
3.1 SACRIFICE IN SERVICE

 

Faith 
SERVICE & SPIRITUALITY

 

Faith is the ground on which every other virtue stands. A servant without faith may still work, still 
speak, still organize — but nothing he does will carry weight in the kingdom, because the kingdom 
answers only to the Lord in whom we believe. In this lesson we look at faith not as a feeling but as a 
living trust: a trust with a face (the face of our Lord Jesus Christ), a history (the long line of witnesses in 
Hebrews 11), a shape (faith working through love), a cost (faith tested in the furnace), and a fruit (the 
quiet confidence that God is faithful, whatever the hour looks like). The Church has always known that 
the servant stands or falls on this single thing. Let us look at it carefully, and let us come to the end of 
the lesson not only understanding faith, but wanting it more than we wanted it when we began. 

What Scripture Means When It Says 'Faith' 

There is a sentence in the Letter to the Hebrews that the Church has returned to for twenty centuries 
because, in a single line, it gives us the whole working definition of faith. 

“Now faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen.”  
Hebrews 11:1, NKJV 

Two words carry the weight of the verse. Faith is 'substance' — the Greek word is hypostasis, the same 
word the Church would later use for the three divine Persons. It means underlying reality, the thing 
that is actually there beneath appearances. And faith is 'evidence' — a legal term, the kind of proof that 
stands up in court. Put the two together and we have a startling claim: what we cannot see with our 
eyes is, in fact, more solid than what we can. The unseen Lord is more real than the seen room we are 
sitting in. His promises are more certain than the newspaper on the table. Faith is the faculty that lets 
us live as though that were true, because it is true. 

This means faith is not, first of all, a feeling we manage to generate. It is not the strength of our 
convictions. It is a trust in a Person who has spoken, and whose word has been shown to be reliable. 
The writer of Hebrews, having given us the definition, immediately stops defining and starts 
remembering. He calls up Abel and Enoch and Noah and Abraham and Sarah and Moses and Rahab, 
and lets us watch how faith actually looked in the flesh. In every case, faith meant taking God at His 
word and acting accordingly, sometimes over decades, usually in the dark. 

“These all died in faith, not having received the promises, but having seen them afar 
off were assured of them, embraced them and confessed that they were strangers and 
pilgrims on the earth.”  Hebrews 11:13, NKJV 

Notice the progression: they saw, they were assured, they embraced, they confessed. Faith did not 
finish its work in their lifetimes. They did not receive what was promised. And yet they held on, 
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because the God who had promised was Himself the substance of their hope. For our own service this 
is a deep comfort. Much of what we labor for we will not live to see. The students we teach today may 
not visibly bear fruit for a generation. That does not make our service less fruitful. It makes it more 
clearly an act of faith. 

Faith Has a Face 

It matters enormously that Christian faith is not faith in 'God in general.' It is faith in a particular 
Person: the Lord Jesus Christ, crucified and risen. The very next verse after the great roll-call of 
Hebrews 11 turns our eyes to Him. 

“Let us run with endurance the race that is set before us, looking unto Jesus, the 
author and finisher of our faith, who for the joy that was set before Him endured the 
cross, despising the shame, and has sat down at the right hand of the throne of God.”  
Hebrews 12:1–2, NKJV 

He is the author of our faith — its beginning, the One who first kindled trust in our heart. And He is the 
finisher — the One who will bring that same trust to its completion, so that on the last day we will not 
be left with a partial work. Between those two poles, the whole of our life is the race. 

This face-to-face shape of faith is what distinguishes Christian trust from every other kind. We do not 
merely believe that God exists. The demons also believe, James reminds us, and they tremble (James 
2:19). We believe in our Lord Jesus Christ, who has a voice we have heard, wounds we have seen, a 
Body we have received. Faith, for the servant, is therefore always personal. It is the posture of a heart 
that has come to know a Person and has decided to trust Him — not only with Sunday, but with the 
whole of the coming week, and the whole of the coming trial, and the whole of the coming death. 

“Faith is the eye that seeth the Lord; faith is the ear that heareth Him; faith is the feet 
that go unto Him; faith is the hand that receiveth Him. But the Lord whom faith 
beholdeth is Himself the gift that faith receiveth.”  St. John Chrysostom, Homilies on 
Hebrews XXI.4 

Faith That Works Through Love 

St. Paul, in the letter to the Galatians, gives us the shape of a living faith in one unforgettable phrase. 

“For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision avails anything, but faith 
working through love.”  Galatians 5:6, NKJV 

Three nouns and a participle: faith, working, through love. Faith is not static. It is not kept in a jar on a 
shelf. Faith works — it moves, it reaches, it carries. And the channel through which it moves is love. A 
faith that does not flow into love for the brother in front of us has not yet begun to do its proper work. 
Conversely, works that do not flow out of faith are not yet what the Lord is asking of us either; they are 
our own labor, kept under our own name. 
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This is the point St. James presses so gently and firmly in his epistle. Faith and works are not rivals; 
they are the two sides of a single living reality. A faith that never shows is not a faith that has yet 
become fully itself. 

