
 
2021-09-12 Intro to WITH – What God Longs For 
 
Title 
WITH: What God Longs For Most of All 
 
Our first text this morning is:  
 
John 1:1-5 NRSV 
1 In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. 2 He 
was in the beginning with God. 3 All things came into being through him, and without him not 
one thing came into being. What has come into being 4 in him was life, and the life was the 
light of all people. 5 The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it.  
 
With these words, John introduces us to the person and ministry of Jesus, the one who is 
revealed as Christ. Jesus Christ is both God-with-us amid history and is the universe-creating 
power that was with God before history was even a thing! Jesus Christ is the source of all life. 
He is the key to understanding why God brought the universe into being in the first place.  
 
By using “in the beginning” as his opening phrase, John wants to help his readers grasp that 
what God is doing here is both a parallel and a continuation of what God did at THE beginning, 
at the creation described in Genesis. The pinnacle of God’s “very good” creation is the creation 
of humankind and the expression of God’s intention to collaborate with us and to dwell with us 
in the garden:  
 
Genesis 1:26-28; 31 NRSV 

26 Then God said, “Let us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness; and let 
them have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the birds of the air, and over the cattle, 
and over all the wild animals of the earth, and over every creeping thing that creeps upon the 
earth.”  
27 So God created humankind in his image,  

in the image of God he created them; 
male and female he created them.  

28 God blessed them, and God said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and subdue 
it; and have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the air and over every living 
thing that moves upon the earth.”  
 

*** 

31 God saw everything that he had made, and indeed, it was very good… 
 
As much as we focus upon original sin and the Fall as the reason why everything is so messed up, 
it’s important to remember that original sin we preceded by original blessing: God’s conclusion 
about the creation was that it was good, it was good, and when God gets to us “it was very good!”  
 



Even after the Fall, God’s vision for us and for creation had not changed. The Triune God is 
including us in God’s with-ness. As the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are with one another in divine 
community and loving communion, so it shall be with us as well. In John’s revelation, the 
heartbreak of the garden is replaced by the healing of the city and God’s vision is consummated:  
 
Revelation 21:1-3 NRSV 
Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth; for the first heaven and the first earth had passed 
away, and the sea was no more. 2 And I saw the holy city, the new Jerusalem, coming down out 
of heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband. 3 And I heard a loud voice 
from the throne saying,  

“See, the home of God is among mortals.  
He will dwell with them as their God; 
they will be his peoples, 
and God himself will be with them… 

 
We can see that, from start to finish and with Jesus Christ as the ultimate expression of it,  
 

What God longs for most of all is to be with us! 
 
God’s goal can be summed up in one amazing preposition: WITH.  
 
And yet, out of fear, scarcity and a desire for control we settle for lesser prepositions. Instead of 
pursuing a life with-God, we tend to default to a life under God, or over God, or from God, or 
for God. At least that is how Skye Jethani beautifully describes both the predicament and the 
possibilities in his 2011 book, With: Reimagining the Way You Relate to God.  
 
<show image of book cover here> 
 
Jethani begins his book with a set real-life conversations he has had. They help us understand 
what these different postures toward God can look like. He tells the story of Karen, who is 
worried about her son:  
 

“I don’t understand what I did wrong,” Karen said through her tears. “I tried my best to 
raise him according to the Bible.” 
Karen’s teenage son was struggling with severe depression and coping in unhealthy 
ways. His drug use only exacerbated the problem and led to more destructive behaviors.  

“It isn’t supposed to happen this way,” she said, with equal doses of anger and 
pain. “We have always honored God in our home. We have always done what’s right. 
We raised our kids God’s way—on biblical principles. There’s even a verse from Proverbs 
framed and hanging in our house: Raise up a child in the way he should go, and when he 
is old he will not depart from it. Why is God punishing us? (pg 5-6) 

 
This is… 



Life Under God: If I obey God’s rules and stay inside God’s boundaries, then me and mine will 
be protected and blessed.  
 

“Our primary role is to determine what he approves (or disapproves) and work vigilantly 
to remain in those boundaries.” (pg 7) 

 
Jethani describes Mark, who sees spirituality as something people turn to because of poor 
performance and lack of success:   
 

Mark was a very well-read man. He devoured every business leadership book he could 
find, but he wasn’t a business leader. He was a pastor. We met at a ministry conference 
and shared lunch together.  

“The problem with most pastors,” Mark began, “is that they think they’re 
immune from market forces. They don’t understand the basic principles on which every 
organization rises or falls. They just don’t teach that stuff in seminary.  

