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“But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace … Against such things there is no law.”
(Galatians 5:22 – 23)
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The failure of the law

If we are to live in a way that is pleasing to God, how do we go about it?
This is a question that has dominated most religions since the beginning of time. Most
religions, when all is said and done, come down to a series of rules and regulations that we
need to keep in some way in order to live appropriately. The rules vary from time to time and
from place to place, but the message is essentially the same: “Do this and you will please
God; don’t do this, and you won’t.”
This approach, which is called the law-based approach, has also dominated Christian
churches over the past 2,000 years. However, this law-based approach is not sanctioned by
the New Testament.
This week, we will examine why the law-based approach is fatally flawed, leading to
frustration, impotence, and failure. We will do this so that, in subsequent weeks, we can
begin to grasp the alternative approach found in the New Testament, which leads to a lifetransforming experience of the grace of God.
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God the lawgiver

Ex. 20:1 – 21.

What is your understanding of God, and of the way he wants to relate to you as a human being?
If you have been brought up in a western culture, the chances are that your answer to this question will be heavily influenced
by the pseudo-Christian veneer upon which western society has been built. And the chances are that passages like today’s
text, the Ten Commandments, will figure prominently in your thinking.
In the days just after God led the children of Israel out of Egypt, he took them to a high mountain, where their leader, Moses,
made the hazardous trek alone to the peak of the mountain. There, in a booming voice, God spoke to his servant, giving
Israel through him a set of rules which have stood the test of time as pillars upon which to build a fair, and reasonably
compassionate, society.
Is this the picture you have of God, and his relationship with mankind? Do you see God as being someone remote, pure and
holy, but unable or unwilling to deal personally with common people like you? Do you feel your spiritual pilgrimage is like
Moses’ trek up the mountain, a difficult, dangerous journey of trying to make yourself good enough for God to bless you?
Do you see spiritual maturity as trying to keep an endless array of rules and laws, given by God for your benefit, but so
difficult in practice to adhere to?
This is the Sinai picture of faith, and it is shared by many people in western society, both within the church and outside it.
Over the next five weeks, we will discover that this is decidedly not the picture of the spiritual life that the New Testament
presents. We will discover that this approach to spirituality (which has been the most common in the church over the past
2,000 years) is not in fact “good news” but is rather diametrically opposed to the New Testament gospel. We will discover
that one of the most significant decisions you can make is to put aside the law-based approach to Christianity (if that is in
fact your understanding) and allow the Word of God to bring a new perspective into your life.
We will start our journey by exploring exactly why the law-based approach is not as good as it appears to be – what the
Apostle Paul (himself an expert in the law of God) called the “failure of the law”.

•

QUESTION TO PONDER: How significant is “keeping the rules” to my understanding of the
life of faith?

•

FURTHER READINGS:

•

MEDITATION:

© Phil Stott

Ex. 19:1 – 19;Ex. 24:1 – 18; Deut. 5:22 – 33; Mk 10:17 – 21.

“One thing you lack … Come, follow me.” (Mk 10:21).

Daily notes

Page 1-2

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

www.kindlingministries.com

info@kindlingministries.com
OUR MISSION: “ EVERY HEART AFLAME”

KINDLING

MINISTRIES

“I have come to bring fire on the earth, and how I wish it were already kindled!” (Lk. 12:49 NIV)
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Living beyond the rules

WEEK 1 / DAY 2: MAIN TEXT:

Version 2.00 (February 2011)

From the beginning …

Gen 2:1 – 17.

In order to understand the deficiencies in a law-based approach to faith, we need to go right back to the beginning, to the
way things were when God first created man. Today’s passage describes life for this first man in the garden with his creator.
The Genesis account records that there were two significant trees in the garden – one was called the tree of life, and the other
was called the tree of the knowledge of good and evil (v9). The man was given only one command in that garden: “You are
free to eat from any tree in the garden; but you must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, for when you
eat of it you will surely die.” (vv16-17). In other words, the first man was encouraged to eat from the tree of life, but was
explicitly forbidden from eating from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.
This picture paints a profound picture of the way God intended man to be. The tree of life represents the pathway to
happiness and holiness – a way that depends upon regularly drawing upon the supernatural resources of God. Jesus put it
this way: “I am the true vine, and my father is the gardener …” (Jn 15:1) – it was never intended that we should reach our
spiritual potential alone! We were created with a need for God, a need to eat regularly from the supernatural manna of
heaven. Just as we die naturally when we fail to eat natural food, so also we die spiritually when we fail to eat spiritual food.
God never intended that we could live the way he wants us to without drawing daily on him for help.
But what of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil? We must remember that, in the Hebrew language, “knowledge”
refers to intimate personal experience rather than head knowledge. (The Authorised Version of the Bible picks up this
understanding when it says that Adam “knew” his wife, and she conceived a son). Thus, the knowledge of good and evil
means the experience of good and evil, the independence of mind and spirit that says, “Let me experience it all – the good
and the bad – and I will decide what is for me.”
Two trees – two ways of life. One, the way of innocence, the way of drawing regularly on the sustenance of God to maintain
a truly godly lifestyle; the other, the way of independence, of making the decision for oneself independent of God’s
supernatural involvement. The one looks to God for help; the other sees any personal involvement with God as interference.
When the first man sinned, it was a decision to forsake the tree of life for the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. God
judged the man, saying effectively that he could have one or the other of these trees, but not both (Gen. 3:22). Since that
time, the whole human race has lived after the pattern of Adam, choosing independence from God rather than dependence on
him. And that is why the world is in a mess – because it is simply not possible for you or I to fulfil our potential without
God’s direct and personal involvement in our lives, each and every day.

•

QUESTION TO PONDER: How important to me is my independence? To what extent do I see
God’s involvement in my life as “interference”?

•

FURTHER READINGS:

•

MEDITATION:

© Phil Stott

Ps. 42:1 – 4; Jn 15:1 – 8; Jas 4:1 – 10; Rev. 22:1 – 6.

“Come near to God, and he will come near to you’” (Jas 4:8).
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A problem called sin

Gen. 9:18 – 29.

In yesterday’s meditation, we discussed the way it was for mankind in the very beginning, and we looked briefly at what
happened when the first man rebelled from this created order, choosing the tree of the knowledge (experience) of good and
evil rather than the tree of life. Theologians call this act of rebellion the “original sin” of Adam, and it has far-reaching
consequences for the human race.
Essentially, the Bible teaches what is pretty obvious to any observant person, and that is this: that every human being has
chosen to follow in the footsteps of Adam, preferring to live independently of God rather than in humble dependence on his
supernatural resources. For all of us, whether great or small, rich or poor, religious or non-religious, it takes a monumental
act of repentance for us to turn around, admit that we need God, and stop depending upon our own inadequate resources.
We need to understand that this reality of sin (which is a principle at work in the world, and at work in you and me) is what
fundamentally alienates us from God. Sin is a principle that destroyed Adam’s intimacy with God in the garden of Eden,
and it is still at work today, destroying our intimacy with God. We are not separated from God because he wants it, but
because we want it – we would all do just about anything rather than place ourselves under the authority of God, and lose
our independence.
The principle of sin at work in our lives is what makes us into “sinners” in the sight of God, and it is also what causes us to
do sinful acts, things that break God’s rules for appropriate behaviour. Putting it another way, the reason why we commit
sins is because we are sinners; we are not sinners just because we commit sins. What we are is more important than what we
do; and what we are is sinful.
Today’s passage illustrates this point in a dramatic way. God was grieved about the sinfulness of man, so he resolved to find
the most righteous man on the face of the earth, and start again through him (Gen. 6:5 – 8). He commanded the man Noah to
build a boat, and then saved him and his family alone from an horrendous flood that he sent over the face of the whole
world. God was therefore able to start again from scratch, using the most righteous man out of the whole human race.
So what happened when Noah came out of the boat? The first thing he did was make a sacrifice to God – so far so good!
(Gen. 8:20). But what happened next? He planted a vineyard, got drunk, and the whole sordid process of sin, pain, and
shame commenced afresh (Gen. 9:20ff).
Don’t fall into the trap of thinking that the bad things you occasionally do are your biggest problem. Your problem is that
you are a sinner, separated from God, unable to please God because you have cut yourself off from the one thing that is
essential to living a godly life – God himself. If the most righteous man in the world could do no better than Noah did, then
what hope is there left for the rest of us to live righteously without God’s help?

•

QUESTION TO PONDER: How well do I understand that what I am (a sinner) is more serious
than what I do (sins)?

•

FURTHER READINGS:

•

MEDITATION:
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Josh. 24:1 – 27; Judg. 2:6 – 3:6; Mt. 7:15 – 20; Jn 8:31 – 47.

“A bad tree cannot bear good fruit.” (Mt. 7:18).
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The deepest human need

Ps. 51:1 – 12.

Does this week’s meditations distress you? It should do! If you have not yet come to the point of realising the awesome
truth that you are a sinner through and through, then may you quickly come to realise that fact! You are no different to any
other human being (apart from one) who has walked the face of the earth – you are no better than your neighbour, but you
are no worse either.
The point we need to come to is this: what is the greatest human need? Is it food and clothing? Is it happiness? Is it a sense
of self-esteem or self worth? All these things are important, but they are not the deepest need. Our greatest need is to be
restored to a state of intimacy with God, to be totally freed from our bondage to the principle of sin. When this happens (and
it will happen one day, according to the Bible, to those who are willing to let it happen), all the other problems will be dealt
with at the same time, because all these other problems flow as an inevitable consequence of our separation as a race from a
relationship of dependence upon God.
David understood this reality, even though he was not always able to practice it as well as he might! After the one major
blot on his character, the occasion when he committed both murder and adultery and so brought disgrace on Israel (see 2
Sam. 11:1ff for the sordid details), he penned the words of today’s passage. “Create in me a pure heart, O God, and renew a
steadfast spirit within me …” David knew that his sin had separated him from God; he also knew that his only hope for
redemption was to cast himself on the mercy of God, and have that relationship restored.
David did not need to be told that he had sinned – he knew that already! What he needed was someone to take away his sin.
David did not need to be overwhelmed further with a burden of guilt – he was heartbroken already with the guilt that comes
form conviction of sin. David did not need to be told what to do – he needed the power to enable him to do what he already
knew was the right thing.
What are we saying? Simply this: David did not need God’s law at that point in his life – he needed God’s power and
grace! That is why his prayer included those telling words, “Do not cast me from your presence or take your Holy Spirit
from me” (v11). David had seen his predecessor Saul lose the anointing of the Spirit of God because of his sin, and he had
seen the awful consequences that had had on Saul, his family, indeed the whole nation. And David, despite his wickedness,
was sensible enough to realise that his deepest need was to prevent that from happening to him.
When trouble strikes, where do you turn? If your understanding of God is limited to rules and laws, the chances are that you
will not turn to God when you need him the most. And what a tragedy if this is the case! What a tragedy when we think
God only wants to be angry with us (because that is all the law has to say to sinners), rather than see beyond the rules to the
heart of a father who longs to be restored to his prodigal children.
Are you running away from God because you have done something wrong, and you are afraid? Turn around and run
towards him instead – it is your only hope!

•

QUESTION TO PONDER: How well do I grasp that my greatest need is God himself?

•

FURTHER READINGS:

•

MEDITATION:

© Phil Stott

Deut. 8:1 – 6; 1 Ki. 21:25 – 29; Ez. 18:1 – 4, 21 – 32; Jn 17:1 – 5.

