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“In his latest book, Jesus Unbound, Keith Giles continues to
launch brilliant and practical theological flares for all those looking to stay centered on the path of a coherent Christianity. The
preeminence of Christ applies to all things, even to Scriptures…
especially to Scriptures. Obtaining the ‘single eye’ which Jesus
said would ‘fill our whole body with light’ requires making the
nature and Spirit of Christ our sole Rosetta Stone for understanding all Scriptural realties. Keith uses a witty, folksy, and
irresistible style to show us that all the Scriptures must bend
their interpretive knee to Jesus, not vice versa.”
– r i c h a rd mu r r ay, au t ho r o f the jesus mood

“For those willing to step outside the theological box called ‘biblical inerrancy,’ this book is a goldmine. For those not willing,
they’re totally missing out. In Jesus Unbound, Keith Giles does the
body of Christ a great service. Not only does he provide his readers with a lot to chew on, but he argues his points convincingly,
yet gently and with pastoral care. An enjoyable read indeed!”
– mat th ew j. dist efa no , au t ho r o f 4 b o oks and co -ho s t o f
th e heretic happy hour po dc a st

“‘The Word of God is living and active, sharper than any double-edged sword’…and when he was about 18, he grew a beard.
Keith Giles runs with that company of Christ-followers committed to proclaiming that Jesus Christ is the Word of God,
our final Authority for faith and practice. He most honors the
Bible by refusing to confuse or conflate it with the Word-madeflesh. He hears the voice of Christ saying, ‘These Scriptures testify of me.’ The Lord warned that we can search the Scriptures
diligently, yet never once hear the voice of his Father. How so?
By becoming like confused puppies who stare at the tip of a
pointing finger rather than gazing on the One to whom it is
directed. Fear not: Keith does not throw the Bible under the bus.
But he will dethrone biblical literalism wherever it supplants the
Lordship of the whiskered Word of God.”
– b r a d je r s a k, ph d, au t ho r o f a more christlike god

“Jesus Unbound is a challenging and paradigm-shifting book that
exposes the insidious idol worship around the Bible and persuasively points people toward the true Word of God, Jesus. While
author Keith Giles deeply values the Bible, and has a profound
love for it, his thought-provoking challenge is to value and love
Jesus even more. Keith masterfully provides the keys to unbind
our shackles of tradition and a flat reading of scripture and masterfully lures us toward a more Christ-like faith and Christ-like
world. If you read Jesus Unbound with an open mind, and most
importantly an open heart, I have no doubt you will be incredibly inspired and beautifully transformed!”
– m a rk ka r r i s , au t ho r o f divine echoes: reconciling 		
prayer with the uncontrolling love of god

“Keith’s books excite some and alarm others, but regardless of
your reaction, one thing is for sure: Keith’s books make you
rethink some of your most cherished ideas. This is especially true
with Jesus Unbound, as it challenges the most sacred cow of all,
the Bible as the Word of God. This book is not the end of the
matter, but another word in the ongoing conversation about the
Word. So take it up and read. But most of all, think! Let Keith
lead you past the book of the Bible and into a deeper relationship with Jesus, the true Word of God.”
– je re my mye r s, au t ho r o f nothing but the blood of
jesus, a n d the atonement of god

“Is your Christianity, Christocentric or Bibliocentric? If it’s
Christocentric, does that mean I don’t respect the Bible? How
can I know Jesus in a real, experiential way and what role does
the Bible play in such a beautiful relationship? In Jesus Unbound,
Keith Giles grapples with these questions and more like them.
In the end, he points us to a Jesus that is knowable, changes
our lives and—as an added bonus—gives us some interesting
answers to a few thorny biblical issues. I highly recommend
grappling your way through this book, because what Giles offers
us in Jesus Unbound is nothing less than Jesus Himself.”
– ro s s ro h d e , au t ho r o f viral jesus

“Keith Giles has put into words what I have been trying to find a
voice to for years. It won't be easy and you will—and should—
struggle with some of the points laid out in this book. But at the
end, we are left with a Christ-shaped hope. Jesus Unbound gives
voice to a deeper relationship with Him in a way that is informative, logical, and based on those same scriptures.”
– s e th p r i c e , ho st o f can i say this at church? po d cas t

“Keith Giles is a professional cow tipper, specializing in the sacred
variety. Having toppled the sacred cow of religious nationalism
in Jesus Untangled, he returns to the pasture in Jesus Unbound,
where he overturns what may have become our most sacred cow
of all—biblical inerrancy—along with the golden calf of biblicism that never lags far behind. But please don’t imagine that
Keith just likes to stir up trouble. His is such a singular focus on
Jesus, the true Word of God, that he simply cannot allow such
distractions to continue obstructing our view.”
– c h uc k mc kn i g ht, b lo g g er at hippieheret ic .co m
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FOREWORD
As modern Christians we are children of a broken home. Five
centuries ago the Western church went through a bitter divorce
that divided European Christians and their heirs into estranged
Catholic and Protestant families. The reality that the Renaissance
church was in desperate need of reformation doesn’t change the
fact that along with a reformation there also came an ugly split
that divided the church’s children between a Catholic mother
and a Protestant father. In the divorce settlement (to push the
metaphor a bit further) Catholic Mom got a long history, a rich
tradition, and a unified church, but all Protestant Dad got was
the Bible. Without history, tradition, or a magisterium, the
Bible had to be everything for Protestant Dad—and Protestants
have made the most of it. For five hundred years Protestant
scholars and theologians have led the way in biblical translation, scholarship, and interpretation, giving the Christian world
such notables as Martin Luther, John Calvin, Jacob Arminius,
John Wesley, Karl Barth, C.S. Lewis, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, T.F.
Torrance, Walter Brueggemann, Stanley Hauerwas, Richard
Hayes, N.T. Wright, to name a few.
But with Sola Scriptura as a defiant battle cry there always
lurked the temptation to place more weight on the Bible than
it could bear, or worse yet, a temptation to deify the Bible and
make an idol out of it. This has become increasingly true among
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the more fundamentalist clergy and congregations who are suspicious of higher education and unwilling to read their Bibles
with the help of biblical scholars the caliber of Brueggemann,
Hayes, and Wright. So while pretending to “take the Bible as
it is,” the fundamentalist reads the Bible through thick lenses
of cultural, linguistic, political, and theological assumptions—
interpretive lenses they are unaware of wearing.
This has led to the thoroughly modern and peculiarly
Protestant problem of Biblicism. Biblicism is an interpretative
method that reads the Bible as a “flat text” where every verse is
itself “the word of God” and carries the same authority as any
other verse. Biblicism, in effect, attempts to make the Bible the
head of the church. Where Catholics err in seeking to give ultimate authority to the Pope, Protestant Biblicists err in seeking
to give ultimate authority to the Bible. What Christians are supposed to confess is that Christ alone is the head of the church.
The risen Christ said to his disciples, “All authority in heaven
and on earth has been given unto me.” With his wry British wit,
N.T. Wright reminds us that Jesus did not say, “All authority in
heaven and on earth is given unto a book you chaps are going to
write.” The irony of Biblicism is that for all its claims about giving final authority to the Bible, in reality Biblicism enables the
individual reader to remain their own private authority. So if you
don’t like Jesus’ explicit call to an ethic of nonviolence, you can
always appeal to the wars of Joshua and David to countermand
the Sermon on the Mount. This is how you use Joshua to trump
Jesus. Perhaps the most clever way to ignore the commands of
Christ is to cite an opposing chapter and verse. By reading the
Bible as a flat text and selecting the corroborative proof-text, you
can gain a biblical endorsement for nearly anything—including
wars of conquest, genocide, women held as property, and the
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institution of slavery. This abuse of the Bible has a long and well
documented history.
One of the chief problems of Biblicism is that it fails to
make the vital distinction between the Bible and Christianity.
Christian faith is a living tree rooted in the soil of Scripture. We
cannot remove the tree from the soil in which it is rooted and
expect it to survive; but neither are we to think that the tree and
the soil are the same thing! They are not. Put simply, the Bible
and Christianity are not synonymous. Yes, they are connected,
but they remain distinct. Scripture is the soil; Christian faith is
the living tree. They are connected, but they are not the same
thing. So if the Bible assumes that slavery is both a tolerable and
inevitable institution (see Ephesians 6:5), even explicitly stating that slaves are slaveowners’ property (see Exodus 21:21), that
doesn’t mean this is the Christian ethical position on slavery.
Christianity is not a slave to the Bible—Christianity is a slave
to Christ! Out of the soil of Scripture grows a mature Christian
faith that is not only able, but required to oppose all forms of
slavery in the name of Jesus. Rooted in the soil of Scripture,
Christianity is capable of growing an ethical branch of justice
called abolition.
Since the canon of Scripture is closed, the soil of Christian
faith is unchanging. But that doesn’t prevent the living Christian
faith itself from growing, changing, developing, and maturing
over time. Of course, how it grows and changes will often be
a matter of fervent debate within the church; and the deeply
fractured nature of the church compounds the complexity of
this problem. Nevertheless, to understand Christianity as a living tree rooted in the soil of Scripture enables the church to
grow in new and redemptive ways within God’s moral universe.
To say that Christian faith is forever rooted in Scripture, yet
distinct from Scripture, is both conservative and progressive.
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Conservative in that it recognizes the inviolability of Scripture.
Progressive in that it makes a vital distinction between the living
faith and the historic text. But to claim that Christian faith is
one and the same with the Bible is a fundamentalist mistake that
is ultimately untenable. For example, I’ve seen Biblicists backed
into a corner trying to defend the Bible by saying, “sometimes
slavery is a good thing.” This is Biblicism at its worst.
The ancient orthodox alternative to modern heterodox
Biblicism is to say what the church has always said: Jesus Christ
is the true Word of God. The Bible is the word of God, only in
a penultimate sense. The Bible is the inspired, canonized witness to the Word of God who is Jesus Christ—the Word made
flesh. Only Jesus Christ is the inerrant and infallible, perfect and
divine Word of God. We come to accept the Bible as authoritative in the ongoing conversation about Christ that is Christian
theology through the witness of Christ and the church—not
the other way around. Without first appealing to Christ and
then secondly to the church, we can’t even account for how the
Christian Bible came into being. The risen Christ commissioned
the church to bear witness to the gospel throughout the world.
In the course of obeying Christ’s commission the church composed, collected, and canonized certain writings that became the
New Testament. But we don’t start with the Bible; we start with
Jesus and the church. Why? Because Jesus is Lord, not the Bible.
Christians worship Jesus, not the Bible. Jesus is the head of the
church, not the Bible.
In reading Jesus Unbound: How The Bible Keeps Us From
Hearing the Word of God, some readers will regard Keith Giles
as controversial. I insist this is not so. Giles’ approach to the
Bible is not novel or modern—it’s the orthodox way the Church
Fathers read the Bible in the formative centuries of Christianity.
It’s modern fundamentalist Biblicism that should be regarded
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as controversial and ultimately rejected as heterodox. But I also
understand that a Biblicist approach to the Bible is the default
position inherited by most American evangelicals, which is precisely why Giles’ book is so helpful, so timely, and so important.
So as you begin your reading of Jesus Unbound, be assured that
you are on solid ground—and keep your Bible close at hand,
because as a lover of Scripture, Giles will refer to it over and over
again. Both Keith Giles and Jesus Unbound are firmly rooted in
the Bible.
– Brian Zahnd
Pastor of Word of Life Church in St. Joseph, Missouri; author of Sinners In the
Hands of a Loving God.
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“IT IS CHRIST HIMSELF, NOT THE BIBLE,
WHO IS THE TRUE WORD OF GOD. THE
BIBLE, READ IN THE RIGHT SPIRIT,
AND WITH THE GUIDANCE OF GOOD
TEACHERS, WILL BRING US TO HIM. WE
MUST NOT USE THE BIBLE AS A SORT OF
ENCYCLOPEDIA OUT OF WHICH TEXTS
CAN BE TAKEN FOR USE AS WEAPONS.”
—C.S. LEWIS
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INTRODUCTION
“Jesus doesn’t call us to a life of becoming progressively more and
more like the Bible. Jesus calls us to a life of becoming more and more
like him. The Bible is simply the vehicle to make the introduction.
The goal has never been for us to live biblically. The goal has always
been for us to live like Christ—and there is a massive difference
between these two options.”
– b e n ja mi n l . co rey

