves us alone with everything that follows.
John gives us something greater.
Life is in the Son.

Peter understood enough of this when many people stopped
following Jesus after the difficult teaching in John chapter 6.

Jesus asked the twelve whether they wanted to leave as well.
Peter answered:

“Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life.”
John chapter 6, verse 68.

Peter did not understand everything. He would still misunder-
stand Jesus, resist the way of the cross, make promises he could

not keep, and eventually deny that he knew Him.
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But he knew where life was found.

There was nowhere else to go.

That question eventually reaches every one of us.
Where will we go for life?

We can receive God's gifts with gratitude. We can build mean-
ingful relationships, care for our bodies, work faithfully, grow
in wisdom, enjoy creation, and use what God has entrusted to

us well. All of those things can belong within a faithful life.
None of them can become its source.

John keeps bringing us back to Jesus. In Him was life. He is the
bread of life, He gives abundant life, He is the resurrection and

the life, and He is the way, the truth, and the life.
To know the Father through Him is eternal life.
To believe in His name is to receive life.

The prophets promised that God would forgive, renew the
heart, and put His Spirit within His people. John has now

shown us the Person through whom God's saving work comes.
The question becomes deeply personal.
What happens when the One who is Life gives that life to us?

The story is about to move from life revealed in Christ to life

received in Christ.
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That is where the story leads next.



Chapter Six
Christin You

John's Gospel brings us to a remarkable conclusion. Jesus is the
bread oflife, the resurrection and the life, and the way, the truth,
and the life. Eternal life is found in knowing the Father through
Him, and John says that those who believe in His name receive

life.

But what happens when the One who is Life gives that life to

us?

The New Testament answers with language far larger than
self-improvement. It speaks of being born again, made alive,
reconciled, justified, adopted, made new, united with Christ,
and indwelt by the Holy Spirit. Salvation includes the forgive-

ness of sins, but forgiveness is not the end of what God is doing.
He brings us back to Himself.

That is what sin had broken. Humanity turned from the God
who gives life and attempted to live by another wisdom. Shame,

fear, rebellion, alienation, and death entered the story, leaving a
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world still filled with physical life but separated from the rela-
tionship with God for which humanity had been created.

Jesus entered that separation.

He did not simply stand at a distance and tell humanity how to
find its way back. He came from the Father, lived among us, gave
Himself for our sins, and rose from the dead. Through Him, the

relationship we could not repair has been opened again.
Paul writes:

“In Christ God was reconciling the world to himself, not

counting their trespasses against them.”
Second Corinthians chapter S, verse 19.

Reconciliation is relationship language. It assumes that hos-
tility and separation have been addressed so that peace can be
restored. Sin placed humanity in rebellion against God, and no
amount of religious effort could remove our guilt or create peace

with Him.
God acted in Christ.

The cross is therefore essential to the life Jesus gives. God does
not restore us by pretending sin was insignificant. Jesus bears
our sins, gives Himself in our place, and opens the way for

people who were far from God to be brought near.

Then He rises.
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The resurrection is not simply an inspiring conclusion to the
crucifixion. The One who entered death has come out alive,
and His resurrection changes what is possible for everyone who
belongs to Him. The life Jesus gives is resurrection life because

its source is the risen Christ.

Paul describes our condition apart from Christ with sobering
words. He tells the Ephesians that they were “dead in the tres-
passes and sins” in which they once walked. They were physi-
cally alive, yet alienated from God and living under powers they

could not overcome by themselves.

Then two of the most beautiful words in Scripture appear.
“But God.”

God is “rich in mercy,” Paul says, and because of His great love,

He “made us alive together with Christ.”
Ephesians chapter 2, verses 4 and 5.

Made alive with Christ.

The language brings together everything we have been trac-
ing. Physical life is God's gift, but sin created a deeper death
in humanity's relationship with Him. We needed more than

improved behavior or stronger religious commitment.
We needed God to give life.

This is why Jesus told Nicodemus that he must be born again.
Nicodemus was religious, educated, respected, and knowledge-

able about Scripture. Yet Jesus told him that entrance into the
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kingdom of God required a birth that human achievement

could never produce.

“That which is born of the Spirit is spirit.”
John chapter 3, verse 6.

New birth is something God does.

We respond in repentance and faith, but we do not generate
spiritual life for ourselves. Just as we did not cause our first birth,
we cannot manufacture the new birth through effort, heritage,

morality, religious knowledge, or discipline. We receive life from

God.

Paul uses another image when he writes:

“If anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation.”
Second Corinthians chapter S, verse 17.

New creation is strong language. Paul does not describe a person
who has simply adopted better habits or added Christian beliefs
to an otherwise unchanged life. The God who created in the
beginning is at work bringing something new into existence

through Christ.

That does not mean every struggle immediately disappears. Old
habits may still need to be confronted, wounds may require
healing, relationships may need repair, and patterns of anger,
fear, pride, lust, bitterness, or control may take time to surren-

der. New creation is not the same thing as instant maturity.
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But something decisive has changed.
The believer is now in Christ.

That phrase appears throughout Paul's letters and becomes one
of his primary ways of describing Christian existence. We are
justified in Christ, redeemed in Christ, made alive in Christ,
and brought into a new relationship with God in Christ. Our
standing and future are no longer understood apart from the

risen Jesus.

Romans chapter 6 describes this relationship through union
with Christ's death and resurrection. Paul says believers have
been united with Jesus in His death so that, just as Christ was
raised, “we too might walk in newness of life.” The old rule of
sin has been broken, and believers are called to consider them-

selves “dead to sin and alive to God in Christ Jesus.”
Romans chapter 6, verse 11.

Alive to God.

That is the relationship humanity was created to know.

The gospel does not simply rewind the story to Eden as though
nothing happened. We are brought into relationship with God
through the crucified and risen Son. Our life is now joined to
the One who has already passed through death and emerged

victorious.

This is what Christians have often described as union with
Christ.
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Union does not mean that we become Jesus, lose our individ-
uality, or become divine by nature. God remains God, and we
remain His creatures. Scripture continues addressing believers
as real people who think, choose, work, repent, obey, suffer,

serve, and grow.

Yet the New Testament speaks about our relationship with Jesus

with remarkable intimacy.
Paul writes:

“I have been crucified with Christ. It is no longer I who live, but

Christ who lives in me.”

Galatians chapter 2, verse 20.

Those words are sometimes read as though Paul disappears.
He does not.

His next words are, “And the life I now live in the flesh I live
by faith in the Son of God.” Paul still lives. He travels, thinks,
works, teaches, makes decisions, experiences weakness, forms

friendships, suffers, prays, obeys, and serves.
But the center has changed.

The old Paul had built his confidence upon heritage, achieve-
ment, religious performance, and his own righteousness. Af-
ter meeting Jesus, that foundation collapsed. His confidence
moved from himself to Christ, and the life he now lived was
lived by faith in the Son who loved him and gave Himself for

him.
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The source has changed.

This corrects a common misunderstanding of the Christian life.
We can begin with grace and then slowly assume that everything
after conversion depends upon our ability to become the kind
of person Jesus expects us to be. Christ forgives us, we think,
and then spiritual maturity becomes our attempt to do better
for Him.

Paul gives us something deeper.

The Christ who saves us remains the source of the life we are

learning to live.

That does not remove effort. Paul worked, prayed, traveled,
endured hardship, resisted temptation, confronted sin, served
people, and disciplined his life. His letters contain commands

that require real decisions and real obedience.
Grace does not make obedience passive.
It changes where obedience begins.

Paul tells the Philippians to continue obeying and then gives the

reason they can do so:

“For it is God who works in you, both to will and to work for

his good pleasure.”
Philippians chapter 2, verse 13.

God works within His people, and His people respond. The

Christian life is not God doing everything while we remain
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spiritually inactive, nor is it human determination attempting
to produce holiness apart from God. It is active participation in

the grace already at work within us.
The prophets had anticipated this.

Ezekiel promised that God would give His people a new heart,
place His Spirit within them, and cause them to walk in His
ways. Jeremiah spoke of God's law being written upon the
heart. What had been promised from a distance is now being

tulfilled through the saving work of Christ.

Paul gives this reality another expression in Colossians when he

speaks of the mystery God has now revealed among the nations:
“Christ in you, the hope of glory.”

Colossians chapter 1, verse 27.

Christ in you.

Those words can become so familiar that we lose their weight.
The risen Jesus is not merely a historical figure believers admire,
a teacher whose principles we follow, or a distant Lord waiting
for us at the end of life. Through the Holy Spirit, Christ is

present with and at work within His people.

We should speak carefully here because Scripture does. Chris-
tian union does not erase the distinction between the Creator
and His creatures. We are not absorbed into God's being, nor

do we become divine by nature.

The intimacy is real without becoming confusion.
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Jesus prepared His disciples for this before the cross. He
promised the Holy Spirit, told them the Spirit was with them
and would be in them, and said He would not leave them as
orphans. He spoke of a coming day when they would know that

He was in the Father, they were in Him, and He was in them.
The gospel brings us into that living relationship.

This is why salvation cannot be reduced to a changed destina-
tion after death. Our future hope is essential. Jesus will return,
the dead will be raised, death will be defeated, and God's people

will live with Him forever.

But eternal life has already begun.

God is not only waiting for His people at the end of the story.
He is present with them now.

That changes the way we understand identity.

Most of us have learned to answer the question of who we are
through things that can change. We look toward accomplish-
ments, failures, relationships, reputation, possessions, appear-
ance, ability, past wounds, or what other people have said about
us. Over time, those voices can become so familiar that they feel

more permanent than they really are.
The gospel places something deeper beneath them.

You are in Christ.
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That truth does not erase your history. It places your history
inside a greater story. Failure may still need confession, wounds
may still need healing, consequences may remain, and success
can still be enjoyed, but none of them has the authority to

become the deepest name by which a believer lives.

You belong to Jesus.

Paul writes:

“For you have died, and your life is hidden with Christ in God.”
Colossians chapter 3, verse 3.

Then he adds:

“When Christ who is your life appears, then you also will appear

with him in glory.”
Colossians chapter 3, verse 4.
Christ who is your life.

Moses had told Israel that the Lord was their life. The Psalms
called God the fountain of life. John told us that life is in the
Son. Paul now speaks to believers and says their life is hidden
with Christ and that Christ Himself is their life.

The biblical story has become intensely personal.

Yet this does not mean Christians will always feel spiritually

alive. There will be days when God's presence feels near and
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days when prayer feels difficult. There will be seasons of visible

growth and seasons when old struggles seem painfully close.

Union with Christ does not depend upon constant emotional

awareness.
It rests upon Christ.

Feelings remain an important part of human life. A meaningful
time of worship, an answered prayer, or a passage of Scripture
that seems to speak directly into our circumstances can become
a beautiful gift. But our relationship with Jesus cannot be mea-

sured only by the intensity of what we feel.

He remains faithful when our emotions change.

That gives us a stable place from which transformation can

happen.

If Christianity were only about improved behavior, we could
focus almost entirely on outward habits. We could identify
what needs to change, create a stronger system, and measure

success by whether our behavior looks better.
Scripture goes deeper.
God is forming the character of Christ within His people.

That formation eventually becomes visible. A person being
changed by Jesus should increasingly tell the truth, forgive, resist
sin, become generous, seek what is right, grow in patience, and
learn faithful love. Grace never gives us permission to remain

comfortable with what Jesus came to redeem.
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But the change is meant to grow from life within.
Fruit grows from life.

Jesus will soon give His disciples the picture that explains this
beautifully. He will speak about a vine and branches, about
remaining in Him, and about fruit that cannot be produced

independently of its source.
We will come to that in time.
For now, the foundation needs to be clear.

The gospel is not merely that Jesus forgives us so that we
can spend the rest of our lives trying harder to be Christian.
Through Christ, God reconciles us to Himself, makes us alive,
brings us into new creation, and gives His Spirit to dwell within

us.

We are forgiven so that the relationship sin broke can be re-

stored.
We are reconciled so that we can know God.
We are made alive so that we can live with Him.

And we are joined to Christ so that He remains the source of the

life we are learning to live.

This gives the Christian life a different starting place each morn-

ing.



CHRIST IN YOU 85

We do not wake needing to convince Jesus to draw near. We
begin as people who belong to Him. We do not approach obe-
dience hoping that enough success will make us worthy of His

grace. We obey because grace has already brought us near.

We do not have to construct an identity from the pieces of our
past. Our deepest identity is received in Christ, and we spend a
lifetime learning to live from what God has made true through
Him.

Christ in you.
Itisnot permission for passivity.
It is not the loss of your personhood.

