The Masterpiece: Exploring the Hidden Truths of the Gospel


A.J. Barnhart, as influenced by Dallas Willard, John Eldredge, and C.S. Lewis

It is a strange paradox. There is a story of a group of Christians meeting together, and in the course of their discussions, the topic arose: what is salvation? The Christians just stared at each other dumb-founded and perplexed. This is scary. Jesus tells us to go spread His message, and we can’t even define what salvation is; can we even define what Jesus message is? Dallas Willard speaks of a divine conspiracy, and he has actually written an entire book on it (a trilogy, even!). He speaks of it being God’s plan to intervene in human history; I speak now of yet another divine conspiracy, this one being delivered from the ‘other side’: a conspiracy to get Christians so bogged down in the nit-picky details, in the creation/evolution, modern/postmodern, do-this, do-that arguments; a conspiracy to get Christians so caught up in the nonessentials that they can’t even tell you what the whole picture looks like. The goal of this short essay is to break this second divine conspiracy – this assault against the Christian message – and reveal, as Dallas Willard has so eloquently done, God’s divine conspiracy. My hope is that you will be able to pull all you know about the Christian faith together into one masterpiece of what it really means to know God on an intimate level.

As we discover different components of the original Christian faith – original, in the sense that Christianity’s real meaning has, in many ways, been all but lost in the American church – it is easy to wonder how they can all fit together. For instance, how does Jesus’ message entwine with the Kingdom, and how does the Kingdom interconnect with God’s desires for our lives? I liken it to exploring a map of the world: we will go through the continents: Africa, South America, Asia, North America, Australia, Europe. At first it might be hard to see how, for example, North America is interacting with Asia or Australia, and it might be easy for us to see how North America interacts with South America. But once we have explored all the different continents, we can step back, and suddenly it will all fit together: before us is a masterpiece – the globe. 

We will explore:

· What is Jesus’ message?

· Why did Jesus come?

· What is the Kingdom?

· What is salvation?

· What does God require of us?

· Why does God want an intimate relationship with us?

What is Jesus’ Message?

What, exactly, is Jesus’ message? What was the core of what he preached? Many of us imagine Jesus’ message being one of do-the-right-thing, say-the-right-thing. Or we imagine it to be one of ‘accept me and heaven is yours… and life will get better… once you die’. How about the ‘Right’ wing of Christian spirituality: if we just believe that Jesus is who he says he is, we will be forgiven – it all wraps up there. The Christian ‘left’, no doubt, wishes to have its moment in the spotlight: Jesus wants us to take up arms against social injustices! There are two curious things about all these ideas revolving around Jesus’ message: first, each one has a bit of truth in it; and secondly, none of them capture in any way the whole picture. 

Jesus’ message is simple: “There is a new way of life, a better way of life; it is how life has always been meant to be lived. It is co-laboring with God. It is intimacy with God. It is interacting with God. It is living in a God-bathed world.” This is not a new way to ‘do’ life, in the strictest sense of the word. If we look at Jesus’ message in the light of the new life being simply about acting a different way, we are going to fall into the rut of petty legalism and completely miss the real message. That real message is that now we can live in communion – together-ness – with God. ‘Doing’ flows out of that new life.

And not only good news of a new life – not a life founded in do-this, do-that, but a life whose foundation rests on what is good, honorable, noble, pure, right, holy
 – but Jesus’ message is twofold: new life and new community
. No question: we live in a community where backstabbing, viciousness, revenge and selfishness are the guiding lights; Jesus’ community is one of love, mercy, grace, acceptance, forgiveness, wholeness. The new life is the same way: the core elements of a life in synch and rhythm with God are love, mercy, grace, acceptance, forgiveness, and ultimately wholeness. The new community exists as those with new lives come together. 

One may wonder why so many churches aren’t models of the community Jesus is heralding. The answer is that so few people realize that the message isn’t about doing living differently, but being a different person – living a life in tune with God. If you don’t understand that Jesus’ message is about new, enriched, whole life in God, you can never understand anything about the new community. This message of a new life and new community is woven into nearly everything Jesus has said and is found on a scarlet carpet throughout Acts and the letters of the New Testament. 

Jesus’ message is twofold: new life and new community. The new life and new community cannot be detached from the Kingdom. What is Kingdom? We will get to it in a few moments. You will see that Jesus’ message, Jesus’ reason for coming, the Kingdom, salvation, and what God wants from us all tie in together into a beautiful masterpiece. Our next tour de force is the question, why did Jesus come? We will see that his reason for coming ties directly into his message but takes us even further into the heart of God. 

Why did Jesus come?