“What does it profit, my brethren, if someone says he has faith but does not have 
works? Can faith save him? … Thus also faith by itself, if it does not have works, is 
dead.”  James 2:14, 17, NKJV 

For the servant this is practical and daily. Faith that has become love will show up as the ride offered to 
the tired parishioner, the patient lesson prepared for the restless student, the prayer said quietly for 
the one who hurt us, the phone call made to the absent one. None of these things, taken individually, 
will feel heroic. Put them together across a lifetime of service, and we have the picture of a faith that 
has actually been working. 

“Faith is not perfected in words alone, but in the works that proceed from it. For as the 
body without the spirit is dead, so is faith without its corresponding life. He who loves, 
already believes; and he who truly believes cannot but love.”  St. Cyril of Alexandria, 
Commentary on the Gospel of John, Book IV 

Faith in the Darkness 

If faith is the substance of things hoped for, it is because we often hope for things we cannot yet see. 
There are seasons in the life of every servant when the Lord seems to withdraw His felt nearness. The 
prayer goes dry. The Scripture reads like ink. The labor bears no visible fruit. In these seasons, our faith 
is not being extinguished; it is being tempered. The Lord is letting us learn to trust not the emotion of 
His presence but the word of His promise. 

“In this you greatly rejoice, though now for a little while, if need be, you have been 
grieved by various trials, that the genuineness of your faith, being much more precious 
than gold that perishes, though it is tested by fire, may be found to praise, honor, and 
glory at the revelation of Jesus Christ.”  1 Peter 1:6–7, NKJV 

The image of gold in the furnace is one the Fathers have loved. A faith that has never been tried is, so 
to speak, an untested metal. It may look like gold, but it has not yet proven itself such. The fire is 
unpleasant. It is also the only thing that will bring forth what is most precious. The servant who has 
walked through a dry season with the Lord and has not walked away from Him comes back carrying a 
quality of trust that the easy years could not have produced. 

“Let us not be troubled when we do not feel the sweetness of grace, nor yet when we 
walk in the darkness of some tribulation. For it is in that very darkness that God is most 
at work, hollowing out the soul that it may contain more of Him. Faith in such hours is 
the lamp which, because it burneth in the night, doth truly shine.”  St. Isaac the Syrian, 
Ascetical Homilies LXXIII 
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There is one concrete habit, more than any other, that sustains faith in the darkness: the deliberate 
remembering of what the Lord has done before. Every disciple has a small personal history of His 
goodness — an answered prayer, a sin forgiven, a door opened, a burden lifted. In dry seasons, we 
should speak that history aloud, if only to ourselves, and we should do it often. 'The God who did that 
for me then is the same God now.' That sentence, repeated with conviction, is one of the great 
disciplines of faith. 

The Faith of the Servant 

Everything we have said so far applies to every believer. But there is a particular intensity to the faith 
required of the servant, because the servant is daily asking other people to trust the Lord, and he 
cannot ask of others what he has not given himself. 

Our Lord Himself marveled at faith in only two places in the Gospels — both of them not in the 
company of the scribes, but in people outside the religious professionals of the day. A Roman 
centurion, who had grasped that a word from Christ would be enough, was met with astonishment: 'I 
have not found such great faith, not even in Israel' (Matthew 8:10). A Canaanite woman who would not 
be turned away was told, 'O woman, great is your faith! Let it be to you as you desire' (Matthew 15:28). 
In both cases, faith was the thing the Lord looked for — and when He found it, the miracle unfolded. 

A servant cultivates the faith of the centurion: a deep reverence for the authority of the word of Christ. 
The centurion understood hierarchy; he knew that when a commander speaks, the thing is done. Our 
faith in the efficacy of our Lord's word — in Scripture, in sacrament, in absolution, in the small prayer 
we say over a sick child — is the servant's working capital. When we speak in His Name, we are not 
offering our own wisdom; we are relaying the word of a Master whose authority the winds and the sea 
obey. 

And a servant cultivates the faith of the Canaanite woman: a tenacity that does not let go. Some of the 
people we are given to serve will make us wait. Some will seem to resist the work the Lord is doing in 
them. A servant who gives up at the first refusal has not yet learned the patience of faith. She stayed. 
She argued sweetly. She received. 

“Jesus said to him, 'If you can believe, all things are possible to him who believes.' 
Immediately the father of the child cried out and said with tears, 'Lord, I believe; help 
my unbelief!'”  Mark 9:23–24, NKJV 

It is perhaps the most honest prayer in the Gospels, and it is the prayer of every servant who has been 
at this work for more than a few years. Faith is not the absence of unbelief; it is the willingness to bring 
our unbelief to the Lord and ask Him to heal it. That very asking is itself faith. 