“Man does not live on bread alone.” (Deut. 8:3).
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What a law-based approach can do

1 Ti. 1:3 – 11.

Having established what our deepest problem is (the principle of sin), and what our deepest need is (God’s presence in our
lives), we are now in a position to look dispassionately at the law-based approach to faith, and ask some important questions:
what can it do to help solve my problem? And what is it powerless to do?
The law-based approach to life must have some benefits, for it is practised by most of the world’s major religions, and,
within the Christian church, it has been practised in one form or another over the past 2,000 years. So what is this approach
able to do to deal with my sin problem?
The first benefit it provides is a control mechanism – that is, by setting out in black and white the sort of behaviour that is
acceptable, a law can control (to a large extent) human behaviour. Most of us are conformist by nature – that is, we will tend
to abide by accepted standards of behaviour (even if we don’t really feel like it) rather than be seen to be different. Thus, if
the speed limit on a particular road is 60 kph, most of us will stick on or close to the limit – we may feel that we can drive
safely at a faster speed, but most of us will tend not to risk it (especially if there is a reasonable chance of being caught by
the police!)
In other words, a law-based approach is reasonably successful at controlling human behaviour. This point is made by the
Apostle Paul in today’s passage, where he points out that the law has a valid function when applied to “lawbreakers and
rebels” – people who might be tempted to break the law if it were not in place. This is the underlying reason why, at every
level of society from the family to the national government, rules are created and enforced to ensure (as much as possible)
that people behave in a reasonable and co-operative manner.
The second benefit the law provides is educational – that is, it teaches us the difference between right and wrong, so that we
can learn to attune our consciences to appropriate standards of behaviour. Many people seem to think that our consciences
are “the voice of God” – something objective within us that always tells the truth. However, the Bible does not say this –
our consciences are a part of our human nature, and as such they can lead us to God, or lead us astray. We all need to have
our consciences sensitised to the voice of God – and God’s law (correctly used) is one way of doing this.
In Gal. 3:24, Paul describes the law of God as a tutor (Greek “pedagogue” – a slave in the family employed to take charge of
the education of the children who would one day be in charge of the household) used by father God until the gospel could be
revealed. Elsewhere, Paul says that we become conscious of sin through the law (Rom. 3:20, 7:7ff).
Controlling human behaviour, and teaching the difference between right and wrong – these are what the law can and does do
for us. Praise God for the law! As Paul said in Rom. 7:12, the commandments of God is not the problem – it is “holy
righteous and good”. But, as you will have noticed, these twin benefits of the law do not go to the heart of the matter – they
cannot deal with the root cause of our problems, and they do not fulfil our deepest needs. This is what we need to focus on
tomorrow.

•

QUESTION TO PONDER: What attitude do I have to the law of God?

•

FURTHER READINGS:

•

MEDITATION:

© Phil Stott

Ps. 19:7 – 13; Prov. 5:1 – 23; Mt. 5:17 – 20; Rom. 7:7 - 12.

“Through the law I have become conscious of sin” (Rom. 3:20).
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What the law cannot do!

Gal. 3:15 – 25.

We have seen that the law of God, properly used, can function as a control mechanism on human behaviour, and also as a
moral educator. For these reasons, the law-based approach has been used (with apparent success) by all the world’s major
religions for thousands of years. But there are limitations to what the law-based approach can achieve.
The law can modify human behaviour – but can it change human nature? Of course not! The law can stop you sinning – but
it can’t stop you being a sinner. Whenever the law-based approach is used to control behaviour, it works so long as the law
is in place – but what happens when the law is removed? I don’t need to tell you the answer to that – just ask any
policeman!
The law can also educate us to right and wrong – but does that make us want to do the right thing? Of course not – because
ignorance is not our problem. We would like to think that the reason we do the wrong thing is because we don’t know any
better – but the sad reality is that we don’t know any better because our obedience is always half-hearted, begrudging, with
one eye looking over our shoulder to check whether we can “get away with” doing what we really want to do.
The law does many things, but it does not and cannot deal with the fundamental problem of human nature (the principle of
sin), because it does not restore us to an intimate relationship of dependence on God. It does not address our deepest
problem and it does not satisfy our deepest need. Therefore, it is not, and can never be, the solution to our problem – at best,
the law-based approach can only ever be a stop-gap.
When God gave his law to the nation of Israel on Mount Sinai, the people had no direct relationship with God – their
dealings with their creator were through the intermediation of Moses and of angels (see Gal. 3:19). There is the suggestion
that God wanted it otherwise (see Ex. 19:6, cf 20:18-19), however the people would not have it that way, such is the spirit of
independence that we all have by nature. And so, even though the law was perfect, it was not able to provide our deepest
need – because we are fundamentally flawed by sin.
In today’s passage, Paul makes this exact point. If the law had been capable of dealing with our sin problem, then God
would have used it for that purpose – but that was not possible, as a result of the principle of sin that has corrupted this
whole creation. Consequently, much as we are exhorted to love the law of God, we are also required to recognise its
limitations – and we are also required to not try and use the law for something it is not capable of doing.

•

QUESTION TO PONDER: How well do I understand the limitations of the law of God?

•

FURTHER READINGS:

•

MEDITATION:
“What a wretched man I am! Who will rescue me from this body of death?”
(Rom. 7:24).
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Jer. 31:31 – 34; Rom. 3:9 – 20; Rom. 7:13 – 24; Heb. 8:7 – 13.
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Needed: a completely new approach!

Mk 2:18 – 22.

We have seen this week that the law-based approach can provide many benefits to society, but it is fatally flawed when it
comes to dealing with the root cause of human need – it cannot change our nature, and it cannot restore us to intimacy with
God. This is what we mean when we talk about the “failure of the law” – not a problem with the commandments themselves
(as if a “more perfect” set of regulations is all that is needed), but a problem with the approach itself of relying on rules and
regulations to promote “righteousness”.
All the world’s religions have taught a law-based approach, including (unfortunately) the Christian church. There are some
historical reasons why this is the case, but none of these are valid biblically. As we have read this week in the New
Testament, the church of Jesus Christ is one place where this approach should never have been used – for we alone have a
better way!
The gospel of Jesus Christ is not interested in merely modifying human behaviour – it is about transforming human nature.
Jesus Christ did not come into the world to inaugurate a new religion with new rules, but to be the firstborn of a new creation
– a brand new form of humanity where the sin problem has been dealt with, where we no longer want to break the rules.
And we need to realise that, if we are to live in the freedom of this revolutionary message, we will need to dispense with
(once and for all) the law-based approach to faith.
This is the fundamental point Jesus is making in today’s passage. After replying to a particular question on fasting, Jesus (as
he often did on such occasions) made a statement that was so revolutionary that we are in danger of missing its significance
if we are not careful.
How do you fix up clothing that is old and useless – by putting a patch on it? No – you rather make a brand new garment!
Likewise, how do you store new wine – by putting it in any old wineskin? Of course not – you need to start again with a
brand new wineskin!
Jesus is saying this: he did not come into the world to “fix it up”, but to overthrow it. Jesus Christ, properly understood, is
the most revolutionary person that has ever walked the planet. Not a political revolutionary – as if that has ever really helped
– but a revolutionary of human nature, come to change the fundamental nature of humanity. If you have not yet grasped this,
grasp it now – Jesus has come to change everything about you, to make you new, not just to “patch up” the bits you don’t
like about yourself.
And this “new wine” of the gospel cannot be contained within the “old wineskin” of the law-based approach to faith – if we
try to do this, all we will do is burst the wineskins (or corrupt the new wine into vinegar, which is often the reality when the
law-based approach is preached from the pulpit). And so, as we head into some serious study about how the gospel teaches
us to live “beyond the rules”, let us commence by being prepared to dispense once and for all with the law-based approach,
and learn from the New Testament how we are meant to live as men and women of faith.

•

QUESTION TO PONDER: Am I prepared to let go of the law in order to find God?

•

FURTHER READINGS:

•

MEDITATION:

© Phil Stott

Rom. 7:24 – 8:4; Phil 3:1 – 11; Heb. 7:11 – 28; Heb. 10:1 – 18.

“I consider (the law) as rubbish, that I might gain Christ.” (Phil. 3:8).
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“By Grace, Through Faith”

In Ephesians 2:8, Paul made a statement that is beloved by many believers: “For it is by grace you
have been saved, through faith.” But what does this mean?
This week, we will focus on this key verse, considering in turn the main concepts – grace, salvation,
and faith. We will discover that it is possible to take a far too narrow view as to what Paul meant
when he wrote to the Ephesian church. We will also discover that, if we have too narrow a view, it
will have far-reaching consequences to how we understand the life of faith that God has called us to.
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An amazing message

Eph. 2:1 – 10.

Today’s passage is pivotal to our understanding of the gospel, however it can all too easily be taken for granted. As we
come to meditate on these scriptures, it is vitally important that we open up both our minds and hearts to hear what God is
really saying to us, because I believe there is a distinct tendency amongst believers to misunderstand and underestimate the
life-transforming power of this particular passage.
The Apostle Paul delineates the amazing change that has been wrought in the life of the believer. Once, we were like all
other people in the world, dead (to God) in transgression and sin (v1), and in bondage to the principles by which this world
operates (vv2-4); however, now we have been given new life in Christ (vv4-7) and equipped by God himself for a useful life
of service to others (v10). What an amazing message! What an amazing transformation!
In the middle of this passage is the key verse beloved of many: “For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith …”
(v8). It is this verse that we will be focusing on all this week. Just what did Paul mean when he wrote this one incredible
sentence?
I believe many believers have an understanding of this verse that is far too narrow. They reason as follows: grace is
“unmerited favour”; saved means “being assured of going to heaven when you die”; therefore, this verse is merely a
reiteration of the principle of justification by faith; that is, “it is because of God’s unmerited favour that I can be assured I
will go to heaven when I die.”
Does this interpretation sound familiar? If it does, then I would like to suggest that Paul meant a great deal more that this
when he wrote the simple words of this sentence!
The key to understanding the full extent of Paul’s meaning is to focus on the three key concepts included in the sentence:
salvation (or being saved), grace, and faith. Each of these concepts have a narrow meaning brought out in the above
interpretation) or a broader meaning. If we use the narrow meaning of each of the concepts, we arrive at an interpretation
similar to that quoted above; but if we use the broader meanings, we begin to realise that “saved by grace” is a far more
wide-reaching experience that God wishes you to have.
If our understanding of “saved by grace” is too narrow, we will naturally experience a gap between the salvation we have
experienced, and the things God expect of us as we move on to maturity in Christ. This being the case, we will naturally
tend to bridge that gap with attitudes and behaviour patterns that are not God’s plan for us. This has certainly been the case
for a significant number of sincere believers through the ages. Consequently, I would ask you to allow God to speak into
your life new words of revelation over the coming week, especially if today’s passage is one you have known and loved for a
long time.

•

QUESTION TO PONDER: Am I still amazed and excited about God’s salvation, or do I
sometimes begin to take it a little for granted?

•

FURTHER READINGS:

•

MEDITATION:
“Even angels long to look into these things” (1 Pet. 1:12). If the gospel still
excites the angels after all these years, then I should be excited about it still, as well!

© Phil Stott

Is. 54:1 – 17; Zeph. 3:14 – 20; Tit. 3:3 – 8; 1 Pet. 1:3 – 12.
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Salvation …

Is. 45:11 – 25.

“There is no God apart from me, a righteous God and a Saviour … turn to me and be saved, all you ends of the earth.” (vv21
– 22). What does it mean to believe in a God who is Saviour? What does it mean to be saved?
Salvation has become almost a Christian cliché. “Are you saved, brother?” can mean nothing more that “Are you a
believer?” As with all clichés, it is possible for us to lose sight of the real meaning of the word, and therefore to end up with
an understanding somewhat different to God’s intention.
To be “saved” means to be rescued from a deadly peril; to be delivered from a dire threat. So then, what is the deadly peril
that threatens us? What is the dire threat that we need to be delivered from?
To many believers, the answer is very simple: the “threat” is hell, the just punishment for our sins. From this perspective,
“salvation” is being assured that we will not be condemned to hell, being assured of a place in heaven when we die. In this
sense, salvation is a past tense event – “I was saved 10 years ago when I gave my heart to Jesus.” But is this all that the New
Testament means when it talks about salvation?
When God sent his son into the world, the angel who announced the event defined salvation through Jesus as follows: “he
will save his people from their sins.” (Mt. 1:21). Not just from the penalty of their sins – that is, not just from the fear of
hell – but from every aspect of sin.
As we read the gospel accounts, we see Jesus healing the sick, giving hope to the poor, raising the dead … in many of these
cases, he described these works as “salvation”. This is consistent with the message of salvation from sin, because all these
negatives – sickness and disease, poverty, even death itself – are the outworking of sin in our world. Clearly, Jesus
understood his mission to include saving people from all these things, as well as just hell.
The truth is that “salvation” in the New Testament is a very broad thing indeed. “I have been saved” (past tense) – from the
penalty for my sins. “I am being saved” (present tense) – from the power of sinful habits and other afflictions of body, soul
and spirit. “I will be saved” (future tense) – on that glorious day when Jesus returns to redeem my lowly body, and
transform it into the image of his own glorious body. Salvation is something that encompasses the whole gamut of my
Christian experience, from the day I first meet my saviour to the day his work is fulfilled in me.
When Paul says that we are saved by grace through faith, he is not just referring to the one day in the past when you first met
Jesus; he is referring to the whole pilgrimage from justification to glorification. All is part of the one salvation; all is a work
of grace; all is received by us through faith.

