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  Introduction


  Think, Love, Do: In Gospel Perspective


  DAVID MATHIS


  The gospel has instincts. Part and parcel of the central Christian message is an impulse toward purity and an impulse toward unity. The purity instinct resists the compromise of the message, while the unity instinct is eager to link arms with others also celebrating the biblical gospel.


  The reason purity and unity are, in this way, “built into” the gospel is that the God of the gospel is himself both a purifier and a unifier. No one cares more for the purity of the gospel—that his central message to humanity not be altered or tainted—than God himself. And, mark this, no one cares more for the unity of his church around her Savior, his own Son, than God himself. God is the great purifier and unifier.


  So likewise, his gospel—which not only saves and sanctifies but is the richest, deepest, and fullest revelation of who God is—has both a purity impulse and a unity impulse “pre-packaged” into it, as it were. It’s quite simple on paper and gets terribly messy in real life.


  How We Mess It Up


  For those of us living this side of the fall as well as this side of heaven—sinners all but one—our purity and unity antennae inevitably function improperly. Some of us have lost the purity impulse altogether. We are happy to say things easy to hear and hard to misinterpret, but none of the tough stuff. We are eager to bring people together—the more the merrier—but we have lost spine enough to speak the difficult, potentially relationship-threatening truths like our Savior does.


  On the other hand, many of us—perhaps an inordinate number in the Reformed-evangelical community of which I am a part—have repressed the unity impulse. We can spot a supposed theological error from a mile away, and we have no trouble spinning out immediate shaming (and sassy) responses and calculated separations. Anyone different from us, in just about any way, could be a candidate for a verbal beat-down, or at least a relational snub. We have lost the heart to love like our Savior does.


  And a third type creeps in among us reckless sinners: those of us inconsistent enough to swing back and forth between both mistakes, sometimes purifying with no concern for gospel unity, other times uniting without a care for gospel purity. We speak the truth without loving on Monday and love without speaking the truth on Tuesday—all the while falling short of Paul’s simple but nearly impossible challenge for “speaking the truth in love” (Eph. 4:15).


  The Good and Bad of “Unifiers and Purifiers”1



  The purifiers among us may thrive on “watch[ing] out for those who cause divisions and create obstacles contrary to the doctrine that you have been taught”—and then excel at Paul’s next charge, “avoid them” (Rom. 16:17), but only after really dishing it out in person, or even better, behind the fortress of electronic communication. We might be eager to identify “a person who stirs up division” and may be even more eager to “have nothing more to do with him” (Titus 3:10). Some all-or-nothing purifiers are so focused on sniffing out the errors of other Christians that they don’t seem to pause long enough to consider whether they themselves are the ones causing the very divisions Paul is warning against. There is a beauty in the purity instinct, the beauty of preserving the gospel, but for us sinners a cluster of dangers can accompany it—arrogance, hatred, meanness, malice, slander.


  The unifiers, on the other hand, glory in “how good and pleasant it is when brothers dwell in unity!” (Ps. 133:1) and remind us that Jesus prayed in John 17 that we “may become perfectly one, so that the world may know” (v. 23). The unifiers are eager to say with Paul, “May the God of endurance and encouragement grant you to live in such harmony with one another, in accord with Christ Jesus, that together you may with one voice glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ” (Rom. 15:5–6). It’s the oneness texts that float the unifying boat—especially Ephesians 4:


  [Be] eager to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace. There is one body and one Spirit—just as you were called to the one hope that belongs to your call—one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all. . . .


       And he gave the apostles, the prophets, the evangelists, the shepherds and teachers, to equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ, until we all attain to the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to mature manhood, to the measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ, so that we may no longer be children, tossed to and fro by the waves and carried about by every wind of doctrine, by human cunning, by craftiness in deceitful schemes. Rather, speaking the truth in love, we are to grow up in every way into him who is the head, into Christ, from whom the whole body, joined and held together by every joint with which it is equipped, when each part is working properly, makes the body grow so that it builds itself up in love. (vv. 3–6, 11–16)


  Is there ever beauty in Christian unity! And yet the cluster of dangers, due to our sin, that can attach to it include cowardice, practical-philosophical apathy, and doctrinal indifference.