It is the astonishing reality that the God who reconciled you

through His Son has not left you to produce spiritual life alone.
Christ has become your life.
And if that is true, then something else can begin to change.

The things we have asked to give us life no longer have to car-
ry that burden. Money, achievement, relationships, approval,
comfort, control, and pleasure can return to their proper place
because the deepest hunger of the human heart now has some-

where else to turn.
Jesus does not only give us life.

He begins teaching us where that life is satisfied.
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That is where the story leads next.



Chapter Seven

The Life That
Satisfies

Jesus was tired when He arrived at the well.

John tells us that He had been traveling through Samaria and sat
down beside Jacob's well around the sixth hour. His disciples
had gone into town to buy food, and a Samaritan woman came

to draw water. Jesus looked at her and asked for a drink.

The request surprised her. Jews and Samaritans carried gener-
ations of hostility, and a Jewish man would not normally have
begun this kind of conversation with a Samaritan woman. Yet

Jesus crossed the distance and spoke directly to her.
Then He turned an ordinary need into an invitation.

“If you knew the gift of God, and who it is that is saying to you,
‘Give me a drink,” you would have asked him, and he would have

given you living water.”
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John chapter 4, verse 10.

The woman had come because she needed water. Jesus began

speaking about another kind of thirst.

At first, she understood His words physically. The well was
deep, and Jesus did not have anything with which to draw water.
She wanted to know how He intended to give what He was

promising.

Jesus explained that everyone who drank from Jacob's well
would become thirsty again. Then He said, “Whoever drinks of

the water that I will give him will never be thirsty again.”
John chapter 4, verse 14.

Jesus was not telling her that she would never experience phys-
ical thirst again. Her body would still need water, food, sleep,
shelter, and care. Created life continues to depend upon created

provision.
He was speaking to a deeper thirst.

Human beings desire love, security, belonging, meaning, joy,
peace, purpose, and hope. Those desires are not automatically

sinful. Many of them belong to the goodness of being human.

But our desires can become disordered when we ask something

created to provide what only God can give.

The conversation at the well eventually moves into the woman's
personal history. Jesus tells her that she has had five husbands

and that the man she is now with is not her husband. John does
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not tell us the circumstances behind every relationship, so we
should resist the temptation to create a story Scripture has not

given us.
What the passage does tell us is that Jesus knows her.

He knows her history, her present circumstances, and the life
she has carried to that well. Nothing is hidden from Him, yet
His response is not to turn away. He continues the conversation
and leads her toward the truth about worship, the Messiah, and

the gift God is offering.
Jesus knows the places where we are thirsty too.

He sees what we reach for when we are afraid, lonely, disap-
pointed, restless, insecure, or exhausted. He knows the things
we quietly believe will finally settle something within us if we

can just get enough of them.

Sometimes the search is obvious. We believe a little more mon-
ey will finally make us secure, a different job will make life
meaningful, or another level of success will settle the question
of whether we are enough. We may believe a relationship will

remove loneliness or recognition will make us feel significant.

Other searches are harder to recognize. Control can become a
way of managing fear. Busyness can keep us from facing what
silence might reveal, while approval can temporarily quiet ques-

tions we carry about our worth.

The objects change.
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The thirst remains.

Jeremiah had described this problem centuries before Jesus sat
beside the well. God accused His people of forsaking Him, “the
fountain of living waters,” and making broken cisterns that

could hold no water.
Jeremiah chapter 2, verse 13.

A broken cistern is a powerful image because it may appear
useful for a while. It may even hold some water. The problem is

that it cannot keep what has been placed inside.
That is often what makes false sources convincing.

Success can bring satisfaction. Money can relieve real pressure,
relationships can bring deep joy, and recognition can encourage
us. Pleasure can be genuinely pleasurable, and achievement can
give us a healthy sense that something worthwhile has been

completed.
Scripture does not require us to deny those gifts.

The problem begins when temporary things are asked to carry

eternal weight.

Eventually the promotion becomes normal. The account bal-
ance no longer feels large enough, the praise fades, circum-
stances change, and even the people we love cannot meet every

need within us.

Then the thirst returns.
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Simply getting more cannot solve the deepest hunger if the

source remains unchanged.
Jesus offers something different.

“The water that I will give him will become in him a spring of

water welling up to eternal life.”
John chapter 4, verse 14.

The image moves from an external well to an internal spring.
The woman had to return repeatedly to Jacob's well because
the water she drew could sustain her body only for a time. Jesus
speaks of a life that does not depend upon continually finding

another external source capable of making us whole.
John later helps us understand His language more fully.

During a feast in Jerusalem, Jesus stood and cried out, “If any-
one thirsts, let him come to me and drink.” He then spoke of

rivers of living water flowing from those who believe in Him.
John explains that Jesus was speaking about the Holy Spirit.
John chapter 7, verses 37 through 39.

The living water is therefore not a method for feeling more
peaceful or a spiritual technique for achieving contentment.

Jesus is speaking about the life of God given through the Spirit.

The prophets had promised that God would put His Spirit
within His people. Jesus now announces that thirsty people can

come to Him and receive.
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The life that satisfies is relational.
God gives us Himself.
This is what Psalm 16 had already begun to reveal.

“You make known to me the path of life; in your presence there

is fullness of joy.”
Psalm chapter 16, verse 11.

David does not locate fullness of joy in a life where nothing
hurts. His own story would make that impossible. He knew

danger, betrayal, grief, failure, conflict, waiting, and fear.
Yet he located life and joy in God's presence.

That distinction is essential because satisfaction in Christ can
easily be misunderstood. It does not mean Christians never feel
sadness, loneliness, disappointment, grief, frustration, physical
hunger, or unfulfilled desire. Jesus Himself experienced hunger,

thirst, weariness, sorrow, and grief.

At the tomb of Lazarus, He wept. In Gethsemane, He was

deeply troubled. On the cross, He suffered.

Alife satisfied in God is not alife in which every painful emotion

disappears.
It is a life that knows where to return.

We can grieve while remaining anchored in hope. We can ex-

perience disappointment without requiring disappointment to
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become the final word about our lives. We can carry unanswered

questions and still trust the character of God.
Satisfaction in Christ does not make us less human.
It restores our desires to their proper center.

This helps explain why Jesus so often used food and water when

speaking about life.

In John chapter 6, the crowd followed Jesus after He had fed
thousands. Their hunger had been real, and His provision had

been real. Yet by the next day they needed food again.

Jesus told them, “Do not work for the food that perishes, but

for the food that endures to eternal life.”
John chapter 6, verse 27.

Then He said:

“I am the bread of life.”

John chapter 6, verse 35.

We have already seen that Jesus was revealing who He is. Here
the image also teaches us something about dependence. Bread
was an ordinary necessity. People did not eat one meal and then
declare that they had moved beyond their need for nourish-

ment.

They received again.
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Life with Jesus works differently from the independence we of-
ten associate with maturity. In ordinary life, children gradually
become capable of doing things they once needed adults to do
for them. Skills develop, responsibility increases, and healthy

independence grows.
Spiritual maturity moves in another direction.
We become more aware of our dependence.

The mature Christian does not eventually graduate from need-
ing Christ. Over time, we begin recognizing more quickly when
fear is leading, pride is shaping a decision, resentment is gaining

ground, or a good gift is quietly becoming too important.
We learn to return sooner.

That is not spiritual weakness.

It is spiritual clarity.

Jesus said in John chapter 15, “Apart from me you can do noth-
ing.” He was not teaching that people who do not consciously
follow Him are incapable of ordinary work, creativity, relation-
ships, or achievement. His picture is of a branch and a vine, and

His concern is the fruit that belongs to life with Him.
A branch cannot create the life of the vine.

It receives.
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The more clearly we understand that, the less attractive self-suf-
ficiency becomes. We can stop asking ourselves to become a

source we were never created to be.
This also changes the way we receive God's gifts.
Enjoyment is not the enemy of discipleship.

Scripture speaks positively about food, friendship, marriage,
work, celebration, rest, beauty, and creation. Jesus attended
meals and a wedding, received hospitality, ate with friends, and

used the ordinary goodness of creation throughout His teach-
ing.
The problem is not enjoying gifts.

The problem is requiring them to become our life.

When Christ becomes our life, created things can return to their
proper place. We can enjoy them with gratitude rather than
gripping them with fear. We can love people deeply without
asking another person to carry the impossible weight of becom-

ing our ultimate security.

If money becomes my life, losing it threatens who I believe
I am. If achievement becomes my life, failure becomes more
than disappointment. If another person becomes my life, every

change in the relationship threatens my foundation.

Comfort can work the same way. If comfort becomes life, suf-

fering must be avoided at nearly any cost.
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But when Christ is our life, these things can remain important
without becoming ultimate. Loss can still hurt, failure can still
disappoint, relationships can still matter deeply, and suffering

can still be painful.
None of them can remove the life God has given in Christ.
This is part of what makes Christian contentment possible.

Paul knew abundance and need. He experienced hospitality and
hunger, support and opposition, freedom and imprisonment.
When he wrote that he had learned to be content, he was not
describing a carefully protected life where circumstances always

worked in his favor.

He had learned a different source.

“I can do all things through him who strengthens me.”
Philippians chapter 4, verse 13.

Those words are sometimes used as though Paul were promising
unlimited achievement. In context, he is talking about learning
to live faithfully in both plenty and hunger, abundance and

need.
Christ strengthened him in either condition.

Contentment did not mean Paul stopped wanting circum-
stances to change. He prayed for deliverance, requested help,
grieved over people he loved, and longed for things that had not
yet happened.
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Contentment did not erase desire.
It reordered dependence.

That distinction gives us room to bring honest desires before

God.

We may long for marriage, children, healing, friendship, mean-
ingful work, financial relief, restored relationships, or clarity
about the future. Scripture does not require us to pretend those
desires do not exist. Jesus Himself taught His disciples to bring

real needs to the Father.

The deeper question appears when the answer does not come as

quickly or in the form we hoped.
Can we remain with God while we wait?

Can we trust His character when the outcome is different from

what we imagined?

Can we receive today's grace without demanding that tomor-

row conform to the life we planned?
This is where satisfaction becomes trust.

The Samaritan woman came to the well carrying a life Jesus
already knew. She began the conversation thinking about water
and eventually found herself speaking about worship and the
Messiah.

Then John records an interesting detail.
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The woman left her water jar and went into town.

We should not force symbolism onto that detail that John does
not explicitly give us. But the movement of the story is still
striking. The woman who had come to collect water is now

telling others about the Person she has encountered.
“Come, see a man who told me all that I ever did.”
John chapter 4, verse 29.

Her attention has shifted.

Soon people from the town come to Jesus because of her testi-
mony. They listen to Him for themselves and eventually confess

that He truly is “the Savior of the world.”

The life Jesus gives does not end with the person who receives
it.

Satisfaction begins creating freedom to love.

When another person is no longer required to establish our
worth, we become freer to serve without needing recognition.
When achievement no longer has to prove that our life is signifi-
cant, we can celebrate someone else's success. When possessions

are no longer our deepest security, generosity becomes more

possible.
The life we receive from Christ begins moving outward.

That change does not happen all at once.
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Old cisterns remain familiar. Under pressure, we may return to
control, approval, distraction, pleasure, achievement, or what-

ever has given us temporary relief before.
Those moments reveal where our thirst is still being directed.
They can also become invitations to return.

Repentance is not only turning from obviously destructive be-
havior. Sometimes it is recognizing that we have again asked a

good thing to become our source.

We bring that thirst back to Jesus.

We do not have to hide it or pretend that we are already full.
Jesus still says:

“If anyone thirsts, let him come to me and drink.”

The invitation begins with thirst.

We come because we need Him.

The life that satisfies is not a life in which every desire has been
tulfilled, every prayer answered according to our plan, every
relationship repaired, and every hardship removed. It is a life
rooted deeply enough in God that those things no longer de-

termine whether life itself is secure.
We know the fountain.

We know the bread.
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We know where to return.

Jesus does not shame thirsty people for being thirsty. He invites
them to Himself and teaches them to receive what no broken

cistern can provide.

Over time, we begin discovering that satisfaction is not found

by finally arranging enough of life around us.
It is found by remaining near the One who is Life.

And that word, remaining, leads directly to the picture Jesus

gave His disciples on the night before the cross.
A vine and its branches.

The branch does not search for another source.
It remains in the vine.

Jesus gives the invitation:

“Abide in me.”

That is where the story leads next.



Chapter Eight
Abide in Me

On the night before the cross, Jesus gave His disciples a picture

they could carry with them.

