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About the Editors

S. E. Wang was born into a Christian family (the fifth 
generation) in Beijing, China, and attended Beijing Univer-
sity. Upon receiving his computer science degree, Wang 
moved to the United States in 1992 for doctoral studies 
at Michigan State. After working in the telecom industry 
for many years, Wang pursued a Master of Arts in Religion 
from Westminster Theological Seminary at Philadelphia. 
His passion is to see the gospel prevail in China and for 
China to become a sending country for the world. He is 
currently the president of China Partnership, which focus-
es largely on equipping gospel-centered church planting 
and forming church-based seminaries in the urban cen-
ters of China.

Hannah Nation is a graduate of Covenant College 
and received her Master of Arts in Church History from 
Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary. She worked for 
many years in international student ministry, focusing on 
serving the Chinese. As a student of missions history, 
she is inspired by this historical moment and the privi-
lege of witnessing a new chapter in church history unfold 
across China. Nation currently serves as the Communi-
cations and Content Director for China Partnership and is 
a research associate at Gordon-Conwell’s Center for the 
Study of Global Christianity.
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Series Preface

The initial theological canon of the Chinese house 
church is forming, making now an important time to en-
sure its leading voices are heard by the global church. As a 
grace-centered understanding of the gospel impacts the 
house church, many of China’s pastors are developing 
a rich theological perspective that is both uniquely Chi-
nese and rooted in the historic doctrines of the Reformed 
faith. Throughout its history, Chinese culture has invested 
deeply in scholarship and contemplation; as Christianity 
engages the heart of Chinese culture, we anticipate in-
creased development of China’s theological vision. 

Today it is easy to find many people writing about the 
church in China, analyzing its theological positions and so-
cial impact. It is much more difficult to find the actual gos-
pel voice of the Chinese church—the sermons, prayers, 
and beliefs of the people themselves. This project aims 
to step away from delivering thoughts about the Chinese 
house church and instead offer the English-speaking 
world a chance to sit directly at the feet of our Chinese 
brothers and sisters. It is time for us to stop simply ob-
serving what is taking place in China. It is time for us to 
start allowing Chinese Christians to lead us to Christ, to 
start learning from and listening to the fresh outpouring of 
the Holy Spirit taking place in their country.
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We are excited to offer this book through China Part-
nership’s unique access to the sermons and writings of a 
gospel movement taking place in many of China’s house 
churches today. We are privileged to stand on the shoul-
ders of other leading voices looking at and studying the 
broader Chinese church. Through others’ efforts, the 
ground is fertile for projects such as this that translate 
and publish Chinese house church theology. What makes 
this project unique is our belief that the Chinese pastors 
involved in a movement called 恩典城市 (“Grace to City”) 
have something to say directly to Western churches and a 
role to play in teaching and reviving our spirituality.1 These 
pastors have much to say to English-speaking readers, 
and it is our privilege to help contribute their voice to the 
global conversation on faith.

Will the Western church revive? Only the Lord knows. 
But just as the spiritual life and vitality of the European Ref-
ormation relied in part on the sharing and dissemination of 
theological resources through translation, print, and me-
dia in order for the good news of grace to cross linguis-
tic barriers and cultural divisions, it is my conviction that 
revival in the Western church will in part rely on our ability 
and willingness to be taught by those churches currently 
experiencing an abundant outpouring of the Holy Spirit. 

1.  A fuller translation of 恩典城市 would be “Grace to the City”; how-
ever, because the movement’s leaders have colloquially used “Grace to 
City” when referring to the movement in English, I have chosen to use 
their terminology.
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Today the Chinese house church is the fastest-growing 
church on the planet. If we want revival in the West, we 
should begin by listening to those currently being revived. 
May we have eyes to see and ears to hear.

Hannah Nation
July 29, 2018  
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Introduction

Over the course of four days in May 2017, nearly three 
thousand mainland house church pastors, leaders, and 
laypeople gathered in Hong Kong to worship and learn 
together at an event called Reformation 500 and the Gos-
pel. At this convention, many of the house church’s lead-
ing pastors, such as Wang Yi and Gao Zhen, shared the 
stage with various American theologians—John Piper, 
Paul David Tripp, and Richard Pratt. It was a historic mo-
ment for the church in China.

Though the size of the event was significant for the 
house church, size was only part of what amazed attend-
ees and observers alike. The truly remarkable aspect of 
the event was that it had not been organized by an out-
side, foreign organization. A first for modern house church 
history, the convention had been planned, executed, and 
financed largely by Chinese churches working together 
in a single, indigenous movement. The vision behind the 
convention was a testimony to the growing maturity of the 
house church—not only in resources and theology but in 
hearts bent toward unity.

For decades following the communist revolution in Chi-
na, Christians met in small gatherings in personal homes, 
hence the term house church; however, in the past twenty 
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years, house church has in many ways become no more 
than a traditional term for churches that now commonly 
rent commercial space for their weekly meetings, post 
sermons online for anyone to hear, and host large evan-
gelistic events in public parks. Due to these churches’ 
continued refusal to submit to the government’s desire 
for ecclesiastical authority, a more technically correct 
term would be unregistered church. Despite the nuances 
of terminology, 家庭教会, or “house church,” remains the 
chosen identity. 

For those familiar with the Chinese house church, see-
ing the cooperation required for Reformation 500 points 
to changing attitudes among what were once churches 
controlled by suspicion and distrust. Historically, China’s 
house churches have been disunified, either unaware of 
each other’s presence or unwilling to build the trust nec-
essary for cooperation, leaving churches scattered hap-
hazardly across cities. Reformation 500 loudly proclaimed 
a shift and the simultaneous softening and boldening of 
the house church’s identity.

What brought the Chinese house church to this mo-
ment? 

The short answer is that a gospel movement called 
Grace to City has been sweeping across the traditional 
Chinese house church, calling churches back to the his-
toric gospel of grace as they live and exist in China’s new 
urban centers. 
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The Story of a Gospel Movement

Movement is a tricky word for the Chinese. 运动 typi-
cally connotes something especially big and particularly 
political. In English, a movement is something that can be 
big or small, and the word is commonly tossed around in 
church contexts for any new initiative taking place. But for 
the Chinese, movement belongs to such historic events 
as the student democracy movement, which led to the 
June 4 event at Tiananmen Square, or President Xi Jip-
ing’s current anti-corruption campaign.

And this is what Grace to City is explicitly not. 

From the beginning, Grace to City has been a quiet 
theological and ministry movement. Its focus is on the 
church, God’s people, and the historical faith. It is not a 
movement in the Chinese sense of the word but rather an 
effort to build up faithful, biblical churches.

In the midst of China’s great urban boom, many house 
churches found themselves transitioning from being 
primarily rural-centric to being urban-centric, and their 
leaders discovered they did not know how to engage the 
city. While considering this problem, a number of Chinese 
house church leaders met with Tim Keller in 2009, an initial 
relationship that led to seventeen Chinese house church 
leaders going to New York for one month of training a year 
later. These pastors came from Beijing, Shanghai, Xiamen, 
and Chengdu, as well as the more rural areas of Henan 
and Anhui Provinces. 
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At the time, those who attended this training did not 
necessarily understand what they were going to get. They 
understood Redeemer Presbyterian Church to be a large 
and successful church, and they understood that the 
Redeemer Church Planting Center (now Redeemer City 
to City) trained church planters. But most of the Chinese 
pastors believed they would be learning a method of doing 
things. They were surprised to discover the month in New 
York City was not about learning a method; it was about 
understanding a core gospel theology. Church planting 
methods were not the focus but instead an outflow based 
on this gospel-centric theology. 

After their month together, certain pastors deeply con-
nected with the training. There was excitement as their 
theology became fresh and was flipped inside-out. Many 
spoke of a new ability to see their older-brother, legalis-
tic tendencies as they personally experienced a revived 
understanding of grace. These pastors perceived and ap-
preciated that the core value of what they received was 
not a method but rather a fresh perspective on how to do 
theology, how to do ministry, how to align everything with 
Scripture, and what hermeneutic lens to use. They grew 
in their understanding that church planting is not about a 
method but rather about the gospel, and they formed the 
core group of what would become Grace to City.

Then they went back to China. With their permission, 
China Partnership used and contextualized City to City’s 
church planting materials, making them available for pas-
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toral training and development. Trainers took these mate-
rials and began to travel to China’s cities, and those at the 
initial meeting in New York introduced the trainers to other 
house church leaders. All sorts of different house church 
leaders came into the movement because they were at-
tracted by its gospel-centeredness.

From day one, the pastors involved did not want to 
start an organization but desired instead to be an organ-
ic movement about the gospel. As such, the movement 
had to belong entirely to the Chinese house church. But 
there is always a careful dynamic between organization 
and a movement. Those who were to become Grace to 
City sensed a need to have some level of structure; other-
wise, people would go their own way. First, people needed 
to be trained, and leaders needed to be invited to partici-
pate. Second, the movement needed to have a forum for 
vision-casting, fellowship opportunities, and theological 
debate—a general idea-exchanging platform. The leaders 
decided the house churches needed something to which 
they could clearly commit.

But those involved were unsure of what to call such a 
unified direction toward the gospel. Some said, “We need 
to call this a movement.” But many had concerns about 
the political associations of the word movement in Chi-
nese. However the group could not find a better word. 
In the end, it was determined that 福音运动, or “gospel 
movement,” was the best term, naming themselves 恩典
城市, or “Grace to City Gospel Movement.” The name in-
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tends to communicate that this is not a movement in the 
traditional Chinese sense. This is something else. 

After choosing this name in 2012, the pastors elected 
a seven-member committee and charged them to create 
a proposal with the vision, mission, and values of Grace to 
City. Amazingly, within a day, the committee reported that 
they had ironed everything out. In their meeting, they had 
agreed for all seven pastors to individually write down their 
desires for the movement. When they reconvened, they 
were astounded to discover consensus between the sev-
en individual lists. Recognizing the work of the Holy Spirit 
and giving thanks for their unified vision, they wrote out 
the documents in swift agreement. The result is a beauti-
fully worded and crafted vision for the work of the gospel 
in China. 

Reformation 500 was the fruit of those involved with 
Grace to City discovering over many years that they greatly 
treasure the Christ-centeredness and gospel-centered-
ness at the heart of historical Protestant theology. As the 
global church marked the five-hundredth anniversary of 
the Protestant Reformation, Grace to City desired to par-
ticipate by joining together with their brothers and sisters 
around the world in celebrating the belief that our salva-
tion depends entirely on God’s generous grace. Naming 
the conference Reformation 500 was not intended to limit 
participants in the movement to those coming from tra-
ditional Reformed perspectives. Rather it was chosen to 
show the Chinese people that the gospel of grace is not 
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something new. Grace has always been the most valuable 
and central piece of Christianity, and it is what Grace to 
City advocates for within the Chinese house church.

Focusing on grace is a major paradigm shift for many 
churches in China. As one leader of Grace to City has said, 
“The Reformed people think we are not reformed enough. 
And the evangelicals, they think we are too Reformed. 
And the traditional Chinese house church thinks, ‘Who 
are those guys? What are they talking about? They are not 
pious enough.’” But the main questions Grace to City is 
asking are first, What is the gospel, and second, What is 
the church? And these two really come down to just one 
fundamental question, namely, Who is Christ?

All things told, the Chinese church has only a very short 
history, and because of it, the church struggles to appreci-
ate what happened before its time. Grace to City wants to 
show the house church that what it appreciates about the 
movement is nothing new. The teaching of God’s grace 
is a valuable treasure that started with the early church, 
extended through the Protestant Reformation, and con-
tinues in the global reality of the church today. It is what 
the Holy Spirit has been doing throughout all of time. 

What Is the Gospel?

As Grace to City develops its theological voice, it main-
tains that the core, essence, and center of the gospel is a 
person. Everything about the gospel story points to the 
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incarnated second person of the Trinity: Christ. If the gos-
pel is not the person of Christ, then it is nothing. 

The most challenging thing to appreciate theologically 
and also live out is the intimate personhood of God and 
our relationship to him. At the center of each human be-
ing is an interpersonal relationship with God. Since the fall 
of Adam and Eve, this intimate relationship between God 
and man, the very definition of our personhood, has been 
broken. But Christ, the second Adam, is the connection 
that recreates this relationship. The Holy Spirit’s work in 
our hearts truly connects us to the work of Christ; new 
creation comes from it and brings true life to everything 
we have. Gospel theology, at the center, is Christ and your 
connection to him. 

Christianity has only taken root in the Chinese con-
text for a little more than 150 years, so the church easi-
ly sways back and forth in the winds of theological trend. 
The church is quickly distracted in its understanding of 
sin and of the gospel, grabbing at different things to try 
to replace Christ. This is humanity’s tendency. Grace to 
City recognizes the church can use piety or doctrine to 
replace Christ himself and fail to point to Christ and have 
union with him.

But Grace to City maintains that once the church 
comes back and engages theology that points to Christ, 
everything comes alive. As the church starts to taste 
Christ and feed on him every day, revival takes place. 
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Christ himself gives life to his people. Union with him is at 
the core of the faith professed by the movement.

In Chinese culture you have both extreme legalism and 
antinomianism (flagrant disregard for God’s law). Daoism 
talks about freedom—personal freedom, outer freedom, 
nobody constraining you. And even to some extent the 
goal of Confucianism is to achieve a final state of freedom. 
As Confucius said, when a man reaches seventy years 
old, he has total freedom, but within boundaries. Initially, 
when you share the gospel and Chinese people hear the 
Ten Commandments, they hate them. They hate the law, 
and they hate the Beatitudes. They hate any restriction 
from religion.

And yet to some extent, they are also very legalistic. A 
traditional Chinese sense of legalism is nothing like God’s 
law, though, because Confucianism structures society as 
a hierarchy, creating moral law particularly for the building 
up of society. The Chinese talk about礼 (manners or be-
havior). There should be certain manners between a son 
and father, and between the emperor and his ministers. 礼
is a complicated concept; it is not only legal, but it also en-
compasses social relations and order. In fact, social order 
is fundamental to the Chinese heart. 

Deep in the hearts of the Chinese people is the idea 
that achieving personal social status comes through do-
ing moral things. Public morality is a stepping stone for 
achieving social status. Once they step into something 
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religious, they can use it, both consciously and uncon-
sciously, to build up their own status. Deep in their hearts, 
though, they do not want to obey God’s law. They do not 
like it. Everybody, in his or her heart, is a prodigal, a young-
er brother.

Grace to City teaches that by human nature, we can-
not understand true law and true grace. If you truly under-
stood biblical law, you would love God. There is no objec-
tive or neutral law outside God. Only if you love God will 
you love the law. It is the same for grace. Grace is not in 
our blood. Anything from human nature that tries to mimic 
grace is fake grace. You can only comprehend grace when 
you first comprehend God’s wrath. And both of these—
law and grace—lead to and come from Christ.

When those involved talk about extending grace to 
the city, the fundamental challenge is truly comprehend-
ing grace. There will always be pastors who wrestle with 
grace, saying, “Are we talking too much of grace? Because 
we are rebels inside, maybe we should talk more about the 
law than grace.” But this is not going to solve the problem. 
The only solution is to talk about the person of Christ and 
what God has been doing. According to Grace to City, it 
is not a matter of finding the balance between grace and 
law; it is a matter of finding a person, Christ. 
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What Is the City?

The biblical idea of the city is entirely different from our 
common, human understanding of the city. In fact, Grace 
to City is still working to comprehend the biblical idea of 
the city, as the way the West talks about the city is differ-
ent from how the Chinese talk about the city. The West-
ern concept of the city was built up through Greek and 
Roman thought. In the ancient Greco-Roman world, rural 
areas were for the barbarians, and the cities were civilized. 
This maintained its influence even until the early stages of 
the Protestant missionary movement so that missionaries 
went primarily into the cities. For example, this is why the 
calling of Hudson Taylor to the rural areas of inland Chi-
na was so remarkable. However, in China the rural areas 
were the more civilized place for two thousand years. Now 
modern society has flipped this around. The rural areas 
are dramatically declining and decaying, and the urban ar-
eas are booming. Everyone wants to go to the cities. For 
the Chinese, this is a dramatic and abrupt transformation 
of the concept of the city.

As a result, Grace to City not only needs to deal with 
questions concerning true grace, but it also must ask 
questions about the city. When people hear about its 
city focus, initially they think that it has joined the city to 
do construction, create a good society, and so on. A lot 
of people are against the movement, because Chinese 
ideas about the city are so blurred.  
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At a recent gathering, Grace to City leaders asked Tim 
Keller, “What do you mean by the city? Cities are imper-
sonal. What is a city?” Keller helped to bring some clar-
ity to Grace to City’s leadership, explaining that the city 
is first the people in the city. Cities, when you understand 
their core, are humanity. We love the people in the city; be-
cause of that, we love the city itself. 

Given China’s intense and rapid urbanization, the 
theology continuing to develop among China’s pastors 
is poised to further develop and build consensus con-
cerning the biblical eschatology of the city. The deepest 
meaning of a city in the Bible points to the corporate com-
munity of humanity. In Genesis 1, Scripture tell us that God 
rested after his labor of creation. Where did he rest? He 
rested in the Garden of Eden, where humanity had been 
created. That deep union, that communion of God with 
created humanity, is the basic idea of the city. The author 
of Psalm 46 says that there is a river coming out of God’s 
throne that makes the city rejoice. And even the new Jeru-
salem, the eventual city, is a church, a corporate humanity. 
At its core, the city is newly created humanity. This is the 
eschatological aim of Grace to City.