Over the last few years I have noticed a strange thing about
Christianity. Unlike other World religions, Christianity, in modern times, has become a movement that shares very little in common with the founder.
Where Islam demands a strict adherence to the teachings
of Mohammed, and Judaism revolves around the teachings of
Moses, and Buddhism is aligned directly with the teachings and
practices attributed to the Buddha, Christianity seems to have
very little to do with following Jesus of Nazareth.
Why is it that so many Christians have little to no expectation of following Jesus’s teachings in their actual lives? For
one thing, many who call themselves “Christian” today will even
argue against the possibility of putting the teachings of Jesus into
practice—either because to do so would be considered a “works
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salvation” model, or because they believe that no one could ever
live up to such high standards.
Therefore, they say, we must rely solely on the unmerited
Grace of God which (at least in their minds) exempts us from
following any of the Messiah’s commands.
But, what if Jesus really did expect us to put his words into
practice? What if being a Christian is really only about being a
disciple of Jesus?
This book will explore this quesN O T O N LY D O T H E
tion, but further than this, I hope
SCRIPTURES POINT US TO
to ask even harder questions. Like,
JESUS, BUT THEY PLACE
“What if the Word of God is more
HIM ALONE AT THE CENTER
than a book?” and “What if I can
OF EVERYTHING. JESUS,
hear the voice of God directly, withA N D O N LY J E S U S , D E F I N E S
FOR US WHO GOD IS,
out any help from my pastor, or the
WHAT GOD IS LIKE, AND
Bible?”
WHAT OUR LIVES SHOULD
These are challenging questions,
L O O K L I K E A S A R E S U LT
I know. But, I believe the Scriptures
OF THAT REVEL ATION.
themselves reveal the answers to
these questions, and that what we find might surprise you.
Honestly, I am becoming convinced that the Bible is intended
to teach us that the Word of God became flesh, lived among us,
revealed the Father to us and now lives within every single follower of Christ at this very moment.
Not only do the Scriptures point us to Jesus, but they place
Him alone at the center of everything. Jesus, and only Jesus,
defines for us who God is, what God is like, and what our lives
should look like as a result of that revelation.
This, I believe with all of my heart, is what Christians today
need most to understand about their faith.
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The ironic thing is that some of us have made the Bible an
idol. We worship it. We attribute characteristics to it that should
only be said of Christ.
It’s as if the Word of God became flesh and dwelt among us
and we have very quickly put Him back into a book again. Why?
Because if the Word of God is in a book, we can manipulate, and
control, and distance ourselves from Him.
Or, to put it another way: If the Word of God is alive within
each and every one of us, then that means we don’t need Christian
pastors and teachers to explain God to us.
Quite frankly, Christians today are terrified of trusting the
average person with the Spirit of the Living God. We don’t really
believe that the Holy Spirit within every believer can actually
lead us into all truth. We doubt that His sheep can really hear
the voice of the Good Shepherd. We are nervous about unleashing the Divine among the common Christian community without guard rails.
What are we so afraid of? Is it any different from when the
Children of Israel drew back from the Pillar of Fire or the Cloud
that spoke to them directly in the wilderness? Isn’t it exactly the
same as when God’s people demanded a King like all the other
nations and rejected God as their direct ruler? We are always
seeking to put mediators and mouthpieces between ourselves
and God. But God is always the One who seeks to draw near to
us, to place His Spirit within us, to make His home with us and
to speak directly to us as a Father speaks to His own child.
My hope with this book is to provide a fresh revelation of
Christ to you and to point out how we sometimes allow good
things—even the Bible—to stand between us and Him. In short,
I want a Christianity that looks a lot more like Jesus.
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Either our Christian faith is Christ-centered, or it is not worthy of being called “Christianity” and we should not be called
“Christians.”
For some, our Christianity is based upon a flat reading of the
Bible where every scripture is given equal weight, regardless of
who said it, why they said or who they said it to.
This “Flat Bible” approach to scripture quite often leaves Jesus
and His teaching at the mercy of Moses, Elijah and the other
Old Testament prophets, or even Paul and the other Apostles.
The result of this is that the Messiah’s commands to love our
enemy become obscured by passages where God commanded
violence against pagan nations; His commands to care for the
poor are overridden by verses that say “if a man will not work
then he shall not eat”; Jesus’s prohibitions against hierarchical
leadership are tempered by verses that call for believers to “submit to the authority of the Bishop”; etc.
Where does this leave us? We have a faith that takes the name
of Jesus seriously, but not necessarily the commands of Jesus. We
are those who call Him, “Lord, Lord” but we quite boldly do not
do what He says.
As theologian Richard Rohr puts it:
“We worshipped Jesus instead of following Him on His same
path… We made Jesus into a mere religion instead of a journey
toward union with God and everything else. This shift made us
into a religion of ‘belonging and believing’ instead of a religion
of transformation.”

