
SPOTLIGHT T PERSPECTIVE

NEW IDENTITY MAGAZINE.COM

1

God in focus. World in scope.

ISSN 1946-5939

MAGAZINE

7 Meaningful 
Ways To 

Ring In The 
New Year

GOD & 
POLITICS
Our Modern-Day Oil 
& Vinegar?

How observing Advent prepares 
us to truly celebrate Christmas

THE
Imperfect 
Pastor
Responding to failure 
with forgiveness

A Season 
of Waiting & 
Wondering

FEAR LESS
On anxiety and 

freedom from fear

The 
SPIRITUAL

Gift of 
Encouragement

The Gift of Encouragement 
from the Great Encourager

SIMPLICITY
Cultivating our relationship 
with God through simple-living



NEW IDENTITY MAGAZINE.COM NEW IDENTITY MAGAZINE.COM

2TABLE e CONTENTS

CONTENTS
5 EDITOR LETTER 

Rejoice In Hope J Cailin Briody Henson

6 IN PURSUIT OF INTIMACY: SIMPLICITY
Cultivating our relationship with God through simple-living J Hannah Helms

14 A SEASON OF WAITING & WONDERING
How observing Advent prepares us to truly celebrate Christmas J Bethany Wagner

20 GOD & POLITICS
Our Modern-Day Oil & Vinegar? J Nicholas Sowell

28 APPROACHING THE NATIVITY 
Rethinking the iconic representations of Christ's birth story J Greg Whyte

38 REBUKE
Christian Lingo Explained J Ramon Mayo

40 7 MEANINGFUL WAYS TO RING IN THE NEW YEAR
J Lindsey A. Frederick

46 FAITH NOT WORKS
On partnering with God vs. performing for God J Michelle Saldivar

50 FEAR LESS
On anxiety and freedom from fear J Délice Williams

56 THE IMPERFECT PASTOR 
Responding to failure with forgiveness J Brandon Hurlbert

62 KEEPING THE FAITH
Our continuous cycle of looking at God and his work in our lives J Lisa Gagnon

66 THE GIFT OF ENCOURAGEMENT FROM THE GREAT ENCOURAGER
On the spiritual gift of encouragement  J Luke Geraty



NEW IDENTITY MAGAZINE.COM

3 MASTHEAD

ISSUE 33 MISSION STATEMENT
 

New Identity Magazine’s mission is to provide diverse, Bible-
centered content to help lead new believers and seekers to a fuller 

understanding of the Christian faith.

 

God in focus. World in scope.

BIBLE REFERENCES

Scripture quotations marked (NIV) are taken from the HOLY BIBLE, NEW 
INTERNATIONAL VERSION®. NIV®. Copyright© 1973, 1978, 1984 by 

International Bible Society. Used by permission of Zondervan. All rights reserved.

Scripture quotations marked (The Message) are taken from The Message. 
Copyright 1993, 1994, 1995, 1996, 2000, 2001, 2002. Used by permission of 

NavPress Publishing Group.

Scripture quotations marked (AMP) are taken from the Amplified Bible, 
Copyright © 1954, 1958, 1962, 1964, 1965, 1987 by The Lockman Foundation. 

Used by permission. 

Scripture quotations marked (NLT) are taken from the Holy Bible, New Living 
Translation, copyright © 1996. Used by permission of Tyndale House Publishers, 

Inc., Wheaton, Illinois 60189. All rights reserved.

Scripture quotations marked (ESV) are from The Holy Bible, English Standard 
Version® (ESV®), copyright © 2001 by Crossway, a publishing ministry of Good 

News Publishers. Used by permission. All rights reserved.

Send letters to the editor via feedback@newidentitymagazine.com or to 
New Identity Magazine, P.O. Box 1002, Mt. Shasta, CA 96067. Copyright 
©2016 by New Identity Magazine. All rights reserved. Reproduction 
in whole or part without written permission is prohibited. The opinions 
and views contained in this magazine are those of the author exclusively 
and do not necessarily reflect the views of the New Identity Magazine 

organization, staff, volunteers or directors. 

New Identity Magazine (ISSN 1946-5939, Vol. 9, No. 1) is 
published quarterly by New Identity Magazine, a 501(c)(3) nonprofit 

organization, P.O. Box 1002, Mt. Shasta, CA 96067, United States.

VOLUME 9  //  NUMBER 1

PUBLISHER/
EDITOR-IN-CHIEF

Cailin Briody Henson

COPY EDITORS

Sarah Mariano
Rose Midori

EDITORIAL BOARD

Sarah Mariano
Rose Midori

Jon Chillinsky
Sloan Parker

LAYOUT B DESIGN

Cailin Briody Henson

SOCIAL MEDIA MANAGER

Kimberly Strunk

CONTRIBUTING 
WRITERS

Lindsey A. Frederick 
Ramon Mayo
Luke Geraty

Hannah Helms
Brandon Hurlbert

Greg Whyte
Bethany Wagner

Lisa Gagnon
Nicholas Sowell
Délice Williams

Michelle Saldivar

BOARD e
 DIRECTORS

Sean Estill
Sandra Estill
Ramon Mayo 
Yvette Mayo 
Tim Henson

Cailin Henson

Cover Photo © Corpuzzle
| Flickr Creative Commons

MAGAZINE

OUR VISION

Grow

Education of different Christian perspectives, building founda-
tion, understanding Christian concepts, jargon, practical applica-

tion of Scripture and more.

Connect

Encouragement through testimonies, articles about relationships, 
fellowship, church, community, discussions and expressions of 

faith.

Live

Participating in the world as a Christian, with stories of people 
actively pursuing God through their passions, organizations and 
resources. How to apply ones gifts, talents and desires to serve 

God and others, sharing the love of Christ in everyday arenas.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/rxnncrpz/18164454618/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/rxnncrpz/18164454618/


SPOTLIGHT T PERSPECTIVE

NEW IDENTITY MAGAZINE.COM NEW IDENTITY MAGAZINE.COM

4

REJOICE IN HOPE
 



NEW IDENTITY MAGAZINE.COM

5 EDITOR LETTER

“Therefore, since we have been justified by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus 
Christ. Through him we have also obtained access by faith into this grace in which we stand, 

and we rejoice in hope of the glory of God. Not only that, but we rejoice in our sufferings, knowing 
that suffering produces endurance, and endurance produces character, and character produces 

hope, and hope does not put us to shame, because God’s love has been poured into our hearts 
through the Holy Spirit who has been given to us.”  

–Romans 5:1-5

We are in need of a lot of hope lately. Crisis after crisis is reported in the news. There’s anxiety 
over the political climate, and worry about what environmental impact today’s choices 

will have on future generations. The United States appears no longer united, as both sides 
of the politically divided nation rally for human rights, and racial strife left behind in the history 

books has begun to bubble to the surface again. These are weighty things. I struggle with what to 
say as a Christian, how to be a light to those around me, and how to avoid letting pessimism sink 
in too deep. I am reminded as the Christmas season comes that Christ is the beacon of hope that 

we need to turn to in our uncertainty and heartache. The celebration of Christmas is here to 
remind us of that hope. Like Paul says in Romans 5 above, we stand in grace and rejoice in hope 

of the glory of God. This truth should lift us up from our dreary days and deepest doubts. 

Paul not only says to rejoice in hope, but also to rejoice in our sufferings. I suffer from 
anxiety on a regular basis, so I know it can be hard sometimes to look beyond our present 

circumstances. Writer E.M. Bounds says that, “Doubts should never be cherished, nor fears 
harbored.” We need to look to God for our help and our hope. Philippians 4:6 urges, “Do not be 

anxious about anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your 
requests be made known to God.” And while I know this in my mind, it can be difficult for me to 

fully commit to laying all my cares and worries in the hands of God. 

This Christmas, remember that Jesus came so that we may have access to God who can give us 
“a hope and a future” (Jer. 29:11) despite what the world and Satan might say. “Impossible,” says 
the world of a virgin birth. “Preposterous,” says the world of the miracles Jesus did. “Ridiculous” 

says the world of Christ’s resurrection. “Love bears all things, believes all things, hopes all 
things, endures all things,” says the Christ follower, quoting 1 Corinthians 13:7. Jesus is that love, 
come to earth as a human baby, destined before the world was created to save a dying humanity. 

Through faith in him, we have peace. We have salvation. 

There are many topics in this issue that speak to having peace, rejoicing in hope, holding on to 
faith and standing in grace. Délice Williams discusses how to fear less and overcome anxiety, 

Bethany Wagner talks about the hope that comes while celebrating the Advent, Lisa Gagnon talks 
about what it means to “keep the faith” and Brandon Hurlbert talks expectations and failure of 
those in leadership and how we can respond with grace. Lastly, so that we may be encouraged 

in all of these, Luke Geraty discusses the spiritual gift of encouragement and how the Holy Spirit 
is our great encourager. I hope you enjoy these articles and more and that you can find hope in 

Christ this season and every season. 
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IN PURSUIT 
eINTIMACY

Simplicity
 CULTIVATING OUR RELATIONSHIP 

WITH GOD THROUGH SIMPLE-LIVING
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he discipline of simplicity is, simply put, the 
practice of living with less. This practice is 
unique from the other spiritual disciplines that 

we have explored in this series, in that the need to be 
intentional about living with less applies specifically 
to those living in societies and situations that allow 
people to live with more than necessary to meet their 
needs. While the concept of this discipline is uncom-
plicated, this particular spiritual practice proves dif-
ficult, as the very idea of voluntarily choosing to live 
a life of simplicity or minimalism is blatantly coun-
tercultural. While there are certain niches of society 
that have championed minimalism and normalized it 
to a certain extent, such as the case with Bea Johnson 
and her Zero Waste Home blog, to live a life of sim-
plicity as an extension of our internal spiritual reality 
is a different matter entirely. 

Richard Foster writes in his book Celebration of 
Discipline that “The Christian Discipline of simplicity 
is an inward reality that results in an outward life-
style.” He goes on to instruct his readers that the two 
components go hand-in-hand. We must first orient 
ourselves toward Christ—to seek him and to find 
our contentment in him—if we want to live simply. 
If we try to live simply by adhering to a set of rules 
about how much or what we can have without first 
pursuing a greater intimacy with God, our minimalist 
lifestyle becomes legalistic.

The discipline of 
SIMPLICITY can reach 

beyond the 
CONVENTIONAL 

understanding of 
frugal living and 
deemphasize the 

importance of wealth 
in our lives.

PRACTICAL APPLICATION

The Bible has much to say on the hazards of wealth 
and the barrier that it can create between us and an 
intimate relationship with God. Matthew 19:16-22 
recounts the story of a rich young man who ap-
proaches Jesus and asks him what he must do to have 
eternal life. Jesus’ response to him in Matthew 19:21 
is, “If you would be perfect, go, sell what you possess 
and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in 
heaven; and come, follow me.” Later, Jesus cautions 
his disciples in Luke 12:15, saying, “Take care, and be 
on your guard against all covetousness, for one’s life 
does not consist in the abundance of his possessions.” 
And perhaps the most explicit directive regarding 
this matter is in Luke 16:13, where Jesus states, “No 
servant can serve two masters, for either he will hate 

T
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the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to the 
one and despise the other. You cannot serve God and 
money.” In this last verse, the original meaning of the 
word translated to money is “mammon,” which refers 
to wealth in general. 

These passages of scripture emphasize that the love 
of wealth is problematic for Christians. There is not 
a set quantity of wealth that is considered to exceed 
the amount that Christians ought to have – rather, 
it is a prioritization of wealth or material goods that 
outshines our relationship with God that becomes the 
issue.

The discipline of simplicity can reach beyond the 
conventional understanding of frugal living and 
deemphasize the importance of wealth in our lives; it 
can also encompass owning fewer things. It includes 
components of simplifying the way we buy things 
to reflect a concern for the human beings that play 
a role in the production cycle, reducing waste, and 
being mindful of our individual impact on the planet. 

Simplicity can also impact the way that we order our 
lives in addition to our material possessions. In her 
book Present over Perfect, Shauna Niequist tackles the 
concept of less — of cutting out the excess from our 
schedules in order to be present with God and our re-
lationships with family and close friends. Simplicity 
can look like saying “no” to the things that consume 

our time, and spiritual, emotional, or mental energy 
away from God, so that we can say “yes” to time with 
God. 

In order to get the insights of someone more expe-
rienced in living a simpler lifestyle, I consulted with 
Cayla Pruett, who has been living a simplicity-ori-
ented lifestyle for a couple of years. Cayla is a sem-
inary student and resident of Portland, Oregon. Her 
journey toward simplicity began after she and some 
housemates moved out of a large house into a smaller 
townhome and had to downsize. She explained, “We 
didn’t have room for anything… I found myself orga-
nizing drawers and organizing cupboards and reor-
ganizing and it was just making me crazy. And I just 
had this moment where I— and I actually remember 
being down in this cupboard organizing pans—and I 
had been back and forth to The Container Store and I 
thought, ‘What am I doing? I don’t need more stuff to 
store my stuff. I just need less stuff!”

