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a down-to-earth common sense that reminds us of G. K. Chesterton. 
It is really a pastoral essay, a sermon on paper aimed at changing 
people . . . an outstandingly good book.”
J. I. Packer, in Christianity Today
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fact that I faced many challenges to Christian thinking and behavior. 
Few writers helped me understand how I should respond to these 
challenges and think and live as a Christian as much as John Stott did. 
The challenges of faithfulness to God’s way are more acute and complex 
today than when I was a young Christian. In these little books you find 
the essence of Stott’s thinking about the Christian life, and it is 
refreshing to read again and see how relevant and health giving this 
material is for today. I’m grateful to InterVarsity Press and to Tim 
Chester for making Stott’s thinking accessible to a new generation.”
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“It is always refreshing, enlightening, and challenging reading from 
the pen of John Stott. I am totally delighted that one of his most 
significant works will continue to be available, hopefully for more 
decades to come. The way Stott strives to be faithful to the Word of 
God and relevant to his world—secularized Western society—as the 
locus for the drama of God’s action is exemplary, especially for those 
of us ordained to the service of the church in our diverse contexts. I 
highly commend the God’s Word for Today series to all who share 
the same pursuit—listening intently to God’s Word and God’s world, 
hearing and obeying God.”
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“I am delighted that a new generation will now be able to benefit from 
this rich teaching, which so helped me when it first appeared. As 
always with John Stott, there is a wonderful blend of faithful expos-
ition of the Bible, rigorous engagement with the world, and 
challenging applications for our lives.”
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than ever before; while at the same time, people’s ability to listen 
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Preface

To be ‘contemporary’ is to live in the present, and to move with the 
times without worrying too much about the past or the future.

To be a ‘contemporary Christian’, however, is to live in a present 
that is enriched by our knowledge of the past and by our expectation 
of the future. Our Christian faith demands this. Why? Because the 
God we trust and worship is ‘the Alpha and the Omega . . . who is, 
and who was, and who is to come, the Almighty’,1 while the Jesus 
Christ we follow is ‘the same yesterday and today and for ever’.2

So this book and series are about how Christians handle time – how 
we can bring the past, the present and the future together in our 
thinking and living. Two main challenges face us. The first is the 
tension between the ‘then’ (past) and the ‘now’ (present), and the second 
the tension between the ‘now’ (present) and the ‘not yet’ (future).

The Introduction opens up the first problem. Is it possible for us 
truly to honour the past and live in the present at the same time? Can 
we preserve Christianity’s historic identity intact without cutting 
ourselves off from those around us? Can we communicate the gospel 
in ways that are exciting and modern without distorting or even 
destroying it? Can we be authentic and fresh at the same time, or do 
we have to choose?

The Conclusion opens up the second problem: the tension between 
the ‘now’ and the ‘not yet’. How far can we explore and experience 
everything that God has said and done through Christ without 
straying into what has not yet been revealed or given? How can we 
develop a proper sense of humility about a future yet to unfold 
without becoming complacent about where we are in the present?

In between these enquiries into the influences of the past and the 
future comes an exploration about our Christian responsibilities in 
the present.
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This series is about questions of doctrine and discipleship under 
the five headings: ‘The Gospel’ (the book you are holding in your 
hands), ‘The Disciple’, ‘The Bible’, ‘The Church’ and ‘The World’, 
though I make no attempt to be systematic, let alone exhaustive. 

In addition to the topic of time, and the relations between past, 
present and future, there is a second theme running through this 
series: the need for us to talk less and listen more. 

I believe we are called to the difficult and even painful task of 
‘double listening’. We are to listen carefully (although, of course, 
with differing degrees of respect) both to the ancient Word and to 
the modern world, in order to relate the one to the other with a 
combination of faithfulness and sensitivity. 

Each book in this series is an attempt at double listening. It is my 
firm conviction that if we can only develop our capacity for double 
listening, we will avoid the opposite pitfalls of unfaithfulness and 
irrelevance, and truly be able to speak God’s Word to God’s world 
with effectiveness today.

Adapted from the original Preface by John Stott in 1991



xi

A note to the reader

The original book entitled The Contemporary Christian, on which 
this volume and series are based, may not seem ‘contemporary’ to 
readers more than a quarter of a century later. But both the publisher 
and John Stott’s Literary Executors are convinced that the issues 
which John Stott addresses in this book are every bit as relevant 
today as when they were first written.

The question was how to make this seminal work accessible for 
new generations of readers. We have sought to do this in the following 
ways:

 • The original work has been divided into a series of several smaller 
volumes based on the five major sections of the original.

 • Words that may not resonate with the twenty-first-century reader 
have been updated, while great care has been taken to maintain 
the thought process and style of the author in the original.