  Challenged in the Context of Community


  One reality that helps us check our frequent blind spots and misjudgments is Christian community. God rarely leaves us without a communal context in which some biblical purity and unity are simultaneously functioning in small measure (or we wouldn’t have a community), hopefully guiding us in such decisions. Those of us with an acute bent for purity need to hear often from the unifiers, and those of us typically leaning toward unity need the regular perspective of the purifiers.


  As our finitude conspires with our sin, none of us sees any piece of reality from every perspective (as God does), and what we do see, we frequently misappropriate. So we benefit incalculably to know well the perspectives of others and run them through our developing grid of Bible-informed and Spirit-indwelt thinking, loving, and doing.


  Profiting from Multiple Perspectives


  John Frame and Vern Poythress (to whom this book is dedicated) have been as helpful as any in leading Christians (particularly Reformed evangelicals) to understand our need for viewing reality from multiple perspectives. Frame writes:


  Because we are not God, because we are finite, not infinite, we cannot know everything at a glance, and therefore our knowledge is limited to one perspective or another.


       God knows absolutely everything, because he planned everything, made everything, and determines what happens in the world he made. So we describe him as omniscient. One interesting implication of God’s omniscience is that he not only knows all the facts about himself and the world; he also knows how everything appears from every possible perspective. . . . God’s knowledge, then, is not only omniscient, but omniperspectival. He knows from his own infinite perspective; but that infinite perspective includes a knowledge of all created perspectives, possible and actual.


      But we are different. We are finite, and our knowledge is finite. I can only know the world from the limited perspective of my own body and mind. The effects of this finitude, and even more of sin, should caution us against cocksureness in our claims to knowledge. I am not saying that we should doubt everything. Certainly my limited perspective gives me no excuse to doubt that I have five fingers, or that 2+2 = 4, or that God exists. Our finitude does not imply that all our knowledge is erroneous, or that certainty is impossible. But we do, in most situations, need to guard against mistakes.


      One way to increase our knowledge and our level of certainty is by supplementing our own perspectives with those of others. When our own resources fail us, we can consult friends, authorities, books, etc. We can travel to other places, visit people of other cultures. Even to get a good understanding of a tree, we need to walk around it, look at it from many angles.2


  The unifiers need the purifiers, and vice versa. And not unrelated is the thinking-loving-doing triad we are developing in this book. As Scripture makes plain, the Christian life is a multidimensional reality. The life-of-the-mind perspective alone won’t capture the full biblical texture. The Christian life is more than mere intellect. And the angle of feeling—the life of the heart—won’t do justice by itself to the full biblical witness. It’s more than simply passion. And doing isn’t the alone biblical perspective on the Christian life. More is happening than mere deeds. Rather, holistic Christian existence is irreducibly thinking, loving, and doing—mind, heart, and hands.


  The Importance of Thinking


  Healthy Christianity clearly appreciates the life of the mind. Love God “with all your mind,” says Jesus (Matt. 22:37). “Think over what I say,” Paul tells Timothy, and us with him (2 Tim. 2:7). When Proverbs instructs us to “seek it like silver,” the referent is insight, understanding, and the knowledge of God (Prov. 2:3–5).3 It is a tragedy that in many Christian circles, the life of the mind is not prized, and it is even diminished. Anti-intellectualism in the church (of all places!) is a calamity given that Christians this side of heaven are people of a Book, and thus irreducibly thinkers in some sense.