This moment served as a catalyst for Cayla, and from 
there she started to further explore the way that 
she and society in general consumes material goods. 
She is a self-described researcher and voraciously 
devoured anything she could find on the subject of 
simplicity and minimalism. She found that her initial 
interest in pursuing a more simplistic lifestyle coin-
cided with her faith. She notes that the primary inter-
section between her faith and the practice of simplic-
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ity comes from the idea that “those who suffer most 
from our carelessness and our overconsumption are 
the global poor.” 

Cayla’s concerns are consistent with issues identified 
by the United Nations regarding the global impact of 
overconsumption, and the need for the development 
of sustainable consumption and production. The 
United Nations identify that the world population is 
projected to reach 9.6 billion by 2050 and that the 
food industry is not cut out to meet the needs of this 
growing population. The United Nations also points 
out that nearly one-third of food produced annually 
around the world goes to waste, households produce 
21% of the world’s CO2 emissions, and that water is 
being polluted at a rate above that which it can be 
recycled and redistributed. According to the United 
Nations, the textile industry is the largest polluter 
of clean water (after agriculture). Making ethical pur-
chasing choices and trying to reduce waste can help 
ameliorate some of the issues that the global poor 
face. 

For Cayla, acknowledging that the choices she makes 
regarding purchases of clothing or other goods often 
come at the cost of the well-being of other people, as 
well as the impact that her waste has on the planet, 
serve as the point of tension between her profession 
of faith and her lived experience. She states, “When 
I look at that and I look at the person of Jesus in the 

4
"[Jesus] was 

always on the side of 
the poor and the 

oppressed 
and the 

marginalized. Those 
were the ones he was 

touching and 
healing and 

blessing."
4
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Scripture, it can’t be overlooked that he was always 
on the side of the poor and the oppressed and the 
marginalized. Those were the ones he was touching 
and healing and blessing.” Cayla’s external expres-
sion of her inward relationship with God shows up in 
a simplicity characterized by minimizing her waste, 
limiting the quantity of items she purchases, and 
choosing to either purchase items that have been 
ethically made or bought second hand. While not ev-
eryone’s practice of simplicity may not look this way, 
Cayla does have practical suggestions for getting 
started:

Give Yourself Grace 

Cayla encourages anyone seeking to practice simplic-
ity or minimalism to give themselves permission to 
not do it perfectly. Simplicity is, after all, an expres-
sion of our internal faith – not a legalistic set of rules.

Pay Attention

Cayla recommends that you take a week to observe 
yourself – observe what you buy, what you have and 
use or don’t use, and what you throw away. During 
this week also pay attention to the responsibilities 
and relationships that you devote your time to, and 
what kind of energy these commitments require.

Eliminate Things that 
Keep You from God

OK, this isn’t actually Cayla’s suggestion, but rather 
something that I pulled from Richard Foster’s Cele-
bration of Discipline. This instruction is consistent with 
Matthew 6:20-21, which instructs followers of Christ 
to, “lay up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where 
neither moth nor rust destroys and where thieves 
do not break in and steal. For where your treasure is, 
there your heart will be also.” An example of this that 
I have tackled recently is getting rid of quite a num-
ber my children’s toys and books. I know this seems 
like a very odd example, but hear me out. My kids are 
toddlers, and are limited in how much they can tidy 
after themselves. I usually spend a good portion of 
my evening cleaning up their things after they have 
gone to bed. Eliminating toys that they don’t play 
with, and leaving ones that they enjoy and can easily 
tidy leaves me with an additional 20-30 minutes each 
evening that I can spend reading or praying.

Start Small

Cayla suggests finding one small thing to change. 
She shared the example of changing the way that she 
purchases coffee by always bringing a reusable cup 
with her when she is at work or school. If she forgets 
her reusable cup, then she will not purchase coffee 
because it comes in a disposable container.  
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Hannah Helms
Hannah Helms grew up in the rural mountain town of Mt. 
Shasta, California. After she left to pursue her education 
at the University of Portland, she spent several years en-
joying the rain and microbreweries of the Pacific North-
west. Now a hospice social worker in her hometown, she 
lives with her husband and their growing family. She has 
written for The Junia Project, and occasionally blogs at 

hannahjanehelms.wordpress.com.

Change Your Buying Habits

This is a suggestion that comes from both Cayla 
and Richard Foster’s Celebration of Discipline. Foster 
encourages individuals to purchase items for their 
usefulness rather than their status. Cayla suggests 
being mindful of the human labor that goes into 
products that we purchase, and encourages pur-
chasing from brands that adhere to ethical practices 
or buying secondhand. I recommend checking out 
www.thegoodtrade.com, as they have a number of 
buying guides that are quite useful in finding ethical-
ly produced goods.

Give Things Away

Again, this is a suggestion brought up by both Cay-
la and Foster. Foster suggests cultivating the habit 
of giving things away, and references Luke 12:33, 
which states, “Sell your possessions, and give to the 
needy. Provide yourselves with moneybags that do 
not grow old, with a treasure in the heavens that 
does not fail, where no thief approaches and no moth 
destroys.” Cayla shared that she has become more 
mindful of how she gets rid of items, and seeks out 
programs that will recycle or repurpose items, rather 
than disposing of items into landfills. 

5 R'S
4

Refuse
Reduce
Reuse

Recycle
Rot

Learn the Five R’s

This suggestion actually come from Bea Johnson of 
www.zerowastehome.com, a website that Cayla rec-
ommended for practical tips on simplifying life. The 
Five R’s are: Refuse what you do not need, Reduce 
what you do need, Reuse what you consume, Recycle 
what you cannot Refuse, Reduce or Reuse, and Rot 
(Compost) the rest.

If you are interested in learning more about simplici-
ty, Richard Foster has a book that fully discusses this 
topic, entitled Freedom of Simplicity. If you are looking 
for practical tips and ideas to implement simplici-
ty-oriented practices around your home, check out 
zerowastehome.com. If you would like to learn more 
about Cayla and her everyday practice of simplicity, 
follow her on Instagram @minimalmillenial.

http://www.zerowastehome.com
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hristmas is a season of many things, depending 
on whom you ask. A season of joy, of peace, of 
love. A season of family, reunions, rekindling 

relationships. A season of gifts, surprises, twinkling 
lights, and glittering trees. A season of busyness, 
financial strain, stress, even loneliness.

To many Christians, Christmas is considered a sea-
son of waiting and wondering.

For centuries, Christians have prepared for Christ-
mas by observing the season of Advent, beginning 
on the fourth Sunday before Christmas. People 
observe Advent differently—some with candles and 
traditional prayers, others with Advent wreaths and 
daily Bible readings. But no matter how we cele-
brate, Advent is characterized by a sense of hopeful 
waiting and preparation for the celebration of Jesus 
Christ’s coming into the world.

AN ANCIENT LONGING

Is there something you are waiting for? A desire 
close to your heart that you want fulfilled? Perhaps 
it’s a job, a relationship, or a new housing situation. 
Maybe you’ve hit a dead end in your efforts, and 
you’ve been praying that God will provide a new op-
portunity, an open door, an open window…anything. 

Maybe you’re waiting for a change in our world. Ev-
ery day, heavy news rolls in from around the globe 
with stories of violence, injustice, deceit, pain, and 
brokenness. Where are the answers to these prob-
lems? Maybe you’ve lifted up frustrated prayers to 
God, asking, “How long will this continue?” 

The people of Israel were very familiar with the 
concept of waiting. At the time of Jesus’ birth, they 
had been waiting centuries for their promised Mes-
siah—the one who would deliver them from their 
sins, overthrow the other nations and government 
oppressing them, heal the world, and stitch up the 
wounds and tears caused by sin. The one God prom-
ised in Isaiah 9:6–7: 

For to us a child is born, to us a son is given; and 
the government shall be upon his shoulder, and his 
name shall be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty 
God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. Of the 
increase of his government and of peace there 
will be no end, on the throne of David and over his 
kingdom, to establish it and to uphold it with jus-
tice and with righteousness from this time forth 
and forevermore. (ESV)

Imagine for a moment living in the Israelites’ place. 
Generations before you have waited for the Messiah, 
and though you hope to see him in your lifetime, gen-
erations after you could still be waiting. The Old Tes-

LIFE TOGETHER

C
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tament is filled with stories of the Israelites faltering 
in their trust in God as they try to fulfill their desires 
through their own efforts. And in Romans 8:23, Paul 
says that as we wait for Jesus’ return, we “groan 
within ourselves.” Waiting patiently was painfully 
hard for the Israelites, as it is for us today.

This struggle is where the power of Advent enters. 

In today’s culture that values immediate gratification 
(especially around the holidays), Advent gives us a 
radically countercultural chance to dwell on what it 
means to wait patiently for God, the fulfillment of our 
own individual prayers, and Christ’s return. During 
this time of prayer and Bible reading, as we look 
forward to Christmas, we can share in the ancient 
longing for the Messiah that the Jews fostered for so 
long. At the same time, we cultivate joy, peace, and a 
new understanding of God’s faithfulness in the midst 
of our present situations. 

During the holiday season, finding time to observe 
Advent becomes even more important as we try to 
focus on the true meaning of Christmas amidst the 
demands and busy rush of our culture. Set aside time 
each Sunday (or even each day!) in the four weeks 
before Christmas to focus on God’s faithfulness in 
the past, present, and future. Read on for a few ideas 
on how! 

ADVENT CANDLES

One of the most time-honored ways of observing 
Advent, practiced by Christians for centuries, is 
through regular Scripture readings paired with the 
lighting of candles. Whether you’re with your fami-
ly, roommates, or on your own, this is a meaningful, 

Finding time to 
OBSERVE Advent 
becomes even more 
important as we try 
to focus on the true 

MEANING of 
Christmas amidst the 

demands and busy rush 
of our culture.
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exciting Christmas tradition to start! Traditional-
ly, an Advent wreath consists of a circle of pine or 
holly boughs with four candles and one candle in the 
middle. Each Sunday before you read Scripture and 
spend time in prayer, light the candles, beginning 
with one on the first Sunday and ending with all five 
on Christmas morning. 

Lighting a candle is a simple but powerful act that 
represents light overcoming darkness. Try dimming 
the lights and spend some time reflecting on how Je-
sus came into a broken world on that dark night long 
ago, bringing hope with him. Finish your time with 
prayer, thanking God for his faithfulness.

You can make your own Advent candle display by 
grouping pillar candles or placing tealights in mason 
jars. Decorate to your taste and enjoy your arrange-
ment all season long, letting it act as a daily reminder 
of God’s constant love and commitment whenever 
you walk by. 

THE GREATEST STORY EVER TOLD

Advent is a time to journey through the greatest 
story ever told: the story of God promising a Sav-
ior and Jesus redeeming the world. There are some 
great online and print resources of daily and weekly 
readings during Advent candle-lighting, or you can 
simply read from Scripture. Here is one pattern to 
follow that focuses on the theme of waiting for God’s 
promises. Each Sunday features a reading from the 
Old Testament of ancient prophecies that God gave 
the nation of Israel, promising he would send a Mes-
siah, and Christmas morning brings the one story 
that fulfilled all those promises.

In the following Sunday readings, God makes some 
incredible promises: hope in the midst of darkness, 
love in the midst of hate, joy in the midst of sor-
row, peace in the midst of violence. As you read 
these verses, think about the areas in your life and 
in our world today that are in need of hope, love, 
joy, and peace. 

Lighting a candle is a 
simple but powerful act that 
represents light overcoming 

darkness. 
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First Sunday: Hope
Isaiah 9:2–7, Jeremiah 33:14–16

Second Sunday: Love
Zephaniah 3:14–20

Third Sunday: Joy
Isaiah 35:1–10

Fourth Sunday: Peace
Isaiah 11:1–10

Christmas Morning: Christ
Luke 2:1–40

God has kept his promises to save the world! Light 
the last candle, and read the story of Jesus’ birth in 
Luke, keeping in mind that this was the fulfillment 
of all the promises of God you have read over the 
course of Advent. 

Pay special attention to the story of Simeon and 
Anna in verses 22–38. These were two devout 
Jewish people who had grown up reading and 
studying the prophecies of Isaiah, praying and 
hoping for decades that the Messiah would come 
and redeem their people. Anna had waited for 84 
years! Imagine the joy they felt when they saw the 
baby Jesus, knowing that he signified the loving 
faithfulness of a God who may have seemed silent 

and distant during oppressive times. Today, we 
can share in their joy!

HARK THE HERALD ANGELS SING

Music is a powerful part of Advent, because if any-
thing can get us in the mood for Christmas, it’s a 
Christmas carol! 

The first verses of Christmas carols are the most 
commonly sung. But what about the rest of the vers-
es? For many of us, the first verse of “Hark the Her-
ald Angels Sing” is familiar. But here is the powerful 
third verse: “Hail the Heaven-born Prince of Peace! / 
Hail the Sun of Righteousness! / Light and life to all 
He brings, / Risen with healing in His wings; / Mild 
He lays His glory by / Born that man no more may 
die / Born to raise the sons of earth / Born to give 
them second birth.”