 • Each chapter is now followed by questions from a current best-
selling Christian author to aid reflection and response.

Lovers of the original work have expressed delight that this book is 
being made available in a way that extends its reach and influence 
well into a new century. We pray that your life will be enriched as 
you read, as the lives of many have already been greatly enriched by 
the original edition.
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Series introduction 
The Contemporary Christian – 

the then and the now

The expression ‘the contemporary Christian’ strikes many as a 
contradiction in terms. Isn’t Christianity an antique relic from the 
remote past, irrelevant to people in today’s world? 

My purpose in this series is to show that there is such a thing as 
‘contemporary Christianity’ – not something newfangled, but 
original, historic, orthodox, biblical Christianity, sensitively related 
to the modern world.

Christianity: both historical and 
contemporary

We begin by reaffirming that Christianity is a historical religion.  
Of course, every religion arose in a particular historical context. 
Christianity, however, makes an especially strong claim to be historical 
because it rests not only on a historical person, Jesus of Nazareth, but 
on certain historical events which involved him, especially his birth, 
death and resurrection. There is a common thread here with the 
Judaism from which Christianity sprang. The Old Testament presents 
God not only as ‘the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob’, but also as the 
God of the covenant that he made with Abraham, and then renewed 
with Isaac and Jacob. Again, he is not only ‘the God of Moses’, but is 
also seen as the Redeemer responsible for the exodus, who went on to 
renew the covenant yet again at Mount Sinai.

Christians are forever tethered in heart and mind to these decisive, 
historical events of the past. We are constantly encouraged in the 
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Bible to look back to them with thankfulness. Indeed, God deliber-
ately made provision for his people to recall his saving actions on a 
regular basis. Supremely, the Lord’s Supper or Holy Communion 
enables us to call the atoning death of Christ regularly to mind, and 
so bring the past into the present.

But the problem is that Christianity’s foundational events took 
place such a long time ago. I had a conver sation with two brothers 
some years ago – students who told me they had turned away from 
the faith of their parents. One was now an agnostic, the other an 
atheist. I asked why. Did they no longer believe in the truth of 
Christianity? No, their dilemma was not whether Christianity was 
true, but whether it was relevant. How could it be? Christianity, they 
went on, was a primitive, Palestinian religion from long ago. So what 
on earth did it have to offer them, living in the exciting, modern 
world? 

This view of Christianity is widespread. The world has changed 
dramatically since Jesus’ day, and goes on changing with ever more 
bewildering speed. People reject the gospel, not necessarily because 
they think it false, but because it no longer resonates with them. 

In response to this we need to be clear about the basic Christian 
conviction that God continues to speak through what he has spoken. 
His Word is not a prehistoric fossil, but a living message for the con-
temporary world. Even granted the historical particularities of the 
Bible and the immense complexities of the modern world, there is 
still a fundamental correspondence between them. God’s Word 
remains a lamp to our feet and a light for our path.1

At the same time, our dilemma remains. Can Christianity both 
retain its authentic identity and demonstrate its relevance? 

The desire to present Jesus in a way that appeals to our own gener-
ation is obviously right. This was the preoccupation of the German 
pastor Dietrich Bonhoeffer while in prison during World War 2: 
‘What is bothering me incessantly,’ he wrote, ‘is the question . . . who 
Christ really is for us today?’2 It is a difficult question. In answering 
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it, the church has tended in every generation to develop images of 
Christ which deviate from the portrait painted by the New Testament 
authors.

Attempting to modernize Jesus
Here are some of the church’s many attempts to present a con-
temporary picture of Christ, some of which have been more 
successful than others in remaining loyal to the original.

I think first of Jesus the ascetic who inspired generations of monks 
and hermits. He was much like John the Baptist, for he too dressed 
in a camel’s hair cloak, wore sandals or went barefoot, and munched 
locusts with evident relish. But it would be hard to reconcile this 
portrait with his contemporaries’ criticism that he was a party-goer 
who ‘came eating and drinking’.3

Then there was Jesus the pale Galilean. The apostate emperor 
Julian tried to reinstate Rome’s pagan gods after Constantine had 
replaced them with the worship of Christ, and is reported as having 
said on his deathbed in ad 363, ‘You have conquered, O Galilean.’ 
His words were popularized by the nineteenth-century poet 
Swinburne:

Thou hast conquered, O pale Galilean;
The world has grown grey from thy breath.

This image of Jesus was perpetuated in medieval art and stained 
glass, with a heavenly halo and a colourless complexion, eyes lifted 
to the sky and feet never quite touching the ground.