Introduction to the Speakers

In this book, we are bringing you the voice of Refor-
mation 500. Included are five essays developed from the 
plenary talks given at the convention by leading house 
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church voices Wang Yi, Gao Zhen, Xi Bo, Peng Qiang, and 
Simon Liu, as well as short reflections taken from inter-
views with various attending pastors. While we would love 
to personally introduce each pastor included in this vol-
ume, space is unfortunately limited.

Wang Yi was a constitutional law scholar at Chengdu 
University for many years, and he was one of the top schol-
ars in the liberal wing of a movement that tried to bring 
constitutionalism and rule of law to China. Then he was 
converted to Christianity. Wang Yi has unique perspective 
and insight into Chinese society. He is also a poet, which 
helps him to expand his listeners’ imaginations and offer 
insight into biblical interpretation. Such penetrating in-
sight and beautiful language help him articulate the gos-
pel in a unique way and address China’s cultural and cor-
porate sinfulness. 

Because he came to the faith as a liberal scholar, he is 
moving from approaching everything as a scholar and po-
litical-movement leader to approaching things as a pastor. 
These days, the church is more and more the dominating 
consideration for him, and the theology of the cross is a 
main thrust in his thinking. The brotherhood and fellow-
ship of Grace to City has contributed greatly to his growth. 
His involvement demonstrates his humility to learn. He is a 
very passionate visionary.

Gao Zhen was an early leader in the urban house 
church. From 2000 to 2010, Beijing was a major center 
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of church growth, so people from all over have been look-
ing to Beijing and what is going on there. Gao Zhen was 
a successful businessman before becoming a pastor. He 
is smart, knows what is important, and can quickly imple-
ment what is needed in his church. It also helps that his 
father was a policeman, so he is familiar with the police 
system. When he came to the faith, he was immediately 
very bold in his conviction of the gospel. 

Gao Zhen has a very soft and humble heart from God. 
Many pastors are workaholics, but when you look at Gao 
Zhen’s family life, you see that he is caring and kindheart-
ed. Other pastors can push back against him, telling him, 
“You are not right,” and he will listen. When he was first ex-
posed to gospel theology, he realized he was previously 
not gospel-centered, and in response, he repented and 
changed. He is a humble pastor who is bold for the gospel 
and willing to die for it.  

Xi Bo was born into a family of more than four genera-
tions of Christians. His aunt was a very famous evangelist 
in their region; her name was Xin Feiyang, and she was in 
jail for many years. Almost every house church in Xiamen 
has some relationship to her work. He has shared that 
when he was growing up, he had to say he wanted to be a 
pastor; otherwise he had “no face” (that is, no honor) in his 
family. Now, Xi Bo is the only son of his generation who is 
committed to the Christian faith. He went to college, and 
after working for a few years, he went to Singapore Bible 
College. 
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Xi Bo is down-to-earth, engaging, and a people person. 
He is able to articulate big ideas in ways that make a lot of 
sense on the lay level. He also knows how to deal with any 
issue; he is able to see the core problem because he has 
a sharp eye for identifying the central values of individu-
al churches. Rather than picking doctrinal fights, he asks, 
“How can we serve them better? What is their language? 
What can we learn from their language so that we can 
serve and build them up?” 

Peng Qiang went to a prestigious college started by 
the Communist Party to prepare its next generation of 
leaders; however, instead of becoming a Party leader, 
he came to Christ. Afterward, he moved back home to 
Chengdu and started a publishing house. He was in the 
Christian publishing business for many years and then 
studied at International Theological Seminary in the Unit-
ed States. After returning to China, Peng Qiang handed 
over the management of his publishing business and en-
tered the pastorate.

Peng Qiang is solid in pastoral care and preaching. His 
biblical exposition is incredibly deep, and he can share a 
deep theological understanding of the gospel and how to 
apply it to life. He is an intellectual and has spent much 
time studying church history and creating a lot of differ-
ent, thoughtful, and new resources from his research. He 
has a wide influence in China due to the lectures he gives 
in churches across the country.



GRACE TO CITY | A GOSPEL MOVEMENT IN CHINA

20

Last but not least, Simon Liu. He has great character, 
passion, and vision. His conversion and calling to ministry 
came in one shot. At the same time, on the same evening, 
he said, “I want to be a Christian,” which for him was the 
same as, “My whole life is Christ now.” He is always running 
and saying, “Come with me, I have vision, follow me.” He 
loves Christ. He could die for Christ.

Simon Liu was a successful businessman in Russia 
for many years. He became a believer at an evangelistic 
meeting in the United States, after which he went to Re-
formed Theological Seminary. He pastored and was in-
volved in church planting for many years, and he is now 
committed to helping train and mentor new leaders. He 
also remains involved in ministry to the business world.

Concluding Request

As you read this book and consider the rich theology 
driving the renewal of the Chinese house church, we urge 
you to unite your spirits together in prayer with your broth-
ers and sisters. The Chinese house church is marked and 
identified by its commitment to prayer. Ask any of the pas-
tors featured in this book how to bless their churches, and 
they will without hesitation request committed and regular 
prayer on their behalf. 

For some, there are real stakes for bearing the name 
of Christ. All of the pastors who lead Grace to City have at 
times been arrested, some frequently. But for all Christians 
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in China, the mundane and daily task of picking up one’s 
cross to follow Christ looks similar to the social pressures, 
family stresses, and burdensome temptations faced by 
those in the West. You are not unfamiliar with the things 
that press your brothers and sisters hard from every side. 

Will you join them now before the throne of grace?

S. E. Wang
Hannah Nation
June 11, 2018
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1

Grace Reigns

Wang Yi

13 For sin indeed was in the world before the law was 
given, but sin is not counted where there is no law.  14 Yet 
death reigned from Adam to Moses, even over those 
whose sinning was not like the transgression of Adam, who 
was a type of the one who was to come.

15 But the free gift is not like the trespass. For if many 
died through one man’s trespass, much more have the 
grace of God and the free gift by the grace of that one man 
Jesus Christ abounded for many. 16 And the free gift is not 
like the result of that one man’s sin. For the judgment fol-
lowing one trespass brought condemnation, but the free 
gift following many trespasses brought justification. 17 For 
if, because of one man’s trespass, death reigned through 
that one man, much more will those who receive the abun-
dance of grace and the free gift of righteousness reign in 
life through the one man Jesus Christ.

18 Therefore, as one trespass led to condemnation for 
all men, so one act of righteousness leads to justification 
and life for all men. 19 For as by the one man’s disobedience 
the many were made sinners, so by the one man’s obedi-
ence the many will be made righteous. 20 Now the law came 
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in to increase the trespass, but where sin increased, grace 
abounded all the more,  21  so that,  as sin reigned in 
death, grace also might reign through righteousness lead-
ing to eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord. 

Romans 5:20–21

A countryman from the Tang Dynasty wrote this clas-
sic poem on his way to the north: 

“Ahead, I see no ancient sages, 
nor behind, those sages yet unborn. 
While, on and on, heaven and earth shall roll, 
alone I stand, tears a-falling, forlorn.” 

This poem mentions two people: one in the past, an-
other coming in the future. If you do not see these two, 
you will live a hopeless life of wandering and solitude.

I want to use Romans 5 to interpret this classic poem 
by Chen Zi’ang. His lament is rare in Chinese culture. He is 
filled with what we modern people call “ultimate concern” 
for the universe, history, and life. But the question remains: 
whom does he really want to meet? Who is this person 
that is able to satisfy the historic purpose of the infinite 
universe? This person would bring purpose to the author’s 
life and wipe away his tears of loneliness and sorrow. Who 
on earth could he be?

In Romans 5, Paul answers Chen Zi’ang’s question. Ac-
cording to Paul’s answer, I can make a few changes to the 
famous poem: 
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“Ahead, I see no Adam, 
nor behind, I see no Christ. 
While, on and on, heaven and earth shall roll, 
alone I stand, tears a-falling, forlorn.” 

I praise the Lord, because his gospel has come to Chi-
na and to us.

The cross of Jesus has rescued us from the despair 
and hopelessness of an infinite heaven and universe. We 
have seen Christ and his cross on Golgotha. He split open 
the rock for us with his blood. Through it, he leads us into 
the Holy of Holies, into the presence of God the Father, 
so that we might receive adoption as sons. Through the 
apostle John, he leads us to see the future of the whole 
world and the final one who is to come and sit on the 
throne: that is himself, our Lord Jesus, the lamb who was 
slain.

Now Adam has passed. Christ will come again. Re-
flecting on an infinite heaven and earth, believers in Christ 
should rise up and worship, turning our weeping into tears 
of joy. Therefore, Paul says that what reigns over us today 
is no longer death, but life. It is no longer Adam’s sin, but 
Christ’s righteousness. The law is no longer king; rather 
grace is king. Amen!

Let us focus on two things. First, let us meet the people 
of the past. Second, let us meet the One to come. I will use 
Martin Luther and John Calvin’s interpretation of Romans 
5:20–21 to demonstrate the gospel of grace. Then I will 
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ask the Lord to show us through these two verses the One 
who is to come: Christ, the Son of the living God.

In Romans 5, Paul repeatedly contrasts Adam with 
Christ. In these repeated contrasts between Adam and 
Christ, Paul raises two opposite principles. Paul is asking 
us who reigns in our lives. What is governing us? Paul iden-
tifies that which reigned in Adam three times in verses 14, 
17, and 21. In verse 14, death reigned from Adam to Mo-
ses. In verse 17, death reigned through one man, Adam. 
In verse 21, sin reigned in death. Both Luther and Calvin 
point out that as Paul makes his contrast in this passage, 
his word choice is casual, and his structure is not very or-
ganized.

Does death reign, or does sin reign? Paul uses these 
two words interchangeably. He emphasizes that in human 
society after Adam’s fall, man is no longer his own mas-
ter but is governed by his sin. Once man sinned, he is no 
longer able to stay away from it. Once he sinned the first 
time, he cannot stop doing it, because what reigns now is 
not human will and intention but the power of sin and its 
fruit, death.

Verse 13 says, “Sin indeed was in the world before the 
law was given.” Sin is too crafty for the law to take hold 
of it. Luther quotes Augustine, saying directly that the law 
cannot take sin away. Sin is so heavy that the law cannot 
carry it. Have you ever seen someone hauling a truck with 
a bicycle? Likewise, the law cannot haul our sin. Paul is 
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saying that the purpose of the law is not to carry away sin. 
It simply cannot. The purpose of the law is to reveal sin. 
Since Adam, we sinners have lost everything; we deserve 
nothing.

From this perspective, death reigned from Adam to 
Moses. This does not mean that death no longer reigned 
after Moses. Death will continue to reign till the end of this 
old world. But before Moses, mankind did not know the 
reason death reigned in their lives. In other words, before 
the law was given to the Israelites, not only did death reign, 
but people were kept in the dark as to why. Without the 
law, there was no way to know sin and its power and the 
miserable conditions under sin’s reign.

The law reveals sin to men. After Moses received the 
law on Mount Sinai, the Israelites discovered the fact that 
death reigns in sinners. This discovery did not change the 
fact that death reigned. But this discovery made sinners 
aware of sin and their hopelessness, which made them 
more conscious of their misery.

So, Paul makes a series of contrasts: sin reigns, grace 
reigns, death reigns, righteousness reigns. You must fo-
cus on Paul’s main point, “What we lost in Adam, we re-
gain in Christ.” Not only that, but what we regain outweighs 
what we lost. As verse 15 says, the free gift is not like the 
trespass. 
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Paul uses two terms to describe the grace of Christ. 
Here I call them “royal grace” and “abundant grace.” The 
first tells us that grace comes from the king; the second, 
that grace is greater than all of our sin. Grace is a reward 
from a superior to an inferior. There is no grace between 
those who are equal. There are only responsibilities and 
the rights of equals. Absolute inequality leads to absolute 
grace, because inequality means the inferior has no right 
to demand, and the superior has no responsibility to give. 
We have no right to demand, and God has no responsibil-
ity to give anything except for death. We must understand 
this premise before we can understand grace.

After Paul clarifies the gospel of grace, he uses Romans 
11:35 to explain the meaning of royal grace. He says, “Who 
has given a gift to him that he might be repaid?” Grace 
means you must recognize that the one who grants you 
grace is the king. If Christ were not the king who reigns 
over you and has the right to demand anything of you, the 
cross of Christ would not be considered grace. You must 
also recognize that the one who forgives you is the one 
who has the right to destroy you. The one who judges you 
is the one who can throw you into hell. If Christ does not 
have the right to destroy you, then his forgiveness cannot 
be considered forgiveness. This is the first reason tres-
passes cannot surpass free grace, because grace comes 
from the king. The king can deliver judgment or show mer-
cy, but his grace outweighs his judgment.
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Let us take an example from the secular world: am-
nesty is greater than a guilty verdict. Forgiving someone 
and judging someone are contradictory, for one says to 
kill him, the other says not to kill him. If you hold both doc-
uments in the same hand, the amnesty to forgive is more 
effective than the verdict to kill. This is what royal grace 
means; free grace is not like the trespass.

Forgiveness comes from the king, and the command 
to forgive can come even before the command to judge. 
In the Water Margin, one of the four classic Chinese nov-
els, there is a man named Chai Jin whose family holds a 
death-exemption medal bestowed by the emperor. If he 
commits a crime punishable by death, he can take out 
this medal and be exonerated. That is to say, there is an 
amnesty granted to the descendants of his family even 
before they commit crime, and this amnesty is more ef-
fective than any judgment. I read the Water Margin when I 
was a child, and my most ridiculous, unrealistic daydream 
was to have a death-exemption medal so that whatever 
felonies I committed in the future, I would be protected my 
whole life long. 

When I got married I was not yet a believer. I had an 
agreement with my wife that if she ever felt that I treat-
ed her well and thus deserved her lifelong kindness, she 
would give me a death-exemption medal. If I then got in 
trouble and she was angry with me, I could pull out this 
death-exemption medal, and she would have to forego 
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the right to judge and punish me. She would have to for-
give me. And vice versa.

One time we got into a huge fight, almost to the point 
of getting a divorce. At that time, I still had in my hand two 
death-exemption medals from her, and she had three 
from me. But our death-exemption certificates were all 
worthless papers, because they were not issued by the 
king who was nailed to the cross. They were issued by 
us. At the time, I did not know that sin and death reigned 
over us. Sinners are not able to preemptively forgive the 
offenses and harms of others. It was in that year, shortly 
after our death-exemption medals lost effect with each 
other, that Christ’s death-exemption came to us. Christ’s 
cross fulfilled my childhood daydream.

The law is the verdict; grace is the death-exemption 
medal. The law cannot take away sin because sin existed 
before the law. Therefore, Luther summarizes that the law 
cannot give us life. For as Paul says, “The law came in to 
increase the trespass.” 

Luther quotes Augustine again, saying the law will re-
veal that those who think they can fulfill the law by their 
own efforts will be more enslaved by the chains of sin. 
Why? There is a type of rope that grows tighter the more 
you try to escape from it. In a different classical Chinese 
novel, Journey to the West, the crown on the Monkey 
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King’s brow is a perfect example of this ethical shackling.1 
Luther gives another example: if a doctor comes to visit a 
patient and gives him a prognosis, saying he is terminally 
ill and there is no treatment, we can say that the doctor’s 
presence actually increases the patient’s hopelessness 
and despair, thereby aggravating his condition. Some-
times the patient hates the doctor because the doctor 
delivers the worst possible news.

Calvin also helps us understand why the law not only 
fails to remove sin but actually increases it. He argues that 
according to Paul, God lets men recognize that sin reigns 
in them and that death results from the corruption of this 
reigning sin. Men without the law are like sinking ships; 
although they are doomed for destruction, they can still 
survive for a while. Maybe before the ship goes down, they 
can still get one more divorce, marry one more time, or 
take a second mortgage for another house. Therefore, in 
order to demonstrate the greatness of salvation beyond 
all human expectation, the Lord waited until the last mo-
ment before the water swallowed humanity and they were 
sinking into despair. The law was given so that those who 
had already been judged would be condemned again.

Legalism uses the law, or certain external, visible at-
tempts to obey the law, in our lives as evidence of being 
saved from the sinking ship. Legalism keeps coming back. 

1.  Whenever the monkey is disobedient, his teacher recites a spell to 
tighten the crown as a way to punish him.
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In our contemporary culture, legalism can return in the 
form of religious individualization, internalization of faith, 
or moral religiosity. We do not understand that justifica-
tion by the law is the exact reason the ship of humanity is 
sinking at an accelerated speed. We do not understand 
that justification by the law is more evil and more detest-
able to God than any specific violation of the law because 
it directly contradicts the reason why the law was given.

The Jews did not understand why the law was given. 
Sadly, many Christians in the church today still do not 
know why the law was given. As Paul puts it, it is to impris-
on everyone under sin to increase the trespass so that 
God may have mercy on all.

In Calvin’s words, God’s sole purpose for giving the law 
was to cut off our hope of self-justification. It is like cutting 
off alcohol for the drunkard or tobacco for a chain smok-
er. In this sense, the purpose of the law and the purpose 
of the gospel are exactly the same. The common goal for 
the law and the gospel is to cut off all hope of justifica-
tion outside of the cross of Jesus Christ. It frees our value, 
identity, and dignity from the law. We can no longer rely on 
our own behavior. 

