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Jesus’ mission, the biggest thing in the cosmos, is compelling and captivating. 
In Following Jesus, Allan Demond uses fresh, clarifying images to explain 
God’s incredible cosmic enterprise. Any of us can join the movement and 
‘follow Jesus in the power of the Spirit, on mission, in community and 
through the disciplines of Bible, prayer and giving.’ This book will give you 
the intellectual confidence and practical capacity to find and foster hope – on 
a cosmic scale.

This is ‘Following Jesus 101’. Written by a seasoned pastor and outstanding 
communicator, this book is an excellent resource for those keen to explore the 
implications of Christian faith for their lives.

Simon Carey Holt – Author; Senior Minister,  
Collins Street Baptist Church, Melbourne

Allan Demond presents a much needed and fresh approach to exploring what it 
really means to follow Jesus so that we can truly experience his life in this world. 
Highly recommended reading.

Mark Conner – Former Senior Minister of CityLife Church, Melbourne

Allan Demond has distilled over thirty years of pastoral leadership, theological 
study and teaching, as well as his own experience of practising personal spiritual 
disciplines, to provide a practical guide for taking a life journey that counts.
Keith Jobberns – National Ministries Director, Australian Baptist Ministries

Following Jesus is a simple, yet profound and engaging guidebook to the 
Christian faith. This is the book I would proudly place in the hands of a friend 
who has no previous knowledge about Jesus, who is open to finding ‘something 
to give my life meaning.’

Marcy Paynter – Creative Ministries Director, Gateway Church Australia

Allan Demond has been a follower of Jesus for more than four decades and 
has served followers as a pastor and educator for thirty-five years. He has 
degrees in philosophy, theology and education; including a PhD in preaching 
and education theory. Allan was born in Canada and now lives in Melbourne, 
where he has served as the Senior Pastor of NewHope Baptist Church since 
1995.



Allan Demond is a master communicator who explains complex ideas, 
facts and metaphors in such a way that they are understandable and 
applicable to life. He has gifted the church with a discipleship resource 
that will challenge us individually, shape us corporately and enhance 
our confidence to step out into our mission to advance God’s kingdom 
– Daniel Bullock, Director of Mission & Ministries, Baptist Union of 
Victoria.

Allan’s text reflects the insights of a rich personal, scholarly and 
ministerial life that understands and seeks to enable others to share 
in the hope found in Jesus  … There is something for everyone, as 
he challenges the experienced and emboldens novices into action. 
It is a great resource for contemplating a ‘journey towards hope’ –  
Heather Coleman, General Director, Global Interaction.

Allan Demond is a nurturing pastor and gifted communicator who 
combines insightful biblical background with down-to-earth stories. 
His book is not just a call to the importance of radical living, but a 
practical guide map to show the way for us as communities of hope –  
Darren Cronshaw, Professor of Missional Leadership, Australian 
College of Ministries; Researcher and Pastor, Baptist Union of Victoria.

Allan Demond has written a fresh, contemporary presentation of the 
basics one needs to embrace to be a faithful, effective and committed 
follower of Jesus in our generation. He invites us to ‘have courage 
and lean in’, challenging us to follow Jesus and embrace a ‘life of 
love’. He presents Jesus as a loving guide who will provide purpose 
and direction for our daily lives – Bruce Fawcett, Author; President, 
Crandall University, Moncton NB, Canada.

This book’s conception and birth in the midst of pastoral ministry in a 
local ‘community of hope’ gives it a particularly warm tone that invites 
both discussion and participation. I would highly recommend this book 
to those wishing to explore what following Jesus looks like in their local 
setting – Marc Rader, Senior Pastor, Gymea Baptist Church.



Like boiling down sap from maple trees to yield delectable syrup, the 
author skilfully and succinctly captures God’s story in human history. 
And with full biblical floodlights, he focuses on the indispensable 
essence of who Jesus really is and what it means to say ‘yes’ to 
him ... one is deeply inspired with a fresh appetite to follow Jesus –  
Harry Gardner, President, Acadia Divinity College; Dean of Theology, 
Acadia University, NS Canada.

Allan Demond is such a talented communicator! … As someone who 
personally wants to keep learning how to live out my faith more fully, I 
found Allan’s writing, combining historical context, stories, examples, 
practical advice and clear language, a wonderful source for my own 
journey. I recommend it to anyone who wants to grow in their faith 
and the practice of their faith – John Hickey, CEO, Baptist World Aid 
Australia.

Following Jesus ... will confirm and challenge your perceptions and 
practices. If you are not yet a follower of Jesus, this book will help you 
understand why so many intelligently and fervently follow Jesus. If you 
are following Jesus, it will both encourage and unsettle you, hopefully 
producing a deeper and more joyful commitment to following Jesus, 
loving his community and serving his world – John Sweetman, Principal, 
Malyon College.

Allan has a way of narrating truth in an engaging and accessible way 
… in this book, readers are challenged to choose a consistent life of 
mission – one chosen because Jesus first chose us to have a relationship 
with us. Allan is clear about the fact that we don’t do this alone, but 
in profound community – Karen Wilson, Author; Pastor; Deputy Chair, 
Willow Creek Australia Board.
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Foreword

The concert ended and the aisles filled with people as everyone headed 
for the doors at the back of the hall. Having enjoyed front row seats 
all night, I assumed my friend and I would be among the last to exit, 
but I was wrong. ‘Follow me,’ he said, and pushing open an unmarked 
door next to the stage he disappeared into the shadows. I followed 
close behind as we twisted our way up a stairwell and through a narrow 
side door that emptied into the street above. As we spilled out onto the 
footpath, we fell in step with the first wave of guests who had just exited 
the main doors of the concert hall. ‘That was unexpected,’ I said with a 
smile, and he gave a satisfied nod.

Something similar, an unexpected detour leading to peculiar kindness, 
has been my experience again and again as I have followed Jesus over 
many years. Simply put, he knows the shortest path from anywhere to 
hope. Like my friend with his inside knowledge of the concert hall, 
Jesus knows God’s world and how to get around in it. He knows about 
unmarked exits and useful stairwells that lead to better places, to homes 
of love, neighbourhoods of security, provinces of justice, vistas of grace 
and paths of promise. He is eager to help everyone find their way to 
hope. And with Jesus, it is not about getting ahead of the crowd. Rather, 
he wants to take the whole crowd with us. We are all invited to go higher: 
Jesus’ mission is cosmic.

When my friend at the concert asked me to follow him through the 
mysterious unmarked door, my first response was reluctance. I remember 
thinking, ‘Where is he going? Are we allowed in there?’ and it took 
a second or two to muster courage and trust him. Following someone 
always makes us a little vulnerable, and perhaps a bit uneasy, because 
we have to give up some control and that is hard to do.
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I am a pastor, and my job is to help people give up control to Jesus 
so they can know God, find the abundant life he promises and foster that 
experience in the lives of others. I wrote this book to help you do exactly 
that, to give you greater clarity about what God wants and who Jesus is, 
so you can weigh in with complete confidence – the way birds do.

