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I. The Spectrum of “Christianity”

– In his rather-famous book God Is Not Great: How Religion Poisons Everything, atheist writer and speaker Christopher Hitchens argues that the inevitable end of religion is hatred, warfare, intolerance, conflict, and the downfall of human society.

– It is true that terrible things have been done by Christians and supposedly under the aegis of Christianity: warfare (Thirty Years' War, Protestant-Catholic violence in Northern Ireland) and civil rights violations (slavery).

– It is equally true that atheistic movements are equally (one could argue more so) bloody and inhumane—the twentieth century was the bloodiest century in human history, and a vast majority of the bloodshed was propagated by unabashedly atheistic movements (communism, Nazism, Stalinism, etc.).

– That being said, it is unarguable that Christianity has had its fringe lunatics. In fact, there is often the perception of a spectrum of Christianity: on one end, there are the nominal Christians for whom Christianity has little to no real effect, and on the other end, the wacko nutjobs like Benny Hinn or Fred Phelps. Given that spectrum, the safe place would seem to be in the middle: Christianity is a good and important thing, but must not be taken too seriously.

– The problem with that spectrum, however, is that there is no place for how the Bible actually describes Christians and the Christian life. Tim Keller notes, “Belief that you are accepted by God by sheer grace is profoundly humbling. The people who are fanatics, then, are not so because they are too committed to the gospel, but because they are not committed enough. Think of people you consider fanatical. They're overbearing, self-righteous, opinionated, insensitive, and harsh. Why? It's not because they are too Christian but because they are not Christian enough. They are fanatically zealous and courageous, but they are not fanatically humble, sensitive, loving, empathetic, forgiving, or understanding—as Christ was.... What strikes us as overly fanatical is actually a failure to be fully committed to Christ and his gospel” (qtd. on 188).

– If what we have seen the Bible to teach thus far is true (and it is), then it changes everything. For whatever atrocities that have been committed in the name of Christ and Christianity, there has always been amends and repentance made, be it for slavery, the Crusades, and the like. There has been no Islamic apology for the violence that the Crusaders were responding to, nor has there been an atheistic apology for Hitler or Stalin.

– “...it does remind us that although the Bible can be used in all kinds of shameful ways [this is not the fault of the Bible, but of those abusing the Bible], it can ground followers of Jesus so deeply in the sheer grace of God that entire ethical systems are transformed [e.g., the abolition of slavery in the British Empire]. When you come across what the gospel is genuinely about, it is humbling. It does not make people arrogant. It transforms them” (189).

– The gospel “calls out people, gathers them together, and transforms them. Any so-called Christianity that does not incorporate this reality into its vision is not worthy of the name it carries” (189).

– Why? Why is the gospel not forgiveness of sins in a vacuum? Why is the calling, gathering, and transforming necessary to the gospel?

II. Ephesians 2:1-22

– Ephesians 2:1-10

– It is true that God's wrath and justice which are against me in my sin must be satisfied. But even when they are, I am still “functionally a sinner.” I may be reconciled to God, but I need to be transformed into what God has declared me to be.

– The good works of Christians are a product, not an ingredient, of our salvation. We are “born again,” to use language we've studied earlier in John 3—that's transformation language. Paul is speaking in the same concepts, just different language here: we were dead, now we're alive. We're transformed into something we were not before. We were following Satan; now we're following Christ. We were hostile to the things of God; now we love and treasure them above all else. The gospel necessitates transformation.

– Ephesians 2:11-18

– Just as in Romans 3, where Paul says that Jews and Gentiles alike have access to salvation by faith, here, he says that the barriers separating them are torn down in the gospel.

– Not only is the reality of the gospel available to Jew and Gentile alike, but there is a greater work going on as well: the two groups are being reconciled into a single people, all indwelt and anointed with the one Spirit.

– The Spirit is the down payment of our inheritance; this one Spirit is working to transform this new humanity into a Bride for the Son.

– Notice how the whole Trinity is intimately involved with the gospel: Christ preached to those both near and far, so that through him Jew and Gentile alike have access to the Father through the Spirit.

– Ephesians 2:19-22

– We saw in the ironies of the cross that Jesus himself was the Ultimate Temple, not a stone-and-mortar building like the Jews misunderstood.