This year, try looking up the lyrics to the second, 
third, fourth verses of your favorite traditional car-
ols—or learn a new carol you haven’t heard before! 
In many cases, the later verses speak deeply into the 
significance of Christ’s coming, God’s love for the 
world, and the great hope we have for a future in 
heaven.

Here are some suggestions:
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 Silent Night
 Joy to the World

 Angels from the Realms of Glory
 The First Noel

 Holy Night
 O Come, O Come, Emmanuel

 O Come, All Ye Faithful
 It Came Upon a Midnight Clear

 In the Bleak Midwinter
 O Little Town of Bethlehem
 Once in Royal David’s City

 As With Gladness

Isaiah 9:2 reads, “The people who walked in darkness 
have seen a great light; those who dwelt in a land of 
deep darkness, on them has light shone.” The Israel-
ites walked for centuries in darkness as they waited 
for the Messiah. Today, surrounded by brokenness 
and injustice and pain, it often seems we are walking 
in a “land of deep darkness” as well.

But during the Christmas season (and really, all year 
long), we can still rejoice that Jesus’ presence and 
power are at work on earth now! If you are facing 
discouragement, stress, or other challenges, remem-
ber the many years the Israelites waited for God’s 
provision, and how their hope was not in vain. Today, 
we know God did fulfill his promise when Jesus came 
into the world, and we know God is still among us in 

the form of the Holy Spirit. Ephesians 5:8 reads, “For 
you were once darkness, but now you are light in the 
Lord.” Christ came into the world as a baby, but now 
he lives in the world through us by the Holy Spirit.

The Christian theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer writes 
in God is in the Manger, “The Advent season is a season 
of waiting, but our whole life is an Advent season, 
that is, a season of waiting for the last Advent, for 
the time when there will be a new heaven and a new 
earth.” As the Israelites waited with expectation long 
ago, so we look forward to when our Messiah will 
return, as he promised in Luke 21:27-28: “And then 
they will see the Son of Man coming in a cloud with 
power and great glory. Now when these things begin 
to take place, straighten up and raise your heads, 
because your redemption is near.”

Merry Christmas!

Bethany Wagner
Bethany Wagner has a passion for listening to stories 
and telling them. A graduate of Azusa Pacific University 
in English and theology, she now works as a freelance 
writer and editor based in the Pacific Northwest. She 
loves reading old books, drinking exorbitant amounts of 
tea, and rediscovering the beauty and magic of the ordi-

nary. She writes at thestoriedway.com. 

http://thestoriedway.com.
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GOD & POLITICS
OUR MODERN-DAY OIL & VINEGAR? 

J NICHOLAS SOWELL

CONNECT
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he presidential race was nothing short of a di-
saster, not because of who won, but because I’ve 
never seen politics like this in my lifetime. Don-

ald Trump and Hillary Clinton both brought out the 
worst of anything they could dig up on the other. It 
was rarely, if at all, about policy or demeanor. There 
was little about how either candidate would make 
the United States better and much more about how 
the other was incompetent for the job. Man, was that 
election a rollercoaster. 

There was more crossfire than an Iraqi war. One 
day it was leaked information or an audio of Trump 
saying things less than an honorable man should. 
Another day it was Hillary’s audio being leaked or 
getting more blow back from not releasing emails. 
The whole thing, no matter which side you stood on, 
was less than what most would have really wanted. 
The debates rarely gave us any insight into who real-
ly stood for what.

Some follow politics as closely as the news, others 
maybe only follow during the primaries or presiden-
tial election. Then you have others who can hardly be 
bothered by it, only checking in last minute to make 
an educated enough decision to feel good about it. I 
would turn to my various news sources to catch up 
daily on the election, even check Facebook. I would 
read until I felt like my teeth were rotten from con-
suming it. That, or my heart was saddened reading 
about attacks towards one individual or another. 

As a pastor, my beliefs tend to side more conserva-
tively, but that’s not always the case. As a registered 
independent, I’ve always somewhat prided myself on 
not having a political affiliation but rather learning 
and finding out about each individual issue before 
personally coming to a conclusion on something. As I 
know many have felt the same way I did in not caring 
for either candidate, I believe it left most of us in the 
same boat: what do we do if we don’t like or care for 
either? If you loved one and couldn’t stand the other 
or, like me, didn’t personally want either in the White 
House, what do we do? Maybe you’re thrilled with 
our new leader, maybe you’re angry, hurt, or upset 
with who is now our President. As Christians, what 
should we do with that? What role, if any, did God 
play in the elections? Does God command us to pray 
for our leaders even if we didn’t choose them? Where 
does all of this leave us? 

Our priorities are askew. And this grieves the Holy 
Spirit very much. There’s pride, idolatry, compro-
mise, and a lack of trust in God. Much like David’s 
foolish response to difficulty in 1 Chronicles 21 where 
he relies on statistics rather than trusting in God, we 
find ourselves in a similar situation when we put our 
trust in an elected human being, rather than in God. 
In 1 Chronicles 21:7 it says God was very displeased 
with David, but God was also merciful, as is his na-
ture, and doled out a lesser punishment over David 
and the Israelites. The only wise choice they had was 
to fall into the hands of God. And it’s the only wise 

T
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choice we have. The offer posed to us is “would you 
like bad, or would you like bad?” At the end of the 
day we have a choice to make. Regardless of the de-
sired outcome, how will we respond as God’s people 
to the new leader of the United States of America?

The Bible has a lot to say about what Christian 
leaders should be like. Although there’s nothing 
that dictates our leader of the free world actually be 
Christian, I’m sure the idea that someone running 
our country with similar values would bring peace 
and comfort. That’s the whole reason for voting isn’t 
it? We want the person who we agree most with to 
be running the country on our behalf. Many of our 
expectations (or at the very least hopes) as Chris-
tians would be to have a Christian president. Scrip-
ture very clearly holds spiritual leaders to not only 
a higher standard but says they’ll also be judged to 
a higher standard (Acts 20:28, James 3:1). Whether 
you believe the Presidency is strictly governmental 
or not, they hold significant enough power that it 
does affect our beliefs in multiple ways. From our 
beliefs on marriage, to abortions, to state or nation 
mandated health regulations, and caring for refu-
gees and victims of injustice, or the environment, our 
beliefs are either protected or infringed upon to some 
degree. Our new president either makes you feel at 
peace that what you hold dear and valuable will be 
protected, or like me, you may have doubts about 
how your core values will be tested. 

Many of us find 
ourselves in an 
UNFAMILIAR 

setting, with little 
trust in what will 

happen in the 
FUTURE, how our gov�

ernment will 
operate, how our 
economy will be 

affected, or what any 
of that will mean for 

ourselves and our 
families going 

forward. 
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I think many of us find ourselves in an unfamiliar 
setting, with little trust in what will happen in the 
future, how our government will operate, how our 
economy will be affected, or what any of that will 
mean for ourselves and our families going forward. 
I think it can become very easy for us to partner 
with worry and anxiety. There are certainly enough 
issues facing our country and place and time that 
can fill the oceans of our world. But let’s take a look 
back and see what’s happened in biblical history. To 
begin with, the Israelites had a god named Yahweh 
who was the God. God had protected and provided 
for them from day one. God blessed his children and 
allowed Abraham to have a long lasting and fruitful 
lineage. God brought the Israelites out of slavery and 
bondage into their promised land despite the giants 
there. God found a way around their bent to become 
idolatrous. God gave them judges to establish order. 
And time and time again, God’s heart is seeking one 
thing: their complete trust and intimacy. So instead 
of placing their trust in God, they cry out for a king to 
rule them; an earthly king. 

1 Samuel 8:4-7, “So all the elders of Israel gathered 
together and came to Samuel at Ramah. They said to 
him, “You are old, and your sons do not follow your 
ways; now appoint a king to lead us, such as all the 
other nations have.” But when they said, “Give us a 
king to lead us,” this displeased Samuel; so he prayed 
to the Lord. And the Lord told him: “Listen to all that 

the people are saying to you; it is not you they have 
rejected, but they have rejected me as their king.”

At some point the Israelites lost sight of the God of 
the Universe, their Father, as having a greater wis-
dom or strength than any other leader. Where did 
this come from? Partly earthly nature which tends to 
default to forgetting the greatness of God. The other? 
According to this scripture it was the Israelites who 
noticed “all the other nations” having kings and thus 
thought that is what would be best for them as well. 
As you could go on to read, that decision to replace 
God with an earthly king didn’t work out so well for 
them. It lead to a literal history of kingship that in-
cluded more bad men than good. It led to wars, to en-
slavement, and immeasurable deaths. The Israelites 
mistake? They gave a humanly leader more place, 
power and trust than the one and only living God. 

Much later in time, we read in Romans 13:1-3 that, “…
every soul be subject to the governing authorities. 
For there is no authority except from God, and the 
authorities that exist are appointed by God. There-
fore, whoever resists the ordinance of God, and those 
who resist will bring judgment on themselves. For 
rulers are not a terror to good works, but to evil. Do 
you want to be unafraid of the authority? Do what is 
good, and you will have praise from the same.” 
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With full realization this verse is enough to start 
some major theological debates, I’ll preface by 
saying you’re more than rightly able to disagree. 
It’s often tough to wrap my own head around these 
verses. I personally take this scripture to mean 
that there truly isn’t government rule without God 
being involved, or as the scripture forms it: “the 
authorities that exist are appointed by God.” May-
be you’ve just read this and your first response is, 
“but what if they’re against God?” Great question, 
let’s look at an interesting comparison in regards 
to this point. Take the story of Daniel and Nebu-
chadnezzar in the book of Daniel. Nebuchadnezzar 
was a king that was not only pagan, but hated the 
idea of another god being greater than himself or 
his own gods. So much so that God’s chosen peo-
ple were taken from their land and brought into 
captivity and taught to renounce all of their ways; 
culture, life, beliefs, …everything. What happens 
in our story? God gives Daniel the ability to inter-
pret King Nebuchadnezzar’s dreams. Did it benefit 
God to do that? Certainly not. Why would God give 
Daniel a spiritual gift to bless a king that not only 
didn’t know him, but hated him? You can certainly 
see God moving despite a king that was clearly not 
for him and vehemently against him. Why did God 
bless Nebuchadnezzar with answer to his dreams? 
What was God moving towards? I believe that God 
was intentionally pursuing Nebuchadnezzar much 
like he pursues all of us. His heart is to speak to 

4 
Maybe, like the 
Israelites, we’ve 

placed too much faith 
in a President than in 

our God of the 
Universe. Maybe, 

like the Israelites, we 
think the rise and fall 
of our nation rests in 

the hands of an 
earthly leader. 

Maybe we’ve grown 
cynical, angry, or 

hopeless.
4
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us even more than we want him to speak to us. God 
blessed Nebuchadnezzar because he wanted to show 
him a better way to rule, which was God being at the 
center of his life. The best part is that even with Ne-
buchadnezzar’s hard heart against him, he eventually 
comes to know God and follow him fully. 

2 Chronicles 7:14, “If My people who are called by 
My name will humble themselves, and pray and seek 
My face, and turn from their wicked ways, then I will 
hear from heaven, and will forgive their sin and heal 
their land.”

Maybe, like the Israelites, we’ve placed too much 
faith in a President than in our God of the Universe. 
Maybe, like the Israelites, we think the rise and fall 
of our nation rests in the hands of an earthly leader. 
Maybe we’ve grown cynical, angry, or hopeless. In 
all we do, our focus and trust can only be fully placed 
in him, otherwise it’s a rocky foundation, a house 
built on sand (Matthew 7:24-27). Praise God we can 
trust him in the midst of all things, including our new 
president and politics. John 14:1, “Don’t let your hearts 
be troubled. Trust in God, and trust also in me.” We 
can be like the Israelites and think that who’s in 
office matters more than God, or we can choose to 
see God as bigger than all of it. The same God that 
asks us to trust him in all things is the same God that 
includes politics when he says “all” things. In Luke 
6:27-30, “But to you who are listening I say: Love 

your enemies, do good to those who hate you. Bless 
those who curse you, pray for those who mistreat 
you.” Similarly, in Matthew 5:44 Jesus says, “But I tell 
you, love your enemies and pray for those who per-
secute you.” I’m sure that certainly includes a leader 
that could persecute your beliefs or core values in 
how they run our country. Lastly, and most strongly, 
we’re not simply asked by God to lift leaders up in 
prayer, we’re expected to: 

1 Timothy 2:1-2, “I exhort therefore, that, first of all, 
supplications, prayers, intercessions, and giving of 

We can be like the 
Israelites and think that 

who’s in office 
matters MORE than 

God, or we can choose to 
see God as BIGGER than 

all of it. 
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thanks, be made for all men; For kings, and for all 
that are in authority; that we may lead a quiet and 
peaceable life in all godliness and honesty.” 

What Paul instructs us to do in 1 Timothy takes 
humility. It requires we lay down our wants, our 
desires, our expectations and helps us set aside our 
own pride about what we think is right/wrong or 
“how things should be” and grows compassion for 
our leadership regardless of how we feel about them. 
God can use them, can change their hearts, like he 
likely did when Nebuchadnezzar said in Daniel 4:37, 
“Now I, Nebuchadnezzar, praise and extol and honor 
the King of heaven, for all his works are right and his 
ways are just; and those who walk in pride he is able 
to humble.” This should give any Christian hope no 
matter what earthly leader is “in charge.”