And we call this “Christianity”? What if we could take a step
back from all of this and reevaluate what it means to follow
Christ? What if we could find a way to make sense of how we
should handle verses like those above that seem to contradict
Jesus and establish a simple criteria that keeps Jesus at the center
of our faith?
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Honestly, my own faith has undergone something of a revolution lately. I’ve started to look at scripture with brand new
eyes. Some verses that I’ve read over hundreds times have suddenly taken on new meaning for me, and what I’ve seen cannot
be unseen.
So, I’m asking you to come with me on something of a journey of discovery. If you’re up for it, I’ll need you to set aside your
preconceived ideas about the Bible, and about how to approach
the Scriptures—at least long enough to consider some of what
I’ve seen through new eyes.
At the end you may not have arrived at the same destination
that I have, but I guarantee that you will have heard something,
or seen something about the Bible that you never thought about
before. I also guarantee you that you will not look at your Bible,
or the teachings of Jesus, in quite the same way.
Before we get started, there are few things we should establish. First, I am a Christian. I not only believe in Jesus and trust
Him as my Lord and my Savior, but I hear His voice and I am
abiding in Him daily.
I also believe that Jesus is fully God and fully man. I affirm
the doctrine of the Trinity. I believe that the Scriptures we have
today (commonly called “The Bible”) are useful for teaching,
reproof, correction and training in righteousness (see 2 Tim.
3:16).
Having said all of that, I do need to add that the way I view
the Scriptures as a whole is probably different than the way you
do. Rather than try to express that here, I will take the rest of
the book to unpack what I mean and why I take the approach
that I do.
But, this book is not about the Bible. Even though we will
spend a lot of time talking about the Word of God and the Bible,
this book is, ultimately, not about that.
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This book is about Jesus. This a book about how we relate to
the Bible, and to Jesus, who is the entire focus of the Bible.
We will not be pitting Jesus against the scriptures. Instead, we
will explore our relationship to Jesus and examine this in light of
what the Bible says about Him.
What I mean is: We often place things between ourselves and
Jesus. This is called idolatry. Sometimes it can be politics, as I
pointed out in my previous book Jesus Untangled: Crucifying Our
Politics To Pledge Allegiance To The Lamb. Sometimes it can be a
pastor, or a teacher, or a church that eclipses our view of Christ.
Sometimes it can be our own family, or a spouse, or a job that
distracts us from Jesus. Really, anything that exalts itself (or that
we exalt) between us and God can become an idol in our lives.
Wait, do you mean to suggest that we can even make an idol
of the Bible? Well, that is something that I will leave for you to
decide for yourself by the time we reach the end of this book. For
now, let’s at least agree in theory that it’s possible.
This might be your first real hurdle to leap as you start to read
this book. If so, I apologize for introducing it so early on in the
process. But I can’t imagine any other way of talking about this
subject without asking you to entertain the notion that, for some
people, the Bible can become an idol that they worship rather
than God Himself.
A few years ago, to be very honest, I would have laughed at
such an idea. But in my conversations with brothers and sisters—both online and in person—I have been quite shocked to
not only observe such Bible Worship, but to flat-out hear with
my own ears statements like this:
• “Yes, I worship the Bible. It contains the mind and life of
God.”
• “I worship the Bible and you should, too!”
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• “Without the Bible we could never know God or anything about Jesus.”
• “Knowing doctrine and knowing Jesus are the same
thing.”
So, clearly, some of us in the Body of Christ are very confused
about what the Bible is, and what we should worship, or not
worship.
We’re also very confused about Jesus and His place in our
lives. Should we be following Jesus’s commands or are we only
expected to believe in Him and ask Him to forgive us of our sins
so we can go to Heaven when we die?
What’s more, many of us are very unsure of what to do with
Jesus. Do we just sing to Him and pray to Him? Should we obey
Him? How do we know Him? How do we learn to hear His
voice? What does it mean to abide in Him as He abides in us?
This book will explore these questions and a few others. But,
to be fair, a very large portion of this book will attempt to separate the Word of God from what we have come to refer to as the
Bible, conceptually.
No small feat, I know. Still, my aim will be to demonstrate
that Jesus is the Word of God and that the Word of God is not
a book, but a person.
Not only will I try to explain the differences between the
Word of God and the Bible, I will also attempt to explain why
it is so important that we don’t confuse our Bible with Jesus, or
equate our Savior with a book about Him.
Many Christians often say that they want a more Biblical
world. They cry out for our nation to return to more “Biblical”
values. They hold out the Bible as the cure for everything that
is wrong with our world today. They put their hope in the Holy
Scriptures.
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On one level I understand where they are coming from. They
believe that by reading, and teaching and preaching and following the Bible, people will be saved, delivered, healed and transformed into people who are more like Jesus.
The only problem with all of this
SO, RATHER THAN CRY
is simply that the Bible never sugOUT FOR A MORE BIBLICAL
gests anything like this. The Bible,
WORLD, I WOULD RATHER
by itself, cannot accomplish any
SUGGEST THAT WE CRY
of these things. The Bible doesn’t
O U T F O R A M O R E C H R I S TLIKE ONE. WHY? BECAUSE,
save us. The Bible doesn’t renew or
A “ B I B L I C A L” W O R L D
refresh or restore or change us. It
I S N ’ T N E C E S S A R I LY A
can’t do any of those things because
C H R I S T- L I K E O N E .
it is a book.
But Jesus can do all of those things. Jesus is not a book.
Jesus is alive. He is God incarnate. Jesus is the Word of God
made flesh that came to dwell among us. He taught us how to
enter the Kingdom of God and He made a way for us to live a
Kingdom life.
Jesus suffered on the cross for our sins and rose from the
dead on the third day. Jesus is alive right now and He is abiding
within every one of us who has surrendered to His rule and reign
in their lives.
So, rather than cry out for a more Biblical world, I would
rather suggest that we cry out for a more Christ-like one. Why?
Because, a “Biblical” world isn’t necessarily a Christ-like one.
War, genocide, slavery, women-as-property and polygamy are
all “Biblical” ideas. But when reevaluated in the light of Christ,
such things fade into the background and are eclipsed by His
radiance and glory.
No one who is strictly following the teachings of Jesus could
kill other human beings for any reason, or practice slavery, or
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treat women as property, or justify having more than one wife,
for example.
So, to me, a Christ-like world is more preferable to a Biblical
world.
Does this mean I don’t value the Bible? Far from it. I love the
Bible. But I love Jesus so much more!
The scriptures all point us to Christ, and once we have Him,
nothing else compares. In the next few chapters, I hope you
will keep your eyes on Jesus as we reexamine and reconsider our
assumptions about the relationship between the Bible and the
Word of God.
I’m ready when you are.
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CHAPTER 1

WHY I LOVE THE BIBLE
“For every ten men willing to die for the Bible, there is only one who
actually reads it.”
– c h a r l e s h . spu rg eo n

I love to read. Ever since I was very young, my parents would
read to me. I think that’s why I love stories, and why I eventually
became a writer.
When I was in elementary school, I read anything and
everything I could put my hands on. My earliest favorites were
Sherwood Anderson, Ambrose Bierce, and Isaac Asimov. But
soon I moved on to Ian Fleming, Alistair MacLean, Alan Dean
Foster, Philip K. Dick and Ray Bradbury.
One day, while visiting our pastor’s house, his wife noticed I
was carrying a satchel of books with me and asked me an interesting question: “Have you ever read the World’s Best-Selling
book?”
I stopped to consider her question and then said, “No, probably not. What is it?”
She replied: “It’s an amazing old book full of adventure, danger, love, betrayal, war and redemption.”