‘Look at the birds,’ says Jesus. They are fret-free and their basic 
needs are fully funded by your heavenly Father. They know how to 
live in this world, how to obey God’s wisdom and trust his provision – 
do you? Jesus probably learned his love of birds from another ancient 
birdwatcher, Jeremiah.

Even the stork in the sky
knows her appointed seasons,
and the dove, the swift and the thrush
observe the time of their migration.
But my people do not know
the requirements of the Lord (Jer 8:7).

And that is the problem Jesus is addressing: the sons and daughters of 
Adam have forgotten so much. We have misplaced our identity, lost our 
courage and abandoned the ancient wisdom that birds of the air still 
possess. We have forgotten how to trust and obey our creator. ‘Look at 
the birds,’ says Jesus – the hen who cares for her chicks the way God 
cares for you, the swallow who nests close to God in the temple, the 
eagle who soars with strength whenever God commands, the dove who 
runs God’s errands, the raven who builds no barns yet dines daily with 
God as his maître d’ – look carefully at the birds and learn the art of 
trust. Give up control. Lean on God. Jesus will teach you how, so follow 
him with bird-like confidence and you will discover everything you are 
meant to be (Job 39:27; Ps 84:3, 147:9; Isa 40:31; Mt 6:26; Lk 3:22, 
12:6–7, 13:34).

This is a followers’ handbook. It will help you take a closer look 
at Jesus and his incredible mission, discover your particular calling as 
one of Jesus’ fellow workers, and explore your connections with other 

followers. You may choose to read it with some kingdom-focused 
friends and share your thoughts with each other as you work to form a 
community of hope.

As the pastor of NewHope Baptist Church in Melbourne, Australia, 
I serve a dynamic community of people who have a simple mission: to 
love God, love others and serve the world. We believe that Jesus is the 
best mentor for this life of love, and we are learning the art of serving 
from the one who came to serve and give his life as a gift for many. 
Together we are following Jesus in the power of the Spirit, on mission, 
in community and through the disciplines of Bible, prayer and giving. 
Hundreds more, who would not admit to believing in Jesus or be ready 
to sign up to our way of life, are good friends and they happily travel 
with us at the centre of our hospitality. We learn from them, grow with 
them and witness to them as best we can; in so many ways we exist for 
them, and this is how we journey towards hope.

Allan Demond
www.newhope.net.au/pastor
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Introduction

Sooner or later everyone looks up and asks, ‘Is there any hope?’
We need to know. Is there anyone out there who is paying attention to 

our world and who cares about us? Can they help us? Will they help us, or 
are we on our own with no real hope in the universe beyond humankind?

Jesus of Nazareth answers plainly: yes, there is hope for the human 
race; there is a genuine prospect of divine involvement in everyday 
affairs that is exciting beyond words and readily accessible to every 
person. He unpacks this hope with a handful of brilliant stories, choice 
metaphors, tender images and fiery public exchanges with critics, and 
he anchors the vision with edgy, intriguing conduct that challenges the 
status quo and demands attention. He is such an engaging person!

Jesus sees the universe differently and often behaves like someone 
with special status, as if he were the birthday boy and the universe was 
his family home. But with this sense of privilege, entitlement even, there 
is nothing of the spoilt child in Jesus. Quite the opposite: he is eager to 
share his family privilege and usher others into the same extraordinary 
status. He talks in unexpected ways, declares the Creator to be his Father, 
and places his own soul at the centre of a new account of reality. Jesus 
is dynamic, enigmatic, magnetic and entirely worthy of the billions of 
people who have chosen to follow him in search of divine hope.

All of this is best seen from the inside. Even if you can only muster 
is a little ‘experimental belief’, you are wise to open the door and have 
a look. Saint Augustine of Hippo, an African bishop who lived three 
hundred years after Jesus, famously said, ‘Do not seek to understand in 
order to believe, but believe that you may understand.’ He didn’t mean, 
‘Stop asking questions and blindly submit’; he was saying something 
more like, ‘Start by accepting the claims concerning Jesus and see where 
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that leads you.’ Augustine urges us to esteem Jesus highly, ‘to go into 
him and to be incorporated in his members’, in other words, to go inside 
and have a look around. This is good advice.

Hinges
What we believe about divine hope and God’s interest in our world, 
even if our belief is still experimental, is important on many levels. It 
impacts our approach to daily tasks, shapes the kind of people we are 
becoming and informs the sorts of work we pour energy into. It even 
sets us up to be ultimately right or wrong, because whatever we claim 
about such things, eventually we collide with reality and that proves us 
joyfully right or dead wrong.

I can say, for example, that I do not believe in gravity, but if I jump 
from an airplane at 4,000 metres with no parachute, gravity will prove 
itself true. The question ‘Is there a divine hope?’ gives rise to conflicting 
speculation and various irreconcilable narratives, but eventually we all 
collide with reality and only one story will prevail. Who does not want 
to avoid a crash landing at the end?

Jesus put his life on the line, emphatically announcing divine hope 
for the world, and his followers are people who take the bold risk that 
he is right. We believe in order to understand. As we commit to follow 
and learn everything we can from him, we begin to discover that he has 
the key to love and the answers to life. The more we trust him, the more 
we flourish and the more we want to share what we have received with 
others.

Ludwig Wittgenstein, a philosopher of some considerable reputation, 
observes that you cannot hold everything in question at the same time 
and remain coherent, or sane for that matter. If you doubt everything, 
you cannot say or do anything. Like a door on its hinges, you must have 
fixed points, or beliefs, from which your heart and mind are able to 
open, learn and grow.

For followers of Jesus, Jesus is the hinge. His unconventional 

teaching and extraordinary personhood are the fixed points from which 
we begin thinking about everything and acting on something.

Doors
Of course, Jesus is not the only one offering answers to our questions 
about divine hope. Throughout history and across cultures, people have 
pursed these issues with passion and intellect. They have opened many 
doors in their search for hope and fixed the hinges of their inquiry with 
very different initial truth claims.

One approach identifies many ‘gods’. The ancient Greeks spoke 
of a pantheon of gods who were like superhumans, wrestling among 
themselves and taking an occasional – and sometimes malicious – 
interest in our world. Modern Hindus pay homage to a variety of 
divinities in different contexts and locations; they are able to embrace 
new perspectives by simply adding to the list of gods and learning how 
to appease the new deity. But such gods seem more concerned with their 
own problems than ours.

Other sages have assumed divinity is distant from humanity and 
perhaps impersonal. The philosopher Aristotle, for example, reasoned 
his way from material existence and motion to the concept of a primary 
cause, an ‘unmoved mover’. But this divinity is by definition self-
absorbed and cannot turn attention to anything else in the universe 
without unravelling existence. Popular Western culture occasionally 
nods to the ‘big man upstairs’ with no real sense of identity or hope 
of interaction. And some forms of Islam acknowledge an all-powerful 
divinity whose intentions towards even the most devoted individuals 
cannot be known until after death. These constructs lead people to an 
experience of fate rather than hope; they leave us with the conviction 
that whoever or whatever god is, we can be sure there are more important 
things for the deity to attend to than us.

