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Chapter 3

The Christian alternative

T
he former British Home Secretary David Blunkett, a man not

known for his tact and reasonableness, made a speech on 7 July

2004, several months before his controversial resignation, a speech

which caused a great deal of concern among evangelical Christians. He was

trying to bring to Parliament a bill which would criminalize what he called

an ‘incitement to hatred’. Needless to say, this bill was a response to the

twin evils of latent racism and violent religious extremism which still cause

disquiet within British society. But however well intentioned David

Blunkett was with his new policy, his language and definitions left much to

be desired. In his speech he said:

We need to be able to take on those extremists and say, I’m afraid in our society,

pluralism and openness, the ability to accept differences without being subsumed, is

crucial to our survival, it’s what distinguishes all of us, from every faith, from those

who would take our lives because they reject our faith, and it applies equally from the

far right evangelical Christians, to extremists in the Islamic faith.
1

This statement was deeply concerning for at least two reasons. Firstly, Mr
Blunkett was equating the conservative evangelical wing of the church
with Islamic extremists such as Al-Qaeda. This comparison is obscene to
say the least. No evangelical would accept or condone the killing of
innocent civilians or the violent oppression of women, both of which
would be commonplace within Islamic extremism. Neither would
evangelicals seek to turn any society into an oppressive theocracy, which is
also the ambition of the Islamic extremist. But secondly, Mr Blunkett’s
statement made it clear that his intention was to oppose the evangelical
wing of the church and prevent evangelical Christians from expressing
their beliefs and practices. Such intolerance comes from a complete
misunderstanding of the attitude which Christians have to those around
them. The truth is that the Bible is a manual for tolerance. The people of
God in both Testaments were to demonstrate tolerance, compassion and
concern for others in society, and this provides us with a working model
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which can be developed and used in society today. Once the biblical data is
unpacked we will have a foundation upon which we can build an
alternative to the emptiness of liberal tolerance.

In the beginning
The Christian view of society begins with the doctrine of creation. In the
book of Genesis we have a picture of a world that was created perfect by
God, and one that God declared to be good. Having made the world and
everything in it, God then turned his attention to the creation of human
beings. Once again his creatorial work was good and pleasing to him, but
the creation of humans was a unique work which separated humanity
from the rest of creation. Whereas the universe was created merely by
using the blueprint of God’s imagination, the blueprint with which God
created humanity was his own being. Specifically humans were made in
God’s image (Genesis 1:26–28). This was something special and
unparalleled and in a sense the creation of the universe could be described
as ‘mundane’ and the creation of humanity, by comparison,
exceptional.2

There has been much debate in academic circles as to what the ‘image’
of God really is. This is not surprising because the rarity with which the
word is used within the Bible and the uncertainty of its etymology make it
a difficult word to interpret.3 However, two general things can be
concluded about the image of God. Firstly, it demonstrates a unique
relationship that man had with God.4 Secondly, it demonstrates that man
was transcendent over the animals.5 The qualities which the image of God
grants to humans include personality, spirituality, rationality, morality,
authority and creativity.6 This image is a wonderful gift from a Creator
who loves us and wants the best for us, namely an authentic relationship
with himself.

The early chapters of Genesis portray a beautiful picture of the
relationship between God and man, the Creator and his creatures. Adam
and Eve enjoyed the privileged position of having a living relationship with
God, one in which they enjoyed the intimacy of his presence and the
protection of his sustaining love. Had Genesis finished at this point it
would have been a sublime story, but trouble was near at hand.
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The passages that deal with the Fall of man have been the subject of
much discussion, not least by theologians who debate whether the
interpretation of the events should be literal or allegorical. One fact
remains, however: mankind sinned and in doing so destroyed the idyllic
world for which they had been created, as well as the relationship they
enjoyed with God.

The Fall was a tragedy for all of humanity, but we must note that despite
it, man still retains the image of God, albeit in a damaged form. Because of
this, humans are still intrinsically valuable and loved by God. As the book
of Genesis continues its storyline, humanity degenerates and becomes
increasingly wicked, but God does not give up on his fallen creatures, but
rather reaches out to them in salvation. The Christian view of humanity,
therefore, is of a fallen race that is sinful but nevertheless loved by God.