They had spent years walking beside Him. They had heard His
voice, watched Him heal, eaten at tables with Him, traveled
dusty roads together, and brought their questions directly to
Him. Now Jesus was preparing them for a time when their

relationship with Him would no longer look the way it had
before.

He spoke about a vine.
“I'am the true vine, and my Father is the vinedresser.”
John chapter 15, verse 1.

The image would have been familiar. Vineyards were part of
everyday life, and the Old Testament had sometimes used the

vine and vineyard to describe Israel. God had planted and cared
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for His people, yet Israel repeatedly failed to produce the faith-
ful fruit He desired.

Isaiah described a carefully tended vineyard that produced wild
grapes. Psalm 80 remembered Israel as a vine God had brought
out of Egypt. The prophets could use the vineyard as an image
of both God's care and His people's unfaithfulness.

Now Jesus says:
“I'am the true vine.”

The life and faithfulness God's people had failed to produce
perfectly would ultimately be found in Him. Jesus is not simply
adding another image to His teaching. He is placing Himself at

the center of the relationship between God and His people.
Then He turns toward His disciples.

“Abide in me, and I'in you.”

John chapter 15, verse 4.

To abide means to remain.

The word is simple, but the invitation reaches into the heart of
the Christian life. Jesus is teaching His disciples that following
Him will require more than remembering what He once said or

trying to reproduce what they watched Him do.

They must remain in Him.
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A branch makes the picture easy to understand. Cut a branch
from a vine and it may still look alive for a while. Its leaves
may remain green, and from a distance nothing seems to have

changed.

Yet the branch has been separated from the source supplying its
life.

Eventually that separation becomes visible. The branch withers,
and fruit becomes impossible because the branch cannot gen-

erate the life of the vine for itself.
Jesus says:

“As the branch cannot bear fruit by itself, unless it abides in the

vine, neither can you, unless you abide in me.”
John chapter 15, verse 4.
The branch receives what it cannot produce.

That takes us back through the biblical story. Creation received
life from God. Adam received the breath of life. Israel was told
that the Lord was their life, and the Psalms described God as the

fountain of life.
Then Jesus came and declared that life is found in Him.

Now the One who is Life tells His disciples how that life is to
be lived.

Remain in Me.
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The Christian life does not mature beyond dependence. It ma-

tures more deeply into it.

That can feel strange because maturity works differently in
many areas of ordinary life. A child gradually learns to do things
without a parent’s help. A student needs less instruction as
knowledge grows, and someone learning a skill eventually be-

comes capable of performing it with greater independence.

We can quietly carry that expectation into our relationship with

God.

At the beginning, we know we need grace. We know we need
forgiveness, mercy, Scripture, prayer, and Jesus. But as years

pass, experience can begin replacing dependence.
We already know the stories.

We know what a Christian is supposed to do.
We have made similar decisions before.

Without realizing it, we can begin living as though maturity

means needing Jesus less.

Prayer becomes less necessary because we believe we already
understand the situation. Scripture becomes familiar enough
that we approach it primarily as information we have mastered.
Decisions begin flowing mostly from instinct, experience, pres-

sure, or preference.

We may still be doing good things.
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But activity is not the same as abiding.

Jesus keeps bringing His disciples back to the relationship be-

tween the branch and the vine.

“Whoever abides in me and I in him, he it is that bears much

fruit.”
John chapter 15, verse 5.
Fruit comes from life.

That does not mean effort has no place in following Jesus. His
disciples are called to obey, forgive, serve, pray, give, resist temp-
tation, love enemies, care for people, and bear witness to the
gospel. The New Testament is filled with commands requiring

real decisions and faithful action.
Our effort matters.
It simply cannot become the source.

A branch does not strain until it creates the life of the vine. It
remains connected to the vine, receives life from it, and bears

the fruit that living connection makes possible.
The same is true spiritually.

We cannot pressure ourselves into becoming like Jesus. We can
control behavior for a while, develop routines, learn Christian
language, and become skilled at appearing patient, generous,

faithful, or spiritually mature.
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Outward discipline can be helpful.
It cannot create the life of Christ.

Transformation reaches deeper. Jesus renews the mind, re-
shapes desires, exposes what is false, softens what has become
hard, and teaches His people to love what He loves. Over time,
what He is forming within begins becoming visible in the way

we live.

A person who once needed to win every argument becomes
more willing to listen. Someone ruled by approval becomes freer
to do what is faithful even when no one applauds. A parent
becomes slower to anger, a leader less defensive, and a person
carrying an old wound begins taking difficult steps toward for-

giveness.

These changes may not seem dramatic when measured one day

ata time.
Over years, they become a life.
Jesus says the Father is actively involved in that formation.

“Every branch that does bear fruit he prunes, that it may bear

more fruit.”
John chapter 15, verse 2.

Pruning involves removal. A gardener cuts away what interferes
with healthy growth so that the vine can become more fruitful.
Jesus uses the image to describe the Father's purposeful care for

people who already belong to Him.
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That does not give us permission to label every painful event as

a specific act of pruning from God.

A relationship may end, a door may close, health may change, or
a plan may fail. We live in a world still touched by sin, weakness,
human decisions, and circumstances we cannot always explain.
Scripture does not require us to assign a precise divine reason to

every loss.

But Scripture does assure us that the Father is not absent from

the formation of His children.

There are times when difficulty exposes what comfort allowed
us to overlook. Pressure can reveal where trust is thin, while loss
may uncover how deeply our identity had become attached to
something temporary. God can use even painful circumstances

to deepen faith, reshape desire, and produce greater faithfulness.
In those seasons, abiding becomes especially important.

The disciples were about to learn this firsthand. Within hours
of hearing Jesus speak about the vine, they would watch Him
arrested. Their expectations would collapse, fear would scatter
them, Peter would deny Him, and the One they believed was
the Messiah would be crucified.

Nothing about those hours would look fruitful.
Yet the relationship Jesus had described was still real.

They would need to remain.
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Faith sometimes means staying near Christ when we cannot
yet understand what He is doing. We bring confusion to Him,
continue listening to His words, and obey what has become

clear while trusting Him with what remains hidden.
That kind of remaining is not passive resignation.

Tt is trust.

Jesus also connects abiding with His words.

“If you abide in me, and my words abide in you, ask whatever

you wish.”
John chapter 15, verse 7.

His words are meant to remain within His disciples because
abiding is not a vague spiritual feeling. The voice of Jesus gives
shape to the relationship. We know the Christ in whom we
abide through the truth He has spoken.

This gives Scripture an essential place in discipleship.

We do not read the Bible merely to complete a religious obliga-
tion or collect information. We receive God's Word so that His

truth can shape the way we see, desire, choose, and live.
Over time, Scripture begins living closer to the surface.

A word of Jesus returns when anger rises. A promise steadies
us when fear begins taking control, and a command confronts

us when temptation makes another path look attractive. The
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stories of God's faithfulness help us remember what is true

when circumstances make faith difficult.
His words remain in us.

Jesus also connects abiding with prayer. His promise about
asking is not a blank check for any desire a person happens to
have. It comes within a relationship where the disciple remains
in Jesus and His words increasingly shape what the disciple loves

and seeks.
Abiding changes what we ask for because abiding changes us.

Prayer becomes part of living openly before God. We bring
desire, fear, gratitude, confession, grief, uncertainty, and hope
into relationship with the Father. We ask boldly while learning

to want what reflects the heart of Christ.

Jesus then connects abiding directly with obedience.

“If you keep my commandments, you will abide in my love.”
John chapter 15, verse 10.

He is not teaching His disciples to earn His love.

By this pointin the evening, Jesus has already loved them, served
them, washed their feet, called them His own, and prepared to
give His life for them. Obedience grows inside a relationship

already established by His grace.

Love responds.
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When we trust Jesus, His words carry authority. We cannot
claim to remain close to Him while deliberately protecting bit-
terness He tells us to release. We cannot speak about abiding
while choosing dishonesty, greed, sexual unfaithfulness, con-

tempt, or indifference toward people He commands us to love.
Relationship with Jesus is never directionless.
His life forms obedience in us.

Then Jesus identifies the command He especially wants His

disciples to hear.

“This is my commandment, that you love one another as T have

loved you.”
John chapter 15, verse 12.
The life of the vine becomes visible in love.

This protects abiding from becoming a private spiritual expe-
rience concerned mainly with how close we feel to God. Jesus
is forming people who increasingly love the way He loves, and
that love reaches spouses, children, friends, coworkers, neigh-

bors, strangers, difficult people, and brothers and sisters in the

Church.
The branch bears fruit for more than itself.
The life it receives becomes visible in what it produces.

Jesus also connects abiding with joy.
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“These things I have spoken to you, that my joy may be in you,

and that your joy may be full.”
John chapter 15, verse 11.

The timing of those words is remarkable. Jesus speaks of full joy

on the night before His crucifixion.
His joy cannot therefore depend upon escaping difficulty.

Jesus lives in communion with the Father, remains faithful to
His calling, and loves His disciples even as the cross approaches.

The joy He offers must be deeper than favorable circumstances.
He wants His joy to be in them.

That kind of life develops over time.

Fruit grows.

Most of us prefer immediate transformation. When God ex-
poses impatience, fear, envy, pride, anger, selfishness, or another
destructive pattern, we may want one prayer or one decision to

remove it permanently.
Sometimes God does bring sudden and dramatic change.
Often He forms us through repeated faithfulness.

We return to Jesus when we drift. We confess when sin is ex-
posed, receive grace, listen again to His Word, and take another
step of obedience. The same relationship continues forming us

through years of ordinary decisions.
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There is a quiet steadiness to abiding.

That steadiness can include practices such as Scripture, prayer,
worship, confession, rest, and life with other believers. These
practices do not produce Christ's life within us, but they can

help us remain attentive and responsive to the One who does.
That distinction is important.

Spiritual practices can become another place where perfor-
mance enters. We begin counting how consistently we read,
how long we prayed, how disciplined we have become, or how
much ministry we are doing. Practices meant to help us receive
from Jesus can slowly become evidence we use to prove our-

selves.

The practice is not the source.
Jesus is.

Scripture helps us hear Him. Prayer turns our attention toward
Him. Confession brings what is hidden into His light, worship
directs our loves toward God, and Christian community helps

us remain faithful when we are tempted to drift.
They serve relationship.
They cannot replace it.

This becomes especially important during spiritually dry sea-
sons. There will be times when prayer feels meaningful and
times when words seem difficult. Scripture may grip us deeply

in one season and feel ordinary in another.
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Our emotions change.
Christ does not.

The branch does not remain connected to the vine because it
feels connected. Its life depends upon the reality of the relation-
ship. In the same way, our confidence rests upon Christ rather

than the strength of our spiritual emotions on a particular day.

Feelings are real, and they should not be ignored. Joy, sorrow,
peace, longing, frustration, and delight all belong within our
relationship with God. But feelings cannot become the foun-

dation upon which we decide whether Jesus is faithful.
He is the foundation.

This frees us from another temptation.

Comparison.

Branches do not all bear exactly the same fruit at exactly the
same moment. God's people have different gifts, responsibili-
ties, personalities, histories, strengths, weaknesses, and seasons
of life. Visible results in another person's life do not become the
standard by which we determine whether Christ is faithfully at

work in ours.
Jesus gives His disciples a more important concern.
Remain in Him.

Let His words remain in you.
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Obey Him.

Love one another.

Bear fruit that brings glory to the Father.

This is also where abiding reaches beyond personal growth.

Jesus says, “By this my Father is glorified, that you bear much

fruit and so prove to be my disciples.”
John chapter 15, verse 8.
Fruit ultimately points beyond the branch.

A changed life is not meant to draw attention primarily toward
the disciple who has become more patient, generous, coura-
geous, faithful, or loving. The fruit reveals the goodness of the

One supplying the life.
The Father is glorified.

That protects spiritual growth from becoming another project

centered on ourselves.

We want to become like Jesus because we belong to Him
and because His life displayed through ordinary people makes
something of God visible in the world. Love, holiness, mer-
cy, courage, faithfulness, and truth become signs that another

source is at work.

Jesus then gives His disciples another reason they will need to

remain.
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The world will not always welcome the life He is producing.

After speaking about love and fruit, Jesus warns that His disci-
ples will face opposition. If the world hated Him, they should

not be surprised when faithfulness to Him brings rejection.

Abiding is therefore not merely preparation for peaceful mo-

ments.

It sustains us when following Jesus becomes costly.
The branch needs the vine when fruit is visible.

It needs the vine when pruning hurts.

It needs the vine when the season feels dry.