In contrast to the presentations of Jesus as weak, suffering and 
defeated, there was Jesus the cosmic Christ, much loved by the 
Byzantine church leaders. They depicted him as the King of kings 
and Lord of lords, the creator and ruler of the universe. Yet, exalted 
high above all things, glorified and reigning, he seemed aloof from 
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the real world, and even from his own humanity, as revealed in the 
incarnation and the cross.

At the opposite end of the theological spectrum, the seventeenth- 
and eighteenth-century deists of the Enlightenment constructed in 
their own image Jesus the teacher of common sense,4 entirely human 
and not divine at all. The most dramatic example is the work of 
Thomas Jefferson, President of the United States from 1801 to 1809. 
Rejecting the supernatural as incompatible with reason, he produced 
his own edition of the Gospels, in which all miracles and mysteries 
were systematically eliminated. What is left is a guide to a merely 
human moral teacher.

In the twentieth century we were presented with a wide range of 
options. Two of the best known owe their popularity to musicals. 
There is Jesus the clown of Godspell, who spends his time singing and 
dancing, and thus captures something of the gaiety of Jesus, but 
hardly takes his mission seriously. Somewhat similar is Jesus Christ 
Superstar, the disillusioned celebrity who once thought he knew who 
he was, but in Gethsemane was no longer sure.

The late President of Cuba, Fidel Castro, frequently referred to 
Jesus as ‘a great revolutionary’, and there have been many attempts 
to portray him as Jesus the freedom fighter, the urban guerrilla, the 
first-century Che Guevara, with black beard and flashing eyes, 
whose most characteristic gesture was to overthrow the tables  
of the money changers and to drive them out of the temple with  
a whip.

These different portraits illustrate the recurring tendency to 
update Christ in line with current fashions. It began in the apostolic 
age, with Paul needing to warn of false teachers who were preaching 
‘a Jesus other than the Jesus we [apostles] preached’.5 Each succeeding 
generation tends to read back into him its own ideas and hopes, and 
create him in its own image.

Their motive is right (to paint a contemporary portrait of Jesus), 
but the result is always distorted (as the portrait is unauthentic). The 
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challenge before us is to present Jesus to our generation in ways that 
are both accurate and appealing.

Calling for double listening
The main reason for every betrayal of the authentic Jesus is that we 
pay too much attention to contemporary trends and too little to 
God’s Word. The thirst for relevance becomes so demanding that we 
feel we have to give in to it, whatever the cost. We become slaves to 
the latest fad, prepared to sacrifice truth on the altar of modernity. 
The quest for relevance degenerates into a lust for popularity. For the 
opposite extreme to irrelevance is accommodation, a feeble-minded, 
unprincipled surrender to the spirit of the time. 

God’s people live in a world which can be actively hostile. We are 
constantly exposed to the pressure to conform. 

Thank God, however, that there have always been those who have 
stood firm, sometimes alone, and refused to compromise. I think of 
Jeremiah in the sixth century bc, and Paul in his day (‘everyone . . . 
has deserted me’),6 Athanasius in the fourth century and Luther in 
the sixteenth.

In our own day we too need to resolve to present the biblical 
gospel in such a way as to speak to modern dilemmas, fears and 
frustrations, but with equal determination not to compromise it in 
so doing. Some stumbling-blocks are intrinsic to the original gospel 
and cannot be eliminated or soft-pedalled in order to make it easier 
to accept. The gospel contains some features so alien to modern 
thought that it will always appear foolish, however hard we strive to 
show that it is ‘true and reasonable’.7 The cross will always be an 
assault on human self-righteousness and a challenge to human self-
indulgence. Its ‘scandal’ (stumbling-block) simply cannot be 
removed. The church speaks most authentically not when it has 
become indistinguishable from the world around us, but when its 
distinctive light shines most brightly.
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However keen we are to communicate God’s Word to others, we 
must be faithful to that Word and, if necessary, be prepared to suffer 
for it. God’s word to Ezekiel encourages us: ‘Do not be afraid of  
them . . . You must speak my words to them, whether they listen or 
fail to listen, for they are rebellious.’8 Our calling is to be faithful and 
relevant, not merely trendy.

How, then, can we develop a Christian mind which is both shaped 
by the truths of historic, biblical Christianity and also fully immersed 
in the realities of the contemporary world? We have to begin with a 
double refusal. We refuse to become either so absorbed in the Word 
that we escape into it and fail to let it confront the world, or so 
absorbed in the world that we conform to it and fail to subject it to 
the judgment of the Word. 

In place of this double refusal, we are called to double listening. 
We need to listen to the Word of God with expectancy and humility, 
ready for God perhaps to confront us with a word that may be 
disturbing and uninvited. And we must also listen to the world 
around us. The voices we hear may take the form of shrill and strident 
protest. There will also be the anguished cries of those who are 
suffering, and the pain, doubt, anger, alienation and even despair of 
those who are at odds with God. We listen to the Word with humble 
reverence, anxious to understand it, and resolved to believe and obey 
what we come to understand. We listen to the world with critical 
alertness, anxious to understand it too, and resolved not necessarily 
to believe and obey it, but to sympathize with it and to seek grace to 
discover how the gospel relates to it.