30

JESUS UNBOUND

“Sounds cool,” I said. “What’s the title?”
Of course, she was talking about the Bible, and based on her
challenge I started to read it every night before going to bed.
My routine was to lay in bed and read whatever adventure
novel I was devouring at the moment and then setting that down
to read at least one chapter from the Bible before I went to sleep
each night.
In just over a year and a half, I had read through most of the
entire Bible. Why so quickly? Because, first of all, I often read
more than just one chapter, and second of all, I skipped most of
Leviticus because it was just too boring.
But that was the first time I read the Bible. Later, as a Junior
High student I started to read the Bible because I was helping
our youth pastor to lead Bible Studies. As a High School student
I was leading book studies in the Gospel of Luke (which I regretted immediately because each chapter was just a marathon to get
through each week), and Isaiah (because things in the Middle
East were heating up and everyone—including me—was convinced that the End Times were upon us).
In college I read through the Bible because I discovered a
renewed love for Jesus at a Baptist Retreat Center in Glorietta,
New Mexico. Some of the seminars and workshops I attended
got me interested in Spiritual Warfare so I started studying that
topic on my own.
Of course, as a college student with a minor in Philosophy I
quickly encountered opposition to my dearly-held faith. A few
of my professors really attacked Christianity and that sent me
back to my Bible to find out if what they were saying about Jesus
and the Scriptures was true or not. Because of this I started really
getting into Apologetics, and Young Earth/Old Earth evidences
and even put together a little four-part series of lectures about
Evolution and Creation.
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But all through this I read and re-read my Bible. I underlined. I circled. I made notes in the margins. I stuck notes all
through the Bible on folded slips of paper. I wrote references to
important verses in every blank page and white space I could
find.
Eventually that Disciple’s Study Bible I bought in college
started to fall part. First the cover began to come lose. I wrapped
the spine in duct tape and kept on reading it and studying it.
A few years ago I was leading a Men’s Bible Study for some
friends of mine. At the end, they took up a collection and
bought me a brand new ESV Study Bible to replace my raggedy
duct taped Bible.
Honestly, as much as I appreciI FELL IN LOVE—NOT
ate the new Bible, I still use that old
WITH THE BOOK WHICH
one more often because it has all
TOLD ME ABOUT HIM—BUT
WITH JESUS, HIMSELF!
my notes and I know where to find
everything in it.
So, I love my Bible. I really do. If you tried to come over to
my house and take my Bible away from me, you’d have to cut my
arms off to get it out of my hands.
But, as much as I love my Bible, I love Jesus even more. A
hundred thousand million times more. See, that book told me
all about this magnificent person named Jesus who loved me and
gave Himself for me. It pointed me to a God who would rather
die than live without me. I fell in love—not with the Book which
told me about Him—but with Jesus, Himself!
I’ve told you about my relationship with that Book, but I
haven’t mentioned my incredible relationship with Jesus: I
haven’t told you about how He revealed Himself to me; how He
called me by His Spirit; how He answered my prayers; how He
worked miracles in my life; how He whispered in my ear to stop
me from getting shot dead by a prison sniper while performing
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with my band at a minimum security prison; about how He
healed my Dad’s shattered spine and re-formed his vertebrae so
he wouldn’t be paralyzed; about how He provided for my family
financially while I was out of work for over a year and a half (the
first time) and another year the time after that; about how He
fulfilled His specific promises to me during that time in ways I
could have never imagined; and about how He called us to start
a church where 100 percent of the offering would go to help the
poor in our community; and so much more.
But if I told you about those things here in this book and
your response was only to say, “Wow! What a glorious book!”
you would have missed my entire point, wouldn’t you?
Because what’s really glorious and awesome isn’t this book
about what Jesus did for me. No, what’s amazing and awesome
is Jesus and this book only informs you of how awesome He is.
The Bible is wonderful. I do love and appreciate the Bible so
very much. But my love for Jesus is so far and away greater and
more precious to me than anything else in the universe that I
can’t even begin to compare it to anything else.
Does this mean my Bible is useless? Hardly. I will use it today
and tomorrow and every day for the rest of my life. It is very
useful to me.
But my relationship isn’t with a book about Jesus—it’s with
Jesus, whom the book is about.
The New Testament really accentuates the supremacy of
Jesus. For example, I love when the author of Hebrews says:
“In the past God spoke to our ancestors through the prophets
at many times and in various ways, but in these last days he
has spoken to us by his Son, whom he appointed heir of all
things, and through whom also he made the universe. The Son
is the radiance of God’s glory and the exact representation of
his being, sustaining all things by his powerful word.” (Hebrews
1:1-3)
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Isn’t that amazing? We are so blessed to be alive in a day
when we can hear the voice of God’s own Son. In the old days,
before Jesus came, people only heard about God second-hand.
They had a mediator between God and man—a prophet—who
did his best to hear God’s voice and then wrote or spoke what
he heard to everyone else. But now—oh, Hallelujah—we have
heard the voice of God through His very own Son!
Why would it be better for us to hear God’s voice through
His Son? Why would hearing God’s voice through one of those
prophets be any less remarkable?
If the testimony of those prophets was enough, then why
would it have been necessary to send His Son to speak to us
directly?
While you ponder this, let me ask you to consider another
verse of scripture:
“In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God,
and the Word was God. He was with God in the beginning.
Through him all things were made; without him nothing was
made that has been made.” (John 1:1-3)
“The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We
have seen his glory, the glory of the one and only Son, who
came from the Father, full of grace and truth…” (v.14)

See, there was a time, long, long ago, when God’s Word was
only written down on an animal skin, or bound in a book, or
wrapped in a scroll. That word was limited by the human mind
that heard God speak, and the human hands that wrote down
those words, and the human minds that interpreted those words
for us.
But when Jesus arrived that Word took on flesh and blood;
that Word laughed out loud and cried tears of sorrow and joy;
that Word breathed and sang and taught and healed and came
alive like never before in history.
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That was, and is, very significant. What does it mean for us?
Well, for one thing it might mean this:
“The Bible is not the perfect revelation of God; Jesus is. Jesus
is the only perfect theology. Perfect theology is not a system
of theology; perfect theology is a person. Perfect theology is
not found in abstract thought; perfect theology is found in the
Incarnation. Perfect theology is not a book; perfect theology is
the life that Jesus lived. What the Bible does infallibly and inerrantly is point us to Jesus, just like John the Baptist did.” (Brian
Zahnd, Sinners In The Hands of a Loving God, pg. 31)

See, there were some men who wrote down what they saw
this Living Word do and say, but those words about that Word
are not the Word. They are still words about Him, and so our
worship belongs to the God who is the Word—and to Him
alone.
Therefore, we should be very thankful for the Bible which
tells of His excellent greatness. But we should thank Him even
more, for His living presence within us that testifies day and
night of His enduring love for us, and that causes us to cry out
“Abba! Father!”
The Word of God is alive. He is living and active and present
and able to cut to the heart of our doubts and our fears.
When we read about the “Word of God” in the New
Testament, this isn’t usually a reference to the Bible or to scripture but to a person who is known as “The Word of God” or
Jesus, the Messiah.
There are a few references where it may appear that the “word
of God” is equated with the scriptures, but if we look closer—
especially in light of what the Gospel of John reveals to us about
the “word of God”—we’ll see that the term is actually referring
to Christ. Often, the term is used to describe the message of the
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Gospel, but in many instances the term is used to reference a
person—not a book that at that time—had not been written yet.
For example:
Then faith comes by hearing, and hearing by the Word of God.”
(Romans 10:17)

In this verse, the “Word of God” can’t mean “the Bible”
because the book as we know it today it wasn’t written yet. At
least, not the parts being referred to here (i.e. “the Gospel”).
“For the word of God is alive and active. Sharper than any
double-edged sword, it penetrates even to dividing soul and
spirit, joints and marrow; it judges the thoughts and attitudes
of the heart. Nothing in all creation is hidden from God’s sight.
Everything is uncovered and laid bare before the eyes of him to
whom we must give account.” (Hebrews 4:11-13)

This is probably the most overly-quoted verse about the
“Word of God” and it is usually referred to in the context of
written passages (the Bible) instead of what it was meant to
point to: a person; namely Jesus.
You see, Jesus is “alive and active”. Jesus “penetrates even
to dividing soul and spirit.” Jesus is the one who “judges the
thoughts and attitudes of the heart.” A book can’t do those
things, not even a book as awesome as the Bible.
“I write to you, young men, because you are strong,
and the word of God lives in you, and you have overcome the
evil one.” (1 John 2:13-15)

Again, the “Word of God” that lives in you and me is not a
book. It’s a person and that person is Jesus.
“When he opened the fifth seal, I saw under the altar the souls
of those who had been slain because of the word of God and the
testimony they had maintained.” (Revelation 6:8-10)

35

36

JESUS UNBOUND

People in the early church were not put to death because of
the Bible. They were persecuted for their faith in the person of
Christ, who is the Word of God.
“He is dressed in a robe dipped in blood, and his name
is the Word of God.” (Revelation 19:12-14)

In case there was any doubt, we are told that Jesus’ name is
“the Word of God.” We also see that John, who writes the most
about this subject, affirms that he is exiled for his faith in Jesus,
not because of a book that hadn’t been written yet:
“I, John, your brother and companion in the suffering and
kingdom and patient endurance that are ours in Jesus, was on
the island of Patmos because of the word of God and the testimony of Jesus.” (Revelation 1:8-10)

So what? You might ask. Why
does any of this matter? Here’s why:
because the apostles wanted us to
understand that it was important
to have a relationship with a person
named Jesus, not with a book that
they were still in the process of writing down.
Jesus even warns us not to fall in love with a book, not even
with the Scriptures:

THE APOSTLES WANTED US
TO UNDERSTAND THAT IT
WAS IMPORTANT TO HAVE
A REL ATIONSHIP WITH A
PERSON NAMED JESUS,
NOT WITH A BOOK THAT
THEY WERE STILL IN THE
PROCESS OF WRITING DOWN.

“You search the Scriptures, because you think you will find eternal life in them. The Scriptures tell about me, but you refuse to
come to me for eternal life.” (John 5:39-40)

The danger that Jesus warns us about here is still very real
today. We, like the Pharisees, can very easily put our hopes in
the Scriptures and totally miss the Word of God who has the
words of life.
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Let’s not forget:
• The Word of God speaks to you. The Bible is silent.
• The Word of God lives within you. The Bible is outside
of you.
• The Word of God will never leave you. The Bible can be
misplaced.
• The Word of God died for you. The Bible isn’t alive.
• The Word of God loves you. The Bible does not.
The Word of God is a person. His name is Jesus. Get to know
Him.
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CHAPTER 2

A GOD LIKE JESUS
“To be a biblical Christian is not to have high views of the Bible. It
is to seek and know and live the life that is depicted in the Bible.”
– d a ll a s w i l l a rd

We often want to protect and defend the deity of Christ. We
insist that being a Christian means affirming that “Jesus is God.”
While I agree with this, I must point out something that does
not come across quite as often: the idea that God is like Jesus.
In other words, many Christians still hold fast to the notion
that the Father of Jesus, as seen in the Old Testament scriptures,
is a wrathful, impatient, angry and quite often bloodthirsty
God. This stands in contrast to Jesus, the Son, who is a decidedly
softer and more gentle and less violent personality.
On one side, this isn’t surprising. There are noticeable differences in God’s character between those Old and New Covenant
scriptures. So, we have to reconcile those apparent contradictions somehow, and what better way than by appealing to the
language of the Trinity where there are three distinct “persons”
who make up the one substance we call the One True God.
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Now, I’m not against the doctrine of the Trinity. I personally
affirm the doctrine. But I think my fellow Trinitarians are offbase when they attribute two different personalities to the Father
and the Son. Especially when the New Testament scriptures give
us no wiggle room in that capacity.
Simply put: The New Testament scriptures only affirm—over
and over again—that Jesus is what the Father looks like, and that
means: The Father looks like Jesus.
Here’s are a few examples from Jesus Himself:
“I and the Father are one.” (John 10:30)
“Anyone who has seen me has seen the Father.” (John 14:9)
“Believe me when I say that I am in the Father and the Father is
in me.” (John 14:11)