The law reveals our addiction. We are addicted to de-
claring ourselves righteous, addicted to moral self-reli-
ance, addicted to distinguishing ourselves by being good 
people. We are addicted to mediocre self-evaluation. Mor-
alism makes us addicted to our own righteousness, and 
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only the gospel can cut off this addiction. This is not to 
deny the goodness of the law or of ethics but rather to 
snatch the goodness of the law and ethics back from our 
impure, sinful nature and shameful self-evaluation. It for-
bids us from using our own name to take away any merit 
that can only be attributed to Jesus.

Christ the King

Paul next describes a condition that directly contra-
dicts the reign of sin and death: the reign of grace. Verse 
21 is the last contrast between Adam and Christ in chapter 
5. Death reigns through Adam’s sin; grace reigns through 
Christ’s righteousness. 

Luther reminds us that Paul made a distinction be-
tween grace and the gift of grace. Luther says that “the 
gift” in Paul’s words is the righteousness given to us. Be-
cause of Christ’s work and God’s pleasure with Christ, 
God graciously gives us his righteousness. It takes work 
to remove sin, and with work comes gifts. Christ’s work 
produces the gift, which is able to remove sin. The reason 
the law cannot remove sin is because the law itself does 
not have anything to give man. Only Christ’s righteous-
ness can be granted to those who believe in him.

Verse 21 says this gift is eternal life. Thus, the gospel 
of Christ signifies a new kind of reign: in contrast to “death 
reigns,” now “eternal life reigns.” In contrast to “sin reigns,” 
in the gospel, “righteousness reigns.” Both Calvin and 
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Luther again point out that Paul is not confined by strict 
logical correspondence. Grace becomes the way Christ 
reigns.

Yes, your God reigns. Christ has power over this planet. 
Before Jesus Christ comes back again on that formida-
ble day, grace is the way Christ the king reigns in this evil 
world and leads his church. It is a primary principle, a new 
law, and a new covenant. This is what it means for grace 
to reign.

Romans 5 is the turning point of the entire book. For 
the rest of Romans, Paul describes only those who live 
under grace, meaning he is only describing us. That is to 
say, starting in Romans 6:1, the principle of “grace reigns” 
is portrayed as being “under grace” as opposed to “under 
law.” Romans 6:12 says the consequence of living under 
grace is that sin can no longer reign in our bodies. Grace 
requires us to cast away the power of sin in order that 
the body of sin might be brought to nothing. At the same 
time, grace promises us that even though sin still exists, 
for those of us who live under grace, sin no longer reigns. 
Grace means that God has given us a death-exemption 
medal. Because the Lord Jesus died for us, we are exempt 
from death in the future. 

“Grace reigns” demonstrates the promise of the gos-
pel itself, the power of the gospel, and the primary princi-
ple of the Christian life. For Christians, grace becomes the 
motivation for life and the governing principle. For exam-
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ple, Paul urges Timothy, “My child, be strengthened by the 
grace that is in Christ Jesus.” Paul is not saying you are too 
weak; you are despised for your youth, so be strengthened 
by the law. Paul knows that a person can only be strength-
ened by grace; without grace one can only be hardened. 
Acts 13 gives us another example. Many Jews and devout 
converts to Judaism followed Paul and Barnabas. The two 
spoke with them and urged them to continue in the grace 
of God. They did not urge them to continue in the law of 
God, because the secret of sanctification is not in striving 
to obey the law but rather in abiding in the grace of God.

Gratitude is now the only acceptable, legal motivation 
for sanctification. Any other ethical motivations are evil, as 
they will all lead us away from the cross of Jesus Christ to 
obey the law. Gratitude has to be, must be, and will defi-
nitely be the consequence of continuing in the grace of 
God. This is what the reign of grace means.

Grace now motivates us and helps us live a holy life. 
The law is the steering wheel, and grace is the gas pedal. 
In a car without gas, even with the best techniques, you 
can only pretend to be driving. The essence of moralism 
is pretending to be driving, something which many peo-
ple have been doing for decades. Although sanctification 
is a lifelong battle between the flesh and the Spirit, and 
although Christians will fall seven times, weep a hundred 
times, and sin a thousand times, grace means that from 
now on a true believer can be called “conqueror” because 
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he has a death-exemption medal forged by the precious 
blood of Jesus Christ.

This is my summary: the world after the cross of Jesus 
is a world where grace reigns. 

When Martin Luther passed away, his last words were, 
“We are beggars. This is true.” The reign of grace not only 
means that the one who gives us grace must be king, but 
it also means that the one who receives grace must be a 
beggar. We can define a beggar as someone who admits 
he lives only at the mercy of others. Is this not the defini-
tion of a Christian, my brothers and sisters? To believe in 
Jesus means that, morally, we have to admit that we are 
beggars. This is the same from the moment of baptism 
until the moment of death.

Only a beggar can be totally governed by grace. Only a 
beggar will totally accept the authority of grace. A beggar 
completely entrusts his destiny and his next meal to the 
behavior of other people. The same goes for us. We en-
trust our souls and eternal destiny to the gospel of Jesus 
Christ and him crucified.

As one theologian says, the gospel of grace reigning 
means that between our personal behavior and our final 
salvation, there is no unbreakable, irreversible causal rela-
tionship. Praise the Lord that there is no necessary caus-
al relationship between our behavior and our future, final 
destiny! 
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Otherwise, who can be saved? Who can get away from 
the Adam of the past and see the coming Christ? Only the 
gospel of grace reigning can lead to the type of worldview 
that acknowledges that even though someone may curse 
me out of evil motivations, he is still one of God’s instru-
ments for fulfilling the good work of the gospel. It ultimate-
ly leads to my justification, sanctification, and glorification. 
Maybe my disease, failure, and helplessness come from 
Satan’s attacks, but even Satan can be sent or allowed by 
God.

This abundant, royal grace can be so great that all of 
the suffering, adversities, and helplessness in our lives 
are opportunities for grace to descend upon us. Because 
grace reigns, grace is not only the way God saves and for-
gives me; it is also the way God trains and reigns in me. 
Grace not only removes our sin, it also transforms our cir-
cumstances. When we are at the end of our rope, it grants 
us a death-exemption medal.

The reign of grace means that except for the grace of 
Christ, there is nothing substantial in my life because ev-
erything else in my life is for the purpose of leading me 
to his grace. Grace means that suffering and sin are no 
longer final. Except the death and resurrection of Jesus 
Christ, there is nothing in my life that has ultimate purpose. 
Grace reigning means refusing human independence and 
autonomy. Grace reigning means that we must seek righ-
teousness outside ourselves. 
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Brothers and sisters, let us bravely admit we are beg-
gars. Let us admit that we pastors and preachers are a 
group of useless servants. Let us admit that ever since we 
believed in the Lord, we daily offend our God in thought, 
word, and deed. Let us admit how good we are at rejecting 
and resisting grace while we show off our beauty, piety, 
gifts, and the fruit of our service. Let us admit that we are 
always afraid of people finding out how corrupt, impure, 
and full of failure we are. Let us admit that we always want 
people to know we piously love the Lord. Let us admit all 
of these together.

For the revival of Christ’s church, for the spread of the 
gospel all over China, for the formation of more churches 
where grace reigns, for service in this dark age, let us seek 
the righteousness that is outside ourselves in the Lord Je-
sus Christ. Let us turn all of our wealth and our hope to the 
suffering servant, the king on the cross. He removed our 
sin, and he took away our chastisement. He makes grace 
the governing principle in our lives. Surely, he has borne 
our transgressions and was crushed for our iniquities.



Lord, we praise you because you are the God who 
needs nothing; instead you poured yourself out and 
poured grace onto us. Lord, we pray that you would give 
us grace.

Lord, crush us so that we would know we are not beams 
but reeds; we are not fine gold but jars of clay. Lord, heal 
us so that we can grow in grace and be strengthened in 
grace. Lord, train us so that we can become doorkeepers 
for the key to heaven and boldly proclaim that the gos-
pel of grace reigns in every city and every village in China. 
Lord, help us so that we can declare that sin and death no 
longer reign over this world.

Lord, may you use the mouths of these mortal men to 
open or shut the gates of heaven to lost souls.

Lord Jesus, let us say before you, “Lord Jesus, come!”
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Being Devoured for 
the Glory of God

Simon Liu

4 Their idols are silver and gold,
the work of human hands.
5 They have mouths, but do not speak;
eyes, but do not see.
6 They have ears, but do not hear;
noses, but do not smell.
7 They have hands, but do not feel;
feet, but do not walk;
and they do not make a sound in their throat.
8 Those who make them become like them;
so do all who trust in them.

Psalm 115:4–8

One of my favorite writers in China is Shi Tiesheng. He 
is handicapped and uses a wheelchair, which has helped 
shape him into a great writer and thinker. He has summa-
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rized the human life in precisely three words: “loneliness, 
misery, and despair.” 

He says that whoever you are, if you live in this world 
and dare to think, you will find one thing to be sure—that 
life is doomed to be lonely. Whatever you think, however 
you want to approach others, and however close you are 
with someone, when you get up in the deep of the night, 
you will discover that you are a lonely person in this uni-
verse. Even with the closest person beside you, there is a 
sense of loneliness that you cannot avoid. Therefore, he 
says that life is doomed to be lonely. There is no way out. 

Even worse, he says that life is doomed to be miser-
able. We pursue happiness throughout our lives, but he 
says we are doomed to misery because our abilities are 
limited but our desires are not. Yesterday you said that 
you would be happy to earn ten thousand RMB a year.1 In 
the 1970s and 1980s, if you made then thousand yuan, 
you were really something. Today in big cities like Beijing 
and Shanghai, most middle-class people have annual 
household incomes of ten thousand yuan, but they have 
become the “moonlight tribe.”2 When you have ten thou-
sand, you dream of having a hundred thousand; when you 

1.  Renminbi (RMB) is the basic currency of China. Yuan is the gener-
alized term to refer to Chinese currency. The difference between the two 
is similar to the difference between USD and dollars. 

2.  A colloquial term used for those who spend all of their income and 
save none.
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have a hundred thousand, you dream of having a million; 
when you have a million, you dream of having ten million. 
Even if you became the richest man in the world, it would 
not change. Someone interviewed the richest man in the 
world, asking him, “What gives you satisfaction? Are you 
satisfied today?” He replied, “I would be satisfied if I could 
only have one more penny.” Your ability will never catch up 
to your desire, so you are doomed to be miserable.

We experience loneliness, misery, and then finally 
despair, which is even more horrible. Once someone is 
born, we say he is alive, but from another perspective, the 
moment you are born, you are approaching death. When 
we say we are alive today, it can be expressed in another 
way—today we are dying. Humans have tried all kinds of 
ways to remove death from their memories and their lives. 
But I am sorry to say that death does not wait; it will come, 
and no one can escape from it.

This is life you see. Whoever you are, even if you drive a 
BMW or Mercedes, you can never drive yourself to heav-
en. When you fly in an airplane, you may be a little clos-
er to heaven, but it does not guarantee you can make it 
there. Your gold and silver, American dollars, RMB, and 
Hong Kong dollars cannot buy you a ticket to heaven. You 
cannot control another person’s destiny. Even worse, you 
cannot control your own destiny.

Since mankind came to understand life as such, we 
have tried everything to find the solution. Since the fall of 
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Adam and Eve, humans have been trying to figure out how 
to live this life. Through Psalm 115, God reveals in a few 
verses all that humans have been trying.

Idols are miserable. Augustine once said that idols are 
the most miserable; even dead men are better than the 
idols. Dead men at least lived for a while, but idols know 
nothing about life and death. 

Strangely, those who make idols gradually become 
like them. When someone makes an idol, he thinks that 
he can gain control through it. But when you want to con-
trol others, you become controlled by Satan, and this is 
the scariest. There is a saying in China that goes, “Clever 
people fall victim to their own cleverness.” You think you 
outsmarted others, but the moment you deceive another, 
Satan has slowly brought you into his net. Think about it. 
We Chinese believe we are the cleverest. No one else in 
the world is as smart as the Chinese. No one else is like 
us, going to all lengths to figure out all the loopholes. Yet 
we are relegated to being the hardest-working people. You 
think you are something, but once you start playing tricks, 
Satan has taken hold of you.

This passage tells us that if you worship an idol, you will 
become like it.
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A Society of False Gods

The world we live in is a world of false gods. In this pas-
sage, the idols are all visible, made by human hands. But 
today, these idols have been disguised in other forms that 
we do not often see in our lives. What is the most magnifi-
cent building in your city? If it is a financial tower or a bank, 
that shows the city’s worship of wealth. If government 
offices take up the most magnificent buildings and cov-
er the most area, it shows the city’s worship of power. If 
the nightclubs and shopping malls are the most splendid, 
it shows people’s worship of material comfort and lust. 
False worship is still with us today, and both in our past 
and present, we take part in making and worshiping false 
gods. We live entirely within our idols.

In China some people imagine, especially in our culture, 
that people can be perfect, but this is the biggest lie of 
all. When I was in elementary school, there were four por-
traits hanging in our classroom: Marx, Engels, Lenin, and 
Stalin, the four founders of communism. Later we found 
out these were four demons and four womanizers. Lenin 
was an activist for violence, a treacherous politician, and 
a client of prostitutes who died from a sexually transmit-
ted disease. Recently, Russia declared that Lenin’s body 
would be sent back to his hometown. They realized that 
Russians no longer liked Lenin. But since so many Chi-
nese go to visit Lenin’s tomb while in Russia, they decided 
to move Lenin’s body to his hometown and let the Chi-
nese tourists pay for it. The Chinese still think that maybe 
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someone can be perfect. We are still hoping for a savior 
from China. 

Let me tell you, in this world there is only one savior, 
Jesus Christ.

A while ago someone made an interesting summary 
of Chinese society online. He said that there were fifteen 
strange things happening in Chinese society. 

First, the good Samaritan is blackmailed by the one 
he helps. 

Second, people owe huge debts in order to buy 
houses and cars.

Third, middle school and grade school students are 
dating. 

Fourth, there is a great race toward being neither 
man nor woman.

Fifth, communists and officials worship at temples.
Sixth, our single children are petulant. 
Seventh, people vacation together in search of idle-

ness. 
Eighth, TV stations are filled with pharmaceutical ads. 
Ninth, the powerful and rich are migrating to foreign 

countries. 
Tenth, there is an increasing number of “dragon 

clocks.”3 

3.  Colloquial for the aging population. 
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Eleventh, due to traffic congestion, biking is faster 
that driving. 

Twelfth, political seats can be bought for a price. 
Thirteenth, most officials are basically corrupt.
Fourteenth, rich people have more than one wife, as 

if there is no law. 
Fifteenth, the waterways and skies are all polluted.

These are the consequences of idol worship, false god 
worship. The Bible tells us that when we start to worship 
false gods, we are enslaved by them. And a society of 
false gods is a dog-eat-dog society. 

Since the fall, humans have been best at harming and 
devouring each other. If you try to understand the history 
of the entire world, you will see that the whole of human 
history since the fall is one of men harming and devour-
ing each other. Today, your nation has ravaged this nation; 
tomorrow, that nation will in turn consume yours. Even 
so-called eras of peace are merely times when people in-
gested each other more gracefully.

Sometimes, they feed on you so skillfully that you do 
not even feel like you are being eaten up. Sometimes they 
gobble you jokingly. Sometimes they have to feed on you 
ethically; sometimes they feed on you legally. Sometimes 
they devour you with violence. Sometimes they ingest 
you with limits; sometimes they absorb you without limit. 
When you strive for your own interests while ignoring the 
interests of others, you are devouring the people around 
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you. You live only for your own benefit, preparing to devour 
others. 

Therefore, we find our society to be one in which peo-
ple trick each other, hurt each other, hate each other, 
curse each other, envy each other, dislike each other, and 
devour each other. This is the consequence of idol wor-
ship. 

But thanks be to the Lord! God reveals this to us, say-
ing that the worship of false gods is nothing more than 
humans devouring each other. Humans have attempt-
ed all manner of graceful ways of devouring others. But 
God says, “No, as long as you worship false gods, you are 
devouring others.” He knows that even if you want to be 
good and say that you will not devour others, you cannot 
do it. God reveals this to us and shows us the reality of 
human nature and the true image of society. But let us un-
derstand that the Lord is not only the God who reveals; he 
is also the God who saves.

Psalm 115:9–15 reveals two crucial, corresponding 
topics: trusting and blessing. There is a Chinese idiom, “
三番四次,” that means “over and over again.” When you 
hear someone telling you something over and over again, 
it means he is serious about it. When God tells you some-
thing over and over, God is serious about it. God empha-
sizes trust three times and blessing four times to show 
how much he wants to bless you. He says, “Trust me, and 
you will be blessed.” 
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The purpose of salvation is for humanity to be bless-
ed by the loving God; therefore, we see from the Old Tes-
tament that God keeps demonstrating his willingness to 
bless men. We see God call Abraham, “Abraham, come 
out.” Abraham trusted God, and God blessed him and 
made him the father of many nations. And God kept calling 
people and blessing those who trusted him. Even when 
the gentile prostitute was willing to trust him, he blessed 
her. Our God is one who blesses.