•

QUESTION TO PONDER: Do I see myself as someone who is being saved – by grace, through
faith?

•

FURTHER READINGS:

•

MEDITATION:

© Phil Stott

Mt 24:1 – 13; Mk 5:24 – 34; Lk. 4:14 – 21; Phil. 2:1 – 13.

God’s plan is to save me from my sins – all of them, by grace, through faith.
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… by grace …

2 Cor. 8:1 – 15.

“Grace” is one of those words that would seem to have a fairly well defined meaning. “Grace is God’s unmerited favour” –
that is what most of us are taught when we first start to hear the New Testament preached. An easy acronym to remember
(which conveys a similar message) is “God’s Riches At Christ’s Expense”. I can still recall a simple summary that
summarises a great spiritual truth: “Justice is getting what you deserve; mercy is not getting what you deserve; grace is
getting what you don’t deserve”. Hallelujah for the wonderful truth that is conveyed in these definitions!
However, today’s passage should alert us to the fact that grace, in the New Testament, means something more than just
“unmerited favour”. For Paul is here talking about something as prosaic as financial giving, and his teaching is full of grace
– the grace poured out on the Macedonian churches to enable them to give (v1), and the grace of the Lord Jesus that enabled
him to give (v9). How does this teaching of Paul fit in with the narrow definition of grace as “unmerited favour”?
The reality is that grace (Gk: “charis”) means a lot more than just “unmerited favour”. It is the root word found in
“charismata”, the gifts of supernatural power poured out on the church through the Holy Spirit; it is clearly in this sense that
Paul is defining grace in today’s passage. Effectively, he is saying that the Macedonian church received a supernatural
blessing (or “anointing”) from the Lord that enabled them to give “as much as they were able, and even beyond their ability”
(v3), and he was encouraging the Corinthians to expect God to give them the same “grace” (v6) – that is, the same
supernatural gift of power, through the Spirit of God.
Do you understand grace in these terms? Do you expect God to visit you with supernatural power? Maybe you think you
are not worthy of such a blessing? The truth is, you are not worthy – but grace means the power of God bestowed on those
who are not worthy, so that means you can and should expect God to visit you in this way.
Rather than limiting grace to “unmerited favour”, we need to understand it as “the power of God, freely bestowed on those
who don’t deserve it, enabling them and empowering them to live the way God expects them to live.” Thus, grace is not just
something you needed once, to enter the kingdom of God; rather, it is something you need every day of your life, to enable
you to live in the Kingdom.
Do you have this understanding of grace? If so, you are probably excited about the outpouring of grace in your life, for it
will be something that is fresh to you every day of your life, as you depend upon God’s power to live for him. But if you
find the topic of grace a bit stale (“What’s so amazing about grace?”, as the title of a well-known book puts it), the chances
are your understanding, and your expectation, are both too limited.
Expand your understanding of grace to the maximum; it will revolutionise your expectation of God, and raise your vision to
something closer to the wonderful vision he has for your life.

•

QUESTION TO PONDER: To what extent is God’s grace a dynamic reality to me?

•

FURTHER READINGS:

•

MEDITATION:
I am an unworthy sinner – that means I am an ideal candidate to receive the
grace of God, poured out in power.

© Phil Stott

Jn 1:14 – 18; Ac. 4:31 – 35; 2 Cor. 12:1 – 10; Phil. 1:3 – 11.
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… through faith

Lk 17:1 – 10.

Finally, we must look at the word “faith”. What does it mean to say we are saved “by faith”?
To many believers, faith is a static principle, more intellectual that practical, understood in terms of assent to certain
teachings. “I believe Jesus is the Son of God” is their creed – a statement of doctrinal orthodoxy – rather than “I believe in
Jesus!” – a cry of personal trust, intimacy, and commitment.
It is all so easy to fall into the trap of seeing faith in static terms. I can still remember the day, many years ago, when the
Holy Spirit challenged me out of Rom. 1:16: “I know you have faith, but are you living by it?” I was devastated, because I
did not even know what the question meant, let alone what the answer was! But since that day, I have come to understand
what it means to have a dynamic spiritual walk, living at the cutting edge of God’s will, going “out on a limb” and expecting
God to meet me with his power, simply because he promised that he would.
Today’s passage talks about that sort of faith – it does not take a lot of faith (a mustard seed is enough – see vv5 – 6) but it is
vitally important that your faith is oriented in the right direction! Keep your eyes on Jesus, and the amazing things you can
expect if you walk with him in the power of the Holy Spirit, and you will never have cause to complain that your life is stale
and uninteresting!
Is your faith in God – or is it in the things of God? Is your faith in Jesus Christ – or the Bible? Do you live by faith – or by
the teachings of the church? These are questions that each one of us needs to answer with brutal honesty before God. The
one option is static, leading to a dry and predictable religion, more characterised by orthodoxy than supernatural experience;
the other is dynamic, life-transforming – and biblical.
This world-changing faith is not an optional extra for the believer – it is the basic minimum for all disciples. If you don’t
believe me, just look at vv7 – 10 in today’s passage. “We have only done our duty” (v10) is the biblical response of those
who have performed mighty exploits in the name of Jesus. Is that your experience? Are you living in the power of a
dynamic faith experience? Are you participating in the life of Christ, manifest in your world to reach a lost and hurting
generation?
It only takes a mustard seed of faith to perform mighty deeds – that should be encouraging to all of us. Start wherever you
are, and begin to put your trust in Jesus on a daily basis – it will change your life! Expect great things from God, and he will
rush to meet you in power – I know that from personal experience, for that is what he has done in my life. It is not God’s
will that you live in the past; choose to put your trust in Jesus today, with whatever need or issue you see in front of you, and
you will begin to see the power of God at work in your present – and in your future.

•

QUESTION TO PONDER: Am I truly living by faith – today, right here, right now?

•

FURTHER READINGS:

•

MEDITATION:
“Jesus said, ‘Did I not tell you that if you believed, you would see the glory
of God?’” (Jn 11:40).

© Phil Stott

Mt. 8:5 – 13; Mt. 15:21 – 28; Jn 11:17 – 27, 40; Rom. 1:16 – 17.
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A false gospel: legalism!

Gal. 1:1 – 10.

Having explained the meaning of the three main words the Apostle Paul uses to describe the gospel message, we are now in
a position to identify two false gospels, both of which are common among church-going people. Both are associated with a
rules-based approach to faith – something which is fatally flawed and inherently unworkable, as we saw in last week’s
meditations.
The first of these false gospels is called legalism, and is the dominant belief system in Western societies amongst those who
call themselves (at least nominally) “Christians”.
Legalism means believing that salvation (usually defined narrowly as “getting to heaven when you die”) is based on keeping
a set of rules (usually God’s rules – but not always so) that represent an appropriate standard of behaviour. Under this belief
system, salvation is seen as a “reward” – if you “do the right thing”, you get rewarded, but if you don’t you get punished.
The legalist divides the world into two camps: “good” people (who go to heaven), and “bad” people (who go to hell).
It is very hard to talk to a legalist about faith in Christ, because he or she usually interprets “Christian” as a term of moral
value. Thus, a typical response to an invitation to become a Christian might be, “What right have you got to say I’m not a
Christian? I try to live a good life!”
The Apostle Paul saw legalism as the exact opposite of the gospel message, as today’s passage highlights – and it is easy to
see why. For, as we discovered last week, the fundamental flaw of the law is that we simply are not good enough to satisfy
God’s holy requirements, and we never will be without God’s help!. Consequently, to believe that you need to “live a good
life” in order to “get to heaven” is asking us to do the impossible. It is just not possible for any of us to be good enough to
merit a heavenly reward.
Fortunately, legalism is fairly easy to detect – the tell-tale sign is the belief (which is the foundation for all the legalist’s
spiritual values) that one needs to be “good” in order to receive salvation. Most legalists are convinced that they are already
“good enough”; this is spiritual deception of the worst kind, rooted in a spirit of independence (which is the most
fundamental of all sins, as we saw last week), and based upon vain pride. Most legalists are also extremely judgmental of
others – another giveaway sign.
The only hope for self-righteous legalists is to have a “Damascus Road” experience, like that of the Apostle Paul – a
devastating invasion of God’s grace, showing them that they are in no way worthy of anything from God except wrath and
punishment. From there, they can be reached by the message of God’s mercy and grace.
May God deliver us from legalism, without doubt the most pernicious and demonic force that has ever invaded the church of
Jesus Christ!

•

QUESTION TO PONDER: How well do I understand that I am not, and never can be,“good
enough” for God in my own strength?

•

FURTHER READINGS:

•

MEDITATION:

© Phil Stott

Mt. 23:1 – 39; Jn 3:1 – 21; Phil. 3:1 – 11; Rev. 3:14 – 22.

I am not good enough for God – but Jesus is good enough for me!
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Another false gospel: nomism!

Rom. 1:1 – 16.

Most Bible-believing people will have read through yesterday’s devotion quite unmoved; for, although it is common in
Western culture, most Bible-teaching churches teach that salvation is not by works, but by faith.
However, there is a second false gospel, almost as devastating, that is more common amongst Bible-believing churches. In
fact, this false gospel is most common among those churches that label themselves “fundamentalist”. This belief system is
called nomism.
Nomism is the belief that, although “getting a ticket to heaven” is by faith rather than “keeping the rules”, the rest of the
Christian walk does depend upon keeping a set of rules for Christian behaviour. Thus, to the nomist, our duty (once we have
committed our lives to Christ) is to understand the will of God (often by reading and studying the Bible), and then to “try
and do it.”
So what is wrong with nomism? Shouldn’t we try and please God by doing what he tells us to do?
Ultimately, the problem with nomism is the same as that with legalism – it takes no account of the fact that a rules-based
approach to faith cannot possibly help us to change what really needs to change – our innermost nature, which is corrupted
by sin. If you try to keep God’s rules (whatever you may interpret them to be), you will find yourself able to keep some of
them, but totally unable to keep all of them. Thus, nomism will inevitably lead to frustration, discouragement, or defeat –
unless you allow yourself to be deceived into thinking that God’s standards are low enough that you can meet them!
Just as legalism is easily identified by a couple of giveaway signs, so also it is with nomism. Nomists will usually have the
same symptoms as legalists, but in relation to ongoing spiritual maturity rather than basic salvation. Thus, nomists will
classify Christians as “good” and “bad” in varying degrees, according to how many of the “rules” they keep. Nomistic
congregations are also inevitably judgmental. The word “ought” is also dominant in the vocabulary of the nomist – “I ought
to do this”, or “you ought to do that”. This is because the nomistic person has very little grasp of the grace that empowers
believers to serve Christ – he or she is therefore left to strive in their own strength to live a life worthy of God.
Perhaps the most disheartening fruit of nomism is what I call “minimalist” Christianity – because “keeping the rules” is such
a difficult thing to do, many nomists lose the freshness of their zeal for God, and hope to just “creep in” to heaven by
meeting the minimum possible requirements. When they reach this stage, they will say, “Do I have to be baptised to be
saved?” or “Do I have to go to church every week?” or “Do I have to speak in tongues to receive the Holy Spirit?” – when
you meet someone with this symptom, you can tell immediately that they need a fundamental change in their basic spiritual
understanding.
May God deliver his church from the spirit of nomism!

•

QUESTION TO PONDER: How prone am I to nomistic attitudes?

•

FURTHER READINGS:

•

MEDITATION:

© Phil Stott

Ez. 36:22 – 38; Lk. 18:18 – 27; Rom. 7:14 – 20; Rev. 2:1 – 7.

I don’t need rules – I need a new heart!
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Putting it together

Phil. 2:1 – 13.