And here are a few scriptures from the Apostles about how
Jesus and the Father are alike in heart and character:
“The Son is the radiance of God’s glory and the exact representation of his being, sustaining all things by his powerful word.”
(Hebrews 1:3)
“[Jesus] Who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be used to his own advantage; rather,
he made himself nothing...” (Phil. 2:6-7)
“In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with
God, and the Word was God.” (John 1:1)
“He [Jesus] is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all
creation. For by him all things were created, in heaven and on
earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or
rulers or authorities—all things were created through him and
for him. And he is before all things, and in him all things hold
together. And he is the head of the body, the church. He is the
beginning, the firstborn from the dead, that in everything he
might be preeminent. For in him all the fullness of God was
pleased to dwell, and through him to reconcile to himself all
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things, whether on earth or in heaven, making peace by the
blood of his cross.” (Col. 1:15-20)
“For in him the whole fullness of deity dwells bodily, and you have
been filled in him, who is the head of all rule and authority.”
(Col. 2:9-10)

So, what’s happening here? How is it that we’ve gotten the
wrong idea about the Father? Why do we struggle to accept that
the Father is like Jesus?
Maybe it’s because we’re still reading those Old Testament
scriptures through our old filters. Paul refers to this in 2 Cor.
3:14:
“But their minds were made dull, for to this day the same veil
remains when the old covenant is read. It has not been removed,
because only in Christ is it taken away.”

In other words: we have a veil that covers our eyes and clouds
our understanding whenever we take those Old Testament
reports of the Father at face value. Those are inaccurate pictures
of what our Abba is really like.
This is exactly what John intends for us to understand when
he writes in the very first chapter of the Gospel of John, verse 18:
“No one has ever seen God, but the one and only Son, who is himself God and is in closest relationship with the Father, has made
him known.”

Take that in for a moment. Notice he says: “No one has ever
seen God.” That means no one—not even those Old Testament
Prophets—ever really saw God clearly. This, according to the
Gospel of John, is one of the main reasons why Jesus “the one
and only Son” came to us: To show us who the Father really is.
Consider this: If everyone already had a clear picture of what
the Father was like, then why would Jesus need to come and
reveal Him to us? And, if this is so, then wouldn’t it make sense
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that the picture Jesus showed us would be radically different
from the foggy, murky picture we had of God before He came
to show us the truth?
If you want to know what God the Father is like, what He is
really like: Just look at Jesus.
If you want to know what the Father’s attitude about you is,
listen to Jesus tell the parable of the prodigal and the Father who
welcomed and forgave with open arms.
If you want to know what the Father’s character is really like,
watch Jesus forgive those who beat him and tortured and killed
him.
If you want to know what the Father does when we miss His
best for us, watch as Jesus weeps over Jerusalem because they
refused to know the things that are meant for peace.
In Jesus we see a Father who would rather die than live without us. We see a Father who loves us with an everlasting love.
We see a Father who washes our feet, even when we betray Him.
In Jesus, we see a Father who has compassion on the outcast
and the broken, and the blind, and the poor, and the prostitute,
and even on those who don’t worship the right way or those who
have bad theology or who enrich themselves at the expense of
others. In Jesus we see a Father who loves everyone who bears
His image—which is every single one of us. In Jesus, we see a
Father who says: “Neither do I condemn you. Go and sin no more.”
(See John 8:11) In Jesus, we see a Father who says: “I will never
leave you or forsake you.” (See Hebrews 13:5)
Jesus even says we should call the Father our “Abba” or our
“Daddy” when we speak to Him. In fact, we’re even told to pray
directly to the Father—not to or through Jesus—but directly to
our “Abba” Father.
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“In that day you will ask nothing of me. Truly, truly, I say to
you, whatever you ask of the Father in my name, he will give it
to you. Until now you have asked nothing in my name. Ask,
and you will receive, that your joy may be full…In that day you
will ask in my name, and I do not say to you that I will ask the
Father on your behalf; for the Father himself loves you, because you
have loved me and have believed that I came from God.” (John
16:23-27)

That means the Father is approachable. It means that He sits
and waits to hear your voice. He has called us His children.
“See what great love the Father has lavished on us, that we
should be called children of God! And that is what we are!” (1
John 3:1)

So, more and more I’m personally trying to remember that
the Father is who Jesus says He is. The Father is not the wrathful, angry, violent, bloodthirsty God we read about in the Old
Testament.
O N LY J E S U S R E V E A L S T H E
How do I know this? Because
FATHER TO US, AND JESUS
those people did not ever see God
DID NOT REVEAL TO US AN
clearly. Only Jesus reveals the Father
A N G R Y, W R A T H F U L , P E T T Y,
to us, and Jesus did not reveal to us
VIOLENT GOD. HE REVEALED
an angry, wrathful, petty, violent
A N “A B B A” T O U S W H O
God. He revealed an “Abba” to us
LOOKS JUST LIKE JESUS IN
who looks just like Jesus in heart
HEART AND CHARACTER.
and character.
He revealed a God who would rather die than kill His enemies. He pointed us to a God who absorbed our violence, but
refused to do any violence to us. Jesus reveals to us a God who
embraces reconciliation over retaliation.
Yes, Jesus is like God, but God the Father is like Jesus. And
that, my friends, is very, very good news.
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JESUS IS GREATER
Throughout the Gospel of Matthew, Jesus refers to something
that is “greater than” the Sabbath, the Temple, Jonah, and
Solomon.
What was it? When the Pharisees asked why Jesus and His
disciples broke the Sabbath, Jesus replied:
“I tell you that something greater than the temple is here.”
(Matt. 12:6)

And then he goes on to say that he is “Lord of the Sabbath”,
which means that Jesus is greater than the Sabbath, as well. Later,
when the Pharisees ask him for a sign, Jesus says:
“The men of Nineveh will stand up at the judgment with this
generation and condemn it; for they repented at the preaching
of Jonah, and now something greater than Jonah is here.” (Matt.
12:41)

Then, Jesus tells them this:
“The Queen of the South will rise at the judgment with this
generation and condemn it; for she came from the ends of
the earth to listen to Solomon’s wisdom, and now something greater than Solomon is here. “ (Matt. 12:42)

What is greater than Solomon, or the Temple, or Jonah, or
the Sabbath? It’s Jesus, the promised Messiah.
Moses prophesied that the Lord would send a prophet after
he was gone. He further warned that those who did not listen
would be cut off from the people of Israel. (See Deut. 18:15-19)
Both Stephen, and Peter reminded everyone of this in their sermons recorded in the book of Acts. (See Acts 3:22; 7:37)
When Jesus is transfigured on the mountain, he appears with
Moses—who represents the Law of the Old Covenant—and
with Elijah—who represents the Prophets. Peter mistakenly
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wants to honor all three of them equally, and then the Father
removes Moses and Elijah (the Law and the Prophets) and says:
“This is my Son, whom I love; with Him I am well-pleased.
Listen to Him!” (Matt. 17:5)

And when the disciples look up, only Jesus remains.
Jesus is greater than Moses. The author of Hebrews even goes
so far as to say:
“Jesus has been found worthy of greater honor than Moses” (Heb.
3:3)

He is greater than the Old Covenant Law. Jesus is greater
than the Prophets. Jesus is greater than David, and Solomon,
and the Temple, and Jonah, and everyone else.
Without Jesus, no one—not even Moses, Abraham, Elijah,
the Prophets or any Apostle—will ever come to the Father.
There is nothing, and no one, greater than Jesus. This is why
we are told over and over again in the New Testament: Listen to
Him. Obey Him. Follow Him.
As John the Baptist said:
“He must increase, but I must decrease. He who comes from
above is above all. He who is of the earth belongs to the earth
and speaks in an earthly way. He who comes from heaven is
above all.” (John 3:30-31)

LESS THAN
The New Testament also tells us that Jesus is “less than” the
Father, or at least that the Father is greater than Jesus.
“You heard me say to you, ‘I [Jesus] am going away, and I will
come to you.’ If you loved me, you would have rejoiced, because
I am going to the Father, for the Father is greater than I.” (John
14:28)
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We also know that Jesus was “made a little lower than the
angels” (Hebrews 2:9) and that He “made Himself nothing, taking on the nature of a servant” (Philippians 2:6-7) which emphasizes that, while here in human form, Jesus humbled Himself.
This astounding act of humility and weakness emphasizes
what Paul the Apostle refers to as “the power of weakness”, where
God’s “power is made perfect in weakness” when we lay aside
our own ability and abandon confidence in ourselves—trusting
instead in the “power of Christ” which is released when we—like
Christ—humble ourselves, empty ourselves, and rely completely
on the Father for everything. (See 2 Cor. 12:9-10)
Just like Jesus, did, by the way. Jesus affirms that he never did
anything under his own power, and that he never taught anything other than what the Father told him to say:
“These words you hear are not my own; they belong to the
Father who sent me.” (John 14:24)
“For I do not speak of myself, but from the Father who sent
me and commanded me what I should say and what I should
speak...Therefore, whatever I speak is just as the Father tells me
to speak.” (John 12:49-50)
“Then Jesus answered them and said, “Truly, truly, I say to you;
the Son can do nothing of himself, but only does what he sees
the Father do. For whatever things he [the Father] does, these
are also likewise done by the Son.” (John 5:19)
“Of my own self, I can do nothing. I judge only as I hear; and
my judgment is just, because I do not seek my own will, but the
will of the Father who has sent me.” (John 5:30)
“But so that the world may know that I love the Father, I only
do exactly as the Father has instructed me to do.” (John 14:31)