“I can’t stand all the spiritualizing that goes on at these ministry conferences. 
We’re just coming up with excuses for being bad leaders—for not doing more. Do you 
think the managers of Walmart sit around and contemplate? Why do people expect us 
to sit around and pray all the time? I’m not going to let my church atrophy like so many 
others.” 

 
This describes… 
 
Life Over God: If I follow the right principles for success, then I will have a good life.  
 

“The mystery and wonder of the world is lost as God is abandoned in favor of proven 
formulas and controllable outcomes.” (pg 6) 

 
Here’s a story about Joel, who wants to stay on God’s good side. Jethani had not met Joel 
before he came to his office for what he called “spiritual advice.”  
 

A middle-aged man with some success at business, Joel described himself as a Christian with 
a weakness for alcohol, women, and gambling—the latter being the reason for his visit. A 
bad run of bets was now jeopardizing his business.  

“I’m sorry for your troubles, Joel,” I said, “but I’m not sure why you’ve come to see 
me.”  

“I don’t go to church,” Joel said, “but I know what’s right and wrong. I’m concerned 
that God isn’t going to bless my business because of what I’ve done. I want to make 
things right with him. I can’t afford to have my partners and God against me.” (pg 4) 

 
This is an example, albeit an extreme one, of… 
 
Life From God: If I stay on God’s good side, then I can get the things I want for a happy life.  

 



“People in this category want God’s blessings and gifts, but they aren’t particularly 
interested in God himself.” (pg 6) 

 
Finally Jethani recounts a conversation he had with Rebecca, a senior at a respected Christian 
college. With graduation just months away, she was wrestling with what she would do next.  

 
“I’ve always dreamed of going to medical school,” she said. “And I’ve got the 

grades to probably get in, but I’m not sure I should do it.”  
“Why not?” I asked. “What’s holding you back?”  
“I’m not sure that’s what God wants me to do. I mean, does the world really 

need another cardiologist? I want my life to matter more than that. I want to do 
something really significant.” 

“Like what?”  
“Like be a missionary,” she said. “Maybe in order to serve him, God wants me to 

sacrifice my dream of becoming a doctor. I just don’t want to reach the end and feel 
that I missed out on a more significant life.”  

 
Rebecca wants to pursue a…  
 
Life For God: If I accomplish great things for God, then God will love and accept me.  
 

This is the most celebrated of religious postures. “The most significant life, it believes, is 
the one expended accomplishing great things in God’s service.” (pg 7) 

 
I [Morgan] wanted to take the time to share these stories from the book for two reasons. First, 
my hope is that you can now see how common these religious postures are. As we listen to 
other people’s stories and pay more carefully attention to our own, I think we will notice them 
everywhere. Second, I hope that—like me—you can see how attractive they are. At different 
times in our lives, at different stages in our journey as disciples, I think we are susceptible to all 
of these. 
 
The awful part is that we are sorely tempted to stay stuck in one of them. As a result, we settle 
for far less than God’s best for us. We miss out on what God longs most of all to give to us – 
namely, God’s very self. It is only when we seek and hold to God alone that we can know with 
deep assurance that we are fully safe, fully accepted, fully provided for, and fully loved.  
 
I need to say one more thing about these four postures. They are, technically speaking, 
heresies. We don’t like that word, and I for one try to avoid using it because it’s often a word 
that people use when they seek to weaponize the Bible and judge other people. But these four 
postures embody false beliefs about who God is, want God wants, and how God behaves. The 
problem with heresies in NOT that they are merely false or inaccurate or just plain wrong. The 
problem with heresies is that they always cause pain. They cause pain for the people who 
believe them. They cause pain for everyone who has a relationship with the people who believe 
them. You can always spot a heresy by its hurt.  



 
So for the next few weeks, we will look at each one of these postures in a bit more depth. We 
will see how life WITH God is way better than any life under, over, from, or even for God.  
 
But for this week, I would really like you to NOTICE. Notice when fear, scarcity, or feelings of 
being out of control come up. How do your respond? Do you get angry or resentful toward God 
for not keeping up his end of the deal? Do you blame others for not taking God as seriously as 
you do? Do beat yourself up for not being better, smarter, or harder working? Do you worry 
that you have done something to fall out of God’s will and purpose for your life?  
 
This week, let’s notice. And let’s remember that what God longs for most of all is to be WITH us. 
A With-God life is what we are meant for.  
 
Let us pray.  
 