Don’t forget this particular passage to pray, thank 
and intercede for those in leadership was written 
from the Apostle Paul to Timothy at a time when the 
evil emperor Nero was the governmental leader of 
the vast Roman Empire. So whether you find your-
self struggling with our new leader, or frustrated it 
wasn’t who you wanted, trust God with it. If you’re 
anxious or worried about what comes next for our 
nation, pray to the God who can change it. Ask God 
to give you a trust in him that you don’t have for our 
President or any issue America is battling. Remem-
ber, it was only at the point that the Israelites lost 

sight of who God was that things began to drastically 
shift for the worse. Pray for our leader regardless 
of agreement or disagreement. It’s in the humility it 
takes to pray for them that they may yet be changed, 
and through that quite possibly our nation. My 
prayer is that even if we completely love or complete-
ly disagree with who our new US President is, that 
we can learn from the mistakes of God’s people in the 
past, that we can place our trust in the only source 
by which it will not be returned void, and that we can 
know God is constant. He will be with us despite a 
rise or fall of our nation. He himself is the beginning 
and the end. May we place God in his rightful posi-
tion of being our one and only true king. Motivational 
speaker Nick Vujicic said it best, “Regardless of who 
is President, Jesus is still King.” 

Nicholas Sowell
Nicholas has been involved in full time ministry

since age 16. He has served in various roles within 
ministry and is now serving as an Associate Grow 
Pastor at Gateway Church. Nicholas has used 
his love for writing to inspire, educate, and most 
important ly: further the kingdom of God. Now 
living in Austin, Texas with his wife and two boys. 
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APPROACHING 
t NATIVITY

RETHINKING THE ICONIC REPRESENTATIONS 
OF CHRIST’S BIRTH STORY

J GREG WHYTE
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f all the nerve!” fumed a certain member of 
my congregation as she stormed into my 
office. She was holding a Santa ornament 

that the (newly formed) decorating committee at my 
church had included as part of the Christmas deco-
rations. “Pastor, did you see what they put out there 
for our decorations?!” I did notice the Santa figurine 
among the regular ornaments on my way in, but paid 
it little attention because I had other things on my 
mind at the time. I knew where this conversation was 
going. She was part of a group who was crusading 
to “keep Christ in Christmas.” Having Santa in our 
church, she felt, might give people mixed messages. 
Ironically enough, it was only the Santa ornament 
that she took issue with; the other items usually 
associated with Christmas – the trees, the brightly 
colored gifts, the shiny baubles, the yule logs, the 
stockings, and other random decorations around the 
church that also had absolutely nothing to do with 
Jesus or the gospel story – she had no problems with. 
Just Santa.
 
But I was aware that things were more complicat-
ed than just whether or not to include Santa in the 
church’s Christmas decorations. See, I also knew that 
she had a personal long-standing grievance with the 
head of the decorating committee. On top of that, 
there was separate group within the church congre-
gation that that was wondering if we should even 
celebrate Christmas in the first place – it’s not a 

biblical feast from the Old Testament (which would 
have been the feasts celebrated by the early church), 
and the way that most North American Christians 
celebrate Christmas, other than the religious ritual 
of attending special Christmas church services, is 
virtually identical to how non-Christians celebrate. 
The latter group usually would respond to the for-
mer group’s impassioned pleas for “keeping Christ in 
Christmas” by asking if Christ was even in Christmas 
in the first place.
 
Steeped in so much tradition and history, the celebra-
tion of Christmas and its iconic representations are 
often taken for granted by most of us. Yet, I some-
how knew that to properly engage in this conversa-
tion, we would be forced to further explore, and even 
question, how we observe Christmas and how that 
compares to the biblical presentation of Jesus’ birth 
story. 

The first time Christmas was celebrated by the 
Christian church was not until the fourth century 
(the first recorded being in 336 AD), and even then, 
there was debate as to the actual date of celebra-
tion. The Western Church used December 25, while 
churches in the East instead chose January 6. Before 
this point, Christian apologists (those who argue for 
the Christian faith) actually mocked the pagans for 
celebrating birthdays for their gods. 

“O
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So why begin celebrating, and why on that day 
(which, being recognized as the winter solstice, was 
actually the celebrated birthday of various sun gods 
worshipped in the Roman Empire)? It was likely 
that it was as an alternative to other festivals hap-
pening at the same time, much like some churches 
have ‘harvest festivals’ to replace Halloween today. 
So, if December 25 is not really Jesus’ birthday, why 
celebrate it? The conclusion I have come to is this: I 
do not celebrate Christmas as when Jesus was born, 
but as a reminder of the fact that Jesus was born, and 
how significant that fact actually is.
 
One might ask then what this has to do with Bible 
verses that are taken out of context, for that is what 
the column “Content in Context” is usually all about. 
Well, for that, since Christmas is something that is 
on a lot of our minds at least in the earlier part of the 
winter, and we may come across similar arguments 
to those I mentioned above, it might be good to ad-
dress this, as well as compare how the Bible depicts 
the story of Jesus’ birth to how we might see it de-
picted throughout the Christmas season and in many 
church nativity plays. For the purposes of this article, 
I will break the story into scenes, and compare the 
“commonly portrayed” to what likely happened, ac-
cording to the Bible.

4 
“I do not celebrate 
Christmas as when 

Jesus was born, but as 
a reminder of the fact 

that Jesus was born, 
and how significant 
that fact actually is.”

4
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SCENE ONE: 
LONELY TRAVELLERS...

 
While most Nativity presentations begin with the 
journey to Bethlehem from Nazareth (a distance 
of about 110 km or 70 miles) with a very pregnant 
Mary being led by her loving husband Joseph, the 
occasional telling also includes a courtship narrative 
– one of the better ones, as far as historical accura-
cy goes, would be “The Nativity Story”, a 2006 film 
directed by Catherine Hardwicke. What almost all of 
these renditions have in common during the journey, 
including those given in churches, is that it is a lonely 
one, with only this young couple making the trip, ex-
cept for a few scenes where they are joined by other 
travellers. In reality, there were likely many more 
travellers on the road because Luke’s gospel records 
the reasoning behind the journey as being to report 
for a tax census and also the fact that the town was 
crowded already by the time they got there.

SCENE TWO: 
NO ROOM IN THE INN...

 
As the nativity pantomimes go, the next scene is usu-
ally with an innkeeper telling the young couple that 
there is no room in his inn, but that they may sleep in 
the barn, which is where Jesus is born into the world. 
While it could have been possible that they may 

have needed to rely on a public hostel, Luke’s gospel 
(from whom this part of the account comes from) 
neither mentions the search for an inn, an innkeeper 
or a barn. The word that is translated “inn” in sever-
al English translations (kataluma), while including 
public hostels (Bethlehem was a small town, so was 
unlikely to have more than one), actually refers to a 
guest room or lodging place, which could have also 
been in a private home (as the same word is used for 
the “guest room” mentioned in Luke 22:11 and Mark 
14:14).

What is more likely is that the houses of Joseph’s 
family and relatives were all full of other members 
of his family. And as for the “barn” or “stable” that 
we often picture as the scene for Jesus’ birth, early 
church tradition suggests it was actually a grotto – a 
shallow cave located just outside of Bethlehem. How-
ever, even this assumes beyond the text itself (which 
also doesn’t mention a cave). While it could have 
been a cave, it also could have been the lower floor 
of a house where animals were kept during the night 
(so not among the human living quarters). Recent 
archaeological discoveries throughout Israel show 
that this is the way many lived – the animals on the 
lowest floor, then the people on the floors above. 
Either which way, whether it was in the cave as early 
tradition suggests or in the basement of Joseph’s 
ancestral family home, it was not an ideal situation to 
enter the world.
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SCENE THREE: 
WE THREE KINGS...

 
After being visited by shepherds, who according 
to Luke’s gospel then go out as the first evangelists 
of the gospel message (a detail often left out of our 
nativity stories), our nativity pantomimes usually 
then portray three kings visiting and presenting gifts 
to the child; however, the biblical record (this time 
found in the second chapter of Matthew’s gospel) 
neither mentions the number of these visitors, nor 
that they were kings. Their number and royal rank 
was added by later tradition, which was based on 
the gifts given (gold, frankincense and myrrh were 
three items, and each of these were highly valu-
able and individually could have been considered 
a kingly gift). This group of foreigners were called 
‘Magi’, which while some assume this was a type of 
king or simply wise men, this was actually the title 
given to the Persian intellectual and religious caste. 
So they were more priests, teachers, astronomers, 
and scientists than they were kings. Also, given that 
they were from the East, they would have come from 
the Parthian Empire, a rival to the Roman Empire in 
which Judea stood. Given the tricky political situation 
between the two empires, and also the dangers of 
travel (bandits and exposure to bad weather), these 
travellers most likely travelled in a larger caravan, 
which would have made their numbers larger than 
the three of church tradition (which might also offer 

further reason for the unrest of Herod and the rest of 
Jerusalem by their visit in Matthew 2:3).

Additionally, if we were to attempt to harmonize 
the gospels, it’s also unlikely that they arrived on 
the night when Jesus was actually born. On the one 
hand, if we take into account Herod’s brutal response 
in Matthew 2:16 as being a true response to their 
astronomical calculations, we do know that Jesus was 
less than 2 years old, but not a newborn, as the Magi 
spoke of the star as being around for enough time to 
guide them from where they came from (which, if 
they came from Babylon, the closest Parthian city of 
any significance, would be about 1200 kilometers, or 
about 740 miles away – a journey that would have 
taken weeks). Then if we were to also include Jesus’ 
presentation at the temple (another detail often omit-
ted from the typical Nativity play, but which featured 
prominently in Luke’s gospel), this could not have 
happened if Joseph had fled with Mary and Jesus on 
the night when Jesus was born. 
 
In addition, it states in Matthew 2:11 that the Magi 
found the ‘child’ Jesus (the word used was not the 
word for a newborn baby, but for a young child) in a 
house (not in a cave or stable), which would indicate 
that at least some time has passed. However, I think 
that we include the visit of the Magi with our nativity 
scenes and don’t include the other parts of the story 
partly for tradition’s sake and partly for convenience 
sake.
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THE MISSING SCENES...
 
There are also several scenes that we find in the gos-
pels that are usually missed in our Nativity plays. For 
instance, if we read in Luke 2:21-38 (which I alluded 
to above), we find Joseph and Mary taking Jesus to 
be presented in the temple, along with the sacrifice 
of two doves (the sacrifice of a poor family). This 
action is to obey a certain Old Testament law, found 
in Leviticus 12, which basically says that a son is to 
be presented at the temple when he is 40 days old. 
It’s also in this passage when we find the words spo-
ken by Simeon and Anna, two elderly prophets who 
sought to bless the child. Admittedly, this is not usu-
ally included in our Nativity plays, mainly because 
of tradition and convenience; however, because 
of this scene, we have further proof that the Magi 
most likely did not arrive on the night when Jesus 
was born, but more likely between this time (when 
Jesus was 40 days old) and when he was 2 years of 
age (according to the timing of the Star in Matthew’s 
gospel).
 
What is also often missed is the connection between 
John and Jesus, especially as it is told in Luke’s gos-
pel, which intertwines the birth stories of both of 
these figures together. For just as it is scandalous to 
imagine an unmarried virgin becoming pregnant, 
the theme of elderly barren couples suddenly be-
ing given the gift of a child is also a common theme 

throughout the Old Testament scriptures, and, if we 
were truly being faithful to the text, it is difficult to 
divorce the story of Jesus from his relative, John, 
even if this is another element that is often forgotten 
(at least when we are thinking of the nativity story). 
This John would later grow up to become the preach-
er, John the Baptist, who would baptize Jesus in the 
Jordan River, as all four gospels tell us.

Related to this, and perhaps even because of it, we 
can also often forget the realities of what was hap-
pening at the time. As I’ve usually seen it portrayed, 
we usually present the Nativity story in churches as 
a quaint and peaceful story; meanwhile, the brutality 
of the Roman occupation and of Herod the Great are 
usually downplayed, not to mention the revolution-
ary spirit of the time, and even the revolutionary 

A new king has been 
BORN, and he would 
usher in a KINGDOM 

that will overthrow the 
kingdoms of the 

corrupt.
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nature of the gospel itself: a new king has been born, 
and he would usher in a kingdom that will overthrow 
the kingdoms of the corrupt. It all starts here, in the 
seeming shame of the narrative itself.