Jesus was our role model—our blueprint if you will—for how
to live a Kingdom life. Jesus was able to turn the other cheek,
pray for His enemies, love those who were persecuting Him,
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and everything else He endured, simply because He had totally
abandoned Himself to the Father in every way.
This is exactly how we are called to live the Kingdom life.
Jesus compels us to deny ourselves—our own ways of thinking and acting—and to die daily by taking up our cross and
following Him, and His example, and putting His words into
practice.
How can we possibly do this? Some sincerely doubt that anyone really can live the way Christ lived. But this isn’t what the
New Testament tells us. Quite the opposite, in fact.
When Jesus says that we can do nothing without Him, He
quickly adds that we can bear good fruit if we abide in Him:
“I (Jesus) am the vine; you are the branches. If you remain in me
and I in you, you will bear much fruit; apart from me you can
do nothing.” (John 15:5)

1 Peter also affirms this:
“His divine power has given us everything we need for life and
godliness through our knowledge of him who called us....He has
given us His very great and precious promises so that through
them you may participate in the Divine nature.” (1 Peter 1:3-4)

We are also told that God’s amazing grace does more than
merely save us from our sins, but it has enough power to help us
live like Jesus did:
“For the grace of God has appeared, bringing salvation to all
men, instructing us to deny ungodliness and worldly desires
and to live sensibly, righteously and godly in the present
age...” (Titus 2:12)

All of this means we have no more excuses when it comes to
putting His words into practice. He has shown us the way, and
given us the grace to let go of our fears and trust completely in
Him for everything.
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EQUAL TO
It’s one of the great mysteries of the New Testament, actually.
How could Jesus be “the exact representation” of God and still
say “the Father is greater than I am”?
Part of this involves the self-limGOD DID NOT SEND US
iting nature of Jesus in His incarnaA MANUAL TO READ. HE
tion. Jesus was “in very nature God”
SENT US EMMANUEL TO BE
WITH US HIMSELF AND TO
but decided to lay all of that aside to
R E L AT E T O U S I N D I V I D U A L LY
become one of us. This is when He
AND IN PERSON.
became “less than” the Father, and
even the angels. In fact, this is why the incarnation is such a
miracle. The creator became the created. The unlimited willingly
limited Himself. The One who lives forever took on mortality
and tasted death.
So, He laid aside His Glory, and took off His great power like
a robe, and humbled Himself to become a tiny embryo nestled
in the womb of a poor girl in Palestine.
His identity never changed, however. He was still God, but
He had taken on flesh, and thereby had wrapped Himself in
a single location in space and time. This is when He became
“Emmanuel” which means “God with us”. This is when “the
Word became flesh and dwelt among us.” (John 1:14)
So, God did not send us a manual to read. He sent us
Emmanuel to be with us Himself and to relate to us individually
and in person. Remember:
“In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with
God, and the Word was God.” (John 1:1)

So, Jesus is equal to the Father in every way, and yet at the same
time is less than the Father (in a different sense) and still greater
than everything—and everyone else—in all Creation.
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Meditating on these three characteristics of Jesus only makes
us love Him more and fall to our knees as we begin to realize
the “unsearchable riches of Christ” are more astounding than we
ever imagined.
But what about those who say that the only way we know
anything about Jesus or about God is through the Bible? That’s
what we’ll explore in our next chapter.
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CHAPTER 3

HOW DO WE KNOW CHRIST WITHOUT THE
BIBLE?
“Christ is the original, and in him and out of him is all. He is not
you, but everything that is you comes out of him. He is the One in
whom you live, move, and have your being; the One who is the spark
of your mind and life, the One who conceived you from everlasting...Christ is the living animating force of reality and is unveiling
himself within all, summoning space and time and all consciousness
forward to the fulfillment of love.”
– jaco b m. w r ig ht

In the ongoing conversation about the identity of the “Word of
God” and differences between the Bible and Christ, we often
hear reactions that sound something like this:
“You cannot know Christ apart from the scriptures. Unless He
is a figment of your own imagination, then of course He can
look and say anything you like. Everything we know about
Christ comes to us from the Bible.”

That sounds right, doesn’t it? I mean, how else could we know
anything about God or about Jesus apart from the Bible?
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But, is that what the Bible says? Do the Scriptures affirm this
idea that we cannot know Christ apart from the Bible?
As we look deeper we run across verses that suggest something
a lot more breath-taking than what we might have expected.
For example, as we’ve already seen, the Gospel of John tells us
that “The Word of God became flesh and dwelt among us” (John
1:14) and that this same Word of God is Jesus (John 1:1) and
now Jesus (the Word of God) lives within every one of us who
abides in Him (John 15:4).
So, if the Word of God is Jesus,
SO, IF THE WORD OF GOD IS
and if Jesus now lives within me,
JESUS, AND IF JESUS NOW
then I have the Word of God inside
LIVES WITHIN ME, THEN
of me. Maybe this means that we
I HAVE THE WORD OF GOD
can know Christ the way we know
INSIDE OF ME. MAYBE THIS
MEANS THAT WE CAN KNOW
our own voice, or our own heartCHRIST THE WAY WE KNOW
beat, because He is alive within us.
OUR OWN VOICE, OR OUR
The Scriptures also tell us that we
O W N H E A R T B E AT, B E C A U S E
“have the mind of Christ” (1 Cor.
HE IS ALIVE WITHIN US.
2:16) right now and that we can discern “the things that come from the Spirit of God…because they
are discerned only through the Spirit” (1 Cor. 2:15) and this
Spirit is now alive within us.
Jesus also affirms to us that we can hear His voice and that
He, as the Good Shepherd, is more than capable of making
Himself heard:
“I am the Good Shepherd and my sheep hear my voice” (See
John 1:1-16)

So, not only can we all hear our Master’s voice individually,
we are also empowered by the Holy Spirit who “leads us into all
truth” (John 16:13), as Jesus promised us.
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This statement from Jesus cannot mean that we hear His voice
only through the scriptures. Especially since none of his words
would have been canonized for another few hundred years.
Clearly, Jesus intends for us to understand that He will speak
to us by His Spirit and that we are all capable of hearing His
voice.
The Apostles also affirmed these same ideas by pointing to
the evidence of the Holy Spirit within us as proof that we belong
to Christ and that we can know the truth apart from anything
else:
“As for you, the anointing which you received from Him abides
in you, and you have no need for anyone to teach you; but as
His anointing teaches you about all things, and is true and is
not a lie, and just as it has taught you, you abide in Him.” (1
John 2:27)
“And in the last days it shall be, God declares,
that I will pour out my Spirit on all flesh,
and your sons and your daughters shall prophesy,
and your young men shall see visions,
and your old men shall dream dreams;
even on my male servants and female servants
in those days I will pour out my Spirit, and they shall prophesy.”
(Acts 2:17-18)

The anointing every Christian has received is from the Holy
Spirit and this anointing teaches us about all things.
But, does all of this mean we don’t need the Bible? Far from
it. Why wouldn’t we avail ourselves of the all the treasures provided for us in the scriptures?
But my point is this: According to the Bible, we can know
God, and Christ, by the indwelling Spirit of the Living God
within us.
This is what the Bible teaches us about how we primarily
know God and Christ and the Truth: By the Spirit of God.
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So, according to the Bible, everything we know about Christ
comes from Christ. Yes, some of the information we have does
come from the Bible, (and that of course comes from Christ,
too), but even more wisdom and truth is available to us directly
from the One who lives and breathes within us on a daily basis.
This is more than mere information about God, it is the direct
experience of God and with God.
I think that’s worth at least one big “Hallelujah!” Don’t you?
Are you ready for a little more excitement? This is all exactly
what the New Covenant is all about.
“Behold, the days are coming,” declares the Lord, “when I will
make a new covenant with the house of Israel and with the
house of Judah…this is the covenant which I will make with
the house of Israel after those days,” declares the Lord, “I will
put My law within them and on their heart I will write it; and I
will be their God, and they shall be My people. They will not
teach again, each man his neighbor and each man his brother, saying, ‘Know the Lord,’ for they will all know Me, from the least of
them to the greatest of them,” declares the Lord, “for I will forgive their iniquity, and their sin I will remember no more.”
(Jeremiah 31:31-34)