As we reach the end of this week, how do we make sense of all we have meditated on? What is the point of all this study
about particular words, or about different types of false messages at large in the world and in the church?
What I am suggesting is this: a significant number of people who would otherwise be serving God fruitfully are not doing
so, simply because they have a wrong understanding of the gospel message. Most of these are nomists – they believe in their
heart of hearts that, having been saved by faith, they need to “work out” the rest of their life on earth by striving to please
God. Perhaps you are one of them – and, if you are, God wants to set you free.
Where do nomistic views come from in the church? I believe they can be rooted home to an inadequately narrow
understanding of those three crucial words that we studied at the start of this week: salvation, grace, and faith. You will
remember that we explained how each word had both a narrow and a broader meaning. If your understanding is limited to
the narrow meanings of each of these words, there is a fair chance you will end up with nomistic views about the life of faith
– but if you allow God to broaden your understanding, you will begin to grasp the incredible truth of the New Testament
message.
What might a “narrow” interpretation of Ephesians 2:8 be worded: “for it is by God’s unmerited favour that you have
received the assurance that you will go to heaven when you die, through your belief that Jesus is the Son of God.” This
statement is true as far as it goes, but it says absolutely nothing about how you are to live your life here and now. Thus, if
you understand the gospel in these limited terms, you will flounder to discover how you are to “work out your salvation with
fear and trembling” (Phil. 2:12 – today’s passage).
But if you allow God to broaden your understanding of Ephesians 2:8, you will realise that it really means something like
this: “for the whole of the Christian life, from the day you first meet Jesus as Lord till when he returns, is an experience of
the power of God poured out into your life, unworthy though you are! All you need to do to experience the power you need
is to reach out to him in faith!”
The “narrow” interpretation leads to a dry, lifeless form of religion – nomism; the “broader” definition leads to an exciting
blueprint for a dynamic walk of faith where keeping the rules (whatever they might be) is less important that “walking with
the Lord” in a relationship of intimate dependence. I would encourage you strongly to think seriously about the things we
have been discussing, if necessary to spend time “examining the scriptures to see if these things are true” (Ac. 17:11), and
allow God to renew your mind to the possibilities of a life “beyond the rules” – in the power of the Spirit, rather than the
limitations of the law.

•

QUESTION TO PONDER: How committed am I to a lifestyle of daily dependence on the power
of God poured out into my life?

•

FURTHER READINGS:

•

MEDITATION:
“Whoever trusts in (Jesus) will never be put to shame.” (Rom. 10:11). That
promise will apply to me – from this day forwards, forever more!

© Phil Stott

Deut. 30:11 – 20; Rom. 9:30 – 10:13; Eph. 5:1 – 21; Rev. 3:7 – 13.
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We Died to the Law

Over the last two weeks, we have seen that many church people have a deficient understanding of
salvation, which leads to them putting a wrong emphasis on “keeping the rules” as a key to mature
discipleship. But if this is the wrong way to live the life of faith, what is the right way? What should
our attitude be towards “the rules”.
This week, we will examine what the New Testament teaches about our relationship to the law of God.
We will discover that both Jesus and the Apostles had some surprising things to say about this allimportant topic …
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The strangest message of all!

Rom. 7:1 – 6.

Today’s passage contains one of the strangest statements in the whole Bible, and the examination of this statement will
frame our meditations for the whole of this week. The statement is found in v4: “So, brothers, you also died to the law
through the body of Christ …”. What on earth does it mean to be “dead to the law”?
Our sense of strangeness is enhanced if we read on down to v12, where Paul affirms that “the law is holy, and the
commandment is holy, righteous and good.” If the law is holy, why do we need to die to it? If the commandment is holy,
righteous, and good, then why do we need to be dead to it?
So strange is this message, that the Church of Jesus Christ has largely ignored it for the last 2,000 years. When was the last
time you heard a sermon on being dead to the law? This teaching is either ignored, or else watered down – however,
properly understood, it is one of the most necessary principles in the whole New Testament.
What do I mean by “watered down”? Well, one very common interpretation of this passage suggests that the law consists of
the ceremonial law (consisting of various animal sacrifices required under the old covenant) and the moral law (the Ten
Commandments, etc). It is then suggested that “the law” referred to in this passage is the ceremonial law, but not the moral
law. Thus, we are “dead” to the ceremonial law, because the death of Christ has fulfilled the various animal sacrifices
required; however, the moral law still applies to us, because it is still “relevant” to us.
This interpretation seems plausible, but it lacks any support whatsoever in the scriptures. To be precise, nowhere is there the
faintest scintilla of evidence to be found that any New Testament writer saw God’s law to be divisible in this way. On the
contrary, the unity and oneness of God’s law was affirmed by both Jesus (Mt. 5:17 – 20) and James (Jas 2:10 – 11).
Moreover, this teaching is totally inconsistent with the context of Paul’s teaching here in Romans 7 and elsewhere, where he
goes out of his way to stress that God’s law is perfect, and therefore absolutely relevant to our present condition.
And so, we return to our original sense of puzzlement: why, if God’s law is so relevant to our situation, did we need to die
to it?
Over the rest of this week, we will examine many passages of scripture, but we will constantly refer back to this crucial
passage in Romans 7. It is my belief that, by the end of the week, many of us will begin to come to an understanding of
something that will change us for the rest of our lives on earth.

•

QUESTION TO PONDER: Do I understand what it means to be dead to God’s law?

•

FURTHER READINGS:

•

MEDITATION:
“I will go over and see this strange sight.” (Ex. 3:3). When God says
something strange, I need to pay careful attention – it is probably very important!

© Phil Stott

Neh. 8:1 – 12; Ps. 1:1 – 6; Ps. 119:97 – 104; Is. 8:11 – 22.
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The law as intermediary

Ex 24:1 – 18.

As we begin to examine why the Apostle Paul is telling us that we are dead to the law of God, and as we begin to ponder
what this might mean, we will need to pick up some of the things we established two weeks ago when we discussed “the
failure of the law”. The first of these strands we will need to pick up is the simple fact that the law, any law, operates as an
intermediary between the law giver and the one who is obliged to keep the law.
What do I mean? Well, take the simple case of the road rules. When the law says “speed limit 60 kph”, you know exactly
what you have to do – you either keep the law, or you risk the consequences of breaking it. You do not need to go
personally to the lawgiver (i.e. the police) and ask “how fast can I drive?” – no, rather the law tells you what you need to do!
In fact, that is the very reason why an efficient society has such laws – so that we don’t need to keep on referring back to the
authorities (which would clog up the administrative processes). The laws are given, and expressed as clearly as possible (in
theory, at least!) so that the authorities can avoid having any direct dealings with the public, except in the odd number of
cases where special circumstances are involved.
The same principle applies with God’s law – when the law was given in Exodus 20, the people did not have a direct, ongoing
relationship with the lawgiver, God. Their relationship with God was indirect, through Moses the man of God. God told
Moses what to say to the people, and the people had to obey what Moses told them. Indeed, just before the giving of the
law, we read in Exodus 18 how Moses set up an administrative process among the people that made their relationship with
the law even more indirect – they did not have direct access even to Moses, but rather to the “officials over thousands,
hundreds, fifties, and tens” (v21). (It is somewhat salutary to realise that Moses found a bureaucracy necessary in
administering God’s law to God’s people!).
In today’s passage, we see how the law-based approach to faith under the old covenant resulted in a spiritually stratified
society. At the start of the passage, we see a distinction made between the common people (who remained remote from
God’s presence on the holy mountain) and the leaders of Israel (vv1 – 2). As the passage goes on, we see that there is a
further division between the leaders (who partially climbed the mountain, and caught a glimpse of God – vv9 – 11) and
Moses himself (who entered the very presence of God – v18). This stratification is an essential part of a law-based approach
– there must of necessity be a privileged few who have direct access to God himself, and who rule over the majority (who
don’t have such a relationship).
Is that your understanding in practice of Christian discipleship? Do you see a distinction between the “spiritual” disciples
(who “really” know God) and the rest (who have to “keep the rules”)? Well, I have news for you! God did away with that
concept of spirituality 2,000 years ago, when Jesus Christ died on the cross to give us all direct access to the Father! There
is no longer any need for the intermediation of the law, because we can all know God more intimately that we know
ourselves! And there are no longer any “spiritually privileged” people – only those who realise the truth and act on it, and
those who do not.

•

QUESTION TO PONDER: To what extent do I see myself as less spiritual (or possibly more
spiritual) than other believers?

•

FURTHER READINGS:

•

MEDITATION:

© Phil Stott

Mt. 11:7 – 11; Ac. 10:23 – 36; Gal. 3:26 – 4:7; 1 Pet. 2:4 – 10.

There are no elites in the kingdom of God.
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An issue of authority

Col. 2:6 – 23.

What does Paul mean in Romans 7 when he says that we are dead to the law? In what sense did we used to be “alive” to the
law? And in what way has our relationship with God’s law changed?
In Rom. 7:1, Paul answers this question by explaining that the fundamental issue is one of authority: “do you not know …
that the law has authority over a man only as long as he lives.” When we are under the authority of the law, we are obliged
to keep the law; we are guilty of an offence if we break the law. We are therefore under a constant pressure to “perform” up
to the standard required by the law. If we fail to meet this standard (as will inevitably be the case with respect to God’s law),
we are aware of our shortcoming, and feel guilty, defeated and condemned. Such is the plight of the person who is under the
authority of the law; this is what it means to be “alive” to the law.
To be “dead” to the law, therefore, is to be free from the burdensome obligation of being under the law’s authority. We are
not released from the law so that we might become law-breakers; rather, we are released so that we might be free to obey
God through a different means, without reference to a law-based approach to faith. We are released from the law to come
under a new authority, the authority of Jesus mediated through the Holy Spirit; but to be “alive” to this chain of command
means of necessity that we must first be “dead” to all other lines of authority.
Today’s passage emphasises this very point. We have indeed been given a privileged position in Christ, having received him
as Lord, and being enabled by God to live in him (vv6 – 7). What a privilege! For Jesus is the fullness of God’s deity (v9),
but, even more significantly, we have received fullness in him, who is now the ultimate authority (v10)! We must therefore
learn to live in accordance with our position, that of being intimately connected with the King of Kings himself.
To Paul, the real “enemy” of our position is any “hollow and deceptive philosophy” that ignores the reality of our new status
in Christ (v8). Such philosophies are usually expressed in rules, which he describes as “shadows of the things that were to
come” (v17) – they appear to be wise, but are infinitely inferior to the reality of life in Christ (vv20 – 23).
Do you see yourself still under the authority of God’s law? You need to receive the revelation that the gospel is so much
bigger than you have imagined! Do you continue to feel imprisoned by guilt when you break one of the “rules”? Christ has
come to set you free! If you believe in Jesus, then you are alive to the King of Kings and the Lord of Lords – so do not let
yourself come under the authority of anyone (or anything) else.

•

QUESTION TO PONDER: How clearly do I understand my incredible position in Christ?

•

FURTHER READINGS:

•

MEDITATION:

© Phil Stott

Is. 35:1 – 10; Mt. 17:24 – 27; 1 Cor. 3:16 – 23; Gal. 4:8 – 20.

“It is for freedom that Christ has set me free (from the law)!” (Gal. 5:1).
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The sin problem

Rom. 7:7 – 25.

We have seen that, according to Paul, we are “dead” to the law – and that means that we are no longer under its authority,
that we should feel the burdensome obligation of meeting its requirements. But, if the law is “holy, righteous, and good” (as
we have also seen), why do we need to be “dead” to such a holy, God-given law?
Today’s passage deals with exactly this issue. The reason is the principle of sin that has invaded the world, and taken over
our whole lives. Paul puts it this way: “We know that the law is spiritual, but I am unspiritual … I know that nothing good
lives in me …” (vv14, 18). For the law to be effective, there needs to be the potential for us to keep it; however, the sin
problem that dominates our human condition has made that impossible.
We need to see that living under the authority of the law is an exercise in total futility, because there is no possibility of us
ever keeping the law – not for a single minute of our lives! When we attempt to live under the law, one of two things
inevitably occurs: we will either be overwhelmed by guilt, defeat, and frustration because we recognise that we cannot do
what the law requires; or we will subconsciously “water down” the righteous requirements of the law to reflect something
we can keep – which is the ultimate in self-deception.
Law-based approaches to faith are usually characterised by these two things – negative attitudes towards people, and
religious hypocrisy concerning the requirements of God. It was true in Jesus’ day (see Mt. 12:1 – 8 for the first, and Mt.
15:1 – 9 for the second), but we need to understand that these two symptoms are present whenever and wherever people (or
churches) seek to relate to God on the basis of rules. Where the people involved have a “positive” self-image, they will
exhibit the worst excesses of New Testament pharisaism, and where the self-image is “negative”, they will exhibit chronic
depression and an absence of self-worth; however, we need to see that both profiles are opposite sides of the same coin. The
real villain is a law-based approach to faith; and the only solution is to believe the gospel, which says we are “dead” to the
law.
Do you have a law-based approach to faith? Do you have problems with either pride or self-deprecation? Take a good look
at yourself, because there is a lot riding on this important issue. Putting it another way – if you have a law-based approach to
faith, you will not be attracted to “sinners”, and they will not be attracted to you. And so, are you a Jesus person (“a friend
of sinners”), or are you a friend only of the “respectable”?

