INTRODUCTION

Christianity Is Christ

J

esus Christ, God’s perfect Son, is the Beloved of the Father, the
Song of the angels, the Logic of creation, the great Mystery of godliness, the bottomless Spring of life, comfort and joy. We were
made to find our satisfaction, our heart’s rest, in him. Quite simply,
this book will be about enjoying him, reveling in his all-sufficiency
for us, and considering all that he is: how he reveals such an unexpectedly kind God, how he makes, defines—how he is—the
good news, and how he not only gives shape to but is himself the
shape of the Christian life.
Once upon a time a book like this would have been utterly runof-the-mill. Among the old Puritans, for example, you can scarcely
find a writer who did not write—or a preacher who did not preach—
something called The Unsearchable Riches of Christ, Christ Set Forth,
The Glory of Christ or the like. Yet today, what sells? What puts the
smile on the bookseller’s face? The book that is about the reader.
People want to read about themselves. There’s nothing necessarily
wrong in that, of course; but that is not primarily what life is about.
“For to me, to live is Christ,” said the apostle Paul. “What is more, I
consider everything a loss because of the surpassing worth of
knowing Christ Jesus my Lord” (Phil 1:21; 3:8). Startling words, all
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too easily dismissed as religious overexcitement. But Paul was not
raving; he was speaking plainly the deepest wisdom: that life is
found in Jesus Christ, the author and source of it, and if we know
him rightly, we will find nothing so desirable, so delightful, as him.
It’s not just our self-focus, though; we naturally gravitate, it seems,
toward anything but Jesus—and Christians almost as much as anyone—
whether it’s “the Christian worldview,” “grace,” “the Bible” or “the
gospel,” as if they were things in themselves that could save us. Even
“the cross” can get abstracted from Jesus, as if the wood had some power
of its own. Other things, wonderful things, vital concepts, beautiful
discoveries so easily edge Jesus aside. Precious theological concepts
meant to describe him and his work get treated as things in their own
right. He becomes just another brick in the wall. But the center, the
cornerstone, the jewel in the crown of Christianity is not an idea, a
Tweet system or a thing; it is not even “the gospel” as such. It is Jesus Christ.
He is not a mere topic, a subject we can pick out from a menu of
options. Without him, our gospel or our system—however coherent, “grace-filled” or “Bible-based”—simply is not Christian. It
will only be Christian to the extent that it is about him, and then
what we make of him will govern what we mean by the word gospel.
I’m going to dare to say, in fact, that most of our Christian problems
and errors of thought come about precisely through forgetting or
marginalizing Christ. That is, that despite all our apparent Christianness, we fail to build our lives and thoughts upon the Rock. Amid
all the debates and disagreements of the Reformation, that was just
what the Reformer John Calvin thought:
For how comes it that we are carried about with so many strange
doctrines, (Hebrews 13:9) but because the excellence of Christ
is not perceived by us? For Christ alone makes all other things
suddenly vanish. Hence there is nothing that Satan so much
endeavours to accomplish as to bring on mists with the view of
obscuring Christ, because he knows, that by this means the
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way is opened up for every kind of falsehood. This, therefore,
is the only means of retaining, as well as restoring pure doctrine—to place Christ before the view such as he is with all his
blessings, that his excellence may be truly perceived.1
This book, then, aims for something deeper than a new technique or a call to action: to consider Christ, that he might become
more central for you, that you might know him better, treasure him
more and enter into his joy. That, happily, is just how we will most
honor the Father: by sharing his own everlasting delight in his Son
(Jn 5:23). It is also the secret of how to become like the Lord of love
(2 Cor 3:18). And as we consider him, we will look at how he is our
life: our righteousness, our holiness, our hope.
So what do I want from these pages? I can’t put it any better than
the Scottish preacher Robert Murray M’Cheyne, who wrote to a
friend with this advice:
Learn much of the Lord Jesus. For every look at yourself, take
ten looks at Christ. He is altogether lovely. Such infinite
majesty, and yet such meekness and grace, and all for sinners,
even the chief. Live much in the smiles of God. Bask in His
beams. Feel His all-seeing eye settled on you in love, and
repose in His almighty arms. . . . Let your soul be filled with
a heart-ravishing sense of the sweetness and excellency of
Christ and all that is in Him.2
Yes! That’s what we’re about now.

1

In the Beginning

Behind the Curtain
What is it like in eternity? What’s there? For millennia, the human
imagination has groped and guessed, peering into the darkness.
