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  “A sense of personal beauty comes,



    I believe, only in the generous, self-giving gaze,



    the noticing regard of another person.”


  ESTHER LIGHTCAP MEEK
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  FOR IRWYN L. E. INCE (1926–2009),



    from whom I received a sense



    of personal beauty before I knew what that was.



    I never had to look for eyes to affirm my beauty and dignity



    because his gaze always spoke a message of generosity,



    selfless giving, and love matched only by



    the actions that confirmed the message.
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    Timothy Keller


    

      Nearly fifty years ago I enrolled at Gordon-Conwell Seminary. A small group of us single students, all of whom lived on campus, ate in the cafeteria three times a day and became something of an informal theological dinner club. Several of my most life-shaping friendships emerged from this group. The most significant one, of course, was my friendship with Kathy, my future wife.


      But another was Elward Ellis, an African American student who went on to be a leader with InterVarsity Christian Fellowship and a Presbyterian minister. One day Kathy and I were with Elward and we said something about race that he corrected gently. We responded that we were indeed ignorant in this area and would be happy to listen to him. I remember that there was a twinkle in his eye when he said, “Really? Are you really asking me to be truthful with you about the subject of race? Will you be willing to be instructed by me?”


      We may have swallowed hard when we said yes because we wondered if we were going to be scolded. But that’s not what Elward did. Over the next couple of years, Elward simply paid us the compliment of speaking with candor. He laid out some basic ideas about race and race relations that we never forgot. I remember three particularly vividly.


      One was that white folks did not have to be personally bigoted toward individuals of another race in order to support social, educational, judicial, and economic systems and customs that automatically privileged whites over others. This is more often recognized now, but at the time it was a completely new idea to us. Like most Americans, we thought that every person’s condition was purely the result of their own choices, so that if you were poor it was mainly your fault. Elward showed us that this was simplistic to the point of being false.


      Another was that the Euro-white culture is nearly invisible to white Christians. “When you come to my church,” he said, “and you see how we worship and sing and preach, you think ‘that’s the black way.’ But when you look at your own church you just think ‘that’s the right way.’” He went on to explain that white Christians don’t realize how much of what they say and do in church is not from the Bible but rather is shaped by cultural factors. As Irwyn says in this book, these are cultural “preferences,” not biblical principles, but white Christians tend to absolutize them in our minds. By making our cultural preferences normative for everyone, we not-so-subtly invite white people to come to our churches while inviting non-white people to stay away.


      A third thing we learned was why white people are so unaware of these realities. Elward said, “We [non-whites] have to know the white culture in order to survive. When we come into your workplaces and retail spaces and organizations, we have to learn how you regard time and use space, how you understand relationships between the individual and the group, how you think and solve problems, and express emotion and handle failures and judge status. But for you to function well in your society, you don’t need to understand us or our culture and differences.” In short, nearly every racial minority in the US understands Euro-white culture pretty well, but we whites are far more ignorant of how the cultures of others operate.


      That means that in mixed race churches, the burden of relationship maintenance tends to fall disproportionately on racial minorities, even if they are well represented statistically. Elward once said to us, “You can pick up the topic of race for an evening discussion and then the rest of your week you don’t need to think about it. Race is an abstraction for you—something ‘out there’. For me—every time I look in the mirror I think of race. We have to think about it all the time, but when we get into a church with white brothers and sisters and want to talk about it as much as we need to, you all quickly get tired of it.”


      These things and others that Elward told us have helped us enormously to understand race and so much of what goes on in the church. We’d never heard anything like them, and it was decades before we began to see them in print. Today there are more places for white evangelicals to hear and consider them—and one of the best places is here in this book by Irwyn Ince.


      Irwyn lays a solid theological foundation for the idea that the multiracial church is God’s will. He begins by looking at the doctrine of the Trinity itself, then expounds the judgment at Babel, its reversal at Pentecost, the growth of the multiracial churches in the book of Acts, and the final destination—the church of “every tongue, tribe, people, and nation” in Revelation 7.


