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We are living in a very polarized world.  We are constantly being asked to choose sides:

Blue or Yellow?  Black Lives Matter or All Lives Matter?  Republican or Democrat?  Fox News or CNN?  Apple or Android?

We are constantly being pulled to the extremes.  

We can’t just pursue sports now, we have to make it extreme.  X-Games.  

There is great wisdom in the middle.  But not a compromised middle but a radical middle.  

Pursuing the Radical Middle – running hard after God on two fronts at the same time.  I started working out with a thick rubber band.  When you pull on the band strongly on both sides it creates tension in the middle.

Don’t want to be balanced.  When we balance we lose something on both sides.  Compromise.  I want to run hard in both directions at the same time.  When we are doing that we create a radical middle.

What are we trying to do as a church?  What is our theological vision?  What are our goals?  What is the goal of every sermon, gathering, meeting, retreat and event?

Our overriding goal is to encounter God.

Our theological goal is to move us from self-centeredness to God-centeredness and thereby raise fully devoted followers of Christ.

Colossians 1:28

We proclaim Him, admonishing every man and teaching every man with all wisdom, so that we may present every man complete in Christ.

Today I want to express to you that we have been navigating through the radical middle for a while on many fronts.

1.  Word and Spirit

RT Kendall talks about the silent divorce that has taken place in the church – Word and Spirit.

RT Kendall

What’s the message of those on the Word side? It is straightforward: the honor of God’s name is at stake. His honor will not be restored, say those on the Word side, until we get back to the faith “once for all delivered to the saints” (Jude 1:3). We must get back to the doctrine of the apostles. We need clear Bible teaching in the pulpit. We must embrace the theology that was rediscovered during the Great Reformation of the 16th Century – which turned the Western world upside down: justification by faith alone; the inner testimony of the Holy Spirit by which we know that the Bible is the word of God; and a robust view of the sovereignty of God.
He says they are absolutely correct.

RT Kendall

Then consider the example of those on the Spirit side. What is their message? It is straightforward: the honor of God’s name is at stake. It will not be restored until we get back to the experience of the apostles as demonstrated in the book of Acts: there were signs, wonders and miracles; the gifts of the Spirit were in operation; when they had a prayer meeting the place was shaken; if you got into Peter’s shadow you were healed; if you lied to the Holy Spirit you were struck dead right on the spot. And until we rediscover and experience that level of power, the Church will continue to have minimal, if any, influence in the world.
RT says they are absolutely correct.

It’s not Word or Spirit.  It’s Word and Spirit.  It’s passionately pursuing both at the same time.

The Spirit wrote the Word!

2 Samuel 23:2


The Spirit of the Lord spoke by me, and His word was on my tongue.

2 Peter 1:20-21

But know this first of all, that no prophecy of Scripture is a matter of one’s own interpretation, for no prophecy was ever made by an act of human will, but men moved by the Holy Spirit spoke from God.

2.  Friendship and the Fear.  

Finding the radical middle in the way we approach God.  He is all holy and we will never measure up but He is also gracious, compassionate, slow to anger and abounding in loving-kindness and truth.  Moses illustrates this point in one chapter so well.

Exodus 33:11 

Thus the Lord used to speak to Moses face to face, just as a man speaks to his friend. 
Exodus 33:20
But He said, “You cannot see My face, for no man can see Me and live!”
Moses found that sweet spot in friendship and fear – total reverence.

3.  Truth and Grace.  

The gospel is not a set of general doctrinal truths, but about how we have been rescued from a peril. The very word “gospel” has as its background a news report about some life altering event that has already happened.  The gospel, then, is good news, not good advice.  It is not a way of life or something we do, but rather something that has been done for us and that we must respond to.

The ancient church father Tertullian was reputed to have said, 

Just as Jesus was crucified between two thieves, so the gospel is ever crucified between these two errors. 

What are these errors? The popular terms for them are religion and irreligion; the theological terms are legalism and antinomianism.  

Legalism says that you have to live a holy, good life in order to be saved.

Antinomianism says that because you are saved you don’t have to live a holy, good life.

Truth and grace.

“Truth” without grace is not really truth, however, and “grace” without truth is not really grace.  Jesus was full of grace and truth (cf. John 1:14). 

Any religion or philosophy of life that de‑emphasizes or loses one or the other of these truths falls into legalism or into license. 

Romans 6:1-2

What shall we say then?  Shall we continue to sin so that grace may increase?  May it never be!  How shall we who died to sin still live in it?

The challenge is to be vigilant in both directions at once. 

Tim Keller

I am more sinful and flawed than I ever dared believe followed by I am more accepted and loved than I ever dared hope.
4.  Healing and Suffering.  

One side cries out for healing because it’s in the atonement.  God heals today and wants to heal His children because He is a loving Father.

Isaiah 53:5

But He was pierced through for our transgressions, He was crushed for our iniquities; the chastisement for our well-being fell upon Him, and by His scourging (stripes) we are healed.

Other side says suffering is good for our soul and that we should rejoice when suffering comes upon us.

Romans 5:3-4

And not only this, but we also exult in our tribulations, knowing that tribulation brings about perseverance; and perseverance, proven character; and proven character, hope;

Tribulation/suffering does us so much good.  We should just let it runs its course and rejoice when it comes upon us.

How shall we live in this tension?

Coming to the point of contentment is the radical middle.

It’s an uncomfortable space.  We need to live in this space though.  A lot of our misunderstanding has to do with our western education, which is linear.  Left to right.  Black and white.

Eastern thought is circular.  Much more at ease with contrast.  Lots of grey.

Will Davis Campbell, Baptist minister, white Civil Rights activist in the 1960’s.  He was the only white person present at the founding of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference started by Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.  Some black delegates opposed admitting him but Bayard Rustin sponsored him.  He was one of the four people who escorted the black students who integrated the Little Rock, Arkansas public schools.  Wrote many books to help the Civil Rights cause including Race and the Renewal of the Church and an autobiography entitled Forty Acres and a Goat (catchphrase used by African Americans artists like Spike Lee and Public Enemy – 40 acres and a mule).  

He lived in the radical middle.  While also fighting hard for the civil rights movement he also visited James Earl Ray (shot MLK Jr.) in prison.  

Early morning April 4, shot rings out in the Memphis sky.  Free at last they took your life but they could not take your pride…In the name of love

Befriended the grand wizard of KKK in Mississippi.  On trial for 3 murders of Black leaders doing voter registration.  

From time to time he sat with the side of the accused.  

After the trial a reporter asked him why he sometimes sat on the side of the accused.

He replied, because I am a God damned Christian.  Not a curse word but he recognized that he was a sinner too – not very different from this hateful, bigoted murderer.

Sounds similar to what Jesus told the Pharisees in John 8

John 8:7

But when they persisted in asking Him, He straightened up, and said to them, “He who is without sin among you, let him be the first to throw a stone at her.”

Jesus was letting the pious religious leaders know that they were all at the same place as the woman.

Jesus lived in this radical middle space too.

John 8:10-11

Straightening up, Jesus said to her, “Woman, where are they?  Did no one condemn you?”  She said, “No one, Lord.”  And Jesus said, “I do not condemn you, either.  Go.  From now on sin no more.” 

I don’t condemn you but don’t sin anymore.  Powerful.

This is our theological vision to pursue the radical middle. 
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