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Foreword

A biblical prophet, it has been said, is not one who sees into the future, as stargazers and crystal ball readers purport to do. Rather, he’s one who sees things in the present that others are blind to. And a prophet is one who warns us of what will happen in the future if we don’t mend our ways.

By that definition, Francis Schaeffer was the great prophet of the latter half of the twentieth century. He was God’s most powerful voice to both church and culture.

Schaeffer saw things in the sixties and seventies that others didn’t—or wouldn’t—see. So he warned us that the great issue was truth—“true truth,” or “flaming truth,” as he used to cry out in his rasping, high-pitched voice.

Schaeffer saw that relativism and existentialism, advanced by European intellectuals, was infiltrating mainstream American thought. He argued eloquently, as well, that Christianity was a worldview, and he did so at a time when the Jesus movement was at its absolute peak; many people thought Jesus was the beginning and the end of the biblical account. Schaeffer talked about commitment and the authority of Scripture when all around us the institutions of authority were crumbling. He was, in short, contra mundum, or as one church declaration put it, “against the world for the world.”

People came to hear him in droves, for he was a curiosity of sorts. He certainly made for a colorful figure, standing on the stage in his knickers and goatee, pleading with his audiences. He was an intellectual, but he preached like a revivalist. Thinking Christians heard his message and devoured his books; the dropouts from the hippie culture of the sixties flocked to L’Abri, his retreat in the Swiss Alps. His provocative film series made the rounds of evangelical churches. But the ranks of evangelicals never really understood the full weight of what he preached.

Today, however, we all understand what Schaeffer and his disciples truly saw 40 years ago. The world today is awash in relativism. Seventy-two percent of the American people say there is no such thing as absolute truth. Even more shocking, 67 percent of evangelicals say there is no truth, while claiming to follow the One who says He is the truth! Despite the best efforts of some of us who have picked up on Schaeffer’s teachings and themes, understanding of worldviews is still very limited in most evangelical circles. A quarter of born again Christians embrace New Age ideas like reincarnation.

Though I confess that I didn’t understand it as well then as I do today, Schaeffer’s message nonetheless struck home. His books and speeches helped launch me on an intellectual and spiritual quest. Since the mid-eighties, I have preached on worldview and the need to see Christianity as an integrated life system, as an explanation of all of reality. I have been so influenced by Schaeffer, in fact, that I dedicated my most recent book, written with my co-author Nancy Pearcey, to Francis Schaeffer. (Nancy, in fact, studied at L’Abri, and her experience there was instrumental in her conversion.)

Schaeffer was not only a great prophet and intellectual, but he was also a gracious and loving teacher. I first met him when I visited L’Abri in the late seventies, and then I spent many hours with him in the years that followed. I never failed to learn, never failed to be inspired. At one of the most stressful points in my ministry, I sought Schaeffer’s counsel. His reply was, “Don’t try to do everything. Every need is not a call.” That particular advice liberated me.

It was advice Schaeffer lived. He avoided many distractions, carefully skirting political controversies that would not profit the Christian world. He concentrated on defending orthodoxy and truth, encouraging true spirituality, and advancing a Christian view of all of life. Schaeffer’s message is enduring, his teaching as important to this generation as it was to the flower children and the evangelical church in the seventies.

The two books helpfully republished here are truly classics, each in its own way. He Is There and He Is Not Silent makes the fundamental Schaeffer case on the truth of biblical revelation and of the biblical understanding of life. It is masterful apologetics, providing a grand understanding of Christianity against the great philosophical trends and assaults of the modern age. He Is There is one of the most important of the many books he wrote of this genre. It will powerfully engage your mind (both the first time you read it and during subsequent readings, as I have discovered).

True Spirituality is entirely different. It seeks to ground the believer in true faith. It is a probing, penetrating search through the Scriptures for what it means to be truly Christian. Schaeffer himself said it should have been his first book, and he may have been right, for until you are grounded in the truth of God and are living it, you have nothing to defend in the marketplace of ideas. If He Is There and He Is Not Silent engages your mind, then True Spirituality will engage your heart.

This is a great combination of books, the two I would recommend of all the Schaeffer books to begin your study of this remarkable man’s work. They give you both the spiritual and intellectual foundation to begin to think and behave Christianly in the world. The books are challenging and bracing reading—guaranteed to make you a Schaeffer devotee. That’s good, because while we didn’t listen well enough in the seventies, we can and must do so today.

The prophet speaks. There is still time.

Charles W. Colson

March 13, 2001

Washington, DC



  
    

Introduction

I wish to thank Tyndale House Publishers for the privilege of writing an introduction to this thirtieth anniversary edition of True Spirituality. Even though the first edition of this book was not published until 1971, its origin goes back much further in the life and ministry of Francis Schaeffer. Much of the material in the book is based on a series of lectures and sermons Schaeffer gave in the years 1953 and 1954, when he and his family were back in the United States on furlough from their ministry in Switzerland. While in the States, Schaeffer traveled extensively, and he spoke 346 times during a period of 515 days. Many of those talks were given on the subject of true spirituality.

Later, after the founding of L’Abri Fellowship in the Swiss village of Huémoz-sur-Ollon in 1955, Schaeffer would give lectures from time to time on the subject of the spiritual life, developing the talks first given back in the States. The lectures were eventually tape-recorded and became one of the foundational tape series of L’Abri’s library that people would listen to when they were students in Huémoz.

It was through one of those students that I was converted in the fall of 1966, while I was an undergraduate at Manchester University in the north of England. I became a believer primarily through the life and ministry of Michael Tymchak, a Canadian who had studied at the Swiss L’Abri and who was deeply influenced by the teaching of Francis Schaeffer. Mike invited Schaeffer to come and speak at Manchester, and so I first heard Schaeffer lecture in person a few months before my own conversion. Mike also used to have a discussion meeting at his apartment during which he would either give a Bible study or play a taped lecture by Schaeffer. That was the context in which I became a believer, with the Lord using Schaeffer’s teaching ministry in a significant way in my own life. A few months after my conversion, I graduated from Manchester, and the next day I hitchhiked to Huémoz to study and to help in the branch of L’Abri there.

While working as Edith Schaeffer’s cook and gardener in the fall of 1967, I listened to the lectures that were to become True Spirituality, and as for many others who studied at L’Abri, those lectures became cornerstones of my own understanding of the Christian life. Eventually, so many believers found the lectures so helpful, and so many expressed deep thankfulness to the Lord for their content, that Schaeffer was encouraged to put them into book form.

However, the origin of the studies that eventually found their way into True Spirituality goes back further than that speaking tour in the United States in 1953–1954. In the winter months of late 1950 and early 1951, Schaeffer went through a profound spiritual crisis that was, in God’s providence, to shape his whole future life and ministry. As he wrote in the preface to the first edition of True Spirituality, “I realized that in honesty I had to go back and rethink my whole position. I had to go all the way back to my agnosticism.” Edith Schaeffer gives a much more detailed account of this difficult period in their lives in her book The Tapestry (354-356), but I heard Francis talk about his crisis on many occasions. To understand the seriousness and urgency of the problems he faced, we need to see whereabouts in the history of his life and ministry the difficulties that were so troubling to him came to a head.