Yet another door opens to a conversation about the ‘god within you’. 
According to this narrative, the help we seek is not so much an entity 
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distinct from ourselves as a power deep within. Ancient pantheists and 
some forms of contemporary Buddhism embrace this understanding of 
the divine. Self-help teachers often affirm a ‘divine spark’ or ‘greater 
power’ within that is mysterious and vague but might yield some help. 
Some gurus claim to be gods, spirits or even extraterrestrials that can 
show us the key to unlock what is within us.

Satanists recognise and experience spiritual power, but they attribute 
ultimate authority to evil forces. They assert the weakness of good and 
invite people to align with the apparent strength of evil. This is a path 
that escalates harm in pursuit of hope.

And, of course, there are those who say there is no God or gods, no 
greater power, no divine hope; we are the makers of our destiny, and 
the sooner we come to terms with this the better. Westerners know this 
discourse well and feel the social, if not intellectual, pull of its rhetoric 
as it pours from the mouths of angry atheists and disillusioned agnostics.

Other great figures have stood out in history: Abraham, Zoroaster, 
Confucius, Krishna, Buddha and Muhammad. All these leaders stand at 
the beginning of great movements of religion, and while they each speak 
noble truths, they say many things that conflict and contradict each other 
as well; they tell very different stories about divine hope.

Amid the jumble of perspectives, Jesus says ‘Follow me!’ and opens 
a door to a very different path of hope. Those who have embraced the 
invitation have discovered that his words make sense, his blueprint for 
life on earth works and his claims about divine hope have substance. 
That is why we keep following and invite others to enter in.

Entry
Jesus’ door to hope is wide open. He calls regular people to follow and 
learn from him by exploring tentatively, asking childlike questions and 
slowly maturing towards insight and commitment. Anyone can enter 
and sit under his tutelage.

His very first followers were ordinary young adults with many 

questions and warped ideas about divine hope, but Jesus urged them to 
trust him and spend large amounts of time with him. He invited them to 
share his accommodation and do life together so that they witnessed his 
private ways and enjoyed an insider view of everything. For three years 
he put flesh on his teaching and laboured to explain his vision of hope to 
this fragile band of devotees.

Eventually, not at the start but well along the journey, Jesus asked 
his twelve followers a critical question: ‘Who do you say I am?’ When 
Peter answered, ‘You are the Messiah’, Jesus applauded him. Messiah, 
or Christ, is a Hebrew term we could loosely think of as ‘the person we 
are all hoping can fix the political, spiritual and practical mess we are 
standing in together’, ‘the One’, the true source of hope!

Committed followers allow Jesus to shift their intellectual tectonic 
plates and recreate their practical worlds. They begin to think, act, speak 
and hope in ways made viable by him. This is not mere assent to creeds 
and dogma; it is selling out to the heart-pounding realisation that Jesus 
is someone awesome, unique – the Messiah. As we begin to trust him 
and believe in him, we surrender to his story, his mission and his people 
more and more completely. He leads and we follow.
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Following

Following Jesus in the power of the Spirit, on mission, in community 
and through the disciplines of Bible, prayer and giving.

Human beings are predisposed to copy. We learn from other human 
beings by noticing and imitating. Everything from language to golf, 
from manners to politics, is learned in this way. Emulating seems 
programmed into our DNA. This is why parents, peer groups, teachers, 
mentors and models all have so much influence and why it matters who 
you follow.

Jesus stepped onto the world stage in the first century and said, 
‘Follow me.’ A small band of Jews responded and the cosmos was 
changed forever. These first followers were so overwhelmed by the good 
things they experienced in his company they gave their lives to write and 
preach his story. They imitated his example and recruited more followers 
as they pushed deep into his teaching and began to set the world on fire.

From their experiences, we can see what it is like to follow Jesus. 
It is good. He is gentle, wise, direct and compelling. He teaches with 
authority and guides with gentle authenticity. He knows we are sheep 
but will not exploit us. Instead, he makes us his students, moulds us into 
heaven’s servants and calls us friends.

Sheep
This business of imitating other people is so common it becomes invisible 
to us. We fail to notice that our dress habits are strikingly similar to the 
people we hang out with or that we hold the same subtle prejudices as 
our family. We are virtually blind to these mirrored behaviours until 

we make some new friends. Even a thing so mundane as our driving 
exposes this tendency: we exceed the speed limit simply because a pack 
of complete strangers around us are driving too fast and we, for no good 
reason whatsoever, try to keep up with them. It is shockingly easy to 
follow the crowd and never ask who is leading, why we are following or 
where we are going. People are like sheep.

In June 2005, one sheep failed its attempt to jump across a ravine in 
Eastern Turkey and plummeted to its death in the jagged valley some 
15 metres below. As the shepherds looked up from their lunches and 
watched in helpless horror, the entire flock blithely followed, taking the 
same lethal leap. USA Today reported a great economic loss for the town 
of Gevas and 450 sheep dead. Imagine if it were people.

This sheep-shaped weak spot in our willpower can be exploited when 
bullies and dictators lead us astray en masse and wreak havoc. The evil 
one manipulates us, and in different ways we all succumb; like sheep, 
we have all gone astray (Isa 53:6; 1 Pet 2:25).

Jesus acknowledges this tendency in humankind. He feels deep 
compassion because of the confusion it brings and expressly refuses to 
exploit it. In fact, he wants to heal it. He is not interested in corralling a 
crowd by force or winning admirers by telling people what they want to 
hear, and he is critical of those who use these tactics.

On one occasion people tried to establish Jesus as king with a 
show of force and he firmly rejected their ploy. Shortly afterward, he 
gave a public address that seemed custom-made to thin the ranks of 
his supporters, and many casual admirers opted out immediately. Then 
he turned to his most committed followers and asked if they wanted 
to rethink their allegiance as well. These episodes speak powerfully 
about the kind of leader–follower relationship Jesus offers; there is great 
dignity and integrity here (Jn 6:15, 66–69).

If you let Jesus lead you, you can be confident that he will do so with 
grace and goodness because his desire to guide you is coming from a 
very good place. Jesus knows we are sheep, but he leads us like students.
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Students
Jesus called his first followers ‘disciples’, which means learners, and 
they called him ‘Rabbi’, which means teacher. He taught with parables, 
examples and explanations, welcoming their questions and testing their 
understanding. He took them on field trips and sent them on mission 
assignments to put their learning into practice. And while he expressed 
disappointment at their slowness and confronted wrong thinking 
forcefully, he never intimidated them or crushed their spirits. In fact, 
you can measure Jesus’ approach against the insights of today’s adult-
learning theories and you will discover that he measures up rather well. 
Jesus seeks engaged learners.

People start their journeys from very different places, but this is 
not a problem for Jesus, who happily accommodates a wide range of 
views and personalities. In his original flock of learners, he dealt with 
scepticism, misplaced zeal, introversion, failure and more.

Nathanael was a sceptic, a questioner. Like most sheep he loathed 
to go where he could not see, and though his mates were all ready to 
sign on with Jesus, he was full of questions and doubts. Thomas was 
similar. Having missed the meeting where Jesus first appeared alive 
after his crucifixion, Thomas refused to go along with their story until 
he had seen Jesus’ wounded flesh for himself. Jesus took these men on, 
encouraging them to ‘Come and find out for yourselves.’ We have that 
same option: we can begin following Jesus and get answers as we go. 
Jesus welcomes earnest seekers regardless of their doubts (Jn 1:45–51; 
20:24–29).