But being blessed is not guaranteed by simply relying 
on obedience. Human nature is such that I will obey de-
pending on how much you will bless me. Human obedi-
ence is inherently selfish. You want my obedience? Fine. 
How much are you going to give me? Whenever God said, 
“I will make you the father of many nations,” Abraham prob-
ably thought it was a good deal since he had no children, 
and it wouldn’t hurt to give it a try. After all, he had nothing 
to lose. The Chinese say, “It is better to believe than not to 
believe.” Such obedience is selfish. When we start to un-
derstand the Bible, we find that all such obedience is just 
a reflection pointing to the ultimate obedience: the com-
plete obedience of the Son of God.

We see that Jesus Christ came into this world with all 
authority, but out of his own initiative, he gave up every-
thing and came into this world with nothing. He said that he 
was willing to obey, and he obeyed so that sinners could 
be blessed. This is true obedience. When your obedience 
is for your own blessing, it is not true obedience. It is just 
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your ability to be smart enough to make a deal. Therefore, 
we see that the obedience of Jesus Christ guarantees the 
transfer of all grace and blessing to Jesus. 

When we believe in him, we say that we believe we 
are in Christ. Our blessed assurance is not that I keep a 
certain distance from him. My blessed assurance is that I 
must fully enter Jesus Christ. From history we see that all 
who have believed in Jesus Christ have understood this 
point—Jesus’s obedience leads to my blessing, and my 
obedience can lead to blessing many others. 

The Blessings and Temptations of the Church

What is the church? The church is our obedience, 
which leads to blessing the world. Today many of us come 
to the church, saying, “If I am obedient, then I am blessed.” 
This is wrong; it is still idol worship. The church is the man-
ifestation of our obedience to God, which brings blessing 
to others. Therefore, we see Paul, Peter, and others in the 
apostolic age being obedient and bringing blessings to 
other regions. Missions began, and the church came into 
existence.

Let us think about how the Chinese have been blessed. 
Every one of us who sits here today is blessed because 
other Christians were obedient. If there was no Christi-
anity, there would be no modern civilization of China. On 
July 4, 1949, the former vice chairman of the Communist 
Party, Liu Shaoqi, wrote to Stalin that British and American 



GRACE TO CITY | A GOSPEL MOVEMENT IN CHINA

49

churches had built thirty-one colleges, twenty-nine librar-
ies, and 320 middle and primary schools in China. Think 
about how much the British and American churches alone 
did for China. 

Additionally, I believe all Chinese women should be 
grateful to the Lord God. Had God not sent missionaries 
to China, your feet might still be bound.4 Had missionaries 
not opened women’s schools, Chinese women might not 
have the right to education today. 

Chinese children should be grateful to the Lord God. 
Today we say there are 1.5 billion people in China, a nation 
with a huge population. Missionaries brought advanced 
delivery methods to China when the infant mortality rate 
was about 50 percent, without which the Chinese popu-
lation could by no means have reached what it is today. 

Disabled people in China should be grateful to God be-
cause missionaries opened the earliest schools and hos-
pitals for the disabled in China. 

Chinese men should be grateful to God because the 
Lord God granted us real modern education and saved 
our mothers and daughters. 

4.  Foot binding was a widespread custom originating in the tenth 
century wherein the feet of women were bound at a young age, deform-
ing the bone structure and severely limiting mobility. The practice was 
considered a symbol of status and beauty. It was finally eradicated in the 
twentieth century.
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And on a lighter note, many of us love peanuts from 
Shandong and apples from Yantai city. Both of these were 
brought by missionaries, and we all know that they are de-
licious! 

God took care of our women and children, and how did 
we treat God’s bride, his church? In the Boxer Rebellion in 
1900, 241 foreign missionaries were killed. Forty percent 
of them were women, and 20 percent of them were chil-
dren. In other words, when our heroic Boxers, a big group 
of men, wielded their swords toward the missionaries, 
over 60 percent of them were unarmed women and chil-
dren. God sent his servants to take care of our women and 
children, and our men killed their women and children.

When I think about all of this, I feel that we Chinese 
must repent of our debts. We have never thanked God 
for our mothers and sisters who can walk and run. We 
do not say, “My mother and my sisters, you don’t have to 
walk with your feet bound. You can come out and have a 
job.” You hated God’s church, but the Lord kept sending 
his servants to save this land. Because of his obedience, 
Christ delivers salvation so that those who believe in him 
have the blessing of the heavenly kingdom. 

We bit the hand that fed us. But God says, “I give bless-
ings upon blessings.”

The Chinese love to eat, and we often say that we eat 
everything with four legs except for benches; we eat any-
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thing with two legs except for humans. But everyone who 
lives in this world has devoured the Son of God. We killed 
the Son of God, and the amazing thing is, God actually al-
lows us to feed on him. 

Let us read Psalm 115:16–18. Trusting we are blessed, 
trusting in Christ who allows us to receive all blessing in 
himself, God reveals:

The heavens are the Lord’s heavens,
but the earth he has given to the children of man.
The dead do not praise the Lord,
nor do any who go down into silence.
But we will bless the Lord
from this time forth and forevermore.
Praise the Lord!

Under the marvelous preservation of the Spirit, this 
gospel has been proclaimed through the generations until 
it reached us. We are blessed. The Chinese church today 
has indeed been through a lot of brilliant development. 
Our numbers have increased; our knowledge has in-
creased; our evangelism and testimonies have increased. 
Glory be to God! But eating habits die hard in Chinese cul-
ture. When people from this dog-eat-dog society believe 
in God, will they continue in the same strange behavior of 
this society, where people devour each other? 

There is a horrible phenomenon of devouring the 
church today. When people from a dog-eat-dog society 
come into the church, their old habits die hard. When peo-
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ple do not truly understand the gospel, they keep their 
cannibalistic nature.

First, I will emphasize the problem of pastors devour-
ing the church. People become pastors or ministers and 
they impose their leadership style. Pastoral training can 
be like Communist Party school training. Mission trips be-
come traveling at the church’s expense; reception of visit-
ing pastors turns into fine dining at the church’s expense. 
Pastors spend more time in meetings than in prayer, and 
more time soaking in scenery than in preaching. Ordina-
tion becomes job access on the route from internships to 
full-time employment. Church schools turn into schools 
for children of ministers. Ministers become allies; sem-
inaries become the training grounds of denominations. 
Church planting becomes the work of the planter alone; 
stewards become owners, and servants become mas-
ters. They claim to be willing martyrs for the Lord but often 
travel abroad to escape from the smog with their families; 
when they are abroad, they travel to churches to collect 
support on behalf of the pastors who are actually on the 
front line. And in the end, the name of God becomes the 
name of the people. These are the unhealthy phenomena 
I have seen. 

But we are family members, and we must name these 
things and point them out clearly. Some of us often feel 
that we are at a disadvantage for serving the Lord. People 
often ask me, “You were doing business and making good 
money; why then would you become a poor preacher?” 
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When my father heard about my decision, he asked me 
how I would support my wife and children. I said I would 
rely on God. He said, “Stop this nonsense! You should rely 
on someone else.” Let me tell you, even if you do not serve 
Jesus Christ, you cannot guarantee you will become 
a billionaire. And do not think that because I serve God, 
therefore I must be poor. In fact, you just made the most 
cost-effective deal. We must not think that we are heroic 
in serving God; after all, we do not work daily under the fire 
of submachine guns. We still live ordinary lives. Many of 
our pains are not even as severe as the pains of the world. 
We have the best boss in heaven.

The space of our public worship is increasing, and be-
cause of it, house church pastors are facing great temp-
tations as well as confusions of identity. At this moment, 
we must pay special attention to the temptation of Satan 
and the guidance of the Holy Spirit. We know some peo-
ple are always calculating ways to go from being an ordi-
nary house church pastor to a large church pastor, from 
a pastor of one church to a leader of several churches, 
from a pastor in one city to a pastor of national or even 
international fame. 

Someone once said jokingly that even the Lord Je-
sus had only twelve disciples, one of which was a failure; 
so, you shouldn’t think too much of yourself. Pastoring a 
church is very hard. I have exhausted all of my abilities and 
am still left with a few dozen people, most of whose salva-
tion I have no confidence in.
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Once I visited a city, and people there questioned me, 
saying, “A famous pastor committed sin, and the believ-
ers fell in large numbers.” They asked me, “What do you 
think should be done?” I said, “Let them fall completely.” 
They said, “As a pastor, how could you be so unloving? 
They stumbled, and you wanted them to fall completely.” 
I replied that any name can fall except the name of Jesus 
Christ; if you believe in Jesus Christ, your rock still stands. 
Anyone can fall. David fell. Peter fell. Anyone can fall. If you 
look at any pastor long enough, you will lose trust in him.

But praise the Lord! God says, “You must trust in me, for 
Jesus Christ is the only way, the truth, and the life.” You re-
peatedly talk about trusting in your pastor, but if you trust 
him long enough and become familiar with him, you will 
find him increasingly not so trustworthy, which is normal. 
Brothers and sisters, if your pastor does not weep for the 
believers in your church, you should weep for your pas-
tor. If your pastor sheds no tears, you should be warned 
and weep for him, so that he might shed tears for you. We 
come with the Lord’s commission to take care of his chil-
dren, yet we come from a dog-eat-dog society with all of 
our old habits; sometimes we have to look after those who 
are even more prone to devouring others. We face great 
conflict and great difficulties, and we desperately need 
prayer.

Let us look at the problem of believers devouring the 
church. Another feature of the Chinese character is dis-
obedience and unruliness, which is reflected in the church. 
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The Reformation brought down the universal authority of 
the pope and brought us the separation of powers in the 
West; but when it came to China, it made every one of us 
the pope. The attitude has become, “So what if you are a 
pastor? Don’t we believe in the priesthood of all believ-
ers?”

Relationships among the Chinese are centered on 
personal interests. A pastor once said that believers in 
the Chinese church are like locusts—they swarm into 
a church that has resources, consume them, and then, 
upon locating another church with resources, they go to 
swarm into that church. These people fly to and fro and 
devour every church they go to. 

Not only so, but the church also has a serious prob-
lem teaching its second generation. We enjoy critiquing 
the problems of the second generation of the rich and the 
elite children of government officials. But we as Christian 
parents still face great challenges, and we still hold high 
hopes for our offspring. We long for our children to suc-
ceed in life, and they have become our idols. When you 
say you are Christian but worship your children as idols, 
the first ones to see through you will be your children. 
They will say, “Our parents are hypocrites.”

Many Christians today are like this. We observe a dog-
eat-dog society; the church is devoured by its own, and 
many Christians are astonished all day long. We complain 
that our pastor is like this, our church is like that, and soci-
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ety is like so. We are astonished by how fast housing prices 
are soaring. We are shocked at the high cost of children’s 
education and how unethical public school teachers are 
becoming. We see doctors without medical ethics; we are 
stunned by food fraud. We are shocked by the corruption, 
crimes, and promiscuity of famous pastors; our brothers 
and sisters’ love of the world; the division of the church by 
our elders and pastors; and the lack of spiritual maturity.

We are constantly in a state of being surprised. When 
we are in the world, we realize that the world is horrifying. 
But when we come into the church and stay there long 
enough, we find it horrifying as well. Once there was a 
young pastor who went to a conference with me. There 
were so many pastors—famous ones with thousands and 
tens of thousands in their congregations. During seating 
before dinner, the big-name pastors sat in the front rows, 
and we pastors of small churches sat in the back. After the 
conference, I asked, “What do you think about this con-
ference?” He said, “I just realized that the church is also a 
group of bandits.” 

Dear brothers and sisters, today we see society over-
heating. The temperature is rising, and the church is also 
overheating. Do not forget that God does not plan for us 
to be thermometers but rather people of a fixed tempera-
ture. Do not be transformed by the changes in the world, 
but transform the world.
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Therefore, Psalm 115:16–17 says, “The heavens are 
the Lord’s heavens, but the earth he has given to the chil-
dren of man. The dead do not praise the Lord, nor do any 
who go down into silence.”

God is not competing for space with men, saying, “I 
cannot rule over this; it’s yours.” On the contrary, God is 
saying, “You cannot come up to the heaven and rule over 
it, so I entrust the earth to you, and you shall rule over it.” 
Since the creation, humans have been entrusted with the 
ability and duty to rule over the earth, but we have failed 
and been unable to do so. 

Feeding on Christ

So how can we rule over the earth? How can we solve 
its issues? God gives us a very simple method. Please re-
member it. 

It is, “To be eaten.”

We say this is a dog-eat-dog world, and yet we are sur-
prised when people devour the church. God says, “Let’s 
change it up, and I will make you to be devoured.” God 
calls us through Paul’s words in Romans 12:1: “I appeal to 
you therefore, brothers, by the mercies of God, to present 
your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to 
God, which is your spiritual worship.” This does not mean 
you are to be put on an altar, for there is no altar anymore. 
Rather, God says that to offer your body means you are 
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going to be eaten. In a dog-eat-dog society, you will learn 
and practice how to be eaten. For all Christians, pastors 
or lay believers, offering your body to God means offering 
yourself to the church and practicing being devoured. 

As pastors, we might have a member come and say 
to us, “Pastor, your sermon today was awful. Couldn’t you 
spend more time preparing it?” Many of us might respond 
by praying, “Lord, chase this member out of here. Take him 
away!” But God says, “No, even if he leaves, I will send ten 
more your way.” Dear pastors, have you found that in your 
church, there are always a few people who are against 
you? God says you should practice being devoured. 

To love others means suffering. Love leads to pain. 
Brothers and sisters should practice responding to sin, 
allowing themselves to experience what it is like to be 
devoured. As God says, “In the church of the Lord, you 
should have love for one another and forgive each other. 
This is what must be implemented in my kingdom. You are 
safe in the church, because this is my house. I have clearly 
instructed you to learn how to love one another; that is, to 
be devoured by others.”

Today he bites you, and it hurts! Tomorrow you bite him, 
and it hurts! And then we say, “Praise the Lord,” because it 
is nothing compared to the pain of the cross. This ought 
to be practiced in the church. After enough practice in the 
church, and having developed Christ-like stature, you will 
be sent into this dog-eat-dog society and be devoured. 
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In the story of Jesus feeding five thousand people with 
five loaves and two fish in Luke 9, the disciples say they 
don’t have enough food for the five thousand people with 
them. Jesus says, “You give them something to eat.” This 
passage demonstrates that when you are well practiced 
in the church, you are ready to go out into the world. To be 
devoured by this world means to genuinely suffer, to be 
taken advantage of, to sacrifice; then, in that moment, the 
world will begin to change.

Today the Chinese church has much to learn from 
visiting places all over the world and observing church-
es that are big, churches famous for church governance, 
and churches well known for discipleship. But the start-
ing point is learning to be devoured. Among the savviest 
groups of people, getting the short end of the stick is the 
biggest blessing the living God gives you. If you want to 
compete against the people of the world to see who is 
more ruthless, you will be miserable. Therefore, we see 
that we have to lay aside our conceit and identify our-
selves with the cross.

Martin Luther once said, “Now it is not sufficient for 
anyone, and it does him no good to recognize God in his 
glory and majesty, unless he recognizes him in the humil-
ity and shame of the cross.” You can claim to glorify God, 
but you will give up once someone takes advantage of 
you, and that does no good to anyone. John Calvin also 
said, “We never truly glory in him until we have utterly dis-
carded our own glory.” In a world where everyone wants 
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to take advantage of others, we glorify God by seeking to 
be taken advantage of. In a world where everyone seeks 
pleasure, we glorify God by seeking to suffer and give of 
ourselves. In a corrupt, dog-eat-dog society, we give our-
selves to be devoured by others.

In a world where everyone is doomed to die, we be-
come vessels of the life-giving Jesus Christ, who gives 
away the bread of life. The Chinese often greet one anoth-
er with, “Have you eaten?” Brothers and sisters, next time 
someone greets you this way, you should remind them, “I 
don’t eat people. I want you to feed on me.” 

This can only be done by returning to the most funda-
mental point—feeding on the Lord. Without feeding on 
the Lord, you cannot face this world. The Lord Jesus says, 
“My flesh is true food, and my blood is true drink.” He also 
says, “Unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink 
his blood, you have no life in you” (John 6:53, 55). 

As Chinese Christians, we have this special charac-
teristic of living in a culture full of pleasantries where we 
always say, “No thanks, I won’t be eating.” Without feed-
ing on Jesus, you will not realize how much he loves you. 
Without feeding on him, you will not understand his sacri-
ficial love. Once you do understand, you will find that you 
must first feed on the Lord so that others can feed on you. 
The more I feed on the Lord, the happier I am when oth-
ers feed on me. When the Spirit of the Lord is with me, my 
spirit is with the Lord.
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When you drink the blood of Christ, you have in yourself 
Christ’s DNA. Your DNA bears the DNA of the cross, and 
you become salt and light to this world. We glorify God 
because he is the God of revelation; he reveals to us who 
the true God is and who the false gods are. False gods 
are horrible in their feeding on men. To God be the glory, 
for he is the God who saves. He knew we couldn’t save 
ourselves, so he came to save us. He first makes us feed 
on him and taste the sweetness of the Lord’s grace, and 
then he prepares us to be a blessing for the world through 
being devoured. Because he gave unto us, we are able to 
give in return. To God be the glory, for he is the God who 
cares and supplies. The more we are willing to bless this 
world, the more God is willing to bless us. And God espe-
cially helps us to realize that if we become obedient only 
for our blessing, then this is a self-centered faith. We be-
come obedient so that others may be blessed. This is true 
faith that brings glory to God; this is true faith in Christ. 