And in that darkness it has dreamed of dreadful gods and goddesses,
of devils and powers, or of space and ultimate nothingness. Staggered by immensity, we are left terrified of what might be. If there
is a God behind it all, what is he like?
Jesus. That is the Christian answer. He is like Jesus Christ. “In the
beginning was the Word,” says John 1:1, “and the Word was with
God, and the Word was God.” Before all other things, before anything else existed, there was God, and there was his Word, who was
God. And with that little sentence, a revolution has just happened.
Want to see how? Let’s see what John means when he writes about
“the Word.”
In the Old Testament, the Word appears in Genesis 1, as God
speaks creation into being (and, given his light-and-darkness language and the big hint “In the beginning,” John clearly had Genesis
1 in mind when he was writing). The Word is how God expresses
himself. The Word also came to prophets (Is 38:4), was sent to heal
and rescue (Ps 107:20) and made known the mind of the LORD
(Amos 3:1). But John also had something else from the Old Tes-
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tament on his mind as he wrote: the tabernacle, the tent where the
LORD would come and be with his people in the wilderness, and
where his glory would be seen. For when John says that the Word
“made his dwelling among us” (Jn 1:14), he puts it strangely: more
literally, he writes that the Word “pitched his tent among us.”
Now in the innermost part of the tabernacle, the back room, was
the Holy of Holies, where the Lord was said to sit “enthroned between
the cherubim” on the ark of the covenant
(1 Sam 4:4; Lev 16:2). And inside that goldplated ark were kept the two tablets on
which were written the ten “words” or
commandments: the law; the word of God.
For the Israelites, it modeled the truth that
the Word of God belongs in the presence—
in the very throne!—of God.
The Word of God, then, is the one who
belongs in the deepest closeness with God,
and the one who displays the innermost
reality of who God is. He is “the radiance
of God’s glory and the exact representation
of his being” (Heb 1:3). For he is himself
“The law was given through
God.
He is God’s “Amen, the faithful and
Moses; grace and truth came
through Jesus Christ” (Jn 1:17).
true witness, the ruler of God’s creation”
Christ as the true Word, the true
Manna, the true blossoming
(Rev 3:14).
staff, Speculum Humanae
Here, then, is the revolution: for all our
Salvationis, c. 1360
dreams, our dark and frightened imaginTweet ings of God, there is no God in heaven who is unlike Jesus. For he is
God. “Anyone who has seen me has seen the Father,” he says, for
“I and the Father are one” (Jn 14:9; 10:30). God cannot be otherwise.
This was the subject of what was perhaps the greatest battle the
church fought in the centuries after the New Testament: to uphold
belief that Jesus truly is God, none other than the LORD God of
Israel himself. He is, as was enshrined in the stirring words of the
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Nicene Creed, “God from God, light from light, true God from true
God, begotten not made, of one being with the Father.” And no
wonder they loved this truth, for through it the sunshine bursts in
upon our thoughts of who God is, and what all reality is about: there
is no God in heaven who is unlike Jesus. Capturing that happy spirit
of the Creed, T. F. Torrance was drawn to be quite lyrical as he wrote:
There is in fact no God behind the back of Jesus, no act of God
other than the act of Jesus, no God but the God we see and
meet in him. Jesus Christ is the open heart of God, the very
love and life of God poured out to redeem humankind, the
mighty hand and power of God stretched out to heal and save
sinners. All things are in God’s hands, but the hands of God
and the hands of Jesus, in life and in death, are the same.1
Let us then be rid of that horrid, sly idea that behind Jesus, the friend
of sinners, there is some more sinister being, one thinner on compassion and grace. There cannot be! Jesus is the Word. He is one with
his Father. He is the radiance, the glow, the glory of who his Father
is. If God is like Jesus, then, though I am sinful like the dying thief,
I can dare to cry, “Remember me” (see Lk 23:42). I know how he will
respond. Though I am so spiritually lame and leprous, I can call out
to him. For I know just what he is like toward the weak and sick.
In him we see the true meaning of the love, the power, the wisdom,
the justice and the majesty of God. As we look through this book at
Jesus, then, we will not be looking at someone other than God; we will
be contemplating God himself. And in fact, if we do not go to this Word
to know God, then all our thoughts about God, however respectful,
worshipful or philosophically satisfying, will be nothing but idolatry.