Then there are the too-eager students, the zealous ones who get 
part of the lesson right and rush ahead. Brothers James and John made 
an unsavoury bid for positions of power in the new kingdom, and in 
the process they offended the rest of the group, misrepresented Jesus’ 
teaching and embarrassed themselves. Similarly, their good friend Peter 
corrected Jesus in front of the class with ideas that came from the devil 
and earned himself a stern rebuke. These men wanted to take charge and 

jump ahead as soon as possible; they had big heads and bad strategy, 
and they occasionally missed the point. But Jesus worked with them, 
opposing their pride with patience. If you want to change the world and 
you think you know how to do it, come follow Jesus; he may slow you 
down, reprimand you and expose your folly, but he will steer you right. 
He will make your life count (Mk 10:35–45; 8:31–33).

Introverted people do an enormous amount of the world’s grunt work. 
They prepare meals unseen, ‘bump-in’ and ‘bump-out’ for all the great 
performances of history, and provide the moral, practical and financial 
support for the people whose names are on the billboards. In short, they 
make the world go round. Jesus recruited many reserved people. Several 
of his first followers have only a sentence or two against their names 
and some are not named at all; they did not say anything stupid enough 
or do anything risky enough to become a memorable Bible story. They 
simply plodded, and thank God they did, because they made it possible 
for us to know and follow Jesus too. Are you reticent? Jesus welcomes 
you. He will engage your gifts, magnify them and establish your life. 
And regardless of who else hears about you, Jesus will know you – like 
a brother or a sister, you are family.

Even failure does not disqualify you, because Jesus recruits broken 
and misguided people. Paul was a violent opponent who had one 
ambition: to rid the earth of Jesus’ followers. Yet Jesus reached out to 
him and all that changed. Then there was the thief dying next to Jesus, 
who asked him for help and received it. Peter is another example: he 
turned his back on Jesus at the critical moment and still he was forgiven; 
later he became one of the movement’s greatest leaders. And most 
confronting of all is the troubled follower Judas, who accepted a cash 
payment to betray Jesus; he was sorry for what he did, but he took his 
life before learning about Jesus’ resurrection. Jesus knew Judas’ troubled 
heart and kept him in the band of followers just the same. Failure is 
not the roadblock you think. Jesus is long-suffering, and he labours to 
reform people. Between you and Jesus, if one of you gives up, it will not 



10 11

Fol lowing Jesus Fol lowing

be Jesus (Mt 27:3; Mk 14:66–72; 16:7; Lk 23:40–43; Acts 9:1–5).
You will recognise bits of yourself in these portraits. Following Jesus 

begins with earnest interest, not moral qualification. Wherever you are 
coming from, Jesus receives you, celebrates you and purposes to guide 
and transform you. He will magnify all that is beautiful and true in you, 
and whatever is broken, abrasive, ugly and misguided he will confront, 
redeem and recreate. He will hammer away like a goldsmith until you 
look like the child of glory God intended you to be.

Servants
Followers of Jesus have a gentle mentor who seeks the very best for 
each of his pupils, but the goal of this training is far from conventional. 
Followers of Jesus are more like servants-in-training than career-path 
professionals. Jesus’ goal is to shape willing learners into self-denying, 
Spirit-animated, love-compelled servants. He is training up citizens for 
the kingdom of God, and what that kingdom needs is people who love 
God, love others and serve the world. This is exactly what we become 
as we follow Jesus.

Our Master did not come to be served but to serve. He did not come 
to have a great life at our expense or train up servants for his personal 
comfort. Rather, he came to give his life away and buy life for us at his 
expense. This is unexpected and upside down, and we will need a great 
mentor to teach us what it all means (Lk 9:23; Rom 1:1; 2 Cor 4:5).

Servanthood describes our vocation powerfully; it is a good picture 
of what we are called to do. But it does not define our identity. We will 
need other pictures to explore who we are destined to be as the followers 
of Jesus.

Friends
Not long before Jesus died, the followers were gathered for a final meal 
and Jesus addressed them in a warm and personal way. He assured them 
of his love, encouraged them to keep true to his teaching and then made 

a special point of saying, ‘You are my friends.’ Friends share openly; 
there is no need to hold back information as you might do with a servant, 
and there is a greater bond of commitment and sacrificial love. What 
a wonderful gift Jesus gives his followers when he embraces us as 
intimate companions.

To be his faithful servants in the world, we must be deeply impacted 
by our friendship with Jesus because his truest friends are the kingdom’s 
best citizens. It is a wonderful thing to live and work from a place of 
settled acceptance and personal validation, and that is what Jesus offers 
in this friendship. He knows that we live most powerfully out of our true 
identity, and to rise from a sheep to a student to a servant to a friend, 
and even a sibling (Heb 2:11), of Jesus is a powerful redefinition of 
human identity. Followers are not simply unskilled workers in God’s 
field: we are co-labourers and co-creators with Jesus himself, and as 
fellow workers we share in the strategy and rewards of the kingdom 
enterprise. If you want to know what I do, I will show you my service, 
but if you want to know who I am, I must introduce you to my friend 
and brother, Jesus.

Personal identity is a complex construct, but one simple way to 
explore it is by unpacking the stories we tell ourselves. We live by 
scripts, some known and consciously retold and some buried so deep 
we are hardly aware of them. These private stories function like a filter 
system, affecting how we receive messages, interpret experiences and 
construct our understanding about many things. Jesus wants to reorder 
this library in our souls, adding some new scripts to the internal repertoire 
and removing others from their defining positions.

He knows about negative family narratives that influence us and how 
we all try to live up to other people’s expectations. He knows that we 
keep rerunning scripts in which we were rejected, belittled, unfriended 
and embarrassed. He also knows that many of us are still answering 
to a childhood challenge that has no value anywhere on earth save in 
our own heads. Jesus wants to remove these dehumanising scripts and 
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replace them with a new identity narrative, one in which his friendship 
and our obedience overpowers other stories. He knows that without him, 
we can do nothing; and with him, there is nothing we cannot do. His 
friendship and acceptance, his big story and vision of hope, have power 
to reframe who we actually are. The followers of Jesus are literally 
being born again with stories of friendship and visions of hope (Jn 15).

2
Jesus

Following Jesus in the power of the Spirit, on mission, in community 
and through the disciplines of Bible, prayer and giving.

Jesus envisions a kinder, more just world. He leads his followers through 
violence, misunderstanding, injustice and tragedy with a never-flagging 
confidence that his way leads to hope, life, love and peace. He keeps 
reassuring them that he is right, and he does so with the confidence of 
someone who just walked out of a private meeting with God himself.

People get enmeshed in the ordinary and fail to see God’s glory or 
expect his justice. It is common to think the world will never change, 
and people sometimes wonder if their lives even matter. Jesus’ call to 
follow is a call to see the universe and each other very differently, to see 
everything through his Father’s eyes.