So finally, let us return to Psalm 115:1, which says, “Not 
to us, O Lord, not to us, but to your name give glory, for 
the sake of your steadfast love and your faithfulness!” 
As I said, all will die. Where will you be after death? Every 
description of the angels and the heavenly host depicts 
them praising, worshiping, and falling down on the ground. 
In the new heavens and new earth, there is no famous 
pastor, no investiture of the gods, no individual glory; in-
stead all glory is attributed to the Lamb. All your pursuits 
for your own sake have nothing to do with heaven. If you 
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are going to heaven for your own sake, you are not des-
tined for heaven. Therefore, from today—this moment, 
this era—we must practice true worship.

In the context of Chinese culture, we must learn how to 
glorify God by being devoured. 
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Lord, our God and our king, we are here today to exalt 
you.

Our mouths turn to you today. We are a group of peo-
ple who need true repentance. Daily we praise you and 
say we will love you forever. Yet when we come out of this 
world, we bear with us all sorts of things, and feeding on 
others is merely one of them. Lord, we come before your 
throne of grace. Help us, show mercy to us.

When we say we praise you daily and forever, may it be 
your will that we offer our bodies as living sacrifices and 
become a group of people who are pleasing to you, re-
deemed by you, cleansed by the precious blood of Jesus 
Christ, and feeding on Jesus Christ forever. Because great 
is the Lord, and you are greatly to be praised. Our genera-
tion shall tell the coming generation of your mighty deeds 
that transform us in this dog-eat-dog society.

We shall proclaim your power that transforms us from 
being villains, womanizers, those who love the world, and 
those who love our own reputations. Lord, as we meditate 
on your glorious splendor and your wondrous works, let 
us speak of your mighty and awesome name and declare 
your greatness. You sent your Son into this world. Prompt 
us to say, “Lord, your grace cannot be hidden within us. We 
shall sing praise for your righteousness.”

As the psalmist says, “The Lord is gracious and merci-
ful.” You are “slow to anger” and will not open the earth to 
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swallow us. You are good to all; your grace is shown to all 
of us. Lord, we love because you first loved us.

As we stand in awe before you, willing to be devoured 
by others, Lord, give us power and courage to say, “Lord, 
unite us with Jesus Christ who was devoured by sin and 
death on the cross.” Today, you have made him the high-
est, leading us to realize the truth and become your holy 
people. We will declare the glory of your kingdom, speak 
of your power of transformation, and make known to our 
dog-eat-dog society your power and the majesty of your 
kingdom, because your kingdom and your dominion en-
dure forever and ever. 

When we say we are to be devoured, it means that like 
the Lord, we will uphold all who are falling and raise up all 
who are bowed down. When people or livestock ask for 
food, the Lord opens his hands and gives food to them, 
satisfying the desire of every living thing. We are willing to 
suffer with your Son in your abundant grace, full of your 
steadfast love and faithfulness, as you are the one who 
is faithful. Lord, you are near to us; you help us because 
your protection exceeds the harm that others bring to 
us—their bites and devouring of us. But one day, you will 
destroy all the wicked and save those of us who are stand-
ing from the final judgement.

Our mouths and hearts will speak the praises of the 
Lord. Anoint those who stand in awe before you with the 
Spirit of the Lord so that today we can see Jesus Christ 
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on the cross; Jesus Christ who ascended to heaven with 
glory and honor. He rose again from the dead and grants 
us the power of eternity that cannot be devoured by this 
world. Protect us as we enter into the midst of wolves, into 
this world, as we know you are with us. Bless the men and 
women who stand in awe before you, as we do not trust 
our own power to cover ourselves.

Lord, we thank you! You sent many missionaries to us 
who were devoured in China in the past centuries; today 
they bear great witness to us. They weep for our indiffer-
ence and lack of understanding of your will and your plan 
for your kingdom; they weep for church growth. We stand 
in awe before you, knowing that we cannot be transformed 
in one day. But we believe that your power will descend 
on us so that we are willing to be devoured by others, be-
cause life must be shaped by you in such suffering.

Thank you, gracious Lord, for being with us so that as 
we join together to run the road to heaven, we will learn 
how not to argue with one another and not to bite each 
other. For God says that when we bite each other in such 
a way, the church will be devoured. Lord, come help us to 
see our evil so that when we repent before you, we may 
see the beauty of the Lord. You loved us to the point of let-
ting your Son die; it is us who bit and devoured him. Lord, 
help us to see, so that when we suffer, we do not trust 
in ourselves but are in union with the risen Jesus Christ. 
When we are united with him, such devouring is trans-
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formed into suffering with a willing heart. Hear our prayer, 
and bless those of us who are willing to be living sacrifices.

You are with us because your divine power covers us, 
because the power of the resurrection is in us. Even if we 
are persecuted by the sword and distress is around us, 
when we are struck down, we will stand up again. We have 
this treasure in jars of clay, and it cannot be changed. Lord, 
protect us. Hear our prayers as we entrust them to what is 
totally trustworthy—not trusting in idols, but trusting in the 
power of the true God, so that they will never be devoured 
from their eternal calling.

Hear our prayer, Lord.

We pray in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ. Amen!
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3

Faith: The Sole 
Connection between 

God and Man

Peng Qiang

1  Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the 
conviction of things not seen. 2 For by it the people of old 
received their commendation.  3  By faith we understand 
that the universe was created by the word of God, so that 
what is seen was not made out of things that are visible.

4 By faith Abel offered to God a more acceptable sac-
rifice than Cain, through which he was commended as 
righteous, God commending him by accepting his gifts. 
And through his faith, though he died, he still speaks. 5 By 
faith Enoch was taken up so that he should not see death, 
and he was not found, because God had taken him. Now 
before he was taken he was commended as having 
pleased God. 6 And without faith it is impossible to please 
him, for whoever would draw near to God must believe that 
he exists and  that he rewards those who seek him.  7  By 
faith Noah, being warned by God concerning events as yet 
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unseen, in reverent fear constructed an ark for the saving 
of his household. By this he condemned the world and be-
came an heir of the righteousness that comes by faith.

Hebrews 11:1–7

The Critical Nature of Faith

In Paul’s words, the Christian faith is not by works of 
the law but by faith. Our passage in Hebrews says, “With-
out faith it is impossible to please God.” If you look at the 
examples of Abel and Enoch, you will see clearly why this 
truth is critical. 

In Genesis 4, Abel brought the firstborn and their fat 
portions from his flock to the Lord, while Cain brought an 
offering of the fruit of the ground. Genesis 4 says specifi-
cally that the Lord had regard for Abel and his offering, but 
for Cain and his offering he had no regard. This does not 
mean that God eats meat but does not eat vegetables; 
rather, God had regard for this person and for his heart, so 
he accepted his offering. Genesis says that God simply 
accepted Abel. Hebrews further explains that God did this 
because of his faith; consequently, because Abel had faith 
that God had accepted him, he willingly offered his best. 
When Abel was killed by Cain, it was a tragedy according 
to the world’s standard. But Hebrews says he was accept-
ed by God, and though he died, he still speaks to us today 
through his faith.

This passage also discusses another person, Enoch. 
He walked with God for three hundred years. Many people 
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envy Enoch and say, “If only I were like Enoch, I could be 
taken up so that I would not see death.” We Chinese may 
easily confuse Enoch with the gods who hide in the moun-
tains, floating around for several years and then suddenly 
disappearing.  But if you read the genealogy in Genesis 
closely, you will discover who Enoch encountered in his 
lifetime. Enoch lived in the generation of Lamech, who, like 
Cain, was notorious for his violence. Enoch did not live in 
a utopia like a god; rather, he held onto and depended on 
God through faith in an evil age. As such, Hebrews says 
God accepted him and commends him for pleasing God.

So we have two examples, Abel and Enoch. By worldly 
standards, they seemed to have two different destinies: 
one was murdered, while the other did not taste death and 
was taken up by God. It seems that through this contrast, 
the author wanted to tell us not to look at their worldly des-
tinies to determine their status before God. They were ac-
cepted by God through their faith. Faith opened the eyes 
of Abel and Enoch to see God and see the value of life. 
They understood what it meant to offer the best to God 
and that the purpose of life was to walk with God. God ac-
cepted their faith and commended them for pleasing him.

Why is faith important? Because in faith lies the sole 
legitimate relationship between God and man—man gives 
glory to God as instructed by him, and we come to him 
just as we are. Faith gives the children of God eyes to see 
that everything comes from his grace. Faith links all that 
we have today with God’s grace. Faith teaches us that all 
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things are from him and through him and for him, and to 
him be all glory.

This truth is still relevant for us today. A contemporary 
sociologist of religion, Peter Berger, invented an insight-
ful term: “a world without windows.” He says people of the 
modern age live without a window to the transcendent, 
existing instead according to their basic senses, what 
they can see and touch. He is describing modern people 
who have lost the ability to see through faith. They have 
lost hope in a world that is unseen, and their souls and 
hearts are poor.

What Berger describes is in contrast to people of a 
classical Christian worldview who live in a world with win-
dows. For example, today I might be sick or encounter an 
economic crisis, or my family might face a variety of chal-
lenges. For someone who lives in a world with windows, he 
still has hope. He still knows that outside the window, there 
is a blue sky. But people of the modern age are wretched 
because they live in a world without windows. Therefore, 
the power you see is power; the bondage of wealth you 
see is bondage; the afflictions you see are afflictions. Peo-
ple of the modern age do not live in a realm that depends 
on faith; they live by what they see. All you see today is all 
you have, and this is a desperate condition. 

People who do not start from faith usually pursue their 
own values in various ways. Some base their lives on the 
need for self-actualization; some base their lives on their 
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preferences; and some rely on trends and define them-
selves by what is popular today. In a word, the desires of 
the flesh, the desires of the eyes, and the pride of this life 
all reflect a typical lifestyle based on what the eyes can 
see and on personal interests. But from God’s perspec-
tive, whatever does not proceed from faith is sin.

Hebrews 11:6 says, “Without faith it is impossible to 
please him.” Our life will not be acceptable to God if the 
values of our lives do not start from belief in God. How we 
live, how we offer up our life, how we set up our schedule—
we cannot live a life by sight and not by faith. Life by faith 
is the only legitimate condition in the relationship between 
God and man.

What Is Faith?

Every morning when I leave home, I pass by a hotpot 
restaurant. The manager requires all the staff members in 
the restaurant to call out slogans to start the day. The last 
slogan is always, “Do you all have faith today [in a booming 
business]?” And all repeatedly shout back, “Yes we do!” 

Hebrews 11:1 says, “Faith is the assurance of things 
hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.” Have you 
seen the things you hope for? You have not. Have you 
taken hold of the things you hope for? You have not. Yet, 
you have assurance through faith for the things you hope 
for. You already have a guarantee today. The assurance of 
things hoped for means that you have already grasped 
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the remote things that have been destined for you as if 
you had already taken hold of them.

The conviction of things not seen means that faith en-
ables us to be certain about a world that we cannot see. 
Augustine says that faith makes us confident about the 
invisible world. Calvin says it even more beautifully, “Faith 
puts the invisible worlds on display.” By faith the invisible 
world is on display for you today.

Faith brings assurance in that future hope. Faith not 
only gives us firm belief in the invisible world, it puts it on 
display. Therefore, we can see that the two characteristics 
of faith in Hebrews share one thing in common: faith as a 
connector. Faith connects the visible to the invisible; the 
things of today to the things of the future; the limited to 
the unlimited. For someone who lives by faith, it connects 
a sinner who has received grace to the holy God. Faith is 
not just a concept. It is a connection.

Often people say, “Brother Zhang has a large faith,” as 
if they were saying that this person has a faith that weighs 
eight ounces, and that person has a faith that weighs two. 
But faith is a condition, a connection. Who you connect to 
by faith determines what kind of worldview you live within. 
That connection puts your worldview on display. Faith in 
the gospel means that you are connected with the king-
dom of God and the King of the kingdom, and you live 
within a gospel worldview.
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Hebrews puts on display a gospel worldview manifest-
ed by faith. Verse 3 says, “By faith we understand that the 
universe was created by the word of God, so that what is 
seen was not made out of things that are visible.” By faith 
we understand the origin of the whole universe, that it was 
created by the Word of God. This visible world was made 
out of nothing. It is a declaration of a Christian worldview, 
that the universe was created by God’s Word and made 
from nothing. It is by faith that we embrace this spiritual 
knowledge and revelation.

This verse also mentions “by faith we.” “We” represents 
Christians at the time of writing, the saints throughout 
the ages, and believers today, including all of us. Through 
God’s revelation in the prophets and the apostles, by faith 
we understand a gospel worldview, who God is, human na-
ture, how man can be saved in Christ, and the world’s hope 
for the future. Because we believe, therefore we know. As 
we believe, we continue to seek deeper understanding of 
ourselves and of God. Christian epistemology says, “I be-
lieve, therefore I know; I believe, therefore I understand.” 
Therefore, knowledge and understanding of the gospel 
worldview is not from reason to reason. It originates from 
our faith and goes from faith to faith.

That is why the Bible says, “The fear of the Lord is the 
beginning of wisdom.” Without a faith based on truth, one 
falls into either atheism or agnosticism, as if controlled 
by some unknowable, invisible power. Without faith, one’s 
understanding and knowledge of the world will be broken. 
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You can imagine this mountain could be controlled by a 
mountain god, or this sea could be controlled by an ocean 
god. Such a broken understanding would never lead to 
science. Without faith, our understanding of life is also 
broken. We will be like individual atoms, each searching for 
his own purpose and doing what is right in his own eyes, 
but never quite locating ourselves.

But the worldview embedded in the gospel of creation 
and salvation leads us to clearly understand that our pur-
pose is given by the Creator and Savior. The author is not 
talking about abstract ideas here. These Hebrew believ-
ers were facing persecution. They were tempted to give 
up their faith in Christ and go back to the old ways. Here 
the author is actually reminding this group of people that 
the foundation of this world is God and his unchanging 
Word. Therefore, do not be influenced by your feelings or 
the momentary afflictions that surround you today. The 
author reminds his readers that beyond this visible world 
there is an invisible world. And our purpose is connected 
to that invisible world.

As Paul says in 2 Corinthians 4:18, “We look not to the 
things that are seen but to the things that are unseen. For 
the things that are seen are transient, but the things that 
are unseen are eternal.” This visible world connects to the 
invisible world through God’s revelation, as God actively 
intervenes in human history through it. Through the Bible 
we come to understand the creation of the world. The 
climax of God’s revelation is his son, Jesus Christ. God’s 
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son, Jesus Christ, is the evidence of this invisible world’s 
strong interaction with the visible world. Jesus Christ is 
the manifestation of the invisible God and the invisible 
kingdom of God. The whole book of Hebrews is about the 
real object of faith, Jesus Christ.

The author goes to great lengths to prove that Jesus 
Christ is greater than Moses; he is greater than the angels 
and the chief priest of the Aaronic system. His obedience 
is the fountain of our salvation; his death and blood be-
come the sacrifice of redemption once and for all. He is 
raised back to life and seated at the right hand of the Fa-
ther, demonstrating that he has fulfilled the kingdom of 
God. Today he still reigns through his intercession and the 
promise of the gospel. Therefore, when the author talks 
about a gospel worldview here, he is not talking about ab-
stract philosophy. He is teaching a basic truth about life 
and death. Through Christ Jesus we can come to know 
an invisible kingdom that is more real than the visible per-
secution of today, more real than the visible GDP, more 
real than concrete buildings, and more real than all visible 
power and wealth.

When we are captivated by the truth of the kingdom, 
attracted by its vision, and filled by its grace, that invisible 
kingdom will turn around and come inside us, motivating 
us and granting us power and grace.

Therefore, when we talk about faith, we are not talking 
about faith as some type of merit. The Holy Spirit enlight-
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ens us through the Bible and leads us back to a gospel 
worldview. This gospel worldview does not originate from 
our brain but from the revelation of the Holy Spirit. The 
Holy Spirit enables us to believe in the words of the Bible 
and its teachings about the kingdom of God. By faith we 
come into this kingdom. By faith we believe in Christ, the 
king of this kingdom, and accept this gospel worldview.

When we talk about “by faith alone,” we are going back 
to the gospel worldview. Through the lens of faith, we be-
gin to put back together all of the fragmented pieces of 
life, thought, and the world. We meditate on God’s Word by 
faith, which is the revelation of the Bible. 

The impact of that invisible world becomes more and 
more evident, to a point that not only our brains but also 
our souls can feel it. The invisible is more real than the vis-
ible. The baby in the manger is more comforting than all 
power. The love on the cross is sweeter than all the glory 
of the world. What is inside of us is bigger than even the 
world.

The significance of faith is not that I must take hold of 
certain merits that I did not have before. No. The Holy Spir-
it opens our eyes and grants us faith. He brings us back 
into a gospel worldview, through which we see the invisi-
ble kingdom of God. Today that kingdom expands among 
us through the gospel of God’s son, Jesus Christ. We see 
that the kingdom impacts the past, the present, and the 
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future. It affects our identity and position in this kingdom, 
so we live out this worldview and respond to it by faith. 

