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Session 1

The Good God

· Use the outline below to develop your own talk, including replacing the illustrations given by the Life Explored presenters with some of your own. Alternatively, you can show the relevant film (Overture Part 2).

Human beings are the glory and the garbage of the universe. That was something the French scientist Blaise Pascal said.  

The glory is easy to see. We tell jokes, write poems, score goals, make music, make babies, build skyscrapers, cure diseases. 

But the garbage is easy to see too. We break promises, tell lies. We murder, exploit, cheat, and abuse. 

With the same hands, we create wonder AND cause unimaginable pain. 

It’s like there’s a cocktail of glory and garbage shaken up together inside each one of us. 

So here’s the question: Why are we like this? 

The first book of the Bible, Genesis, helps us understand both the glory and the garbage. 

First, the glory. We’re glorious because we’ve been made by a glorious God.

The word “good” is used seven times in Genesis chapter 1. It’s used to describe everything that the Maker makes, including you and me. This God – and the world he creates – is overwhelmingly good. 

At the end of the chapter, it says, “God saw all that he had made, and it was very good” (Genesis 1:31). A God who lacked generosity or kindness or creativity or beauty could never create something like the perfect universe we see here in Genesis chapter 1. 

God creates and sustains life; he puts the first human beings in charge of the rest of creation; he tells them to increase and be fruitful. God gifts them the world. It’s an amazing thing. He gifts them the world!

But the word “good” is also used in the Bible when someone finds someone or something lovely. 

So when God looks at all creation, and especially at the human beings he’s made, he says it’s “very good”. He’s saying that he finds them lovely, captivating, beautiful. 
It’s not a stretch to say that the relationship between God and humanity begins with love at first sight. God loves his creation, and here at the beginning he looks at it – and those he’s made – and he says, You’re glorious. I delight in you. 

One God, but with three distinct “Persons”. 

As you read the Bible, these three Persons are described as Father, and Son, and Spirit. And they relate to each other in perfect, joyful love. 

This is what it means when the Bible says “God is love”. It’s not just something God does. It’s something God is. Before anything existed, he loved.  

And the really stunning thing is that he could have kept this perfect love and happiness to himself. Unlike you and me, unlike other gods, he didn’t need anything or anyone else so that he could love and be loved. He had that in himself. He didn’t need to create anything. 

But he did. Because he wants to share the perfect love and happiness he has in himself. He wants to draw others into it.

He wants us to have it too. It’s an amazing thing.

And that’s why he makes us “in his image”. You see that phrase in Genesis 1. Being made in his image means that we’re capable of knowing him, loving him and enjoying him.

Just think of the best gift you’ve ever been given. Now, however good that gift was, hopefully you know that it wasn’t as amazing as the human being who gave it to you. 

In the same way, we may think that the greatest gift we have in our life is family or sex or sport or beauty or friendship or health or achievement. 

But wonderful though these gifts are, they can never be as wonderful as the Giver of those gifts, or the Maker of those gifts. That’s why the very greatest pleasure in life isn’t enjoying the gifts God has given, wonderful though they are. The greatest pleasure the universe has to offer is enjoying the Giver of those gifts, God himself.

What I mean by “enjoying God” is enjoying his presence, his personality, his perfections. Savouring him, treasuring him, revelling in him, just enjoying who he is, the way that you might enjoy getting to know the very best friend you have. Except of course, the pleasure of enjoying God himself is infinitely greater than that. Infinitely greater.

Now, maybe this sounds as alien to you as it did to me. I certainly didn’t know this as a younger man. The “God” I thought people were talking about made me so bored that occasionally, when I went to church, I used to pass the time by counting the bricks up the wall. 

But that’s the reality being held out to us in the Bible. Your purpose in life, as a human being made in God’s image, is to share in his perfect happiness. There’s no happiness on earth that comes close. The greatest gift God can give you is himself.

Being made in God’s image also means that we were made literally to “image” him, to reflect him. 

Not far from where I live in London there’s a building called the Banqueting House. It was built in the 17th century, and when you go inside, there’s this stunning painting on the ceiling.

And the kind people at the Banqueting House realized that the problem with staring up at this beautiful painting on the ceiling is that it quite literally gives you a pain in the neck. You stare at this painting, and after a while it really starts to hurt. 

So what they’ve done to help you admire the painting properly is to put mirrors on the top of trolleys. And you push these trolleys around – you look into the mirror on top of the trolley – and the mirrors enable you to enjoy this glorious painting to your heart’s content. 

In the same way, like mirrors, you and I were made to reflect God’s goodness, his beauty, so the whole world can see it, and share in that happiness too. 

And the best thing is, because he’s a joyful God, we reflect him best when we enjoy him most. So God wants us to enjoy him! 

Now this was such a revelation to me as I got to grips with the Bible. I’d always assumed God wanted me to sing hymns I couldn’t follow, in buildings I didn’t like, wearing clothes I couldn’t stand. 

But God wants us to be happy in him, so that we’ll reflect out to the world that he is our greatest joy in life, whatever our circumstances.

And by the way, as Genesis 1 makes clear, we’re the only part of the universe that God has created in his image. That means we are uniquely privileged – another sign of God’s incredible goodness towards us.

So we’re the glory of the universe. 

But we’re also the garbage.

Imagine you’ve finished your day trip to the Banqueting House. You walk out with your friends, and someone says, “That was fantastic!” And someone else says, “Yeah, it was fantastic. Those mirrors, they were AMAZING! They were brilliant, those mirrors on the wheels. The mirrors were absolutely fantastic.” 

And you say, “Well, yeah, the mirrors were good. But they were only good because they reflected the ceiling.”

The whole point of the mirrors, the reason they’re there, is not to draw attention to themselves or anything else, but to reflect the beauty above. 

Our purpose is the same: to enjoy God, reflecting HIM as we do that. 

But if we’re honest, we know we’re not like that.  

One early author, Augustine, wrote that we’re “curved in on ourselves”. We’re like mirrors that are supposed to be pointed upwards and outwards, but instead we’re bent downwards and inwards. 

Rather than enjoying and reflecting our Creator, we enjoy and reflect created things more. To put it another way, you and I have other “gods”.

You say, “I don’t even believe in God”. But the Bible says, actually, all of us worship something or someone. Whatever your heart clings to and relies upon, that’s your “god”. 

You see, as mirrors, we can’t reflect nothing. We’ll always reflect something, whatever that may be. And we’ll reflect whatever we love and trust and enjoy most. Whatever our hearts cling to and rely upon for their security.

The reason why the world we live in is now not the world of Genesis 1 – the reason there’s garbage as well as glory – is because our hearts cling to and rely upon created things rather than our Creator. 

And when we live like that, it ruins everything. 

It’s just not what you and I were made for. It’s like taking a priceless violin – and using it to hammer in tent-pegs. Which is a tragic use of a violin, and a very poor way to put up a tent.

You and I weren’t meant to revel in our own glory – we were meant to enjoy an infinitely greater one.

We were meant to enjoy and appreciate and savour and participate in and reflect the infinite goodness and happiness of God himself.

We’re far too easily pleased. Why put up with our tiny drops of happiness, when we’re made to experience whole oceans of it? 
Blaise Pascal said, “Everyone seeks happiness … without exception.”

But are you searching in the right place?


Session 2

The Trustworthy God

· Use the outline below to develop your own talk, including replacing the illustrations given by the Life Explored presenters with some of your own. Alternatively, you can show the relevant film (Hotel Part 2).