For Jesus, heaven is very close, and getting closer. God’s will, which 
is uncontested in heaven, is to be called down upon the earth, and God’s 
presence, which is unimaginably glorious, is to be sought, fostered and 
celebrated everywhere on the earth until his splendour covers the earth 
like the sea. Every person needs to be healed by this grace and every 
crevice of creation renewed in the surge of God’s glory. This is the 
vision Jesus lived for, and died for, and because of the enormous joy it 
set before him, he never flinched.

Kingdom
As children, we played a rather brutal game called ‘King of the castle’. 
A mound of dirt in our playground served as the castle, and someone 
would run to the pinnacle taunting, ‘I’m the king of the castle and you’re 
the dirty rascals.’ This was a patent invitation to rush the hill and push 
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the little monarch off the narrow turf. The successful attacker became 
the new lord of the hill and took up the same taunt, and so it continued 
until the biggest, meanest kid won the game and suddenly no one wanted 
to play anymore. Stupid game. But it is still played the world over, by 
adults mostly.

There is no safety in a world where everyone pushes to be king, no 
joy among a people who see each other as ‘dirty rascals’, no peace, no 
goodwill, no hope. Sadly, this is commonplace for many on planet earth 
today.

Jesus announces divine hope and shows that life does not have to be 
lived like a child’s game. Peace on earth and good will among people 
is actually possible. The one true God, the God of Abraham and the 
Father of Jesus, is king of the big hill called creation; he always was and 
always will be. You are not the king, and there is no need to be a dirty 
rascal, no cause to storm the hill, no reason to defend your position or 
lose hope when your position is lost. The true ruler of the real world 
is vastly different, even if you cannot see it just yet, from all the dirty 
rascal monarchs you have come to know and fear.

Jesus’ mission is to show the world that God truly is king, that he 
cannot and will not allow himself to be impeached, that dirty rascals 
who ask can be forgiven but those who continue to rush the hill will be 
stopped and judged. The very best way to live the life God has given 
each of us is to let God be king, and Father, and live under his gracious 
rule.

Jesus came preaching the kingdom of God, or as Matthew’s Gospel 
says, the kingdom of heaven. He told stories to help people explore these 
awesome ideas and performed miracles as ‘signs’ of God’s powerful, 
benevolent rule over people and nature. The most profound of these 
miracles was his resurrection.

The dirty rascals of religion, the Jewish Sanhedrin, and of politics, 
the Roman overlords, nailed Jesus to a cross and put him on a little hill 
where they mocked his kingship. They thought they were pushing him 

off the big hill for good, but when God raised Jesus from the grave he 
made a thunderous declaration – ‘I AM KING of the castle!’

Jesus gave every waking hour to serving this kingdom mission. He 
gathered followers who would commit themselves unreservedly to learn 
from him so they too could serve this vision, and that is exactly what the 
followers of Jesus still do today.

To understand this better, let us look at Jesus’ times (Jewish, Roman) 
and titles (Son, Saviour, Lord) and then consider what all of this requires 
of us (yes!).

Jewish
Jesus was born a Jew. He was raised by descendants of Abraham and 
nurtured with the Hebrew scriptures as one of God’s chosen people. 
When he began his ministry, he used the language and categories of 
the Jewish people: he borrowed his personal titles, parable ideas, core 
teaching content and even presentation style from the Hebrew scriptures 
known to many as the Old Testament.

It is a mistake to detach Jesus from this historical foundation as some 
have tried to do. Jesus said some really wise things, but he was not a 
wisdom teacher or Cynic after the fashion of a Greek philosopher. People 
have built up some incredible enterprises in his name, but his purpose 
was not to set up an institution. And while his spirituality is timeless, 
Jesus is not a mystical guide in the mode of an Eastern guru. He was a 
first-century Jew with a mission inside Israel, and the real power of his 
message, the deepest joys of following him today, emerges when we see 
how it all takes root and grows out of this historical context.

Jesus’ family, like all Jews living in Palestine, was confident that 
God would help them. They believed the promises made to Abraham 
long ago about becoming a vast and influential people (Genesis). They 
saw the hand of God unmistakably present in their birth as a nation 
when they were emancipated from Egyptian slavery (Exodus) and 
established in a new homeland across the desert (Numbers, Joshua). 
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And they remembered with pride the era of David, their greatest king, 
who galvanised the people in their national identity and obedience to 
God (Kings, Samuel, Psalms). Though it had been more than a thousand 
years, they never doubted that God would come to their aid. They waited 
with hope for a new leader, another David, who would guide the nation 
to its rightful glory, becoming a light to all nations (the Prophets) exactly 
as God had promised. They called this person, for whom they waited, 
the Messiah or Christ.

Each of the gospels makes it clear that Jesus was that person. But the 
way his identity is unveiled in the story is often vague and circuitous, 
making it hard for twenty-first-century readers. This is not a fault of 
the gospel accounts or of Jesus’ own teaching style, as is sometimes 
suggested; rather, as we shall see, there are very good reasons for 
Jesus’ cryptic behaviour, given the Roman context where these  
events occurred.

Roman
When Jesus was alive, the Roman Empire was strong. Instead of a Jewish 
king leading a movement of global reform in the name of Yahweh, 
Israel’s sacred name for God, the Caesars were running the show.

This was nothing new, as great empires had ruled over the Hebrews 
in succession since the glorious days of David and his son Solomon. 
Each empire, Babylonian, Assyrian, Persian and now Roman, brought 
new challenges to Israel’s faith in God and her vision of divine hope, but 
these pressures only deepened Israel’s resolve. You can see this when 
you read the prophets of the Old Testament.

The Romans ruled with a violent arm and a good head. They did 
many things to benefit the territories they conquered: they built roads, 
established trade, invested in infrastructure, built facilities and fostered 
unprecedented peace (Pax Romana). They advanced their agenda 
with brutal tenacity, demanding abject compliance and executing all 
dissenters, usually by crucifixion.

The Romans employed local people to help them lead and keep the 
peace. In Palestine they backed the Herod family, who enjoyed their 
positions of privilege and compromised their faith wherever necessary 
to appease the Roman overlords. There is much to suggest that at least 
some members of the Herod clan thought of themselves as messiahs, 
even if no one else agreed.

Jesus grew up in a country under military occupation. The presence 
of Roman soldiers at every corner announced that this was a conquered 
people. Local military garrisons, pompous ceremonies for visiting rulers 
of the empire, countless executions along the main roads and abominable 
altars and acts of devotion to pagan gods were all reminders that Israel 
needed a Messiah if her ancient promises were to be fulfilled.

The Jewish people were divided as to the best political policies and 
strategies in their situation. The wealthy and more politically entangled, 
who belonged to a group called the Sadducees, promoted an uneasy 
alliance with the Romans. They were willing to sit tight and let the 
Caesars rule for the moment, arguing that either the Romans were God’s 
instruments for his glory or God himself would displace them in time. 
Others, like the small cluster known as the Essenes, advocated complete 
withdrawal from the empire and its politics and so they established 
themselves in the desert at Qumran as a kind of alternative society 
awaiting God’s next move. A group called the Pharisees focused on 
the importance of strictly obeying God in a time of national crisis; they 
called the nation to renew her faithfulness to Moses’ law (Deuteronomy), 
stay true to the ancient ways and expect God to come to their aid very 
soon. And like most periods in history, there were Zealots who wanted to 
speed things up with action, including military intervention as needed.