  Jewish author and talk-show host Dennis Prager observes:


  One thing I noticed about evangelicals is that they do not read. They do not read the Bible, they do not read the great Christian thinkers, they have never heard of Aquinas. If they are Presbyterian, they’ve never read the founders of Presbyterianism. I do not understand that. As a Jew, that’s confusing to me. The commandment of study is so deep in Judaism that we immerse ourselves in study. God gave us a brain; aren’t we to use it in His service? When I walk into an Evangelical Christian’s home and see a total of 30 books, most of them best sellers, I do not understand. I have bookcases of Christian books, and I am a Jew. Why do I have more Christian books than 98 percent of the Christians in America? That is so bizarre to me.4


  This hits close to home. Honestly, such an evangelical allergy to books, and its accompanying subtle form of anti-intellectualism, characterized what I would have called “my Christian walk” in high school. I hated reading. Today at my parents’ home in Spartanburg, South Carolina, in my old room (now the guestroom) lies a thick stack of CliffsNotes that reminds me how I cut corners to make it through high school reading assignments. At the time, I would not have verbalized any formal anti-intellectual opinions, but my disdain for reading was eroding the foundation of my present and future thinking. Though many tremendous gospel seeds were sewn in those years, it now seems that it was my freshman year in college when God really turned on the lights of new birth, and with it came a voracious appetite for reading—and in its wake, a more engaged life of the mind.5


  The Limits of Thinking


  So thinking (and its companion, reading, especially God’s Book) is essential to normal, healthy Christianity. But growth in knowledge is only one aspect of our sanctification, not the whole. Here again it helps to recognize that reality is multidimensional. An important facet of Christian growth, no doubt, comes in the realm of the mind. But sanctification happens in its fullest in everyday life, not merely through hearing lectures in classrooms and reading books at desks.6 What of the heart?


  The Importance and Limits of Feeling 


  Christianity is also plainly about feeling. The heart is central. Our faith is irreducibly emotional. “You shall love the Lord your God  with all your heart,” Jesus says (Matt. 22:37). God cares immensely about our hearts—and about being the one who captures them. Some of his first diagnoses of humanity’s post-fall condition is that “every intention of the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually” (Gen. 6:5) and “the intention of man’s heart is evil from his youth” (Gen. 8:21). Sinners have not only the obstacle of “the futility of their minds . . . [being] darkened in their understanding, alienated from the life of God because of the ignorance that is in them,” but more deeply, Paul writes, humanity’s flawed thinking is “due to their hardness of heart” (Eph. 4:17–18).


  And so God’s redeeming inclinations include his desire to have his people “search after him with all your heart” (Deut. 4:29) and “serve the LORD your God with joyfulness and gladness of heart” (Deut. 28:47). Proverbs tells us, “Keep your heart with all vigilance, for from it flow the springs of life” (Prov. 4:23). Paul says he wants the Roman believers (and us) to “become obedient from the heart” (Rom. 6:17). God does not circumvent the heart in producing true gospel obedience and advance.


  Yet there is more to sanctification than mere feeling, central as the affections are. Paul is pained when he sees in his Jewish kinsmen “a zeal for God, but not according to knowledge” (Rom. 10:2). And the “thinking texts” mentioned above conspire with a litany of others to teach us that growth in godliness is more than just feeling. And what of the significance of doing?


  The Importance and Limits of Doing


  Christianity is indeed about doing. Likely most memorable in this regard is James’s charge, “Be doers of the word, and not hearers only, deceiving yourselves” (James 1:22). God has saved us not merely for right thinking and deep feeling but “for good works, which God prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them” (Eph. 2:10). The God who made this physical world means for what we think and feel about him to come to expression in the lived-out actions of worship, witness, and practical deeds of love. Doing counts big time.


  But we have seen from Scripture’s clarion calls to thinking and loving that the Christian life isn’t mere doing. Again, the full-orbed Christian existence is multidimensional. We are summoned to think and love and do, all to the glory of God in Christ, and not diminish any of the three.


  We Need Each Other


  We travel some varying terrain in our journeys to be “conformed to the image of” Jesus (Rom. 8:29). With the Spirit’s help in both redeeming our natural giftings and creating new strengths in union with Christ, some of us sprout quickly with regard to the mind, or the heart, or practical life skills (the hands), or some combination of the three. Rarely do we stay balanced in our growth. Typically one aspect, or two combined, see advance while one or two lag behind. And this happens not only on the personal level but also on the corporate, in the varying pockets of the faith.


