The great salvation ‘handshake’

I like to think of God's offer of salvation as like a firm, vulnerable, and persevering, offer of a handshake. He does not thrust his hand in your face, nor is he timid in keeping it close to Himself, but He is unwavering in His offer of love and acceptance in the great salvation handshake yearning for, but not at all forcing or even pressuring, every non-Christian to accept His offer, unchanging in His love, however much He is ignored. The moment prior to the handshake may be one of huge uncertainty, but the individual, having made the leap of faith to accept the offer, finds that God turns out to be the person He says He is. God does not try to yank around the handshake, symbolic to the fresh relationship, as an individual might do, but makes every effort to maintain and re-enforce it. Only persistent denial of God and determination to let go by the individual will break the handshake, otherwise God will cling on when the individual has periods of wanting to let go. (I believe there is a route back even after persistent determination to let go, but much more hazardous than initial conversion – see: The Unforgivable Sin, Pages ......) But crucial to the on-going, and hopefully eternal, relationship is that the meeting was at a point of vulnerability, with no coercion on either side. It is a vulnerable choice to put to death self by the non-believer, who becomes a Christian, through God’s full expression of His vulnerability, in the death of Jesus on the cross, in the non-believers place, such that he or she may gain life in His resurrection. God does not bargain with the non-Christian: 'if I do this will you believe in me?', though He may offer glimpses of answer to prayer, divine intervention, or intimacy with Him. Nor can the non-Christian say 'I will believe in you if you do this, or I cannot believe in you if you let this happen, or since you let that happen and I can’t explain why.' There is no proper relationship, initial or long-term, where such bartering could prosper; but both sides have a much better chance of their desires being fulfilled once the relationship is joined because the relationship began on the right footing, a partnership of free unconditional acceptance with very good future prospects. In God, there is no sense that the end justifies the means, the end and the means are one – in Christ and in love.

Since relationship with God once known is so securely founded, uncertainty may therefore be relished as making the most of that relationship therefore one can be reckless within reason, in order to gain experience and maturity. Assurance may be gained particularly through demonstrating vulnerability, and taking risks in relationships, while knowing that God keeps His promises, especially that forgiveness and eternal life are certain for those who remain in love. Indeed persistently fleeing from uncertainty is one of the few ways to contradict the requirements of making one's election sure, demonstrating a lack of faith and trust that would ultimately put one's salvation at risk. Security is found in relishing and withstanding insecurity, and seeing how God then looks after His own, and can be trusted just as much in uncomfortable, fearful, or critical situations. A Christian has been set free to be the person that they are, and is called to be wise, but he or she should not retreat from the world, manage uncertainty, or seek safety. They should prefer to trust in God, seeking to do His will, even when outcomes are very uncertain, and their consequences huge. For He has demonstrated His trustworthiness over so many centuries, not just in His relationship with His people over the whole of the Old Testament, and with His church unto this day. But particularly and specifically when Jesus submitted to the cross, persevering through His probable uncertainty as to whether he was fully divine, and so whether He would be rescued from hell by God the Father. Through the cross and the resurrection have the Son and the Father put the seal on each other’s full trustworthiness, but that does not diminish from the continuing demonstration of trustworthiness God the Father has given over all History, and Jesus His Son gave throughout His supreme example of modelling a trusting, submissive life. So how much more shall we grow and be blessed if we relish uncertainty, and stand firm in enduring it, since we have divine assurance of eternal life. As God made good the trust that Jesus had in Him, so will He be Sovereign over our uncertainties, and there will be a long time for Him to tell us how our frustrations, sufferings, and insecurities in this life, worked for our own good, and that of His Kingdom. Yet we have such an urge to know how life, and particularly relationships, will work out, nearly the opposite of what is best and right. We are to be graceful, which implies facing up to situations with a sure faith, and a good degree of ambivalence towards their outcome.


As God offered us a handshake, so we should offer out our hand metaphorically (and sometimes literally) to others. We are not able to be a friend to everyone we meet, but we can always be welcoming as far as giving the impression of having time to listen; God will be with us in sorting out our priorities and our diary as required. We should follow God in not being pushy or timid, but persistent, firm and accepting of any discomfort. We are not required to like everyone, but must love, accept, and listen to all. Other people are not odd or burdensome, but people like you to whom God indiscriminately offers the great salvation handshake. Similarly we should extend ourselves to others leaving God to determine the nature and extent of any future relationship knowing its potential can only be reached through proper initiation followed by discerning evaluation.