Jesus was astute. He knew his mission would raise the ire of Rome 
and offend many in Israel. As you read his story (Matthew, Mark, 
Luke and John), you will see how carefully he proceeded using irony, 
innuendo, indirect speech, secrecy, veiled claims and delayed actions 
until at last ‘his time had come’. This can make your study of his life a 
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little frustrating. While the core of his message is straightforward, many 
things he says and does become clear only when you reread the gospels 
several times and grow your understanding of his historical context. This 
takes effort, but it also fosters spiritual growth because the things you 
discover through study and struggle will impact you far more deeply 
than the answers handed to you on a silver platter.

Following Jesus involves the joy of digging in and learning for the 
whole of our lives. A good place to begin is exploring the titles used to 
describe Jesus.

Son
Jesus’ message did not line up neatly with any of the popular views in 
his day. He was not willing to concede to Roman rule, withdraw to the 
desert or champion some form of Jewish nationalism. He called people 
to renewal and obedience like the Pharisees, but unlike them he pushed 
his listeners deeper into the history of God’s work among them and 
wider into the world and God’s love for it. Jesus’ vision was something 
new, and it grew out of his deep and unique relationship with God. He 
urged his followers to catch hold of that same vision by looking in the 
same direction he did.

Jesus called God ‘my Father’ and he taught his followers to pray ‘our 
Father’. He used the everyday word ‘Abba’ to underscore the intimate 
connection he enjoyed with God. He fostered this connection with 
prayer and brought his will into complete alignment with the Father. He 
describes this relationship by saying, ‘I am in the Father and Father is in 
me’, and in his debates with religious thinkers in Israel, and even with 
Pilate, he repeatedly speaks of the things his Father is saying to him (Mk 
14:36; Jn 6:38; 12:44–50; 14:8–11).

This kind of talk frustrated everyone: the Sadducees and Pharisees 
who insisted that Jesus submit to their authority, the Zealots who wanted 
immediate action not messages about turning the other cheek, and the 
Romans who sought practical political compromises not talk of a rival 

kingdom. Yet Jesus’ singular interest was the Father’s will, not his own 
and not that of Israel’s alternative political voices.

Some of Jesus’ contemporaries gave him the title ‘son of God’. The 
term was eventually used to underscore his divine nature, but at first 
it probably just meant that Jesus lived closely with God, like a son to 
his father. Jesus rarely, if ever, used this title of himself, but others – 
including followers, evil spirits and a soldier – did call Jesus by this title, 
and Jesus allowed it and even affirmed their claim.

The title Jesus preferred using was ‘Son of Man’. It appears in 
Daniel and Ezekiel, where the prophets refer to a figure sent by God 
to bring divine hope. Jesus uses the title, or so it seems, to change the 
conversation: instead of arguing about the political agendas of his day, 
he helps his followers discover the Father’s heart and rethink their 
understanding of the Messiah by using this enigmatic and suggestive 
nickname.

Establishing a kingdom involves a clash of willpower, and the 
common approach is to use force and simply push the rascals off the 
hill. Empires rise when strong people assert themselves, call down fire 
on any who oppose them and take up swords to fight the enemy they 
have learned to hate. The Father wants something very different, and a 
big shift in thinking is required for Jesus’ followers.

The kingdom of God is a kingdom of love, and so it must be  
established with love, not force. This is radical. Jesus teaches his 
followers to love enemies, turn the other cheek and trust the love of God 
unequivocally. He advocates an inverted order, with the rulers being 
servants of all and the disenfranchised being honoured first. He rejects 
swords and militia.

At his arrest, Jesus acts more like an army medic than a military 
general. Peter wants the kingdom to come, so he leads the charge and 
chops off a man’s ear. Jesus puts it back and then goes quietly to his trial, 
submits to torture and even prays forgiveness over the soldiers who take 
his life (Lk 22:49–51).
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These are actions from another world, literally. One in which God is 
king and love rules. They do not seem to work in our reality. It would 
take an act of God for love to win, and that is exactly the point. The 
impulse to conquer the world with love comes straight from the Father’s 
heart, and only he can make this agenda work. Faith is the posture of 
trusting that he will.

Jesus knows the Father’s heart. He obeys him and draws strength 
from him. His entire mission strategy flows from God’s heart, and Jesus 
wants every follower to know the Father as he does because then we can 
serve the kingdom as he does.

The intimacy and power of this relationship is awesome. It fills 
followers with joy, gives life a noble purpose and opens the treasure 
house of God where we discover divine strength to live the kingdom 
life. We become children of a king. Jesus leads people into this awesome 
place, and he will lead you here as you follow him. He has the authority 
to make any of us sons and daughters of God. We can be adopted into 
the God-Jesus-Spirit family.

Saviour
Jesus was given his common name by an angel. It means ‘saviour’ and 
it underscores his incredible vocation. When he was eight days old, 
he was dedicated in the temple in accord with Jewish tradition. An 
elderly prophet by the name of Simeon was present, and he took the 
baby Jesus into his arms and prayed striking words to God: ‘You may 
dismiss your servant in peace for my eyes have seen your salvation … 
a light for revelation to the Gentiles and the glory of your people Israel’ 
(Lk 2:29–31).

In one moment of revelation, Simeon understood the full truth about 
Jesus. It would take Jesus’ followers months and even years to work all 
this out. Followers today have the same challenge as we learn the story 
and come to appreciate fully who Jesus is – the amazing Saviour of  
the world.

At the centre of this claim is the death and resurrection of Jesus. He 
died as an innocent man, and his witnesses were convinced that God 
raised him from the dead. This death-resurrection drama is a profound 
event for followers in at least three ways.

First, it is a vindication of Jesus’ teaching. The kingdom will not be 
established with swords but with love, and it is the Father’s pleasure 
that we turn the other cheek, give a soft reply, seek first to serve and 
choose to be last. God promises to work his strength through our 
weakness, and while behaviour like this in a violent world opens us up 
to misunderstanding and abuse, God knows this and promises to work 
in mystery, power and resurrection victory in the face of such evil. Here, 
then, is the pattern for every follower, the ultimate object lesson: the 
Father’s will is good, his ways are right and his path always leads to life, 
even in death. Jesus’ death and resurrection is his greatest lesson for all 
his students.

Second, it is a cosmic event. When God raised Jesus from the grave, 
he pushed the reset button on creation and the universe can never be the 
same. Adam’s race lives and dies; Jesus, however, lived, died and lives 
again. He is not dead: God translated him into a new and everlasting 
body; he appeared to his followers and in various ways convinced them 
of this; then after forty days he ascended into the presence of his Father, 
and a few days later he poured out his Holy Spirit (see the next chapter) 
so we may continue to experience his company. Jesus promises never to 
leave us, and though we cannot see him we can know him and love him; 
those who do are called believers.

An entirely new possibility is now present in the world. The kingdom 
of God has come. It may only be a mustard seed of hope, but there is no 
denying that the world has changed. Death can never be what it was, nor 
must we remain what we are.

