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THIS IS WHAT GOD IS LIKE

he most important spiritual need in our
I world today is for the image of God most
people believe is true and authentic to be
healed and transformed—so that they know who
God really is, and who he is not.

When people start looking for God, they begin
their search with a doctrine, a creed or a dogma, a
logical set of facts leading to an academic or
cerebral decision. But the New Testament speaks of
our “belief” in God, and belief has much to do with
trust, reliance and assurance. Belief in God has
more to do with the heart than it does the head.
Belief is a conviction that God loves you, and thus
you trust him, and you are assured that he will take
care of you.

Like any love affair, belief in God is more about
the heart than it is the head. More than anything
else our biggest spiritual need is for an unblemished
vision of God—who he is and who he is not.

Many people today are depressed and
discouraged—they see little cause for hope—many
would say that they have no faith, nor do they
believe in God. And big business religion—the
institutions of religion—is in large part to blame for
this sad state of affairs.

When it comes to an image of God, Christless
religion has persuaded the world at large of an
angry God of wrath, a monster God who penalizes
people in this life and sees to it that those who are
really bad spend eternity being consciously
tormented in hell. The god of religion is the god of
payback. The New Testament however is clear—
that’s not who God is. The predominant expression
and illustration of the love of God is the Cross of
Jesus Christ. The Cross is the once and for all
epitome of God’s love, compassion and care for you
and me.

‘__

Christless religion would have us believe that the
symbol or image we should think of when we
think of God is a torture rack, hot coals and screams
... but the image that we still use, thank God, is the
Cross, isn't it?

But the Cross itself is the object of great
distortion. Many see God as a God of wrath and
anger and payback because they believe the Cross
of Christ is when Father God took out all his
displeasure on God the Son, torturing and killing
him, so he wouldn’t have to torture and kill you
and me. The belief that undergirds and provides the
foundation for all religion is that god, or in some
religious belief systems, the gods—ensure that all
humans get what they deserve.

KARMA—WHAT GOES AROUND COMES AROUND

Karma is an Eastern word borrowed from Buddhism
and Hinduism for this flawed assumption that God
ensures that humans get what they deserve—but the
assumption is not reserved for those religions.

All Christless religion (including much of
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The God of religion is the God of payback.

CWRm

-



Christendom) is based on the idea
that “what goes around, comes
around.”

Karma is the fatalistic notion
that all that we experience is a
matter of reaping what we sowed,
and that is the primary avenue of
thought through which beliefs of
God are channeled, whether
Islam or Christendom, Judaism,
Hinduism or Buddhism.

Karma is the belief that if you
do good things then God will
ensure you will experience
positive consequences—and if you
hurt others and cause pain to
them, then God will see to it that
the same hurt and pain will come
back and bite you in your
posterior at some later point in
your life.

Perhaps you have seen the
cartoon of the hungry person
walking into a diner hoping for a
good meal, only to be greeted by
a sign: “Welcome to the Karma
Café. There are no menus. You will
get served what you deserve.”

So would you prefer to go to
the Karma Café where you will be
served what you deserve, or
would you prefer to accept the
invitation of Jesus to commune
with him, at his table—where you
most definitely do not receive
what you deserve? The God of the
New Testament, fully revealed to
us in Jesus, God in the flesh says,
in effect, “Trust me. Believe me. ]
am not who religion says I am. I
am asking you to dine with me,
but it will not be at the Karma
Cafe.”

Will it be the Karma Café or the
Lord’s Tuble? When Jesus invites
us “over,” if we ask, “Can I bring
anything?” his response, as our
gracious host, is “No, just bring
yourself. I will provide the rest.”
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When we arrive at Jesus’
banquet, he doesn’t demand that
we recite terms, phrases or creeds
or formulaic passwords or
religious recipes as if they contain
a magical or transcendental
spiritual significance allowing us
to gain entrance and buy a seat at
his table.