What would it take for you to trust someone? 

Trust that they love you. Trust that they’re completely committed to you.

And what would it take for that trust to be broken?

The author A.W.Tozer said, “What comes into our minds when we think about God is the most important thing about us”.  

Like any relationship, what we think about God, positive or negative, determines whether we want to know him or not.

So when someone says, “I don’t believe in God”, my question is, “Which God don’t you believe in?”

What if the God that we don’t believe in, or the God we don’t trust, isn’t actually the real God, the God of the Bible?

And if you knew that knowing this God would make you happier than anyone or anything else, wouldn’t you want to meet him?

What we see in Genesis is that God gives Adam and Eve life and breath and everything they need to flourish. They’re free, they’re fulfilled, they’re secure, they’re blissfully happy, and they lack nothing. 

You see, this is a God who gives them an entire paradise of “yes”, and just a single tree of “no”. All he asks is that they trust him.

He says, “You are free to eat from any tree in the garden; but you must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil…” (Genesis 2:16-17).

A paradise of “yes”; a single tree of “no”. 

But why would eating from that tree be so significant?  

Well, because sometimes small gestures mean something much bigger. Like imagine if someone takes off their wedding ring and just hurls it into the sea. They’re just throwing away a tiny piece of metal, right? No big deal. But what it represents is huge. The effects, relationally, would be deep and damaging.

It would be like that with eating from this tree. Like a loving Father to his child, God’s saying, Adam. Eve. I love you. I built this paradise for you. But for this paradise to remain a paradise, you have to TRUST me to be God. Trust me that I know what’s best for your happiness.

If you eat from this tree, you would be saying to me, “I don’t trust you. I know better than you what’s best for me.” You know, you’d be saying, “I can do better. Get out of my life.”
So God’s saying, If you choose independence from me, ultimately there’s nothing there for you. Please trust me on this. There is no greater happiness apart from me. It doesn’t exist.
The author C S Lewis said that all of history has been “the long, terrible story of mankind trying to find something other than God which will make him happy”.

And this moment in Genesis chapter 3, this moment in the shadow of this tree – this is ground zero. 

Now yes, of course we’ve got questions about talking serpents. But this is about us: this is about Adam and Eve, you and I. It’s about what comes into our minds when we think about God. 

So the serpent says, “Did God REALLY say, ‘You must not eat from ANY tree in the garden’?” (Genesis 3:1).

Now, of course, God didn’t say that. It’s a paradise of “yes”, and a SINGLE tree of “no”.

But you hear what the serpent’s saying: God is mean-spirited. He wants to keep you down. He doesn’t want you to be happy. He’s keeping the best things from you. Why trust him?

And then the serpent says, “You will NOT certainly die…” if you eat from the tree.

He’s saying there are no consequences if you ignore what God has said. It won’t hurt you. There’s no judgment. In fact, if you eat from the tree, “your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God” (Genesis 3:5).
I mean, it has such a familiar ring to it, doesn’t it? God is not great. He is not trustworthy. He wants to repress you and ruin your life. He doesn’t want your happiness. 
And I wonder if that’s what comes into your mind when you think about God. Not as the great source of happiness, but as the great spoiler of happiness.

When we start thinking about God as not trustworthy, not wanting us to be happy, then of course we won’t listen to him or love him.

But for many of us, the God we’ve rejected, or the God we feel has rejected us, is actually not the God revealed here in the Bible. Is it possible we’ve believed lies about him – the same ones that the serpent tells here?

And think of it from God’s perspective. What would it feel like if someone you love – love to the bottom of your heart – what if someone you loved believed lies about you? And what if, because of those lies, they pushed you away?

But Adam and Eve’s motivation for pushing God away goes deeper. The reason that they don’t trust God isn’t just because they lack facts about him. It’s not simply that they’ve been lied to. 

The reason they choose not to trust God is because they trust something else for their happiness instead. The Bible says you and I push God away because we’ve replaced him with something, or someone else, that we think is better, more attractive than God. 

And we see exactly what it is in Genesis chapter 3. The serpent says, “When you eat from [the tree] your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God” (Genesis 3:5). 
See, most of us think that being like God will make us happier than trusting God. Right?

Because of that, we want to “de-God” God, if I can put it that way. We want to make our own rules because we think that’ll work out better for us. 

And this is one of the central threads of the whole Bible. Will human beings trust their Creator, or will they give their hearts away to someone or something else instead? Will they recognize that God is God, and be happy in that, or will they try to find greater happiness elsewhere? 

And this, by the way, is what the Bible means when it talks about “sin”.

“Sin” is putting anything or anyone in God’s place. When something or someone else becomes more desirable to us than the One who made us, sustains us, and gives us every good thing we enjoy – that is “sin”. 

Someone put it like this: “The essence of sin is not so much that we want bad things. It’s that we want things too badly.”

God warns that sin always damages us and others, often in unforeseen ways, and in the end, sin leads to death and judgment.

And that’s why the first two of God’s Ten Commandments warn us so strongly against putting other gods in his place. 

But Adam and Eve make their choice. They trust the serpent rather than God. They bite down on the fruit. 

Like a fish going for a baited hook, they don’t realize how deadly it is until it’s too late.

And like most sin, just for a moment, it tastes really good. Genesis says that as soon as they eat it, “the eyes of both of them were opened” (Genesis 3:7). 

But what are their eyes opened to? 

Not a happier life, as they’d hoped, but a crippling sense of shame. It says that suddenly, “they realized that they were naked”. 

Now this isn’t just being aware of physical nakedness; it goes much deeper than that. 

They feel morally naked. They’re ashamed of what they’ve done. They know they’re guilty, but they don’t want to admit it, and so they do what guilty people do. They try to hide themselves. They try to cover up. 

And, well, we’ve been doing the same ever since. How often we hide behind appearances: the status we have, the money we earn, conspicuous consumption, conspicuous religiosity, the faked-out smiles of social media… We do it because, without them, we feel naked. 

But then. There is something just so beautiful here in this chapter. 

How does God respond to what they’ve done? It says, “The Lord God called to the man” (Genesis 3:9). You see, he comes after him. 

God’s saying, Look, come on, you can’t hide from me. You can’t cover up the truth about yourselves. I know everything you’ve done. I know everything you are. 

But still I want you. Still I’m coming for you. I’m calling out to you. And I’m going to clothe you and I’m going to provide for you.

Yes, of course there is anger at what Adam and Eve have done. There is a price to be paid for treating their Creator in that way – a price that we’ve been paying ever since.

He says, from this point on, there’ll be pain and conflict between the sexes. Work will be hard and exhausting. Suffering will enter the world. There’s banishment from the sweet intimacy they’d once enjoyed with their Creator. 

And this, by the way, is why the world we live in now is such a bewildering cocktail of glory and garbage. We’re made in God’s image, but now, to use the Bible’s phrase, we’re also “in Adam”. We bear HIS family likeness. 

And yes, the serpent WAS lying. There IS a price to pay for sin. One day, they will both die. And so will all of those who are “in Adam”, including you and me. 

But… but…

In the shadow of the tree, something wonderful happens. God’s words of judgment are mixed with words of love.

He promises that humanity will continue – Eve will become “the mother of all the living” (Genesis 3:20).   

And then, as if he’s tenderly embracing them, God provides clothing for them. And the way he does that is really significant. An animal is sacrificed so that they can be clothed. 

What if this is an anticipation of some greater sacrifice to come, that would protect them in some greater way?