Everybody finds listening difficult. But are Christians sometimes 
less good at listening than others? We can learn from the so-called 
‘comforters’ in the Old Testament book of Job. They began well. 
When they heard about Job’s troubles, they came to visit him and, 
seeing how great his sufferings were, said nothing to him for a whole 
week. If only they had continued as they began, and kept their 
mouths shut! Instead, they trotted out their conventional view – that 
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every sinner suffers for his own sins – in the most insensitive way. 
They did not really listen to what Job had to say. They merely repeated 
their own thoughtless and heartless claptrap, until in the end God 
stepped in and rebuked them for having misrepresented him.

We need to cultivate ‘double listening’, the ability to listen to two 
voices at the same time – the voice of God through the Bible and  
the voices of men and women around us. These voices will often 
contradict one another, but our purpose in listening to them both  
is to discover how they relate to each other. Double listening is 
indispensable to Christian discipleship and to Christian mission.

It is only through this discipline of double listening that it is 
possible to become a ‘contemporary Christian’. We bring ‘historical’ 
and ‘contemporary’ together as we learn to apply the Word to the 
world, proclaiming good news that is both true and new. 

To put it in a nutshell, we live in the ‘now’ in the light of the ‘then’.
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The Gospel  
Introduction

Christianity is not a religion, let alone one religion among many. It 
is God’s good news for the world. The Christian gospel has both a 
divine origin (it comes from God) and a human relevance (it speaks 
to our condition). So, before we ask the question, ‘What is the gospel?’, 
we must explore the logically prior question, ‘What is a human 
being?’

Chapter 1 (‘The human paradox’) is an attempt to do justice to 
what the Bible teaches and our own experience endorses. We will see 
both the glory and the shame of our humanness, both our dignity as 
creatures made in God’s image and our depravity as sinners under 
his judgment. Chapter 2 then presents what is traditionally called 
‘salvation’ in terms of ‘Authentic freedom’.

Chapters 3 and 4 handle the central themes of the death and 
resurrection of Jesus which secured our freedom. I begin by tackling 
the five main objections to the gospel of Christ crucified and then 
the denials of his bodily resurrection. Then I argue that the signifi-
cance of the resurrection of Jesus set out in the New Testament 
depends on the traditional belief that it involved the raising and 
transforming of his body.

In chapter 5, we look at the far-reaching implications, for both 
faith and life, of the seemingly innocent affirmation that Jesus  
Christ is Lord. Taking Christ’s lordship seriously leads to radical 
discipleship.
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1
The human paradox

What does it mean to be human?
Twice this question is posed in the Old Testament – in Psalm 

8:3–4 and Job 7:17. And on both occasions the writer expresses 
surprise, even incredulity, that God should pay so much attention to 
his human beings. For we are insignificant in comparison to the 
vastness of the universe, and impure in contrast to the brightness of 
the stars.

There are at least three major reasons why this question is 
important.

Personally speaking, to ask ‘What is humanity?’ is another way of 
asking ‘Who am I?’ There is no more important field for search or 
research than our own personal identity. Until we have found 
ourselves, we can’t grow into personal maturity, nor fully discover 
anything else. ‘Who am I?’ and ‘Do I have any significance?’ are 
universal cries.

Professionally, whatever our work may be, we are inevitably 
involved in serving people. Doctors and nurses have patients, 
teachers pupils, lawyers and social workers clients, members of 
parliament constituents, and business people customers. How we 
treat others in our work depends almost entirely on how we view 
them.

Politically, the nature of human beings is central to any political 
theory. Do human beings have an absolute value because of  
which they must be respected? Or is their value only relative to the 
state because of which they may be exploited? More simply, are 
institutions servants of the people, or are the people servants of 
institutions? As John S. Whale has written, ‘ideologies . . . are really 
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anthropologies’; they are different doctrines of humanity.1 Answers 
to the question ‘What is humanity?’ tend to be either too naive in 
their optimism, or too negative in their pessimism, about the human 
condition. 

Secular humanists are generally optimistic. Although they believe 
that Homo sapiens is nothing but the product of a random 
evolutionary process, they nevertheless believe that human beings 
are continuing to evolve, have limitless potential, and will one day 
take control of their own development. But such optimists do not 
take seriously enough the moral failings of humanity and our self-
centredness, which have constantly undermined progress and led to 
disillusionment in social reformers.