The Old Testament people of God
The picture then develops following the call of Abraham. God was
disclosing himself to righteous individuals such as Noah, but in the call of
Abraham God’s relationship with humanity ascends to a new level. It is
important, as we read the story of Abraham, to note God’s intention. He
wished to call together a special people who would uniquely worship him
and revere him in their public life. Abraham’s seed were to be this people.
However, from the outset God made it clear that this community should
not just be selfish or introspective. On the contrary, they were to relate to
others in a positive and embracing way. Indeed, as they modelled a credible
society and mediated God to all who would take note, so all the nations of
the world would be blessed (Genesis 18:18). The inception of the Jewish
nation, therefore, was not a call to shun everyone who was not Jewish;
rather the Jews were to be good neighbours and to wish the highest good
for their Gentile compatriots.

As we move into the story of the Exodus, another significant landmark
looms on the horizon. Today even people who have never read the Bible
are aware of the existence of the Ten Commandments, such has been their
remarkable impact. They embody the concept of universal moral
responsibility and the notion of human sanctity.7 In a world that was
brutal and where cruelty, ethnic cleansing and the subjugation of the weak
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were commonplace, here within the Ten Commandments the people of
God were being taught to respect their fellow human beings and to
embrace a vision of what is good. They contained a recipe which would
lead to a balanced and compassionate society where the individual, no
matter how insignificant or powerless, could enjoy inalienable rights.
Once again God’s concern for humanity as a whole was exemplified, and
this time it was codified into a legal system that would provide a measure of
security for all.

Most people with whom the Jews came into contact did not avail
themselves of the Ten Commandments; instead the Jewish people
continued to live in fear of neighbours who would threaten them and often
seek for their destruction. However, they were not to develop a siege
mentality and treat all outsiders with hostility and suspicion. It is of course
true that the Old Testament is full of stories of battles between the nation
of Israel and other peoples in the ancient world. However, these stories
must be read within the context of their struggle for survival against
impossible odds and insidious worldviews that would have utterly
corrupted them and negated their witness to the world. When we take a
closer look at some of the instructions that God gave them, we see a very
different picture. A good example of this is Leviticus 19:33–34, where God
commands them not to mistreat any alien who lives among them. Even if
these people represented a different worldview and way of life, they were
to be treated as native-born people and to be loved as the Jews loved their
own. Here too God’s concern for people throughout society is clearly
demonstrated.

The New Testament people of God
When we come to the New Testament the picture of God’s loving concern
for society as a whole remains consistent. The implication is that as God’s
children we are to imitate our Father by sharing his love for humanity. Just
as God loves a fallen world, we as Christians are also to love those whom
we meet despite their fallenness. This theme was reiterated by Jesus in
Luke 10:30–37. He was in discussion with a legal expert and they were
talking about eternal life. Jesus asked the man what the law required. In
reply the man said that the law required people to love God with all their
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heart, soul, strength and mind, and to love their neighbours as they loved
themselves. This in turn led to the question, ‘Who is my neighbour?’ and in
answering the question Jesus told the parable of the Good Samaritan.

This parable is a powerful account of a man who is robbed and beaten
on his way to Jericho. As he lies helplessly by the side of the road a priest
and a Levite pass by. Although these two men are fellow Jews, they do not
stop to help their injured fellow countryman. Rather they speed away for
fear they might become victims themselves. Then a Samaritan comes along
and, in contrast to the other two, stops to help the man. After
administering first aid, he takes him to an inn and pays the innkeeper to
take care of the man.

The thrust of this story is not just that one man helped another, but that
a Samaritan helped a Jew. There were huge differences between the Jews
and Samaritans, and not a lot of love lost between them. The point is that a
man who would normally have considered this injured Jew to be an enemy
actually helped him. His theological and philosophical differences did not
prevent him from loving the other man and demonstrating that love in a
practical way. According to Jesus this is the kind of neighbourliness that
God expects of us. We are to love and care for those with whom we have
fundamental disagreements.

This embracing message can also be clearly seen in the way in which the
gospel itself is presented. What is so interesting about the early Christian
proclamation is that it was made available to everyone. The early church
existed in a society where there were many divisions. Slaves were separate
from free men and women, Jews from Gentiles, the rich from the poor.
These divisions were so prominent that even the church itself struggled
with the notion that Gentiles as well as Jews could become Christians.
However, it was made clear to them that the gospel was for everybody
(Acts 10:9–23). Once this lesson was learned the church became a haven for
all. James, for example, strongly warned about treating people differently,
for all are equal under God (James 2:1–9).