  New York pastor Tim Keller, himself Reformed (which many might see as the thinking branch of Christianity), writes the following after speaking at a Willow Creek Leadership Summit (which many might see as part of the doing branch). Roughly analogous to our thinking-loving-doing triad is his prophet-priest-king terminology:


   


  The time at Willow led me to reflect on how much criticism this church has taken over the years. On the one hand, my own “camp”—the non-mainline Reformed world—has been critical of its pragmatism, its lack of emphasis on sound doctrine. On the other hand, the emerging and post-modern ministries and leaders have disdained Willow’s individualism, its program-centered, “corporate” ethos. These critiques, I think, are partly right, but when you are actually there you realize many of the most negative evaluations are caricatures.


  John Frame’s “tri-perspectivalism” helps me understand Willow. The Willow Creek style churches have a “kingly” emphasis on leadership, strategic thinking, and wise administration. The danger there is that the mechanical obscures how organic and spontaneous church life can be. The Reformed churches have a “prophetic” emphasis on preaching, teaching, and doctrine. The danger there is that we can have a naïve and unBiblical view that, if we just expound the Word faithfully, everything else in the church—leader development, community building, stewardship of resources, unified vision—will just happen by themselves. The emerging churches have a “priestly” emphasis on community, liturgy and sacraments, service and justice. The danger there is to view “community” as the magic bullet in the same way Reformed people view preaching.


 By thinking in this way, it makes it possible for me to love and appreciate the best representatives of each of these contemporary evangelical “traditions.”7


  


 In our scheme, the “thinkers” (mind) would be the Reformed; the “feelers” (heart), the massive swaths of Pentecostal and charismatic networks (either in addition to, or perhaps rather than, the now greatly diminishing number of those labeling themselves “emerging”); and the “doers” (hands), the more practically oriented “leadership” segments of the church, like Willow. And the point is that none of us gets it all right. Those truly born again, and united to Jesus by faith, need each other. The thinkers need the feelers and the doers—individually and corporately. The feelers need the thinkers and doers. The doers, the feelers and thinkers. And coming full circle, the purifiers need the unifiers—and the unifiers the purifiers.


  A Challenge to the Reformed


  My own sphere is the broader evangelical Reformed community, and the majority of this volume’s contributors hail from that network. And likely many readers of this book consider themselves either broadly or more narrowly Reformed, at least theologically. So we may do well here to pause just briefly and challenge the home team.8


  In his article “Machen’s Warrior Children,” Frame observes, “Reformed churches tend to glory in their distinctives: their history, their ethnic origins, the theological battles of the past that have made them different from others.”9 He is quick to note, “Not every theological difference, of course, is a difference of perspective. Sometimes one must simply choose one view that is true and another that is false.” But far too often, he laments, “perspectival differences enter into the nature of the disagreement” between Christians.10 We have a penchant for dividing over things we shouldn’t.


  Room for Reformed Growth


  This side of heaven, no sector of the church has “arrived.” Some pockets, in sweepingly general terms, seem characterized by better thinkers, feelers, doers, or some combination of the three, but we all have scads of room for growth. Recognizing the validity of the perspectives of other Christians not of our own stripe is a good first step in such progress.11Vern Poythress writes that it is this kind of multiperspectivalism that “offers a radical challenge for growth”12 to the Reformed church and encourages us to “listen sympathetically to other perspectives.”13 Is this not the summons of the Reformation slogan semper reformanda (“always reforming”)? And might this not be what it means for us to “have love for one another” (John 13:35) and “do good to everyone, and especially to those who are of the household of faith” (Gal. 6:10)? Poythress expands:


  If you love your neighbor, you are willing to listen to him sympathetically. And if you listen, you begin to understand his perspective. Maybe you find some erroneous thinking. But you also find some positive insights. When you find insights, you incorporate your neighbor’s perspective into your own thinking, and then you have two perspectives instead of one. . . . Multiperspectivalism can be seen as little more than a self-conscious description and codification of some of the processes that are innate in loving your neighbor.14