Living by Faith

Let us read verse 6 again to understand what it would 
look like for someone to actually live by faith alone: “And 
without faith it is impossible to please him, for whoever 
would draw near to God must believe that he exists and 
that he rewards those who seek him.” The one who draws 
near to God is the one living by faith. He has the depen-
dent heart of a beggar, the trusting heart of a child, and 
the obedient and submissive heart of a servant.

Verse 6 mentions “whoever would draw near to God,” 
but the Chinese translation does not convey the full 
meaning of “whoever.” A more accurate translation would 
be “the person who draws near to God,” or the person who 
takes shelter in God. It is not just a nodding acquaintance 
with God. It is to seek shelter, to depend on, to draw near. 
In plain language, it is saying that I have nothing, and as 
such, I give my life to you. 

Please notice here that for a person to draw near to 
God and take shelter in him, that person must believe in 
the existence of God. Today, what it means to believe in 
God’s existence has been treated casually in our contem-
porary language. “Oh, I believe there is a conference in 
Hong Kong right now.” “Oh, I believe there may be some 
people among us sent to watch us closely.” When we de-
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scribe belief like this, it is way too frivolous. But when He-
brews talks about a person who seeks shelter in God—a 
person who draws near to God, offering everything he 
has, including his life—such a person must believe in the 
existence of God. Every moment of your life is in his pres-
ence. Your whole life is responsible to him, and you must 
give an account of your life to him.

If you honestly understood the significance of this 
belief, you would not stop shivering from fear. When you 
recognize God’s existence, it actually feels dreadful. We 
are disobedient sinners. We often have our own schemes. 
Therefore, you come to understand why large portions 
of the previous chapters in Hebrews testify that without 
the grace of Christ, without Christ as our chief priest, and 
without Christ and the best sacrifice he offered, no one 
can stand firm. Without Christ, we cannot put on the robe 
of righteousness. Without Christ, we cannot draw near to 
the king of heaven.

This is the first condition of living in faith—the heart of 
a beggar seeking shelter. Living in faith demands the heart 
of a broken person, the heart of one who admits he is a 
sinner who seeks shelter in God. After all, only those with 
the hearts of children will really believe that he rewards 
those who seek him. 

So far, the author of Hebrews has clearly helped the 
reader realize that God gives us assurance through the 
resurrected Christ and that in Christ, he accepts those 
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who seek him. You know that the core of the Christian faith 
is the gospel. It is not just knowing God but also knowing 
what kind of God our God is. Our God is a good God. With-
out the heart of a child transformed by the gospel, without 
the Holy Spirit working inside us, we can never accept or 
believe the revelation of the gospel worldview that God 
not only exists but that he is also good.

You know this knowledge does not come from human 
observation. It can only come through the revelation of 
the gospel. When you see all the suffering in the world, 
when you see evil prosper, when you see good people 
suffer, when you suffer from serious illness yourself, when 
you would rather die than live, or when you face intense 
persecution like the author of Hebrews, will you still be-
lieve in the goodness of God?

When you face these adversities, you will either doubt 
God’s existence, or you will conclude that even if he exists, 
he must be an eccentric old man who hates people and 
loves to make them suffer. We struggle to believe in both 
God’s sovereignty and goodness. This trust is fundamen-
tally grounded in the gospel of the Son of God: the death 
and resurrection of Jesus. 

Elie Wiesel was a famous twentieth-century writer. He 
was Jewish, and he won the Nobel Peace Prize. I had al-
ways wondered why he won the prize for peace instead 
of the prize in literature. It is because he was a Holocaust 
survivor from Auschwitz. 
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His most famous work is Night. It is his autobiography 
as a concentration camp survivor, which retells the story 
of how he survived Auschwitz. He grew up in a very ortho-
dox Jewish family. He read the Old Testament with a rabbi 
as a child. Whenever he read the Scriptures, he read with 
holiness. He said that it was the holy Word of God, and he 
felt drawn to God every time he read it. Yet in Auschwitz, 
his whole belief in God collapsed.

There were two critical incidents. The first happened 
just after he arrived at Auschwitz. He told his father, “We 
will never separate from each other, and I will never leave 
you.” The next day, his father was whipped by a camp 
guard. His initial response was, “How could my father be 
whipped?” Then out of a desire to protect himself, he 
found himself asking, “What’s wrong with my father?” He 
gradually realized his fury was no longer directed toward 
the guard but at his father. He was furious that his father 
did not know how to stay away from that evil guard. Af-
terward he was upset by his own indifference and how he 
could he treat his father like this in his heart. Then he de-
scribed a young man who was also in the concentration 
camp with him. That young man was very pious. He loved 
to help others and had the face of an angel, but later he 
was brutally murdered. 

In the past few decades, people have wondered how 
mankind can continue to write poems after Auschwitz. 
Similarly, people have asked how people can continue 
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to believe in God after Auschwitz. For a long time, Wiesel 
could not get rid of his guilt as a survivor.

Interestingly enough, the friend who introduced the 
manuscript for Night to a French publisher was the French 
writer François Mauriac, who was a Christian. Mauriac 
wrote the afterword to the book, in which he expressed 
deep regret for not being able to comfort this Auschwitz 
survivor. How could he tell him that there is a God? How 
could he tell him that this God not only exists but also that 
he is good? Mauriac wrote in his afterword, “What did I say 
to him? Did I speak of that other Jew, his brother, who may 
have resembled him—the Crucified, whose Cross has 
conquered the world? Did I affirm that the stumbling block 
to his faith was the cornerstone of mine, and that the con-
formity between the Cross and the suffering of men was 
in my eyes the key to that impenetrable mystery whereon 
the faith of his childhood had perished?” 

When we see suffering, when we face persecution, we 
have to have faith in the gospel. If you do not know the 
gospel, you will say God’s existence is a very cruel thing. 
You will say the goodness of God is a cruel thing. Only 
faith can connect these doubts with the real world and the 
genuine existence of the kingdom of God. This faith does 
not come from us but from the gospel of Christ.

In this gospel, God tells us that he has not yet removed 
suffering because in this world of sin, removing suffer-
ing means ending our lives today. But through his son, 
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through Christ on the cross, God rejects the ugliness of 
suffering. God does not beautify suffering, but he comes 
alongside people who suffer. He grants new purpose to 
suffering through the way of the cross.

In other words, God says to everyone who seeks him, 
“If your suffering is not connected with the suffering of the 
cross, you suffer in vain.” But the suffering that is connect-
ed to the gospel of the cross will lead to a new purpose; 
your life will mature through the trials, giving you the hope 
of heavenly glory. This only comes by faith alone, through 
the heart of a child who has been reborn in the gospel. 
Only a child can trust the Lord.

God exists. And not only does he exist, he is sovereign. 
And not only is he sovereign, he is also good. This is what 
the heart of childlike faith looks like.

Conclusion

The person who believes by faith must be submissive 
and obedient like a servant. After Abel and Enoch, our 
passage mentions Noah, who, after being warned by God, 
lived in reverent fear even before anything was visible to 
him. In this context, “reverent fear” means after receiving 
something very precious, you are afraid of breaking it, so 
you take it and hold it very carefully.

By faith Noah did something absurd according to ev-
eryone. He used 120 years to build an ark, suffering from 
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much ridicule and solitude. When Calvin looked at Noah, 
he commented that, just like water naturally flowing out of 
the fountain, Noah’s action was obedience naturally flow-
ing out of faith. Therefore, this is an inconceivable belief. 
Noah proclaims with his actions, “Today I live for a moment 
that has yet to come. Everything I do today is for that mo-
ment.” By faith he condemned the world.

In Hebrews 11, the author does not give a perfect defi-
nition of true faith, but through eighteen examples he puts 
on display the faith of the saints through different gener-
ations. By faith they acted, and by faith they received the 
assurance and acceptance of God. This faith goes from 
knowledge to salvation, and this saving faith enabled 
these saints in the hall of faith to fully offer themselves up. 
They took risks, joyfully made sacrifices, and remained 
faithful to the end.

Therefore, today we ask God to grant this faith to ev-
eryone among us, saying, “Lord, your will be done.” 

Dear brothers and sisters, the churches in China have 
yet to go through even more difficult trials. These trials 
may not always be political; they may come in the form of 
secularism. May the gospel further disrupt the church of 
God and draw us by his grace.

In this difficult age, faith connects today with the future, 
our present life with the eternal kingdom, what we see with 
the unseen. With this faith in the gospel, may God help us 
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to start a movement based on the gospel of the cross 
among churches in China.

Five hundred years ago, the Protestant Reformation 
proclaimed, “The righteous will live by faith.” We “live by 
faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself 
for me” (Gal. 2:20). God’s promise for our faith and our life 
of faith is not in the past tense. In the hands of Christ our 
Savior, who reigns over life and death and history, every-
thing is in the present, and he has entrusted this moment 
to us. 

Dear brothers and sisters, this world is our monastery. 

Through his Word and providence, the Spirit of God 
makes known to us our corruption in the flesh in order 
to compel us to seek shelter in him. He also manifests to 
us our fear of humiliation and our deep-rooted hostility 
against God. But faith in the gospel draws us back to him, 
saying, “The heart that you have received is the faith of a 
child.” This heart of a child enables us to say, “Lord, you 
must become greater, I must become smaller. May your 
will be done. Help us, Lord. May your grace enable us to 
submit, to obey, and to follow. May grace grow within us, 
may our perseverance grow in grace, may our character 
grow in grace, and may our response to the mission con-
tinue to grow in grace.”
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“And without faith it is impossible to please him, for 
whoever would draw near to God must believe that he ex-
ists and that he rewards those who seek him” (Heb. 11:6).

Let those who have ears to hear say, “Amen!”
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Dear Lord, we thank you that you gave us your holy 
Word, which we believe is sufficient for us. 

Lord, we believe in your holy Word, that the whole Bible 
bears witness to the gospel of your son, Jesus Christ. 

Lord, we know these come from your grace. 

Lord, with such grace, to whom shall we go? You have 
the words of eternal life. The only response we can have is 
to come to you like a beggar, saying, “Lord, show us your 
grace and mercy.”

Lord, we thank you for revealing a gospel worldview to 
us through the Bible. Lord, when we say we walk by faith, 
not by sight, it is your Spirit that works in our hearts. Bring 
us back to that gospel worldview through which we may 
know the kingdom of God, our identity in the kingdom, and 
how we should follow you and obey you.

Lord, help us. 

Lord, you are a great Savior, and all that we have before 
you is a humble faith, since we are only beggars from the 
beginning.

You have put faith within us, and it continues to grow. 
Every day is your grace. Lord, by this 

faith we say, “Once we did not know you, but now we 
know you. Once we were ruled by the things we see, but 
today we are being ruled more and more by the invisible 
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kingdom of the gospel. Once we were ruled by the law, but 
today we are compelled by the love of the cross and of 
the gospel.”

Lord, transform us, guide us, and help us to hold fast 
to the foundation of Jesus Christ and by faith obey the 
one who alone rules over the universe, who alone saves 
us, and who not only exists but is also good. 

We give thanks to the Lord! We pray all this in the holy 
name of our Lord, Jesus Christ. 

Amen!
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4

To Know the Lord

Gao Zhen

1 Now Adam knew Eve his wife, and she conceived 
and bore Cain, saying, “I have gotten a man with the help 
of the Lord.”  2 And again, she bore his brother Abel. Now 
Abel was a keeper of sheep, and Cain a worker of the 
ground. 3 In the course of time Cain brought to the Lord an 
offering of the fruit of the ground, 4 and Abel also brought 
of  the firstborn of his flock and of their fat portions. And 
the Lord had regard for Abel and his offering, 5 but for Cain 
and his offering he had no regard. So Cain was very angry, 
and his face fell. 6 The Lord said to Cain, “Why are you an-
gry, and why has your face fallen? 7 If you do well, will you 
not be accepted? And if you do not do well, sin is crouch-
ing at the door. Its desire is contrary to you, but you must 
rule over it.”

Genesis 4:1–7

My wife’s first book was published last week, but I was 
not with her in Beijing. I met her at the airport yesterday, 
and she couldn’t wait to give me the book and say, “Look! 
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It just came out.” I took it and flipped through it. It had nice 
printing and nice binding. 

She insisted, “Read it.” 

I thought, I have so much to do, so much to read. Yet, 
when I finally opened it and read the first sentence of the 
first chapter, tears gushed out. Her book has so much 
to do with me. It brought me back to our love story and 
showed me how much our family has grown. God’s grace 
for us did not come easily. 

Many of us have a similar attitude toward the Bible to-
day. Nice packaging, nice printing, nice binding, but what 
does it have to do with me? In reality, God recounts through 
the Bible a history that pulls every one of us into the story 
so that we see mankind’s afflictions and the helplessness 
of a people mired in sin.

There is a popular song that goes, “Don’t ask me where 
I come from; my hometown is far away. And why would I 
wander, wander to far places, wander.” This song is saying 
that we don’t have an answer about where we came from. 
It even asks why we are wandering.

Moses led the Israelites out of Egypt, and they headed 
to Canaan. They did not go to Canaan to have a better life. 
After entering Canaan, the Israelites would not eat better 
meat than they ate in Egypt. This is not what Moses told 
the Israelites. Moses wanted to tell the Israelites that they 
should enter Canaan as martyrs like Abel and that they 
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should not walk in the way of Cain. The way of Cain is far 
from God and God’s Word. In reality, deviating from God’s 
way means entering into our self-centeredness. This is a 
dangerous way, a way without prospect.

Moses wrote Genesis to tell the Israelites wandering 
in the wilderness that their home was not far away; their 
home would be in Canaan. Canaan was the promised land 
that God had given them. Today, our life in the wilderness 
is a preparation for our life in Canaan. Today, our sufferings 
in the wilderness will be our testimony for the glory of God 
in Canaan.

What on earth does it mean to have a commitment to 
Scripture? In this passage, we see three aspects of this 
truth. First, it teaches us about relationships. Second, it 
teaches us about our work. And third, it teaches us about 
offering, or worship, to God. “Scripture alone” comes from 
relationships, the Christian life, and our worship. What 
Christianity cherishes is not a system of theology but that 
which is closely related to spiritual life. 

Vertical and Horizontal

Let us first look at relationships. “Now Adam knew Eve 
his wife, and she conceived and bore Cain, saying, ‘I have 
gotten a man with the help of the Lord.’ And again, she 
bore his brother Abel. Now Abel was a keeper of sheep, 
and Cain a worker of the ground.” We can find many types 
of relationships in this paragraph. The first relationship is 
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between husband and wife: “Adam knew Eve his wife.” The 
second relationship is between parents and children. The 
third relationship is between siblings. And the fourth rela-
tionship is between humanity and the Creator.

In this passage, we find both vertical and horizontal re-
lationships, but people in this world have only horizontal 
relationships. They have no vertical relationships because 
they reject the truth. They reject God’s salvation and re-
fuse to develop a vertical relationship with God. All they 
have are horizontal relationships, which are self-centered. 
Because they do not have this vertical relationship, they 
more they focus on their horizontal relationships, the 
more self-centered and prideful they become. Everyone 
wants to be the center of the world. And on a larger scale, 
if you look at every country’s world map, they all put them-
selves in the center of the world. For the Chinese, there 
are only two countries: China (the “Middle Kingdom”) and 
the “foreign country.”1

But here we find an amazing relationship. When Adam 
and Eve were sent out of the Garden of Eden, they did not 
forget God’s curse against them, and they did not forget 
God’s salvation for them. They did not forget their origin, 
and they continued to look back to it. Therefore, Eve says, 
“I have gotten a man with the help of the Lord.” There is 
a vertical relationship here between humanity and God. 

1.  “Middle kingdom” is the literal translation for 中国, or “China.”
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Such a vertical relationship is manifested only in the 
hearts of Christians. Only by God’s grace and salvation 
can it be manifested in us.

Today God has given every one of us churches so that 
we can develop relationships in them. The most important 
relationship to develop inside the church is the vertical re-
lationship, which is not by human will—not by human flesh, 
not by human desire—but by God’s commandments ac-
cording to God’s way. 

The church must develop its vertical relationship with 
God; it should also develop horizontal relationships be-
cause God commands us to love one another. When Je-
sus washed the feet of the disciples, he also prayed for 
them and told them to serve one another. In the church we 
have a model to emulate—Jesus Christ, the reigning Lord.

However, many people come to church and do not 
know how to interact with other brothers and sisters. Lay 
leaders stare from a distance at the pastor, who is bare-
ly staying afloat. The pastor stares from a distance at the 
members of his congregation, who are also barely staying 
afloat. Our history of believing in the Lord is a history of 
feeling isolated and exhausted, and no one knows what to 
do about it. Some Christians today even refuse outright 
to develop relationships, trying to avoid the messiness of 
church life in order to showcase their unattached holiness.
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How do relationships develop? Relationships start with 
the Triune God.

We all know that our God exists in Trinity: God the Fa-
ther, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit. Three in one 
and one in three; this is the internal relationship within the 
Godhead for all eternity. God created us in his image and 
likeness, putting relationships in our midst. Therefore, to-
day we have relationships, and they come from the Triune 
God. First John says, “God is love.” Love is a word about 
relationships. Life is a word about relationships. Spirituality 
is a word about relationships. Only in relationships can we 
love; only in relationships can we have life; and only in re-
lationships can we see a person’s spirituality. Christ is the 
head of the church, and the church is his body. 