      In particular, he examines how our Christian identity gives the basis for multiethnic fellowship. Biblical scholar Larry Hurtado described how the uniquely “translocal and transethnic” identity of being “in Christ” created the first multiethnic religion in history, because Christian conversion relativizes our cultural and social identities without effacing them. Irwyn backs up this claim extensively and shows how both individual and group identity formation bear on the development of racially and culturally diverse Christian churches and ministries.


      After the doctrinal groundwork, Irwyn lucidly and candidly lays out so many of the dynamics of which Elward spoke to us long ago. He draws on recent scholarship to show how much racial exclusion is structural—rather than all due to personal, conscious racial animosity—and is therefore hidden from whites. He makes visible the cultural preferences and ethnic identities that feel so primordial and absolute.


      Finally, this book provides a host of practical ways for a church to live out Paul’s exhortation to a church of diverse ethnicities to “accept one another . . . just as Christ accepted you, in order to bring praise to God” (Romans 15:7 NIV). These include diversifying leadership so each ethnic group is truly co-owner and co-creator of the community. It means listening to one another about musical expressions in worship. It means leaders especially learning intercultural skills, and all the church’s members developing significant crossracial friendships. And that is just the start.


      I recognize in Irwyn’s book so much of the wisdom, honesty, and compassion—the speaking truth in love—that Kathy and I received through our first significant crossracial friendship. May this volume spark and inspire the forging of thousands of such relationships across our church and country. Few things are more needed.


       


      Timothy Keller


      Founding Pastor


      Redeemer Presbyterian Church, New York
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      I was an excited boy in the summer of 1978. Not only was I a few weeks away from my tenth birthday (double digits finally!), but my parents, grandparents, sister, and I were about to go to Disney World. Who wouldn’t have been excited? That trip was full of memorable moments—riding Space Mountain with my dad and sister, seeing all the Disney characters live and in color, and, of course, the Florida weather.


      The indelible mark that Orlando trip left on me was made in the hotel pool, not at the amusement park. My sister and I were playing with our inflatable float when another boy came over and asked to play with us. We were more than happy to have someone else join in on the fun. He wanted to try out my float. No problem. Our parents taught us to be willing to share our toys. He had a different kind of float than mine, so I asked him if I could play with his float. His response was, “No, because you’re colored.”


      Maybe this is surprising, but I had never heard the phrase “You’re colored” in my life.


      

        From that moment in the pool on, I became racially awake.


      


      We lived in Brooklyn, New York, part of the melting pot that was New York City. It’s not as though I didn’t recognize racial difference. A few of the adults at my school were Indian, including the principal who didn’t assimilate to Western culture in her manner of dress. Her clothing style remained the same as it would have been if she were living in India. I had a diverse group of friends in school and in my neighborhood. So, although I saw color, I never had a derogatory or pejorative personal encounter of difference.


      From that moment in the pool on, I became racially awake.


      I knew that what he said was wrong, but I didn’t know why he said it. I remember being sad at the situation rather than mad at the boy. When I told my mother about it later in the day, she said, “Someone taught him that. There’s nothing wrong with you.” When I returned to school and we reported on what we did over the summer, I told my teacher about the incident. My Indian-American teacher said, “Well he doesn’t know that he’s colored too. White is also a color.”


      You see, all of this—my interaction with the boy in the pool, my mother’s response, my teacher’s retort—speaks to the definitive reality that to live in the United States of America is to navigate through racial differences, racial divides, and racial hostilities. It has been, to use Ibram Kendi’s words, “Stamped from the beginning” of our nation’s history. At some point in your life, whether you are born and raised in America, or have immigrated here from another country, race and racism will meet you in relationships and institutions.


      

        RACIALLY AWAKE AND AWAKE IN CHRIST


        In my life, this reality worked itself out into a rejection of the Christian faith during my late teen years and an embrace of a Black nationalistic worldview during my college years. For a few years of my life, practically every thought and activity was in some way motivated by or centered on this worldview. I attended protest marches, led book studies at school, and helped to provide security for some of the leaders of the Afrocentric movement. My rejection of Christianity was active. It was the white man’s religion. So, I immersed myself in books to help shape an Afrocentric worldview: African Origins of Major Western Religions and Africa: Mother of Western Civilization, by Yosef A.A. ben-Jochannan.


        

          God is the one who writes our life’s story of faith in Jesus Christ.


