Black, White, & Shades of Grey #5

“Mirrors of God”

various texts

 In the first message of this series, I quoted the lyrics to a song popular in the 1960s. The chorus went like this:

But today there is no day or night;
today there is no dark or light;
today there is no black or white;
only shades of gray.


While I acknowledge that such was the popular view of determining right and wrong back then—and still today, for some—I take issue with the idea that there is no black and white when it comes to ethical choices. As we saw in our last message, the Bible clearly defines some things as right and other things as wrong. For the Christian, when it comes to wrong and right, there is certainly black and white.


Not everything falls under those categories, though. There are many activities in life that cannot be classified as “black” or “white”. God has neither commanded us to do these things nor prohibited us from them. They are areas about which Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 8:8 “we are no worse if we do not, and no better if we do.”  These are what I am calling in this series “shades of grey.” William Barclay writes, 

The Stoics used to teach that there were a great many things which they called adiaphora, that is, indifferent. In themselves they were quite neutral, neither good nor bad. The Stoics put it this way—it all depends by what handle you pick them up. Now that is profoundly true. To a student of art, a certain picture might be a work of art, to someone else an obscene drawing. To one group of people a discussion might be an interesting and stimulating and mind-kindling experience, to someone else a succession of heresies, and even blasphemies. An amusement, a pleasure, a pastime might seem to one quite permissible, and to another prohibited. More, there are pleasures which are quite harmless to one man, which can, in fact, be the ruin of another. The thing itself is neither clean nor unclean; its character is determined by the person who sees it or does it.
 

Not so long ago, the “grey areas” in some Christian communities had to deal with playing games with dice or with playing cards, women wearing makeup or slacks, going to a movie theater, or mixed swimming. These days the battle lines are drawn about such issues as style of music, style of worship, style of dress, Bible translations, the moderate use of alcohol…the list is endless.

Now, again, not everything belongs in this category. If the Bible tells us something is right or wrong, that is the end of the story. What I mean by “grey areas” are those things that the Bible neither condones nor condemns. How does a Christian navigate those ethical waters?

Over the next several weeks I want to consider a number of principles from Scripture that may help us make these determinations. “But I thought you just said these are areas the Bible does not address!” you may object. That is true; these are areas the Bible does not address explicitly. There is a difference, though, between a precept, a direct command saying, “Thou shalt…” or “Thou shalt not…” and a principle, an indirect standard that can be applied to a situation not specifically dealt with in Scripture.

These principles are not merely theoretical or abstract. Since “human reality is at root relational in character, [then] our morality is essentially a set of responses best understood in view of…relationships.”
  Hence these biblical principles will apply to first our relationship with God, then our relationships with others, and finally our relationship to ourselves.

The primary ethical principle in our relationship with God is exaltation or glorification.  What does that mean?  To exalt or glorify God is “to manifest the reflection of what God is like.”
 In other words, we are meant to reflect God’s character to the world around us. We are to be mirrors of God!

The Reality of Reflecting God


I’d like to first consider the reality of reflecting God. The moment we come to Christ and take on the name “Christian,” we become a child of God. From that moment on we reflect on our Heavenly Father…whether we realize it or not, whether we like it or not.


Turn to Philippians 2:14-16, where Paul writes,

Do everything without complaining or arguing, so that you may become blameless and pure, children of God without fault in a crooked and depraved generation, in which you shine like stars in the universe as you hold out the word of life—in order that I may boast on the day of Christ that I did not run or labor for nothing [emphasis added].

Some translations use the word “lights” instead of “stars,” but the Greek word for lights means luminaries; that is, the moon and sun and the stars.
 I personally like the image of the moon when it comes to the Christian, for the moon has no light of its own; it merely reflects the light of the sun. In our dark world, we reflect the light of Christ, just like the moon “shines” brightly on a dark night.
Now I want you to notice that we are a reflection of Christianity…it is a reality. There is no hesitation or qualification in Paul’s words. The quality of our life is the platform of our personal testimony.
 It is a fact. J. A. Motyer comments,
The great glory of Christian ethics is that it calls us to be what we are. Children of God describes neither wishful thinking, nor a fond hope, nor a target for supreme endeavour, but a present reality waiting to be worked out in our conscious, responsive behaviour.
 

We don’t have to try to be a reflection of God; we already are!

Jesus spoke similar words in Matthew 5:14-16,

You are the light of the world. A city on a hill cannot be hidden. Neither do people light a lamp and put it under a bowl. Instead they put it on its stand, and it gives light to everyone in the house. In the same way, let your light shine before men, that they may see your good deeds and praise your Father in heaven.

This might seem confusing, since Jesus also spoke of Himself as “the light of the world” in John 8 and 12. The relationship between these two statements is that Jesus is the source of light; Christians are the reflection of His light. Our function is to shine for Him just as the moon reflects the glory of the sun.
  John Stott notes,
I sometimes think how splendid it would be if non-Christians, curious to discover the secret and source of our light, were to come up to us and enquire: “Twinkle, twinkle, little star, how I wonder what you are!”
 


“Well, I don’t know if anyone would say that to me!” you might be thinking. Turn to one more passage on this point that I think will be an encouragement to you. Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 3:18,

And we, who with unveiled faces all reflect the Lord’s glory, are being transformed into his likeness with ever-increasing glory, which comes from the Lord, who is the Spirit.

Here the word “reflect” is used, and Paul says that we all reflect the Lord’s glory. Isn’t that great? It’s not just apostles or pastors or missionaries who reflect the Lord’s glory…we all do! Not only that, but this reflecting of God’s glory is a process: “we…are being transformed into his likeness.” Even when we don’t feel that we are reflecting God’s light very much, we can be assured that He is still working on us, transforming us into the image of Christ.