Existentialists, on the other hand, tend to be extremely pessimistic. 
Because there is no God, they say, there are no values, ideals or 
standards any more. And, although we need somehow to find the 
courage to be, our existence has neither meaning nor purpose. 
Everything is ultimately absurd. But such pessimists overlook the 
love, joy, beauty, truth, hope, heroism and self-sacrifice which have 
enriched the human story.

What we need, therefore, to quote J. S. Whale again, is ‘neither the 
easy optimism of the humanist, nor the dark pessimism of the cynic, 
but the radical realism of the Bible’.2

Our human dignity
The Bible affirms the intrinsic value of human beings from the first 
chapter onwards.

Then God said, ‘Let us make mankind in our image, in our 
likeness, so that they may rule over the fish in the sea and the 
birds in the sky, over the livestock and all the wild animals, 
and over all the creatures that move along the ground.’
So God created mankind in his own image.
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in the image of God he created them;
male and female he created them.

God blessed them and said to them, ‘Be fruitful and increase 
in number; fill the earth and subdue it. Rule over the fish in the 
sea and the birds in the sky and over every living creature that 
moves on the ground.’3

There has been a long-standing debate about the meaning of the 
divine ‘image’ or ‘likeness’ in human beings, and what it is that dis-
tinguishes us from other animals. Keith Thomas collected a number 
of suggestions in his book Man and the Natural World.4 He points 
out that a human being was described by Aristotle as a political 
animal, by Thomas Willis as a laughing animal, by Benjamin 
Franklin as a tool-making animal, by Edmund Burke as a religious 
animal, and by James Boswell, the gourmet, as a cooking animal.5 
Other writers have focused on some physical feature of the human 
body. Plato made much of our erect posture, so that animals look 
down, and only human beings look up to heaven. Aristotle added the 
peculiarity that only human beings are unable to wiggle their ears.6 
A seventeenth-century doctor was greatly impressed by our 
intestines, by their ‘anfractuous circumlocutions, windings and 
turnings’, whereas in the late eighteenth century Uvedale Price drew 
attention to our nose: ‘Man is, I believe, the only animal that has a 
marked projection in the middle of the face.’7

Scholars who are familiar with ancient Egypt and Assyria, 
however, emphasize that in those cultures the king or emperor was 
regarded as the ‘image’ of God, representing him on earth, and that 
kings had images of themselves erected in their provinces to 
symbolize the extent of their authority. Against that background 
God the Creator entrusted a kind of royal (or at least vice-regal) 
responsibility to all human beings, appointing them to ‘rule’ over the 
earth and its creatures, and ‘crowning’ them with ‘glory and honour’ 
to do so.8
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In the unfolding narrative of Genesis 1 it is clear that the divine 
image or likeness is what distinguishes humans (the climax of 
creation) from animals (whose creation is recorded earlier). A 
continuity between humans and animals is implied. For example, 
they share ‘the breath of life’9 and the responsibility to reproduce.10 
But there is also a radical discontinuity between them, in that only 
human beings are said to be ‘like God’. This emphasis on the unique 
distinction between humans and animals keeps recurring through-
out Scripture. The argument takes two forms. We should be ashamed 
both when human beings behave like animals, descending to their 
level, and when animals behave like human beings, doing better by 
instinct than we do by choice. As an example of the former, people 
are not to be ‘senseless and ignorant’ and behave like ‘a brute beast’, 
or ‘like the horse or the mule, which have no understanding’.11 As an 
example of the latter, we are rebuked that oxen and donkeys are 
better at recognizing their master than we are,12 that migratory birds 
are better at returning home after going away,13 and that ants are 
more industrious and make better provision for the future.14

Returning to the early chapters of Genesis, all God’s dealings with 
Adam and Eve presuppose their uniqueness among his creatures. He 
addresses them in a way that assumes they can understand. He tells 
them which fruit they may eat and not eat, taking for granted an 
ability to discern between a permission and a prohibition, and choose 
between them. He planted the garden, and then put Adam in it ‘to 
work it and take care of it’,15 thus initiating a conscious, responsible 
partnership between them in cultivating the soil. He created them 
male and female, pronounced solitude ‘not good’, instituted marriage 
for the fulfilment of their love, and blessed their union. He also 
‘walked in the garden in the cool of the day’, desiring their 
companionship, and missed them when they hid from him.16 It is not 
surprising, therefore, that this cluster of five privileges (under-
standing, moral choice, creativity, love and fellowship with God) are 
all regularly mentioned in Scripture, and continue to be recognized 
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in the contemporary world as constituting the unique distinction of 
our ‘humanness’.