        


        Dr. Molefi Asante put the idea of Afrocentricity forward in two books published in the late 1980s, The Afrocentric Idea and Afrocentricity. I agreed with Asante that Christianity, as well as Islam, was contradictory to “Diasporan Afrocentricity.” Christianity makes us submit to a strange God. So, even though the Black Church in America had historically been the “single most authoritative force” in the Black community, Christianity was not ideal for people of African descent.


        The ironic perspective of this position was the Black Church actually needed to eventually distance itself from Christianity. It needed to realize that it was “among our most authentic contact with the gods of our ancestors, not the strange God of Christianity.” And its authentic contact to African religious expression made the Black Church “the most logical institution for the beginning work of instructing the masses concerning African customs, habits, and styles.” The Black Church will then be an agent through which Afrocentricity will “rise on the sanctification and deification of our history as a way to save ourselves.”


        I was in lockstep with the Afrocentric movement’s views and never saw myself returning to an embrace of the Christian faith. However, in the good providence of God, I at least believed that the Black church had a role to play in the Afrocentric resurrection of African Americans. This made me willing to attend a Black church in Washington when my wife and I moved from Brooklyn and settled just outside of DC.


        As we began to attend church regularly and immerse ourselves in a weekly young adult Bible study, the Spirit of God chipped away at my heart of stone. God’s Word came alive to me. What I once rejected with hostility I now received with gladness.


        God is the one who writes our life’s story of faith in Jesus Christ. It is often the case that his Spirit uses this story to ignite a ministry passion in us. People who God delivers from addiction become passionate about seeing and helping others know that same deliverance. The ones he brings out of a life of sexual sin want to testify to others about God’s power to free them from the same. Those who know freedom in Christ from the idolatry of trying to make a great name for themselves delight in seeing others experience that freedom for themselves. What I am saying is that the Lord often uses our life story to create in us a divine dissatisfaction with the way things are.


      


      

      

        DIVINE DISSATISFACTION


        In the concluding words of his Southern Christian Leadership Convention address in 1967, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. exhorted his hearers with the challenge to depart with a divine dissatisfaction. That is, a God given dissatisfaction with the way things are when contrasted with how they ought to be according to God’s standard.


        God exposes his heart to us in his Word. He declares his purposes for his creation. Yet the effects of human sin permeate the cosmos. Things are not the way they ought to be. It is impossible to be a Christian and not have a divine dissatisfaction with particular ways in which the reality of sin impacts us, our neighbors, our institutions, and our world.


        A divine dissatisfaction involves me, but it starts with God. In God’s kingdom, what has the curse undone that he is committed to restore and make right? It would take too long for us to list what God has committed to restore from what sin’s curse has undone. Yet, there are certain points of dissonance that will strike the chords of our hearts because of our respective stories.


        For me, this dissonance is the overwhelming mono-ethnicity of most churches in the USA. The fracture, polarization, and ghettoization of humanity that began when Adam and Eve delighted in a created thing more than they delighted in God still presses in on the church today. The root of this ghettoization is fully displayed in the Tower of Babel account in Genesis 11 where disunity became the norm. This is so significant that we will spend a full chapter examining the fracture at Babel later in the book.


        The Lord has promised to renew all of creation. We will enter the time of no more—no more death, no more tears, no more pain—in his timing. And when we do, there will be no more polarization.


        My divine dissatisfaction is with the historic and contemporary complicity of the church in the racial and ethnic polarization of our congregations. My divine dissatisfaction is over our apparent contentment with this status quo.


        God graciously rejected my rejection of him. His love for me burst into my consciousness at an historic Black church in DC. Yet, my divine dissatisfaction also began there. As I read the Scriptures, I began to realize how much I had made my ethnic identity an idol. I began to see that, from the beginning, God stamped his commitment to reverse the ghettoization of humanity and make a kingdom from every tribe and language and people and nation. This multiethnic, crosscultural, diverse kingdom of people will one day reign on the earth (Revelation 5:9-10).