An old Puritan preacher Stephen Charnock once wrote:
Is not God the Father of lights, the supreme truth, the most
delectable object. . . . Is he not light without darkness, love
without unkindness, goodness without evil, purity without
filth, all excellency to please, without a spot to distaste? Are
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not all other things infinitely short of him, more below him
than a cab of dung is below the glory of the sun?2
Talk about an enviable delight! Here was a man for whom the very
thought of God brought rhapsodies of joy. In that outburst we hear
a man who seems to carry the sunshine with him, a man with a core
of comfort. So how could he be so besotted? Whence such gladness
in God? Charnock could not have been plainer: true knowledge of
the living God is found in and through Christ. But what we see in
Christ is so beautiful it can make the sad sing for joy and the dead
spring to life:
Nothing of God looks terrible in Christ to a believer. The sun
is risen, shadows are vanished, God walks upon the battlements of love, justice hath left its sting in a Saviour’s side, the
law is disarmed, weapons out of his hand, his bosom open,
his bowels yearn, his heart pants, sweetness and love is in all
his carriage. And this is life eternal, to know God believingly
in the glories of his mercy and justice in Jesus Christ.3
In Christ the Word, we exchange darkness for light as we think
of God. For he perfectly shows us an unsurpassably desirable God,
a kind God who is against all that is wrong, a God who thaws us.
And only when we see that will we truly love him. Martin Luther
said that “we were totally unable to come to a recognition of the
Father’s favor and grace except through the Lord Christ, who is the
mirroring image of the Father’s heart. Without Christ we see
nothing in God but an angry and terrible Judge.”4
If we are to be drawn from jaded, anxious thoughts of God, we
need such a knowledge of Christ. Every day. Not of “God” undefined, but of Christ the Word, the one in whom all the perfections
of the living God shine so brightly. Take it away, Richard Sibbes:
What makes his power sweet to his children? and his justice,
in confounding their enemies, and giving rewards? and his
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wisdom sweet, in reconciling justice and mercy together
wisely in Christ? All that makes this so lovely, is his grace and
love. . . . So that if we would see the glory of God, it appears
most in grace, and mercy, and lovingkindness, and such sweet
attributes. This makes all things in God amiable; for now we
can think of his justice, and not fear. It is fully satisfied in
Christ. We can think of his power with comfort. It serves for
our good to subdue all our enemies. There is no attribute,
though it be terrible in itself, but it is sweet and amiable, because God looks graciously on us in his beloved. . . . We must
take God, not as considered abstractively and simply, but God
in Christ; for other notions of God are terrible.5
You Who Sit Enthroned Between the Cherubim, Shine Forth
The very fact that God has this Word tells us something extraordinary and delightful about him. For it is not simply that here is
a God who happens to speak (any old god can do that): no, it is of
the very nature of this God to have a Word to speak. God cannot be
Word-less, for the Word is God. Here then is a God who could never
be anything but communicative, expansive, outgoing. Since God
cannot be without this Word, he simply could not ever be reclusive.
For eternity this Word sounds out, telling us of an uncontainable
God of exuberance and abundance, an overflowing God of surplus,
a glorious God of grace.
“But wait,” cry the critics (“for such men, I regret to say, do exist”),6
“is this really so revolutionary? Take Allah, for example: does he not
also have a word, the Qur’an?” Ah, but what a difference! Allah has
a book—but he could do without it; it does not imply for a moment
that he has the same abounding nature as the God of Jesus. This book
of his tells us what Allah wants from us, and it tells us about Allah
and the character he claims for himself. But that is not at all what we
mean when we speak of Jesus as the Word of God. Where the Qur’an
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speaks about God, Jesus is God. He does not merely unveil some
truth for us, some other principle or system of thought. Like light
going out from its source, this Word actually brings God to us. In
him, a direct encounter with God happens. The difference is stark:
the Word who is God reveals a God of innate grace, and he does not
just hand down information that we might know about God; in him,
God delights to meet with us and be with us.
“This Is My Son!”
As well as being God’s eternal Word, Jesus is also God’s eternal Son—
and you can already feel the difference in what that means. “Word”
is a title that speaks more of his oneness with God, the fact that he
is God; “Son” brings out the other sweet truth, that he has a real
relationship with God.