The politically correct answer to this question, the one most often found in Sunday School and ‘small groups’, is that Jesus came so that we would be forgiven of our sins or so that we can get into Heaven. Don’t get me wrong, forgiveness is awesome, but if we think it’s the entire picture, we’ve fallen off the tracks. Forgiveness in and of itself opened the door to something even greater; this ‘something’ encompasses the reason Jesus came. 

A few have scoffed at the idea of Jesus’ reasons for coming simply not being forgiveness and a ticket to Heaven after our death; however, upon close examination, the flaw of these ideas – when believed to be the whole of Jesus’ reasons for coming – fall short of passing the bar, and for two reasons: first, they are not upheld by the entirety of the Scriptures; second, life change is not a result; Jesus says that all those who follow him will be marked by life change, and life change is a big deal throughout both the Old and New Testaments. If the current mainstream belief of the ‘forgiveness-and-heaven’ package were true, there wouldn’t be so many stale, stagnant Christians. Let’s admit it: most people who come up out of the water after baptism don’t really change – at least not on the inside, though anyone can, with a certain amount of willpower, change his outside (Jesus calls for inner change that is reflected as outer change) – between the actual baptism and their deaths, even if the two are separated by decades. Something is amiss.

What purpose, then, does forgiveness play? Take a moment to remember the ‘story of man’: man is created and has perfect communion with God; sin enters the picture and man is ‘cast out of the Garden’ – the communion is broken as God cannot, because of his holiness, tolerate sin and now we’re drenched in the awful stuff; come thousands of years and Jesus forgives us. What does it change? The communion we had with God is restored! 

Jesus primary reason for coming is reunion! Reunion has many aspects:

We have communion with God again. When I say communion, I mean that we are pulled into God’s Story as God envelopes us. We are not alone; God exists beside us, above us, below us, within us. We are able to participate in an interactive, co-laboring, co-existing friendship with God. In time, this friendship can develop into an almost unearthly intimacy. Salvation itself is mostly found in this intimate relationship with God; we will explore all that salvation is and all it proceeds to in yet another exploration of a Christian ‘continent’.

By reunion, we are also given real life. In John 10:10 Jesus explicitly says, “Here’s why I came: to bring life and life abundant.” This is life as it is meant to be lived. Not a life that begins in Heaven, but a life that begins the moment we become co-laborers with God (the moment salvation swells over us). This real life is marked by love and joy, and its minute details are spelled out throughout the New Testament. Some of the details of this new life – such as loving your enemies, blessing those who curse you, and turning the other cheek – won’t make sense until our intimacy with God deepens. We must be careful, though, about not letting the knowledge of this new life turn into legalism: if we are not firmly rooted in an intimate relationship with God, Jesus’ message of a new life and new community will become legalism, and all ingenuity of the new life and community will crumble. You cannot have intimacy with God without having new life, and you cannot have new life without intimacy with God.

Reunion also brings us into the Kingdom…

What is the Kingdom?

In The Divine Conspiracy, Dallas Willard writes regarding the Kingdom: “[Humans are] interactively joined with a dynamic, unseen system of divine reality in the midst of which all humanity moves about – whether it knows it or not.” Dallas Willard goes on to show us that the Kingdom is more than just a ‘territory,’ be it spiritual or not; Kingdom, as referred to by Jesus, is humans co-laboring with God in our lives, and doing so in a world bathed in God.  

Before Jesus – Old Testament times – most of the interaction and involvement with God took place in the Temple; while God was present everywhere, he made himself available only in the Temple. Jesus tore this system up from the roots; right after his death, the curtain of the Temple was torn in two, a symbol of the finality of the new Kingdom. Because of Jesus, we are able to experience interaction and involvement with God in our daily, run-of-the-mill, ordinary lives. We do not have to go the Temple – the church – for God to be made present to us. The God who spoke with Moses in the tent in the desert is available for us in our homes and schools and workplaces. Kingdom is mankind living interactively with God in a world drenched by God.

In this Kingdom, God is available day and night, rain or shine; at work, school, home or play; in grave-yards and chapels, city and country; in grocery stores, apartment buildings, business complexes; He is available when we’re happy and when we’re sad, when we’re cheery and when we’re bitter; no matter if we are awake or asleep, fasting or eating; seven days a week, fifty-two weeks a year. Paul’s words on Mars Hill – “…in God we live and move and exist…” – is not metaphorical religious talk, but a reality that is pressing on everyone everywhere, whether they are aware of it or not. Kingdom. “God is with us.”

We are made for Kingdom, designed for Kingdom. Only in Kingdom can we truly be healthy. The growing ‘sickness’ of the world, its ever-escalating and rampant mudslide into moral depravity and sin and blissful evil, is the result of the majority of our human race being cut off from Kingdom for longer and longer. As those who follow Jesus, who cling to his message and reunite with God, Kingdom saturates our entire lives: it is closer and thicker than the air around us. It is in Kingdom where those who have been saved exist. A friend of mine said, and I quote him now: “Think Kingdom. Act Kingdom. Live Kingdom. Be Kingdom.” 

