
Both and Series 2.  Big Ideas. 
 
Grasping big ideas often means holding things in tension, or living with 
apparent paradox.  And you don’t get bigger ideas than ideas about God, and 
scripture isn’t shy about handing us paradox on a plate (e.g. Ephesians 3:19 
‘know this love that surpasses knowledge’).  Often churches split into 
groupings and streams around theological ideas, with labels that have 
technical meanings: reformed, conservative, Arminian, Calvinist, Liberal etc. 
 
At Woodlands we don’t want to divide around ideas that in themselves are 
only true when held in tension with other understandings.  Here are some key 
'both and' things, which I think need to inform our thinking and also our 
practice. 
 

• God is Love and God is Holy. 
 

• Jesus did everything we need for salvation yet we are still working out 
our salvation with fear and trembling. 

 

• The Holy Spirit is both with us and in us. 
 

• Scripture is both God’s word and a human document. 
 

• God's will is both sovereign and permissive. 
 
 
1 John 4:16 has a brief sentence 'God is Love'.  That might be the shortest 
and best definition of God.  But God is also holy and says, ‘Be holy because I 
am holy’ (Leviticus 11:45) and is described by Isaiah (6:3) as the one praised 
in Heaven by the perfect threefold description 'Holy, Holy Holy'.  If we worship 
a loving God who is not holy we undermine and fail to understand the 
significance of the cross.  If we worship a holy God and fail to understand his 
heart of love we believe in a judgemental caricature of the God and Father of 
our Lord Jesus Christ.  But a holy God who loves us so much and hates sin 
so much it costs Him so much to rescue us from its power is a God who is 
more loving than cheap grace can understand 
 
Philippians 2:12  Work out your salvation with fear and trembling: Paul in 
the same book holds in tension the supremacy of Christ; of faith in Christ 
being all that is needed, not having confidence in the flesh, in religion, while 
declaring an ambitious discipleship, ‘Not that I have already been made 
perfect but I press on to take hold of that for which Christ took hold of me’ 
(Phil 3:12). 
 
John 14:17 the Spirit of truth.. ‘He lives with you and will be in you’. The 
Spirit works in individuals, He forms community. His manifest presence can 
be discerned with His church.  His indwelling life can be received in our deep 
places.  We need both. 
 



In 1 Corinthians 7 Paul distinguishes in what he writes what comes from the 
Lord (v10) and from himself (v12).  Yet it’s all scripture, and all useful, but 
apparently not all of equal weight.  The best understanding of scripture is that 
it is ‘God breathed’  (2 Tim 3:16).  And that reminds us of God creating Adam 
out of dust and breathing into him and giving him life (Gen 2:7).  
 
God’s will needs to be understood both as sovereign (He gets His will done) 
and permissive (He allows things which are not His will to happen).  ‘Not one 
sparrow falls to the ground apart from the will of the Father’ (Matthew 10:29).   
2 Peter 3:9  ‘It’s not God’s will that anyone should perish’.  The understanding 
of this tension is familiar to anyone who loves.  We allow our will not to be 
done because of the priority of love.  That tension is expressed in the Lord’s 
Prayer ‘Your Kingdom come, your will be done on earth as it is in heaven’. 
 
What does this mean for us practically? 
 

1. In our love of God and people we have to recognise the constraints of 
and call to holiness.  A grace orientated church has to understand sin 
and forgiveness. 

2. Discipleship is an ongoing call for Christians.  Jesus has set us free to 
pursue Him not to be passive. 

3. Scripture will bear the marks of the human cultures and lives that God’s 
Spirit breathed on when it was written and collected, and the Spirit 
needs to help us recognise what the Spirit is saying as we study and 
wrestle with it.  There is a priority for dominical sayings (the words of 
Jesus) the ‘living word’. 

4. Our experience of the Spirit will be fullest when we encounter his 
manifestations with us and his work in us. We need church and we 
need personal pursuit of and filling of the Spirit. 

5. Is everything that happens to us God’s will? We need to discern 
between what God allows and what He initiates. 

 
Questions:  
Can you identify other theological issues that are perhaps best understood 
when held in tension, which have often divided Christians? 
 
Often fierce debate between Christians arises because they feel at some level 
they are defending God’s reputation.  How can we respect genuine conviction 
in people we disagree with? 
 
How does the Holiness of God affect your relationship with Him, and co-exist 
with the emphasis we have celebrated of God as our loving ‘Dad’? 
 
How do you discern the will of God in your life? 
 
Are you able to live with mystery about some of these things?  Does this sort 
of discussion make you feel insecure or relieved? 
 
Have any of the points above caused you to revise what you have always 
believed about God? 