Schaeffer was converted in 1930, at the age of seventeen. Not long after becoming a believer he felt called to the ministry of the Word and enrolled in a pre-ministerial degree program at Hampden-Sydney College in Virginia. While a student there he met Edith, and they were married shortly after his graduation. He then enrolled at Westminster Seminary in Philadelphia in 1935 to begin his theological training, though he completed his studies at Faith Seminary in Wilmington, Delaware.

After serving three different churches in the United States, two in Pennsylvania and one in Missouri, Francis and Edith were called to serve in Switzerland from 1948 onward. These intervening years had seen involvement in several different ministries. They had started a ministry to children, Children for Christ, while they were in their third pastoral position in St. Louis, Missouri. This eventually became international, and the Bible studies they wrote for children were translated into many languages. They personally helped to train leaders of evangelistic children’s Bible studies in several different countries.

In addition to the children’s ministry and his pastoral work, Schaeffer was also involved in the International Council of Christian Churches, a separatist body formed to stand for biblical orthodoxy over against the World Council of Churches. Participation in the ICCC led Schaeffer into speaking and writing against the influence of liberal theology in the wider church and in particular against neoorthodoxy. Francis and Edith had been sent to Europe by their denominational mission board with the call “to strengthen the things that remain.” He had traveled in Europe for several months in 1947, seeking to understand and evaluate the state of the European church in the years after World War II, and their being “sent” arose from the impact of the reports he had written about what he had discovered.

Once settled in Europe, Francis and Edith devoted themselves to a variety of ministries: evangelism, training others to lead evangelistic studies for children, speaking and writing against theological liberalism, and Bible teaching and hospitality. It was after approximately three years of ministry in Switzerland that Schaeffer felt he had to “go back to the beginning and think his faith through all over again.”

What brought on his spiritual crisis? Going back many years to his time in college, and later in seminary, Francis and Edith were bothered by the lack of love shown between Christians, especially where there was any disagreement. The denomination of which they were a part had been formed by a split from the Northern Presbyterian Church, which occurred in response to an influx of liberalism and the defrocking of J. Gresham Machen when he started an independent mission board to ensure that the missionaries sent overseas were Bible-believing Christians. This new church experienced a subsequent division into two denominations within a year of the first split. Schaeffer was a student during these divisions and had joined the part that started Faith Seminary in Wilmington, Delaware. At that time Francis and Edith wrestled with this question: “How could people stand for God’s holiness and the purity of doctrine in the church, and in one’s personal life, and yet not have it turn out to be harsh and ugly?” (The Tapestry 189).

By 1951 Schaeffer felt he had seen so much that was harsh and ugly within “the separated movement” that he was not sure he could in honesty be a Christian any longer. He saw so much that was negative, so much that defined Christian orthodoxy primarily in terms of what it was “against.” He saw so much infighting within the circles of which he was a part, in his own denomination and across large segments of the evangelical community. He saw men struggling for power and using unscrupulous methods to gain or to maintain control and positions of influence. He wondered what they were “for,” and what affirmations there were to set alongside the negations. Where was the passion for evangelism that fills the pages of the New Testament? Where was the devotional literature expressing love for the Lord? Where were the hymns that would demonstrate that the imagination and the heart were being touched by God’s truth along with the mind? Where was love for fellow believers and for one’s unbelieving neighbors that would show to the world that the Father sent the Son for our salvation? Where was the spiritual reality that fills the pages of the book of Acts and of the New Testament Epistles?

 He was not only dissatisfied with the circles of which they were a part. He said “Edith, I feel really torn to pieces by the lack of reality, the lack of seeing the results the Bible talks about, which should be seen in the Lord’s people. I’m not talking only about people I’m working with in ‘The Movement,’ but I’m not satisfied with myself. It seems that the only honest thing to do is to rethink, reexamine the whole matter of Christianity. Is it true? I need to go back to my agnosticism and start at the beginning” (The Tapestry 355-357). Edith writes about her prayers for Francis during these months of questioning as he would take extended walks in the mountains around their village, or on rainy days pace up and down in the attic of the barn next to their home.

He went through a period lasting several months, during which he reread the Bible and thought through the most basic questions about our human situation all over again. Once again, just as when he first was converted, he found his answers in the unfolding of God’s revelation of himself in what he would later call “the flow of biblical history” (see, e.g., chapter 1 of Genesis in Space and Time [Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1972]). By the end of this time, “the sun came out and the song came. . . . Interestingly enough, although I had written no poetry for many years, in that time of joy and song I found poetry beginning to flow again—poetry of certainty, an affirmation of life, thanksgiving, and praise. Admittedly, as poetry it is very poor, but it expressed a song in my heart that was wonderful to me” (Preface to True Spirituality). He was ready to write and to pray:

Come Christian Triune God who lives,

Shake the world again!

What did he discover as the Lord brought him out of this crisis?

1. He found a solid foundation for his own faith and life. He became convinced again that the Bible answers the most basic questions that all human persons ask. This gave him a delight in the biblical message as the source of the only true explanation of our existence.

2. He developed a confidence in Scripture as the sure and inerrant Word of God. This confidence in the Scripture would, in God’s providence, be of enormous help to him in the work the Lord was preparing for him. As God knew, in the years to come, he would be inundated with the questions of unbelievers. From then on he would take the questions and doubts that unbelievers raise against the Bible very seriously, and he would answer them with gentleness and compassion and deep understanding. Whatever criticisms they might make of the church if they had seen ugliness and a lack of love, he would listen to with a sympathetic ear, and without being defensive, for he had seen that ugliness himself.

3. In the same way, he was being prepared to deal with the great barrage of questions, doubts, and hurts that would come at him from Christians who were struggling with their faith, for in the years to come many of these would come to his home at L’Abri. No questions were off-limits, and doubts and hurts were taken seriously, for he knew only too well himself that a Christian could be on the verge of giving up their faith.

4. Prayer became much more real to him and far more important in his own life. He would often say, “How many churches and ministries would not even notice and would carry on in exactly the same manner as usual, even though every reference to dependence on the Holy Spirit and to prayer were suddenly to disappear from the pages of the New Testament!”

5. He also “discovered” that the central, unfolding theme of God’s revelation is the love shown by God to us, and the trusting and dependent love that we are called to show him in return.

He wrote, after this crisis experience, an article in two parts for the Sunday School Times: “The Secret of Power and the Enjoyment of the Lord” (June 16 and July 8, 1951). Schaeffer would often say in later years that this brief article was one of the most important things he ever wrote. Its central themes are developed at much greater length in the lectures that lie behind True Spirituality.

His starting point is the lack of power that is so common in the lives of Bible-believing Christians, and also the lack of enjoyment of a relationship with the Lord. He saw these weaknesses not only in individuals, but also in organizations, and he saw them in himself—“my own reality was less than it had been in the early days after I had become a Christian” (Preface to True Spirituality).