It needs the vine when opposition comes.

The answer does not change with the circumstances.
Remain.

At the heart of abiding is the truth we have followed through

this entire story.
We are not the source.
Jesus is.

The branch receives life from the vine, and the believer receives
life from Christ. What is received inwardly eventually becomes

visible outwardly as fruit.
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But the disciples were about to face an important question.

How would they remain with Jesus when He was no longer

walking physically beside them?

They had listened to His voice with their ears. They had
watched Him with their eyes and followed Him down actual

roads. Soon He would die, rise, and return to the Father.
Jesus had already begun answering that concern.

He told them about the Helper.

The Spirit of truth.

The One who was with them and would be in them.

The Spirit would teach, remind, testify about Jesus, guide His
people, and empower them for the work Christ was giving them

to do.

Abiding would not depend upon the disciples keeping Jesus

close through memory or determination alone.
God would give His Spirit.
The life of the vine would become life in the Spirit.

That is where the story leads next.



Chapter Nine
Life in the Spirit

Jesus knew His disciples were troubled.

They had spent years following Him from town to town. They
heard His voice, watched Him heal, brought Him their ques-
tions, and learned to depend upon His presence. When they
were confused, Jesus was there to teach them. When they were

frightened, He was close enough to speak peace.
Now He was telling them He was leaving.

On the night before the cross, Jesus spoke openly about His
return to the Father. The disciples did not yet understand every-
thing that was about to happen, but they understood enough

to know that life with Jesus was changing.
How could they continue without Him standing beside them?
Jesus answered with a promise.

“I'will ask the Father, and he will give you another Helper, to be

with you forever.”
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John chapter 14, verse 16.
Jesus was speaking about the Holy Spirit.

He called Him the Helper and the Spirit of truth. He promised
that the Spirit would teach His disciples, bring His words to
remembrance, bear witness about Him, guide them into truth,

and remain with His people.

Then Jesus said:

“You know him, for he dwells with you and will be in you.”
John chapter 14, verse 17.

Those words reach back into the promises of the prophets.

Ezekiel had spoken of a day when God would give His people
anew heart and put His Spirit within them. Joel had promised
that God would pour out His Spirit upon sons and daughters,
young and old, even servants. Jeremiah had looked toward a

covenant in which God's law would be written upon the heart.

Jesus was telling His disciples that those promises were ap-

proaching fulfillment.
The Holy Spirit was not appearing for the first time.

He had been active throughout the biblical story. Genesis opens
with the Spirit of God hovering over the waters. The Spirit em-
powered people for particular assignments, came upon leaders,
inspired prophets, and carried forward the purposes of God
among His people.
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The prophets were therefore not promising thatan absent Spirit
would finally arrive.

They were promising a new covenant work of the Spirit among

and within God's people.

That distinction is important. Under the old covenant, the
Spirit was truly present and active, but the prophets looked
toward a day when God would pour out His Spirit broadly
upon His people and place His Spirit within them. Jesus now

prepares His disciples for that promised reality.
The Spirit is also more than divine power.

He teaches.

He speaks.

He leads.

He can be grieved.

He bears witness.

Throughout the New Testament, the Holy Spirit acts person-
ally because He is not an impersonal force believers learn to use.
He is the Spirit of God, given by the Father through the Son,

present and active among God's people.
Jesus said something else about His ministry.
“He will glorify me.”

John chapter 16, verse 14.



120 JESUS & LIFE

The Spirit draws attention toward Christ.

He does not compete with Jesus or lead believers beyond Jesus
into some supposedly deeper spiritual life. He reveals Christ,
reminds the disciples of His words, forms His character within

His people, and empowers them to bear witness to Him.
Life in the Spirit is life centered upon Jesus.
After the resurrection, that promise moved closer to fulfillment.

Jesus told His disciples to remain in Jerusalem and wait for what
the Father had promised. Then He reminded them of words
John the Baptist had spoken earlier:

“You will be baptized with the Holy Spirit not many days from

»

now.
Acts chapter 1, verse 5.

A few verses later, Jesus explained the purpose of that promised

power.

“You will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon

you, and you will be my witnesses.”
Acts chapter 1, verse 8.
The Spirit would empower the mission of Jesus.

The disciples were being sent into a world larger than their
ability. They would bear witness in Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria,

and eventually to the ends of the earth. The people Jesus was
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sending were ordinary men and women, and the mission placed
before them could never be carried by courage, personality, or-

ganization, or human determination alone.
They needed the power of the Spirit.
Acts chapter 2 records what happened.

The believers were gathered together when a sound like a
mighty rushing wind filled the house. Tongues as of fire ap-
peared among them, and they were filled with the Holy Spirit.
Luke tells us that they “began to speak in other tongues as the

Spirit gave them utterance.”
Acts chapter 2, verse 4.

A crowd gathered, and Peter stood to explain what was happen-
ing.

“This is what was uttered through the prophet Joel.”

Acts chapter 2, verse 16.

God was pouring out His Spiri.

The same Peter who had recently denied knowing Jesus now
stood publicly and proclaimed the crucified and risen Christ.
Thousands heard the message, were cut to the heart, repented,

were baptized, and entered the community of believers.

The Spirit gave power for witness.
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Acts continues showing this empowering work as the gospel
moves outward. When the Spirit was poured out upon Cor-
nelius and his household, Jewish believers heard them speaking
in tongues and praising God. In Ephesus, disciples received the

Holy Spirit and spoke in tongues and prophesied.

The book of Acts gives us a church that expects the Spirit of
God to act.

That expectation should not be separated from the life believers
have already received in Christ. The Spirit is at work in new
birth, and everyone who truly belongs to Jesus belongs to Him
by the Spirit. Paul says plainly, “Anyone who does not have the

Spirit of Christ does not belong to him.”
Romans chapter 8, verse 9.

At the same time, Acts teaches believers to seek and receive the
empowering fullness of the Spirit for the mission Jesus has given

them.

New birth and empowerment belong together without being

confused.
The Spirit gives life.

And the Spirit gives power to bear witness to the One who is
Life.

That keeps the work of the Spirit from becoming self-focused.

Spiritual power is not given so Christians can feel superior, ap-

pear more impressive, or collect unusual experiences. Jesus con-
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nects the Spirit's power with witness. The Spirit equips ordinary
people to proclaim Christ, serve faithfully, cross boundaries,

endure opposition, and participate in the mission of God.
Pentecost was dramatic.

But its purpose was larger than the moment.

The gospel began moving outward.

The Spirit also brings believers into the lived reality of their

relationship with the Father.
Paul writes:

“God has sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, crying,
‘Abba! Father!””

Galatians chapter 4, verse 6.

Christian faith is therefore more than agreeing with statements
about God. Through the Son, we have been reconciled to the
Father, and through the Spirit we know ourselves as people who

have been brought into His family.
Paul develops this beautifully in Romans chapter 8.
The chapter begins with freedom.

“There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in

Christ Jesus.”

Romans chapter 8, verse 1.
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Then Paul writes:

“For the law of the Spirit of life has set you free in Christ Jesus

from the law of sin and death.”
Romans chapter 8, verse 2.
The Spirit is connected directly with life.

The biblical movement we have been following has reached an-
other important moment. God gave life in creation. Sin brought
death, the prophets promised renewal, and Jesus came as the

One in whom life is found.
Now the Spirit of life dwells in those who belong to Christ.

God has not simply forgiven His people and sent them away

with instructions.
He has come near.

This is why the New Testament can describe believers as temples
of the Holy Spirit. Paul tells the Corinthians that the Spirit
dwells within them, and elsewhere he describes the gathered

people of God together as a dwelling place for God by the Spirit.

Temple language once pointed toward the place associated with

God's covenant presence among Israel.
Now that language is applied to His people.

God dwells within believers.
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And God forms believers together into a people in whom His

presence is known.
Life in the Spirit is deeply personal without becoming private.

Romans 8 also shows that the Spirit does more than assure us

of God's presence.
He changes how we live.

Paul contrasts living according to the flesh with living according
to the Spirit. The word flesh does not mean that the physical
body itself is evil. God created bodies, Christ took on a body,
Jesus rose bodily, and believers await the resurrection of their

bodies.

Paul is describing a way of life ruled by fallen human desire apart

from submission to God.

That way remains familiar.

Self-protection can feel natural.

Pride can feel justified.

Anger can appear righteous simply because it is ours.

Desire can demand satisfaction, while fear can quietly begin

making decisions for us.
The Spirit forms another way.

Paul writes:
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“If by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body, you will

live.”

Romans chapter 8, verse 13.

The language holds divine work and human response together.
We put sin to death.

We do it by the Spirit.

Christian transformation is neither self-powered striving nor
spiritual passivity. The Spirit works within God's people, and

God's people actively respond to His work.

That means the presence of the Spirit can never become an
excuse for remaining comfortable with sin. We cannot know-
ingly feed bitterness, lust, dishonesty, greed, pride, or another
destructive pattern while saying we are simply waiting for God

to change us.

The Spirit who gives life also leads toward holiness.

He does not make obedience unnecessary.

He makes a new kind of obedience possible.

Paul expresses this through another image in Galatians:
“Walk by the Spirit.”

Galatians chapter 5, verse 16.
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Walking suggests direction and movement. A life is formed
through steps taken repeatedly over time. We respond when sin
is exposed, bring decisions beneath the truth of God, resist de-
sires that would rule us, and choose what reflects the character
of Christ.

These choices do not create the Spirit's life.
They respond to it.
Then Paul describes what begins growing from that life.

“The fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness,

goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control.”
Galatians chapter S, verses 22 and 23.

Jesus had already spoken about fruit when He described the

vine and branches.
Fruit grows because there is life.

Paul does not call these qualities the fruit of human determina-
tion. He calls them the fruit of the Spirit because God is at work

forming the character of Christ within His people.
Yet the fruit appears in real human lives.
Love changes the way we treat someone who is difficult.

Patience changes the way we respond when circumstances

refuse to move at our preferred pace.

Kindness reaches the words we use.
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Faithfulness remains when quitting would be easier.
Self-control says no when desire wants to become master.

The Spirit's work begins within, but it does not remain hidden.
He forms people who increasingly look like Jesus.

Some of that work may happen dramatically. Acts records mira-
cles, prophetic direction, bold proclamation, supernatural gifts,

and moments when the power of God is unmistakable.
The same Spirit also produces patience.
Both belong to His work.

We should not choose between the power of the Spirit and the
character of the Spirit. The New Testament gives us both. The
Spirit empowers witness and distributes gifts for ministry, while
also forming holiness and Christlike fruit within the people He

empowers.
Power without character can become destructive.

Character without dependence upon the Spirit can become

another form of human effort.
God intends His people to live by the Spirit in both.
The Spirit also leads God's people.

Acts repeatedly shows Him directing the mission of the
Church. He speaks, sends, redirects, and guides believers as the

gospel moves into new places.
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Yet spiritual guidance requires discernment.

Not every thought that enters our minds comes from God. Not
every strong emotion is the voice of the Spirit, and not every

opportunity that appears is necessarily His direction.

The Spirit of truth does not lead contrary to the truth God has

revealed.

If an impression leads toward pride, deception, greed, sexu-
al unfaithfulness, revenge, contempt, or something Scripture
clearly calls sin, we do not need to wonder whether the Spirit

is leading us there.
God has already spoken.
The Spirit does not contradict the Word He inspired.

There are other decisions where Scripture does not tell us which
job to take, what city to live in, which opportunity to pursue, or
exactly when to act. In those places we can pray, seck wisdom,
listen, invite counsel, and trust God while making faithful de-

cisions.

Life in the Spirit is not constant fear that one missed signal will

destroy God's purposes for us.
It is a life increasingly yielded to Him.

Romans 8 also gives comfort when our weakness is more obvi-

ous than our strength.
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Paul says the Spirit helps us in our weakness because sometimes

“we do not know what to pray for as we ought.”
Romans chapter 8, verse 26.
There are seasons when words come easily.

There are others when grief is too heavy, fear is too tangled, or

circumstances are too confusing to organize into a clear prayer.
The Spirit is still present.

Our relationship with God does not depend upon our ability to

pray perfectly.

The Spirit also bears witness that we are children of God. He
reminds us that our relationship with the Father rests upon
what Christ has accomplished rather than the strength of our

performance on a particular day.

This is deeply important because life in the Spirit does not

remove struggle.

Romans chapter 8 is filled with hope, but it is also filled with
groaning, weakness, suffering, waiting, and a creation that still
longs for redemption. Paul is not describing believers who have

escaped the consequences of living in a fallen world.
He describes people who have God's presence within it.