The Responsibility of Reflecting God


With this reality of reflecting God comes a responsibility. While it is true that we have no light in ourselves but rather reflect the light of God in a dark world, we are still accountable to God for the way we live.


In the Old Testament, God told His people in Leviticus 11:44-45,

I am the Lord your God; consecrate yourselves and be holy, because I am holy. Do not make yourselves unclean by any creature that moves about on the ground. I am the Lord who brought you up out of Egypt to be your God; therefore be holy, because I am holy.

This passage is quoted in the New Testament as well. God’s people are called to be holy. Why? Because God is holy, and we are to reflect His character. If we bear His name and call ourselves His children, then we ought to bear a resemblance to Him.


Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 6:19-20,
Do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit, who is in you, whom you have received from God? You are not your own; you were bought at a price. Therefore honor God with your body.

Later in the same book he writes in 1 Corinthians 10:31, “So whether you eat or drink or whatever you do, do it all for the glory of God.”

We are to “honor God” with our bodies, doing everything “for the glory of God.” What does that mean? First it means that, whatever we do, we should do it in a way that pleases God. And notice Paul is not just talking about monumental tasks here; he refers to eating and drinking, which are two ordinary, everyday actions. In everything we do, we should ask ourselves, “Is God pleased with what I am doing? With how I am doing it?”


Second, doing things “for the glory of God” means that our actions are sending a positive message about God to those around us. When people know we are Christians (and they do) and they watch our lives (and they do that, too), will they have a favorable or an unfavorable impression of Christ if I engage in this activity?

The Results of Reflecting God


This leads us to our final point this morning: the results of reflecting God. As we have seen, we do reflect on God whether we want to or not. The question is not if we reflect on God, but how we reflect on God. Two passages from the book of Romans demonstrate the two possible results of reflecting God.


In Romans 15:5-9 we read,

May the God who gives endurance and encouragement give you a spirit of unity among yourselves as you follow Christ Jesus, so that with one heart and mouth you may glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. Accept one another, then, just as Christ accepted you, in order to bring praise to God. For I tell you that Christ has become a servant of the Jews on behalf of God’s truth, to confirm the promises made to the patriarchs so that the Gentiles may glorify God for his mercy, as it is written: “Therefore I will praise you among the Gentiles; I will sing hymns to your name” [emphasis added].

Our actions can cause others to praise God. Even unbelievers will have to admit that Christianity is valid, whether they become Christians themselves or not. 


On the other hand, Romans 2:17-24 states,

Now you, if you call yourself a Jew; if you rely on the law and brag about your relationship to God; if you know his will and approve of what is superior because you are instructed by the law; if you are convinced that you are a guide for the blind, a light for those who are in the dark, an instructor of the foolish, a teacher of infants, because you have in the law the embodiment of knowledge and truth—you, then, who teach others, do you not teach yourself? You who preach against stealing, do you steal? You who say that people should not commit adultery, do you commit adultery? You who abhor idols, do you rob temples? You who brag about the law, do you dishonor God by breaking the law? As it is written: “God’s name is blasphemed among the Gentiles because of you” [emphasis added].

We can also be a bad reflection on God to others as well. When people watch our lives, are they less inclined to believe what we say about God? We live in an age where Christianity suffers from a credibility gap—people don’t just trust anymore; we must give them a reason to trust what we say. How can we do that? By the way we live. How can we turn people off toward God? By the way we live.


Whenever I read of some Christian church or organization that has done something very contrary to what Christianity is all about, I wonder if God wouldn’t want to sue them to have His name taken off of their name. Then I wonder if the same couldn’t be said of me…

The story is told of a soldier in the army of Alexander the Great, who was brought before the great world-conqueror for court-martial. When the emperor had listened to the charges and the evidence, he turned to the soldier facing condemnation, and said, “What is your name?”

“Alexander,” was the reply. 

The great general angrily replied, “You say your name is Alexander? You are found guilty of your crime as charged, and now you must pay the penalty. Either change your conduct or change your name, for no man can bear the name of Alexander, my name, and do the things that you have done.”
 


That soldier was giving the name Alexander a bad reputation, and Alexander the Great took exception to that. Do we think Christ would take less exception to having His name dragged through the mud, as it were?


One last passage on this point, and it is a text we considered earlier. Matthew 5:14-16 says,

You are the light of the world. A city on a hill cannot be hidden. Neither do people light a lamp and put it under a bowl. Instead they put it on its stand, and it gives light to everyone in the house. In the same way, let your light shine before men, that they may see your good deeds and praise your Father in heaven.


When people see our lives, do people praise us or praise God? It is possible to do good things and yet not exalt our Lord. But when we are a good reflection on God, others will notice and believe what we have to say about Him.


So how does the principle of exaltation apply in our ethical choices?  Positively, “a course of action ought to be taken because it best reflects the character, nature, and will of God.”
 On the other hand, “no thought, word, or action should mar the reflection of who God is or prevent His qualities from being developed in us.”
 Anything we do that puts God in a bad light we should avoid; anything that puts God in a good light we should do.


Think of it this way. When considering whether an action is right or wrong, imagine that you a wearing a shirt that says, “Property of Jesus Christ” on it while you are engaged in that activity. Would others who see you have a positive impression on Christ based on what we are doing? If the answer is yes (or neither), then you are free to do it; if the answer is no, then you should not do it.


A classic rock song was entitled, “You Give Love a Bad Name.” Let’s not give God a bad name by what we do. Whatever we do, let’s do it to the glory of God—giving Him a good name. Let’s be mirrors of God, reflecting His light in our dark world.
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