What I mean by the shame of the story is that there 
are certain elements of the story that would appear 
shameful if we looked at them in isolation. This king, 
instead of being brought up in palaces and great 
luxury would bear the social stigma of being an ille-
gitimate child to an unwed peasant girl, born among 
animals, with his first bed being a common feeding 
trough for those same animals. The shepherds, who 
would be the first evangelists for this king, were also 
known as the least socially acceptable within society. 
They stank of sheep and spent much of their time 
isolated from other people. As for the Magi, they 
were not only foreigners but also potential enemies 
of the Roman overlords, and their news of this new 
king that they came to seek was not generally wel-
come in Jerusalem. Upon hearing of new competition 
to his reign, the current king (Herod the Great, who 
was known for his paranoia and cruelty, as well as 
his extensive building projects) would order the 
death of all boys under the age of 2 in Bethlehem. 
Admittedly, because Bethlehem was a small village 
at the time, this probably would not have been many 
more than 20 children, which is likely why other 
ancient historians don’t mention it, but this brutal 
action was characteristic of Herod. He once even or-

dered the death of his wife and his own sons because 
of a rumor that they were planning to replace him. 
This would then cause Jesus and his parents to flee 
to Egypt as refugees, where they would remain until 
after the death of Herod, when they would return to 
Nazareth.

CONCLUSION:  THE SIGNIFICANCE 
OF THE STORY

As I mentioned near the beginning of this article, 
I don’t celebrate Christmas as the time when Jesus 
was born, but as a reminder of the significance that 
he was born, and all that comes with it. We’ve also 
looked at various aspects of the Nativity, compar-
ing how our traditions portray what might have 
happened versus what the text of the Bible actually 
tells us. Although there are some differences, the 
fact remains that there is still Christmas, despite 
the question of what exactly it is we are celebrating. 
Jesus Christ was born, he lived, and he later died a 
criminal’s death. Then his tomb was found empty a 
few days later. Those are the facts that are verified 
throughout history. The question we are left with is 
why. And it is the answer to that why that tells us the 
purpose of Jesus being born as something worthy of 
celebration in the first place. For that, there are sev-
eral reasons that come to mind. 
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1. God’s Longing for Restored Relationship

God revealed himself to us in the Bible as one who 
longs to be in relationship with his Creation, espe-
cially his human creations. Think of it like a child 
looking delightedly into a fish tank, but the fish all 
swim away and hide. That child really wants to show 
the fish how much he cares for them and how he 
wants to be friends with them. But to the fish, the 
child is a scary creature who might wish harm upon 
them. What better way for the child to show what 
he’s really like than to become a fish himself and live 
among them? So one way to think of it is that God 
wants to be in relationship with us, but humans (as a 
whole) would rather avoid or hide from such a scary 
prospect of this almighty being who is watching ev-
erything we are doing. So, to show us his intentions 
are for our good and for a restored relationship, God 
becomes one of us, to live among us and to teach us 
of himself and of his ways.

2. The Fulfillment of Promises

Another reason that comes to mind is because it is 
the fulfillment of the promises given by God in the 
Old Testament, though possibly not in the ways that 
they would have understood it originally. Isaiah 9:6-
7, for instance, talks about a child being born who 
is described as Wonderful Counsellor, Mighty God, 
Everlasting Father and Prince of Peace – all titles 

which, if you actually think about from the mind of 
a monotheistic Jew (because the Jewish people and 
Christians after them only recognize one God), the 
only explanation must be that God himself would be 
born as a child, and this child would sit on the throne 
of David (historical Israel’s most famous king) and 
reign forever and ever. This, of course, is not the 
only promise being kept here. Even from the very be-
ginning, there was the promise that things would be 
restored one day, and all will be forgiven. Jesus being 
born in earthly form was the beginning of the fulfill-
ment of that promise.
 
The central problem that has been there from the 
start is a problem of broken relationships, the central 
one being between God the Creator and his Creation 
(especially humans, who were the original perpetra-
tors who chose to break that relationship). As such, 
the only way for things to be mended is for that 
foundational relationship to be fixed. Logic dictates 
that the one who broke the relationship should be the 
one to fix it, so it should be humanity that is responsi-
ble. But as humans, we are frail and weak, and there 
is also God’s holiness to contend with, so humans are 
unable to bridge the gap. The only one who is able to 
repair the relationship is God himself. So by being 
born as the man Jesus, God, who is the only one able 
to mend that which has become broken, can now 
also act as representative for humanity. And we who 
belong to Jesus, those who are known by his name 
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as Christians, can live with the assurance that this 
foundational relationship has been fixed, and that 
our other relationships can now begin to be repaired 
because of this, and we’ve been given the privilege to 
point others toward this hope so that they too can be 
restored. 
 
3. God’s Affirmation of the Created World

But there’s another level to this, which is probably 
not thought of commonly in Christian circles, or at 
least not in many conservative Evangelical circles 
where many of us find ourselves interacting. By 
being born, and by living as a fully enfleshed human 
being, Jesus was affirming the gift that is life itself 
and also the goodness and importance of the Created 
world. Yes, it is fallen, as we are. Genesis 3:17 tells 
us the ground was cursed because of the choice of 
humanity to reject God, and Romans 8:19-23 tells us 
that Creation itself groans in frustration because of 
the curse. But we tend to forget that when God first 
created everything, he called it good. In fact, when 
everything was complete, he said it was very good. 
And later, when he rose from the dead, it was into a 
physical body. And then when he returns in glory, 
the Bible tells us that we will also be made to be alive, 
and that Heaven will come to Earth and the curse will 
finally be removed.  What is the point of any of this, 
of any physical existence, if the created world was 
thought of as simply a prison for immortal souls who 

are just waiting to “get into Heaven”?  By being born, 
Jesus is giving us a reminder that the Created world, 
while currently imperfect and groaning in agony and 
frustration because of the curse, is fundamentally 
good, and that by his coming, the salvation he brings 
affirms life, and not merely life after death.
 
4. Good News for Everyone!

And finally, there is also the declaration given by the 
choir of angels in Luke 2:10; by Jesus being born, God 
is glorified, and now there can finally be “peace” for 
all who belong to him (which will eventually be peace 
in all the world, which was bought through Jesus’ 
sacrifice on the Cross). This is good news, and good 
news is meant to be proclaimed, so that all people, 
and all of creation can join with that heavenly chorus 
and sing out, “Glory to God in the Highest, and on 
earth peace to those on whom his favor rests!”

JOIN US ON SOCIAL MEDIA @NEWIDENTITYMAG
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f you hang around certain Christians you may 
hear the word “rebuke.” It’s a tough word so not 
everyone uses it. It’s one of those words you can 

use to muscle your way around spiritually. A rebuke 
is simply a sharp form of criticism or disapproval. It’s 
basically a biblical way to say that this is not cool and 
needs to stop now. So you can see why it’s a tough 
muscular type word. It’s a word for those with some 
authority. That being said, who can you rebuke?

Well in the Bible people can be rebuked. In this sense 
it’s used between someone who is wise and some-
one who is foolish or in need of correction (Proverbs 
9:8). When Peter didn’t quite get what Jesus was 
saying about dying on the cross he took him aside 
and rebuked him (Matthew 16:22). Even Jesus got 
rebuked although it was uncalled for. We’ve all more 
than likely been rebuked at some point although we 
probably never called it that. Usually rebukes happen 
when there is a close relationship. Say it with me “Re-
bukes are for relationships.” You can’t just go around 
expressing your criticism or disapproval to random 
people you are not connected to.

Rebukes are also used on Satan. The book of Jude 
chapter 1 verse talks about how Michael the arch-
angel told Satan “the Lord rebuke you!” So in effect 
Michael didn’t actually rebuke Satan, he appealed to 
a higher authority. He basically said the Lord disap-
proves of you. Many Christians now say this when 
they believe that Satan is involved in stopping their 
plans or attacking them spiritually. This has it’s place 
but the Bible mostly talks about rebuking other peo-
ple.

We should receive and give rebukes. It’s not only in 
the Bible but it’s commanded by the Bible. In Leviti-
cus 19:17 Moses gives instruction to the Israelites to 
rebuke their neighbors and speak to them frankly so 
that they would not be guilty and share in the oth-
er person’s sin. It sounds so obnoxious in our very 
sensitive individualistic postmodern culture. To give 
a rebuke may sound like you are “in someone’s busi-
ness.” The thing is rebukes are meant for stopping 
people from making foolish and harmful choices. 
Rebukes are life savers and that’s the business we’re 
in as Christians.

I

Ramon Mayo
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M ost Americans will spend the last night of the 
year attending a party dressed in head-to-
toe sequins, watching the ball drop in Times 

Square, or hoping to get a kiss from a crush or even 
a stranger. Compared to the meaning, story, and 
ritual attached to Christmas, do these traditions not 
strike you as bizarre? But we’re not alone. Weird 
New Year’s traditions abound all around the world. 
And they exist as creative ways to offer families and 
friends a sense of identity, connection, and belong-
ing, to create memories, bring healing, cultivate grat-
itude, teach core values, and even to deepen our faith. 
If you’re looking to add more meaning and spunk 
to your holiday celebrations, consider these seven 
suggestions.

ACCEPT A VISIT FROM A 
HANDSOME STRANGER

The Scots believe the first person to cross the 
threshold of their home in the new year should be a 
dark, handsome man dressed in a kilt or black tie. He 
should come bearing gifts: coal to symbolize warmth, 
a loaf of bread for healthy food, a bottle of Scotch for 
prosperity, and salt to remind us that goodness does 
not come absent of sadness. 

This sounds like a great tradition for all the single 
ladies—are you with me? If you’re looking to add 
more warmth and happiness to your New Year’s 

festivities, try inviting someone without a family or a 
home to celebrate the holiday with you. Or, if you’re 
the one without a family for the holidays, don’t wait 
for an invitation. Gather your own group of friends, 
acquaintances, co-workers, or lonely strangers. 
Because as the Scots observe, goodness coexists with 
sadness and difficulty, but therein lies the beautiful, 
redemptive quality of life that God is showing us 
everyday.

“In everything I did, I showed you that by this kind of hard 
work we must help the weak, remembering the world the 
Lord Jesus himself said: ‘It is more blessed to give than to 
receive’” (Acts 20:35).

TRAVEL THROUGH TIME

Travel often comes with a suitcase full of souvenirs 
and a headful of memories. Maybe that’s why Colom-
bians, and other South American cultures, ensure a 
year full of travel by running around their houses 
toting a suitcase on New Year’s Day. This is a good 
idea for someone who suffers from wanderlust, but 
maybe not so great for the homebodies among us. 

Play on this fun tradition by creating a time capsule. 
You could, literally, collect a suitcase full of memo-
ries, or have each member of your family or friend 
group select and caption a few photos they feel best 
encapsulate the passing year. Compile these photos 
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into a book and print a copy for each person. Online 
photo companies like Snapfish, Mixbook, or Shut-
terfly make this kind of project fast and easy. Then 
look through each book when the next new year rolls 
around. 

“Remember the wonders he has done” (Psalm 105:5a).

GO BACK TO THE FUTURE

New Year’s in Russia holds similar importance as 
Christmas does to Westerners. It’s been described as 
a mash up of Christmas and Thanksgiving. One of 
their traditions is to write a wish on a piece of paper, 
burn it, and mix the ashes with champagne to drink 
at midnight. 

If you don’t like the taste of carcinogens, another fun 
option is to create an annual forecast for your family 
or friends. One-by-one, share a hope, word of affir-
mation, or prayer for the new year for each person 
present. Record them in a Smart phone or designated 
notebook, then look over them the next year to see 
which ones came to fruition and how each person 
has grown. This is a great way to both encourage and 
challenge one another. 

“Therefore encourage one another and build each other 
up, just as in fact you are doing” (1 Thessalonians 5:11). 

4
Goodness coexists 
with sadness and 

difficulty, but therein 
lies the beautiful, 

redemptive quality of 
life that God is 

showing us everyday.
4
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DON’T FORGET YOUR 
LUCKY UNDERWEAR

Some people have lucky socks. Venezuelans, and 
other South American cultures, believe in lucky 
underwear! They enter the new year displaying 
bright underwear, either over their clothes or with 
no pants at all. In another variation of this tradition, 
the color of the undergarment worn into the new 
year is said to hold special meaning: red or pink 
brings love, gold or yellow brings wealth, and tidy 
whities bring peaceful tidings.

If you’re uncomfortable with being visualized in your 
unmentionables, create a vision board, instead. This 
is a fun activity to do alone, in a group, or even with 
friends and family over Skype. Select a number of 
goals or resolutions, a word, a phrase, or a Bible verse 
as a theme for the new year, then cut out images 
from magazines that represent what you hope to 
achieve. Grab a cork board and some push pins to 
create your collage. Hang your board somewhere 
prominent to remind you of your annual vision. 
Whether you’re consciously working toward these 
goals or not, by keeping them in the forefront you 
may be surprised by how many of them you achieve 
by the end of the year. 

“Where there is no vision, the people are unrestrained. But 
happy is he who keeps the law” (Proverbs 29:18).

JUMP INTO THE NEW YEAR

In Denmark, people are said to jump off a chair at the 
stroke of midnight, as a way to leave all bad omens 
behind and land into the fresh start of a new year. If 
you’d rather not teach your kids to jump off the good 
furniture, grab a step stool and play a game of High 
Low, instead. 