Notice that the result of this New Covenant would be that
God’s people would not turn to teachers for wisdom about God
because “My law (will be) within them and on their heart I will
write it” and because “they will all know me, from the least of
them to the greatest of them”.
When these words were written it probably sounded like science fiction. How could God do this? What would it be like to
have God’s Law written on our hearts? What would it be like
not to depend on teachers to know God? How amazing would
it be if everyone who belonged to God knew Him so intimately?
Now, today, because of Christ’s accomplishment and fulfillment of the Law and the Prophets, the Holy Spirit has been
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poured out on all flesh. We, right now, are those people that
Jeremiah prophesied about. We are the people who now have
God’s Law written on our hearts. We are the people who are now
empowered by the Spirit of the Living God to “Know the Lord”
because we can all know Him, “from the least to the greatest.”
Isn’t that great news? How sad would it be to live in such
a time as this and not take advantage of such a wonderful gift
from God?
Jesus declared this New Covenant in His blood. We remember this New Covenant every time we eat the bread and drink
the cup. Why stop there? Why not continue onward to claim the
promises that come with this New Covenant reality? Why not
listen for the voice of our Good Shepherd and learn to “Know
the Lord” in this one-on-one way?
In fact, if we don’t live this way, we are actually choosing to
live an Old Covenant life and to embrace and Old Covenant
kind of faith rather than a truly Christ-centered one that leads
us to grace and truth.
Jesus was quick to remind us that we have no need of any
other teacher except Him:
“Nor are you to be called instructors, for you have one Instructor,
the Messiah” (Matt. 23:10)

Please don’t miss this, my friends. It is for freedom that Christ
has set you free from the Old Covenant kind of life. The opportunity to know God intimately and to hear the voice of Jesus
directly is wide open to you now. As my friend Brant Hansen
said: “I’m so glad the Creator gave us more than a book, a collection of rules, or lonely positive energy. He gave us a Person.”
The renowned theologian Richard Rohr also reminds us:
“For those who are willing to see, the divine self-revelation
of creation as image and likeness is everywhere evident, long
before Scriptures were written. God was not mute for 14 billion
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years. Even though Abraham didn’t have the Bible (either of
the Testaments!), he and Sarah still knew God—which is true
for all the Patriarchs and their families. They instead knew God
by the relationship called faith, better translated as “trust in
goodness.”1

What does it mean to “know the Lord”? What is the significance of this knowledge? Is it merely about having the right
information? Or is it something much, much more? That’s what
our next chapter is all about.

CHAPTER 4

THE GOSPEL: INFORMATION OR
TRANSFORMATION?
“We have millions and millions of Christians who have had no
experience of God, and the Church, for the most part, prefers it that
way. We can then supply beliefs and dogmas as a replacement for
encountering a living God. This is part of the reason so many people
cling to the Bible or their theological beliefs so firmly. Because, to
them, it is the closest thing to God they have ever encountered.”
– ma rk va n s t eenw yc k

Knowing God is pretty important. In fact, according to Jesus,
knowing God is eternal life. As He says here:
“Now this is eternal life: to know God and His Son whom you
have sent.” (John 17:3)

But is this “knowing” a reference to gaining the right information about God? Is it about having knowledge? Or is it something more than that?
Many Christians honestly do believe that having all the right
information about God is essential to our salvation. For them,
the greatest heresy would be to believe the wrong things about
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God. This is also why they cannot bear to be around others who
hold different beliefs than they do. If having the right information is what the Christian faith is all about, then having wrong
information is the worst sin of all.
But that’s not what Jesus is talking about here. Not at all. The
word Jesus uses here for “to know” in the Greek is “ginosko”; a
word which maps to the same word used in the Hebrew scriptures for the way a husband “knew” his wife in a deeply intimate,
sexual way.
In other words, this “knowing” is less like studying for a test
and more like connecting with someone on a physical, spiritual
and emotional level. The shocking thing is that the person we are
urged to “know” in this way is God Himself.
To “know God and His Son” like this, therefore, involves an
ongoing, daily relationship with Him that many would consider
a little bit scandalous.
Nevertheless, we are expected to have an intimacy with God
that conceives something within us, and that “something” is new
life.
This means that knowing God is more about transformation
than information. Here’s something else about knowing God
that you might find interesting:
“…No one knows the Father except the Son and those to whom
the Son chooses to reveal him.” (Matt. 11:27)

So, the best way to know Father God is to get to know Jesus,
and the best way to know Jesus is to listen to His voice, spend
time with Him and start putting His words into practice.
Let me ask you: Do you think of the Gospel as being more
about having the right information about God? Or do you see
it as being more about the transformation we experience as we
learn to abide in Christ?
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You might be tempted to think that it’s both, or that it really
doesn’t matter how you think of the Gospel, but I believe it matters a great deal.
For example, if we think of the Gospel as mainly information, then we become lawyers and modern Pharisees who argue
semantics and debate doctrine. Salvation is seen as having the
right information - the right beliefs and doctrines, in the right
order. Those who have different information than we do are heretics. Those who accept our information are “saved” and those
who don’t are either not truly Christians or their salvation is in
question.
But Jesus speaks of a Gospel that is based on an intimate
relationship with himself. He talks about the Gospel as being
primarily about transformation, not mere information.
He proclaims the Good News (Gospel) of the Kingdom by
urging everyone to “think different” (Metanoia in the Greek;
usually translated as “Repent!” in most English translations).
He points out that it’s impossible for a bad tree to produce
good fruit and that if you don’t first “make the tree good” you’ll
never produce good fruit.
Through the Gospel, Jesus makes us good trees who can produce the good fruit of righteousness which is pleasing to God.
(See Matt. 12:33)
Jesus says that life in the Kingdom comes when we “know
God and the Christ whom He has sent” (John 17:3) That word
translated “know” is not about information. It’s the same word
used to say that “Adam ‘knew’ Eve” and that involves an intimacy; a way of knowing that conceives new life within.
So, we are called to “know God” and to “know Christ” in an
intimate way that conceives a new life within us - the new life
of the Kingdom that comes only as we abide in Him and He
abides in us.
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That’s a relationship where we are daily learning to love Him
more as we come to “know this love that surpasses knowledge”
and become “filled to the measure of all the fullness of God.”
(Eph. 3:19)
If the Gospel is merely information, then we don’t need a
relationship with a living person who transforms us. Just give me
the information and I’ll study it and memorize it and enforce the
proper communication of that information.
But if the Gospel is about a transSEE, IF CHRISTIANITY IS
forming relationship with a vibrant,
ABOUT BEING RIGHT THEN
fantastic being of light and love,
IT’S EASIER TO JUSTIFY
then we will certainly receive inforCUTTING OFF THOSE
mation about Him, but this will go
PEOPLE YOU DON’T AGREE
far beyond mere data and exponenWITH. BECAUSE, IF YOU
SEE CHRISTIANITY AS A
tially transcend human knowledge
QUEST FOR “RIGHTNESS,”
to explode into an intimacy that
THEN BEING WRONG IS THE
conceives something new within.
GREATEST SIN OF ALL.
Jesus wants to change us. He
wants us to become more like himself. We should desire that,
too. The way we are transformed into His image is to immerse
ourselves in Him and surrender ourselves completely to Him so
that He can make us into the good trees that bear good fruit.
“Beloved, we are God’s children now, and what we will be has
not yet appeared; but we know that when he appears we shall be
like him, because we shall see him as he is.” (1 Jn. 3:2)

Another problem with thinking of the Gospel as having the
right information is that it can lead us to value being right over
and above the command to love others as Jesus has loved us.
See, if Christianity is about being right then it’s easier to justify cutting off those people you don’t agree with. Because, if you
see Christianity as a quest for “rightness,” then being wrong is
the greatest sin of all.
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However, if you see Christianity as following Jesus, then
being right is less important than the quality of your relationship with Him.
Relationships are messy. They’re not about correctness, or
accuracy. No one measures their relationships in such terms.
Instead, we gauge the health of our relationships based on how
open our communication is, and how honest we can be with one
another, and how much time we spend together.
Jesus quite often equates our love for Him with how well we
love one another. If we love one another as He has loved us, then
we are loving Him by our obedience, and by being obedient we
are loving others, too.
“A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another:
just as I have loved you, you also are to love one another. By
this all people will know that you are my disciples, if you
have love for one another.” (John 13:24-25)