        In Ephesians 1:10, the apostle Paul helps us understand that God’s plan of salvation is much more magnificent than individual people confessing and repenting of their sins and believing in Jesus Christ. That is surely magnificent, but the glorious gospel is God’s plan to unite everything in Jesus Christ, both things in heaven and things on earth. Every rupture in the cosmos will be repaired. This is where we are headed—the reign and rule of Jesus Christ over everything and everyone. If the church is anything, it is a real-time, tangible expression of this future reality. Peter Leithart says it well:


        

          The good news is the good news of the unity of the human race. And the Church is a proleptic sign of that eschatological reality. It is a sign of the unity of the human race that will one day be perfectly achieved. It is also a sign of a cosmic unity that all things are summed up in Christ, and the Church is to be the visible communion of human beings that anticipates that ultimate union of all things in Christ. It is a living sign; a community where that unity is already experienced in some degree. . . . This, in some respects, is the whole point of redemptive history. That God is going to knit back the human race in his Son. When the Church fails to be that proleptic reality of the eschatological union of all things in Christ, then we are very deeply failing in the calling we’ve been given. (emphasis added)


        


        Years ago, one of my seminary professors gave us a description in class of the kingdom of God that made me pause. I needed to hear it again. “Would you repeat that?” I asked. He did. “To [Jesus] the kingdom exists there, where not merely God is supreme, for that is true at all times and under all circumstances, but where God supernaturally carries through his supremacy against all opposing powers and brings man to the willing recognition of the same.”


        Where God carries through his supremacy against the forces that oppose it and brings people to the willing recognition of that supremacy, we get a glimpse of God’s kingdom. In this regard, the church is a manifestation of his supernatural power and kingdom purposes. The church is a living sign of the union of all things in Christ because he supernaturally reconciles us to God and to one another by the power of his Spirit. Refusing to pursue this reconciliation is akin to resisting the heart of God. It means failing the calling we have been given as the people of God.


        Peter Leithart’s quote refers to the church as a whole, the universal church. However, we participate in the visible communion of the church through our membership in a local congregation. Thus, the ministry of reconciliation is primarily pursued and demonstrated in the context of a local church. My divine dissatisfaction, codified more positively as a core conviction, is this:


        The ministry of reconciliation demonstrated in the local church by the gathering of people from diverse backgrounds, cultures, and ethnicities is the natural outworking of a rich biblical commitment.


        I have just described what I call beautiful community.


      


      

      

        BEAUTIFUL COMMUNITY


        This book is about beauty more than anything else. Beauty that is created and recreated by God.


        Scripture is rich with illustrations of God’s attributes.


        

          The Lord is good.


          The Lord is love.


          The Lord is mighty.


          The Lord is peace.


          The Lord is a provider.


          The Lord is a healer.


          The Lord is merciful.


          The Lord is gracious.


          The Lord is kind.


          The Lord is a refuge.


          The Lord is great.


          The Lord is righteous.


          The Lord is just.


          The Lord is holy.


          The Lord is a banner.


          The Lord is a shield.


          The Lord is majestic.


          The Lord is a stronghold.


          The Lord is near.


          The Lord is a helper.


          The Lord is faithful.


          The Lord is all these things and more!


        


        I began each of those sentences with “The Lord is” instead of “God is” to emphasize a point. We know these attributes as people who have been supernaturally brought into a covenant relationship with him, as people who call him Lord. “We should think about God’s attributes as servants, within the covenant relationship,” writes John Frame. In other words, as Christians, our understanding of God and our experience of him is not a theoretical declaration that fails to touch the fabric of our lives. No. We come to know these things about him, because we belong to him. So, let me rephrase my core conviction with a subtle change.


        The ministry of reconciliation demonstrated in the local church by the gathering of people from diverse backgrounds, cultures, and ethnicities is the natural outworking of a rich covenantal theological commitment.


        As people of the covenant, we pursue beautiful community. We do it because our Lord is beautiful. The Lord’s beauty may not be the first attribute that comes to mind when we think of him, but I want to promote its place among the lavish list of attributes that delight our hearts. His beauty is instructive for how we think about what it means to be his people.


        Dutch Reformed theologian Herman Bavinck helps us when he says, “The pinnacle of beauty, the beauty toward which all creatures point, is God. He is supreme being, supreme truth, supreme goodness, and also the apex of unchanging beauty.”