But most remarkably of all, God promises that the offspring of Eve will at some point in the future “crush [the serpent’s] head”. 
In other words, someone will one day deal with all the garbage, and restore the glory. He’ll undo the death and dysfunction. He’ll open the way for human beings to return, to run back into the arms of the loving God who made them.

But that is not the end of the sentence. “He will crush [the serpent’s] head, and [the serpent] will strike his heel” (Genesis 3:15). 

It’s an image of being painfully and fatally struck down. So this person will only be able to achieve all this at a terrible cost to himself. 

This person – they will defeat death, but in the process, he will himself be killed. 

God will put an end to suffering, but only by suffering himself.

You see how different this God is to the one we often have in our minds? How different to every other god you could name? He isn’t detached or uncaring. He takes our pain and sorrow with such deadly seriousness that he promises here to enter into it himself.

And so, as God meets Adam and Eve in the shadow of this tree, yes, there is judgment. He can’t just pretend that sin doesn’t matter, sweeping it under the carpet like a corrupt government official. To tolerate evil is not to be loving; it’s the opposite. Sin MUST be punished if God is to be just. 

But at the same time there is unexpected, undeserved, unimaginable love. Love that is prepared to go to extraordinary lengths for the sake of the beloved.

What comes into our mind when we think about God is really important. But much MORE important is what comes into God’s mind when he thinks about us.

And what comes into his mind is love – love we really don’t deserve. God so loves the world that he will one day meet humanity again in the shadow of another tree: a wooden cross.

And once again, rightful judgment will be mixed with extraordinary love. 

So, what would it take for you to trust God? 

Trust that he loves you?

Trust that he’s completely committed to you?

Would you trust God if he were to call out to you in love, just as he called out to Adam and Eve?

Would you trust him if he were to become human, and then, on your behalf, live out the sinless life that you and I find it impossible to live?

Would you trust him if he were to clothe you in such a way that you no longer felt you needed to hide, either from him, or from other people?

Would you trust him if he took the punishment you deserve, in your place?

Would you trust him if, in love, he gave up his life for you?



Session 3

The Generous God

· Use the outline below to develop your own talk, including replacing the illustrations given by the Life Explored presenters with some of your own. Alternatively, you can show the relevant film (Gold Part 2).

One of the surprising things I discovered when I got married is that I didn’t have to say, “I do” in the ceremony. Neither did my wife. You see, instead, we both had to say, “I will”.

Maybe that’s just the way that it was in our wedding ceremony and others are different, but we were saying, “I will” because we were making promises to each other.

Our wedding wasn’t about stating facts; it was about making promises.

Now, without giving too much away about our marriage, we find that we get into problems when we forget our promises and start making demands. When we forget the times we said, “I will” and we start to say, “You must”.

Now, when it comes to God, do you tend to think of him saying, “I will” or “You must”? Is your first thought of God someone who makes promises or someone who makes demands?

Lots of people think of the God of the Bible as being demanding. Like some lonely dictator in the sky, demanding to be obeyed. Looking for perfection, but watching to see you fail.

But, what if I told you that the God of the Bible is not like that at all?

What if I told you that, rather than being demanding, the God who is Father, Son and Spirit is overwhelmingly generous?

Maybe you’re thinking about those commandments in the Bible – they sound pretty demanding. Thou shalt not commit murder. Thou shalt not steal... 

Well, aside from the fact that you probably agree that stealing and murdering are bad ideas, there’s something else we need to understand first. Before God gave those commands, he made promises.

In Genesis, the first book of the Bible – over 400 years before the commandments in the second book – God makes promises to a man named Abraham.

In seven verses, God says, “I will” seven times.

It’s like the complete opposite of that JFK quote: as though the God of the Bible is saying to Abraham, Ask not what you can do for your God but listen to what your God will do for you.

Now we might think it’s pretty irrelevant that God should make promises about land and a large family to some guy who lived in the Persian Gulf around 4,000 years ago. But the outcome of those promises was that “all peoples on earth will be blessed” (Genesis 12:3).

Basically, God was promising that one day he would solve all the world’s problems through one of Abraham’s descendants.

Now that doesn’t mean that every single person will be reconciled to God in the end, but it does mean that the God of the Bible is drawing to himself a multi-ethnic, multi-racial group from different social classes and backgrounds. And all of them through one of Abraham’s direct descendants.
This is another wonderful thing about the God of the Bible: he doesn’t choose who to bless based on where people have come from, or what they’ve done, or what they look like. In fact it’s almost like he picks the least likely. Because if you’re planning to build a whole nation from one man, Abraham seems like a really bad choice.

The Bible gives us little background on Abraham. But we do discover that he’s married; his wife’s name is Sarah, and she’s infertile. And by the time God spoke to him, Abraham was 75 and Sarah was in her 60s.

Now why would God choose this man whose wife can’t have children and she’s long past the menopause?

The reason – and the Bible shows this again and again – is that God wants us to be absolutely clear about something. He wants us to know that his promises don’t depend on human effort, human ability or human possibility. His promise to make Abraham “the father of many” doesn’t depend upon Abraham’s wife being able to conceive.

God wants us to know that his promises are only fulfilled because of his goodness, his love and his power. Because HE gives – not because of anything we do. 

He wants us to understand that he’s completely in control in every circumstance. So he promises to do something which is, humanly speaking, impossible.

So the God of the Bible looks to give rather than take. To make promises, not demands. 

But a lot of the other “gods” we live for, – the things that drive us – well, they are incredibly demanding and they want to take everything.

If we’re driven by a great desire for wealth, for example – if we think that having more money will make us happy – then we’ll soon discover that money is a ruthless god.

That might sound ridiculous. How could “wanting more money” be demanding?! 

Well, money makes promises. It promises more relaxing holidays, a more secure future, more power, influence and choice. It promises the “good life”. 

But you’re the one who has to do all the work to make that happen. Money doesn’t lift a finger to help. It makes the promise but then it demands that you make it happen.

In fact, money drives you mercilessly because even when you think you’ve made it, you never have quite enough. Living for wealth is exhausting.

When it comes to these gods, their promises only come true if you work hard enough.

But Abraham and Sarah, having been promised something by the God of the Bible, after a while they start to get impatient. It’s as though they start to doubt whether God was going to give something to them or demand something from them. 

Years pass and there are no children to be seen. So they try to take things into their own hands. In their impatience, and their lack of trust in God’s generosity, Abraham gets Sarah’s maid Hagar pregnant, and a baby boy is born called Ishmael.

They were working on the assumption that, just like with the other “gods”, this promise contained a demand. When God said, “I will”, they heard “You must”. That’s a big mistake to make.

And when we refuse to trust that God is the generous God, and we think of him as demanding instead, it starts a chain reaction of pride, envy, hostility because demanding gods make demanding people. 

This is exactly what happens with Abraham and Sarah. Even though it’s Sarah’s idea for Abraham to sleep with Hagar, she quickly feels animosity towards her once Hagar is pregnant.

When we “worship” these demanding idols, our pride kicks in and we look to compare ourselves with others. 

How well do they succeed at meeting the demands of the gods?

If they’re doing better than we are, we’re envious. If they’re less successful than us we become conceited. Either way, other people’s “success” in life becomes the standard by which we measure our own.

And of course we tend to look charitably on our own circumstances but find ourselves less generous towards other people and theirs. So, like a child takes after their parents, we become like the gods we worship. 
Demanding gods make demanding people.