The Lord’s Tableis not a spiritual
potluck meal where we bring
whatever spiritual food we like to
eat and drink. Nor is it a spiritual
meal where we are asked or
invited to help pay the bill. This
meal is provided by the love and
grace of God.

are several terms used for enacting
this spiritual meal, which is of
course symbolic without any
dependence on its literal
definition or elements involved. It
is called communion, mass, the
Eucharist or the Lord’s Supper.
Though the way in which this
spiritual meal is celebrated varies
in many ways, the common
denominator remains the same—
it is all about Jesus.

The essence of communion is a
symbolic spiritual meal.
Communion refers to uniting,
being in union with Jesus and
with one another—communion

Communion is an act of commun-ity.

o
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This meal is at the Lord’s
house—we are seated at his table—
he is our host—he feeds us with
the spiritual nourishment he
prepares, which is, of course,
himself—he is our entrée, our
Bread of life. And again, make no
mistake—]Jesus picks up the tab
for this meal. We are incapable of
making any contribution to this
meal. We can only receive it with
gratitude. God is as far from
karma as one can get—God is all
about love and grace.

Throughout Christianity, there
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commemorates the meal Jesus
had with his disciples on the eve
of his crucifixion and is therefore
a meal of thanksgiving for the life
he gave for us and the incredible
love that motivated his
willingness to go to his cross and
the significance behind his cross.
Communion is an act of
commun-ity—it’s a reference to
what Christ-followers have in
common with each other and
with God. Again, the primary
emphasis of communion is not
the physical setting—whether any



other people are literally present,
what specific physical items
might be used as symbols—the
issue is our unity in and with
Jesus Christ, and others in whom
he lives and who live in him.

Thus, receiving our daily bread
from Jesus is a matter of following
Jesus into his grand banquet hall,
as he leads us to our place at his
table. And again, for the record—
we don't deserve a seat nor can we
pay for the meal that follows. We
can’t even pick up the tip.

This meal is not about what we
deserve or what we have earned.

THIS IS GOD...

In his book The Crucified God,
Jurgen Moltmann directs his
readers’ attention to the Cross of
Christ and he says, of the Cross,
“This is God and God is like this.”

If we want to know who God is
and what he is like, look at the
Cross of Christ and consider the
meaning and implications of the
Cross. God is cruciform—his love
and grace are best understood and
perceived through the Cross of
Christ, God in the flesh.

This is God and God is like this:

The Cross is the symbol of
God’s unending love, when Jesus,
who healed and restored people,
who never did anything to cause
pain or hurt to anyone, took all of
the evil, all of the hatred and
animosity that humans have and
accepted it all, effectively
demonstrating that love will
always win over hatred and
violence.

Who is God exactly? This is God
and God is like this:

On his cross, Jesus once and for
all demonstrated that peace, love
and grace are stronger than
hatred, violence and anger—and

on his Cross he provided the
absolute proof that the eternal
reality that will win, in the end, is
God’s love and grace.

Who is God exactly? This is God
and God is like this:

God is not forever engaged in
making sure that you and I get
what’s coming to us. God is not
consumed with making sure we
pay all the penalties we deserve—
his primary motive is love—his
primary care for you and me is his
relentless and never-ending love
that he will pursue us with so
that we might choose his love
over the hatred and pain of our
world.

Who is God exactly? This is God
and God is like this:

The Cross of Christ is not an act
of God that balances the books—
the Cross of Christ is about
forgiveness, not payback. The

Cross of Christ is grace, mercy and
love—the Cross of Christ is nota
penalty Jesus paid because God
demanded obedience to his laws.

The Cross of Christ is, above all,
the love of God fully expressed
and made available, at the cost of
the death of Jesus, God in the
flesh.

The Cross of Christ is, above all,
when Jesus was lifted up above all,
so that the love of God could be
seen and known as the highest
and deepest expression of God.

If God operates according to
karma—if God insists that we
receive what we deserve—if God
wants our life to consist of every

When God becomes man in Jesus
of Nazareth... God does not
become a religion, so that man
participates in him by
corresponding religious thoughts
and feelings. God does not become
a law so that man participates in
him by obedience to a law. God
does not become an idee

communion

—Jurgen Moltmann, The Crucified God

action we take to be countered by
an equivalent action that our
action deserves—if God operates
exclusively by the law of cause
and effect—by karma, then you
and I are in a world of hurt.
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But by and through grace, and because of God’s
love, expressed in Jesus, the gospel proclaims that we
do not get what we deserve, but instead, by God’s
grace, he showers us with his goodness and his love.