To begin with, there is our self-conscious rationality. It is not only 
that we as humans are able to think and to reason. There is a lot of 
talk today of ‘artificial intelligence’. And it is true that computers can 
process vast quantities of data much faster than we can. They have a 
form of memory (they can store information) and a form of speech 
(they can communicate their findings). But there is still one thing 
(thank God!) they cannot do. They cannot originate new thoughts; 
they can only ‘think’ what is fed into them. Human beings, however, 
are original thinkers. More than that. We can do what we (author 
and reader) are doing at this very moment: we can stand outside 
ourselves, look at ourselves, and evaluate ourselves, asking ourselves 
who and what we are. We are self-conscious and can be self-critical. 
We are also restlessly inquisitive about the universe. True, as one 
scientist said to another, ‘Astronomically speaking, man is 
infinitesimally small.’ ‘That is so,’ responded his colleague, ‘but then, 
astronomically speaking, man is the astronomer.’

Next, there is our ability to make moral choices. Human beings are 
moral beings. It is true that our conscience reflects our upbringing 
and culture, and is therefore fallible. Nevertheless, it remains on 
guard within us, like a sentinel, warning us that there is a difference 
between right and wrong. It is also more than an inner voice. It 
represents a moral order outside and above us, to which we sense an 
obligation. We have a strong urge to do what we perceive to be right, 
and feelings of guilt when we do what we believe to be wrong. Our 
whole moral vocabulary (commands and prohibitions, values and 
choices, obligations, conscience, freedom and will, right and wrong, 
guilt and shame) is meaningless to animals. True, we can train our 
dog to know what it is allowed and forbidden. And when it disobeys, 
and cringes from us by a reflex action, we can describe it as looking 
‘guilty’. But it has no sense of guilt; it knows only that it is going to 
be punished.
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Third, there are our powers of artistic creativity. God not only calls 
us into a responsible stewardship of the natural environment, and 
into partnership with himself in subduing and developing it for the 
common good, but he has also given us innovative skills through 
science and art to do so. We are ‘creative creatures’. That is, as 
creatures we depend upon our Creator. But having been created in 
our Creator’s likeness, he has given us the desire and the ability to be 
creators too. So we draw and we paint, we build and we sculpt,  
we dream and we dance, we write poetry and we make music. We  
are able to appreciate what is beautiful to the eye, the ear and the 
touch.

In the next place, there is our capacity for relationships of love. God 
said, ‘Let us make man in our image . . . So God created man in his 
own image . . . male and female he created them.’ Although we must 
be careful not to deduce from this text more than it actually says, it 
is surely legitimate to say that the plurality within the Creator (‘Let 
us make man’) was expressed in the plurality of his creatures (‘male 
and female he created them’). It became even clearer when Jesus 
prayed for his own people ‘that all of them may be one, Father, just 
as you are in me and I am in you’.17 And this unity of love is unique 
to human beings. Of course, all animals mate, many form strong 
pairings, most care for their young, and some are gregarious. But the 
love which binds human beings together is more than an instinct, 
more than a disturbance in the endocrine glands. It has inspired the 
greatest art, the noblest heroism, the finest devotion. God himself is 
love, and our experiences of loving are an essential reflection of our 
likeness to him.

Fifth, there is our insatiable thirst for God. All human beings are 
aware of an ultimate personal reality, whom we seek, and in relation 
to whom alone we know we will find our human fulfilment. Even 
when we are running away from God, instinctively we know that we 
have no other resting place, no other home. Without him we are lost, 
like waifs and strays. Our greatest claim to nobility is our created 
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capacity to know God, to be in personal relationship with him, to 
love him and to worship him. Indeed, we are most truly human when 
we are on our knees before our Creator.

It is in these things, then, that our distinctive humanness lies, in 
our God-given capacities to think, to choose, to create, to love and 
to worship. ‘In the animal,’ by contrast, wrote Emil Brunner, ‘we do 
not see even the smallest beginning of a tendency to seek truth for 
truth’s sake, to shape beauty for the sake of beauty, to promote right-
eousness for the sake of righteousness, to reverence the Holy for the 
sake of its holiness . . . The animal knows nothing “above” its 
immediate sphere of existence, nothing by which it measures or tests 
its existence . . . The difference between man and beast amounts to a 
whole dimension of existence.’18

No wonder Shakespeare made Hamlet break out into his eulogy: 
‘What a piece of work is a Man! how noble in reason! how infinite in 
faculty! in action how like an angel! in apprehension how like a god! 
the beauty of the world! the paragon of animals!’19

I wish I could stop there and we could live the rest of our lives 
glowing with unadulterated self-esteem! But sadly there is another, 
darker side to our humanity, of which we are all too well aware, and 
to which Jesus himself drew our attention.