Then he points toward the future.



LIFE IN THE SPIRIT 131

“If the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead dwells in
you, he who raised Christ Jesus from the dead will also give life

to your mortal bodies.”
Romans chapter 8, verse 11.

The Spirit dwelling within believers connects present life with

future resurrection.

Bodies still age.

Christians still become sick.

Unless Jesus returns first, believers still die.

But mortality does not have the final word because the Spirit

within us is the Spirit of the God who raises the dead.
Present life and future resurrection belong together.

The Spirit gives us a real experience of God's life now while
pointing us toward the fullness still to come. His presence is

both gift and promise.
God is with His people now.
And resurrection is coming.

The disciples did not have to reproduce Jesus from memory

after He returned to the Father.
They had His words.

They had His commands.
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They had His example.

And they had His Spirit.

The One Jesus promised had come.
The Spirit gave them power.

He formed them into witnesses.

He brought them into deeper assurance of their relationship

with the Father.

He produced fruit.

He led them toward holiness and truth.
He helped them in weakness.

And He carried within His presence the promise that death

itself would one day be defeated.
This is life in the Spirit.

It is not an optional spiritual accessory for a small group of
unusually devoted Christians. Every follower of Jesus depends
upon the Spirit for the life God gives, and Jesus invites His
people to receive the Spirit's empowering fullness for the work
He has called them to do.

We cannot manufacture His life.

We cannot manufacture His power.
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We receive.
Then we respond.
The Spirit has been given.

Now we must learn what itlooks like to walk with Him through

the ordinary hours of an ordinary life.

That is where the story leads next.



Chapter Ten
Living From His Life

The Spirit has been given.

That truth is foundational, but eventually it reaches a very or-
dinary question. If Christ is our life and His Spirit dwells within
us, what does that mean on a Tuesday morning when the alarm
sounds, the calendar is full, someone needs us, work is waiting,

and nothing about the day feels especially spiritual?
Most of life happens there.

We wake up, get ready, care for children, go to work, answer
messages, solve problems, prepare meals, pay bills, make de-
cisions, sit in traffic, carry responsibilities, and move through
routines we have repeated hundreds of times. There are mo-
ments set aside for worship and prayer, but much oflife happens

between those moments.
The life of Christ is meant to reach all of it.

Paul writes:
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“Therefore, as you received Christ Jesus the Lord, so walk in

»

him.
Colossians chapter 2, verse 6.

The way we continue with Jesus grows from the way we began

with Him.
We received Christ.

We did not create salvation, earn reconciliation, or make our-
selves spiritually alive. We came to Jesus with nothing capable

of rescuing us and received what only grace could give.
The Christian life continues from that same dependence.
We receive before we respond.

That does not mean we become passive. Paul tells believers to
walk faithfully, put sin to death, renew their minds, pray, serve,
forgive, give, endure, and pursue what is good. Jesus calls His

disciples to real obedience.
But obedience grows from life already received.

We do not obey in order to persuade Christ to become our life.

We obey because He already is.
That distinction can change the way we enter an ordinary day.

Many of us wake up already carrying tomorrow. Before our
feet reach the floor, our minds are moving toward unfinished

work, financial concerns, family needs, difficult conversations,
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decisions that must be made, or problems we do not yet know

how to solve.

Responsibility is good. God has entrusted us with people to
love, work to do, decisions to make, and resources to stew-
ard. The trouble begins when responsibility quietly turns into
self-reliance and we begin living as though everything finally

depends upon us.
Jesus gives another invitation.

“Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give

you rest.”
Matthew chapter 11, verse 28.
The invitation begins with a Person.

Jesus does not first offer the weary a better system for managing
pressure. He says, “Come to me.” Then He tells them to take
His yoke and learn from Him because He is gentle and lowly in

heart.

A yoke was connected with work, which means Jesus is not
inviting people into inactivity. He is inviting them to learn
another way of carrying life. There is still movement, respon-
sibility, obedience, and work, but it is life carried under His

leadership rather than apart from Him.
That gives Christian rest a deeper meaning.

Sometimes the most faithful thing we can do is physically rest.

Human bodies have limits, and Jesus Himself slept, ate, with-
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drew from crowds, and made space for prayer. We should not

spiritualize exhaustion until neglecting our bodies begins to

look holy.
But the rest Jesus offers reaches beneath sleep.
Itis the rest of no longer trying to be our own savior.

We do not have to hold the future together. We do not have to
control every outcome, manufacture our own worth, or make
ourselves acceptable to God through constant performance. We

can work faithfully without asking work to tell us who we are.
We carry responsibility as creatures rather than sovereigns.

That requires trust because much of life remains outside our
control. Another person's choices are not ours to manage.
Health can change, plans can fail, opportunities can disappear,

and circumstances can turn in directions we did not expect.
Self-reliance tries to eliminate uncertainty.
Faith learns to obey God within it.

Living from Christ begins, in part, by becoming attentive to
what is happening within us. Jesus repeatedly told people to
hear, watch, and remain awake. His words remind us that it is
possible to move quickly through a day while paying very little

attention to what is shaping our hearts.

Attentiveness helps us recognize when anger is beginning to
lead, when fear is driving a decision, or when control has be-

come more important than trust. We begin noticing the temp-
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tation before we have followed it very far. We become more
aware of the person in front of us instead of being consumed

only with the problem in our minds.
This is not constant self-analysis.
It is learning to live awake before God.

Paul speaks about this kind of direction in Romans chapter 8.
He says, “To set the mind on the flesh is death, but to set the

mind on the Spirit is life and peace.”
Romans chapter 8, verse 6.
Our attention has direction.

When fear receives our continual attention, more and more of
life begins to look threatening. When comparison fills the mind,
another person's success can begin to feel like our loss. When
resentment is rehearsed repeatedly, an old wound can remain

emotionally present long after the event itself has passed.
The Spirit leads us toward what is true.

Scripture is essential in that process because the Bible gives us a
way to see realities we might otherwise misunderstand. It reveals
who God is, what sin does, what grace has accomplished, what
love looks like, where wisdom leads, and what future has been

promised through Christ.
The Spirit does not lead us away from the Word God has given.

He uses truth to form us.
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A passage remembered in the right moment can interrupt an
old response. “Be quick to hear, slow to speak, slow to anger”
can slow a conversation before words become destructive. Jesus'
command not to be anxious about tomorrow can confront a

mind racing into circumstances that have not happened.

The Word can also expose us. “As the Lord has forgiven you, so
you also must forgive” reaches resentment we may have learned
to justify. Scripture brings the life we confess on Sunday into

the decisions we make when obedience becomes costly.
We are not reading simply to finish a chapter.

We are learning to hear God.

Prayer keeps that relationship open through the day.

Paul tells believers to “pray without ceasing” in First Thessa-
lonians chapter 5, verse 17. He cannot mean that Christians
must speak words of prayer every second. People sleep, work,
listen, think, converse, and carry responsibilities that require

attention.

The command points toward a life continually turned toward

God.

There are intentional times of prayer that should not be lost.
Jesus withdrew to pray, the early church gathered for prayer,
and Paul repeatedly asked believers to pray about specific needs.
We need moments when other things are set aside and our

attention is deliberately given to God.
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But prayer can also become woven through ordinary life.

Before a difficult conversation, we can ask for wisdom. When
irritation rises, we can ask for patience. Good news can become
gratitude, another person's need can become intercession, and
fear can be brought back to the Father before it grows into

control.
Prayer becomes part of living the day before God.

That does not make every moment spiritually intense. A faith-
tul relationship is not measured by constant emotional intensi-
ty, and our relationship with God is no different. There will be
times when His presence feels especially near and times when

we simply trust what He has promised.
We do not have to manufacture a feeling of God's presence.
He is faithful when our emotions are quiet.

That protects us from making spiritual experience our source.
Powerful experiences with God can be genuine gifts, and Scrip-
ture records moments when people were overwhelmed by His
glory, filled with joy, given supernatural gifts, or deeply aware of

His presence.
We should welcome what God gives.
But we seek God rather than chasing a feeling.

The Spirit may be working powerfully when very little feels
dramatic. He may be forming patience through an exhausting

season, faithfulness through repetitive work, humility through
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correction, or trust while an important prayer remains unan-

swered.
Some of the deepest formation happens quietly.
This is where obedience becomes essential.

Jesus connects love with keeping His commands. The Spirit
leads us into truth, but once something has become clear, con-
tinued reflection cannot become a substitute for doing what

Jesus has said.
Sometimes the next faithful step is already known.

If we have sinned against someone, we may need to confess it.
If bitterness has been protected, forgiveness may need to begin.
If a pattern continually feeds temptation, wisdom may require

removing access to what keeps strengthening it.

Love may require action when another person needs help and

we are able to respond.

There are moments when we do not need another sign.

We need to obey.

Paul says:

“If we live by the Spirit, let us also keep in step with the Spirit.”
Galatians chapter 5, verse 25.

The picture is movement.



142 JESUS & LIFE

We do not usually see an entire lifetime of obedience at once.
We see the conversation in front of us, today's decision, the
temptation that has appeared again, or the opportunity to tell
the truth, show kindness, practice patience, and trust God with

something we cannot control.

A life takes shape through those steps.
This is also where surrender becomes practical.

We sometimes imagine surrender only as a dramatic moment at
an altar when everything is given to God at once. There can be
moments like that, and God sometimes brings us to decisions

that redirect the course of our lives.
Much of surrender happens quietly.

We surrender when we release the need to control another per-
son's response. We surrender when we accept a limit we wish
were different, obey before we know how the outcome will un-
fold, or stop insisting that God follow the plan we have already

written for Him.

Jesus shows us surrender most clearly in Gethsemane.

Facing the cross, He did not pretend the suffering before Him
was easy. He brought His anguish openly before the Father and
prayed, “Not my will, but yours, be done.”

Luke chapter 22, verse 42.

Christian surrender grows from trust in the Father Jesus re-

vealed.
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We are not surrendering to an indifferent God.

We are entrusting ourselves to the Father who gave His Son for

us.

That will not make every circumstance understandable. Some
questions remain unanswered for a long time, and some may
remain unanswered in this life. Trust does not require complete

understanding before obedience becomes possible.

It gives us Someone to trust while understanding remains in-

complete.

Living from Christ also changes the way we respond when we

fail.

A life built upon performance has to hide failure. We defend
ourselves, make excuses, withdraw from God, or attempt to
repair our spiritual record before coming near because failure

threatens the identity we have constructed.
The gospel teaches us another movement.
We return.

John writes:

“If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our

sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.”
First John chapter 1, verse 9.

Confession is not evidence that the Christian life has collapsed.
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It belongs to the Christian life.

We bring what is false into God's light because Christ has al-
ready opened the way for sinners to come near. We take respon-
sibility for what we have done, receive His forgiveness, make

things right where possible, and continue walking.
Grace gives us courage to be honest.

It keeps us from excusing sin, and it keeps us from believing
that failure has placed us beyond mercy. We repent because sin

is serious, and we return because Christ is faithful.
Over time, returning becomes familiar.

We recognize self-reliance sooner. We notice when fear has be-
gun controlling the imagination, when pride has made us de-
fensive, or when resentment is beginning to shape the way we

see someone.
Then we turn again toward Jesus.

Christian maturity is not reaching a place where we never need

to return.
It is learning the way back quickly.

That gives the Christian life a kind of simplicity without mak-
ing it easy. We do not need to master an endless collection of
spiritual techniques. We remain responsive to Jesus through the

Spirit He has given.

We hear His Word.
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We bring our lives before Him in prayer.
We obey what He has made clear.

We surrender what we cannot control.
We confess when we sin.

And we receive grace again.

The path may still lead into difficult places. Life with Christ
does not promise comfort, and the Spirit led the first disciples
into mission, generosity, sacrifice, opposition, forgiveness, and

costly love.
But Jesus does not call us into those places empty-handed.
The life He calls us to live is the life He supplies.

Paul understood that relationship between grace and effort.

Looking back over his ministry, he wrote:

“I worked harder than any of them, though it was not I, but the

grace of God that is with me.”

First Corinthians chapter 15, verse 10.
Paul worked.

And grace was at work.

He did not treat those truths as enemies. God's grace did not

make Paul passive, and Paul's hard work did not make grace
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unnecessary. He acted faithfully because God was at work in

and through him.
That is a mature picture of living from Christ.
We participate fully while depending completely.

We pray and act. We rest and work, receive grace and practice
discipline, trust God's power and take responsibility for what

He has placed in our hands.

The dependence does not diminish obedience.
It makes faithful obedience possible.
Eventually that hidden life becomes visible.