Actually, “relationship” is putting it mildly: the Father loves his
Son with a unique and quite dazzling intensity. He did so from before
the foundation of the world (Jn 17:24), and now he rejoices to let all
the world hear “This is my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased”
(Mt 3:17 KJV). For the Son is “the One he loves” (Eph 1:6), “my
chosen one in whom I delight” (Is 42:1), the one he yearns to glorify.
As such, the Son is the one for whom he does everything, his Alpha
and Omega: all things would be created for him, the heir (Col 1:16).
Sons are often said to be “chips off the old block,” and in the
Bible especially, a true son was expected to be like his father, in his
image and likeness as Seth was the image and likeness of Adam
(Gen 5:3). Jesus told the Jews in his day, “If you were Abraham’s
children, . . . then you would do the things Abraham did” (Jn 8:39),
and said that peacemakers can be called “children of God” because of
how they are like God the peacemaker (Mt 5:9; see also Lk 6:35-36).
But before and above them all, Jesus is the Son of God, for without
one whit of distortion he is precisely like his Father.
The image. The heir. The beloved. As the fourth-century theologian Athanasius put it: “The Son is the Father’s All.”7
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HO! HO! HOMOOUSIOS!
Before the mushy tales of Santa’s sleigh
and his sack of presents got going, the stories told about St. Nick were rather different. The one Christian mothers loved to
use to comfort their little ones was of the
venerable bishop, not shaking his belly
like a bowlful of jelly, but rosy-cheeked
with ire, smiting the arch-heretic Arius at
the Council of Nicea.
For some years, Arius had been broadthe Wonderworker’s
casting his belief that the Son was not St. Nicholas
legendary Christmas punch
eternal, God himself; the Son was instead
a created thing, made by God to go and fashion a universe. Alarmed
by the division this teaching caused, the newly converted Roman emperor Constantine called for a council of bishops to discuss the matter
at Nicaea in A.D. 325. It was there, they said, that Nicholas of Myra
heard Arius for himself; and there, unable to contain his anger at such
blasphemy, he let fly.
To be fair, Arius and his followers did seek to have biblical arguments. They would turn to Hebrews 1:5, for example, which quotes
Psalm 2, where God says, “You are my Son; today I have become your
Father,”8 and they’d ask, “What about the day before, before God
became his Father? He can’t have been the Son then.” Clever, eh?
Of course, it was simply tearing a sentence out of context to make it
say what they wanted. In Acts 13:32-34, Paul quotes the very same
words as referring to Jesus’ resurrection (and elsewhere backs up the
thought, arguing that Jesus “was appointed the Son of God in power
by his resurrection” [Rom 1:4]). Now if Hebrews 1:5 means there was
a time before he was the Son, then Acts 13:33 must mean that that
time was before the resurrection: before then he was not the Son. But
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God could hardly have made it clearer that Jesus was his Son before
the resurrection: he announced it as publicly as could be, calling
Jesus his beloved Son at both his baptism and the transfiguration.
Indeed, he was the Son before he was born of Mary, else how could
it be said that “God sent his Son” into the world (Gal 4:4; Rom 8:3;
Jn 3:17)? What we will see later on is that God’s words to his Son—
“today I have become your Father”—so far from being a cause for
Christian worry, are cause for the most staggering joy.
Why, then, did Nick and the other opponents of Arius react to his
teaching with such adrenaline-pumped fury? Contrary to the claims
of the energetic Christianity-has-been-nothing-but-a-history-ofirascible-bigots movement, it was not because they were narrowminded morons. With impressive perception, they saw that Arius
was throwing away the God of love and the gospel of grace in exchange for a steely idol who lacked any real conception of kindness.
According to Arius, God had created the Son so as to do the
hard graft of dealing with the universe for him. Fair enough, but
that said something profound: it was not that the Father truly loved
the Son; the Son was just his hired workman. And if the Bible ever
spoke of the Father’s pleasure in the Son, it can only have been because the Son had done a good job. That, presumably, is how to get
in with the God who is simply the Employer. But that is no fatherly
God of true relationships and heartfelt kindness.
Actually, Arius’s view had yet more worrying connotations: if
God is not inherently and eternally loving, what moves us who are
made in his image? Not love for his Son, if even he lacks that. Perhaps we just need to do the right things and make the right choices.
Well, we can do that easily enough without much help. No need for
a new birth and a new heart with the god of Arius, it would seem.
Thus the Christian church gathered together at Nicaea and agreed
forever to confess that the Son is “of one being [homoousios] with
the Father.” God isn’t using him as hired help, and he isn’t using
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