  Listening Sympathetically and Avoiding Infighting


  When Christianity Today asked Billy Graham in January 2011 what he saw as the most important issues facing evangelicals today, he responded:


  The most important issue we face today is the same the church has faced in every century: Will we reach our world for Christ? In other words, will we give priority to Christ’s command to go into all the world and preach the gospel? Or will we turn increasingly inward, caught up in our own internal affairs or controversies, or simply becoming more and more comfortable with the status quo? Will we become inner-directed or outer-directed? The central issues of our time aren’t economic or political or social, important as these are. The central issues of our time are moral and spiritual in nature, and our calling is to declare Christ’s forgiveness and hope and transforming power to a world that does not know him or follow him. May we never forget this.15


  Will the Western church heed the Great Commission call to disciple the nations, or will we “turn increasingly inward, caught up in our own internal affairs or controversies”? Might it be that, as our context continues to become increasingly post-Christian and progressively awakens our collective awareness to the global-spiritual battle lines with Islam, new atheism, viral secularism, and pervasive pragmatism, we realize that our differences on tertiary issues (and many considered secondary) with fellow lovers of Jesus’s biblical person and work are not as towering as we once thought?


  The Challenge Ahead


  With this book’s editors being happily Reformed, our starting place, not surprisingly, is the life of the mind. But from that starting point, we hope to incorporate the heart and the hands and demonstrate the interconnectedness of our thinking, loving, and doing. Also, this volume began as a conference called “Think: The Life of the Mind and the Love of God” hosted by Desiring God in October 2010 based on, and celebrating the release of, John Piper’s book by the same title.16 The following chapters are revised and expanded forms of the plenary messages at that conference.17


  In the pages that follow, Rick Warren, R. C. Sproul, Albert Mohler, Thabiti Anyabwile, Francis Chan, and John Piper challenge us to pursue holistic Christianity. They want us to be thinkers—very engaged and serious thinkers—and more. To be feelers, with great passion for Jesus and his gospel, and more. And doers, endeavoring great acts of love for others, and more. Our Savior perfectly embodies all three and demonstrates that thinking, feeling, and doing indeed are not at odds but mutually strengthening and reinforcing.


  Thinking: Warren, Mohler, and Sproul


  In the first three chapters, Warren, Mohler, and Sproul issue a pointed challenge for rigorous thinking. Warren’s chapter, “The Battle for Your Mind,” draws our attention to the spiritual realities at work in pursuing the mind of Christ. Satan will not soon admit defeat against his remarkably significant foe in the mind captured for Jesus. Warren gives us four principles for victory in this spiritual warfare and also points us to five levels of learning, as well as issues a memorable closing challenge to dream.


  Mohler takes us to Romans 1 and helps our minds see the effects of sin everywhere—not only in others but also in the mirror, within our very own minds. Along the way, we get fourteen effects of the fall on our minds and close with twelve features of the natural mind. R. C. Sproul then addresses the role of biblical revelation in the growth and life of the mind. He takes a surprising approach in this chapter, as he explains the background to Paul’s sermon on Mars Hill. I hope you will find it as illuminating and helpful as I do.


  Doing: Anyabwile and Chan


  Next we move toward doing, with our footing still firmly in the life of the mind. Anyabwile, a former Muslim, addresses the massive (and increasingly relevant) global reality of Islam. He tackles the tough topic of good and bad pluralism and gives us a glimpse into the heart of Islam and why it is inconsistent with even good pluralism. He closes by leading us to a Christian response that proves intensely practical—including the important reminder to engage with the simple, spoken gospel—the power of God for Muslim salvation (Rom. 1:16).


  Chan then rattles our cages with a highly testimonial exposition of 1 Corinthians 8:1–3. Given that a large portion of the readers of this book consider themselves thinkers—after all, reading and thinking go together, as we have seen—Chan’s chapter may be the kind of slap in the face we need and appreciate. Here we self-proclaimed thinkers might find ourselves jarred awake by how the wrong use of knowledge turns us away from serving others. The flipside is that the right use of knowledge is taken into the service of acts of love.
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