What did he mean by “power”? He meant a lack of fruitfulness: people’s own lives being transformed, and other people’s lives being touched, saved, and transformed. Yet the apostle Paul teaches us that the gospel is the “power of God unto salvation” (Romans 1:16). What did he mean by “enjoyment”? He saw that there were many rules for Christians to live by, but there was a lack of joy in the lives of believers. Yet the apostle Paul declares that the “kingdom of God is not a matter of eating and drinking, but of righteousness, peace and joy in the Holy Spirit” (Romans 14:17, NIV).

Schaeffer begins his reflections on these issues, both in the article and in True Spirituality, at a point where every Christian will agree with him. We are born again through faith in Christ and then we are called to purity of life. But then a question arises. How do we understand purity? Is purity simply giving up certain amusements and habits, a list of do’s and don’ts that are primarily negative (such as rules about appropriate books, music, movies; rules about drinking, smoking, dancing, card-playing, gambling, and various obviously worldly pursuits)? Purity, he argues, while it might include some of these things, is actually far deeper than such minutiae of the law that the Pharisees majored on in Jesus’ day, and that Christians so easily major on today.

These external rules are relatively easy to keep, and focusing on them has the effect of hiding us from the true requirements of God’s law. These outward rules replace God’s law with “the screen of a trite list,” and then I easily become proud and think that I am doing very well as a Christian. All these things are outward, and while the law of God does speak about outward matters, the ones it emphasizes are adultery, theft, and false testimony, and these are far weightier than the rules that Christians can preoccupy themselves with observing.

But there is more to purity than even these “weightier” outward matters, for God’s law focuses on the inward matters, on the heart and its attitudes. The tenth commandment is about covetousness and is entirely inward, and it applies to all the other commandments. Coveting is the reverse side of the law of love. Do I love God with heart and soul and mind and strength, or do I covet against God; that is, do I desire “God’s prerogatives for myself?” Do I worship and serve myself, and pursue my own desires for comfort, pleasure and security, or do I worship and serve the Lord himself? Do I love my neighbor as myself, or do I covet against my neighbor? Do I desire what he has and envy him for his gifts, possessions, or leadership? Would I secretly rejoice if he lost his position of leadership, or be wretched inwardly if he gained recognition that I do not receive? When there is such “coveting” there is no purity.

Schaeffer saw so much that was truly “worldly” in the leadership battles of the movement of which he was a part, and this was one of the problems of lack of reality that had distressed him so deeply and had contributed to his crisis. (Ironically, his giving this “new teaching” on spirituality during his furlough in the States was seen as a bid for leadership by some within “the movement”!)

Purity, however, goes even deeper than a lack of this internal coveting. Purity is about the positive reverse of coveting; it is about love, loving God with my whole being and loving my neighbor as myself. The same is true with purity of the church. Purity of the church is not simply about disciplining those who teach false doctrine, or who are morally disobedient, or separating oneself from them when discipline is no longer possible. The end of the purity of the visible church must not be purity itself, but rather love for the Lord and a desire to please Him.

Church discipline by itself is not a sign of vitality, life, and power, for separation must not be just separation from unbelief and immorality, but separation to God. Without a deep love for God there is only division—not a biblical purity and true separation—and then whatever orthodoxy of doctrine we may think we have, all we truly have is something that is of the “flesh,” of the sinful nature, something worldly.

At the heart of “The Secret of Power and the Enjoyment of the Lord” is a discourse on love, and this theme is also developed as a recurring refrain throughout True Spirituality. God calls us to love, and not only love for those who are in our little portion of God’s church, or even for all our fellow Christians, but love for all people, unbelievers as well as believers. Schaeffer saw that there was, at that time, a tendency to minimize the challenge of the parable of the Good Samaritan, and to focus the love of Christians on those who are fighting alongside us in the Lord’s battles.

We face the same problem today, for the more secularized and “post-Christian” our society becomes, the greater temptation there is to love only our fellow believers who are fighting by our side in the “culture wars.” We retreat from the command to love all people as we consider those outside the church as too worldly, as too dangerous to our spiritual well-being. Rather than loving them, we feel constrained to keep ourselves separate from them, to strive for a purity of being uncontaminated by having no contact with the “sinners” out there. But, as Schaeffer points out, this is not the kind of purity that God’s Word has in mind for us. The Lord calls us to love all people, including those who are enemies of the gospel and those who blaspheme. This may not be comfortable, and it may not be easy, but this is the gospel of Christ, for He loved His enemies so much that He died to save us.

Love, Schaeffer says, cannot be a banner that we carry around, or a slogan that we repeat like a mantra. Love must be evident in practice. All truly great Christians, he writes, have a gentleness and tenderness about them, a gentleness and tenderness that is manifest in the delight they take in spending time with little children and the energy they gladly expend on “little people.” Such love demonstrates that a believer truly has met with the Lord. For the Lord carries little children close to his heart. The Lord does not break “the bruised reed” or quench “the smoldering wick.” The Lord has time for every one of his people —no matter how insignificant they may seem to the Christian leader who has his own big agenda in mind.

This emphasis on gentleness and tenderness was one that was deeply engraved on Schaeffer’s mind and heart. To those of us who worked with him day by day, this is what we saw in his own life. His eyes would go soft at the sight of a little child. He would show tender compassion to people struggling with their doubts and questions. He would gladly sit and talk for hours to someone the world (or the church) might consider insignificant. He was just as happy talking with the maid or the janitor in a hotel as he was meeting famous church, business, or political leaders.

Love, he wrote, must be evident in practice; love must be shown in acts of kindness in the small and large things of each day, in fair dealing with everyone—including those who make themselves our personal enemies or the enemies of the gospel. We can become so involved in the battle for the truth, or the battle for “family values,” that we begin to act as if any means are permissible to advance our cause. We indulge in character assassination, misrepresentation, politicizing, lobbying, bending the rules, and being so scrupulously law-abiding to our “rules of order” that we ensure that we get our way. We have our own sanitized versions of political “smoke-filled rooms” to win the votes, and we justify all such practices by comforting ourselves with the thought that we are fighting the Lord’s cause for him. If this is what we are doing, then we are not doing the Lord’s work in the Lord’s way. Rather, love is gone, and spiritual power is gone; all that is left is sinful, worldly, self-centered human effort. There is no power of God when we behave in such ways, even if we are convinced our cause is right and godly. All such practice is “man-centered.” Then, dead orthodoxy is just a breath away from us, a form of godliness without its power.

Schaeffer was not “going soft” on sin or unbelief when he wrote about such problems. He insisted that we must be prepared to discipline false teaching, that “purity” requires a readiness to talk about failures to be faithful to God’s Word and to his commandments. But he was contending for the recognition that a passion for purity must work itself out in holiness in our own lives, genuine holiness that will be seen in a growing love for God and for all around us.

If there is biblical purity, then there will be not only contending for the faith against false teaching and unbelief, but also an outpouring of devotional literature, hymns, and devotional sermons. If there is true purity, then there will also be a growing reality of prayer in public and in private. Any commitment to purity must arise out of a deepening love for Christ, not a desire for honor, leadership, or money, and especially not a desire for power. It was this hunger for power among Christian leaders that had so soured his own confidence in the gospel that he had to go back to the beginning and think everything through again.