But what if we worship a generous God?

Well, it means we appreciate what we have as a gift and not an obligation. 

Let me explain. If we have to work hard for everything – or at least we think we do – then bizarrely we become entitled. Very quickly we think we’re owed something. Because our relationship with these gods is a trade-off – blessings in exchange for work – every exertion of effort, however small, must be rewarded.

So we tend to look very carefully at our “pay cheque”. Are these gods paying us enough? And more often than not, we feel cheated or out of pocket.

But when we have a generous God, a God who gives freely, we can consider ourselves blessed. This is how Sarah feels when God gives her a son. In fact she calls him Isaac, which means “laughter”, because she’s so happy about the gift God has given her.

Now, people don’t tend to laugh when they collect their pay cheques. You see, the demanding gods make people joyless. But a generous God, the giving God, the God of the Bible – well, he can make us smile.

So, who is this offspring of Abraham, through whom God would bless all nations? Who’s the descendant who would solve the world’s problems?

It’s Jesus Christ. He is the promise come true.
He’s the one who said to all those who are exhausted by the demands of their gods… he says, “Come to me, all you who are weary and [heavy laden], and I will give you rest” (Matthew 11:28).

He’s the one who says to those who are sick and tired of being minions, “[I’ve] not come to be served, but to serve.” (Mark 10:45)
He’s the one who washed his disciples’ feet.

He’s the one who gave his life for people of all nations.

He’s the one of whom it was said, “The wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.” (Romans 6:23)

He is the Generous God.



Session 4

The Liberating God

· Use the outline below to develop your own talk, including replacing the illustrations given by the Life Explored presenters with some of your own. Alternatively, you can show the relevant film (Lawn Part 2).

Hardly any of us think of ourselves as slaves. And yet Jesus says, “Everyone who sins is a slave to sin” (John 8:34). 

In the Bible, “sin” is swapping God for anything that’s not God. We put someone or something else at the centre of our lives, instead of our loving Creator. 

We live for it, love it, devote our energy towards it, spend most of our money on it, make sacrifices for it, daydream about it.

And Jesus says, actually, you’re enslaved to it.

“Really?” we say. “I’m not a slave. I’m free to live how I want.”

But how free are we, really? How free are we?

For example, all of us instinctively know we ought to treat others in a way we’d want to be treated ourselves. But let me challenge you to live a single day like that. Without any unkindness, or impatience, or lack of generosity. 

You see, sin is something we keep doing, even when we know it’s wrong, even when we know it’s damaging ourselves and others. It’s like we can’t help ourselves. We’re enslaved to it.

Even Paul, the writer of half the New Testament, says, “I have the desire to do what is good, but I cannot carry it out. For I do not do the good I want to do, but the evil I do not want to do – this I keep on doing” (Romans 7:18-19). 

Jesus said it’s because we’re slaves to sin.  

Is there any way we can be free? That’s the question: is there any way that we can be free?

In the book of Exodus, you can read about how the Israelites were enslaved in Egypt.

They’d become numerous and the Egyptians were scared they’d rise up to rebel. So they were made to work as slaves by Pharaoh, the Egyptian king. Exodus chapter 1 says that the Egyptians “made their lives bitter with harsh labour in brick and mortar and with all kinds of work in the fields; in all their harsh labour, the Egyptians worked them ruthlessly” (Exodus 1:14). 

This went on for 400 years. Whole generations who knew nothing except birth, slavery, and death. To weaken them further, Pharaoh ordered that all Israelite baby boys should be killed – thrown into the River Nile.

But God intervenes. He hears their cries for help; his heart goes out to them.

God sends his people a leader, a man called Moses, and tells him to go to the Egyptian king and demand their freedom. 

But Pharaoh refuses to listen to him. He punishes the Israelites by making their slavery even harder, even more desperate. 

In response, God sends a series of plagues on Egypt, to make Pharaoh release the Israelites. 

And here’s the shocking thing. Each time Pharaoh promises to release them from slavery. But each time – despite the terrible plagues that are ruining him and his land – each time, Pharaoh goes back on his word. And so another plague comes.

It seems crazy. Why does he keep doing it? Because the Israelites are not the only ones in chains here. Pharaoh’s in chains too. He’s in slavery to his sin. 

Like us, he keeps doing it, even when he knows it’s wrong, even when he knows it’s damaging to himself and to others. 

It’s like an addiction. The more he does it, the harder it becomes for him to stop. 

And this is a picture of how our sin affects us. 

Like Pharaoh, we think that sin is something we’re free to choose – that we can walk away from it whenever we want. 

But when we try to walk away, we find we can’t. 

We try to live a single day treating others the way we want to be treated ourselves. We find we can’t do it.

We try to stop looking at internet porno-graphy. We find we can’t do it. 

We try to be more patient with our children, or with someone at work, and we find we can’t do it. 

Nobody thinks they’re a slave – until they start trying to get the chains off. 

You see, sin isn’t just something we do. After a while, sin starts to “do” us. That’s what the Bible means when it says that Pharaoh’s heart became “hardened”. 
The more we sin, the more we become de-sensitized to it.

It seems as if nothing can free the Israelites. Nine plagues have come and gone, but Pharaoh keeps resisting.

So God says, “I will bring one more plague … on Egypt. After that, [Pharaoh] will let you go” (Exodus 11:1). 

God wants us to understand that nothing less than what’s about to happen can break the power of sin, and set people free. 
Because Pharaoh refuses to release his people from slavery, God warns them that the firstborn son in every family will die. 

But there’s a way to avoid this judgment. God tells each Israelite family to slaughter a lamb, and daub some of the blood from the lamb on the top and the sides of the doorframe of their house.

He says, When I see the sign of the blood on your house, I’ll ‘pass over’ you. Nothing will harm you.
You see what’s happening? The death of the lamb is a stand-in – a substitute for the death of the firstborn son. The lamb dies so they don’t have to. The lamb takes the judgment that they would otherwise face, so that they can go free. 

So the plague falls as promised. In every house that didn’t have blood on the doorframe, the eldest son dies. As a result, Pharaoh tells them that they can leave.

God’s people were 400 years in slavery. Finally, 600,000 men, plus women and children, were free. 

Saved by a slaughtered lamb.

Some of us think, “Really? A farmyard animal? Deals with the judgment that sin deserves?”

And of course the answer is, no, of course not. The sacrifice of the Passover lamb was a sign, pointing forward to a much greater sacrifice. A greater lamb was coming. 

And a much greater liberation. 

Fast forward to the time of Jesus, about 1500 years later. A man called John the Baptist sees Jesus, and says, “Look, the LAMB of GOD, who takes away the sin of the world!” (John 1:29)

What did he mean? He meant, Here’s the greater lamb, the better lamb, the lamb of GOD. The one who would deal not merely with literal, physical slavery but a much deeper slavery: our slavery to sin. 

Because although God freed the Israelites from slavery in Egypt, like us they weren’t free of their slavery to sin.

They needed a greater lamb to deliver them from that. So do we. 

You can see that they’re still enslaved because, though physically they’ve left Egypt, amazingly their hearts are still back there. God provides food for them to eat, but then they say, “If only we had meat to eat!” “We were better off in Egypt!” “Why did we ever leave Egypt?” If only things were the way they used to be. 

And we’re the same. Those two words “if only” also reveal where our hearts really are – who our god really is. Those two words “if only” reveal your Pharaoh. The one who works you ruthlessly and without mercy. 