People may never know about the quiet prayer before a difficult
conversation. They may not see the moment when we surren-
dered anger, confessed pride, asked the Spirit for wisdom, or

chose not to return to an old pattern.

They experience what grows from those moments.
They encounter greater patience.

They hear truth spoken with love.

They experience generosity, faithfulness, forgiveness, gentle-
ness, courage, and self-control from a person who is slowly

being formed by Jesus.

The hidden life with Christ begins shaping the visible life before

others.
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That is how His life moves through ours.

We do not disappear. Our personalities are not erased, and our
choices remain real. We work, create, think, lead, serve, love, and

carry the particular responsibilities God has entrusted to us.

But we no longer have to do those things as though we were the

source of the life required to do them faithfully.
Christ is our life.

His Spirit is within us.

Grace is at work.

And we learn to walk.

The invitation that began with Jesus continues into ordinary
days. Come to Him when weary. Receive His Word. Remain
near. Walk by the Spirit. Obey what He says and return when

you wander.

Again and again, He teaches us dependence.

The world often imagines strength as needing less.
Jesus teaches us to remain close enough to receive.
And that life was never meant to stop with us.

The Spirit does not form isolated disciples who know Christ
only for themselves. He forms a people whose relationships,
generosity, forgiveness, worship, service, and shared witness

make the life of Jesus visible together.
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Christ lives in us.
Now He teaches us to live with one another.

That is where the story leads next.



Chapter Eleven

Life Together

When the Holy Spirit was poured out at Pentecost, the visible
result was not a collection of isolated Christians having private

experiences with God.
A people began to form.

Peter proclaimed the crucified and risen Jesus, thousands re-
sponded, and Luke immediately tells us what these new believ-
ers did with the life they had received. They gathered around the
apostles’ teaching, fellowship, the breaking of bread, and prayer.

“And they devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and the

tellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers.”
Acts chapter 2, verse 42.
The life of Christ brought them together.

This should not surprise us. Jesus had spent His ministry gath-
ering people around Himself. He called disciples individually,

but He did not leave them as isolated individuals.
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He formed a community.

They traveled together, ate together, learned together, served
together, misunderstood one another, failed one another, and
watched Jesus together. Their relationship with Him was per-

sonal, but from the beginning it was also shared.
That pattern continued after the resurrection.

The Spirit who dwells within believers also joins believers into
one body. Paul tells the Corinthians, “For in one Spirit we were
all baptized into one body.” Different backgrounds, histories,

abilities, personalities, and gifts are gathered beneath one Lord.

Christ does not simply save individuals who happen to occupy

the same room on Sunday.
He forms a people.

That does not mean every Christian relationship will become
equally close. Jesus Himself ministered to crowds, called twelve
apostles, and shared particular moments with Peter, James, and
John. Scripture makes room for different levels of friendship,

responsibility, and closeness.

But it does not give us a picture of mature discipleship without

meaningful relationship with other believers.
Life in Christ creates life together.

Acts gives us an early picture of what that shared life looked like.
The believers worshiped, learned the apostles' teaching, prayed,

opened their homes, shared meals, and responded when needs
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arose among them. Some even sold possessions or property so

resources could be distributed to those who lacked what they
needed.

Their faith changed the way they held what they owned.

Possessions had not suddenly become evil. These believers still
lived in homes, worked, ate, raised families, and used material
resources. What changed was their willingness to see what God
had entrusted to them as something that could become an ex-

pression of love.
Another person's need could become their concern.

Sometimes that kind of generosity involves money. At other
times it may involve food, transportation, a skill, a place to stay,
help with children, a connection, an afternoon of work, or the

willingness to remain beside someone during a difficult season.
Shared life makes love tangible.

Luke also tells us that the early believers shared meals. That can
seem like a small detail beside miracles, preaching, and thou-
sands of conversions, but Scripture mentions the table repeat-
edly because ordinary life has always been part of how God's

people know one another.

Jesus had already shown His disciples this. He ate with sinners
and tax collectors, received hospitality from friends, fed hungry
crowds, shared the Passover with His disciples, and ate with

them again after the resurrection.
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Tables make room for people to become known.

A large gathering can remain somewhat anonymous, but a
meal creates different possibilities. Stories are told, questions are
asked, children interrupt, food is passed, laughter begins, and
people slowly become more than faces we recognize across a

room.
The Church needs those kinds of spaces.

We need gathered worship where Scripture is taught, Christ is
proclaimed, prayer is offered, and God's people worship to-
gether. We also need relationships where names become sto-
ries, someone notices when we are absent, and another believer
knows enough about our life to recognize when something has

changed.
Christian community requires presence.

That can be difficult in a culture where information is easy
to receive without relationship. We can listen to sermons,
watch worship, read Christian books, study Scripture, and re-
ceive teaching throughout the week without becoming deeply

known by another believer.
Those resources can be gifts.
They cannot become the Church.

A recording cannot notice that our voice sounds different today.

A podcast cannot ask a second question when we say we are
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fine, and an online message cannot fully replace someone sitting

beside us when life has become heavy.
The Christian life needs people.

Hebrews tells believers not to neglect meeting together but to
encourage one another as the Day draws near. That command
assumes something simple: there are times when we need en-

couragement we cannot easily give ourselves.

Some days faith feels strong. Other days grief narrows our
vision, temptation makes sin look reasonable, or exhaustion
makes the problem in front of us seem larger than everything

God has promised.
Another believer can help us remember.

They can pray when our own words are thin. They can speak
truth when fear has become loud, remind us of God's faithful-
ness when we are struggling to see beyond today, and help carry

what has become too heavy to carry alone.

Paul tells the Galatians:

“Bear one another's burdens, and so fulfill the law of Christ.”
Galatians chapter 6, verse 2.

Some burdens become lighter because another person helps
carry them. Others remain heavy, but we no longer carry them
alone. Christian community does not require us to have an

answer for every pain.
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Sometimes love listens.

Sometimes it brings a meal, helps with a practical need, prays
quietly, offers wise counsel, or stays close when there is nothing
easy to say. Presence itself can become an expression of the life

of Jesus.

This is part of what Paul means when he describes the Church

as a body.

A body contains many parts while remaining one whole. An
eye does not perform the work of a hand, and a hand does not
need to become an eye in order to have value. Different members

serve different purposes while belonging to the same body.

“So we, though many, are one body in Christ, and individually

members one of another.”

Romans chapter 12, verse 5.

That gives both dignity and humility to Christian community.
We have something to contribute.

And we need what others contribute.

No person possesses every gift, sees every situation clearly, or
reaches maturity in every area at the same pace. God gives teach-
ers, encouragers, leaders, servants, givers, people with unusual
mercy, and many forms of quiet faithfulness that may never be

visible from a platform.

The Spirit distributes gifts across the body.
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Dependence remains part of Christian maturity even here.

That can be uncomfortable because it is often easier to help than
to receive help. Giving allows us to feel strong, while receiving

may require us to admit that our strength is limited.
But the body needs both.

There will be seasons when we carry someone else and seasons

when someone else must help carry us. Life together gives room

for both.
Community also becomes part of our formation.

The idea of Christian community can sound beautiful until
actual people are involved. The New Testament Church was
filled with the Holy Spirit, yet Acts and the letters describe
disagreements, cultural tensions, selfishness, dishonesty, sexual
sin, favoritism, false teaching, leadership problems, and believ-

ers struggling to treat one another faithfully.
Spirit-filled people were still being formed.
So are we.

Relationships reveal things isolation can hide. We may believe
we are patient until someone repeatedly tests our patience. We
may think we are humble until another person's idea is chosen
instead of ours, and we may imagine ourselves forgiving until

there is something painful to forgive.

Community brings unfinished places into view.
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That can become uncomfortable, but it can also become part
of how Christ forms us. Another believer may expose pride we
had not recognized, invite us to repent, encourage us toward

courage, or help us see a situation more clearly.

This does not mean every difficult relationship must be pre-

served in exactly the same form.

Christian love does not excuse abuse, manipulation, dishonesty,
or behavior that places people in danger. Scripture calls the
Church to protect those who are vulnerable, confront sin, prac-

tice discipline when necessary, and hold leaders accountable.
Grace and truth belong together.

Grace does not pretend destructive behavior is harmless.
Truth does not give us permission for cruelty.

Jesus gives us another way.

He tells His disciples:

“A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another:

just as I have loved you.”
John chapter 13, verse 34.
Jesus defines Christian love by His own life.

He served His disciples when they were still arguing about

greatness. He washed their feet, corrected them when they were
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wrong, remained patient when they were slow to understand,

and gave Himself for people who could never repay Him.
“As I have loved you.”
That is a costly standard.

Christian love goes deeper than being pleasant. It tells the truth
without contempt, forgives without pretending sin was insignif-
icant, serves without demanding recognition, and makes room

for weakness without calling destructive behavior healthy.
Sometimes love encourages.

Sometimes it corrects.

Sometimes it bears patiently.

Sometimes it establishes a boundary.

In every case, Jesus remains the model.

He also says that this love becomes part of the Church's witness.

“By this all people will know that you are my disciples, if you

have love for one another.”
John chapter 13, verse 35.

The world should be able to see something of Jesus in the way

His people treat one another.

That does not mean churches become perfect communities.
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They do not.

Every congregation is made of people still being formed, and
every pastor, elder, leader, teacher, and volunteer remains a per-

son who needs grace, wisdom, correction, and accountability.

The health of a church is therefore not measured by whether

weakness exists.
A healthier question is what happens when weakness is exposed.

Can truth be spoken? Can sin be confessed? Can people re-
pent and forgiveness be practiced? Can leaders be corrected, the
vulnerable protected, and grace lead toward greater faithfulness

rather than becoming an excuse for remaining unchanged?
Those questions belong beneath one greater truth.

The Church belongs to Jesus.

He said:

“I'will build my church.”

Matthew chapter 16, verse 18.

The Church does not ultimately belong to a pastor, denomina-
tion, tradition, ministry, generation, or personality. Jesus is its

Lord.

That should humble anyone entrusted with leadership. It
should also free God's people from treating any human leader

as though the life of the Church flows from that person.
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Jesus is the Head.

Paul develops this in Ephesians chapter 4. Christ gives leaders
to equip His people for ministry so that the body grows toward
maturity. The goal is not to create spectators who remain per-

manently dependent upon a few gifted people.
The whole body participates.

A healthy church helps people know Scripture, pray, discern,
serve, use their gifts, love one another, and follow Jesus faithful-

ly. Leadership equips rather than replaces the ministry of God's
people.

Formation leads toward participation.
Paul describes the body growing as each part does its work.

Some people teach publicly. Others encourage quietly, show
hospitality, give generously, organize carefully, pray faithfully,
lead wisely, serve children, care for the hurting, repair what is

broken, or notice people others overlook.

Much of the life of the Church will never happen on a stage.
It still builds the body.

The life of Jesus moves through ordinary people.

Acts also makes clear that this shared life cannot turn inward.

The believers cared deeply for one another, but the Spirit did

not create a closed community interested only in its own com-
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fort. Jesus had promised power so His people could become
witnesses, and the Church was continually being sent beyond

itself.

They prayed for boldness.

They crossed cultural boundaries.

They welcomed new believers.

They cared for practical needs.

They proclaimed the crucified and risen Christ.

The life they shared became part of the life they carried into the

world.
Christian community therefore gathers and sends.

We gather because we need worship, truth, encouragement,
correction, prayer, relationship, and the gifts God has placed in
one another. Then we are sent into neighborhoods, workplaces,

schools, homes, communities, and nations as witnesses to Jesus.

The Church receives life from Christ and bears witness to
Christ.

Those two movements belong together.

Luke says the early believers had favor with the people and that
the Lord added to their number those who were being saved.
Their shared life did not replace proclamation of the gospel, and

their proclamation did not make shared life unnecessary.
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People could hear the good news.

They could also see something of what the good news pro-

duced.
That remains part of the Church's witness.

A community dominated by contempt will struggle to show the
love of Christ. A church consumed by competition will struggle
to reveal His humility, and people unwilling to repent will make

grace difficult to recognize.

But something becomes visible when Christians forgive, rec-
oncile, share, serve, welcome, protect, endure, and love across

differences that would ordinarily divide people.
Not perfectly.
But genuinely.

The life of another kingdom begins to take shape among ordi-

nary people.
This is life together.

The Spirit who forms individual believers forms a people. The
gifts He gives one person become part of His care for another,

and burdens that feel private become places where love can be

shared.