– Here, Paul says that the Church is a temple as well. The Church is where the good news of the gospel is preached, and where sinners are reconciled to God.

– This destroys the individualistic, Americanized Christianity that is the gangrene of modern evangelicalism. The gospel is about bringing the Church—made up of individually foreknown, elected, called, justified, and glorified sinners—to God for his glory.

III. Ephesians 4:17-5:10

– Ephesians 4:17-24

–  Where does this new self, this new man come from?

– Here, we see the necessity and reality of the transformation that the gospel brings: a new creation is underway.

– Ephesians 4:25-30

– As Christians, we are marked and set apart as God's, because the Holy Spirit who dwells within us is our guarantee of the completion of our salvation.

– Since we are set apart for God by God, we grieve the Holy Spirit—God himself—if we live as though nothing is different.

– Ephesians 4:31-32

– Regardless of our tendencies to the contrary, Christianity is not about replacing one set of rules with another. The fundamental truth of Christianity is the cross, where Paul brings us back in these verses.

– Our motivation as Christians is that we have been forgiven by Christ in Christ, so therefore do.

– “God's Spirit transforms us by bringing us back to the cross so that all of our morality is first and foremost a function of gratitude to God for what Christ has already done....You are destined for eternity with God Almighty. That changes everything” (194).

– Ephesians 5:1-2

– In light of the riches of God's love to us in Christ, how can we not live in love as well?

– Ephesians 5:3-5

– Phil Johnson wrote this week on the difference between law and gospel: “The law makes sin exceedingly sinful; the gospel makes sin exceedingly painful.”

– What's the difference?

– We are to see and seek God in all things, giving him the gratitude proper to such great gifts and graces as he bestows on us.

– Whatever controls our desires and decisions is what we worship. The word for worship is latria; the word is in itself neutral. The object of latria is what makes it good or bad—it's adding idola to our latria that makes it sinful (idola latria = idolatry). Greed, gluttony, addiction, etc. are all sinful, even if the things of the addiction are not sinful in themselves. Food and sex and alcohol are not inherently sinful; in fact, the Bible commands that all three be enjoyed and used to God's glory. But when food and sex and alcohol and anything else control our desires—rather than are being controlled by the Spirit and the Word—they become idols. We have been bought and are being transformed away from idola latria.

– Ephesians 5:5-10

– Here, we see the whole picture of the calling, gathering, and transforming gospel. God has called us out of being idolaters and into being children of light, so that we actually desire and actually do what is pleasing to God. We don't walk in darkness anymore; we are transformed into children of light because we have been transferred to the kingdom of light.

– John Newton: “I am not what I ought to be—ah, how imperfect and deficient! I am not what I wish to be—I abhor what is evil, and I would cleave to what is good! I am not what I hope to be—soon, soon, I shall put off mortality, and with mortality all sin and imperfection. Yet, though I am not what I ought to be, nor what I wish to be, nor what I hope to be, I can truly say, I am not what I once was; a slave to sin and Satan; and I can heartily join with the apostle, and acknowledge, 'By the grace of God I am what I am'” (qtd. on 196).

IV. Galatians 5:13-26

– Galatians 5:13-18

– Unbelievers live one way; Christians necessarily live another.

– When we sing “Be of sin the double cure: save from wrath and make me pure,” we're singing this reality. Christ has not only propitiated God's wrath against us, but through his Spirit he is also actively making us pure—conforming us to the image of himself, to use Paul's language in Romans 8.

– Galatians 5:19-21

– This is what unbelievers live like.

– Galatians 5:22-26

– This is what believers live like and are becoming more and more like.

V. Take Up Your Cross

– Jesus' command to take up the cross has been perverted in our day to mean, “Oh, I have to deal with this petty, minor irritation!”

– What the command actually meant was, “If you're going to follow me, you're signing up to suffer and die.”

– The gospel gathers and transforms people from wretched sinners and into Christ-pleasing saints. The life of the Christian is one in which we have been granted both faith and suffering (Philippians 1:29).

– Our suffering is not a sign of God's displeasure or abandonment, but rather of our own fellowship in the sufferings of our Lord.

– “Listen: The God who is there, the God who has named himself supremely in Jesus, gathers and transforms his people. Without this transformation so-called Christianity is no Christianity at all. For this God gathers and transforms his people” (200).