What’s your “if only”?

If only I were married. If only I had more respect from people around me. If only I had more money or more leisure time. If only I had better health. 

Again and again, like Pharaoh, these things promise to set us free. And like Pharaoh, again and again, they go back on their promise. And we continue to be enslaved by “if only”.  

As the old song goes, “You’re gonna have to serve somebody”. And if that somebody or something is anything other than God, it’ll keep you in chains.

Some people think that submitting their life to any god would feel like slavery. 

But it depends who your god is.  

If your god is merciless, ruthless, insatiable for power, always demanding that you work harder and harder, make more sacrifices, then of course you’ll be miserable.  

But what if, rather than demanding sacrifices, your God sacrifices himself for you? What if your God is merciful, kind, gentle? What if he offers to bear your burdens for you? What if your God fully empathizes with you, understands the temptations you face? What if your God chose to lay down his power, his freedom, his life, in order to serve you? 

Back in the day, a ransom price was the price you paid to set a slave free. And Jesus Christ, God the Son, said he gave his life “as a ransom for many” (Mark 10:45). 

The original Passover lamb was sacrificed to free God’s people from slavery in Egypt. But Jesus is the better Passover Lamb, who sacrifices himself to free us from our slavery to sin.  

When you look at Jesus’ life and death, you see what kind of God he is. His power was extraordinary, but he never used it to abuse or exploit others. He used it to serve them. 

And when you see that, your “if only” is transformed. Your “if only” becomes, “If only I could serve Christ better, and serve others as well as he did. If only I could become more like him.” All you want to do in life is use your freedom to serve him.

And when you do that, it feels like true freedom. Because you’re not serving your own personal Pharaoh. You’re serving a liberating God who gives everything to set his people free.

Jesus said, “Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest … For my yoke is easy and my burden is light” (Matthew 11:28-30).

He said, “[I have come] to proclaim freedom for the prisoners … to set the oppressed free” (Luke 4:18). 

He said, [If you follow me,] you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free” (John 8:32).

He said, “Everyone who sins is a slave to sin… [but] if [I set] you free, you will be free indeed” (John 8:34-36).




Session 5

The Fulfilling God

· Use the outline below to develop your own talk, including replacing the illustrations given by the Life Explored presenters with some of your own. Alternatively, you can show the relevant film (Geisha Part 2).

In the West, we are richer than we’ve ever been. 

We have more leisure time. More opportunities. More freedom. 

And at the same time we have more divorce, more depression, more burnout, more stress-related illness, more suicide.

In other words, more of everything, except fulfilment. 

What’s going on?

We actually find the answer in an Old Testament book called Jeremiah. It was written in the 7th century BC, and it is a remarkable description of the relationship between God and the ancient people of Israel.

Israel is described as God’s “bride”, with God as her devoted husband. He loves her with all of his heart, and she loves him devotedly. She trusts him, and she follows him.  
God says, “I remember the devotion of your youth, how as a bride you loved me and followed me through the wilderness” (Jeremiah 2:2). 

That’s a picture of what happened when God led his people out of slavery in Egypt. He led them towards a new home, a beautiful new land where they would be free, free to enjoy him forever. And he provided food and water for them as they travelled through the wilderness. 

But then, something devastating happens. 

God’s people abandon God and they chase after other gods instead. To use the language of the Bible, God’s bride commits idolatry, an act of spiritual adultery. 

And this isn’t just a one-off – a momentary lapse. It happens repeatedly.

He loves like a faithful husband, but again and again, God’s people give their love to other things instead. They seek satisfaction elsewhere.

The language in Jeremiah is devastating. God says, “You have lived as a prostitute with many lovers” (Jeremiah 3:1). 

In fact, God’s people are shown as worse than a prostitute. A prostitute, after all, is paid for what she does. But God’s people went after things which didn’t pay. 

God says, “My people have committed two sins: They have forsaken me, the spring of living water, and have dug their own cisterns, broken cisterns that cannot hold water” (Jeremiah 2:13). 

In other words, the things that they traded in for God – the things that they’d exchanged instead of him – they could not bring fulfilment. 

And it is a senseless, shocking betrayal of the One who loved them so faithfully. 

But actually, even more of a shock is the realization that this is also a picture of us. 

We could be, should be, enjoying the source of all fulfilment. But we don’t trust him, and so we seek fulfilment elsewhere. 

But don’t we know from our own experience that, except perhaps for a short time, these things never fill us up?

We get the next pay rise – and pretty soon it’s not enough. We get that dream wife or husband – and pretty soon they’re not enough. We go after these things expecting so much – and every time we’re just disappointed. 

There’s always the hangover, the morning after. We wake up and we say to ourselves, “This isn’t what I hoped it would be”. All our dreams come false.

You see, looking to these things to try to fulfil us is like trying to lick up moisture from a dusty, dried-up cistern. They just weren’t designed to satisfy in that way. Yet back we go, again and again, to the same broken cisterns.

If we crave lasting fulfilment, we need to go to the source. We need to go to the God who describes himself in Jeremiah as “the spring of living water”.  

Fast forward 700 years. (You can read about this in John chapter 4.) Jesus sits by a well in a place called Samaria. A Samaritan woman comes to take water from the well.

Now, as a Samaritan, she’s a racial and religious outcast. As a woman, she has no power and is looked down on. 

Yet Jesus reaches out to her – he asks her for a drink. 

And she’s shocked. She says to Jesus, “You are a Jew and I am a Samaritan woman. How can you ask me for a drink?” (John 4:9)

And Jesus says something staggering. He tells her, If you understood who I am, you would be asking me for a drink, and I would give you “living water”. He is identifying himself here with the God who speaks in Jeremiah, who calls himself “the spring of living water”.

But the woman misses it – she’s still thinking of literal water. She says, “Sir … you have nothing to draw with and the well is deep. Where can you get this living water?” (verse 11)

Jesus says, “Everyone who drinks this water [the water in the well] will be thirsty again.” 

But then Jesus says this: “Whoever drinks the water I give them will never thirst. Indeed, the water I give them will become in them a spring of water welling up to eternal life” (verses 13-14). 

You hear what Jesus is holding out to us? An end to the spiritual thirst that’s dogged us all our lives – that never-ending quest for fulfilment. 

He’s saying, Don’t try to be satisfied with broken, dried up cisterns. Career, relationships, material things –they’re all good, but they can’t quench the deeper thirst. They’re gifts from the one who can. Come to the source of all these good things.
The woman at the well was an outsider, an outcast in every imaginable way. 

Because of her beliefs, she was a religious outcast. Because of her race, she was an ethnic outcast. Because of her gender, she was a social outcast. And then we learn something else as well: because of her life choices, she was a moral outcast. 

You see, the other women would have come to draw their water early in the day when it was cooler. But the text says this woman came to the well alone at midday, when the sun was hottest. Why? Because none of the other women, even the women from her own community, wanted to associate with her. 

And Jesus knew why. Without her even having to say so, he knows all about her chequered sexual history. In that culture, to have had three husbands meant that you were written off as an immoral woman. Jesus says, “I know that you’ve had five husbands in the past, and the man you’re living with now, you’re not married to” (verse 18, our paraphrase).

Now can you see the significance of that? The woman Jesus spoke to at the well was exactly like Jeremiah’s description of God’s people. A serial adulteress, seeking fulfilment everywhere but in God. Trying to draw water from broken cisterns that can’t ultimately satisfy. She is so far from God that even her own people refuse to associate with her. 