        In the pages that follow, we will discover how God’s beauty is seen in his trinitarian life. He is the apex of unchanging beauty as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit in eternally existent, mutually glorifying, loving, honoring, and supporting diverse community. The Father, the Son, and the Spirit are distinct persons, yet they are one God. Bavinck again says, “The Trinity reveals God to us as the fullness of being, the true life, eternal beauty. In God, too, there is unity in diversity, diversity in unity.”


        When God declares in Genesis 1:26, “Let us make man in our image, after our likeness,” he is deciding to make us in his image not only as individuals. We are his image as a mutually loving, honoring, and supporting diverse community. We glorify him in this. And we are beautiful.


        The question is what will enable us to commit to the pursuit of beautiful community—unity in diversity—seeking the unity of the Spirit across lines of difference? What will enable us to actively resist the pernicious polarization that has been present in the church in America from the beginning? It will not be the fact that diversity is a hot topic in culture today. It will not be the pressure to appear viable or acceptable to the world. The pursuit is too hard. It is too perplexing and often too painful, if our commitment is not drenched in the beautiful truth that we are participating in the beautiful plan and purpose of our beautiful God.
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  Our Relational God


  

    

      Look down from heaven and see, from your holy and beautiful habitation.


      ISAIAH 63:15


    


  


  

    Shortly after joining All Saints Church, Joyce was asked to serve on a Mercy and Justice ministry board for the city. At first glance, it sounded like a good development. She was a new member, there was a ministry need at the church, and the leadership asked her to serve in a leadership position right away. But what began with positive intentions quickly became offensive to Joyce.


    She explained that being Black and growing up in a predominately white neighborhood enabled her to understand the dynamics of being a minority in a majority setting. Even still she initially felt unable to connect deeply with the non-Black members of All Saints Church. When she was asked to serve on the board, she said it made her feel the way she felt as a child—something she had never been able to articulate. She described this experience as making her feel as somewhat of a token.


    “I was immediately asked to be on the board. And some people might be like, ‘Oh, that’s really great.’ But they didn’t know me. They didn’t know my character. They don’t know who I am. They just know that I’m Black and I’m a female.” Joyce explained that the church’s leadership viewed her as a good fit to serve on the board because of her master’s level education. “I felt like I was chosen to participate in something that is really important for reasons that do not show you who I am as a person.”


    In other words, she felt as though she was valued more for the role she could play than for who she was as a human being. Joyce wanted to be known, not commodified. This is a shared human desire, wanting to be known. As Charles Taylor writes, “The very way we walk, move, gesture, speak is shaped from the earliest moments by our awareness that we appear before others, that we stand in public space, and that this space is potentially one of respect or contempt, of pride or shame.” We know that we appear before others and, therefore, we have an innate desire to be known by those before whom we appear in a way that communicates respect. And we need that respect to be on our terms, not solely on terms imposed upon us by others.


    This is the case with human relationships, but, amazingly, the God of all creation wants to be known as well. Consider our sinfulness, our imperfections, and the ways we hide those shortcomings from others. It ought to boggle our minds that the perfect and holy God who sees everything wants to be known by us. Not in a creaturely way, as though he would lack something if he remained unknown. Rather, he wants us to know him for our delight. Joyce realized that the leadership at All Saints required more than information about her—she’s Black, she’s a woman, she’s married, she has a master’s degree—to truly know her. So it is with God. To know God is not simply to possess facts about him. We know God as those who stand before him, as we submit to him. We are in fellowship with the living God as he teaches us about both himself and ourselves. Esther Lightcap Meek notes well that “it is not the knower who is in the driver’s seat, but rather the yet-to-be-discovered reality.” God is in the driver’s seat when it comes to making himself known to us.


    

      To know God is not simply to possess facts about him. We know God as those who stand before him, as we submit to him.


    


    What made Joyce feel like a token was the lack of relationship. It wasn’t a fact or information problem; it was an intimacy problem. In other words, knowing is covenantal. Knowing God as those who stand before him, who submit to him, and who are in fellowship with him is to say that we know him as our covenant Lord. For God to be in the driver’s seat means that he sets the conditions and standards of our relationship with him. Because he is in control, we don’t get to tokenize him. “Rather than taking him for granted, as we do with impersonal things and forces, we must always take his concerns into account, responding to him in repentance, love, thanksgiving, worship.” Of course, the problem is that we do not always take God’s concerns into account. We do not always respond to him in repentance, love, thanksgiving, and worship. We regularly take God for granted through unbelief and willful ignoring of his concerns.