No other religions emphasize relationships. In Bud-
dhism, I burn incense only for myself. Praying five times 
a day toward Mecca is to build up my own merit. There-
fore, at their core, the pagan faiths are based on individ-
ualistic and self-centered solutions. When Christians do 
not understand this, we too become self-centered. We 
constantly judge others and fail to accept other people’s 
weaknesses, and even condemn others in the name of 
God.

It is not about who does things better—a question that 
moralism is concerned with. The humbler we are in the 
presence of God, the more we know about God, and the 
more we come to realize how weak and unworthy we are. 
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This is what Paul said later in his life. He said, “The saying is 
trustworthy and deserving of full acceptance, that Christ 
Jesus came into the world to save sinners, of whom I am 
the foremost.” 

A pastor is not a moral model, but he should be a mod-
el for how you can follow Jesus. Therefore, Paul says, “Be 
imitators of me, as I am of Christ.” In China and in our own 
churches, we need to carry a humble and repentant heart. 
We need to forgive our brothers and sisters. We need to 
accept the churches that are next to ours, and we need to 
stand together to serve God.

This is the first aspect of the truth—relationships. 

Constructing Our Lives

Now let us turn to the second aspect and consider our 
work. Over the years, numerous people have tried to de-
fend Cain. I want to remind you that Abel chose to tend 
sheep, even though people did not eat meat at that time. 
People only began to eat meat after the ark. So there can 
only be one reason why Abel chose to shepherd sheep: to 
make an offering to God.

People may ask, How did he make a living? He had to 
rely on his brother. When his brother left the corners of 
his fields unharvested, he could glean at the corners and 
make a living. People with land usually had higher social 
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status than nomads. His brother had land, while he was a 
nomad. 

Ordinarily Chinese parents will work hard to make lots 
of money and leave it to their children. We want our de-
scendants to live a better life. But many Chinese parents 
today do not know what it means to live a good life be-
cause there is no standard for it. If he ever considered 
what his descendants would do, Abel must have thought, 
“Cain’s descendants will foster ancient civilizations, build 
up human society, and found nations. They will have land 
and cities. Yet all I have are these sheep. I will take these 
sheep, wander around, and find water for them to drink 
and grass for them to feed. What about my descendants?”

The situation in China in which we Christians live is ac-
tually a very difficult one. We face a huge challenge. Every 
company tries to evade their taxes, and every business 
demands you to do overtime. In Beijing’s metro system, 
9:00 p.m. is still rush hour. This is called the 9-9-6 work 
schedule, meaning you work from 9:00 a.m. to 9:00 p.m., six 
days a week. Sometimes I cannot squeeze into the metro 
even at 9:00 p.m. because it is still filled with young people. 
Therefore, Abel’s mindset and motivation in choosing his 
occupation deserve our attention. 

Let me ask you this: were people more sinful back in 
Abel’s time, or are people more sinful today? Who is more 
sinful—people in the city or people in the countryside?
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I have heard some people say that cities are more sin-
ful. Just today, someone said to me, “The city is so tricky 
that I want to return to the countryside.” And someone 
from Beijing once said to me, “People from Beijing have 
greater original sin.” 

It is true that few Beijing natives believe in the Lord. 
Most conversions in Beijing are among migrant workers. 
Therefore, every Chinese New Year, my church becomes 
empty as people go home to celebrate the holiday. Ev-
ery Spring Festival, I lead short mission trips since so few 
people stay in town. We go to third-tier cities, and the 
brothers and sisters there are so passionate that they ask 
us to lead worship for an entire week.2 When I go on stage 
there, the host reminds me to stick to the schedule, but I 
usually speak according to the Spirit. 

But it is not an issue of the city verses the countryside. 
It is not an issue of this age versus Abel’s age. All humans 
have the same sin. Men are born with the innate sin to re-
ject truth, to reject God; they do not want to obey God. But 
the calling of Abel, the way of Abel, is a way of obedience 
to the Lord. Abel lived with the heart of martyr in this world. 

Dear brothers and sisters, we Christians today cannot 
frivolously choose an occupation. This is God’s calling for 

2.  Chinese cities are organized and listed on a tier system according 
to their level of development.
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every one of us as God’s children. This is our cultural com-
mission. We cannot be associated with the world.

Someone may ask me about what he should do. Every 
company he works for cheats on their taxes. I reply, “God 
help us! Rise up, Christian.”

A sister in our church gets a two-thousand-yuan trans-
portation reimbursement every month from her company. 
But the company has one requirement: you must submit 
your tickets. So, employees go to the streets and buy 
used tickets in order to be paid for trips they have not re-
ally taken.

One day this sister realized that this was wrong. She 
went to see the boss and told him, “I do not want this 
two-thousand-yuan reimbursement anymore.”

The boss said, “Are you crazy?”

She said, “I am not crazy. I am a Christian. We cannot 
disobey God’s command, because the most important 
mark of a Christian is to obey God’s Word.” She rejected 
the temptation.

The boss thought about it and realized, “Christians 
will not lie. They are honest.” Although she refused the 
two-thousand-yuan monthly reimbursement, the boss 
promoted her in the company. She shared this story at 
church, saying, “Praise the Lord, halleluiah, I have over-
come this temptation.” 
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But soon another temptation came. Her mother came 
to Beijing and got sick, so she took her daughter’s health 
insurance card to see the doctor. The daughter found out 
about it after she came home. She said, “Mom, you cannot 
use my insurance card. We Christians should not do these 
things.” Her mother said, “How many Christians act like 
this? You are such a dumb Christian. Everyone is doing it.” 
She still insisted, “No, you cannot use my insurance card 
again.” Then her mother said, “If you don’t let me use your 
insurance card, I won’t go see the doctor again.”

Dear brothers and sisters, God does not lead you to 
be covered with sin. God does not force you to follow 
every word he has said. But God helps you to stand firm 
in this age. The more Paul drew near God and knew God, 
the more he found himself weak and unclean. Therefore, 
today if you find your relationship with God increasingly 
comfortable, you may be at your weakest.

What does it mean that Christians are warriors? War-
riors do not just raise their hands and enjoy themselves 
during worship. Warriors are those who take the truth and 
declare war against the king of this world. The king of this 
world speaks to you every day. He tells you that you can-
not obey biblical truth; he tells you that with a little change, 
you will find peace.

The church that follows Scripture alone is the nobili-
ty of Christianity. The nobility is close to the emperor and 
faithfully carries out the emperor’s decrees. In contrast, 
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the commoners do not know the emperor’s decrees. All 
they know is to worship the emperor. We must construct 
our lives around God’s Word. Draw close to God, even to 
the point of knowing his will. Draw close to him to learn 
what he is revealing to you. 

Offerings to God

The third aspect to consider is our offerings to God, 
our worship.

Both Cain and Abel made offerings. Cain brought an 
offering of the fruit of the ground to the Lord, and Abel 
brought the firstborn of his flock and their fat portions. 

Fat portions are spread all over the lamb, which makes 
for a whole burnt offering. The Lord had regard for Abel 
and his offering, but for Cain and his offering, he had no 
regard. So Cain became very angry, and his face fell be-
cause Cain thought God was unfair. “We both made of-
ferings. We are brothers, and I am the older one. I am a 
worker of the ground. What is wrong with offering the fruit 
of the ground? This is what I did. I offered it to you, and you 
didn’t like it.” Then God said, “If you do well, will you not be 
accepted? And if you do not do well, sin is crouching at 
the door. Its desire is contrary to you, but you must rule 
over it.” Therefore, Cain made his offering in a self-cen-
tered way.
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If you want to do well, do not follow your own will. If you 
want to do well, obey and worship what God has revealed 
and live according to his way. Abel heard the voice of 
God; he heard stories from his parents about God, about 
their disobedience in the Garden of Eden, about how God 
saved them after they left the Garden of Eden, and about 
how redemption demands sacrifice and blood. Abel heard 
these stories and chose his occupation. He would make 
offerings to God for his whole life.

This age is not more sinful than Abel’s age. In the pres-
ence of God, sin is always the same. Abel saw how deeply 
sinful he was; by himself, he could not escape judgment. 
He could only do that through God’s salvation and by 
God’s authority. Abel wanted to make offerings for that. 
But Cain lived a self-centered life. He did not care what 
God was saying or what God’s way was. 

We cannot build up a church that is far from God’s way, 
and we cannot lead our lives according to our own feel-
ings. We live by Scripture alone. Halleluiah! 

Let us turn to Romans 8:29. “For those whom he fore-
knew he also predestined to be conformed to the image 
of his Son, in order that he might be the firstborn among 
many brothers.” A firstborn is someone’s first son. Colos-
sians 1:15 points us to the firstborn of all creation. Jesus 
Christ is God’s only Son; he is the only one—none before 
and none after him. Jesus Christ is our sole mediator.
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Dear reader, what did Abel offer to God? It is the lamb 
that redeems. Today, we can only come into the presence 
of God with the precious blood of Jesus Christ, this medi-
ator who is concealed in the Old Testament and manifest-
ed to us in the last days. Therefore, Hebrews 1:1–2 says, 
“Long ago, at many times and in many ways, God spoke to 
our fathers by the prophets, but in these last days he has 
spoken to us by his Son.”

Jesus Christ, the Son of God, our redeemer, carried 
our sin on the cross, fulfilled the righteousness required 
by the law, and imputed this righteousness to those who 
believe in him. As John 3:16 says, “For God so loved the 
world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in 
him should not perish but have eternal life.”
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Loving God, we thank you for your precious Word again. 
Lord, our life cannot be built up away from your Word. Lord, 
we are greedy; sometimes we want to find a comfortable 
church for ourselves. But we also want people sitting there 
to hear your Word.

Only your Word can lead us in your way; only your way 
can transform our life; only your way can heal our broken 
hearts; only your way can remedy our relationships with 
our spouses; only your way can turn fathers to their chil-
dren and children to their fathers.

Help us, Lord, so that the Chinese house churches will 
be built up in your way. Lord, shape the foundation of our 
lives and let us stand firm in the Lord our whole life.

Therefore, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud 
of witnesses, let us also lay aside every weight and sin that 
clings so closely, and let us run the race that is set before 
us, looking to Jesus, the founder and perfecter of our faith.

May the Spirit anoint every one of your children so that 
our gathering is not in vain. May you revive your church, 
the church that is bought with your blood and with a heavy 
price.

We pray all these in the holy name of Jesus Christ. 
Amen.
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5

Jesus, the 
Personification 

of Love

Yang Xibo

1 If I speak in the tongues of men and of angels, but 
have not love, I am a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal. 2 And 
if I have  prophetic powers, and understand all mysteries 
and all knowledge, and if I have all faith, so as to remove 
mountains, but have not love, I am nothing. 3 If I give away 
all I have, and if I deliver up my body to be burned, but have 
not love, I gain nothing.

4 Love is patient and kind; love does not envy or boast; 
it is not arrogant 5 or rude. It does not insist on its own way; 
it is not irritable or resentful; 6 it does not rejoice at wrong-
doing, but  rejoices with the truth.  7  Love bears all things, 
believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things.

8  Love never ends. As for prophecies, they will pass 
away; as for tongues, they will cease; as for knowledge, it 
will pass away.  9 For we know in part and we prophesy in 
part,  10  but  when the perfect comes, the partial will pass 
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away.  11 When I was a child, I spoke like a child, I thought 
like a child, I reasoned like a child. When I became a man, I 
gave up childish ways. 12 For now we see in a mirror dimly, 
but then face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall know 
fully, even as I have been fully known.

13 So now faith, hope, and love abide, these three; but 
the greatest of these is love.

1 Corinthians 13

Corinth was a coastal city in what is now Greece, the 
connecting point of the Achaia Peninsula. While it may 
have looked tiny on the map, it was a big city. It was im-
portant because it was a major transportation crossroad. 
Shipping goods through Corinth was three hundred nau-
tical miles shorter than circling around the whole Achaia 
Peninsula. The city was a fine natural harbor for trade. It 
was like the coastal cities of our time, such as Shanghai or 
Shenzhen, where businesses flourish. A lot of wealth was 
accumulated there, as well as talented people. Corinth 
was the economic center of its time.

In his missionary journeys, Paul intentionally focused 
on a few urban centers: the political center, Rome; the reli-
gious center, Ephesus; the cultural center, Athens; and the 
economic center, Corinth. There was a popular saying in 
ancient Corinth, in Greece, and even across the whole Ro-
man Empire: “Not everyone can go to Corinth.” It was like 
what we Chinese say today: “Not everyone can go abroad 
or go to America.” Corinth was an economically devel-
oped city, and consequently, the church there did not lack 
people with knowledge, talents, and gifts.
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Did such human knowledge, talent, and gifts bring re-
vival to the Corinthian church? Of course not. Paul says, 
“You do not lack any spiritual gift.” Yet the church was full 
of problems. Because of their worldly sins, they brought 
quarreling and jealousy into the church, and they tried to 
solve relational problems according to worldly knowledge. 
As a result, they failed to govern the church according 
to the truth from God. They failed to settle their internal 
church issues and had to seek litigation among the gen-
tiles. The knowledge, talents, and gifts of its members did 
not make the Corinthian church a benchmark of its day. On 
the contrary, it became a very corrupt and terrible church.

When we come to this chapter, we find Paul speaking 
as if he were one of the Corinthians—as if he has this or 
that gift but not love. “If I speak in the tongues of men and 
of angels, but have not love, I am a noisy gong or a clang-
ing cymbal.” He says that he may know all languages, from 
Chinese to foreign languages—English, German, Hebrew, 
or Greek—and he even knows the tongues of angels. But, 
“If I have not love, I am a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal.” 

In those days, the Roman world was polytheistic and, 
like the Chinese countryside of our time, had many tem-
ples. The priests in these temples had to make sounds 
with gongs and cymbals in order to attract people, and all 
gongs and cymbals are hollow inside so that they make 
sound. Paul uses this to explain that while you may have 
gifts and theological knowledge in the church, you are just 
putting on a show for yourself rather than worshiping God. 
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You do not love God. You are making noise, but you are 
empty inside. You make loud noises, but God is not inter-
ested in it.

Verse 2 says, “And if I have prophetic powers, and un-
derstand all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I have all 
faith, so as to remove mountains, but have not love, I am 
nothing.” If you preach like Stephen Tong, Billy Graham, 
or John Sung in the 1920s and 1930s, with all prophetic 
power, do you think the church will revive? No! Paul says 
that without love, it means nothing.

You may be preaching to boost your own reputation 
or respect within the church, or your preaching may sim-
ply become a way to make a living. While you are doing a 
godly thing, you do it without love. You are still vying for 
power and benefit without the love of Christ. Paul says this 
means nothing.

We may think that if a preacher at our church knows 
everything being taught at all the top universities in Chi-
na (Hong Kong University, Tsinghua University, and Peking 
University), then the church would surely revive. If you un-
derstand all the mysteries and are full of knowledge, know-
ing everything that is being taught in every university, that 
must make you an awesome evangelist. But Paul says no! 
Without love, the church still will not revive.

What if the preacher has all faith so as to move moun-
tains? Or he is gifted and full of power, able to perform mir-



GRACE TO CITY | A GOSPEL MOVEMENT IN CHINA

107

acles? He can pray and heal anyone who comes to him. 
That would certainly make him famous.

In my city, Xiamen, there is an island called Gulangyu, 
and its peak is called Mount Sunlight. If I prayed tomorrow 
that Mount Sunlight would fly to you so you can do your 
devotions there, and it worked, I would certainly become 
the most famous preacher in the world. Many would say, 
“O Lord, China now has a man who can move mountains 
with his faith!” I believe many people would envy this pow-
er. Yet Paul says that this means nothing. If he does not 
have love, God may perform miracles through a man, but 
God is not in him. God tells us in the Bible that some of us 
will ask the Lord on the last day, “Did we not prophesy in 
your name, and cast out demons in your name?” And the 
Lord will reply, “I never knew you.”

You ask, How can this be? How could a preacher end 
up like this? The Bible says it is possible. You can perform 
miracles, but it does not mean you are saved. Look at Ju-
das, the traitor. When Jesus sent out the disciples two by 
two, they performed miracles and commanded evil spirits. 
Yet Judas was still lost. The Bible even says that Judas 
was lost from the very beginning. It is possible because 
the Lord looks at the heart, not at outward appearances.

If you are well trained linguistically and can speak like 
a teacher, then when you come to the church you may 
realize that you can quickly grasp the truth and knowl-
edge that we teach at church because you already have 
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strong language skills in the classroom. When you come 
to the church and share your testimony, people may be 
impressed because God is using your gifts, but God may 
not be living in you. As Jonathan Edwards mentions, gos-
pel theology believes that the Spirit of God hovered over 
the face of the waters, but he would not entrust himself to 
water; the Spirit of God may move upon all people, but he 
may not live inside every one of them. 

Paul has not pushed us to the corner yet, but he will. 
In verse 3, he says, “If I give away all I have, and if I deliver 
up my body to be burned, but have not love, I gain noth-
ing.” This means that I could share everything with others; 
I could sell my computer, my little house—everything ex-
cept my wife—and donate the proceeds to the Red Cross, 
to missions, or to help the poor. The Bible asks, “So you 
think you are spiritual by doing this? You think this means 
God is with you?” We may think that if someone does this, 
his heart must be kind. But Paul says that even if you do all 
of this, you can still be doing it for your own benefit.