If we love Christ more than ourselves, then we must be ready to fight against the longing to be proved right, against the hunger for honor, for praise, for leadership, for money, for power—and we must fight this battle daily in the power of the Spirit. If we love Christ, then we must be prepared to die daily, to put all such thoughts (for power, money, leadership, etc.) to death for the sake of love for him. This emphasis on the need to “die daily” is one of the major themes of True Spirituality, and it is still a message that is rarely taught in our churches. We love to think well of ourselves and to find reason to congratulate ourselves on our devoted service to the Lord, but Schaeffer’s emphasis on being ruthlessly honest about the motivations of our hearts does not leave room for such self-congratulation.

Instead, such an emphasis drives us to recognize our ongoing need for the mercy of Christ and for his empowerment in our lives. This is what True Spirituality is primarily about, the importance of living by faith in the work of Christ on a daily basis. We can only be justified by faith in Christ, and all true Christians acknowledge this gladly, for we recognize that we can never offer to God sufficient righteousness to make ourselves acceptable to him. But, says Schaeffer (and this is the testimony of the whole of Scripture!), we are also to be sanctified by faith. Living as a Christian is not getting through a door by believing in Jesus and then proceeding by our own efforts as if we could readily sanctify ourselves. No! Sanctification, Christian growth, is a work of God’s Spirit, a work to be appropriated by faith—just as much as our initial salvation is a work of God that is received by faith.

What will this mean? Schaeffer repeatedly appeals to the example of Mary to help us to see what God intends for us. When the angel Gabriel came to Mary to announce to her that she would conceive a child, she did not respond: “Great! I will do this task myself!” Rather, she replied in humility: “I am the Lord’s servant. May it be to me as you have said” (Luke 1:38)

Schaeffer coins the phrase “active passivity” to try to express what is happening here. Mary yields herself to God for him to do his work in her body, and in this way she is passive; but this is not the passivity of resignation, of inactivity, for there is the exercise of her faith. Mary believes God’s promise and acts upon it by gladly yielding herself to the Lord that she might be his servant. This is to be our calling every day. We are to trust that God will do his work in us by the agency of his Holy Spirit, and we are to yield ourselves to him that he might bear the fruit of righteousness, love, joy, patience, and peace in our lives.

Schaeffer loves this example of Mary, for it ties in with a biblical image that he also delights to use. Christ is the Bridegroom and we are his bride. We cannot bear fruit by ourselves, just as Mary could not bear the Christ child by herself; rather, we only bear fruit as we love him and give ourselves to him.

One of Schaeffer’s favorite passages of Scripture that expresses this truth was the Servant Song of Isaiah, found in chapter 50. In Isaiah’s messianic poem the servant, Christ, says this,

The sovereign Lord has given me an instructed tongue,

to know the word that sustains the weary.

He wakens me morning by morning,

wakens my ear to listen like one being taught. (Isaiah 50:4, NIV)

Later in the chapter, those who follow the servant are admonished to imitate his example of speaking the words of the Lord, rather than their own words, his example of trusting in God, rather than relying on themselves.

Who among you fears the Lord and obeys the word of his servant?

Let him who walks in the dark, who has no light,

trust in the name of the Lord and rely on his God.

But now, all you who light fires and provide yourselves with flaming torches,

go, walk in the light of your fires and of the torches you have set ablaze.

This is what you shall receive from my hand: You will lie down in torment. (Isaiah 50:10-11, NIV)

Schaeffer was passionate about these words. He knew that only God can establish what we do, only God can teach us what to say, only God can lead us where we should go, and only God is sufficient for the challenges we face. He wanted to do the Lord’s work in the Lord’s way. He wanted to make a distinction between people, or rather, he observed that there is a distinction between professing Christians. On the one hand are people who think they are building God’s kingdom for him (and therefore end up building their own kingdoms). On the other hand are people who pray that God will build his kingdom and will be pleased to use them as he does. This second way, Schaeffer believed with every fiber of his being, is the message of the God who has created us, the God against whom we have rebelled, the God who has come to deliver us from judgment and from dependence on ourselves. Words almost exactly like these about “building God’s kingdom” are written into the consensus that governs the mentality of those who work at the various branches of L’Abri. It is this “active passivity” of choosing to trust in God, of asking him to do the work of the church and of the kingdom, and of yielding ourselves to him for him to do his work in and through us, that is a constantly recurring theme in True Spirituality.

One of the great difficulties we face is the pressure of the secular society in which we live. The very air we breathe teaches us that we are living in a universe in which God is inactive. Yet the Scripture teaches us that we live in a universe in which God is constantly at work. Schaeffer asks us whether we will sit in the chair of the “materialist,” who does not believe in the intervention of God, or in the chair of the person who knows that God is ceaselessly at work in our lives and in this world? He reminds us that our lives and our faith are on display before the angels. They are watching eagerly to see whether we will trust God “moment by moment,” or whether we will live the Christian life as if we were dependent merely on our own efforts.

This example of the “universe and two chairs” leads me to comment on one of the unique aspects of the teaching of Francis Schaeffer. It is this constant bringing together of the biblical message and the challenge of the thought forms of the culture in which we live. In every sermon, in every Bible study, in every lecture (no matter what the subject), in every discussion, he would help us to see both what the Bible teaches, and how the biblical message is threatened or undermined by the ideas and practices of the culture in which we live. So, all the way through True Spirituality, the reader will find this regular interaction with the ideas of the world around. Some of Schaeffer’s comments will ring a bell for those who are familiar with “New Age” thinking, though he does not use that term, as such thinking was not as wildly popular then as it is now, thirty years on. However, he is responding already to these ideas and beliefs that were beginning to be heard back in the late sixties and early seventies.

In this constant interaction with the culture, Schaeffer is seeking to help Christians be obedient to Paul’s injunction in Romans 12:1-2: “Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind” (NIV). As we do this, we may more readily present ourselves to the Lord as living sacrifices for him to do his work in and through us.

When there is a growing reality of offering ourselves to God in this way, then, says Schaeffer, there will be “substantial healing” in our lives now. He means by this phrase that there will indeed be genuine changes in our lives because God will be at work in us when we live by faith in the completed work that Christ has done for us. There will be “substantial healing” because there is more than just our longing to change and our efforts to change. God himself is changing us. He will begin to bring healing to our psychological problems. He will begin to wipe away our tears. He will begin to heal our relationships with others within the church. He will begin to make us a blessing, a “song of life,” to the society around us.

This substantial healing will be a demonstration of the existence of God to believers and to unbelievers. As he often used to say, non-Christians ought to be able to see “supernaturally restored relationships” when they observe the lives of Christians. In chapter 12 of this book he writes: “How beautiful Christianity is—first because of the sparkling quality of its intellectual answers, but secondly because of the beautiful quality of its human and personal answers” (144). In our postmodern culture, people doubt the existence of sparkling intellectual answers until they see the beautiful quality of the human and personal answers in our lives. Unless they see “supernaturally restored relationships,” unless they see a “song of life” they are unlikely to pay attention to any proclamation of the gospel.