Our human depravity
Jesus once said,

Listen to me, everyone, and understand this. Nothing outside 
a person can defile them by going into them. Rather, it is  
what comes out of a person that defiles them . . . For it is from 
within, out of a person’s heart, that evil thoughts come – sexual 
immorality, theft, murder, adultery, greed, malice, deceit, lewd-
ness, envy, slander, arrogance and folly. All these evils come 
from inside and defile a person.20
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Jesus did not teach the fundamental goodness of human nature. He 
undoubtedly believed the Old Testament truth that humankind, 
male and female, were made in the image of God, but he also believed 
that this image had been marred. He taught the worth of human 
beings, not least by devoting himself to their service, but he also 
taught our unworthiness. He did not deny that we can give ‘good 
things’ to others, but he also added that while doing good, we do not 
escape the designation ‘evil’.21 And in these verses he made important 
assertions about the extent, nature, origin and effect of evil in human 
beings.

First, he taught the universal extent of human evil. He was not 
portraying the criminal segment of society or some particularly 
degraded individual or group. On the contrary, he was in conver-
sation with refined, righteous and religious Pharisees. Indeed, it is 
often the most upright people who are the most keenly aware of their 
own degradation. Take, for example, Dag Hammarskjöld, Secretary-
General of the United Nations from 1953 to 1961, a deeply committed 
public servant whom W. H. Auden described as ‘a great, good and 
lovable man’. Yet his view of himself was very different. In his 
collection of autobiographical pieces entitled Markings, he wrote of 
‘that dark counter-centre of evil in our nature’, so that we even make 
our service of others ‘the foundation for our own life-preserving 
self-esteem’.22

Second, Jesus taught the self-centred nature of human evil. In  
Mark 7 he listed thirteen examples. What is common to them all is 
that each is an assertion of the self either against our neighbour 
(murder, adultery, theft, false witness and covetousness – breaches 
of the second half of the Ten Commandments – are all included) or 
against God (‘pride and folly’ being defined in the Old Testament as 
denials of God’s sovereignty and even of his existence). Jesus sum-
marized the Ten Commandments in terms of love for God and 
neighbour, and every sin is a form of selfish revolt against God’s 
authority or our neighbour’s welfare.



The human paradox

19

Third, Jesus taught the inward origin of human evil. Its source is 
not found in a bad environment or a faulty education (although both 
can have a powerful conditioning influence on impressionable young 
people). Instead, its source must be traced to our ‘heart’, our inherited 
and twisted nature. One might almost say that Jesus introduced us 
to Freudianism before Freud. At least what he called the ‘heart’ is 
roughly equivalent to what Freud called the ‘unconscious’. It 
resembles a very deep well. The thick deposit of mud at the bottom 
is usually unseen, and even unsuspected. But when the waters of the 
well are stirred by the winds of violent emotion, the most evil-
looking, evil-smelling filth bubbles up from the depths and breaks 
the surface – rage, hate, lust, cruelty, jealousy and revenge. In our 
most sensitive moments we are appalled by our potential for evil. 
Superficial remedies just will not do.

Fourth, Jesus spoke of the defiling effect of human evil. ‘All these 
evils come from inside,’ he said, ‘and defile a person.’23 The Pharisees 
considered defilement to be largely external and ceremonial. They 
were preoccupied with clean foods, clean hands and clean vessels. 
But Jesus insisted that defilement is internal and moral. What renders 
us unclean in God’s sight is not the food which goes into us (into our 
stomach), but the evil which comes out of us (out of our heart).

All those who have caught even a momentary glimpse of the 
holiness of God have been unable to bear the sight, so shocked have 
they been by their own contrasting uncleanness. Moses hid his face, 
afraid to look at God. Isaiah cried out in horror at his own pollution 
and lostness. Ezekiel was dazzled, almost blinded, by the sight of 
God’s glory, and fell face down on the ground.24 As for us, even if 
we have never glimpsed the splendour of Almighty God like these 
men, we know we are unfit to enter his presence in time or in 
eternity.

In saying this, we have not forgotten our human dignity. Yet we 
must do justice to Jesus’ own evaluation of evil in our human 
condition: 
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 • It is universal (in every human being without exception).
 • It is self-centred (a revolt against God and neighbour).
 • It is inward (issuing from our heart, our fallen nature).
 • It is defiling (making us unclean and therefore unfit for God). 

We who were made by God like God are disqualified from living 
with God.