Verse 3 also mentions delivering up the body to be 
burned. Could such a person have no love of Christ within 
him? Could he still be fishing for his own benefit? Paul says 
it is possible.

Human Motivations

When I am introduced to audiences, there is nothing 
worth mentioning except that I am Yang Xifei’s nephew. 
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My father and uncles were all preachers who were impris-
oned for the Lord. I grew up listening to testimonies from 
their time in prison. God was truly with them; he was real 
and alive. Even when they were in prison, God continued 
to help them with grace and righteousness. All six cousins 
in my extended family grew up listening to these testimo-
nies. Not only did we not deny God’s existence, we were 
all determined to be preachers. Whenever anyone asked 
any of us what we wanted to be after we grew up, we would 
never say a scientist or a general; that would be spiritu-
ally inferior and unthinkable in our family. You had to be a 
preacher in our family.

We read lots of spiritual books, including missionary 
testimonies of those who were martyred for the Lord in Af-
rica. Early on I had dreams of being martyred for the Lord. 
I dreamed of being a missionary in Africa and spreading 
the gospel before being impaled by the indigenous peo-
ple. Then my body would be sent back to our church, and 
all the brothers and sisters there would look at my body 
with tears and adoration and say, “Look at how much Xibo 
loves the Lord. He gave up everything.” Then I would be 
in heaven looking down on earth, and I would say that the 
purpose of life is no more than this. 

The point is that even if you think you have given up 
everything, it may not be for the Lord. 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer says that the source of all human 
behavior, even the most noble of motives, is tainted with 
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darkness. Often, when we claim that we are passionate for 
the Lord, we really just want to claim our own benefits and 
become what today we call “elite egoists.”

In my study of gospel theology, Jonathan Edwards’s 
Religious Affections has helped me a great deal. In this 
book he tells us that among all the motives in universal 
ethics, the deepest motivation behind everything is fear 
and pride. Fear means you are afraid of losing something. 
Pride means you want to make yourself into something. In 
fact, both are founded on self-centeredness and self-con-
sideration.

Because of this, our parents know how to scare us in 
our childhoods. They warn us not to do bad things be-
cause the police will come after us. They use fear to cor-
rect our behavior. Then when you attend kindergarten, 
the teacher introduces both physical punishment and a 
reward system. The teacher gives you a red star because 
you did something good today. I was deeply troubled as 
a kid because I was too naughty to earn any red stars. I 
envied other kids who had lots of stars, sometimes even 
two lines of them. I wanted to behave better so I could get 
some red stars.

Then we grow up, and we do not cheat for two reasons. 
One is that if I ever got caught cheating, I would be em-
barrassed. Yes, you may look honest and refuse to cheat, 
but the motive behind it may be fear or pride. I despised 
those classmates who cheated, and I wanted to tell them 
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that I could do it by myself. I wanted to be different from 
them; I wanted to stand out. Fear and pride stay with us 
even when we start working as we begin to worry about 
pay cuts and perfect attendance bonuses. Fear and pride 
are both issues of self-centeredness. 

There is a top philanthropist in China who is known 
for donating his wealth to others. Once I was watching a 
Taiwanese TV program about him donating money in Tai-
wan. A local anchor came to interview him. She asked him, 
“What you are doing this for? You have already donated a 
lot of money, and now you are donating money in Taiwan. 
Why? You were the first to donate to the 2008 Sichuan 
earthquake recovery. Why would you do that?” He replied, 
“Nothing. I plan to keep on giving until I die. I want to give 
away everything to the poor after I die.” He was willing to 
do high-profile philanthropy and said that, like a bully who 
does bad things forcefully, he wanted to be someone who 
does good things forcefully. 

The reporter kept asking him why he did good things. 
He finally admitted that in his childhood, he felt the joy of 
doing good and wanted to keep doing it. “Because in my 
childhood I helped a classmate, and the teacher gave me a 
red star on my face. I was so happy that I kept it on my face 
the whole week. Every time it fell off, I put it back on right 
away. And because I do good things now, I ask everyone 
around to watch me closely. If I go to the massage parlor 
or any other sex establishment, anyone who catches me 
will be rewarded one million yuan. Consequently, I am very 
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cautious when I leave home because so many people are 
watching me. I can only relax when I come home.”

The reporter kept asking for more reasons. Then he 
told her about the first thing he did in Taiwan. He said, “I 
loved Deng Lijun,” who was a famous Taiwanese singer. 
“So, I visited her tomb. When I was at the tomb, there were 
fresh bouquets of flowers. People are still thinking of her 
today.” He said, “What do I want? All I want is that after I die, 
someone would write on my tomb, ‘XXX, the great, good 
man of China.’” I say that he is still worldly and self-cen-
tered; pride and fear are still the motivations behind ev-
erything he does. 

Are Christians like this? 

If we reflect on ourselves, we are just as unable to leave 
fear and pride behind. I grew up in a Christian family, and 
our home was where the church met. Before we gathered 
for worship, my aunt and my father would ask me to set up 
the chairs. I would do it. But if I did it alone, I would become 
upset and wonder, Where are my cousins? Why do I have 
to do this alone?

But then if the elderly sisters and brothers praised me 
saying, “Xibo, you are so spiritual and so mature at such 
a young age,” I would work diligently and never miss any 
gatherings. I remember that we would have at least three 
or four gatherings every week, and that was considered 
infrequent. I did not dare miss any of them. I was afraid God 
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would tell me that I would fail my exam the next week be-
cause I missed the gatherings; therefore, I attended those 
gatherings diligently. In this world, fear and pride stimulate 
us by appealing to our self-centeredness and our focus 
on our own benefit.

Oftentimes when we forget the love of Christ and come 
to the church, we are in fact doing the very same thing. We 
do not have confidence in Christ, and we become fear-
ful; we are afraid that our current disobedience will bring 
future punishment from God. If we encounter suffering, 
we say all of our previous good deeds were not rewarded, 
and God does not really exist. We are still concerned only 
about our own benefit.

Love Is a Person

Paul understands the human heart. He says that 
through all our pious activity, we are still seeking our own 
benefit. Therefore, starting in verse 4, Paul says, “Love is 
patient and kind; love does not envy or boast; it is not ar-
rogant or rude. It does not insist on its own way; it is not 
irritable or resentful; it does not rejoice at wrongdoing, 
but rejoices with the truth. Love bears all things, believes 
all things, hopes all things, endures all things. Love never 
ends.”

We are very familiar with this passage, and yet we are 
still capable of looking at it without being Christ-centered. 
We can read it as if it were only a moral standard. I am not 
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saying that we do not need moral standards. God’s law is 
holy, and his law is the moral standard. We do need it, but 
our salvation does not come from this moral standard. 
You are saved because of the love of God, because Jesus 
Christ died for us on the cross, because he fully offered 
himself. You are not saved by your obedience.

If you take this passage only as a moral standard, those 
of us who have been serving the church for a long time 
know that these words can be used to attack others in an 
argument. “He does not love me enough because he is 
not patient with me. He always counts my wrongdoings. 
He always brings up the old scores.” We use these words 
to protect ourselves rather than living them out ourselves.

However, in the original text, there is no verb “is.” In 
Greek, the noun “love” is the subject with a verb right after 
it. So a more accurate translation would be, “Love lies in 
patience; love contains kindness; love does not envy; love 
does not boast; love is not arrogant.” That is to say, this 
love is not a worldly, abstract kind of love; it is personal. 

I was familiar with this passage even in my childhood, 
but I was scared to boast about it to my friends. We were 
beginning to study literature, and I soon found out that no 
one in the world describes love like this. When we treat 
love as a noun, we describe it like ice cream in the summer 
or like fire in the winter; a breathtaking or heart-warming 
love. When you describe love, because it is a noun, you 
describe it with scenarios. What is love? Love is like an el-
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derly couple holding hands together in the sunset. What is 
love? Love is like a baby in a mother’s arms. When you talk 
like this, people think you are very good with words.

When I was young, I believed that if I told my class-
mates, “Love does not envy; it is not resentful or irritable; 
love does not boast,” they might think my Christian litera-
ture was just average. In fact, Paul’s theology is insepara-
ble from Jesus. First Corinthians uses the gospel of Christ 
to solve all the problems in the Corinthian church, and we 
treat the book as a manual for church problems. But in this 
love chapter, Paul is actually describing a personified love. 
Who does Paul think could personify this type of love? It 
is Jesus.

Substitute the word love with Jesus, and you will find 
that it reads quite smoothly. Observe: “Jesus is patient and 
kind; Jesus does not envy or boast; Jesus is not arrogant 
or rude. Jesus does not insist on his own way; Jesus is 
not irritable or resentful; Jesus does not rejoice at wrong-
doing, but rejoices with the truth. Jesus bears all things, 
believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things.” 
You can feel that this passage was intended to describe 
a personal God who endures for us, believes in us, treats 
us with kindness, never boasts, and always comforts us. 

Jesus is often relegated to simply a moral model. I am 
not saying that Jesus cannot be a moral model, because 
the Bible tells us to imitate Christ. But before you imitate 
Christ, before you are sanctified, you must know that Je-
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sus Christ truly died for you as a free gift of grace. You 
must understand this in order to be sanctified; otherwise 
your sanctification is self-reliant and self-centered, and 
self-centeredness is the source of all sin. If Jesus Christ is 
only our model, I can tell you right now that there is no way 
we can imitate him. He said that we should love our ene-
mies. When he was on the cross, he said, “Father, forgive 
them, for they know not what they do.”

My first name is Xibo, named after the book Hebrews. 
But my classmates would call me A Po (meaning “old lady”) 
or Xi Gua (“watermelon”). I would get really angry, but I could 
not fight with them, so I would go home and complain to 
my parents. My father was a preacher, and he asked me 
to forgive them. They did not know what they were doing, 
and I should forgive them. 

I complained to my parents a few more times before I 
started to argue with them. I would say, “There is no way I 
can forgive them!” My father would say, “Do you know Je-
sus died on the cross for his enemies?” I would respond, 
“He is God, and I am a man. I cannot forgive them; only God 
can.” If you treat Jesus only as a moral model, you are just 
like the Indian Mahatma Gandhi, who always carried the 
Sermon on the Mount in his pocket but refused to recog-
nize Jesus as the Savior. 
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An Ethic of Gratitude

Fear and pride stand behind all universal ethics. But 
there is another type of ethic from the gospel that can free 
us from both, and that is thanksgiving. One of my co-work-
ers told me a story that explains the ethics behind the 
gospel, and I have shared it on many occasions. There is 
a river with many people walking next to it. You and I walk 
by it all the time. Someone falls into the river, and I say, 
“Oh no! Someone fell into the river, but it is too dangerous 
to rescue him.” Then I see Jesus jump in and save him, 
bringing him back to the bank. All of a sudden, I become 
very passionate because I realize there is someone in this 
world who willingly sacrifices his life to save others, and he 
has died after rescuing another. I say, “What a highly moral 
person to sacrifice himself to save others.”

But the gospel is not about you seeing Jesus jump in 
to save others; it is not about other people falling into the 
river. The gospel is about us falling into the river ourselves, 
and Jesus jumping in to save us. If you only treat Jesus 
as a role model for saving others, next time someone falls 
into the river and Jesus is not around, you jump in and save 
that person. He thanks you, and you say in your heart, “You 
are welcome.” But you really feel in the depth of your heart, 
“I am almost as great as Jesus is. At least after I saved him, 
I am still alive. I must be great.”

But the ethic of the gospel is that you yourself fell into 
the river, and when you fell, Christ sacrificed his life and 
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saved you. When someone else falls in, you stop strug-
gling with the question of whether you should save him, 
because you have received an amazing grace. When you 
do save him, you point elsewhere when he says, “Thank 
you.” You know that by your nature, you have no power to 
save him. Sacrifice is not in our nature; only self-love is. But 
because Christ saved me, I can now save you so that you 
may come to know him. Jesus’s salvation rescues us not 
only from the authority of hell but also from the authority 
of sin so that we can continue to witness his redemption 
and salvation.

Let me tell you a story about an elderly sister, because I 
know Christ lives in her. This elderly sister is in our church. 
She will be ninety-three this year. I often visit the homes of 
our senior members with brothers and sisters. We have a 
program that asks brothers and sisters who are willing to 
take the challenge to serve in the church for a full year to 
determine whether they are fit for full-time ministry. Visit-
ing senior members is one of their tasks.

This elderly sister took out her Bible when we were vis-
iting her that morning. Every morning, she would get up 
early to read the Bible and devotional books. My father 
and my aunt would recommend devotions to her, and she 
would wrap the books with book covers and change them 
every year. There were many marks on the Bible, show-
ing that she had read it through many times. There were 
marks on the Bible showing the years and months that 
she finished reading it through. Every morning, she would 
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get up at 4:00 a.m. to pray, cook breakfast, and then pray 
again with her husband. And then she would go serve the 
church with two other sisters who are both in their eight-
ies.

Every week they would take buses into Xiamen and go 
visit elderly people in various nursing homes and hospitals 
because these people were too old to come to church. 
When I went out to visit other people with her, I would wor-
ry about her, because her breathing was very heavy. She 
would become short of breath whenever we went up the 
stairs, as if she were about to lose it totally. I worried about 
her a lot at the beginning. 

But she would tell me not to worry about her. When she 
was young, she was beaten in the Cultural Revolution for 
being a lackey of imperialism. Her lungs were damaged, 
and then she developed lung cancer as she got older. 
She has only one airway for breathing, so she would fight 
for air every time she breathed. I was afraid to visit others 
with her for fear that her family would cause me trouble if 
she died on the road. But she would tell me not to worry. 
It would be better to die on the road serving the Lord than 
to die at home.

One day we were going to visit others, and she had to 
put a comforter into a cabinet. She prayed to the Lord and 
said, “Lord, I could fall and die, but please do not let me 
fall and suffer from fractures, because it would cause my 
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family a lot of trouble to take care of me; rather, if I must fall, 
let me die and be with you.” 

When she was ninety, one morning she got up with a 
mini-stroke and was sent to the hospital. Her family called 
me about the mini-stroke. I rushed to the hospital, and the 
doctor had just arrived. Her nephew arranged a nice VIP 
room for her. When the doctor came, he took some time 
to speak with her, and then she said, “I think my time is up, 
and I am about to leave this world. I have nothing to wor-
ry about since my whole family believes in the Lord. So it 
would be good for me to go to the Lord.”

The doctor heard this and thought, This elderly lady 
doesn’t want to live anymore. She has no hope. So he im-
mediately said, “Ma’am, you’ve got to live with some hope.” 
I almost fell on the ground: you just asked this ninety-year-
old lady to live with hope? She has no hope except to see 
the Lord soon.

Once I took the members of our ministry training pro-
gram to visit a preacher in the countryside. A church of 
about a dozen people meets in his home. We worshiped 
there, and I preached. Afterward I invited the preacher to 
speak to us, and he did. He said, “I did not tell you earlier 
that I am actually building a house. Everyone in the village 
is laughing at me because I have two sons, both of whom 
are now serving the Lord as preachers. One is going to the 
frontier far away, the other one is in the nearby country-
side. So, I have no children close to me.”
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He went on to say, “I built this current house when I was 
young. Now this house is old and shabby. I am too old to 
build a new house, and my children cannot come to help 
me. People laugh at me because I have to do it by myself. 
So, I keep praying. One time the workers told me that there 
were not enough bricks for the day, and I could not carry 
more bricks in by myself. So, I prayed to the Lord, and then 
a brother came to visit me, and we both went out to get 
the bricks. On the way, we met a relative who helped with 
the bricks as well.”

He said, “You see, how faithful God is! When I was in 
trouble, I cried out to him, and Christ did not disappoint 
me.”

It was a few weeks after Christmas, and he said one 
thing that night that deeply touched me. He said that 
Christmas is all about God sending his son into the world 
for us. He said, “Since God gave his son for me, I would 
love to give my two sons to him, because God would give 
his son for me.”

It was the first time I heard someone explain Christmas 
to me in this way—“God gave his son for me”—and I was 
deeply moved. If I have children in the future, I will also give 
my children to God the way he did. Lord, help me.

Recently, I have been reading a book by David Mar-
tyn Lloyd-Jones, who says that historians believe that if 
the Puritans had not gone into the English countryside 
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to change that backward culture by building schools and 
churches, England could still be stuck in superstition 
and spirit worship. Because of Puritans like David Martyn 
Lloyd-Jones who went to serve in fishing villages, England 
was transformed.

I have seen the needs of many house churches in Chi-
na. We are rich, even richer than the Corinthian church 
of its time. But I still see that many churches continue 
to gather and worship with just a few people. How many 
young people—how many brothers and sisters among 
us—would go like the Puritans to remote areas that need 
their service? 

I can only ask God to fill us with love.
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Lord, we thank you!

We come to your presence knowing that we constantly 
neglect this magnificent salvation; we constantly neglect 
your love for us; we constantly neglect your ongoing for-
giveness and protection toward us; we constantly neglect 
that your love for us is filled with patience; and we con-
stantly neglect that love is not without truth. Lord, we are 
so easily overcome by this world. 

Lord, may your love be known to us. Show yourself to 
us, awaken our hearts, and fill us with power to respond to 
your love. Thank you!

We pray in the holy name of our Lord, Jesus Christ. 
Amen.