    Joyce’s dilemma is actually an apt description of the human problem concerning God. The heart of humanity’s problem is the one described in Genesis 3—a loss of intimate relationship with God and one another. In the Garden of Eden, nothing hindered our vertical or horizontal relationships. Indeed, the last verse of Genesis 2 is a portrait of intimacy: “And the man and his wife were both naked and were not ashamed” (2:25). Everything was exposed to everyone. Every aspect of the relationship between God and humanity shone in the light. And it was beautiful. Try to grasp the magnitude of the moment when sin entered the picture. Humanity’s first impulse was to hide from the presence of the Lord God (Genesis 3:8). Biblical scholars have rightly pointed out that the death sin brought into the world was threefold. It was physical; we became subject to decay. It was judicial; we lost our innocence and became guilty before God. And it was spiritual; we lost intimacy and fellowship with God. We have been trying to hide ever since. But God was not and is not content to let us continue deceiving ourselves into thinking that our efforts at camouflage actually work. A central facet of the Bible is God’s desire and commitment for us to know him as Lord.


    

      A FELLOWSHIP OF KNOWING


      In Isaiah 63:15 the prophet requests that the Lord look down from his holy and beautiful habitation and see his people’s condition. He confesses, “You are our Father,” while lamenting, “Abraham does not know us, and Israel does not acknowledge us” (v. 16). The people have strayed far from the faith of their fathers, so much so that their fathers would neither recognize nor acknowledge them. Yet Isaiah’s plea relies not on being acknowledged by their fathers, but on the fact that he knows God as Father. You see, God has disclosed himself and this is a gift. It has always been a gift and as fallen creatures, our knowing God is a gift of his grace.


      God’s dwelling, heaven, is envisioned as a holy and beautiful habitation. The imagery of a beautiful or glorious habitation indicates knowing God as Lord requires a covenant relationship with him. Who are those who know that God’s dwelling place is a holy and beautiful house? Those whom God has graciously brought out of darkness and into his marvelous light that they might see his beauty. Alec Motyer describes this verse as being addressed to the Lord in the fulness of his divine nature: “The prayer is addressed to the Lord in the fulness of the divine nature, his transcendence (heaven), dignity (‘house’), ‘holiness’ and beautiful or winsome glory.”


      God’s divine nature connects intimately to real life. What is your vision of God? Do you envision radiance, glory, and beauty? God brings us into relationship with him so that we will know him as our glorious Lord who dwells in beauty. We do not have time for a thorough biblical exploration of that wonderful truth in this work, but we will take a brief look at a few key texts to help us see it, beginning with God’s famous address to the people of Israel.


      Signed, Sealed, Delivered. “And God spoke all these words, saying, ‘I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery. You shall have no other gods before me’” (Exodus 20:1-3).


      These words form the preamble to the constitution of the newly formed nation of Israel and the first of the Ten Commandments. It is basically saying to them “Signed, sealed, delivered, you’re mine.” This is so that their life in response to God will be “Signed, sealed, delivered, we’re yours.”


      In the preamble God identifies himself by name: Yahweh, the Lord. He had previously identified himself by name to Moses back in Exodus 3:14 at the burning bush. Now he directly reveals himself by name in the hearing of the people. However, what we ought to find striking about this self-identification is how personal it is. He does not simply say, “I am the Lord God.” He declares, “I am the Lord, your God.” The assembly of people gathered at Mount Sinai have something the other nations do not have. God identifies himself with his people. If any of us is able to say to God, “Signed, sealed, delivered, I’m yours,” it is only because God has said it of us first. Professor and theologian John Frame remarks, “This expression in effect makes Israel part of God’s own name. Yahweh is ‘Yahweh thy God,’ Yahweh the God of Israel. How remarkable it is that the Lord of glory so profoundly identifies himself with his sinful people!”