Francis Schaeffer sought to practice this as well as to teach it. In L’Abri Fellowship he and Edith desired and prayed that God would build a work that would indeed demonstrate his existence. They longed for an intellectual demonstration as people’s questions were answered from God’s Word. They longed for a living demonstration in the community life of God doing his work of sanctifying and restoring his people. They longed for a demonstration of God answering prayers—and that by means of this tapestry of truth, life, and prayer, God would be pleased to draw men and women to himself through faith in Christ. Francis knew that these things would never be perfect in this life because of the spiritual poverty of all of us as God’s people, but he trusted that God would delight to do His work of “substantial healing” anyway. “This work [of seeking to lead people to faith in Christ, and of trying to help them lead holy lives] is impossible for us,” he would often say. “But God is at work doing what we can never do.” It was Francis Schaeffer’s earnest conviction that we need to depend on the work that God does in our lives. This is the heart of True Spirituality. It is my prayer that the Lord will be pleased to use this new edition of this book to teach this truth to a new generation of believers.

Jerram Barrs

March 2001



  
    

Preface

This book is being published after a number of others, but in a certain sense it should have been my first. Without the material in this book there would be no L’Abri. In 1951 and 1952 I faced a spiritual crisis in my own life. I had become a Christian from agnosticism many years before. After that I had become a pastor for ten years in the United States, and then for several years my wife Edith and I had been working in Europe. During this time I felt a strong burden to stand for the historical Christian position and for the purity of the visible Church. Gradually, however, a problem came to me—the problem of reality. This had two parts: first, it seemed to me that among many of those who held the orthodox position one saw little reality in the things that the Bible so clearly said should be the result of Christianity. Second, it gradually grew on me that my own reality was less than it had been in the early days after I had become a Christian. I realized that in honesty I had to go back and rethink my whole position.

We were living in Champèry at that time, and I told Edith that for the sake of honesty, I had to go all the way back to my agnosticism and think through the whole matter. I’m sure that this was a difficult time for her and I’m sure that she prayed much for me in those days. I walked in the mountains when it was clear, and when it was rainy I walked backward and forward in the hayloft of the old chalet in which we lived. I walked, prayed, and thought through what the Scriptures taught, reviewing my own reasons for being a Christian.

As I rethought my reasons for being a Christian, I saw again that there were totally sufficient reasons to know that the infinite-personal God does exist and that Christianity is true. In going further, I saw something else which made a profound difference in my life. I searched through what the Bible said concerning reality as a Christian. Gradually I saw that the problem was that with all the teaching I had received after I was a Christian, I had heard little about what the Bible says about the meaning of the finished work of Christ for our present lives. Gradually the sun came out and the song came. Interestingly enough, although I had written no poetry for many years, in that time of joy and song I found poetry beginning to flow again—poetry of certainty, an affirmation of life, thanksgiving, and praise. Admittedly, as poetry it is very poor, but it expressed a song in my heart that was wonderful to me.

This was and is the real basis of L’Abri. Teaching the historic Christian answers and giving honest answers to honest questions are crucial, but it was out of these struggles that the reality came, without which an incisive work like L’Abri would not have been possible. I, and we, can only be thankful.

These principles, which I worked out in Champèry, were first delivered as talks at a Bible camp in an old barn in Dakota. This was in July of 1953. They were worked out on scraps of paper in the pastor’s basement. The Lord gave something very special from these messages, and I’m still meeting those who as young people had their thinking and their lives changed there. After L’Abri began in 1955, I preached these same messages in Huémoz in the late winter and early spring of 1964. This was their final form and the form in which they are recorded on the L’Abri tapes. The Lord has used the tapes in a way that has moved us deeply, not only with those with spiritual problems, but also for many who had psychological needs as well. We pray that this written form of these studies will be as useful as the tapes have been in many parts of the world.

Huémoz, Switzerland

May 1971
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Chapter 1

The Law and the Law of Love

The question before us is what the Christian life, true spirituality, really is, and how it may be lived in a twentieth-century setting.

The first point that we must make is that it is impossible even to begin living the Christian life, or to know anything of true spirituality, before one is a Christian. And the only way to become a Christian is neither by trying to live some sort of a Christian life nor by hoping for some sort of religious experience, but rather by accepting Christ as Savior. No matter how complicated, educated, or sophisticated we may be, or how simple we may be, we must all come the same way, insofar as becoming a Christian is concerned. As the kings of the earth and the mighty of the earth are born in exactly the same way, physically, as the simplest man, so the most intellectual person must become a Christian in exactly the same way as the simplest person. This is true for all men everywhere, through all space and all time. There are no exceptions. Jesus said a totally exclusive word: “No man cometh unto the Father, but by me” (John 14:6).

The reason for this is that all men are separated from God because of their true moral guilt. God exists, God has a character, God is a holy God; and when men sin (and we all must acknowledge we have sinned not only by mistake but by intention), they have true moral guilt before the God who exists. That guilt is not just the modern concept of guilt-feelings, a psychological guilty feeling in man. It is a true moral guilt before the infinite-personal, holy God. Only the finished, substitutionary work of Christ upon the cross as the Lamb of God—in history, space, and time—is enough to remove this. Our true guilt, that brazen heaven which stands between us and God, can be removed only upon the basis of the finished work of Christ plus nothing on our part. The Bible’s whole emphasis is that there must be no humanistic note added at any point in the accepting of the gospel. It is the infinite value of the finished work of Christ, the second person of the Trinity, upon the cross plus nothing that is the sole basis for the removal of our guilt. When we thus come, believing God, the Bible says we are declared justified by God, the guilt is gone, and we are returned to fellowship with God—the very thing for which we were created in the first place.

Just as the only basis for the removal of our guilt is the finished work of Christ upon the cross in history, plus nothing, so the only instrument for accepting that finished work of Christ upon the cross is faith. This is not faith in the twentieth-century or Kierkegaardian concept of faith as a jump in the dark—not a solution on the basis of faith in faith. It is believing the specific promises of God; no longer turning our backs on them, no longer calling God a liar, but raising the empty hands of faith and accepting that finished work of Christ as it was fulfilled in history upon the cross. The Bible says that at that moment we pass from death to life, from the kingdom of darkness to the kingdom of God’s dear Son. We become, individually, children of God. We are children of God from that time on. I repeat, there is no way to begin the Christian life except through the door of spiritual birth, any more than there is any other way to begin physical life except through the door of physical birth.

Yet, having said this about the beginning of the Christian life, we must also realize that while the new birth is necessary as the beginning, it is only the beginning. We must not think that because we have accepted Christ as Savior and are therefore Christians, this is all there is in the Christian life. In one way physical birth is the most important part in our physical life, because we are not alive in the external world until we have been born. In another way, however, it is the least important of all the aspects of our life, because it is only the beginning and then it is past. After we are born, the important thing is the living of our life in all its relationships, possibilities, and capabilities. It is exactly the same with the new birth. In one way, the new birth is the most important thing in our spiritual life, because we are not Christians until we have come this way. In another way, however, after one has become a Christian, it must be minimized, in that we should not always have our mind only on our new birth. The important thing after being born spiritually is to live. There is a new birth, and then there is the Christian life to be lived. This is the area of sanctification, from the time of the new birth through this present life, until Jesus comes or until we die.