Have each person take a turn on the step stool to 
share a low point and a high point of their past year 
before taking a mini leap. Discuss how you’ve seen 
God’s blessing or provision through each situation 
and what you’d like to do differently next year. To 
add some laughs, take a picture of each person’s 
jump—the sillier the better—to commemorate their 
new year and new commitment. Or, if you’re really 
adventurous, try this game on a trampoline! To add 
more meaning, record each high and low (including 
the pictures) to review the following year.

“But blessed is the one who trusts in the Lord, whose 
confidence is in him. They will be like a tree planted by 
the water that sends out its roots by the stream. It does not 
fear when heat comes; its leaves are always green. It has 
no worried in a year of drought and never fails to bear 
fruit” (Jeremiah 17:7–8).
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DON’T EAT SOUR GRAPES

Mexican’s, and other South American cultures, wel-
come the new year with a bunch of grapes. They eat 
12 grapes as the clock strikes midnight, and make a 
wish for each one. But don’t eat sour grapes! They 
indicate a particularly unlucky month. 

If you feel the glycemic index of grapes is just too 
high for your blood sugar, create a 12 Before 12 list. 
That’s one thing you want to accomplish each month 
of the new year. This could be memorizing a passage 
of scripture each month, doing a Bible character 
study on Jesus’s 12 disciples, resolving to handwrite 
a note of appreciation to someone in your life, or 
identifying 12 service projects you want to complete 
in the coming year.

“Commit to the Lord whatever you do, and he will estab-
lish your plans” (Proverbs 6:3).

GIVE THANKS

In Germany, eating pork and sauerkraut on News 
Year’s Eve is believed to bring blessings and wealth 
for the year ahead. Pork is a symbol of good luck 
and well-being. Those seated at the table wish each 
other as much goodness and money as the shreds of 
cabbage in the kraut. 

For a tradition that’s both sweet and “sauer”, make 
your own sauerkraut. Shred a few heads of cabbage 
to ferment in brine from Christmas to New Years. 
Then create a gratitude log, listing as many things 
you are grateful for as the shreds of cabbage on your 
plate. Or, to get the thanks and creativity rolling, cre-
ate a gratitude survey. Include questions like What 
was the best thing that happened to you this year? 
What are three ways you were uniquely blessed 
this year? When was a time a family member came 
through for you this year? What will you remember 
most about this year? Share your answers until all 
the shreds of cabbage are gone from your plates.

“Give thanks in all circumstance; for this is God’s will for 
you in Christ Jesus” (1 Thessalonians 5:18).

What are you doing New Year’s Eve?

Lindsey A. Frederick
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W here do you find your value as a person? 
From your job? From your grades? From 
your relationships? The world teaches us that 

these are the aspects of life that define who we are 
as people and who we will become, but that doesn’t 
make them true.

God has something better for us to base our value on.

Works can be defined as what you do in a day for 
personal gain or approval, such the effort you ded-
icate to your job, or in my case, your education. For 
some time now I have placed my value on how much 
work I can get done in a day, i.e. my level of pro-
ductiveness. As a college student, a prime example 
would be whether I finish my assignments for class 
in advance from the due date or whether I study long 
enough for that upcoming exam. More often than not 
my idea of productivity is also attending all my col-
lege ministry events that week, proving my commit-
ment to the organization. If I am very productive, on 
any given day, I deem it successful. But if I decide to 
binge watch a new show on Netflix or watch movies 
on demand, I feel like I am the scum of the Earth. 
This thought process plays out in different ways ev-
ery day. While it may not always be as dramatic as I 
pen it in this article, you get the picture. If I get things 
done, I’m good; if I don’t, I’m bad. And this is not the 
way God calls us to live our lives.

While basing your worth on how much you accom-
plish in your life may get you far in this world, it 
won’t with God. God cares more about our hearts and 
our relationship with him than our works. During 
a recent Christian retreat, God revealed to me my 
heart’s true condition. My heart, like everyone else’s, 
is full of sin and the evil that comes with living in a 
world that actively invites sin. This reminded me of 
Proverbs 27:19 NIV “As water reflects the face, so 
one’s life reflects the heart.” The life we live reflects 
our heart’s condition, and mine was telling me I 
had allowed idols in my life to push God out. By the 
end of the retreat, God revealed to me that despite 
having achieved many successes academically, my 
heart was not fully his. My heart was in my grades, 
in my friendships, in my ministry position, in my 
hobbies, and worst of all, in my sins. I knew God 
cared more about the condition of my heart than my 
performance. I prayed over and over to God from 
Psalms 139:23 ESV: “Search me, O God, and know my 
heart.” I didn’t want to live this broken life anymore. I 
prayed to him to help me truly become his. I knew by 
beginning to surrender my life fully to God I would 
be able to discern how to heal my misguided heart.

The biggest part of this revelation was that I realized 
I didn’t love God fully. I started asking myself all 
kinds of existential crisis questions. What am I doing 
here at this retreat? What am I doing in a leadership 
position in my college ministry? What is the point of 
all of this if at the end of the day I don’t love God? 
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God is the core of everything we as Christians be-
lieve. If God doesn’t have my heart, all my actions 
and works done in his name have very little meaning 
because I wasn’t doing it for him. I started feeling 
like I had just put on a performance for those around 
me to validate my worthiness as a Christian. Instead 
of finding my worth in God, I found it in my accom-
plishments instead. 

Sometimes we strive so hard to become the image 
of the perfect Christian (reads the Bible every day, 
goes to church on Sunday, volunteers around the 
community, etc.) that we begin to play the role we 
think will make God and our Christian friends happy. 
God doesn’t expect us to be perfect. He knows we will 
make mistakes. We need to stop living by these unre-
alistic standards and instead live in the grace, free-
dom, and redemption that God has provided for us. 

Instead of basing our value on our performance, we 
should base it on how well we love others. We are 
called to be reflections of God’s character, showing 
people kindness, love and compassion (Romans 15:7, 
Luke 6:36, Ephesians 5:2). We are called to be the 
light and salt of the world (Matthew 5:13-16). We are 
called to love our neighbors (Mark 12:31). While we 
can’t do everything, we should be doing something 
every day to further God’s mission, which is to re-
store our world to how he had originally envisioned 
it: without sin (Genesis 1:31). 

How can we do this if we haven’t given God our 
hearts completely, or at least are trying to? Realiz-
ing that my identity was based on other aspects of 
my life instead of God was difficult. Yet, I knew I 
needed to be in his presence continuously (praying 
and reading God’s word daily) to not fall in the same 
trap again. For example, I made sure to make time 
every day to talk and pray to God. I can’t give him 
my heart if I don’t spend time with him and get to 
know him better. This in turn helps me to keep him 
in mind when making decisions throughout my day 
and reminds me to live for his glory and not my own. 
Additionally, a Bible verse that helps me refocus is 
Ephesians 2:8 NIV: “For it is by grace you have been 
saved, through faith—and this is not from your-
selves, it is the gift of God— not by works, so that no 
one can boast.” 

Instead of finding my 
WORTH in God, 
I found it in my 

accomplishments 
instead. 



NEW IDENTITY MAGAZINE.COM

49

Grace is an amazing gift from God given not because 
of our actions or accomplishments but because of our 
faith in his love for us. You can’t truly know someone 
if you don’t spend time with them. The same goes 
with God. We need to spend time with him for us to 
have a relationship with him, and that time can be 
praying, reading the Bible or worshipping him. He 
wants our hearts and our devotion, worship, faith-
fulness, and service. He wants our life to reflect his 
kingdom. Going to church every Sunday or volun-
teering at your church’s next event won’t make him 
love you more or less. His love has and will always be 
abundant because of what Jesus did. Relish in that 
fact and don’t try to earn his love. You already have 
it. Just live in it. 

I myself am improving daily through God’s grace by 
not valuing my worth based on what my accomplish-
ments are. It is hard because it is a deeply ingrained 
habit, yet with God’s grace anything is possible. 
Slowly changing my mindset has been liberating and 
exciting because I can be authentic with God and 
with my community. I allow people to get to know me 
and accept me for who I am. 

“God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While 
we were still sinners, Christ died for us” (Romans 
5:8 NIV). God knew our hearts from before we were 
born. He knew we would sin repeatedly throughout 
our lives. Yet, despite humanity turning away from 
him, he still sent his only son to redeem us. He has 
forgiven us and loves us and has given us grace. 
There is nothing left to do but give our hearts and 
lives wholeheartedly to him. Don’t perform for him. 
Partner with him in the way you live your life and 
interact with his people. Join in mission with God and 
make a change on Earth in his name.

Slowly changing my 
mindset has been 

LIBERATING and 
exciting because I can be 
AUTHENTIC with God 

and with my 
COMMUNITY. 

Michelle Saldivar
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ites songs. Michelle can be reached at 

msaldivar94@gmail.com. 
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’m writing this piece in October, the month when 
grocery stores haul out mounds of candy, and 
when pumpkin-flavored items appear in unlikely 

places. Orange and black seem to be the color scheme 
for just about everywhere, and Halloween costume 
ideas have already started appearing on my social 
media feed. Michael Jackson’s “Thriller” will soon 
make its annual appearance on radios and playlists. 
It’s also election season, with polls “tightening,” 
“bombshells” being dropped, and the national blood 
pressure up a few points as people on all sides argue 
and worry about what will happen to the US if one 
candidate or the other wins. There are even memes 
on social media: I saw one recently with a snarling 
green witch declaring that Election Day will be even 
scarier than the scariest Halloween. In many ways, 
‘tis the season to be fearful and anxious. I for one am 
a little worried about the atmosphere of the country 
in the post-election weeks. I confess to having a bad 
feeling in the pit of my stomach. And I’m pretty sure 
I’m not alone.

Obviously, you don’t have to be living in this country 
or following polls and politics in order to be familiar 
with these feelings. If you are a person who lives 
with anxiety and recurring fear—the real kind, not 
the sugar-fueled Halloween kind—then you know 
a lot about these feelings and the ways they can 
adversely affect your life, health, and spirit. Fear and 
anxiety can come from many sources: from memo-
ries of past hurts, from concern for people we love, 

and even from our own pride. Sometimes the reason 
we feel anxious or fearful is that we believe we can 
and must make things turn out a certain way. When 
we start to see that we can’t control every outcome, 
or change every mind, or anticipate every obstacle, 
our world starts to feel like it’s out of our control 
(which it is) and anxiety is often the result. 

As real and natural as these feelings are for Chris-
tians and non-Christians alike, they don’t have to 
be permanent fixtures in our lives. Christ offers us 
freedom and peace of mind, and we can begin to 
experience that freedom by looking at fear honestly, 
and by acquainting ourselves with biblical truths. As 
a first step in the direction of that freedom, consider 
what fear does.  

• Fear can paralyze us. This is true in a literal as 
well as figurative sense. Most of us can understand 
the ways that the fear of falling or injury can make 
you stop in your tracks, unable to jump into a pool 
or walk up to a podium because you think some-
thing terrible will happen. Many of us also know 
the feeling when we can’t speak up or tell the 
truth about an event because of the fear that we’ll 
be ridiculed or rejected. Sometimes it’s a healthy 
thing: fear of injury can keep a child from taking 
on a foolish dare. Sometimes it’s an unhealthy 
thing: when “what-ifs” have a negative controlling 
effect in our lives that keeps us from doing some-
thing good or right.

I
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a spirit of fear, but of 
power, and of love, and 

of a sound mind.”
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• Fear can also distort our vision. If you’ve ever 
been afraid of a person or a situation or a confron-
tation, then you may have had the feeling that the 
object of your fear is much larger than life—pow-
erful enough to destroy your dream, affect your 
future, or keep you from getting what you need. 
When that happens, it can be tough to have a sense 
of proportion: it can be hard to see other possible 
outcomes or other actions you can take, or to see 
that the person or situation may have less of an 
effect on your life than you’d thought. 

• Finally, fear can keep us from experiencing 
blessing. Sometimes the things we fear don’t ap-
pear to be dangerous or threatening at all. Some-
times the object of our fear is an opportunity, a 
chance to share our talent, an invitation to speak 
to an important decision-maker, even an offer of 
friendship or relationship with another person. 
Whether it arises from a suspicion that the offer 
isn’t real or lasting, or from a sense that we’re 
not good enough to receive it, fear can prevent us 
from receiving those gifts from God. It can lead 
us to self-sabotage by making us close the door on 
opportunities we feel we can’t or shouldn’t accept.

This is no way to live. More importantly, this is not 
the way God wants and plans for us to live as Chris-
tians. One of my favorite passages is 2 Timothy 1:7, 
which tells us that “God has not given us a spirit of 
fear, but of power, and of love, and of a sound mind” 
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(NKJV). Let the truth of that sink in for a bit. God has 
not given you a spirit of fear. Our anxieties about the 
future, circumstances and outcomes should not lin-
ger in our hearts and minds, because we can put our 
trust in God to bring freedom and peace.

The Bible tells us that God both recognizes our hu-
man tendency to be afraid and has compassion on 
us when we are fearful (Psalm 103:1). The Bible also 
offers us rock-solid truth to comfort and strengthen 
us so that we do not have to live in a constant state of 
anxiety, or be defeated by our fears.