But how does Jesus relate to her? 

With tenderness, with gentleness, with love. He engages with her, he speaks kindly to her, he associates with her. And he crosses all the boundaries we set up for ourselves. And he does all of this so that he can offer her the water that she’s really been looking for all of her life.

And if there is hope for her, can’t you see, there’s hope for all of us?

Imagine one day you switch on the TV, and you see a news report about the royal family. And your jaw drops. In a shocking revelation, the palace confirms that one of the royal princes has married a prostitute.

And then you see her. 

She’s been living on the streets. She is dealing with a mountain of unpaid debt, so she’s homeless, she’s dirty, she’s hungry and thirsty. There is nothing remotely attractive about her.

And then the cameras cut to an interview with the prince himself. And he says, “I’ve always loved her. I loved her from the very beginning. And I’ll continue to love her. Regardless of who she is and what she’s done. Nothing will separate us.”

And then the cameras cut away to members of the public. They ask people what they think. And there is uproar. “How on earth can this woman become his wife?” “How could she ever be queen after all she’s done?” “It is a disgrace to the entire royal family, not just the prince!”

And of course, in a sense they’re right. Because for the prince to marry her, he has to accept the shame connected with her. He has to be willing to associate with her, bind himself to her, be joined to her, pay off the debts she can’t pay. He has to pay a huge price.

But that is just a tiny glimpse of what Jesus Christ has done for his people. For people like you and me. 

God says that he chose his people before the creation of the world. He loved them faithfully, and he never stopped loving them, even when they betrayed him when they went off after other gods.

On the cross, Jesus Christ associated himself with us, he bound himself to us, he paid off the debts that we can’t possibly pay. He took on our shame and disgrace. He paid a huge price.

And not just shame but punishment. All the punishment we deserve for wandering away from God, and looking to broken cisterns for our satisfaction. He willingly took that punishment on himself, on the cross, on our behalf. All so that we could be united to him and be fulfilled in him, forever. 

Can you see how much he loves you, and how much that love cost him?

Imagine at the end of the news report, the camera cuts back to the prince. And he looks straight into the camera. And he says, “I know exactly who she is. I know exactly what she’s done. But I’m the future king. I marry who I choose to marry. And whatever she may have been, her status changed forever when I married her. Whatever she may have done, she has been welcomed into my family. Everything I have is now hers. I belong to her and she belongs to me. And she will never want for anything again.”

And near the end of John’s Gospel, John records what Jesus said just before he died on the cross. Jesus cried out on the cross, “I am thirsty” (John 19:28). 

The spring of living water himself was thirsty. So that we would never have to be thirsty again. 



Session 6

The Life-Giving God

· Use the outline below to develop your own talk, including replacing the illustrations given by the Life Explored presenters with some of your own. Alternatively, you can show the relevant film (Celebrity Part 2).

Everybody dies. And most of us die more than once.

You worship power, and every time you get passed over for promotion or a salary rise, it eats away at you like cancer. 

Worship approval, and every time someone ignores you or disagrees with you, it feels like you’ve been cut to the heart. 

Worship comfort, and every imposition on your leisure time feels like life is being taken from you. 

Worship control, and when things don’t go your way, it makes you so angry you could die. 

What, if it was taken from you, would make you feel like life wasn’t worth living?

The novelist David Foster Wallace said, “Worship your own body and beauty and sexual allure, and you will always feel ugly, and when time and age start showing, you will die a million deaths before they finally plant you”. 

Do you know that feeling? You know, you’re peering into the mirror, and it’s like every new wrinkle that appears, every new sag and bag, it’s just devastating. 

Now of course, it’s only your bathroom mirror. But if you start asking it, “Who’s the fairest of them all?” it gains the power of life and death over you.

Power. Approval. Comfort. Control. Maybe these “little gods” do make us feel alive, briefly, if we feel we’re measuring up. But when we fail them, when we don’t measure up, it feels like death. 

And that’s no illusion. Because finally, after all the little deaths we suffer, we know what’s waiting for us in the wings. An actual death, literal and unavoidable. 

The book of Romans in the Bible explains why. It says that “the wages of sin is death” (Romans 6:23). In other words, because we’ve lived for things which are not God, death is our reward, death is our payment. 

We earn God’s judgment for rejecting him in favour of lifeless things, and ultimately we get the only reward that lifeless things have to offer.

And when we face death ourselves, that’s the moment our eyes are opened, and we see just how dead and useless our gods really are. The things we look to when we’re in trouble or distress – how effective are they really? 

I mean, what good is power, approval, comfort or control when you’re lying in a hospital bed, struggling to take a breath?

My first really close encounter with death came in 2001, in a hospice in England, as I watched my mother die of stomach cancer.

She died at the age of 64, on September 15th 2001. And of course 4 days before that, it was 9/11. 

And I remember there was a little flickering TV at the end of her bed, so I sat there beside her, watching in disbelief as the twin towers turned to dust right in front of my eyes. 

And then, just to my left, as I tried to hold onto her, effectively my own mother was turning to dust with them.

And, I mean, this is a cliché, I’m almost embarrassed to say it. But no one lives forever. Not even the ones you love the most. And not even the ones who love you the most. 

Not even the young, the rich and the powerful: those men and women who got up as usual that Tuesday morning to go to work in New York and had no idea that their lives would be over by lunchtime.

These dead gods we live for, they promise us real life, real happiness. But the promise ultimately is shown to be a lie because they cannot deliver us from death.

And that’s the litmus test. The litmus test of whether our chosen god is worth living for: does it have an answer to death? 

The Gospels tell us that Jesus Christ was tortured and then executed on a cross, in full view of the people of Jerusalem. 

And then his corpse was taken down, anointed with spices, it was wrapped in strips of linen and then buried in a tomb. And one of the eyewitnesses of his death shouted up at the cross, “He saved others … but he can’t save himself! … Let him come down now from the cross, and we will believe in him” (Matthew 27:42).

But Jesus didn’t come down from the cross. He died. They thrust a spear deep into his side just to make sure. An expert Roman executioner pronounced him dead. He was buried in a tomb. 

So were the religious leaders right? I mean, if someone can’t overcome death himself, how can he possibly offer life to anyone else?

But the historical account doesn’t end there. Because Jesus didn’t end there. 

The overwhelming testimony of the Gospels, and the rest of the New Testament, and the explosive growth of those who believed in Jesus, is that death could not keep hold of him. 

The Christian churches we see all around us today would not exist were it not for this single historical reality. 

In the forty days following his death and burial, Jesus appeared physically not just to his immediate disciples, but to hundreds of people. He spoke with them, he interacted with them, he even ate with them. This was no ghost, no hallucination. He was physical. He was real. He was tangible and touchable. He was alive.

1 Corinthians chapter 15 says this:

“[Jesus] was buried … he was raised on the third day according to the Scriptures, and … he appeared to [Peter], and then to the Twelve [disciples]. After that, he appeared to more than five hundred of the brothers and sisters at the same time, most of whom are still living [in other words, go and talk to them – they’ll verify what I’m saying] … Then he appeared to James, then to all the apostles, and last of all he appeared to me also” (1 Corinthians 15:4-8).

Now those words were written by a man called Paul. Paul was a hugely respected religious leader who oversaw the execution of Christians. 

But then his life was completely up-ended. Because a person he knew was dead actually confronted him. Jesus spoke to him – told him to go into the city, where he’d be told what to do. 