Often, after a person is born again and asks, “What shall I do next?” he is given a list of things, usually of a limited nature and primarily negative. Often he is given the idea that if he does not do this series of things (whatever this series of things happens to be in the particular country and location and at the time he happens to live), he will be spiritual. This is not so. The true Christian life, true spirituality, is not merely a negative not-doing of any small list of things. Even if the list began as a very excellent list of things to beware of in that particular historic setting, we still must emphasize that the Christian life, or true spirituality, is more than refraining from a certain list of external taboos in a mechanical way.

Because this is true, there almost always comes into being another group of Christians that rises up and begins to work against such a list of taboos; thus, there is a tendency toward a struggle in Christian circles between those who set up a certain list of taboos and those who, feeling there is something wrong with this, say, “Away with all taboos, away with all lists.” Both of these groups can be right and both can be wrong, depending on how they approach the matter.

I was impressed by this on one Saturday night at L’Abri, when we were having one of our discussion times. On that particular night everybody present was a Christian, many of them from groups in countries where “lists” had been very much accentuated. They began to talk against the use of taboos, and at first as I listened to them I rather agreed with them, in the direction they were going. But as I listened further to this conversation, and as they spoke against the taboos in their own countries, it became quite clear to me that what they really wanted was merely to be able to do the things that the taboos were against. What they really wanted was a more lax Christian life. But we must see that in giving up such lists, in feeling the limitation of the “list” mentality, we must not do this merely in order to be able to live a looser life; it must be for something deeper. So I think both sides of this discussion can be right and both sides can be wrong. We do not come to true spirituality or the true Christian life merely by keeping a list, but neither do we come to it merely by rejecting the list and then shrugging our shoulders and living a looser life.

If we are considering outward things in relation to true spirituality, we are face-to-face not with some small list, but with the whole Ten Commandments and all of God’s other commands. In other words, if I see the list as a screen, and I say this small list is trite, dead, and cheap, and I take hold of the screen and lift it away, then I am not face-to-face with a looser thing; I am face-to-face with the whole Ten Commandments and all that is included in them. I am also face-to-face with what we might call the Law of Love, the fact that I am to love God and I am to love my fellowman.

In the book of Romans, in the fourteenth chapter, verse fifteen, we read: “But if thy brother be grieved with thy meat, now walkest thou not charitably. Destroy not him with thy meat, for whom Christ died.” This is the law of God. In a very real sense there is no liberty here. It is an absolute declaration that we are to do this. It is perfectly true that we cannot be saved by doing this, we cannot do this in our own strength, and none of us do this perfectly in this life. Nevertheless, it is an imperative. It is the absolute command of God. The same thing is true in 1 Corinthians 8:12-13: “But when ye sin so against the brethren, and wound their weak conscience, ye sin against Christ. Wherefore, if meat make my brother to offend, I will eat no flesh while the world standeth, lest I make my brother to offend.” Therefore, when I take hold of the screen of a trite list and say, “This is too superficial,” and I push it aside, I must see what I am doing. I am not now confronted with a libertine concept, but I am confronted with the whole Ten Commandments and with the Law of Love. So even if we are dealing only with outward commands, we have not moved into a looser life; we have moved into something much more profound and heart-searching. As a matter of fact, when we are done with our honest wrestling before God, very often we will find that we will be observing at least some of the taboos on these lists. But having gone deeper, we find that we will be observing them for a completely different reason. Curiously enough we often come around in a circle through our liberty, through the study of the deeper teaching, and find we do want to keep these things. But now not for the same reason—that of social pressure. It is no longer merely a matter of holding to an accepted list in order that Christians will think well of us.

However, eventually the Christian life and true spirituality are not to be seen as outward at all, but inward. The climax of the Ten Commandments is the tenth commandment in Exodus 20:17: “Thou shalt not covet thy neighbor’s house, thou shalt not covet thy neighbor’s wife, nor his manservant, nor his maidservant, nor his ox, nor his ass, nor any thing that is thy neighbor’s.” The commandment not to covet is an entirely inward thing. Coveting is never an outward thing, from the very nature of the case. It is an intriguing factor that this is the last command that God gives us in the Ten Commandments and thus the hub of the whole matter. The end of the whole thing is that we arrive at an inward situation and not merely an outward one. Actually, we break this last commandment, not to covet, before we break any of the others. Any time that we break one of the other commandments of God, it means that we have already broken this commandment in coveting. It also means that any time we break one of the others, we break this last commandment as well. So no matter which of the other Ten Commandments you break, you break two: the commandment itself, and this commandment not to covet. This is the hub of the wheel.

In Romans 7:7-9, Paul states very clearly that this was the commandment which gave him a sense of being sinful:

What shall we say then? Is the law sin? God forbid. Nay, I had not known sin, but by the law: for I had not known lust except the law had said, Thou shalt not covet. But sin, taking occasion by the commandment, wrought in me all manner of concupiscence. For without the law sin was dead. For I was alive without the law once: but when the commandment came, sin revived, and I died.

Now he did not mean he was perfect before; this is clear from what Paul has said. What he is saying here is, “I did not know I was a sinner; I thought I would come out all right, because I was keeping these outward things and was getting along all right in comparison with other people.” He would have been measuring himself against the externalized form of the commandments that the Jews had in their tradition. But when he opened the Ten Commandments and read that the last commandment was not to covet, he saw he was a sinner. When did this take place? He does not tell us, but personally I feel that God was working inwardly in him and making him feel this lack even before the experience on the Damascus road—that already he had seen he was a sinner and had been troubled in the light of the tenth commandment—and then Christ spoke to him.

Coveting is the negative side of the positive commands, “Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy mind. . . . [And] thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself” (Matthew 22:37, 39).

Love is internal, not external. There can be external manifestations, but love itself will always be an internal factor. Coveting is always internal; the external manifestation is a result. We must see that to love God with all the heart, mind, and soul is not to covet against God; and to love man, to love our neighbor as ourselves, is not to covet against man. When I do not love the Lord as I should, I am coveting against the Lord. And when I do not love my neighbor as I should, I am coveting against him.

“Thou shalt not covet” is the internal commandment that shows the man who thinks himself to be moral that he really needs a Savior. The average such “moral” man, who has lived comparing himself to other men and comparing himself to a rather easy list of rules (even if they cause him some pain and difficulty), can feel, like Paul, that he is getting along all right. But suddenly, when he is confronted with the inward command not to covet, he is brought to his knees. It is exactly the same with us as Christians. This is a very central concept if we are to have any understanding or any real practice of the true Christian life or true spirituality. I can take lists that men make and I can seem to keep them, but to do that, my heart does not have to be bowed. But when I come to the inward aspect of the Ten Commandments, when I come to the inward aspect of the Law of Love, if I am listening even in a poor fashion to the direction of the Holy Spirit, I can no longer feel proud. I am brought to my knees. In this life I can  never say, “I have arrived; it is finished; look at me—I am holy.” When we talk of the Christian life or true spirituality, when we talk about freedom from the bonds of sin, we must be wrestling with the inward problems of not coveting against God and men, of loving God and men, and not merely some set of externals.