The gospel says that God will always forgive us, no
matter how many times we ask him for his
forgiveness. This is why, on the Cross, when Jesus
prayed, “Father forgive them..,” we hear the answer,

A Father’s Gift

by Ed Dunn

[ was a small boy. My father

kept it on the top left side of
his dresser in his and mom’s
bedroom. At the time, I was all of
seven years old. I loved to wear it
around the house, as often as my
tather would let me. I can still
remember how my wrist was so
small that it barely stayed clasped
and in place above my hand.

The item from my father’s
dresser was a bright and shiny
silver tennis bracelet. Dad’s tennis
bracelet had a small silver plate in
the middle of the chain that
wrapped around his wrist. On the
top-side of that plate, Dad’s name
had been engraved in tiny cursive
letters on its face. On the under-
side of the plate, the engraving
displayed the day and month of
his birth, followed by a year. The
bright and shiny silver tennis
bracelet had been given to my
tfather on the day of his
seventeenth birthday.

As a child, I loved my father’s
tennis bracelet for many reasons:

Ifirst remember seeing it when
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first and foremost,
I share my father’s
name, as I'm a
“Junior” to his
“Senior.”

I loved how
bright and shiny it |
looked on my |
undersized wrist, and that he’d
received the bracelet as a birthday
gift so many years before. Lastly,
the tennis bracelet just looked
cool to me. I loved wearing such
an “adult” piece of finery
wherever and whenever I could.

Not long ago, I had the
opportunity to visit my parents
after a long time apart due to the
recent pandemic. It was during
this visit that my mother
presented me with my great-
grandmother Grace’s engagement
ring. That generous event on the
part of my mother, and her
continued desire to give things
away, got us talking about family
heirlooms again one morning
after breakfast. Given the context
of the conversation, I asked a

“It is accomplished!” (John 19:30). The gospel says that
God’s love never ends—the gospel says that the bank
of heaven overflows with grace—there is no end of
God’s favor for you and for me. Let our focus be on
the Cross of Christ, and as we look on Jesus the gospel
tells us, “This is God and God is like this.” O

Greg Albrecht serves as president and pastor of Plain
Truth Ministries.

question of my father, somewhat
sheepishly, that went something
like this:

“So... Dad, do you happen to
remember that old tennis bracelet
you used to keep on top of your
bedroom dresser all those years ago...
you know, the one with your name
engraved on it?”

My father thought for a
moment. “Yes, I do. I haven’t looked
at that for years,” he replied.

“Well... given the topic Mom has
just initiated, if there’s ever a time...
down the road... when you might
like to give that bracelet away, I'd be
more than honored to wear it. The
bracelet kinda has my name on it
already, and I'd wear it with pride.”

As I finished my question, Dad
stood up and disappeared into the



“Every good and perfect
gift is from above, coming
down from the Father of
the heavenly lights, who
does not change like
shifting shadows.”

—James 1:17

bedroom. [ sat there a little
awkwardly waiting to see what
would happen next.

Moments later, my father
emerged from the bedroom and
walked around the living room
and into the kitchen. A few more
moments after that, Dad walked
back into the living room and
handed the tennis bracelet to me.
“Here, it’s yours,” he said simply
with a smile. Dad had taken a few
moments in the kitchen to polish
the tennis bracelet before handing
it to me.

EVERY GOOD & PERFECT GIFT

I love the imagery in the book of
James:

“Every good and perfect gift is
from above, coming down from
the Father of the heavenly lights,
who does not change like
shifting shadows” (James 1:17).

As a gift, my father’s tennis
bracelet is one of my most
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cherished possessions. I wear it
with pride every day. To
receive such a gift right then
and there was a complete
surprise. I'll never forget that
Dad took the time to polish it
before he gave it to me.