The resulting paradox
Here, then, is the paradox of our humanness: our dignity and our 
depravity. We are capable both of the loftiest nobility and of the 
basest cruelty. One moment we can behave like God, in whose image 
we were made, and the next like the beasts, from whom we were 
meant to be completely distinct. Human beings are the inventors of 
hospitals for the care of the sick, universities for the acquisition  
of wisdom, parliaments for the just rule of the people, and churches 
for the worship of God. But they are also the inventors of torture 
chambers, concentration camps and nuclear arsenals. Strange, 
bewildering paradox! Noble and ignoble, rational and irrational, 
moral and immoral, God-like and bestial! As C.  S. Lewis put it 
through Aslan, ‘You come of the Lord Adam and the Lady Eve. And 
that is both honour enough to erect the head of the poorest beggar, 
and shame enough to bow the shoulders of the greatest emperor  
on earth.’25

I do not know any more eloquent description of the human 
paradox than one that was given by Richard Holloway:

I am dust and ashes, frail and wayward . . . riddled with fears, 
beset with needs . . . the quintessence of dust and unto dust I 
shall return . . . But there is something else in me . . . Dust  
I may be, but troubled dust, dust that dreams, dust that has 
strange premonitions of transfiguration, of a glory in store, a 
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destiny prepared, an inheritance that will one day be my own 
. . . I am a riddle to myself, an exasperating enigma . . . this 
strange duality of dust and glory.26

Faced with the horror of their own dichotomy, some people are 
foolish enough to imagine that they can sort themselves out, 
banishing the evil and liberating the good within them. The classic 
expression both of our human ambivalence and of our hopes of self-
salvation was given by Robert Louis Stevenson in his famous tale The 
Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde (1886). Henry Jekyll was a 
wealthy and respectable doctor, inclined to religion and philanthropy. 
But he was conscious that his personality had another, darker side, 
so that he was ‘committed to a profound duplicity of life’. He 
discovered that ‘man is not truly one, but truly two’. He began to 
dream of solving the problem of his duality by ensuring both sides 
of his character were ‘housed in separate identities’, the unjust going 
one way, and the just the other. So he developed a drug by which he 
could assume the deformed body and evil personality of Mr Hyde, 
his alter ego, through whom he gave vent to his passions – hatred, 
violence, blasphemy and even murder.

At first Dr Jekyll was in control of his transformations, and 
boasted that the moment he chose, he could be rid of Mr Hyde for 
ever. But gradually Hyde gained ascendancy over Jekyll, until he 
began to become Hyde involuntarily, and only by great effort could 
resume his existence as Jekyll. ‘I was slowly losing hold of my 
original and better self, and becoming slowly incorporated with my 
second and worse.’ Finally, a few moments before his exposure and 
arrest, he committed suicide. The truth is that every Jekyll has  
their Hyde, whom they cannot control and who threatens to take 
them over.

This continuing paradox of our humanness throws much light  
on both our private and our public lives. I will give an example of 
each.
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I begin with personal redemption. Because evil is so deeply 
entrenched within us, we are utterly unable to save ourselves. So our 
most urgent need is redemption. We need a new beginning in life 
that offers us both a cleansing from the pollution of sin and a new 
heart, even a new creation, with new perspectives, new ambitions 
and new powers. And, because we were made in God’s image, such 
redemption is possible. No human being is irredeemable. For God 
came after us in Jesus Christ, and pursued us even to the desolate 
agony of the cross. There he took our place, bore our sin and died our 
death in order that we might be forgiven. Then he rose, ascended and 
sent the Holy Spirit, who is able to enter our personality and change 
us from within. If there is any better news for the human race than 
this, I for one have never heard it.

My second example of our paradoxical human situation relates to 
social progress. The fact that people – even very degraded people – 
retain vestiges of the divine image in which they were created is 
evident. This is why, on the whole, all human beings prefer justice  
to injustice, freedom to oppression, love to hatred, and peace to 
violence. This everyday observation raises our hopes for social 
change. Most people cherish visions of a better world. The com-
plementary fact, however, is that human beings are ‘twisted with 
self-centredness’ (as a former Archbishop of Canterbury, Michael 
Ramsey, used to define original sin), and this places limits on our 
expectations. The followers of Jesus are realists, not Utopians. It is 
possible to improve society, but the perfect society, ‘the home of 
righteousness’,27 awaits the return of Jesus Christ.

Reflection questions from Tim Chester
1 Do you tend to be optimistic or pessimistic about other people?
2 What have you seen today that reflects the dignity of human 

beings? What have you seen today that reflects the depravity of 
human beings?
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3 John Stott lists five characteristics of human dignity: our 
self-conscious rationality, our ability to make moral choices, 
our powers of artistic creativity, our capacity for relationships 
of love and our insatiable thirst for God. For each of these five 
characteristics, identify one thing you could do that would 
enable you to be more fully human.

4 How should our similarities with, and differences from, 
animals shape the way we treat them?

5 How should the paradox of human dignity and human 
depravity affect our approach to politics? What happens  
if we ignore human dignity? What happens if we ignore  
human depravity? 

6 What does the paradox of human dignity and human depravity 
suggest is humanity’s greatest need? 