This immediately raises a question. Does this mean that any desire is coveting and therefore sinful? The Bible makes plain that this is not so—all desire is not sin. So then the question arises, when does proper desire become coveting? I think we can put the answer down simply: desire becomes sin when it fails to include love of God or men. Further, I think there are two practical tests as to when we are coveting against God or men; first, I am to love God enough to be contented; second, I am to love men enough not to envy.

Let us pursue these two tests. First, in regard to God: I am to love God enough to be contented, because otherwise even our natural and proper desires bring us into revolt against God. God has made us with proper desires,  but if there is not a proper contentment on my part, to this extent I am in revolt against God, and of course revolt is the whole central problem of sin. When I lack proper contentment, either I have forgotten that God is God, or I have ceased to be submissive to him. We are now speaking about a practical test to judge if we are coveting against God. A quiet disposition and a heart giving thanks at any given moment is the real test of the extent to which we love God at that moment. I would like to give some strong words to you from the Bible to remind us that this is God’s own standard for Christians: “But fornication, and all uncleanness, or covetousness, let it not be once named among you, as becometh saints; neither filthiness, nor foolish talking, nor jesting, which are not convenient; but rather giving of thanks” (Ephesians 5:3-4).

Thus, the “giving of thanks” is in contrast to the whole, black list that stands above. In Ephesians 5:20 it is even stronger: “Giving thanks always for all things unto God and the Father in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ.” How inclusive are the “all things” for which we are to give thanks? These same “all things” are also mentioned in the book of Romans: “And we know that all things work together for good to them that love God, to them who are the called according to his purpose” (8:28). This is not a kind of magic— the infinite-personal God promises that he will work all things together for the Christian’s good.

Here I am told that if I am a true Christian, “all things” work together for my good. It is not all things except the sorrow; it is not all things except the battle. We throw the words “all things” in Romans 8:28 around all things. We do honor to God and the finished work of Christ as we throw that circle around the whole; all things work together for good to those “who love God,” for those “who are the called according to his purpose.” But to the extent to which we properly throw the term “all things” around all things, it carries with it also the “all things” of Ephesians 5:20: “Giving thanks always for all things unto God and the Father. . . .” We cannot separate these two. The “all things” of Ephesians 5:20 is as wide as the “all things” of Romans 8:28. It must be giving of thanks for all things—this is God’s standard.

Philippians deals with this also. In Philippians 4:6 we read, “Be careful for nothing; but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known unto God.”

“Be careful for nothing” here means: Do not be overcome by care in anything, by worry in anything, but rather “by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known unto God.” Of course, this is a statement concerning prayer in contrast to the worry, but at the same time it carries with it the direct command to thank God in the midst of the prayer for the “everything.” Or we may note Colossians 2:7: “Rooted and built up in him, and stablished in the faith, as ye have been taught, abounding therein with thanksgiving.” You will notice this is linked to the sixth verse: “As ye have therefore received Christ Jesus the Lord, so walk ye in him.” What does it mean to walk in Christ? It is to be “rooted and built up in him, and established in the faith.” (And there are many of us who think this is by faith; the instrument to do this is faith) “Abounding therein with thanksgiving”; the final note is on the thanksgiving.

Then we find in Colossians 3:15: “And let the peace of God rule in your hearts, to the which also ye are called in one body; and be ye thankful.” And verse 17: “And whatsoever ye do in word or deed, do all in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God and the Father by him.” And again in Colossians 4:2: “Continue in prayer, and watch in the same with thanksgiving.”

These words about thanksgiving are, in one sense, hard words. They are beautiful, but they do not give us any room to move—the “all things” includes all things.

We read in 1 Thessalonians 5:18: “In every thing give thanks: for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus concerning you.” And this is linked to the next verse, verse 19: “Quench not the Spirit.” Surely one thing is clear. God says to us: in everything give thanks.

I think we can see all this in its proper perspective if we go back to Romans 1:21: “Because that, when they knew God, they glorified him not as God, neither were thankful; but became vain in their imaginations, and their foolish heart was darkened.” This is the central point: They were not thankful. Instead of giving thanks they “became vain in their imaginations, and their foolish heart was darkened.” Professing themselves to be wise, they became fools. The beginning of man’s rebellion against God was, and is, the lack of a thankful heart. They did not have proper, thankful hearts—seeing themselves as creatures before the Creator and being bowed not only in their knees, but in their stubborn hearts. The rebellion is a deliberate refusal to be the creature before the Creator, to the extent of being thankful. Love must carry with it a “thank-you,” not in a superficial or “official” way, but in being thankful and saying in the mind or with the voice “Thank you” to God. As we shall see later, this is not to be confused with failing to stand against what is cruel in the world as it now is, but it does mean having a thankful heart toward the God who is there.

Two things are immediately involved here, if we are to see this in the Christian framework rather than in a non-Christian one. The first is that as Christians we say we live in a personal universe, in the sense that it was created by a personal God. Now that we have accepted Christ as our Savior, God the Father is our Father. When we say we live in a personal universe and God the Father is our Father, to the extent that we have less than a trusting attitude we are denying what we say we believe. We say that, as Christians, we have by choice taken the place of creatures before the Creator, but as we show a lack of trust, we are exhibiting that at that moment, in practice, we have not really so chosen.

The second thing we must comprehend in order to understand a contented heart in the Christian framework, rather than in a non-Christian one, is illustrated by Camus’s dilemma in The Plague. As Christians we say we live in a supernatural universe and that there is a battle, since the fall of man, and that this battle is in both the seen world and the unseen world. This is what we say we believe; we insist on this against the naturalists and against the anti-supernaturalists. If we really believe this, first, we can be contented and yet fight evil, and second, surely it is God’s right to put us as Christians where he judges best in the battle.

In a Christian understanding of contentment, we must see contentment in relation to these things. To summarize, there is a personal God. He is my Father since I have accepted Christ as my Savior. Then surely when I lack trust, I am denying what I say I believe. At the same time, I say there is a battle in the universe, and God is God. Then, if I lack trust, what I am really doing is denying in practice that he has a right, as my God, to use me where he wants in the spiritual battle that exists in the seen and the unseen world. The trust and contentment must be in the Christian framework, but in the proper framework the contentment is deeply important.

If the contentment goes and the giving of thanks goes, we are not loving God as we should, and proper desire has become coveting against God. This inward area is the first place of loss of true spirituality. The outward is always just a result of it.

The second test as to when proper desire becomes coveting is that we should love men enough not to envy, and this is not only envy for money; it is for everything. It can, for instance, be envy of his spiritual gifts. There is a simple test for this. Natural desires have become coveting against a fellow creature, one of our kind, a fellow man, when we have a mentality that would give us secret satisfaction at his misfortune. If a man has something, and he loses it, do we have an inward pleasure? A secret satisfaction at his loss? Do not speak too quickly and say it is never so, because you will make yourself a liar. We must all admit that even when we get on in our Christian life, even in these areas where we say we are longing for the church of Jesus Christ to be more alive in our generation, often we have this awful secret satisfaction at the loss of other men, even at the loss of brothers in Christ. Now if this mentality is upon me, in any way, then my natural desires have become coveting. I am inwardly coveting, and I am not loving men as I should.