We remind one another where life is found.
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That is why isolation cannot become the final shape of Christ-

ian maturity.

There may be seasons when community is difficult. Some be-
lievers carry real wounds from churches or Christian leaders,
and wisdom may require distance from an unhealthy situation.
Trust should not be demanded where trustworthiness has been
violated, and forgiveness does not require someone to ignore

danger or remain under destructive leadership.

But the failures of Christian community do not erase God's

purpose to form a people.

Jesus is still building His Church.

He is still calling His people to love one another.
He is still giving gifts through the Spirit.

And He s still making His life visible through imperfect people
who remain near Him and learn to remain faithful to one an-

other.
The life Jesus gives is personal.
It is never meant to remain private.

We receive it from Christ, learn to live it together, and carry it

into the world as His people.

Yet even the healthiest church remains unfinished.
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Believers still become sick. Bodies still age and die, faithful com-
munities still experience grief, and every congregation eventu-
ally says goodbye to people it loves. The Spirit is present, Christ
is risen, and new life has truly begun, but death has not yet

disappeared from creation.

The Church lives between Christ's resurrection and the resur-

rection still to come.

That means the life we share now always carries hope beyond

itself.

We worship the risen Jesus.

We receive the life of His Spirit.
We bear one another's burdens.
We proclaim His gospel.

And we wait for the day when everything death has touched will

finally be made new.
One horizon remains.
Resurrection life.

That is where the story leads next.



Chapter Twelve

Resurrection Life

Jesus stood outside the tomb of Lazarus and made a promise

larger than the moment in front of Him.

“T am the resurrection and the life.”

John chapter 11, verse 25.

Then He called a dead man out of the grave.

Lazarus walked out alive, but what happened to him was not yet
the final resurrection Scripture promises. He had been restored
to mortal life. His body would one day die again, just as every

human body eventually does.

Still, the sign revealed something no one standing near that

tomb could yet fully understand.
Death had met Someone greater.

Jesus did not merely possess the power to extend physical life.

He claimed authority over death itself. The One who called
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Lazarus from a grave would soon enter a grave of His own, and
what happened there would change the future of everyone who

belongs to Him.
The cross came first.

Jesus was arrested, condemned, beaten, crucified, and buried.
His body was placed in a tomb, and a stone was rolled across
the entrance. The disciples who had heard Him speak about

eternal life and resurrection watched the One they believed was
the Messiah die.

For them, death appeared to have won.
Then came the third day.

The women arrived at the tomb and found the stone moved.
Jesus' body was gone, and the message they received became the

foundation of Christian hope.
“He is not here, for he has risen.”
Matthew chapter 28, verse 6.
Jesus was alive.

The resurrection was more than His teachings continuing
through the people who remembered Him. It was more than
His influence surviving after His death. The same Jesus who had

been crucified had been raised from the dead.

The New Testament places enormous weight upon that fact.
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Paul tells the Corinthians:

“If Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile and you are still

in your sins.”
First Corinthians chapter 15, verse 17.

Without the resurrection, the Christian story collapses. If Jesus
remained dead, then death still holds the final authority. The
cross would not stand as the saving victory Scripture proclaims,
and every promise of eternal life would eventually end at anoth-

er grave.
Paul therefore makes the announcement clearly:

“But in fact Christ has been raised from the dead, the firstfruits

of those who have fallen asleep.”
First Corinthians chapter 15, verse 20.
Christ has been raised.

Paul calls Him the firstfruits because the resurrection of Jesus is
not an isolated victory. In Israel's harvest, the firstfruits were the
beginning of what was still to come. They signaled that more of

the harvest was on the way.

Jesus' resurrection therefore tells us something about our fu-

ture.
Those who belong to Christ will also be raised.

The Christian hope is resurrection.
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That is important because Christians sometimes speak about
eternal life almost entirely in terms of going to heaven when we
die. Scripture does give us confidence about being with Christ
after death. Paul can say that his desire is “to depart and be with
Christ,” and Jesus tells the dying thief, “Today you will be with

me in paradise.”

Those promises bring real comfort.

But the New Testament looks beyond the intermediate state to

something greater.
Resurrection.

God's final answer to death is not that His people will forev-
er exist without bodies. The story began with God creating a
physical world and calling it good. He formed humanity from
the dust, gave bodily life, and placed people within a creation
filled with physical goodness.

Sin brought death into that creation.
Redemption will not finally surrender the body to death.
God will raise it.

Paul addresses this directly in First Corinthians chapter 15 be-
cause some believers in Corinth were questioning the resur-
rection of the dead. His answer begins with the resurrection
of Jesus and then connects Christ's victory with the future of

everyone who belongs to Him.

“For as in Adam all die, so also in Christ shall all be made alive.”
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First Corinthians chapter 15, verse 22.
Paul places Adam and Christ before us.

Adam stands at the beginning of humanity's history of sin and
death. Christ stands at the beginning of new creation and res-
urrection life. Through Adam, death entered the human story.

Through Jesus, resurrection has entered it.
We still live between those realities.

Christians still attend funerals. We watch bodies age, experience
sickness and injury, and grieve people whose physical presence
we deeply miss. Faith does not require us to pretend death is

harmless.

Scripture calls death an enemy.

“The last enemy to be destroyed is death.”
First Corinthians chapter 15, verse 26.

Death tears apart what God created for life. It separates peo-
ple who love one another and leaves empty places in families,
friendships, churches, and communities. Jesus Himself stood

before a tomb and wept.
Christian hope does not require smaller grief.

It gives grief a larger horizon.
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Paul writes to believers grieving people they love and tells them
not to grieve “as others do who have no hope.” He does not say

they should not grieve. Their sorrow is real because love is real.
But grief is no longer hopeless.

Christ has been raised.

Those who belong to Him will be raised.

The grave is real, but it is not final.

That hope reaches the body itself.

The Corinthians naturally wondered what a resurrected body
could be like. Bodies decay. They weaken through disease and
age, return to dust, and sometimes die in ways that leave little

for us to recognize.
Paul points beyond human ability to the power of God.

He uses the picture of a seed. What is sown into the earth
appears small and weak, yet what emerges is transformed in a

way the seed could never produce for itself.
“So is it with the resurrection of the dead.”
First Corinthians chapter 15, verse 42.

Paul says the body is sown perishable and raised imperishable.
It is sown in weakness and raised in power. There is genuine
continuity with the person God created, but there is also trans-

formation appropriate to the life of the age to come.
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God does not discard His creation.
He redeems it.
The bodily resurrection of Jesus gives us the clearest picture.

His tomb was empty. The risen Jesus could be seen and
touched. He spoke with His disciples, invited Thomas to see

His wounds, and ate food in their presence.

Yet His risen life was also transformed. Death no longer held
authority over Him. He had not simply returned to the same

mortal condition He possessed before the cross.
Jesus rose into resurrection life.
That means our bodies matter to God.

How we use our bodies matters. Sexual faithfulness matters,
care for physical health matters, rest matters, and the way we
treat other human beings matters. Christian hope never gives us
permission to despise physical life while waiting for something

more spiritual.
Every human body belongs to a life made in God's image.

That should shape the way God's people care for those who
are weak, sick, aging, poor, overlooked, or otherwise vulnerable.
The God who intends resurrection teaches us to honor embod-

ied human life now.

At the same time, resurrection keeps physical health from be-

coming ultimate.
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We can care wisely for our bodies, seek medical treatment, exer-
cise, rest, protect life, and receive each year with gratitude with-
out believing that health can save us. No amount of discipline

can preserve a mortal body forever.
Our hope is greater than extending the present life indefinitely.
Our hope is resurrection through Christ.

Romans chapter 8 connects that future directly to the Spirit

who already dwells within believers.

“If the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead dwells in
you, he who raised Christ Jesus from the dead will also give life

to your mortal bodies through his Spirit who dwells in you.”
Romans chapter 8, verse 11.
The Spirit within God's people points forward.

We have been reconciled to God. We have been made alive with
Christ, received the Spirit, and begun experiencing eternal life

in relationship with Him.
Yet our bodies remain mortal.
Creation still groans.

Paul does not hide that tension. He describes creation as sub-
jected to futility and waiting to be set free from its bondage to
corruption. Then he says that believers also groan while waiting

for “the redemption of our bodies.”
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Romans chapter 8, verse 23.

Groaning belongs to the Christian life because there are things

with which we should never make final peace.

Disease should make us long for healing. Violence should deep-
en our desire for peace, injustice should awaken hunger for
righteousness, and the death of someone we love should make

us long for resurrection.
We do not have to pretend broken things are whole.

Hope allows us to see the brokenness clearly while knowing that

God has not finished the story.
This keeps our understanding of life from becoming too small.

If life in Christ means only becoming more peaceful, more
personally fulfilled, or better able to manage today's responsi-
bilities, we have stopped short of the gospel's horizon. Jesus is
doing something far larger than improving our experience of

the present age.
He is making all things new.

His resurrection is the beginning of a renewal that will reach
beyond individual hearts. Human beings will be raised, creation
will be liberated from corruption, and the world God made will

be renewed under the reign of Christ.
The final chapters of Scripture give us a picture of that future.

John sees “a new heaven and a new earth.”
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Revelation chapter 21, verse 1.

Those words echo Genesis. The Bible began with the creation of
the heavens and the earth, and now John sees creation renewed.
God's saving work does not end with His people escaping the

world He made.

The Creator renews His creation.

Then John hears a loud voice from the throne:
“Behold, the dwelling place of God is with man.”
Revelation chapter 21, verse 3.

That is the center of the promise.

God with His people.

The relationship humanity was created to enjoy becomes the
final reality of redemption. The alienation introduced through
sin has been overcome, the work of reconciliation has reached
its fullness, and nothing remains to separate God's people from

His presence.
Then comes one of Scripture's great promises:

“He will wipe away every tear from their eyes, and death shall be

no more.”
Revelation chapter 21, verse 4.

Death will be no more.
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John continues by saying there will be no more mourning, cry-
ing, or pain because the former things have passed away. These
words do not tell us that today's tears are unimportant or that

present suffering should be minimized.
God does not dismiss the tears.
He wipes them away.

The pain mattered enough for Him to defeat what brought it.
The curse is removed, death is destroyed, and the brokenness
that has followed humanity from Eden no longer belongs to the

world God has made new.

Then Revelation returns us to another image from the begin-

ning.
The tree of life.

Genesis introduced the tree within the garden before humanity
sinned. After the fall, access to it was guarded so that fallen

humanity would not live forever in that condition.
Now the tree appears again.

John sees “the river of the water of life” flowing from the throne
of God and of the Lamb. On ecither side of the river stands the
tree of life, and its leaves are described as being “for the healing

of the nations.”
Then comes the declaration:

“No longer will there be anything accursed.”
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Revelation chapter 22, verse 3.
The story has come full circle.
A garden appeared near the beginning.
A renewed creation appears at the end.

The tree of life stands in both, but the final picture is greater
than the first. Sin has entered the story and been judged. Christ

has come, died, risen, and redeemed a people from every nation.
Death cannot enter again.

Then John tells us something even greater.

“They will see his face.”

Revelation chapter 22, verse 4.

Throughout Scripture, the story of life has kept drawing us

toward the presence of God.

Moses told Israel, “He is your life.” David said the path of life
was found in God's presence, and Jeremiah called the Lord the

fountain of living waters. Jesus said eternal life is knowing the
Father and the Son.

Now Revelation gives us the completion.
God's people see His face.

The life we were made for has always been life with God.
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Every other gift finds its proper place within that relationship.
This future changes the way we live in the present.
Paul ends his great chapter on resurrection with a command:

“Therefore, my beloved brothers, be steadfast, immovable, al-

ways abounding in the work of the Lord.”
First Corinthians chapter 15, verse 58.
The word therefore connects resurrection with faithfulness.

Because Christ has been raised and God's people will be raised,
our labor in the Lord is not in vain. The quiet act of service,
the prayer no one else hears, the years spent caring faithfully for
another person, and the decision to obey when no one notices

are not lost.
Resurrection gives present faithfulness a future.

The disciple who tells the truth when dishonesty would be
easier is living toward a kingdom that will remain. The believer
who serves, gives, forgives, loves, and bears witness to Jesus in a

difficult place is investing a life in something death cannot erase.
That hope also frees us to loosen our grip on what cannot last.

We do not need to squeeze every possible pleasure from the
present as though this life were all we will ever receive. We do
not have to protect our reputation at every cost, accumulate
enough possessions to feel permanent, or refuse every sacrifice

that threatens our comfort.
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QOur future is secure in Christ.
Jesus told His disciples:

“Whoever would save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his

life for my sake will find it.”
Matthew chapter 16, verse 25.