Growing in Faith 

Faith is a gift, but it is also a muscle. It grows in specific ways, through specific means that the Church 
has handed down to us. Let us name a few of them, because we will be asked, often, what to do when 
our faith feels thin — and it helps to have an answer. 
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First, faith grows by Scripture. 'Faith comes by hearing, and hearing by the word of God' (Romans 
10:17). A daily portion of the Gospels, read slowly and prayerfully, is the simplest means of 
strengthening faith that exists. The Lord speaks, and the soul recognizes His voice, and trust is quietly 
kindled. 

Second, faith grows by the Eucharist. There is no stronger catechesis in the bodily reality of our Lord's 
nearness than the regular receiving of His Body and Blood. A servant who communes attentively — 
who actually knows what he is doing when he approaches the chalice — will find faith deepening 
without fanfare, week by week. 

Third, faith grows by the testimony of the saints. Hebrews 11 is not only the definition of faith but the 
medicine for its weakness. When our own faith feels small, we stand in the cloud of witnesses and let 
their fidelity lend us courage. Reading a life of St. Antony, or St. Mary of Egypt, or a modern confessor, 
is not a substitute for our own faith, but it often re-kindles it. 

Fourth, faith grows by obedient action. We do not wait until we feel perfectly certain before we act; we 
act on what faith we have, and the Lord meets us in the action. 'If anyone wills to do His will, he shall 
know concerning the doctrine' (John 7:17). Faith is often given not in the armchair but on the road — 
which is to say, in the midst of actually trying to live what we have been taught. 

Fifth, faith grows by community. The Lord has placed us in a Body, and the faith of our brothers and 
sisters holds us up on days when our own is small. When we cannot believe by ourselves, we can stand 
among those who can, and let their faith carry us for a while. This is one of the oldest meanings of 
being in the Church: we are saved together. 

“And let us consider one another in order to stir up love and good works, not forsaking 
the assembling of ourselves together, as is the manner of some, but exhorting one 
another, and so much the more as you see the Day approaching.”  Hebrews 10:24–25, 
NKJV 

May the Lord who is Himself the author and finisher of our faith increase it in us day by day. May He 
give us the trust of the centurion in the power of His word, the tenacity of the Canaanite woman in the 
face of His silences, and the honesty of the weeping father who could say, 'Lord, I believe; help my 
unbelief.' And may every servant among us find, at the end of a long life of small trusts renewed 
morning by morning, that faith has become sight, and that the Person in whom we have been trusting 
all along is waiting to welcome us home. 

  

Review Questions 

1.  Hebrews 11:1 calls faith the 'substance of things hoped for.' In what ways does our own daily life 
show that we treat the unseen realities of God as more solid than the seen? 

2.  Christian faith has a Face — the Lord Jesus Christ. How does remembering that faith is trust in a 
Person (not a set of propositions) change the way we speak about faith with those we serve? 
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3.  'Faith working through love' (Galatians 5:6) names the living shape of faith. Where in our own 
week has faith recently 'worked' in concrete acts of love, and where is it asking us to move 
next? 

4.  Every servant walks through dry seasons when the felt nearness of the Lord withdraws. What 
disciplines of remembering His past goodness can help carry us through such seasons without 
letting go of Him? 

5.  Our Lord marveled at the faith of the centurion (authority) and the Canaanite woman (tenacity). 
Which of these two dimensions of faith is the Lord currently growing in us, and how? 

6.  The weeping father's prayer — 'Lord, I believe; help my unbelief' — may be the most honest 
prayer in the Gospels. What would it look like to pray it deliberately this week over a specific 
situation? 

7.  Name one of the means of growing in faith (Scripture, Eucharist, saints, obedient action, 
community). What concrete change in our rhythm of life could allow that means to work more 
fully in us this coming month? 

  

Books & References 

Scripture: Scripture in this lesson is quoted from the New King James Version (NKJV) unless 
otherwise noted. 

Further Reading: 

•  The Holy Bible, New King James Version (NKJV). Thomas Nelson. 
•  St. John Chrysostom, Homilies on the Epistle to the Hebrews. Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, 
Series I, Vol. 14. 
•  St. Cyril of Alexandria, Commentary on the Gospel of John, Books IV–VI. 
•  St. Isaac the Syrian, The Ascetical Homilies. Translated by the Holy Transfiguration Monastery 
(Boston). 
•  St. Augustine of Hippo, Tractates on the Gospel of John, on John 6 and John 7. 
•  Fr. Tadros Y. Malaty, Patristic Commentary on the Epistle to the Hebrews. St. George's Coptic 
Orthodox Church, Sporting, Alexandria. 