Elsewhere, Jesus connects our horizontal relationships with
others to our vertical one towards God. He tells us that we
should go and reconcile with our brother before we return to
complete our acts of worship. (See Matt. 5:23-24) And the
Apostle John pushes it further by saying that if we claim to love
God but don’t love our brothers and sisters, we’re just liars. (See
1 John 4:20)
So, what should we learn from this? Perhaps that our interpersonal relationships don’t need to hinge on agreement with
one another. I can love someone who has the wrong ideas about
doctrine. I can fellowship with a brother or sister who sees things
differently than I do. I can even extend grace to someone who
calls me a heretic.
But, what if they have wrong ideas about God? Maybe they
do have a few wrong ideas about God. But, perhaps we are the
ones who are off base? Until we know for sure, our main goal
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should be to love one another as Christ has loved us. Remember,
“Love covers a multitude of sins.” (1 Peter 4:8)
In the early church, for example, there were three different
views of the doctrine of hell. For over 300 years Christians held
wildly divergent views of the afterlife without feeling the need to
convince everyone they were right and others were wrong. It was
only after Constantine shifted the paradigm of Christianity from
a focus on Christ-likeness (orthopraxy) to one of Correctness
(orthodoxy) that Christians started persecuting one another over
differences of opinion in matters of doctrine.
Nowhere are we taught in scripture that the Gospel is about
having the correct information. Instead, we’re taught that it’s
about having a transformational relationship with Jesus. This
relationship involves abiding in Christ as He abides in us.
Through this process, our sinful self is daily crucified and our
spiritual self—“a new creature”—is brought to life within us.
It’s a constant exchange of death for life where the resurrection power of Christ is increasingly revealed in us and transforms
us into people who are like Him.
But, what about sound doctrine? Aren’t we told to stand for
what’s right in the scriptures?
Usually, this idea of “sound doctrine” happens to mirror a denominational statement of faith ratified years ago and
enforced by church leadership, (deacons, elders, etc.), and reinforced through church membership classes and sometimes even
Sunday School classes.
But, here’s what Paul had to say about “sound doctrine” when
he wrote to the apostle, Titus:
“You, [Titus] however, must teach what is appropriate to sound
doctrine.” (Titus 2:1)
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See? Obviously Paul knew that it was very important to teach
sound doctrine in the Church. Luckily for us, Paul breaks down
the elements of this sound doctrine for us here:
“Teach the older men to be temperate, worthy of respect,
self-controlled, and sound in faith, in love and in endurance.
Likewise, teach the older women to be reverent in the way they
live, not to be slanderers or addicted to much wine, but to teach
what is good. Then they can urge the younger women to love
their husbands and children, to be self-controlled and pure, to
be busy at home, to be kind, and to be subject to their husbands, so that no one will malign the word of God.” (Titus
2:2-5)

Wait. So, Paul says that sound doctrine is all about being selfcontrolled, loving, patient and full of faith? You may have been
expecting a list of rules and laws to follow. Let’s see what he says
next. Maybe the rules and laws come later:
“Similarly, encourage the young men to be self-controlled. In
everything set them an example by doing what is good. In your
teaching show integrity, seriousness and soundness of speech
that cannot be condemned, so that those who oppose you may
be ashamed because they have nothing bad to say about us.”
(Titus 2:6-8)

So, according to Paul, sound doctrine seems to be more
about how we live our lives before one another; things like setting examples for one another by doing good, showing integrity, speaking truthfully, living a simple, decent life before men.
That’s shocking, isn’t it? So is the next part:
“Teach slaves to be subject to their masters in everything, to try
to please them, not to talk back to them, and not to steal from
them, but to show that they can be fully trusted, so that in every
way they will make the teaching about God our Savior attractive.” (Titus 2:9-11)

Ok, then. So, slaves should continue to serve their masters
in humility, show that they can be fully trusted and in so doing,
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“they will make the teaching about God our Savior attractive.”
Wow. Paul’s goal here seems to be more about living out a sincere, authentic faith before the world and less about a set of
belief statements. Maybe he gets to teaching about speaking in
tongues or the pre-millennial kingdom in this last part?
“For the grace of God has appeared that offers salvation to all
people. It teaches us to say “No” to ungodliness and worldly
passions, and to live self-controlled, upright and godly lives
in this present age, while we wait for the blessed hope—the
appearing of the glory of our great God and Savior, Jesus Christ,
who gave himself for us to redeem us from all wickedness and
to purify for himself a people that are his very own, eager to do
what is good.” (Titus 2:11-14)

Whoa. Now Paul has started to jack up the whole idea of
grace too. Here we see once again where Paul says that grace
teaches us to say “no” to ungodliness and worldly passions. Some
teach that God’s grace is there to give us a pass when we say
“yes” to our worldly passions. But, Paul seems to teach here that
grace empowers us to live out the sound doctrine of living selfcontrolled, upright and godly lives.
Paul ends by saying:
“These, then, are the things you should teach.” (Titus 2:15)

“Sound doctrine” as Paul outlines it for us here involves
teaching one another to live simple, humble, godly lives of service, love, compassion and integrity before one another and to
the world around us. How? By the power of grace that “teaches
us to say ‘no’ to ungodliness and worldly passions.”
If our churches today would major on sound doctrine like
this and not divide over foolish disagreements about the return
of Christ, or doctrines of tongues or the rapture, or predestination, or any other topic, we might actually live out true sound
doctrine as Paul describes.
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Disputes over doctrines come because we allow them to
become more important to us than our unity in Christ. But,
what is it that makes us one? Christ! Not our agreements about
infant baptism, or freewill, or pre-millennialism, or the King
James Bible. None of that. The only thing that makes us one is
Christ.
So, in summary, if the Gospel is about having the right information, then being right is everything. But, if the Gospel is
about transformation, then being Christ-like is everything.
We have to let go of the need to
IF THE GOSPEL IS ABOUT
“be right” and begin to embrace the
HAVING THE RIGHT
reality of Christ’s transformational
INFORMATION, THEN BEING
life.
RIGHT IS EVERYTHING.
B U T, I F T H E G O S P E L I S
We’re all in process. None of us is
A
BOUT TRANSFORMATION,
right about everything. Thankfully,
T H E N B E I N G C H R I S Twe don’t need to be. We just have to
LIKE IS EVERYTHING.
keep abiding in Him.
One of my favorite quotes comes from a letter written by a
th
15 Century Bishop named Fenelon who gave some wonderful
advice to someone he was mentoring in Christ. He said:
“If you stopped learning today you wouldn’t live long enough to
put into practice all that you already know.” (Fenelon, Let Go)

This quote has stuck with me for a long time now. I believe
it’s true. For most of us, the time for learning new information
about Jesus is long over. It’s way past the time for putting into
practice what we already know that Jesus commanded us to do.
Sadly, most of us would rather continue to read and learn and
study, and then re-learn and re-study, and take lots of notes until
Jesus comes back.
But Jesus isn’t coming back for people who know stuff about
Him. That’s why He said: “Why do you call me ‘Lord, lord’ and
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do not do what I command?” (Luke 6:46) That’s why He also
said: “Now that you know these things, you will be blessed if you
do them.” (John 13:17)
Because what Jesus wants us to understand is that having the
information about the Gospel is worthless if you do not obey
the Gospel.
In other words, it’s not how much information about Jesus
we have. It’s what we do with that information once we have it.
The great Christian philosopher, Soren Kierkegaard put it
this way:
“The Bible is very easy to understand. But we Christians are
a bunch of scheming swindlers. We pretend to be unable to
understand it because we know very well that the minute we
understand, we are obliged to act accordingly.”

Ultimately, it’s not about what you or I do, anyway. The
point is not for us to “live a life for Jesus”. That’s honestly impossible. What Jesus wants us to do is to stop trying to live for Him
and start allowing Him to live in us.
Until Jesus is alive in you - living and breathing within - you
are not alive anyway. Remember, Jesus told us: “Apart from me
you can do nothing” (John 15:5)
And we are told that “Whoever has the Son has life; whoever
does not have the Son of God, does not have life.” (1 John 5:12)
So, let’s not ask ourselves “What can I do for God?” but
instead, let’s ask, “What could God accomplish through me if I
was totally and completely surrendered to Him?”
That’s the Gospel of the Kingdom: One life, totally surrendered to His rule and reign.
Can we take that step? Can we begin, right now, to let Jesus
have His way with us? Can we lay down our lives and let Him
live in us by His Spirit?
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Honestly, that’s what Jesus came and died for: all of you! Not
just a little piece of you, but every single part; even (and especially) that part of yourself that you are most afraid of surrendering to Him.
He is trustworthy. He won’t mess up your life. Instead, He
will give you real, abundant life, starting the moment you let go
of this one, which in reality is no real “life” at all.
“For whoever wishes to save his life will lose it; but whoever
loses his life for my sake will find it. For what will it profit a man
if he gains the whole world and forfeits his soul? Or what will a
man give in exchange for his soul?” (Matt. 16:25-26)

Let’s consider for a moment what we have learned so far
about Jesus and how He reveals the Father to us:
• Jesus is the “Word of God” who took on flesh in the incarnation and came to dwell among us as “Emmanuel” (literally “God with us”).
• Jesus is the exact representation of the Father.
• All the fullness of the Godhead exists in Christ in bodily
form.
• In the past, God spoke to us through the prophets, but in
these last days He has spoken to us directly through His
Son.
• No one has ever seen God at any time—not the authors
of the Law or the Prophets in the Old Testament—but
only Jesus has seen God, because He is God and He came
from God.
• Jesus came to reveal the Father to us.
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• Jesus said that if we have seen Him then we have seen the
Father.
• Jesus said that we have one teacher and that He alone is
that teacher.
• Paul tells us that, to this day, a veil covers our eyes whenever we read the old testament scriptures and that only in
Christ is it taken away.
• Jesus said that He was the Way, the Truth and the Life and
that no one will ever come to see or to know the Father
except through Him.
So, what does all of this have to do with how we should read
the Scriptures? Everything. That’s what we’ll explore in our next
chapter.
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