•

QUESTION TO PONDER: How sure am I in my heart that I can never keep God’s law?

•

FURTHER READINGS:

•

MEDITATION:

© Phil Stott

Deut. 31:14 – 22; Josh. 24:14 – 27; 2 Chr. 6:12 – 42; Jn 7:14 – 19.

I am unspiritual (Rom. 7:14) – therefore I need Spirit, not law!
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Under new ownership!

2 Cor. 5:11 – 21.

Life under the law is a life lived under the authority of rules – but I am unspiritual, not able to keep those rules. So what am
I to do?
There is nothing I can do, but there is something that God can do, and has done, through the death of Christ. “So, my
brothers, you also died to the law through the body of Christ, that you might belong to another …” (Rom. 7:4). Why did we
die to the authority of the law? So that we might come under a new authority, that of “him who was raised from the dead” –
the living Lord Jesus!
What an amazing privilege! That I, the sinner, might not have to come under the authority of the law of God (which can
only point out to me how far short of it I fall). That instead, I might some under the authority of him who is the friend of
sinners, the living Lord Jesus! He will not condemn me for my shortcomings – rather he will, and he does, gently lead me
into all righteousness by the power of his Holy Spirit!
Have you grasped yet this amazing state of affairs, which is summed up in today’s passage: “He died for all, that those who
live should no longer live for themselves, but for him who died for them and was raised again.” (v15). To use a modern
metaphor taken from the business world, God in Jesus has made a takeover bid for you, and, through the cross, he has
succeeded! You are now under new ownership!
However, just as in a takeover situation in the business world, we also find it difficult to adjust to the culture of the new
owners. We find it so much easier to go on doing things the way they used to be under the previous management. But we
need to understand that the takeover of our lives is in our own interests – the previous management, the law, was unable to
cope with our issues – and that we can only be blessed by learning to live the way our new owner requires.
And what does Jesus require of us? Simply this – that everyone who is part of his “team” should report directly to him, not
taking their orders from anyone else, but from him alone, mediated through the power of his Holy Spirit. No second-hand
instructions in Jesus’ team, mediated through rules and regulations that characterised the previous management under the old
covenant – instead, a glorious promotion to junior partner in the running of the universe for all those who will be bold
enough to believe it!

•

QUESTION TO PONDER: Do I see myself as a junior partner with Jesus?

•

FURTHER READINGS:

•

MEDITATION:

© Phil Stott

Mt. 28:16 – 20; Jn 15:9 – 17; Eph. 1:15 – 23; 2 Pet. 1:1 – 4.

I am a co-heir with Christ (Rom. 8:17) to the whole of creation.
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Direct relationship with God

Heb. 12:18 – 24.

A life lived under rules and regulations is a life lived under an intermediary – the law. God the lawgiver sets in place his
law, and we are expected to deal with the law (by obeying it) rather than dealing directly with the lawgiver God. You can
even try and keep “the rules” if you don’t believe the lawgiver exists – after all, many sincere atheists have seen in the Ten
Commandments or the Sermon on the Mount the supreme standard of human morality, and have dedicated their lives to
trying to live up to them.
As we have seen in our very first week, the greatest need for human beings is to live in direct and intimate relationship with
God, for we were not created to live without daily sustenance from our loving Creator.
Thus, a law-based approach to faith fails the basic test – it is unable to provide our most basic human need. However, where
the law-based approach fails, the gospel of Jesus Christ succeeds. For, as Paul puts it, “for through (Christ) we (all) have
access to the Father by one Spirit.” (Eph. 2:18)
Do you long for a holy life? Then recognise that you can only achieve it as you walk in humble dependence on God. You
must forsake the rules-based approach and approach God directly, daily, moment by moment, asking for and expecting to
receive the guidance you need, the power you need, the grace you need. Holiness is caught, not taught – and it can only be
caught from God, the holy one.
Today’s text illustrates starkly the difference between the law-based approach, and the new covenant approach. The former
is typified by Mt Sinai, where there was “darkness, gloom, and storm” (v18), and the threat of instant death for those who
did not conform with every requirement of the law (v20) – it was a place of fear, even for Moses, because none of us are able
to live with confidence and security under rules that we cannot keep. However, the new covenant is typified by Mt Zion, the
place of promise, where there is “joyous assembly” (v22), heavenly glory, and the perfection of all those who believe (v23).
As we draw towards the end of this week, we need to examine our hearts, and ask ourselves the question, “which covenant
do I live under?” – for you cannot live under rules, and also live in the new covenant. Or, putting it another way (using an
analogy from today’s passage): whose blood do you relate more too, Abel’s (which was poured out upon the ground in
violence, and cried out to God for justice) or Jesus’ (which was also poured out in violence, but which spoke a gentle voice
of peace, reconciliation, and grace)? Which covenant do you want – the one where you have to try, or the one where you
can receive by believing? And which method of obedience do you look for – keeping the rules in your own strength, or
relying on the power of the Holy Spirit to empower you?

•

QUESTION TO PONDER: How conscious am I of my need to be empowered daily by God’s
Spirit?

•

FURTHER READINGS:

•

MEDITATION:

© Phil Stott

Jn 14:15 – 24; Ac. 1:1 – 8; 2 Cor. 13:11 – 14; 1 Tim. 2:1 – 7.

I choose to come to Mt Zion, not Mt Sinai.
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Conclusion: Living through Jesus!

1 Jn 4:7 – 21.

How shall we conclude this week of meditation upon the glorious truth that we are dead to the law?
It is only when we understand that the new covenant of grace (receiving) is directly opposed to old covenant of law (striving)
that a lot of the New Testament’s teaching will start to make sense. For you see, all of the great moral standards set before
us (say, in the Sermon on the Mount) are ludicrously impossible to achieve when we strive – but gloriously possible in the
power of God’s grace.
For example, take the simple commandment to love – which is the subject of today’s passage. According to all New
Testament writers, the New Testament message is summarised beautifully in the commandment to love – love our
neighbours, even love our enemies. But what does this mean?
When I was younger, I was taught that love meant choosing to act in the best interests of others. I was specifically taught
that the agape love of God did not necessarily involve “feelings”, but rather a decision of the will. But would any of us call
such a dry, calculating attitude “love”? Is that the way Jesus loved people – with a passionless act of the will, through gritted
teeth, trying to do something that was so unnatural to him?
Of course the love of God involves feelings! Of course it is passionate! For we serve an emotional God, a passionate
Saviour who is so overwhelmed with love for creatures who don’t deserve it that he poured out his very lifeblood for them.
For sure, God’s love is not something that begins in the emotions – as if he needed to “feel” something before deciding to do
anything about it – but it is certainly expressed with feeling, with passion, from the heart.
So how on earth can we express this passionate love to all – especially to our enemies? “This is how God showed his love
among us: he sent his one and only son into the world that we might live through him” (v9, today’s passage). This is the
key to releasing God’s love into our world – living through Jesus, so that our perspective becomes his perspective, and our
passions become his passions.
Do not think of God’s requirements as something we need to achieve – as if somehow if we try just a little bit harder it will
all “start to happen”. Rather, see them as the glorious potential of the children of God, worked in us by the Holy Spirit as we
live through Jesus. I have walked with Jesus for 20 years now, and I am so different on the inside to what I was when I
started, I frankly can’t believe how much I have changed. And it is all the grace of God! I am not conscious of achieving
anything by striving – but God has achieved it all for me, in me, and through me as I lived through Jesus.
Live in him – that is the principle of grace. Next week, we will look at some of the specifics of bearing fruit to God – the
ultimate goal of those of us who live under the new covenant.

•

QUESTION TO PONDER: Do I love others with the love of God, or with my own love?

•

FURTHER READINGS:

•

MEDITATION:

© Phil Stott

Mic. 6:1 – 8; Mt. 5:1 – 12; Mt. 5:43 – 48; Gal. 5:1 – 6.

I choose (by God’s grace) to live today through Jesus.
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Bearing Fruit to God

Mature discipleship is all about fruitfulness – being in a close relationship of intimacy with Jesus
Christ, and thereby being gradually transformed into his image through the working of his love,
grace, and power.
Having dispensed with the false reliance on “keeping the rules” as a pathway to spiritual maturity,
we will meditate this week on the New Testament concept of growing to maturity in Christ.
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The law of the Spirit of life

Rom. 8:1 – 4.

We all want to be fruitful in our life of faith – but how do we ensure that we will be fruitful?
In today’s passage, Paul talks about a principle of fruitfulness, which he calls the “law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus”
(v2a), which he asserts “(has) set me free from the law of sin and death” (v2b). It is clear from context that “the law of sin
and death” is the rule-based approach to faith we have been discussing in earlier weeks – the 7th chapter of Romans makes
this clear – but what is this “law of the Spirit of life” that has replaced it? How do we submit to this law, and become fruitful
believers?
One thing is absolutely clear from the studies we have already done – it must be a “law” totally unlike the law-based
approach to life that has dominated the church over the centuries. Why do I say this? Firstly, on practical grounds – the
history of the church unfortunately proves that the majority of its members have not been teeming with godly fruit. And
secondly, on scriptural grounds – for all of our studies so far have proven to us beyond a doubt that the salvation God desires
does not come through the law.
When we discussed Eph. 2:8, we articulated a principle – that the whole of “salvation”, from the day we first accepted Jesus
to the day he returns in glory, is “by grace, through faith” – that is, it is a free gift of God, mediated through his divine
power, and not something that depends upon our own merit or good works. This principle, therefore, must undergird this
“law of the Spirit of life” – it is a law of grace, not a law of merit; a law of what God wants to do, rather than a law of what
we have to do.
We must therefore expect “the law of the Spirit of life” to be something radically different from what we might have
expected. If you are someone that has never heard of such a thing; if you are someone who, until these studies, thought that
the Christian life was basically a matter of “keeping the rules”, then I challenge you, I urge you, to allow God to radically
reshape your thinking.
In the first week of our meditations, we quoted Mk 2:18 – 22, where Jesus talked about the futility of pouring new wine into
old wineskins. We have already affirmed that the gospel is “new wine” – that is, it is radically different in nature to the “old
wine” of the law-based approach to life. But this “new wine” will be ineffective if we pour it into “old wineskins” – that is,
if we attempt to apply it to our lives without radically changing and rethinking the way we are to live.
And so, let’s commit ourselves before God to a radical reorientation of our lives. We have a radical gospel – the most
revolutionary message that has ever been preached on this earth. Are we prepared to be the radical revolutionaries
(spiritually, that is) necessary to do justice to such a wonderful, glorious message?

•

QUESTION TO PONDER: How well do I understand “the law of the Spirit of life in Christ
Jesus”?

•

FURTHER READINGS:

•

MEDITATION:

© Phil Stott

Joel 2:19 – 32; Mt. 11:7 – 15; Jn 3:1 – 8; Ac. 17:1 – 9.

I choose to become a new wineskin.
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Living beyond the rules

WEEK 4 / DAY 2: MAIN TEXT:

Version 2.00 (February 2011)

The Spirit is a gift

Ac. 1:1 – 8.