      Who has earned the right for God to speak to them with such a term of relational intimacy? The answer is no one. What is more, no one is able to claim this relational intimacy with God apart from God declaring it. In other words, there’s a difference between knowing that there is a God and knowing God. Knowing God always includes loving fellowship initiated by him toward us. It is sheer grace. There is a day coming when the whole earth will be full of this kind of knowledge of the Lord (Isaiah 11:9; Habakkuk 2:14).


      

        In other words, there’s a difference between knowing that there is a God and knowing God. Knowing God always includes loving fellowship initiated by him toward us. It is sheer grace.


      


      Knowing the Lord. Our second passage picks up the promise of loving, intimate fellowship with God and moves it further along.


      

        Behold, the days are coming, declares the LORD, when I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel and the house of Judah, not like the covenant that I made with their fathers on the day when I took them by the hand to bring them out of the land of Egypt, my covenant that they broke, though I was their husband, declares the LORD. For this is the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel after those days, declares the LORD: I will put my law within them, and I will write it on their hearts. And I will be their God, and they shall be my people. And no longer shall each one teach his neighbor and each his brother, saying, ‘Know the LORD,’ for they shall all know me, from the least of them to the greatest, declares the LORD. For I will forgive their iniquity, and I will remember their sin no more. (Jeremiah 31:31-34)


      


      In Joshua 24 we find Joshua leading the people of Israel in a covenant renewal ceremony. The Lord had fulfilled his promise to deliver them from slavery in Egypt and bring them into a land flowing with milk and honey. Of all the good things that the Lord promised, not one of them had failed (Joshua 23:14). As we saw in the preamble to the Ten Commandments, the Lord’s usual pattern is to demonstrate his love for us through his saving power then call his people to obedience. Now that the people have arrived in the Promised Land, their covenant relationship is renewed. After laying out all that the Lord had done for them, Joshua clearly states the issue: “Choose this day whom you will serve. If it is the gods who your fathers served at the edge of the river, or if it is the gods of the Amorites whose land you are dwelling in. But as for me and my house, we will serve the Lord” (Joshua 24:15, my translation). The people respond emphatically. “Far be it from us that we should abandon the Lord to serve other gods . . . We also, we will serve the Lord, for he is our God” (24:16, 18b, my translation). Joshua then tells them about the problem with their affirmation. “You will not be able to serve the Lord because he is a holy God. He is a jealous God. He will not forgive your transgressions and your sins. For you will forsake the Lord and you will serve gods of foreigners. And he will turn, and he will treat you badly, and he will consume you. After that he will do good to you” (24:19-20, author’s translation).


      Joshua’s prediction came to pass. The people turned out to be covenant breakers instead of covenant keepers. By the time we reach Jeremiah’s day, the consequences of the peoples’ rejection of their Lord had begun coming to fruition. This rips at Jeremiah’s heart, bringing him to tears (Jeremiah 9:1-3). He is the prophet appointed by the Lord to usher the nation of Judah into exile. The Lord sent him to root up, tear down, destroy, and devastate. Then, to build and plant (1:10).


      Jeremiah 31:31-40 is at the heart of the Lord’s plan to build and to plant. It is the promise of a new covenant, a better one (Hebrews 8:6). Of course, the problem with the old covenant lay not with the Lord, but with the people (Hebrews 8:8-12). Their leaders did not know the Lord (Jeremiah 2:8). Since loving fellowship with God, or lack thereof, has ethical implications for how we live, Jeremiah characterizes the nation’s lack of knowing God by their greed for unjust gain (6:13). There is an intimate connection between their behavior and their knowledge of God, specifically as it relates to their violating the Ten Commandments. Jeremiah stands at the entrance to the temple and asks, “Will you steal, murder, commit adultery, swear falsely, make offerings to Baal, and go after other gods that you have not known, and then come and stand before me in this house, which is called by my name, and say, ‘We are delivered!’—only to go on doing all these abominations?” (Jeremiah 7:9-10). The list of accusations directly names the first, second, sixth, seventh, eighth, and ninth commandments. Note that violating the first commandment, “You shall have no other gods before me,” happened when they chased after other gods they have not known. They rejected the God that they knew by seeking to know other gods in the same way.
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