Paul became one of the people he’d been persecuting. He spent the rest of his life risking death because he’d seen for himself that Jesus had completely conquered death. And eventually, Paul was executed because he kept insisting Jesus was alive. 

Would you willingly give up your life for the sake of something you weren’t absolutely sure of? 

It makes no sense, unless these early Christians were absolutely convinced that Jesus was fully, physically alive, and that he’d given them the kind of life that couldn’t be ended, not even by public execution on a Roman cross. 

Paul said, “We know that the one who raised the Lord Jesus from the dead will also raise us” (2 Corinthians 4:14). 

What Paul’s story shows is that the resurrection isn’t just about life after death. It transforms life before death too. 

To our remorse for things we’ve done wrong, even the worst things imaginable, the resurrection says, all of that was paid for by Jesus on the cross, and the price has been accepted. 

To all of our regrets, the resurrection says, your best days are ahead of you.

To our anxieties, the resurrection says, don’t you see, not even the worst that can happen to you, not even death, can separate you from the life you now have in Jesus.
To our losing a job, or suffering financial problems, the resurrection says, remember: you now have eternal life, that’s a treasure that can never be taken from you.

Or to our fretting about getting as much money or attention or as much fun as we can in the here and now, the resurrection says, you don’t have to live as if “you only live once”, feverishly trying to tick off all the things on your bucket list. You can give your life away for the sake of others, and you’ll still have a thousand lifetimes to enjoy in the life to come.

And to our fears in front of the bathroom mirror about getting older, the resurrection says, you are one day closer to a glorious, indestructible body, better than any you’ve ever known. 

If you put your trust in Christ, you are going where he has already gone. You will triumph over death because it will not be able to hold you. Your body will be resurrected, made startlingly new and powerful. 

And it won’t stop there. The living God doesn’t just bring life to our dead bodies. He will bring life to the whole dying world. This world we’re living in now will be made new, made right, made perfect. A new creation, filled with new creations. 

It’s like – the resurrection of Jesus is kind of like – the trailer, the taster, the first visible sign of this coming reality. It’s like the first smudge of sunlight on the horizon, proving that the day is coming soon, and cannot be stopped. 

In 1 Thessalonians 1, Paul praises those who “turned to God from idols to serve the living and true God, and to wait for his Son from heaven, whom he raised from the dead – Jesus, who rescues us from the coming wrath” (1 Thessalonians 1:9-10).

So this leads to a life-or-death question. If worshipping idols leads to death, and brings about God’s wrath, well, how can we stop? 

We can’t just “stop worshipping”, because as human beings, we’re made to worship. We can’t just “stop worshipping” any more than we can just stop eating or just stop breathing. 

The only way we can put our idols to death is if we love something else more. 

So we need to see the beauty of Christ so clearly that it displaces our love for other gods, so that they lose their hold over us. Jesus must become more desirable to you, more attractive to you, than your idol.

You need to see that he gave up his freedom so that you could be free. He went thirsty so you could be satisfied. He gave up his life so you could live, forever. 

The eternal Son of God took on flesh once and for all, took your place once and for all, and took your pain once and for all – suffering on the cross the hell that we deserve, so that we don’t have to.

When you see what it means for him not only to die for you, but actually defeat   death for you, it just captures your heart as nothing else can. It displaces the idols. Because you realize that no other god has done this for you. No other god could do this for you.

Other gods may promise us eternal life. But only One has proved in history that his promise can be trusted. 

You know, the worst feeling I know is waking up and remembering that I’ve lost something and I can never get it back. A time in my life. A relationship. A mother.

But the promise of the resurrection is not just that I’ll be consoled for these losses. The Bible says something much more wonderful. Just listen to this. 

It says, “Our light and momentary troubles are achieving for us an eternal glory that far outweighs them all” (2 Corinthians 4:17).

That means our worst grief – the things which, looking back, we regret most deeply – are the very things which will make our future resurrection so glorious. And it will be so glorious that we’ll happily describe our worst experiences as “light and momentary” by comparison.

If your trust is in Jesus, then not a tear in this life will have been wasted. Every single one of them was preparing in you a greater capacity to enjoy the resurrection that is coming.

Yes, everybody dies. And most of us die more than once.

Because if we love dead gods like power, approval, comfort and control, we’ll die a thousand deaths before we actually die. 

But if you love the living God, the only one who has defeated death, then you will truly live. After death – and before death too. 


Session 7

The Joyful God

· Use the outline below to develop your own talk, including replacing the illustrations given by the Life Explored presenters with some of your own. Alternatively, you can show the relevant film (Space Part 2).

What is the best gift God could give you?

In 2014, a group of artists and musicians in England asked thousands of people one question and based a show on the answers. The question was: What is your happiest memory? 

Well, the answers came in. There were lots of first dates, first dances, first loves. Memories of weddings and births; memories of holidays; the faces of loved ones now lost.

And as they collected these memories of happiness, they noticed three things. 

The first was that less than 1% of the happy memories had anything to do with material things. With stuff that could be bought. 

Secondly, the memories were nearly always about relationships of one kind or another. Family or friends or lovers. 

And they discovered the third thing when they fed all the happy memories into a computer. The word that came up most often was the word “home”. 

The director said the shows ended up being a cross between a wedding and a wake. It was a celebration mixed with sadness, because these were memories of happiness. The happiness had gone – it hadn’t lasted. 

What was left was a longing for relationship, and a longing for home. 

So why do we have these desires? The author C.S.Lewis said, “If I find in myself desires which nothing in this world can satisfy, the only logical explanation is that I was made for another world”. 

We were. Open up Revelation chapters 21 and 22, and you’ll catch a stunning glimpse of the world you were made for. The reason why our earthly homes and our earthly relationships never fully satisfy. Not even the best ones. 

The Bible calls it “a new heaven and a new earth”, “the kingdom of heaven”, or simply “heaven”. A universe of perfect joy, perfect happiness, perfect love. 

It’s a world where we experience both the ultimate home and the ultimate relationship that deep down we’ve longed for for all our lives. 

Think of it. What is it that makes home so desirable? Comfort? Acceptance? Refreshment? Rest? Being with those we love? Protection from everything that threatens those things? 

That’s the biblical picture of heaven. All the suffering, rejection, exploitation and loneliness – it’s dealt with, removed. Everything sad comes untrue. 

All that happened in Genesis 3 is undone. The garbage is dealt with; the glory restored. 

But this isn’t earth written off and replaced with something completely different. This is the earth renewed, healed, restored. Filled with people who themselves have been renewed, healed, restored. A new creation filled with new creations. Just as real and physical as this creation. 

But with no more pain. No more crying. No more injustice. Or unrequited love. Or cruelty. Or concentration camps. Or hospitals. Or hearses. Or separation.

It’s a new creation that takes all that is beautiful and joyful in this present life and magnifies it to an infinite degree. Like a book in which each new chapter, each new page, is even more wonderful than the one before. 

But heaven isn’t just home – the home we’ve longed for all our lives. It’s the relationship we’ve longed for too.  

Read Revelation 21 and 22, and you’ll see that at the beating heart of heaven is a wedding.

The love story that began in Genesis 1 reaches its climax. The promise God made to Abraham, that he would draw to himself a multi-ethnic, multi-racial group from every different social class and background, from across every era of history – this is where we see it fulfilled, finally fulfilled.
“I saw the Holy City, the new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride beautifully dressed for her husband” (Revelation 21:2).