The “law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus” is concerned with the working of the Spirit of God in our lives, so we need to
spend a few days looking at the role God has for the Spirit in the life of a believer.
In today’s passage, which comes right at the beginning of the book of Acts, we learn that fundamentally the Spirit is a gift
(v4). This means that you do not need to earn it, but you do need to receive it. This, of course, is consistent with what we
learnt at the start of these studies, that our salvation, from beginning to end, is a work of God’s grace.
Not only is the Spirit a gift, but it is also described as the gift – the gift of the Father (v4). There is only one God – the
Father; and he has pre-eminently only one gift for those who follow Jesus – the Spirit. Only one gift, because only one gift
is necessary – for the Spirit, being the very presence and power of God with us for all time, brings with him all that we might
ever need for life and godliness. The Spirit is the gift from which all other gifts flow.
If you want to understand the incredible gift of the Spirit that the Father has made available to the church, you need to read
the book of Acts, at each point saying to yourself, “this is for me!” This is a very necessary exercise, because the sad truth is
that the book of Acts has been all but ignored by the church over the past 2,000 years. Teachers in the church have tended to
look on this wonderful book as an embarrassment, a second-rate book compared with the letters (“meaty teaching”) and the
gospels (“the teaching of Jesus”). Until the start of the 20th century, most scholars considered this book to be of historical
interest only (with no theological value), and inaccurate history at that!
Why has this book been so mistreated? Could it be because it shames us by bearing witness to a time when the church was
living in a place of spiritual empowerment that has all but been lost over the centuries? Could it be because we do not want
to face up to the fact that, if the book of Acts is true, then the church’s experience since that time has been something far less
than God’s best? Is it possible that our efforts to explain away the anointing in the apostolic era as “special” and “no longer
God’s will for us today” are really just a convenient excuse for unbelief?
I believe the book of Acts is historical; more to the point, I believe it is theologically vital, as well as being historical; I
believe the experience of the Spirit found in the book of Acts is for us today, if we will dare to believe what the 1st century
Christians believed about the gift of the Father. I believe the book of Acts is the Word of God, vitally relevant for us today.
The Holy Spirit is a gift – not given to the spiritually mature, as a badge of achievement, but given to those who are
desperate for God, and who need his power to make them more like Christ. Are you desperate for God? Are you conscious
of your unworthiness before God? Are you longing to be more like Christ, but unable to change yourself? Then hold out
your hands – the gift of the Father is for you!

•

QUESTION TO PONDER: How much do I want the Father’s gift?

•

FURTHER READINGS:

•

MEDITATION:

© Phil Stott

Ez. 36:24 – 38; Zech. 4:1 – 6; Lk. 24:36 – 49; Jn 14:15 – 21.

I reach out my hand to receive everything my Father has for me.
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Living beyond the rules

WEEK 4 / DAY 3: MAIN TEXT:

Version 2.00 (February 2011)

The purpose of the gift

Gal. 5:13 – 16.

If the Holy Spirit is the gift from the father out of which all his other gifts flow, then what is the purpose for him giving us
this gift?
The main purpose of the gift is summed up in today’s passage: we are meant to live by the Spirit (v16). But what does this
mean? To live by the Spirit means to live in the power of the living God – to live supernaturally rather than naturally. We
are all called to live in the power of God, and the opposite of this is to live by our own natural abilities. In Paul’s language,
to live in our own abilities is to live “by the flesh”; but to live in God’s power is to live “by the Spirit”.
Gal. 5:16 is one of the most crucial verses in the New Testament, for it lays down the fundamental principle of life in the
new covenant. Are you troubled by the shortcomings of your own natural life – your sins, your weaknesses, your failings?
Then listen to the words of the Apostle: “live by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the flesh.”
All too often, the beautiful simplicity of Paul’s message is lost because of our religious traditions. For we insist on creating
“natures” to explain the meaning of something that is inherently very simple. The Spirit is not a “nature” that lives within
you – it is God himself come to dwell within you, come to lead you and guide you into all truth. The Spirit is not some
mystical spirituality that you gradually become worthy of as you try and keep God’s “rules” – he is the gift of God, given to
help you when you are conscious of your utter inability to keep the “rules”, given to enable you to live “beyond the rules”.
I believe it is no coincidence that the simplicity of living by the Spirit has been lost for most of the last 2,000 years, because
at the same time the dynamic experience of the infilling of the Holy Spirit was also lost for most believers. You see, most
churches have taught (and still teach) that the Holy Spirit is received “automatically” when you are converted (however that
is defined). But if this is true (and this “tradition” cannot be sustained by the only book that describes New Testament
conversions taking place, the book of Acts), then the Holy Spirit is essentially a doctrine about God rather than an
experience of God. And if the church does not believe (and therefore does not preach) that we all need a dynamic,
supernatural experience of the Holy Spirit, then how can we expect to live a dynamic, supernatural life?
I believe in the Holy Spirit; I believe he has been sent to me to enable me to live supernaturally. I am desperate to live
supernaturally by the power of God, because I am convinced that the New Testament teaches that this is the only way I can
live worthy of the gospel that has saved me. Where do you stand on this fundamental issue?

•

QUESTION TO PONDER: How desperate am I for the Holy Spirit to empower me today?

•

FURTHER READINGS:

•

MEDITATION:
“The Spirit gives life; the flesh counts for nothing.” (Jn 6:63). I therefore
choose to live by the Spirit.

© Phil Stott

Num. 11:16 – 30; Jer. 17:5 – 10; Jn 6:52 – 65; Rev. 3:7 – 22.
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WEEK 4 / DAY 4: MAIN TEXT:

Version 2.00 (February 2011)

You need to receive the gift

Lk. 11:1 – 13.

The Spirit is a gift, the supreme gift sent by the father to empower us to live under the glorious new covenant of Jesus. How
important, therefore, must it be for us to make sure we have truly received the gift the father has sent us. For receive it we
must; if the Holy Spirit is a dynamic, supernatural experience, then he cannot come to us secretly, blindly, hiding behind
some other experience as if he were “second rate”. No, when the Spirit comes to us, he comes in life-transforming power;
and he comes at our invitation.
Jesus taught this so clearly in today’s passage. God is willing to give us the gift, for it is a free gift; given without
reservation – but how desperate are we to receive it? God will give the gift to us when we ask – but how determined are we
in our asking? For the context of this passage is unambiguous: God will give the Spirit to those who ask him (v13), but it is
the sort of “asking” that is determined, importunate – that will not take no for an answer! (vv5 – 8). We need to ask, and
keep on asking until we receive; seek, and keep on seeking until we find; and knock, and keep on knocking until the door of
heaven opens to us.
But how will we know if we have received the gift of the Spirit? This is a difficult question to answer definitively, but it
shouldn’t be a problem if we have the right attitude. In the book of Acts, there are a number of passages that describe what
happened when believers received the Holy Spirit – see Ac. 2:1 – 4; 8:14 – 25 (by implication); 10:44 – 48 and 11:15 – 18;
and 19:1 – 7. These passages indicate that the most common experience in the New Testament community when the Spirit
came upon a believer was the ability to speak in other languages – prophetic languages, not taught by man but by God. This
was not the “end goal” of the life of the Spirit (as if this rather curious gift were spiritually more significant than any other
gift) but rather the initial entry point into a new covenant lifestyle where the prophetic and the dynamic become “normal”.
You too should expect this New Testament experience when the Holy Spirit comes upon you – and then move on from there
into the deeper spiritual realms. But can we prove definitively that this is the only evidence of having received the Spirit?
Perhaps not; but, if your attitude towards God is right, you will not be looking for the minimum experience, but the
maximum. After all, are you looking to prove that you already have enough of God, or are you desperate for the maximum
God has on offer?
I know that, when I first caught a glimpse of the dynamic, Spirit-filled life that God wanted for me, my primary
consideration was not theological! I wanted God – and I wasn’t prepared to take no for an answer! And if God gave the
Apostles the ability to speak in other languages, I saw no reason why I should have something less! So I prayed until I
received what they had – and then I rejoiced because I knew that my experience was scriptural.
Everyone’s experience is different – but God is still the same. Don’t try and force God’s hand – don’t rob yourself of God’s
best by accepting a pale imitation of your own strength and ability. I needed to pray for 3 months to receive what I was
seeking; with you it might take more time, or less time. But if you ask and keep on asking, you will receive – and you will
never be the same again!

•

QUESTION TO PONDER: How does my experience of the Holy Spirit match up with that of the
Apostles and the other New Testament believers?

•

FURTHER READINGS:

•

MEDITATION:

© Phil Stott

Ac. 2:29 – 39; 1 Cor. 12:7 – 13; Eph. 1: 11 – 14; Tit. 3:3 – 8.

“Did I receive the Holy Spirit when I believed?” (Ac. 19:2)
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WEEK 4 / DAY 5: MAIN TEXT:

Version 2.00 (February 2011)

The fundamental principle of fruitfulness

Gal. 5:16 – 26.

Having spent the last three days examining the importance of receiving the Holy Spirit, we can return to the main thrust of
our meditations this week, which is fruitfulness. What, according to the New Testament, is the fundamental principle of
fruitfulness? How does “the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus” work?
The principle is enunciated in v16 of today’s passage (which was discussed a couple of days ago) as “living by the Spirit”,
but it is described in more detail in the verses that follow. Once we have received the gift of the Spirit, there are two ways
we can live: by the Spirit, or by our own natural abilities (flesh, or “sinful nature” in the NIV). These two ways are
fundamentally opposed to each other (vv17 – 18), so we need to make a conscious decision to live by the Spirit if we are to
be fruitful – each and every day of our lives.
If we do not choose to live by the Spirit, then we will live by the flesh by default. And what is the outcome of this way of
life? Paul describes the “acts” of the flesh in vv19 – 21. Maybe not all of these signs will be manifest in your life – Paul is
not saying that – but some of them certainly will be, because we are all fallen creatures in a fallen world. If you live
according to your natural abilities, you will produce “acts” that are consistent with the sins in your own life, and the
shortcomings of your own experience and upbringing.
But if you live by the Spirit, then you will not produce “acts” but “fruit” – the fruit that grows on the pure spiritual tree of the
Holy Spirit. And what delicious fruit! Love, joy peace … – who doesn’t want to experience these wonderful fruit!
It is a tragedy that this passage of scripture has all too often been turned upside down by ignorant teachers who have never
experienced the life-transforming power of the Spirit. For, all too often we are exhorted from this passage to “try” and be
more loving, or more trusting in God, or more joyful – as if “trying” could make a difference! Such preaching encourages us
to believe that, if we can somehow concentrate on producing these fruit, then that will “prove” that we are living by the
Spirit – which is the exact opposite of what Paul is saying!
Don’t try and produce the fruit of the Spirit – that is God’s responsibility. Instead, focus on the only part that is up to you –
the moment by moment decision to listen to the Holy Spirit, do what he says to do, and walk with him in everything you do.
If you do this – if you “live” every moment of your day under his leading – then he will ensure that you experience whatever
is necessary to mould your character into the image of Jesus; this is his responsibility. And, as this happens, you will
manifest the fruit of the Spirit – in ways that you could never have imagined possible.
It’s amazing how simple it really is when you try it God’s way!

•

QUESTION TO PONDER: Have I decided to live by the Spirit today?

•

FURTHER READINGS:

•

MEDITATION:

© Phil Stott

Is. 5:1 – 7; Mt. 7:15 – 20; Jn 2:1 – 11; Jn 15:1 – 4.

Jesus has turned my water into the wine of his Spirit!
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WEEK 4 / DAY 6: MAIN TEXT:

Version 2.00 (February 2011)

Holiness is a person!