Third, Jesus’ death is an act of atonement. If sin leads to death, but 
on this occasion death was reversed in resurrection, what does that mean 
for sin? The early followers carefully reasoned their way to a profound 
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new insight and we need to take a step back to understand their logic.
As Jews, they held a nuanced and careful view of sin. They understood 

that the offences of humankind do not simply evaporate when forgiven 
by God. Evil always ends in death, so when people participate in evil, 
death follows. Forgiveness, therefore, must involve death: whenever 
Israel claimed God’s forgiveness, they were obliged to sacrifice an 
animal. They had a principle: no remission of sin without the shedding 
of blood.

The idea that one’s life could be redeemed in this way was powerfully 
embedded in their traditions at the time of their deliverance from slavery 
(Exodus). The night the Hebrew slaves left Egypt, death swept over the 
land and claimed the eldest sons of Egyptian households. However, 
death passed over the sons of Israel, whose families had claimed God’s 
grace by sacrificing lambs and painting their blood over the doors of 
their homes and feasting in hope. That feast, called Passover, would 
be celebrated every year going forward, including the very week Jesus 
died.

Soon after the resurrection, Jesus’ followers returned to the temple 
and were confronted by these powerful traditions. They could hardly 
participate in the old rituals of sacrifice with their new realisation that 
death was now defeated in Jesus. It quickly became clear to them that 
Jesus’ death was more than an ordinary end-of-life event; by the power 
of God, it had become an end-of-death event. Jesus must be the ultimate 
Passover lamb (Hebrews).

They could tell their Jewish friends: ‘You do not need to sacrifice a 
lamb or bull at the temple; you can have faith in Jesus and you can trust 
his death for the forgiveness of your sins. He is the Lamb of God who 
takes away the sins of the world. He is the Messiah and the kingdom is 
come.’ This was exciting good news!

As the story of Jesus spread and Gentiles, or non-Jews, became 
followers, all this Jewish background had to be explained. It can still be 
perplexing for us today, but it made perfect sense to these first-century 

Jews, and when we take the time to understand their world, as for 
example the Roman soldier Cornelius did (Acts 10), we will be greatly 
rewarded.

The crucifixion–resurrection drama stands at the centre of Jesus’ 
story. It is the reason he is remembered and followed two thousand years 
later, and it is the reason we call him Saviour and Lord.

Lord
As the followers of Jesus multiplied, the term most commonly used to 
describe him was Lord (Greek, Kurios; Hebrew, Adoni; Latin, Dominus). 
This word sums up the truths about him and the feelings of his followers 
most appropriately, so ‘Jesus is Lord’ quickly became the confession 
and earliest creed of followers. The phrase has both Jewish and Roman 
anchor points.

Peter spoke to a Jewish crowd shortly after the resurrection and 
ascension of Jesus and declared, ‘God has made this Jesus, whom you 
crucified, both Lord and Messiah.’ When Peter says God ‘made him’, he 
means two things: first, that God raised him from the dead, and second, 
that God seated him in heaven. Peter quotes a Hebrew psalm to make the 
second point clear: ‘The Lord [God] said to my Lord [Messiah]: sit at 
my right hand until I make your enemies a footstool for your feet.’ This 
incredible picture of Jesus enthroned motivates Peter’s preaching. Where 
is Jesus now? He is exalted in God’s presence. And what is happening 
in this moment? God is inaugurating his kingdom and bringing worldly 
governments into absolute submission. So who is Jesus? He is the 
Messiah, the Lord (Acts 2:32–36; Ps 110:1).

And now that Jesus has the highest position to rule over powers and 
authorities, what happens next? Jesus will establish this new kingdom 
and make it permanent, explains Peter. God will be crowned king with 
unanimous acclaim, every soul will give him honour and the whole 
creation will ring with his praise. It will be wonderful.

When this final drama occurs, and it is still to come, things too 
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beautiful for words will happen. The relationship between heaven and 
earth will be redefined, and both will be made completely new as they 
enter each other in ways not known to us since the days of Eden. God 
will no longer be hidden, all that opposes God will melt and all that 
aligns with evil will be judged and removed.

Jesus will return in this moment – alive in his new body, he will come 
in a manner that mirrors what his disciples experienced when he left 
them. The power he brings will awaken the dead and change the living. 
It will reverse eons of curse and decay as it gives second-birth to the 
whole creation. Every knee will bow to worship him, and every voice 
will declare ‘Jesus is Lord’ (Rom 8:21; Phil 2:6–11; 1 Thess 4:13–18).

These promises are mind blowing. They make us ask endless 
questions, first among them being, ‘When?’ Jesus was asked but he 
refused to answer. It is not our business to know, and so it is with many 
of the details: we are given only a taste, enough to make us hungry for 
God’s rule.

Followers live in expectation of these great promises. Those who 
die before the Lord Jesus returns are said to be ‘asleep in Jesus’. Death 
does not end their existence; rather, it opens a new chapter of waiting 
for God’s final victory. Paul says these followers, who are from our 
perspective ‘sleeping’, are with Jesus in God’s presence (2 Cor 5:1–10; 
Rev 14:13).

John draws on Old Testament pictures and deeply rooted Jewish 
hopes to offer a poetic vision of this future. He sees the kingdom of 
this world overcome by Jesus, the Lord of lords and King of kings, and 
he celebrates the new kingdom fully established. He describes a new 
Jerusalem coming down from heaven as he recalls the prophets’ words 
about a city without walls, a people seeing a great light, and mourning 
being turned into dancing. With these images he encourages the Jewish 
followers of Jesus (Rev 1:5; 17:14; 21:1–27).

Similarly, Paul drew on political events of the day to paint a vivid 
picture of Jesus’ return that would resonate with Gentiles and Jews 

living far from Jerusalem. When a Roman dignitary visited one of the 
colonies, a delegation would ride out to meet him and usher him into 
the city with ceremony. The higher the rank of the visitor, the greater 
the show. When the emperor came in person, there would be pageantry, 
trumpets, shouting and singing such that everyone would know of his 
approach. The return of our Saviour will be just like that, says Paul, and 
we can hardly wait for our Lord Jesus Christ to come (Phil 3:20–21).

These great pictures of future hope have an impact among those who 
know Jesus as ‘my Lord’, and they colour the daily detail of our lives. 
Unlike the rabbis of his day, Jesus did not train one generation, raise a 
successor and fade into history. Jesus remains forever the teacher, so 
we never stop following and learning from him. Every generation of 
followers have the same Master. God has made him Lord, and we confess 
it, sing about it, preach it and witness to it. In every way possible, we 
live under this truth: Jesus Christ is Lord! (Jn 20:27–29; Rom 10:9–10;  
Phil 3:8).

Thinking like this was dangerous in ancient Rome. There is an 
important interplay between the titles used to describe Jesus and those 
used by the emperors of Rome, which helps us understand the costliness 
of following. For some, it leads to martyrdom.

Augustus (Octavian) consolidated power and established a stable 
foundation for the empire during his more than forty years of rule 
(31BC–14AD). He was an able leader who brought an end to civil war 
and greatly reduced petty crime across the empire. People felt safer, the 
economy seemed better and the future looked brighter. He was actually 
hailed as ‘saviour of the world’ and celebrated as the one who brought 
peace to all people.