The Holy City is God’s people – a bride perfectly prepared for her husband. After the desperate centuries of tragically giving her heart to other lovers – all the spiritual adultery and idolatry – she is made clean, made beautiful, and drawn into the bridegroom’s arms. 

And who’s the bridegroom, the husband-to-be? Well, the answer comes a few verses later: he’s “the Lamb” (verse 9). 

“The Lamb” is marrying “the Holy City, Jerusalem”.

So that’s a fairly unusual wedding, isn’t it? I’ve been at some corkers over the years, but here we’ve got a troubled Middle-Eastern city being married to a farmyard animal. Pretty unexpected, even by biblical standards.

But this is a call back to the Passover, when God’s people were delivered from slavery in Egypt. The blood of the lamb was put on the tops and the sides of the doorframes so they could escape God’s rightful judgment and go free. When God saw the sign of the blood, he “passed over” them. The lamb died so that they don’t have to.

That was an anticipation of an infinitely greater liberation, made possible by an infinitely greater Lamb. 

So 1500 years later, Jesus Christ – “the Lamb of God”, who came to take away the sin of the world – shed his blood on a cross. 

All our wrongdoing, all the love we’ve lavished on created things instead of on our loving Creator… he took the punishment for it. The Lamb died so that we don’t have to.

Both the home, and the relationship we’ve longed for all our lives – they’re fully open to us. But only because the Lamb of God, Jesus Christ, died on the cross in our place.

As with any wedding invitation, many are invited, but not everyone comes, and for many different reasons. 

That means, as the Bible makes clear, not everyone is included. If heaven is to be heaven, all evil and injustice and wrongdoing must be kept out. That’s why, twice in these two chapters, Jesus refers to those who are shut out from the new heaven and the new earth because of their idolatry – all those who have given their lives to worshipping anything or anyone other than Jesus. 

Ah, we say, come on. Jesus is the only way in? It’s offensive to be so exclusive, so narrow. No one should say that only belief in Jesus will bring us acceptance with God.

But how can there be any other way to God when we look at the cost of entry? If there were any other way, why would the Son of God have to pay in death and blood for our spiritual adultery? It’s that serious. Only the cross is uniquely able to pay for it. 

The Lamb, the bridegroom, Jesus himself – he died precisely so we would not have to. He took the punishment we deserve, so we wouldn’t have to.

Will we accept the invitation to the wedding? Jesus is holding it out to us here.

He wants nothing less than for you to enter into the joy that exists in God himself.

When the French scientist Blaise Pascal died at the age of 39, a small piece of parchment was found sewn into the lining of his coat. 

It was his handwritten account of the precise moment when, at the age of 31, he experienced a joy unlike anything he’d known before. 

“1654, Monday 23 November… From about half past ten in the evening to about half an hour after midnight…

“FIRE. 

“God of Abraham, God of Isaac, God of Jacob, not of philosophers nor of the scholars. 

“Certainty. Heartfelt joy. Peace. 

“God of Jesus Christ, my God and your God… 

“Forgetfulness of the world and of everything, except God…

“Joy, joy, joy. 

“Tears of joy.”

What was happening to Pascal here? 

As he read his Bible, he had encountered Jesus himself. The joyful God. He was experiencing just a tiny foretaste of what heaven will be like. Forgetfulness of the world with all its idols. And in its place: joy.

If we could see into the heart of God, we would see pure, ever-flowing, never-ending joy. The Father joyfully loves his Son. The Son joyfully loves and serves his Father. The Spirit joyfully makes much of the Father and the Son. 

Each person of this Trinity – other-focused, self-giving, generously pouring himself out unselfishly for the sake of the others.  

It’s irrepressible. Overflowing. Like a gushing spring of water. That’s why it says here in the final chapter of the Bible, “Let the one who is thirsty come; and let the one who wishes take the free gift of the water of life” (Revelation 22:17). 

Anyone who tastes this joy, the joy at the heart of God, will never again experience an absence of anything. Complete satisfaction. Complete rest. Complete happiness.
That’s the heart of this God – Father, Son, and Spirit – and he is inviting you and me to share in it, to drink from it. 

Can you see how staggering this is? No other god is like this God.

That means that the greatest gift God could possibly give you… is himself. 

And that is what he does, through his Son Jesus. 

What makes heaven heaven is nothing less than being united with God. That’s why heaven is described as a place of perfect, unbroken relationship with him:

“God’s dwelling-place is now among the people, and he will dwell with them. They will be his people, and God himself will be with them and be their God. ‘He will wipe away every tear from their eyes. There will be no more death’ or mourning or crying or pain, for the old order of things has passed away” (Revelation 21:3-4).

I remember how I felt when, as a child, I got myself separated from my parents at a huge fair of 20,000 people. 

The panic I felt… the awful anxiety… that horrible thought that maybe I’d never see them again. As a five-year-old, I felt the tears starting to burn in my eyes, and my heart breaking. Was I never going to see them again?

But my parents searched for me, and searched for me, and then suddenly I saw them through the crowd. And my mother ran towards me, and swept me up in her arms. And it felt like I’d never loved them as much as I did at that moment. I felt like my heart was going to burst with sheer joy and relief.
Well, that’s nothing more than a glimpse of what heaven will be like. 

The agony of having been separated from your Father will make the reunion all the more sweet. In that moment, your love for him will be greater than you could ever imagine it to be. Greater than it would have felt had you never been separated. And his love for you – demonstrated by the way he sent his Son to search for you, and find you – will be seen for what it is: the greatest love you’ve ever known. The greatest joy you’ve ever experienced.

In a sense, all of history has been “the long terrible story of mankind trying to find something other than God which will make him happy”.

We look to sex and relationships, to career, to our homes, our health, our sports, our holidays, to fully satisfy us. But we’re far too easily pleased. Even the very best of these things were not designed to bear the weight we try and put on them. When we realize that, we’re free to enjoy them for what they are, and nothing more. 

That means we won’t burden our loved ones with unrealistic expectations that they can fill the hole inside us. It’s desperate when people try to do that.

It means we won’t expect our occupations or achievements or appearances to save us. We won’t expect money to be our saviour. 

We were made for another world. One that’s never-ending. And that’s where our deepest desires will be fully and finally met. In the One who made us to be restless until our hearts find our rest in him.

So let me ask you: 

· Is this God the one you live for? If not, which god ARE you living for? 

· Did it create you? Does it sustain you? Can it be trusted? 

· Does it make big promises, only to leave you disappointed?

· How does it make you feel when you let it down?

· Does it make you feel free, or make you feel enslaved?

· Has it fulfilled you?

· Has it lived like Jesus lived? Loved like Jesus loved? 

· Has it laid down its life for you?

· Does it have an answer to death, and has it proved it can deliver on those promises?

· What future does it offer you? 

· Is your god as good as this God has shown himself to be?

Revelation chapter 22 makes a promise to all those who love Jesus. It says that in the new heaven and the new earth, “They will see his face” (verse 4).

How many of us have been haunted by the faces of those we’ve loved. Faces we’ve lost; faces we’ve let go; faces that despite our best efforts, couldn’t love us in return. 

Faces that have either been taken from us by time or circumstance or by death. 

But there is a face here in heaven that will satisfy the ache of every broken heart. 

And the Bible promises that his people, his bride, will see that face. 

The moment you see it, you’ll know you’ve reached your true home. 

The moment you see it, you’ll know that you’ve been searching for THIS face in every face you’ve ever loved.

The best gift God can give you – is himself.
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