Our heavenly Father has
given us so many good and
perfect gifts—gifts that truly
take our breath away and
touch us deeply. Our heavenly
Father has given us the gift of
Christ in us; the gift of his
indwelling and transforming
power in our lives. Our
heavenly Father has given us
the gift of community, and
communion with him, that
we share as Christ-followers
with each other and with the
world around us. These gifts
are gifts that we could never
earn. By his grace, our
heavenly Father has given
these gifts to us freely.

The clarity of the engraving
on Dad’s gift has faded ever-so-
slightly over the years. The
cursive letters and numbers
are not quite as bright as they
were when [ was seven years
old. That said, I can still make
out his name on the top plate
and the date of his
seventeenth birthday on the
underside. By contrast, our
Father’s gifts—all spiritual,
eternal and cherished—never
tade. Our Father’s gifts are of
incalculable value and
continue on with us forever.
Thanks to our Father, we have
a new life—life in Christ Jesus
and his life in us.Q

Ed Dunn is associate editor
of CWRm and Plain Truth
magazine.
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BRAD JERSAK

oes God have enemies? To me, this is a
D fascinating question, a query that I have

had to ponder both theologically and
personally.

To answer the question biblically, I'm drawn
immediately to two important texts. First, directly
from the lips of Jesus Christ concerning the
hostility his disciples were sure to face by
associating with him:

Matthew 5:44 - “Love your enemies.”

And the next text was penned by the apostle Paul
with reference to our former hostility toward God:

Romans 5:10 - “For while we were enemies, we
were reconciled to him through the death of his
Son...”

Both these verses show us that enmity—the
disposition of being an enemy, in opposition, or
hostile toward—can sometimes be one-sided.

So often, we dismiss human hatred, injustice and
oppression with a curious and transparent objection
that I call both-sides-ism. If one side is guilty, we're all
too quick to object, “Well it takes two to tango,” or
“OK, there was an
injustice here, but what
about that time when...”

Even in the case of
domestic violence,
blaming the victim
happens all too often and
for some reason, religious authorities are frequently
the culprits pointing the finger.

Jesus and Paul, on the other hand, propose that
hatred and enmity can be one-sided. While God’s
enemies (or ours) are those who have chosen to
hate, mistreat, or even Kill God’s Son (or God’s
children), God refuses to be their enemy. And then
Christ calls us to follow his example. Refuse enmity!

While someone may take the role of enemy
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“For while we were enemies, we
were reconciled to him through the
death of his Son...” Romans 5:10

PASTORAL PERSPECTIVE

Does God Have Enemies?

toward God or toward us—hostile opponents who
seek to do harm—God responds with self-giving,
radically forgiving love. We see this revealed most
clearly on the Cross of Christ. And it is this cross—to
love, pray for and bless our enemies—that Christ calls
us to take up ourselves. This is what Jesus means
when he says, “follow me.”

This is perhaps the best way to harmonize Jesus’
words, “Do not resist evil” (Matthew 5:39) with
Paul’s exhortation, “Do not be overcome by evil,
but overcome evil with good.” It's not that we sit by
and do nothing in the face of evil. Rather, Christ
does call us to action but he rejects vengeance for
himself and forbids it for his disciples.

But then how do we eradicate evil? Evil is
overcome by love and forgiveness, even if that
means martyrdom (as it has for so many). But
doesn’t that mean evil wins? Not if Easter morning
has something to say about it! Evil does not win,
death does not win—because they do not speak the
final word. Love wins, Life wins, Light wins. Three
beautiful L—names for Christ and for Christ-in-us.

So while others may purpose to be enemies of
God, God does not return
their animosity. God is the
enemy of no one. God is the
Redeemer, Saviour and
Deliverer of all. As my friend
Kenneth Tanner likes to say,
with the self-offering of
Jesus, not one more human needs to die for our
world to be made right.

That said, there is a non-human enemy toward
which Christ has directed his hostility and enmity.
His ‘last enemy’ and ours is death itself:

1 Corinthians 15:26 — “The last enemy that shall
be destroyed is death.” And that enemy is put to
death by Life himself.Q

Brad Jersak an editor and art director for CWRm.
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