2 Cor. 3:7 – 18.

The second principle of fruitfulness, and one that flows naturally out of the first principle, is simply this: holiness is not
primarily a matter of rules of behaviour, but a person. Holiness is not obeying God’s laws, but being conformed to the
image of Jesus.
Discipleship is a very personal process; it is a form of spiritual apprenticeship. And how do you become an apprentice?
You have to live and work with the master craftsman! You can read a book about how to cut cloth, but that doesn’t make
you a master tailor. As well as reading the books, you have to serve under the master, listening to what he says, and
watching what he does. And as you do this, as you interpret his words by his actions and interpret his actions by his words,
and as you apply these truths into your own life, then you will become an expert, just like the master you serve under.
When Jesus wanted to build a church, he chose twelve disciples, not twelve students of the law. To grow in holiness, you
need to be with Jesus – and that can only happen through the power of the Holy Spirit – not just be with “the book”. Those
who rely upon “rules” to create holiness must inevitably fail, because they are missing a vital half of the equation – they may
understand the “theory”, but they will never grasp the “practice”.
Today’s passage describes the growth in holiness that is the glorious experience of everyone who serves the master teacher
Jesus in the power of his Holy Spirit – it is a journey of “ever-increasing glory”, of “from glory to glory” (v18b). How does
this happen? Precisely because we “reflect the Lord’s (i.e. Jesus’) glory with unveiled faces” (v18a). There is nothing
hidden about the holiness of God radiating from the life of a Spirit-filled believer. We stand in the presence of Jesus; we are
transformed into his image; and we reflect his glory!
The old covenant, the covenant of law, could not produce such a wonderful outcome, because the law-based approach to life
does not draw us into the very presence of God on a continual basis. To be sure, the law-based approach will have moments
when you sense the presence of God in your life – but those moments will be rare, surrounded by longer periods of guilt and
frustration. Just like Moses, you will put a veil on your face, a veil of your own choosing, to protect you from the awful
reality that the glory of God can never come to you permanently that way.
Are you a disciple of Jesus? Then recognise that you are on a journey. And the important point is not the rules you follow,
but whether or not you are walking with Jesus. So if you are a disciple, are you in fact walking through life with Jesus, in
the power of his Spirit?

•

QUESTION TO PONDER: Am I walking with Jesus today?

•

FURTHER READINGS:

•

MEDITATION:

© Phil Stott

Is. 54:11 – 15; Mt. 11:25 – 30; Lk. 24:13 – 35; Ac. 4:5 – 13

I want people to note that I have been with Jesus (Ac. 4:13).
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WEEK 4 / DAY 7: MAIN TEXT:

Version 2.00 (February 2011)

Conclusion: abiding in Jesus

Jn 15:1 – 17.

How shall we conclude this all-important week dwelling on the principles of fruitfulness in God?
Churches have made spiritual maturity so complicated over the years – but it is really very straightforward! Teachers who
have learnt their doctrine out of books have made it seem hard – but it is really very simple! All we have to do, the only
thing we need to focus on, is to abide in Jesus.
Most of us would say “Amen!” to that teaching (which is the main thrust of today’s passage), but many of us still find it
difficult to achieve. Why is this? Because we don’t understand how Jesus lived. Many of us see Jesus only as “God in the
flesh” – someone so far above and beyond us by very nature – and so the possibility of us being like him (in any meaningful
sense of the words) appears ludicrous.
And yet, even though the Bible does teach the divinity of Christ, it does not stress it as a “vast gulf” separating our nature
from his. Rather, it stresses the wonder that he chose, on our behalf to “empty himself” to take on our very nature (Phil.
2:6ff) and be made like us “in every way” (Heb. 3:17). In other words, everything Jesus did (and continues to do) from the
moment of his human conception was done as a human being, subject to all the limitations (except sin) that you and I have.
And that means that everything Jesus did is a model, a template, for the glorious possibilities God has for your life, for my
life – for the church which is “his body, the fullness of him who fills everything in every way” (Eph. 1:23).
If Jesus was made like us, and subject to the same limitations as us, then where did he get his miraculous powers from?
From the same source that is available to you and me! Just read Lk. 3 – 5, where we see Jesus receiving the Holy Spirit
(3:22), being full of the Spirit (4:1), being led by the Spirit (4:1), and moving in the power of the Spirit (4:14). According to
the gospel writers, Jesus’ miraculous powers did not derive from his own inherent divinity, but from “the power of the Lord”
present with him (5:17). The picture painted of Jesus’ ministry is summed up in 4:18ff: “The Spirit of the Lord is on me,
because he has anointed me …” – and this is the understanding the Apostles still had of Jesus many years after he rose from
the dead (see Ac. 10:38).
Do you have trouble abiding in Jesus? Understand that he has been made exactly like you, so that you can be made exactly
like him. Receive his Spirit – the way he did; be led by his Spirit – as he did. Listen to and follow the leading of his Spirit –
as he did. And dare to believe that you can walk the way he walked, because you have received exactly the same gift that he
received. This is the gospel! This is grace! This is holiness! This is life-transforming power!

•

QUESTION TO PONDER: Will I dare to walk today the way Jesus walked?

•

FURTHER READINGS:

•

MEDITATION:
“Whoever claims to live in him must walk as Jesus walked.” (1 Jn 2:6). By
God’s grace, I will walk today as Jesus walked.

© Phil Stott

Jn 5:16 – 23; 1 Cor. 10:21 – 11:1; Eph.5:1 – 21; 1 Jn 2:1 – 6 .
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WEEK 5:

Version 2.00 (February 2011)

Glorious Freedom!

God’s will for your life is that you should not be limited by your past, by your natural abilities, or by
your circumstances, but rather that you should only be limited by the limitless plans of God for your
eternal glorification in Christ.
This series of meditations concludes with an examination of what it means to truly live in the glorious
freedom of the children of God
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Focusing on the Spirit

Gal. 3:1 – 5.

This week, we will focus on some key principles that will help you live in the glorious freedom of the Spirit that God has
purposed for you, and has purchased for you, in Christ. It is one thing to know that the things we have talked about so far
are true; but it is another thing entirely to see these things worked out in your day-to-day life.
The first principle we will mention should be fairly obvious, after what we have talked about in the last few weeks: we need
to learn to focus on the Holy Spirit. There are so many things that clamour for our attention – our work, our family, our
friends, our physical needs. Even when we come down to the purely spiritual level, there are so many things that me might
focus on – Bible reading, prayer, church life, our gifts and calling, and so on. What I am suggesting is that we need to
understand clearly that our first (and, in a very real sense, only) focus should be on the Holy Spirit.
The Holy Spirit is God’s gift – given to us to lead us into all truth. The Holy Spirit is God’s presence – to lead and to guide
us through life’s difficulties. He is God’s power – given to bring the supernatural to bear on the natural. He is the one who
makes all the other good things in life worthwhile. So why focus your attention on things, when you can focus on the one
who alone gives meaning and purpose to those things?
Today’s passage emphasises this very point. “I would like to learn just one thing from you,” says Paul (v2) – and that one
thing was the manner in which they had received the Holy Spirit. Paul was perplexed by the Galatian churches, because,
having started their Christian life in the power of the Spirit, they had somehow been sidetracked into a life focused on the
things which were merely human.
Is that where you are at today? Are you conscious that your attention is focused on so many human things, but you have lost
the dynamic intimacy of dependence on the Holy Spirit? When you woke up this morning, were you conscious of the fact
that God himself was with you, in you, and beside you, able and willing to lead you wherever you need to go, and in
whatever you need to do, this day, and forever?
Understand this: you need to cultivate a relationship of intimacy with the Holy Spirit if you are to live the way God wants
you to live! So, if you have never done so, start now by deciding to focus your attention on doing just that. Let your goal in
praying, reading the Bible, fellowshipping with other believers – let your goal in all these things be to listen for the voice of
the Spirit, to feel his gentle but firm leading, and to experience his awesome power in your life, and through your life to
others. If you don’t know how to do this, ask God in prayer, ask others for advice – whatever it takes, just do it!

•

QUESTION TO PONDER: Am I focused right now on the Holy Spirit – body, mind, soul, and
spirit?

•

FURTHER READINGS:

•

MEDITATION:

© Phil Stott

Ac. 8:26 – 40; Ac. 10:9 – 23; Ac. 16:6 – 10; Rom. 8:9 – 14.

I am a child of God – therefore I can be led by the Spirit. (Rom. 8:14).
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Making worship a priority

Jn 4:19 – 24.

If we need to make the Holy Spirit a priority in our life, how do we work this out in practice? What are the implications of
having our life focused on God’s indwelling presence and power?
The first outworking is that worship will of necessity be a fundamental priority in our life. When we wake up in the
morning, we will stir ourselves up to praise God for the new day, and for the power of God with us to meet its challenges,
whatever they may be. As we walk through the day, we will “sing and make music in our hearts to God” (Eph. 5:19) as we
rejoice in God’s presence with us in every circumstance. And, before we go to bed at night, we will thank God for his
blessings, and for his faithfulness to us.
Is this a description of the way you walk through life? If not, then you need to take conscious steps to make worship a
priority – for worship is a decision you take, it is not something that “just happens”.
In today’s passage, Jesus describes the nature of true worship – in Spirit and in truth (v19). Jesus says that God is looking
for worshippers, and that these are the only kind of worshippers that he wants (v20). “In Spirit” might refer either to the
human spirit (that is, worship that comes from the deepest part of your being, the true “inner you”), or to the divine Spirit
(i.e. the Holy Spirit, who empowers you for all things, including worship). In practice, there is little difference between
these two perspectives – spiritual worship must come from deep within, and it must be supernaturally empowered, to be “in
Spirit”.
But what does it mean to worship “in truth”? This is perhaps more challenging for us to grapple with. God is a God who
does not delight in falsehood – he is the God of truth. However, we as humans, for a variety of reasons, choose to wear a
number of protective masks. Perhaps because we do not feel accepted, or because we are afraid of being rejected, we project
an image to the outside of world of how we wish to be perceived – “this is the real me,” we say, “this is something you will
find acceptable.” In many ways, this persona is often a lie.
When we turn to God in worship, we need to be ready to be transparent before him – to come before him with the real us,
“warts and all”. God will never reject us, but he can only deal with real people, not with cleverly crafted marketing images.
Jesus called the religious people of his day “hypocrites”, and that word literally meant “play-actors” in Greek drama who
used to put on a different mask for each different role they had to undertake. When we attempt to project an image to God
rather than the true us, we are just as much “hypocrites” as the religious people Jesus confronted.
When we wear masks before God, we are fooling only ourselves – and robbing God of what he truly wants, which is people
who will worship him in spirit and in truth. Are you prepared to worship God out of your innermost being, in the power of
his Spirit? Are you prepared to take off the mask and present your true self to God in worship – so that he can deal with you
as you truly are, transforming you in to the image of Jesus? Are you prepared to bless the Father’s heart by becoming what
he wants? God has given you so much – are you prepared to give to him in return the one thing he is really looking for?

•

QUESTION TO PONDER: Am I a worshipper?

•

FURTHER READINGS:
24.

•

MEDITATION:
I will become a worshipper, and thereby give back to the Father what he is
looking for – that is the least I can do.
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1 Chr. 23:1 – 6, 25:1 – 8; Ps. 42:1 – 11; Ps.51:3 – 12; Lk. 10:21 –
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Having the mind of the Spirit

Rom. 8:5 – 8.

The way you and I think about life is always going to be the chief determinant of how we live – attitude is always going to
be 90% of the solution. Everything that is in your past – the good and the bad, the happy and the sad, the positive and the
negative – only exists now as a memory, something to guide you into the future, or to hamstring you into inactivity.
Likewise, everything in your future – your hopes and dreams, your fears and your inhibitions – all these things only exist in
your mind. How you think about your past and your future will determine very much how you live in the present – whether
you walk through life as a victorious conqueror, confident in God’s power to direct and guide you through whatever comes
your way, or as a timorous victim, hiding in the shadows for fear of what the enemy of your soul might throw up at you.
God wants you to walk through life victorious, but not confident in your own abilities, but rather in his all-sufficiency. And
this means having a renewed mind – the mind of the Spirit. In today’s passage, Paul explains what it means to have the
mind of the Spirit – it is all a matter of how your mind is set (v5).
In the western world, we need to learn one very salutary lesson – whatever we might think, we are not the captains of our
own destiny. We like to think that we can run our lives with our minds in control, but the reality is that our mind is simply a
vast and complex processing machine, something that generates tremendous output, but which is totally dependent upon the
input it receives. “Garbage in, garbage out” is a computer dictum that definitely applies to the realm of our minds – if our
minds are fed rubbish, they will produce rubbish, no matter how much we think, no matter how intelligent we are. There are
many, many cases in history of intelligent thinking people who literally went mad, because their minds were not set on the
right inputs.
There are two ways your mind can be set – on the flesh or on the Spirit. The mind set on the flesh is a mind that accepts
input only from the natural world, from the things that can be seen, touched, heard, and understood. If your mind is set on
the flesh, you will not hear from God, no matter how much he speaks to you. If your mind is set on the flesh, you will never
expect a miracle – for, if God were to intervene directly in your affairs, you would find it an intolerable intrusion of your
private domain. The mind set on the flesh is a mind that is locked into bondage to the natural world, a world that is itself a
prisoner of sin. Hence, the mind set on the flesh (according to Paul) is death (v6a).
However, to those of us who have received the precious gift of the Father, we have the awesome privilege of setting our
mind on the Spirit – to allow the Holy Spirit to fill our mind with the supernatural realities of a world that is not corrupted by
sin and depravity. The mind of the Spirit asks questions like, “What is God saying?” and frames its response in the light of
revelation, not natural ability. The mind set on the Spirit is life and peace (v6b), because it is a mind that is fundamentally in
submission to the ultimate rule of the universe. What a wonderful privilege for us to walk in!