What is Salvation?

The topic of salvation sprang up at small group and I threw out a blank question, "What do you guys think salvation is all about?" Really, I expected someone to say something, but instead we were all engulfed in an impenetrable silence. I looked up at the ceiling and said, "Oh boy..." Finally someone said, "Does it mean we're saved?" "Uh-huh. What does it mean, though, to be 'saved'?" Another: "Forgiveness." "Yeah, forgiveness is a part of it, but it's so much more than that. Forgiveness paved the way for this." "So we can go to heaven?" A friend laughed: "Sunday school answers." I kind of looked at them all with a face not unlike that of a raccoon caught in headlights. 

It's amazing, isn't it? We will sing songs in church, thanking God for salvation, yet we can't define what salvation is. We will talk to our friends about being saved, but God be with us if our friends ask what being saved is all about. How would you define being saved? What would you define it as? The most common answer is: forgiven of our sin. But yet that's only a part of what true salvation really is.

Right off the bat, though: salvation doesn’t just happen to each and every one of us once. For you and for me, salvation is an ongoing, unending experience. We are saved every time we breathe, every time we think, every time our brains churn. We experience the grace of salvation with each smile and laugh, and tear and cry. It is ever-present and consuming. 


Salvation is simply us being friends with God; it is us being able to interact with God. Salvation is entering into a new reality, a truer reality, one where God consumes us, lives in us, lives with us. It is when we are pulled into God's story, given an acting role. Salvation itself is made up of many parts, not the least of which is forgiveness and life transformation. It is because of salvation that such arenas of life as prayer and fasting, meditation and work, worship and humility take on new meaning. If we say salvation is just being forgiven of our sins, I think we've all but completely missed the boat; we're barely holding on to an oar.
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Salvation means we can live in the Kingdom; while everyone lives in the Kingdom, we have the opportunity to interact with the Kingdom in a very special way – we have now become co-laborers with God. 

Evangelism is a natural offshoot of true salvation – we recognize the precious beauty in what has happened to us and we want others to experience the wholeness and aliveness we experience. 

Transformation is a catch-all for many things; transformation is simply us being changed. Jesus makes a big deal about this because it is such an important aspect of salvation. If our ‘being saved’ is authentic or not will be able to be seen by the way we live our lives from the most mundane details to the showy extravagance in festival life. Transformation includes all the ingredients of spiritual disciplines, from prayer to worship, celebration and study. It also includes repentance – we must reject the ways of the world for the new life – the Kingdom- and God-life – we’ve been given. 

We are forgiven of our sins so that yet another aspect of salvation becomes real to us: connection with God. Through transformation, the level of intensity or depth of our connection with God can be developed. There are four ‘stages’ of human connection with God: 

The multitudes belonged to Jesus in a public setting. We can belong to God publicly as he is the shepherd and we are the sheep. We can belong to him publicly as he is the master and we are the servant. All these are spoken by Jesus and are just as legitimate as the deeper relationships. This is the most common relationship to God.

A roomful of people belonged to Jesus socially. This social belonging is often found in churches, small groups, social worship and prayer, etc. We hardly ever find passionate prayers in corporate gatherings, because they are out-of-place. I used to think public, franchised prayers weren't very good, but they are just as legitimate, only finding existence on a different level. There are less of these than there are of public community with God.

The 12 disciples found personal belonging with Jesus. This is when God is our best friend, our brother or sister, our family. We experience this when we gather with one or two people and just pray passionately with God, worship passionately, and commune together passionately. There are less of these than there are of social belonging with God.

The inner circle of Peter, James and John belonged to Jesus intimately. This is where the fewest relationships with God are found. This is where God is the Lover and we are the Beloved, and we live on that fact.

All these four areas of belonging experience community with Jesus, and all are significant. A healthy relationship with God will touch all four levels, and they change in-and-out with us with the passing of years.

The connection with God we are called to have can be seen in John 17:3. In this case, knowing God means much more than simple head knowledge, as we can ‘know’ the President or a famous movie star. This knowing ‘of God’ is much deeper: it is an intimate, personal, interactive knowing. In this sense, salvation comes about not by way of knowing all the facts in our heads but by having our hearts turned towards God. Heart knowledge, I like to say, not head knowledge. 

Discipleship is when we eagerly pursue learning from Christ and being transformed into his person.

Eternal life does not only mean life lasting forever, but life lived to the fullest. Heaven is an extenuation of our new lives in interaction with God and living life as it is meant to be lived, except in Heaven, the interaction is not done in the cold, weary, unforgiving and hostile world we live in, but a new world where beauty abounds, where we can walk on the seashore without worries or paddle a canoe down the Amazon. Heaven is paradise. 