Inward coveting—lack of love toward men—soon tends to spill over into the external world. It cannot be kept in the internal world completely. This occurs in various degrees. When I have a wrong regret that others have what I do not possess, and this regret is allowed to grow, very quickly it comes to make me dislike the person himself. Surely we all have felt this. As the Holy Spirit makes us increasingly honest with ourselves, we must acknowledge that often we have a dislike of a person because we have had wrong desire toward something of his. More than this, if I would be happy if he were to lose something, the next step in the external world is moving either subtly or more openly to cause him to have the loss, either in lying about him, stealing from him, or whatever it may be.

In 1 Corinthians 10:23-24 I am told that my longing in love should be to seek for the other man’s good and not just my own: “All things are lawful for me, but all things edify not. Let no man seek his own, but every man another’s wealth.” And the same is true in 1 Corinthians 13:4-5: “Charity suffereth long, and is kind; charity envieth not; charity vaunteth not itself, is not puffed up, doth not behave itself unseemly, seeketh not her own. . . .”

When we read these things and understand that failure in these areas is really coveting, a lack of love, every one of us must be upon his knees as Paul was upon his knees when he saw the commandment not to covet; it destroys any superficial view of the Christian life.

These are the areas of true spirituality. These are the areas of true Christian living. They are not basically external; they are internal, they are deep; they go down into the areas of our lives we like to hide from ourselves. The inward area is the first place of loss of true Christian life, of true spirituality, and the outward sinful act is the result. If we can only get hold of this—that the internal is the basic, the external is always merely the result—it will be a tremendous starting place.

However, true spirituality, the Christian life, is even one step beyond this. So far we have moved from the concept of a small, limited list of things to the whole Ten Commandments and the whole Law of Love. And then we have moved from the external to the internal. But in both of these cases we have dealt largely with that which is negative. But true spirituality, the Christian life, is deeper than even a profound concept of a proper negative. True spirituality, the true Christian life, is finally positive. We have touched on this in “Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy mind,” and “Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself” (Matthew 22:37, 39). But let us now especially emphasize that true spirituality, that true Christian life, is not even simply the proper negative in the deepest realms of our being. There is a biblical negative and then a positive.

As this study goes on, we shall deal more extensively with the following passages, but let us look at them quickly at this stage. Romans 6:4 is a biblical negative (and the tenses I read are the tenses as they are in Greek rather than the way they are translated in our King James translation): “Therefore we were buried with him by baptism into death.” This is a negative. We were buried with him by baptism into death. We find the same thing in the first part of the sixth verse: “Knowing this, that our old man was crucified with him.” When I accepted Christ as Savior, when God as Judge declared me justified, these things became legally true. My call in the Christian life is to see them become true in my life in practice. In Galatians 2:20 we find the same thing with a negative emphasis: “I have been crucified with Christ.”

These negatives must never be overlooked, either in justification or the Christian life, or we will not be able to understand the following positives. In Galatians 6:14 we have this word: “But God forbid that I should glory, save in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, by whom [or whereby] the world is crucified unto me, and I unto the world.” This is a tremendously strong negative. And this is not to be just a theoretical proposition; it is to be (as we shall see later) practiced, by the grace of God. There is a place, therefore, for a true biblical negative. But now let us go on and notice that the Christian life, true spirituality, does not stop with this negative. There is a positive.

So in Galatians 2:20 again, “I am crucified with Christ.” Then there comes a break in the verse. In my own Bible I have marked it with two little lines, so that the break would be strongly apparent to me, even in a quick reading: “I have been crucified with Christ: [break] nevertheless I live; yet not I, but Christ liveth in me: and the life which I now live in the flesh I live by the faith of the Son of God, who loved me, and gave himself for me.” So although there is a negative, it swept over into a positive, and to stop at the negative is to miss the whole point. The true Christian life is not an external life, or thought-life, of basic negatives; it is not hating life, in the way that we are apt to do when we get into despondency or other psychological problems. The Christian negative is not a nihilist negative—there is a true biblical negative—but the Christian life does not stop with a negative. There is a true life in the present as well as in the future.

In the book of Romans we feel the same force (6:4): “Therefore we were  buried with him by baptism into death; that like as Christ was raised up from the dead by the glory of the Father, even so we also should walk in newness of life.” This is the way it should be read: that “we may walk in newness of life.” This is it; there is a positive. There is a possibility of walking in newness of life in the present life, right now, between the new birth and our death, or the second coming of Jesus. In Romans 6:6 it is the same: “Knowing this, that our old man was crucified with him, in order that the body of sin might be destroyed, that henceforth we should not serve sin.” So we died with Christ, but we rose with Christ. That is the emphasis. Christ’s death is a historic fact in the past, and we will be raised from the dead in future history, but there is to be a positive exhibition in present history, now, before our future resurrection. As an illustration, we read the negative in Galatians 5:15: “But if ye bite and devour one another, take heed that ye be not consumed one of another.” He is talking of Christians. This is a negative. But there is a positive (verse 14): “For all the law is fulfilled in one word, even in this; Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself.” And there is also a positive in verses 22 and 23 of the same chapter: “But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, longsuffering, gentleness, goodness, faith, meekness, temperance: against such there is no law.” So the context leads us from the negative to the positive in our considerations of the Christian life.

In summary then, of this chapter, which is an introduction to all that follows:

1. The true Christian life, true spirituality, does not just mean that we have been born again. It must begin there, but it means much more than that. It does not mean only that we are going to be in heaven. It does mean that, but it means much more than that. The true Christian life, true spirituality in the present life, means more than being justified and knowing that I am going to heaven.

2. It is not just a desire to get rid of taboos in order to live an easier and a looser life. Our desire must be for a deeper life. And when I begin to think of this, the Bible presents to me the whole of the Ten Commandments and the whole of the Law of Love.

3. True spirituality, the true Christian life, is not just outward, but it is inward—it is not to covet against God and men.

4. But it is even more than this: it is positive—positive in inward reality, and then positive in outward results. The inward thing is to be positive and not just negative; and then sweeping out of the inward positive reality, there is to be a positive manifestation externally. It is not just that we are dead to certain things, but we are to love God, we are to be alive to him, we are to be in communion with him, in this present moment of history. And we are to love men, to be alive to men as men, and to be in communication on a true personal level with men, in this present moment of history.

When I speak of the Christian life, or freedom from the bonds of sin, or of true spirituality, the four points listed above are what the Bible says we should mean, and anything less than this is trifling with God—trifling with him who created the world, and trifling also with him who died on the cross. This is what we are to have in mind when we begin such a study; otherwise, there is no use even beginning to talk about experiential freedom from the bonds of sin or about an experiential reality of the Christian life, of true spirituality. If this is not in our minds, at least in some poor comprehension and at least in some poor aspiration, we might as well stop. Anything else is trifling with God, and because it is trifling with God, it is sin.
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