•

QUESTION TO PONDER: How is my mind set this day? Am I ready for God to step in?

•

FURTHER READINGS:

•

MEDITATION:
use it.

© Phil Stott

Ju. 17:1 – 6; Mk 12:28 – 34; Rom. 12:1 – 8; 1 Cor. 2:6 – 16.

I have the mind of Christ (1 Cor. 2:16) – and I am determined to learn how to
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Walking by faith

Prov. 3:1 – 8.

How easy is it to live life the way God wants you to live, by his Spirit? The answer is, that depends upon whether you are
prepared to walk by faith or not.
The Spirit world is real, very real, but it is unseen – it is invisible to the natural man or woman. The physical world, on the
other hand, is very pressing in its demands – physical, emotional, and mental. When we come to know Christ and receive
the fullness of his Spirit, we come to experience the awesome reality of the world of the Spirit; but we still see “but a poor
reflection” (1 Cor. 13:12a). The world of the flesh always seems to appear far more “real” to us than the world of the Spirit.
To live by faith means to live as if that world of the Spirit, the one that we see ever so dimly, is the ultimate reality. It means
to live on the basis that, even though we see such a poor reflection, one day we are promised that we will see “face to face”
(1 Cor. 13:12b). And to live by faith means to live under the conviction that, if we live as if the Spirit world is already with
us (which is indeed the case), then it will transform the way we live.
Living by the Spirit is not hard – but it is different. It is only hard if we try and live it using the tools we use for the life of
the flesh, which are our natural abilities. But these natural abilities, great though they are in some contexts, are worse than
useless when it comes to walking in the Spirit. We need to put aside the natural, and be prepared to step out in daily trust of
the one who has already given us his Spirit as a down-payment of the future glory that will one day be ours.
Today’s text illustrates the walk of faith, in v5 – 6. “Trust in the Lord” – this is the basic principle of faith; “Lean not on
your own understanding” – this is the basic decision of faith; “in all your ways acknowledge him” – this is the ongoing
commitment of faith; “and he will make your paths straight” – this is the ongoing consequence of faith.
There is no better time than now to make a decision to start living by faith. Are you prepared to trust in the Lord? Your
answer might be “yes”, but it means nothing unless you do something about it! So what is God asking you to do today that
you wouldn’t do, wouldn’t even be able to do, if you had to depend upon your own natural abilities?
Take a step of faith right now – and then follow it with another, and another. For that is how a walk of faith is made up –
one step at a time.

•

QUESTION TO PONDER: What step of faith is God asking me to take today, in my current
situation?

•

FURTHER READINGS:

•

MEDITATION:

© Phil Stott

Mk 11:20 – 26; 2 Cor. 4:13 – 5:10; Jas 2:14 – 26; 1 Pet. 1:3 – 9.

This day I will walk by faith, not sight (2 Cor 5:7).
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Waiting on God

Ac. 13:1 – 3.

To live by faith is to rely on the revelation of God into your heart through the Holy Spirit, rather than to rely on your own
ability and understanding. But how are we to experience that all-important Spirit of revelation?
The key to hearing accurately and consistently from God is learning to wait on God. Not wait for God – for he is always
there ahead of us; he is waiting for us, not us for him – but waiting on God, like a waiter in a restaurant, eager and willing to
take instructions from the one being served.
To wait on God means to put aside our own thoughts, feelings, and desires – not put them away, as if they were evil, but put
them aside as being of secondary importance – and focus exclusively on what God wants to burden us with in terms of
dreams, ambitions, and vision. To wait on God means to temporary lay aside the current blessings we have received in order
to receive fresh blessings, straight from the mouth of God.
Waiting on God is an essential element of living by faith. We cannot live on yesterday’s revelation; we need fresh insight
from God every day, to clarify the vision and to help us to work out the details of how to cause it to come to pass. If we
believe that God is a God who speaks, we will be eager to wait on him, because “man does not live on bread alone, but on
every word that comes from the mouth of God” (Mt. 4:4).
Does it take a long time to wait on God? Perhaps – but only because of the hardness of our hearts. If we are wiling and able
to lay aside the here and now, God (I am convinced) is willing to speak to us in an instant; but it is invariably our own
inability to lay aside our current feelings and thoughts that prevents us hearing God’s “new thing” with any clarity. This is
why we need to be prepared to practise the art of waiting on God – when we first begin, it will seem like the heavens are
completely closed to us, but after practice we will start to hear the voice of God more consistently.
Waiting on God does not mean emptying our minds and hoping / praying for something “miraculous” to pop into our brain.
It is best undertaken in a disciplined manner, with the Bible in one hand and a willingness to read prayerfully. A spirit of
prayerfulness is essential, sometimes accompanied with fasting; but the prayer that waits on God will be more intent on
listening than speaking.
In today’s passage, the whole church waited on God with prayer and fasting, and the result was a clarified vision concerning
the missionary direction of the church. What was the long term result of this revelation? Nothing less than the beginning of
the conversion of the Western world! Who knows what will be the result if you and I wait on God? God has plans for each
one of our lives – and those plans are infinitely larger than you or I can possibly imagine. So let’s stop relying on our own
petty little dreams and plans, and tap into the incredible potential stored up for us by the Holy Spirit.

•

QUESTION TO PONDER: What God-given dreams am I pursuing in my life today?

•

FURTHER READINGS:

•

MEDITATION:

© Phil Stott

2 Chr. 15:8 – 15; Ezra 9:1 – 6, 10:1 – 6; Ps. 27:7 – 14; Is. 55:6 – 13.

“Seek the LORD while he may be found.” (Is. 55:6)
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The obedience of faith

Ac. 4:5 – 20.

Finally, having looked at the all-important priorities of worship, faith, and the life of the Spirit, we come to the topic of
obedience. Ultimately, we will never achieve the will of God in our life unless we are prepared to do what he says. “At
last,” I hear some of us cry out, “but why didn’t he talk about this earlier – much earlier? Isn’t it one of the two vital
ingredients of the Christian walk – ‘trust and obey, for there’s no other way …’?”
Obedience is important, but we need to understand the obedience that is required under the new covenant. Under the old
covenant, the Jewish people were required to obey the laws of God. However, the new covenant is not a covenant of law,
but of grace, mediated through the Spirit. Nothing depends upon our own ability to obey – and there are no such things as
“good” and “bad” Christians! So how does this square up with the undoubted need we have to obey the word of God?
The answer is as simple as it is revolutionary: the new covenant requires us to have the obedience of faith (Rom. 1:5). Put
in simple terms, we need to have the sort of faith that automatically results in obedience as one of its fruit – for that is the
only true faith, the faith that is able to save us “to the uttermost”.
Saul of Tarsus was brought up as a law-abiding Pharisee – taught from his earliest age to honour and obey the Torah, the law
of God. When he met the exalted Jesus on the Damascus road, his life was dramatically changed, but not in the way that
many Christians assume. Obedience was still an absolute priority in his life, as before – but what had now changed was the
means by which obedience was to be achieved. No longer did he seek to achieve obedience by the works of the law (that is,
striving in his own ability and understanding to keep the requirements of God in his life) but he now sought the obedience of
faith (that is, a supernatural effusion of power through the infilling Spirit that enabled him to do what he was not able to do
in his own strength).
Thus, obedience is important, but only if we have the right form of obedience! Going back to that hymn we quoted at the
start of this lesson (“Trust and obey, for there’s no other way …”), we note that this is accurate new covenant teaching only
if we see “trusting and obeying” as one single unified action (“trust-and-obey”) rather than two separate things we need to
do independently (“trust, and then also obey”). If we think in terms of the former, we have the obedience of faith; but if we
think in terms of the latter, we have fallen from grace into the impotence of nomism.
How do we find the obedience of faith? By not worrying about obedience per se, but realising that it is a natural outcome of
a supernatural lifestyle. We need to seek the Lord – to covet the life of the Spirit, seeking his face, and desiring to please
him in all things – and obedience will not become a problem. As we hear, so we will obey. I praise God that, in over 20
years walking with the Lord, I have rarely had a problem with obedience. I have had plenty of other problems that I could
talk about – I am not trying to pretend to be more “spiritual” than anyone else – but I have rarely struggled with obedience
because I have devoted my energies in the main to seeking God, not to trying to obey; therefore, as soon as I have discovered
the will of God for my life, I have almost automatically put it into practice. And the same can be true for you, too.

•

QUESTION TO PONDER: Am I striving to obey (and failing), or am I seeking God?

•

FURTHER READINGS:

•

MEDITATION:

© Phil Stott

Lk. 17:1 – 10; Heb. 3:7 – 4:13; Jas. 2:14 – 26; 1 Pet. 1:13 – 25.

I have “purified myself by obeying the truth” (1 Pet. 1:22).
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Conclusion: you only have one obligation!

Rom. 8:12 – 17.

In this final week, we have been concentrating on the things that must have the number one place in our lives, if we are to
live in the new covenant:
•
•
•
•
•
•

to focus on the Spirit of God – that is our number one priority;
to become a worshipper in Spirit and in truth – that is our number one goal;
to have the mind of the Spirit – this is the number one discipline we must cultivate;
to walk by faith – this is the number one lifestyle decision we must make;
to wait on God – this is the number one service we must perform; and
to learn the obedience of faith – this is the number one activity we must be involved in.

If we develop these fundamentals in our faith in increasing measure, we cannot fail to be productive, to grow into maturity as
men and women of God. And, if we focus on these fundamental values of the Kingdom of God, we will minimise our
chance of being caught up in those side-issues that grieve God so much about the church as it has developed over the years –
the legalism and nomism that “have an appearance of wisdom … but lack any value …” (Col. 2:23). The reality is that the
priorities of the man and woman of God, filled with the Spirit and eager to please the Lord Jesus, are very straightforward –
but we, as a result of 2,000 years of man-made traditions, have substituted other experiences for the genuine grace of the
Spirit, and have thereby made it so needlessly complicated.
Today’s final passage sums it all up neatly: “Therefore, brothers, we have an obligation – but it is not to the flesh, to live
according to it” (v12). When we set up a legalistic or nomistic religious framework, we set ourselves up with a whole range
of obligations – for when rules and regulations reign, then we are obliged to keep these rules. The law-based religion is full
of obligations, all of which become traps to the unwary, luring us into pride (if we keep “the rules”) or guilt and depression
(if we don’t). But Paul calls these “the flesh” – the things of the natural world – and they should play no part in the life of
faith.
But what is the alternative? If we are truly to serve God, then we still have an obligation – but only one). That obligation is
to the Spirit – the one sent by God to fill us, to guide us, to transform us – rather than to the flesh. It is the work of the Spirit
to deal with our sin problems (v13); it is being led by the Spirit that makes us children of God (v14); it is the Spirit who
delivers us from fear, and gives us confidence before God (v15); and it is the Spirit that witnesses to us about our
relationship with God, and gives us the strength to face terrible calamities in this world, because we know through him that
our place in eternity is secure (vv16 – 17).
If you have learnt nothing else from these studies, realise this: you only have one obligation, and it is not to “keep the
rules”! No, your only obligation is to live beyond the rules, where the law of the Spirit of life reigns, and where there is
grace and power to meet every situation. Don’t rely on your own strength, but rely on God – that is why he saved you, and
that is how he wants you to live, until Jesus returns. Amen!

•

QUESTION TO PONDER: What false obligations do I need to release myself from?

•

FURTHER READINGS:

•

MEDITATION:

© Phil Stott

Lk 10:38 – 41; Jn 1:14 – 18; Heb. 13:1 – 21; Rev. 2:1 – 7.

“Only one thing is needed, and that will not be taken from me.” (Lk. 10:42).
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