Resurrection helps us understand why those words are nota call

toward meaningless loss.
A life surrendered to Christ is never finally wasted.

We can give because death does not keep the final word. We can
serve without requiring every act of faithfulness to be rewarded
immediately. We can endure suffering without calling suffering
good, and we can stand beside a grave with tears in our eyes

while still confessing hope.
God raises the dead.
This is resurrection life.

Itbegins now because Christ is alive and His Spirit dwells within
His people. We know God now, abide in Christ now, walk by
the Spirit now, love one another now, and begin living the life

of the kingdom while still waiting for its fullness.

But resurrection life reaches farther than anything we experi-

ence today.
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One day mortality will put on immortality. Creation will be
released from corruption, the curse will be gone, and the tree

of life will stand beside the river of life.

And God's people will see His face.

Until then, we live between Christ's resurrection and our own.
Jesus has risen.

We will rise.

The firstfruits have appeared, and the harvest is coming.

That means the life Jesus gives cannot finally be taken from
those who belong to Him. Circumstances can change, posses-
sions can disappear, bodies can weaken, suffering can come, and

physical death can take the breath God first gave.
But death cannot take Christ.
And Christ is our life.

The Bible began with God giving life to His creation. It ends
with God dwelling among a people who will never die again.
Between those moments stands Jesus, the One through whom
life was made, the One who entered our death, and the One who

rose from the grave.
He gives His Spirit now.

He will raise His people then.
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And the life He has begun will reach the fullness God intended

from the beginning.

The question of life has brought us here.
To Jesus.

He is the resurrection.

He is the life.

And because He lives, the life we have received from Him has

only begun.



Conclusion

To Live Is Christ

Paul wrote one of the shortest descriptions of the Christian life

from a place most of us would not choose.

He was in prison. His future was uncertain, and he did not
know whether he would be released or executed. Yet in the
middle of that uncertainty, Paul wrote a sentence that gathers

much of what Scripture teaches about life into only a few words.
“For to me to live is Christ, and to die is gain.”

Philippians chapter 1, verse 21.

To live is Christ.

Paul was not describing a religious interest added to the rest
of his life. Jesus had become the center from which he under-
stood everything else. His work, suffering, relationships, mis-
sion, obedience, hope, and even death were now seen through

Christ.
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Paul did not despise physical life. In the verses that follow, he
speaks about continuing to live as an opportunity for “fruitful
labor.” There was still work to do, people to serve, churches to

strengthen, and a gospel to proclaim.

But life was no longer finally about Paul.
To live was Christ.
That confession brings us back to the beginning.

Life started as a gift. Before humanity accomplished anything,
God gave breath. He created a physical world filled with liv-
ing creatures and formed men and women in His image. Hu-
man beings received bodies, work, relationships, purpose, and a

world in which to live.

We were never the source.

That was true before sin entered the story, and it remains true
now. Humanity was created to live in dependence upon the
God who gives life. We were meant to receive His gifts, trust His

wisdom, live before Him, and enjoy the goodness of what He

had made.
Then humanity reached for another way.

The serpent suggested that God's wisdom could not be trusted
and that life might be better if human beings determined good
and evil for themselves. Adam and Eve reached beyond the

boundary God had given, and sin entered the human story.

Death came with it.
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Their hearts continued beating, but their relationship with God
was fractured. Shame replaced openness, fear entered the pres-
ence of God, blame damaged human relationships, and even-

tually the people formed from dust returned to it.
The search for life did not end.
It simply moved.

Human beings began looking for identity, security, meaning,
satisfaction, and permanence in places that could never become

their source. We still know that search.
We want love that will hold.
We want security that cannot disappear.

We want our work to mean something and our lives to count for

something.
We want joy that can survive disappointment.

And somewhere beneath so much of what we do, we do not

want death to win.
Scripture does not mock those longings.
It shows us where to bring them.

God called Israel to choose life and then gave the reason: “For he
is your life.” The Psalms spoke of the path of life in God's pres-

ence and called Him the fountain of life. Wisdom taught that
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God's ways lead toward life because the Creator understands the

world He made.
Still, the human heart wandered.

Israel had God's commands and repeatedly chose other gods,
other sources of security, and other ways of ordering life. The
prophets called the people to return, but they also began an-
nouncing that God would do something His people could not

accomplish for themselves.

He would forgive.

He would write His law upon their hearts.

He would give them a new heart.

And He would put His Spirit within them.

The story was moving toward life that only God could give.
Then Jesus came.

John reached back to the beginning and wrote, “In him was
life.” The One through whom creation came into existence
entered the creation He had made. He did not merely bring

another teaching about life.
Life was in Him.

Jesus called Himself the bread of life. He offered living water
to the thirsty, promised abundant life as the Good Shepherd,

stood beside a grave and declared Himself the resurrection and
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the life, and told His disciples that He was the way, the truth,
and the life.

Then He defined eternal life in deeply relational terms.

“And this is eternal life, that they know you, the only true God,

and Jesus Christ whom you have sent.”
John chapter 17, verse 3.

The life humanity had been searching for was found in relation-

ship with God through the Son.

But that relationship could not be restored by ignoring the sin
that had broken it.

Jesus went to the cross.

He gave Himself for us, bore our sin, and made reconciliation
with God possible. The One who is Life entered death.

Then He rose.

The tomb was empty, and death had encountered a power
greater than its own. Jesus did not simply return as a memo-
ry kept alive by His followers. The crucified Christ was raised

bodily and would never die again.
The resurrection changes the meaning of life.

It means forgiveness rests upon the finished work of a living

Savior.
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It means eternal life is more than a hope we invent because we

are afraid of death.

It means the One who promises resurrection has already passed

through the grave Himself.

And it means the Christian life is relationship with Someone

who is alive.
Paul knew that reality.

“I have been crucified with Christ,” he wrote. “It is no longer I

who live, but Christ who lives in me.”
Galatians chapter 2, verse 20.
This is where the gospel becomes deeply personal.

Through Christ, God does more than cancel a record of sin. He
reconciles us to Himself, makes us alive with Christ, brings us

into new creation, and gives us His Spirit.
The Christian life begins with receiving.
We receive grace.

We receive forgiveness.

We receive Christ.

We receive the Spirit.

Then we learn to live from what God has given.
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That does not make disciples passive. Paul prayed, worked,
served, sacrificed, endured, obeyed, preached, traveled, correct-
ed, encouraged, and gave his life to the mission Jesus entrusted

to him.

But Paul knew the difference between faithful effort and be-

coming his own source.
God was at work within him.

That is why the words “to live is Christ” are so powerful. Paul
could work hard because his work did not have to become his
life. He could suffer because comfort did not have to become his
life. He could lose approval because reputation did not have to

become his life.
Christ was his life.
The same freedom is offered to us.

Work can be good without becoming the source of our worth.
Money can provide without becoming the foundation of our
security, and relationships can bring extraordinary joy without

being asked to carry what only God can carry.
Created gifts can become gifts again.

We can hold them with gratitude instead of demanding that

they save us.

This does not make the things of ordinary life less important. It

lets us love them properly.
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We can work faithfully because work is stewardship rather than
identity. We can love people deeply because they no longer have
to prove that we are worthy of love. We can enjoy what God
provides because we know every gift remains temporary while

the Giver remains faithful.

We can also endure seasons when those gifts change.

There will be days when life feels full and beautiful. There will
be other days when prayer is difficult, plans unravel, relation-
ships become painful, health changes, or the future remains

unclear.

Christ does not change with the season.
He remains the vine.

So we abide.

Jesus told His disciples, “Abide in me, and Iin you.” The branch
does not produce life by trying harder to become alive. It re-
mains connected to the vine and receives what it cannot create

for itself.
That dependence continues throughout the Christian life.

We listen to Scripture because we need His truth. We pray be-
cause we need His presence and wisdom. We obey because we
trust His leadership, confess because we still need grace, and
surrender because we are not sovereign over the life we have

received.

And when we wander, we return.
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Not because wandering is insignificant, but because Jesus re-

mains faithful.
The Spirit makes this life possible.

Jesus did not leave His followers alone with memories and com-
mands. He promised the Helper, the Spirit of truth, and told
His disciples that the Spirit would be with them and in them.

At Pentecost, God poured out His Spirit.

The frightened disciples became witnesses. The gospel crossed
boundaries, churches were formed, gifts were given, lives were
changed, and ordinary people were empowered to carry the

name of Jesus.

That same Spirit continues forming the people of Christ.
He produces love where selfishness once ruled.

He forms patience where anger once moved quickly.

He gives courage for witness.

He brings conviction when sin needs to be confronted.

He helps us in weakness and reminds us that we belong to the
Father.

Life in Christ is life in the Spirit.
And that life was never meant to remain private.

Jesus forms a people.
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The Church gathers around the risen Christ, receives His Word,
worships, prays, breaks bread, carries burdens, practices gen-
erosity, speaks truth, extends forgiveness, serves, and bears wit-

ness.

We need one another because none of us was meant to follow
Jesus alone. God gives gifts across His body so that what He

places in one person's life can become grace for another.
Then He sends that people outward.

The life we receive becomes love we can give.

Grace received becomes grace extended.

Truth received becomes truth spoken.

Hope received becomes hope carried into places where despair

has settled.
We do not need a platform for that.
We need faithfulness.

The life of Jesus can become visible at a dinner table, in a work-
place, beside a hospital bed, while raising children, through
generosity no one sees, in a conversation where forgiveness is
chosen, or when someone quietly tells another person why they

still have hope.
To live is Christ in all of it.

And still, something greater is coming.
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Paul could say “to die is gain” because death could no longer
separate him from the Christ who had become his life. Yet

Christian hope reaches even beyond being with Jesus after

death.
We await resurrection.

The Spirit who raised Jesus from the dead will give life to our
mortal bodies. What is perishable will be raised imperishable,
death will be destroyed, and creation itself will be freed from

corruption.
Revelation brings us back to where the Bible began.

The river of the water of life flows from the throne of God and
of the Lamb. The tree of life appears again, the curse is gone,

and God's people see His face.
Death is no more.

The story that began with God giving life ends with God

dwelling forever among people who will never lose it again.
That is our future.
But we are still here.

There is still work in front of us. There are people to love, de-
cisions to make, sins to resist, burdens to carry, gifts to steward,
prayers to pray, neighbors to serve, and opportunities to bear

witness to Jesus.
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We do not have to wait for resurrection to begin living the life

of Christ.

Eternal life has already begun.

We know Him now.

We belong to Him now.

His Spirit is within us now.

And so Paul's confession can become ours.
“For to me to live is Christ.”

That does not mean every day will feel extraordinary. Much
of faithful life will remain wonderfully ordinary. We will wake
up, make breakfast, go to work, care for people, solve problems,
worship, rest, laugh, grieve, serve, forgive, fail, repent, and begin

again.
The difference is the source from which that life is lived.

We no longer have to wake up asking created things to make us

whole.
We can wake up belonging to Jesus.
We do not have to prove that our lives have value.

We can receive the dignity, identity, grace, and calling God has

already given.

We do not have to create spiritual life through our own strength.
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We can remain in Christ, walk by the Spirit, and respond faith-
fully to what God places before us.

And we do not have to fear that death will eventually erase

everything God has begun.
Christ is risen.
The life He gives is moving toward resurrection.

Perhaps that brings us back to the question with which this

journey began.
What is life?

Scripture has given us a larger answer than simply breathing,
surviving, succeeding, experiencing pleasure, or extending our
years. Physical life is God's good gift, but humanity was created

for relationship with the God who gives it.

Sin fractured that relationship.

God moved toward us.

Jesus came.

He gave Himself on the cross and rose from the dead.
Through Him we are forgiven, reconciled, and made alive.
His Spirit dwells within His people.

We abide in Him, walk with Him, love one another, bear wit-

ness, and wait for resurrection.
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At the beginning of John's Gospel, Scripture gave us the words

that have followed us throughout this story:
“In him was life.”
That is still the answer.

Life is not something we finally achieve by arranging enough

things correctly around us.
Life is received from God.
Life is found in Jesus.

And for the person who belongs to Him, every ordinary day
can now be lived from that reality while every future day rests

beneath His promise.
Jesus is Life.

We can receive Him.
We can remain in Him.

We can walk by His Spirit and give ourselves faithfully to the life
He has placed before us.

Andwhen our final breath comes, we can trust the One who has

already walked through death and come out the other side.
He is alive.

He is our life.
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And He is not finished.
So while breath remains, may Paul's confession become ours.

For to live is Christ.