Perhaps the most fundamental truth for us to grasp 
is that as Christians we are in God’s loving hands. 
That’s not just a metaphor. It means that God loves 
us and is powerful enough to ensure that his loving 
purposes will be accomplished in our lives. Psalm 46 
tells us that God is our help and strength and protec-
tion. Philippians 1:6 tells us that the same God who 
offers us salvation through Jesus will take care of 
our spiritual growth and development. Philippians 
4:6 tells us that God will provide everything we need. 
Likewise, Jesus tells us in Luke 12:31 that we have 
no need to fear because our good Father will provide 
and care for us.

If we believe our loving God cares for us and is pow-
erful enough not just to feel that care but also to take 
care of everything that concerns us, then we don’t 
have to worry about everything that happens to us, 

and we don’t have to be anxious about a future we 
cannot control. Put another way, our fearlessness as 
Christians should be rooted in the truth about God’s 
character: that he is loving, powerful, and truthful, 
and since he has said that he will care for us, and 
since he has proven that he can do so, we have noth-
ing to fear.  

We should note that there is one kind of fear that the 
Bible does encourage, but it’s not the kind I’ve been 
talking about so far. The kind of fear the Bible calls 
us to have is a fear of the Lord. Such “fear” is best 
defined as reverential awe, an acknowledgement 
that God is holy, infinite, and all powerful, that God 
is worthy of our obedience. This fear isn’t terror that 
keeps us up at night. Rather, it helps to feed our trust 
because it brings with it the awareness that ultimate 
power resides not in people or situations, but in God 
alone. As Jesus reminds us in Matthew 10:28, if we 
have a right fear of God (reverential awe and re-
spect), we have no need to fear anyone or anything 
else.

One beautiful section of scripture that brings many 
biblical truths together in ways that can comfort our 
spirits and help us drive out fear is Psalm 103. It’s 
a psalm of praise, but in offering reasons to praise 
God, it provides wonderful reminders about reasons 
we need not be fearful or anxious.  The psalm tells 
us that God forgives sin, heals bodies, redeems lives, 
and provides everything we need (vss. 3-5). It tells us 
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that God brings justice for oppressed peoples (6); that 
God is merciful and gracious (8); that God has com-
passion on us (13); that God knows how fragile we 
are (14), and that God is eternal, near to his children, 
and in total control of the universe (19). Look at that 
list again. Pause for a moment to consider all those 
truths about what God can and does offer us. Com-
passion. Forgiveness. Healing. Redemption. Mercy. 
Grace. All of that is available to us. All of that is given 
to us by a powerful, eternal creator. This is the God 
who created us and loves us.  

In light of these truths from scripture, we must ask 
ourselves: why should we fear need if God will pro-
vide for us? Why should we fear the future if God 
knows and controls it? Why should we fear injus-
tice if God will provide justice? Why should we fear 
rejection if God forgives and has compassion? Why 
should we fear being alone if God is always with us? 
And why should we fear being unloved when our 
God demonstrates love for us in so many ways?

As we take these truths to heart, we can move for-
ward from the anxiety that comes from feeling like 
we have to do it all and get everything right. We can 
allow ourselves to be brave in the face of difficulty, 
to take advantage of opportunities, and to do what 
is right even if we risk being rejected or ostracized, 
because we know that God is both able and willing 
to take care of the outcome. As we follow the guid-
ance we receive from scripture, biblical teaching, and 

the Holy Spirit, we need not worry about what will 
happen, or fear that some person or situation might 
oppose and overcome us. Trusting in God’s goodness 
and power, we can move forward without the burden 
of fear or anxiety. 

If we are Christians, we can experience this kind of 
fearless living more and more by telling ourselves 
the truths of scripture, by praying for God to de-
liver us from the spirit of fear we often cultivate 
in ourselves, and by drawing strength from other 
Christians who can pray for and encourage us on our 
spiritual journey. If we are not Christians, God invites 
us to accept Jesus as Savior, so that we can have 
access to the freedom that is available to us now, and 
be delivered from the fear of eternal separation from 
God in eternity.  

As you step into your new day, new week, or new 
season of life, trust that God will move you away 
from fear and toward greater trust in him, and into a 
fuller experience of the freedom that he wants you to 
have.

Délice Williams
Délice Williams holds a Ph.D. in English and has taught 
literature and writing at both the high school and college 
levels. She is an active member of her beloved Nazarene 
congregation, where she works with children’s minis-
tries and often chips in with writing and design work for 
church publications. She seeks to be salt and light in sub-

urban Washington, DC.
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few years ago, I was apart of a large multi-cam-
pus church that was very well connected and 
whose pastor was often in the public spotlight. 

When rumors began surfacing about potential scan-
dals, almost every Christian news outlet and mag-
azine went hunting for skeletons. They unearthed 
a number of things that were seen as unethical, 
unwise, and unloving, yet nothing that would be 
atypical of a normal businessman or uncommon with 
many Christians. The main argument from those 
calling for this “celebrity” pastor’s resignation and 
apology was that he had demonstrated a repeated 
pattern of arrogance, quick temper, and domineer-
ing style of leadership that was disqualifying for a 
pastor. This pastor eventually stepped down from 
the church he started almost 20 years prior and was 
essentially blacklisted in the Christian community. 

However, only a few years before, this same church 
that was led by the same pastor was opening multiple 
churches and adding thousands of people to its mem-
bership. This pastor was very instrumental in the 
lives of so many people and had seemed to be a cata-
lyst for a revival in the millennial generation. Yet, the 
pressure of being a subject in investigative journal-
ism for six long months and the headline of too many 
uncharitable blog posts to count forced this pastor to 
step down from leadership and finally resign from 
the church. What exactly happened?

Those who are in leadership often experience a type 
of “celebrity” status. They can do no wrong, and 
everyone believes in them. In essence, the majority of 
people have crafted the persona of this person into an 
ideal of their liking. A normal guy has now become 
elevated to a status of perfection. When people find 
out that I am related to a certain pastor, they often 
ask me how it has been growing up with this pastor 
in my life. “It must be such an honor to be related to 
him!” Honestly, it has been super normal. I see him at 
Christmas, and that is about it. Nevertheless, for so 
many people, these pastors become something much 
greater than who they actually are: people in need of 
grace.

When these pastors eventually become crushed by 
unrealistic expectations or fail in some moral way, 
their congregations can often become a major source 
of hurt. The same people who praised the pastor for 
everything they have accomplished now become 
their biggest critics. They call for his resignation and 
interpret everything he does as disingenuous or as a 
sad attempt to protect his status. Others, in an equally 
poor way, may even attempt to defend a pastor’s un-
wise or sinful actions. They call for others to forgive, 
often minimizing the sin and neglecting to require 
repentance.

James 3:1 explains, “Not many of you should become 
teachers, my brothers, for you know that we who 

A
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To Paul, character is 
actually more important 

than ability. Scripture 
puts a firm emphasis on 
the moral integrity of 

those who are in 
leadership, and thus, 

Pastors ought to be held 
to a higher standard. 

teach will be judged with greater strictness.” Now 
the context of this verse speaks of controlling our 
tongue, but it also explains how we “stumble in many 
ways” (James 3:2). I do not necessarily think that 
the application of this verse has only to do with a 
warning of God’s judgement. I think that this pas-
sage speaks to the danger of the tongue, the ways in 
which it can destroy both the church member and the 
pastor. Not many should be teachers because they 
will inevitably be placed on a pedestal, and judged 
with unreasonable expectations. 

With this understanding of leaders, we must now ask 
ourselves, “Does character matter?” If we are all sin-
ful and prone to failure, then should it matter who we 
have as our pastor? Should we care more about his 
character or his proficiency and qualifications for the 
job than the “normal” congregant? Paul explains the 
qualifications for Pastors or Elders in a few of his let-
ters. At the time of his writing to Titus and Timothy, 
he had left them in particular locations to oversee 
the ordering of the church that he had planted. He 
tasks them with appointing elders with the following 
qualifications: 

“The saying is trustworthy: If anyone aspires to the 
office of overseer, he desires a noble task. Therefore 
an overseer must be above reproach, the husband of 
one wife, sober-minded, self-controlled, respectable, 
hospitable, able to teach, not a drunkard, not violent 

but gentle, not quarrelsome, not a lover of money. He 
must manage his own household well, with all dig-
nity keeping his children submissive, for if someone 
does not know how to manage his own household, 
how will he care for God’s church? He must not be 
a recent convert, or he may become puffed up with 
conceit and fall into the condemnation of the devil. 
Moreover, he must be well thought of by outsiders, so 
that he may not fall into disgrace, into a snare of the 
devil. (1 Timothy 3:1-7 ESV)
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Paul does not ask for a resume, a successful business 
track record, or professional references. Instead, he 
asks the children and the neighbors what kind of 
person this candidate is. To Paul, character is actual-
ly more important than ability. Scripture puts a firm 
emphasis on the moral integrity of those who are in 
leadership, and thus, Pastors ought to be held to a 
higher standard. Not only does their job pragmatical-
ly require this as people rightfully expect them to act 
a certain way, but this higher standard is biblically 
required.

Yet, nowhere on this list does Paul require perfection. 
Pastors will not be perfect; they will fail often. It is 
how they handle this failure that disqualifies them. 
Do they cover it up? Lie about it? Blame others? Or do 
they humbly submit themselves to correction, apol-
ogize, repent, and pursue righteousness? I think that 

there are some situations that require the resignation 
of a pastor, yet I think that more often than not, a 
pastor who is serving in a healthy church community 
should be able to be restored. 

I expect that many of you are more likely the part of a 
church body that has to respond to a pastor’s imper-
fections. Here are three ways you can support your 
pastor, leaders, and church community.

Gracious Empathy

We must show empathy and understand that the 
pastor is just like us, a person in need of grace. They 
are not some indestructible bible-interpreting, ser-
mon-preaching, soul-counseling machine. They are 
fragile people, often pulled in a hundreds of different 

We must show empathy and understand that the pastor is 
just like us, a person in need of grace. They are not some 

indestructible bible-interpreting, sermon-preaching, 
soul-counseling machine.
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ways, and whose personal life is almost non-existent. 
Showing empathy means displaying a love that seeks 
understanding, a posture that seeks to understand 
what is going on in the leader’s life that may have 
contributed to their failure. After understanding, we 
can show grace, realizing that we most likely struggle 
with the same things. This grace does not necessar-
ily forgo a pastor’s resignation but it does mean that 
we show compassion on them as a fellow Christian. 
Their vocation as a Pastor does not define the core 
of who they are, and we should not treat them as if it 
does.

Loving Communication

Leaders who have stepped down due to some failure 
often face isolation and discouragement. They may 
hear or read things about themselves that come off 
as hateful. Yet, these comments are rarely communi-
cated to the leaders directly which creates disunity. 
We can support our fallen brothers and sisters by 
seeking them out and communicating with them in a 
loving way. We do not have to condone their actions, 
but we should express our love for them. We can also 
communicate our frustrations and our hurts to them 
in a loving and respectful way. This open communi-
cation (when appropriate) can heal many wounds.

Persevering Prayer

The path to reconciliation is a long one, and only 
traversed by prayer. We must resist the temptation 
to run from the hurt and move onto another church 
community. Though it’s difficult, perseverance in 
most situations is preferable. By sticking around, 
you can support your community by loving others 
in encouragement and deeds. We must also learn to 
pray for community, including those who have hurt 
and failed us. It can be very difficult, but the Lord 
will encourage us and grow in us a deep love for our 
community. 
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ebrews 11:1 defines faith as “confidence in what 
we hope for and assurance about what we do 
not see.” In our everyday lives, we use “faith” 

to refer to any belief system and say “I have faith in 
you” when we believe someone is able to do some-
thing. When something bad happens in our lives, we 
might hear “just have faith” or “everything happens 
for a reason,” to encourage us that God is still in con-
trol of the situation. 

What happens, though, when we can’t seem to mus-
ter up that faith? When we feel that God is distant or 
not working in our lives? The theologian A.W. Tozer, 
in his book, The Pursuit of God, describes faith as “the 
gaze of the soul upon a saving God.”

Tozer writes that anyone reading the Bible will notice 
right away that faith is a central theme: 

”The place of weighty importance which the Bible 
gives to faith will be too plain for him to miss. He 
will very likely conclude: Faith is all-important in 
the life of the soul. Without faith it is impossible to 
please God (Hebrews 11:6). Faith will get me any-
thing, take me anywhere in the Kingdom of God, 
but without faith there can be no approach to God, 
no forgiveness, no deliverance, no salvation, no 
communion, no spiritual life at all.” (pg. 80)

When we think of examples of faith in the Bible, 
figures like Abraham, who trusted where God was 
leading and was even willing to sacrifice his son, and 
the Roman soldier, who believed Jesus could heal his 
daughter, come to mind. Jesus himself, however, ref-
erences a rather obscure story in Numbers to illus-
trate to Nicodemus what it means to have faith.

In the Old Testament, the people of Israel constant-
ly alternate between following God’s direction and 
complaining to him about their circumstances. At 
the beginning of chapter 21, the people pray to God 
asking for a military victory, which he grants. Yet in 
verse 5, as they continued traveling, “the people grew 
impatient along the way; they spoke against God and 
against Moses, and said, ‘Why have you brought us 
up out of Egypt to die in the wilderness? There is no 
bread! There is no water! And we detest this misera-
ble food!’”