A cult of respect and eventually divinity grew up around Augustus, 
no doubt encouraged by him. He exalted his father and took the title 
‘son of the divine one’. These notions of divine status became more 
pronounced and elaborate with successive emperors, who found it useful 
to be acknowledged as ‘gods’ as they exerted their authority to rule.
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Augustus was a more careful diplomat than his successors. He used 
the title ‘First Citizen’ (Princeps) to appease the senatorial class by 
retaining at least a trace of democracy and to avoid the problematic label 
‘dictator’ which Julius Caesar had used. But the emperors who followed 
him allowed the nuances to erode, and during the reign of Domitian, the 
term ‘Dominus’, meaning Lord, was in common use as a title for the 
emperor. By the time the records of Jesus’ life, the gospels, were being 
written, the emperor cult was in full swing and titles like ‘Saviour’, 
‘Son of God’ and ‘Lord’ were used freely to honour the emperors and 
establish their status.

While Jesus’ titles have Jewish roots, the parallels with Roman 
imperial titles were not lost on his early followers, who understood 
themselves to be an alternate citizenship within the empire taking 
their orders from a higher authority – the king of heaven, the God of 
Abraham and the Father of Jesus. They refused to acknowledge the 
emperor, Domitian, as ‘Lord’, and together with many fellow Jews were 
killed because of it. The book of Revelation contains a thinly disguised 
judgement against the emperor and gives honour to these acts of faithful 
martyrdom.

Following Jesus was, is and always will be a worldly engagement. 
While followers do not belong to the systems and authorities of this 
world, we are unavoidably enmeshed in those structures. Because we 
believe that Jesus is Lord, we are called to confront worldly powers and 
live as a contrast-society characterised by love, truth, prayer and costly 
service. These actions call for a bold commitment.

Yes!
Jesus’ story invites a response, and followers are people who say ‘yes’ 
at each critical turn. For most people, the journey begins with doubts 
and questions, but we keep following and soon we are discovering 
answers and finding hope. Jesus’ claims become more compelling, and 
we grow closer to the Father as we keep progressing and learning until 

at some point we cross a line and make a decision. Like Martha, an early 
follower, we declare, ‘Yes, Lord, I believe that you are the Messiah, 
the Son of God’ and with a bird-like trust we become openly devoted 
followers (Mt 6:24; Jn 11:27).

Water baptism is the celebrated way followers announce their 
commitment to Jesus. It is a public act of dedication and the way Jesus 
himself began his ministry on earth. Baptism is a bold ‘yes’ to God.

Jesus was baptised by his cousin John who was leading a reform 
movement in Israel. John was a passionate preacher who dressed up 
like an ancient prophet and went into the desert to depict Israel’s deep 
spiritual crisis. He called the nation to repentance and challenged the 
crowds who came to him to fear God and obey Israel’s sovereign Lord 
wholeheartedly. Those who responded to his urging were submerged in 
the Jordan River as a symbolic act of dedication to God, Israel’s true 
king. John baptised many people and earned the nickname John ‘the 
Baptist’. He was outspoken against self-serving political leaders, and he 
soon attracted the attention of Herod, Rome’s puppet-king in Israel, who 
imprisoned and eventually beheaded him. Jesus and his first followers 
were among those baptised by John.

At Jesus’ baptism, Mark says the heavens opened and God spoke: 
‘You are my Son, whom I love; I am pleased with you.’ Then a dove, a 
symbol of God’s Spirit, his presence and his peace, settled upon Jesus 
as he was praying. Even before he had walked the faithful journey, 
God’s favour was spoken over him. John encouraged some of his own 
followers to transfer their allegiance to Jesus because he recognised 
Jesus’ special calling. Andrew, Simon Peter’s brother, was one of them.

When believers in Jesus are baptised today we are following in Jesus’ 
own footsteps. He did not baptise anyone, but he urged his followers to 
baptise all who joined them. Whenever people take this decisive step 
today, they are saying ‘yes’ to God’s kingdom and his great plan of hope 
for the world made possible by Jesus’ obedience on the cross.

Baptism is a very special event for followers of Jesus because it 
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declares our trust in him as Saviour and affirms our allegiance to him 
as Lord. In baptism we secure our hinges of belief and announce our 
lifelong loyalty. In some communities, infants are baptised because 
of their parent’s faith. If that is your experience, you can anchor your 
hinges of conviction by openly confessing your belief in Jesus and 
celebrating the significance of baptism. Paul makes the point that as 
we are baptised into Jesus Christ, we act out our participation in his 
death and resurrection. When the early followers were baptised, they 
were unclothed, immersed in water and then robed in white; the picture 
of shedding an old life, dying and being buried, rising up from the grave 
and standing clothed in heaven’s righteousness was all dramatically 
portrayed. This is how God sees us at the point of our surrender to him. 
We are new creations, his daughters and sons, and he is ‘pleased with us’ 
(Acts 2:41; Rom 6:1–14; Eph 4:22–24; Isa 61:10).

Many times during his life on earth, Jesus drew a line and called 
for commitment. When preaching to the crowd, debating with religious 
leaders, interviewing inquirers or counselling the twelve, he would 
declare the cost of following and call for a ‘yes’. Sometimes people 
would turn away instead. In some important ways his message was 
similar to John the Baptist’s, but Jesus went even further when he talked 
about self-sacrifice, divine claims on our private rights and the likelihood 
of personal suffering. He charged people to live the life of death and 
hope pictured in their baptism, and these sermons usually thinned out 
the ranks of his admirers.

It takes courage to walk with Jesus. There are trials, tests, challenges 
and burdens, but the call to follow is accompanied by an amazing gift 
of power in the Holy Spirit. Those who say ‘yes’ receive this gift and 
come to know this power in beautiful ways. When it comes to joyful 
obedience, the Spirit makes all the difference.

3
Spirit

Following Jesus in the power of the Spirit, on mission, in community 
and through the disciplines of Bible, prayer and giving.

Jesus sent a helper (the Greek word is paraclete) to counsel us, advocate 
for us and empower us as we follow him. The activities of this helper, 
the Spirit, are dynamic and extensive. He is mentioned many, many 
times in the Bible, and we are invited to think of his presence in our 
lives as a divine gift. He stands with us in the advance of God’s mission 
to the ends of the earth (Jn 14:15–27).

Power
Jesus said, ‘You will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on 
you.’ This is an amazing encouragement for all of his followers, who 
are given special ability as we take up the mission of God revealed by 
Jesus. The baptism with the Holy Spirit is so important that Jesus urged 
the early disciples, whom he had prepared in every other way, to wait 
for it in Jerusalem. When it came, just a few days after Jesus’ ascension, 
it dramatically lifted their courage and capacity. This Spirit is God’s gift 
to every follower (Acts 1, 2).

The Holy Spirit brings the presence of God into our lives. It is as if 
Jesus’ own soul is now growing inside us and God’s mighty strength is 
taking charge of our actions. This is why followers actively welcome 
the Spirit and pray that he will constantly be in our hearts and our heads, 
filling us in every way. We yield to his wisdom and walk in step with 
him as he guides us into the Father’s will. We ask to be encompassed 
on every side, to be immersed or baptised in him and completely 