Salvation is all this and more. If God were to really sit down with us and tell us all that was involved in salvation, our feeble human minds, I imagine, would not be able to understand nor grasp it all. 

Salvation Has Come… Now what does God want with Us?

So far most of what we’ve talked about finds its biblical basis in the New Testament. It is now, to answer the question, What does God want from me? that we look into the Old: “[God] has showed you, O man, what is good. And what does the Lord require of you but to do justly, and to love kindness and mercy, and to humble yourself and walk humbly with your God?” (Micah 6:8, Amplified Bible). So what does God want from us? The writer of Micah gives us a good look, but let’s explore this a little more deeply.

And what does the Lord require of you but to do justly… We must change the way we act. It is human nature to be selfish, back-biting and vengeful. When we’ve been partakers of salvation, we are called to live by a new standard, and to not do so is to sin. We must conform ourselves to God’s ways as outlined in the Bible, in both the Old and New Testaments. Why? A great example is the Ten Commandments – if everyone were to obey them, there would be virtually no crime in the world! No hurt, no anguish. God is brilliant. God requires (here it is not desire or wants or would-appreciate, but requires) us to change the way we live. This also involves repentance. We must refuse to give sin – and Satan – a foothold in our lives. We must cling to what is good and reject that which is bad – the evil atmosphere of a polluted world.

…and to love kindness and mercy… Yet if we were to just change the way we live outwardly, if we were only to act selfless and sincere, if we were to only practice justice out of commandment alone, then we’ve missed the entire point. That is legalism. We are to let compassion, mercy, grace, forgiveness, and especially love saturate our lives. Only when these swarm over us can we ‘do justly’ as it is meant to be done. Without this foundation, this foundation of changing the inner character in synch with changing the outer character, we will ultimately ‘fail’ – we won’t experience that wonderful, joyous feeling of knowing we are pleasing God. Yet this foundation isn’t total bedrock. Without that one bedrock we will talk about in a moment, this, too, becomes a dull and faked brand of tacky legalism. 

…humble yourself and walk humbly with your God… This is the bedrock of pleasing God. We are called to pursue – and not just pursue, but to attain – an intimate ‘marriage’ with God. This kind of intimacy is discovered in John 17:3 – the intimate knowing, the personal knowing, the knowing that goes deeper than a ‘close’ friendship, the knowing that God desires, the knowing that can be equated with the knowing of a wife and a husband. Where both us and God are transparent, involved with one another, working together, blessing each other, loving each other. It is in pursuing this relationship with God that, by necessity, we spend time with God; and in this arena, God will change us; our outer change that we may need at first to force will become second-nature as the inner change occurs. Yet this is what God most wants from us: to know Him and to know Him intimately. That is why, when all is said and done, Jesus really came. An underscore is needed here: God’s desire for us is to know Him intimately. All the details will flow naturally from authentic intimacy.

Why Does God Want to Know Us Intimately?

Why does God invite us to know Him intimately? The answer is insanely simple, only three words: he likes us. Just think about that. The Creator of the Heavens and the Earth, the creator of all you see and all you don’t, looks at you, and he wants to spend time with you. He wants to get to know you – intimately. There is someone who has finally wanted to know you in the most romantic way you’ve ever imagined, and even more-so: it’s true. God likes you. He likes me. He likes all of us. In fact, he loves us – not some ‘religious’ and ‘metaphysical’ love, but a love that is founded in a reality, a love more intense than any love you’ve ever experienced for anyone – a love that brings that awesome feeling when you wrap your arms around that one person you would give your life to, that one person you want to explore and get to know and with whom you want to experience the greatest pleasures life has to offer. This feeling is not unlike the feeling God has for each and every one of us. Amazing, isn’t it? And if you think it’s boring, you’re a victim of a divine conspiracy. 

The Globe Masterpiece

In the Old Testament, God was present in our world but only available through certain means. When Jesus came so that we could have our lives back, so that we could be reunited with God, he brought the Kingdom into new realization: now we can commune with God wherever and however we are. Jesus’ message of a new life and new community, whose bedrock rested on Jesus, showed how life is meant to be lived. Jesus’ coming heralded the availability of salvation, which was made available the moment Jesus came from the womb. The bottom-line of salvation – our entire beings being affected by God’s all-consuming love – highlights everything we say and do; and so there is no mistaking the idea behind the familiar words, “Let’s dance in River Salvation!” Because of everything Jesus has done, and because the Kingdom is present, and because salvation is before us, we can please God through enjoying an intimate relationship with Him, a relationship which, if authentic, will bring about a spiritual and whole transforming of the self. 

� Dig deeper: John 1:4, Psalm 16:11, 1 John 5:12, Galatians 5:26


� Dig deeper: the entire book of Acts, exploring the theme of new community