In response to their lack of faith in him as the provid-
er, God sends venomous snakes to bite the Israelites, 
and many of them die. This time, the people go to Mo-
ses, acknowledging that they had sinned and asking 
him to pray on their behalf. In response, “The Lord 
said to Moses, ‘Make a snake and put it up on a pole; 
anyone who is bitten can look at it and live’” (21:8). In 
this case, by looking at the snake, God saw an act of 
obedience and faith, and kept those who gazed at the 
staff alive.

GOD TALK

H
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Jesus references these 6 short verses when speaking 
to Nicodemus, who is still stuck on the concept of 
being “born again,” about himself and the kingdom of 
God. “Just as Moses lifted up the snake in the wilder-
ness, so the Son of Man must be lifted up, that every-
one who believes may have eternal life in him” (John 
3:14-15). This verse occurs right before perhaps the 
most famous verse in the Bible: John 3:16. If we put 
our faith and trust in Jesus, we will live. 

Later in John, the disciple Thomas does not believe 
that Jesus is alive. “Unless I see the nail marks in his 
hands and put my finger where the nails were, and 
put my hand into his side, I will not believe” (John 
20:25). Jesus then invites Thomas to see and touch, 
but says in verse 29 “Because you have seen me, you 
have believed; blessed are those who have not seen 
and yet have believed.” Jesus responds to Thomas’ 
doubts with physical evidence, yet makes it clear that 
we should strive for belief and trust without assur-
ance.

Realizing that seeing and believing are not the same, 
the “gazing” that Tozer speaks of, and the Israelites 
demonstrate, must not actually be about what is 
physically in front of us. Often we resist the very 
idea of faith because we can’t “see” its evidence. Yet 
if we are honest, it can be easier to explain away 
some things as “coincidence” rather than acknowl-

4 
It can be easier to 

explain away some 
things as “coincidence” 

rather than 
acknowledge the 

possibility of a 
power greater than 

ourselves.
4 
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edge the possibility of a power greater than our-
selves.

In a lot of ways, the idea of faith might seem clear-
er in biblical times. For the Israelites, the situation 
was often black and white: either they had faith and 
prospered, or they didn’t have faith and were pun-
ished. Even Job, whom God tested by taking away his 
family and riches, is given back twice what he had 
before after he acknowledges God’s power and prays 
for his friends (Job 42). Although the concept of 
immediate corporate punishment may be distasteful 
to us in the 21st century, God’s power and expecta-
tions were clear. In our lives today, it’s problematic, if 
not wrong, to attribute prosperity or illness to God’s 
favor or punishment based on someone’s faith. On 
the other hand, we can see negative effects in our 
lives when we don’t spend time reading the Bible and 
praying, and positive effects when we do.

To describe “the gaze of the soul upon a saving God” 
as a picture for faith, then, is both easy and difficult 
to accomplish. In the Old Testament, the priest was 
the only one able to enter the most holy place and 
speak to God directly. The Israelites had to bring 
animals to sacrifice and atone for, or get rid of, their 
sin. Since Jesus gave himself as a sacrifice for hu-
manity’s sin and restored our relationship with God, 
there is no curtain or holy space between God and 
us. We don’t need to look at God at a certain day or 

Lisa Gagnon
Lisa Gagnon is a university student, writer and 
musician living in Buffalo, NY. She is passionate 
about promoting empathy and understanding 
through collaboration and telling the stories of 
those undervalued in our society. Lisa can be 

reached at lisagagnon127@gmail.com

time or bring any sacrifices. We come to him exactly 
as we are. Yet it’s all too easy to look away from God 
when something more satisfying distracts us in the 
moment. We can choose to look or choose not to look, 
and we can’t rely on anyone else to do the looking for 
us. 

In the end, though, having faith is not about us, it’s 
about God. Tozer describes it this way. “Faith it-
self is not a meritorious act; the merit is in the One 
toward Whom it is directed. Faith is a redirecting of 
our sight, a getting out of the focus of our vision and 
getting God into focus.” Moses acted in faith to lift up 
the golden snake, and the people acted in faith to look 
at it and believe, but it was God who gave them life. 
Faith, then, is a continuous cycle of us looking at God 
and his work in our lives, allowing him to reveal what 
he wants us to do in response, acting accordingly in 
faith, and stepping back to watch him work again.
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couple years ago I was invited to receive some 
training to become a certified coach for the 
family of churches I belong to. I was informed 

that the training would help me coach people who 
were planting churches, and it would also help me be 
a much better leader in the local church I was serv-
ing. “Sign me up!” I thought.

Before we began the training, we were supposed to 
read Bob Logan’s Coaching 101. In typical fashion, and 
in full disclosure, I made sure to semi-read the book 
on the flight down to the training location in Nash-
ville. As I read the book, however, I found myself 
constantly thinking that what I was reading was 
much different than what I envisioned coaching to 
be. You see, in my experience of playing numerous 
sports at a competitive level, I assumed coaching sim-
ply meant that I could yell at people a lot and tell them 
what to do and what not to do. Most of my coaches in 
high school and in college seemed to do those things 
well, and I knew I could be really good at yelling at 
people, too. 

Yet as I read Logan’s book and spent time going 
through the coach training, I came to understand 
that the type of coaching I was being invited into was 
much different than my expectations. In fact, I was 
learning that good coaching was really just a lot of 
good encouragement. Our team of potential coaches 
were training to help people process their ideas by 

asking the right questions in order to best encourage 
people!

The reality is, it took a lot of work for me to become 
better at encouraging people. I went through training, 
had numerous discussions, received my own coach-
ing, and practiced coaching others in order to become 
one. It was very challenging and took a lot of time, 
but the rewards have been really good. 

But guess what? Not everyone has to spend a year 
being trained on how to be encouraging (though 
training can always help). There actually seem to be 
many people who are especially empowered by the 
Holy Spirit to encourage others. Have you ever come 
into contact with someone like that? They just seem 
to really encourage you, support you, and are simply 
just there for you? Or perhaps you are someone who 
constantly is encouraging others! What you may or 
may not realize is that encouragement is a very im-
portant focus within Scripture. 

There are actually numerous examples of the im-
portance of encouragement in the New Testament. 
The Apostle Paul’s last words in his second letter to 
the Corinthians told the church to “Be joyful, grow to 
maturity” and “encourage each other” (2 Corinthians 
13:11 NLT). This emphasis on the importance of en-
couraging and being encouraged appears to be standard 
to Paul. He sent a man named Tychicus to encourage 

A
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“If your gift is to 
encourage others, be 

encouraging.”

cheering them on, comforting them, and just be-
ing overall encouraging. It’s where someone comes 
alongside another person and inspires them in a way 
that gives them peace, courage, and comfort. Martin 
Luther, the Protestant Reformer, stated, “The teacher 
transmits knowledge; the encourager stimulates.” In 
some way, shape, and fashion, those with the spiritu-
al gift of encouragement are able to stimulate a sense 
of courage and strength into people. The value of this 
spiritual gift in the ancient world cannot be appreci-
ated enough, as Leon Morris notes:

“For many people in the early church life was a 
pretty grim affair; there must have been a continu-
ing need for people who could encourage others, 
and it is interesting to find that there were people 
who had a gift for this sort of thing.”

I think many of us in today’s culture would argue 
that a great need for encouragement exists today and 
that the Holy Spirit appears to be working through 
many people to bring this gift into the life of today’s 
Church. 

the hearts of the Ephesians (Ephesians 6:22), whom 
he also sent to the Colossians for the same reason 
(Colossians 4:8). This is the same reason why Paul 
sent Timothy to the Thessalonians (1 Thess. 3:2). Paul 
commonly challenged the churches he was affiliated 
with to “encourage each other and build each other 
up” (1 Thess. 5:11 NLT). 

GIFTED TO ENCOURAGE

The Apostle Paul wrote to the Romans the following 
concerning this spiritual gift:

“If your gift is to encourage others, be encourag-
ing.” (Romans 12:8 NLT)

On one hand, there’s not a lot of really deep theoret-
ical reflection behind this verse. On the other hand, 
it’s deeply practical. If the Holy Spirit helps you to be 
encouraging… be encouraging! So what is the spiritu-
al gift of encouragement? What does it mean to be 
encouraging? Is the spiritual gift of encouragement 
the same thing as the type of encouragement that is 
listed in all of the previous verses mentioned? What 
is the relationship between the Holy Spirit and being 
encouraging? 

When Paul writes of the gift of encouragement, he 
uses the Greek word parakaleō, which can be defined 
as the act of instilling someone with courage by 
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ENCOURAGED TO LIVE FOR CHRIST 
& THE KINGDOM

A number of biblical scholars believe that the con-
text of Romans 12:8 indicates that the Apostle Paul 
was probably thinking the type of encouragement 
coming from this spiritual gift was toward living out 
the truth of the gospel. He envisioned people, under 
the power of the Holy Spirit, sharing encouraging 
thoughts and words to others in order to stimulate 
their lives and continue centering on Jesus, his mis-
sion (which is our mission), and the overall cause of 
the kingdom. 

When I was a teenager and struggling in my faith, I 
had a hard time trusting God. While I believed in God 
and knew that Jesus had died for people’s sins, I had 
a hard time accepting those truths for myself. God 
seemed very distant and most of what I heard from 
Christians seemed to apply to everyone but me. I had 
a hard time understanding God’s love and desire to 
have a relationship with me. 

Looking back on that season of my life, I can now see 
that God used a man named Monte to encourage me. 
Monte was a good friend of my parents and our fam-
ilies tended to spend a lot of time together. Every time 
I was around Monte, he was encouraging. He had what 
appeared to be an uncanny ability to always say the 

things that I needed to hear. Sometimes he would talk 
to me for thirty minutes and sometimes it was just a 
few sentences. No matter the length of our conver-
sations, I was always encouraged. His conversations 
challenged me to keep seeking after God’s presence 
and kingdom (Matt. 6:33) and to not give up. 

PRAYING FOR THE GIFT OF 
ENCOURAGEMENT

The Apostle Paul writes several times to the Corinthi-
ans that they should desire the spiritual gifts (1 Cor. 

 Imagine if EVERY 
Christian started 

praying to God and 
asking for him to 
bless us with gifts 
of encouragement 
for the sake of the 

world around us. 
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12:31; 14:1, 39). One of the ways that we can respond 
and apply this command to desire spiritual gifts is to 
begin praying for the Holy Spirit to empower us with 
them! Imagine if every Christian started praying 
to God and asking for him to bless us with gifts of 
encouragement for the sake of the world around us. 
The Church would make an immediate impact on the 
lives of people. 

In my opinion, it makes perfect sense to ask the Holy 
Spirit for more encouragement because the Holy Spirit 
himself is referred to by Jesus as the Encourager and 
Comforter! In John 14:16, Jesus told his disciples that 
the Father would give them another Encourager (Ad-
vocate or Comforter). Therefore, praying to the Great 
Encourager for the gift of encouragement seems to 
make good sense. 

Perhaps the following prayer would be helpful: 

“Holy Spirit, thank you for your presence. Thank 
you for making the love of God the Father and 
Jesus’ work on the cross real to me. Thank you for 
inviting me into your kingdom and allowing me to 
partner with you in your work. Would you please 
empower me with gifts of encouragement so that I 
may stimulate the lives of those around me to live 
powerfully for the cause of Christ? Would you give 
me the right words and the right actions to help 
comfort those around me? Help me to be aware 

of opportunities to be a blessing. In Jesus name, 
amen.”

If you prayed those words (or similar words), might 
I suggest you take a few minutes and think about the 
following two questions:

• Who around me could use some encouragement?
• How can I be encouraging to them? 

You may not think you have the right words to say 
to encourage people, but you’d be surprised. Often 
times it’s those little things we say and do that make 
such a huge impact. In a world where people often 
feel undervalued and unappreciated, any positive 
encouragement can go a long way. Especially when 
our words or actions come from a place intent on 
sharing God’s heart with people, we can give God all 
the glory. 

Luke Geraty
Luke Geraty is a young budding pastor/theologian 
interested in ecclesiology, missional theology, and 
coffee. Husband of one, father of five, and deeply 
committed to proclaiming Jesus and the kingdom, 
Luke contributes regularly to SpiritChurchMission.
com, ThinkTheology.org, and MultiplyVineyard.org



SPOTLIGHT T PERSPECTIVE

NEW IDENTITY MAGAZINE.COM NEW IDENTITY MAGAZINE.COM

72

Dear God,
Thank you for the opportunity to read the stories 

of what you are doing in the lives of others. I 
desire to know you more and find my purpose and 

identity in you. I want to take my first steps by 
simply coming to you and asking you to forgive 

me for all the things that have kept me from you. 
Jesus, I recognize that my sins are forgiven 

because you cleared all my wrongs on the cross. 
May you cleanse me and make me new.  Holy 
Spirit, guide me in all truth and give me the 

strength to follow in your ways.

In Jesus’ name, Amen

MAGAZINE