Jesus and the adulterous woman
When we focus on the ministry of Jesus we see this tolerant attitude
towards others being refined and defined. Loving someone does not mean
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that we accept all that he or she does. In John 8 Jesus came to the rescue of a
woman who was caught in the act of adultery. Her accusers wanted to put
her to death by stoning. Jesus intervened in the situation by writing on the
ground and then challenging the crowd by saying, ‘If anyone of you is
without sin, let him be the first to throw a stone at her.’ At this the crowd
began to disperse. Jesus then turned to the woman to ask her where her
accusers were. What happened next was interesting and informative. Jesus
told her that he did not condemn her, but he also told her to ‘go … and
leave your life of sin’. Here was love in action: a love which was strong
enough to stand protectively between the woman and those who were
trying to kill her. But his love for her did not mean that he accepted her
lifestyle. Rather he demanded repentance and a change of life. In essence,
Jesus hated the sin but loved the sinner.

This is how Christian love is to be expressed. It goes beyond a superficial
toleration of people. Christian love is not blind to the fact of human sin or
that human beings have become marred through their rebellion against
their Creator. Neither does it pretend that human actions are acceptable to
a God who is utterly holy. Christian love is not a superficial friendship as
liberal tolerance is. It does not patronize people by pretending that they are
all right while personally we might find them ridiculous or even
obnoxious. This is the preserve of liberal tolerance.

On the contrary, Christian love is a dependable and faithful friend. For
when a Christian says to another, ‘I love you’, that love is not contingent
upon that person having any intrinsic redeeming factors. Rather it is a love
that is unconditional. The reason why Christians love in this way is that
God himself loves like this. The biblical storyline is clear. It was while we
were still sinners that God sent his only Son to die for us. He did not do so
because we were virtuous and attractive. He did so because he is love. Our
salvation does not depend on our goodness. Indeed the only thing that we
contribute to our salvation is the sin from which we are saved. Our
salvation is entirely due to the sheer goodness of God who loves the
unlovable and cares for a broken world.

As God’s children we are to love as he loves. We are to copy the example
of Jesus who was able to love the woman caught in adultery while at the
same time demanding from her repentance and a change of life. This means
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that we rightly condemn sin in our world and strive for change because
ultimately it is the best thing for our world that it becomes obedient to the
will of God. But it also means that we love people despite the things they do
and we see them as intrinsically valuable and precious to God.

This attitude goes beyond a mere tolerance. It is a genuine attempt to
engage with our world and to establish relationships of respect with
people. In the final analysis it is an attitude towards people that can be
trusted. Moreover, it is also an attitude that can lead to an authentic and
meaningful society. The recipients of our love will feel more assured of
their relationship with us, despite the fact that we might condemn their
actions, than they will with those who superficially accept them as they are
yet secretly deplore them. It will build the kind of lasting peace and
harmony within society that liberal tolerance is simply incapable of
building. All that liberal tolerance can offer our society is an unstable and
shaky détente based on unsatisfying and constantly changing
compromises. In the next chapter we will go one step further and shift from
principle to practice. We will look at how we can construct a better
formula for tolerance that will be meaningful for society.

Notes

1 Christian Institute website, 7 July 2004.

2 Anthony Hoekema makes the point that when man was created, not only was he different in

the sense that he was made in God’s image in contrast to a created animal made after its

own kind, as in Genesis 1:21,24–25, but his uniqueness was also demonstrated by the divine

council that preceded his creation (v. 26; Created in God’s Image, pp. 11–12).

3 For a helpful discussion on the issue, see Gordon Wenham’s commentary on Genesis 1–15,

pp. 29–31.

4 Wenham suggests that this unique relationship with God includes man being a representative

or ‘vice-regent’ on earth. He acknowledges that this refers more to the consequences of the

image rather than to the image itself.

5 John Calvin suggested that the image of God indicates ‘the whole excellence in which the

nature of man surpasses all the species of animal’ (Institutes, vol. 1, p. 164).

6 Philip Edgcumbe Hughes, The True Image, p. 51.

7 The Ten Commandments are appropriately characterized in this way by Dennis Prager and
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