Anyone in the world can see that if there are two people then the relationship between them will work much better if each is most concerned about the other, rather than primarily serving their own interests. But if one knows the other is thinking unselfishly, they can exploit the other by thinking selfishly. But the Christian position is that one must continue to think of others, even when they are thinking of themselves, and trust that God will back them up over time, through periods of suffering if they keep to this right path. It can therefore be said that you cannot truly love yourself, love others, and love the world without loving God and vice-versa: only the love of God, through His indwelling Spirit, enables you to love with a new, fresh, and true perspective. For the above scenario of two people to be ultimately true, one of these two people has to be willing to die in place of the other for that other person’s benefit, and best interests. It is part of the amazing salvation that we have in the cross that while we were constantly thinking of ourselves, God loved us so much that He did the only thing He could to provide a platform for relationship with us. He sent Jesus to submit unto death and separation, innocently and unnecessarily, thus enabling us, totally unworthy as we are, to be ‘completely and freely’ forgiven, and furthermore, pass unto eternal life. In the two-person scenario just described between any one of us and God, He has done everything necessary - we only have to accept the offer. Through the metaphor of the ‘handshake’, we have a route in from the world to the cross, and further a way of expressing the calling of our faith. Even when a non-Christian is thinking of himself or herself, we should also be putting their interests first, thereby trusting God that we are doing what is right, and willing to experience suffering in so doing, knowing we will have our reward in due course. And how much should we listen to Him, who would go to such absolute extreme lengths out of His love for us, when He commands us to love each other in the same way He does. While we know we will fail, and can only obey with the help of His Spirit within us, it is important that we do not develop an avoidance of those we deem to be unattractive or unimportant, such a bad habit dangerously leads us away from being able to love.


The implications of the call to love one another are enormous, and to get to grips with what complying with this commandment means is quite enough to take on board, without the need for absorbing excessive Bible knowledge, though obviously a core and steadily growing theology should benefit us on this journey. Here, I just want to again emphasize that we should within reason seek uncertainty, confront it, and persevere through it. Any relationship that is not founded on a platform of vulnerability and uncertainty is greatly diminished. God is infinitely far away from saying to mankind that He judges us, and determines our future by our reaction to the first sign of His revelation that He gives to us. We really should fully engage with one another until it is clear to both parties what purpose God might have for the relationship. God asks us to leap into a relationship with Him without knowing what being in such a relationship is like, so we must do the same with each other. Just as God reveals Himself in different measure seeming different to different people, we should feel no need to conform the way we are to the expectations of others. Being true to oneself does not mean applying a formula to relationships or inventing rules for our behaviour or our interaction. The very nature of the liberating handshake, which God offers us and asks us to offer others, provides a secure platform allowing an almost infinite number of possibilities for living out relationship. That is liberation, freedom to be who we are, and how we feel without requiring further justification from God, others, or ourselves, - our only point of reference is the necessity to continue to be motivated to love and in this we have the great power of the Holy Spirit as our divine helper.

The preparation undergone by each party to enable a handshake to occur should not be negated and, in some senses, the initial handshake may be a relatively brief and easy culmination of much that has previously been done through great cost and difficulty. Jesus life, ministry, and crucifixion, and the ongoing work of the Spirit, as well as the life and prayers of the church, affect the life of a human being prior to conversion. These influences as well as their willingness to listen, explore, and be willing to come to the foot of the Cross, all contribute to an awesome handshake should conversion occur, the preparation for which will take eternity to explain. (Interestingly when Michael Aspel’s children discovered he had been pulling strings unbeknown to them as an absent Father some were very upset feeling their achievements had been undermined. Similarly, it is hard for some to recognise that they could have achieved nothing without God.)


A handshake is the best attempt at appropriate intimacy for two people (of whatever sexes) both as a greeting and as an expression of ongoing commitment and integrity, providing a starting point from which to do business at a work meeting, or to do business with God in a social meeting. A handshake upon departure is also a sign that there is no unfinished business and on-going respect. Indeed the common farewell greeting ‘Good-bye’ originated from the expression ‘God Bless You Everlasting’, with God expanded to ‘Good’ and ‘B-Y-E’ being the initial letters of the other words. The implication is that uttering these words and offering a firm handshake implies a trust, honesty, and goodwill, that cannot easily be deceptive or false and is in a sense eternal, – there is a true expectation that God will keep the other person safe and the two people will meet again, in this world, or the next. Therefore, I urge you to be someone of faith and love, who habitually offers sincere metaphorical relationship handshakes to others, just as God offers us His great salvation handshake.