Patristic texts are cited in widely available English translations; where sense required, phrasing has been 
lightly modernized without altering meaning. 

  

Lesson Notes 
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Life of Victory 
SERVICE & SPIRITUALITY

 

There is no Christian who has not wondered, in the middle of a long dark night, whether this fight is 
worth it. There is no servant who has not at some point asked whether God sees, whether God hears, 
whether the victory we read about in Scripture is the kind of victory that could ever really be ours. The 
answer of the Gospel is yes — but not in the way we often hope. The Christian life is not a life without 
struggle; it is a life that finds its victory inside of the struggle. Our Lord did not promise to spare us 
from trial. He promised something far greater: that in Him, we would overcome. To live a life of victory 
is not to flee the battle but to stand in it with arms outstretched to the One who has already crossed 
the finish line and whose hand has never let go of ours. This is not an abstract teaching. It is the lens 
through which every disappointment, every weakness, every unanswered prayer, every late-night 
temptation is transformed. Nothing the enemy sets before us lies outside the scope of a victory already 
won. Our work, then, is not to manufacture that victory — we cannot, and we were never asked to. Our 
work is simply to stand inside of it: to keep watch, to stay in the ranks, and to lift up the weapons the 
Lord has already placed in our hands. 

The Necessity of Struggle 

How often we equate a successful life with a comfortable one. How often we pray, with hearts weary of 
trial, “Lord, take this away.” It is a natural prayer, and the Lord does not scold us for praying it — He 
Himself prayed something very much like it in Gethsemane. But it was not the final prayer He prayed in 
the garden, and it cannot be the prayer that finally shapes our lives as servants. 

Jesus did not promise us a life without tribulation. He promised a life of victory inside of it. On the 
night of His betrayal — the darkest night of His life, in His last private conversation with His disciples — 
He reached for the very fear that rises in our throats at every difficult moment, and gently stilled it: 

“These things I have spoken to you, that in Me you may have peace. In the world you 
will have tribulation; but be of good cheer, I have overcome the world.”  (John 16:33, 
NKJV) 

There is tenderness in that sentence. He says “be of good cheer” to a small group of men He knows 
will, that very week, watch Him die. The peace He gives them is not the peace of the world, which asks 
for calm seas before it can rest. It is a peace that holds us in the middle of the storm, whispering over 
the wind that it has already heard a greater voice than the one howling outside. That is the peace our 
Lord has for us tonight. 

The Desert Fathers knew this deeply. Abba Poemen tells the story of Abba John the Dwarf, a monk so 
exhausted by his own passions that he prayed the Lord would simply take them away so he could live, 
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at last, free of care. In His mercy, the Lord granted it. John went to his elder, glowing, and said, “I find 
myself in peace, without an enemy.” But the elder looked at him with sad, knowing eyes and replied: 

“Go, beseech God to stir up warfare so that you regain the affliction and humility that 
you used to have, for it is by warfare that the soul makes progress.”  – Sayings of the 
Desert Fathers (Abba Poemen 78, on Abba John the Dwarf) 

John prayed again — not that the conflict be removed this time, but that he be given strength for the 
fight. It is one of the great reversals of the spiritual life, and it should be our pattern too. The elder’s 
counsel cuts against every modern instinct: a life without struggle is not a life closer to God; it is a life 
further from Him. Where there is no contest, there is no growth. Where there is no humility, there is no 
room for grace. 

So when hardship comes — and it will come: a failing marriage, a wayward child, a prolonged illness, a 
dryness in prayer that stretches into weeks — we must resist the first impulse to ask only for escape. 
Let us pray, instead, like Abba John. Let us ask for strength to endure. Let us ask to be made worthy of 
what the Lord is doing in us. The One who has overcome the world stands beside us in the contest, and 
the very contest itself is part of His tender work in our souls. 

The Christian Race 

St. Paul loved the language of the arena. He had grown up in a world that knew athletes the way our 
world knows artists and kings — their names in every mouth, their bodies carved into marble, their 
victories celebrated for generations. When he wrote to the Corinthians, whose own city hosted the 
famous Isthmian Games, he reached for the image he knew every one of his readers would feel in his 
bones: the lone runner, the flaring breath, the narrow lane between victory and disqualification. 

“Do you not know that those who run in a race all run, but one receives the prize? Run 
in such a way that you may obtain it. And everyone who competes for the prize is 
temperate in all things. Now they do it to obtain a perishable crown, but we for an 
imperishable crown. Therefore I run thus: not with uncertainty. Thus I fight: not as one 
who beats the air. But I discipline my body and bring it into subjection, lest, when I 
have preached to others, I myself should become disqualified.”  (1 Corinthians 
9:24–27, NKJV) 

An athlete disciplines the body to win a medal; the Christian disciplines body, mind, and spirit for a 
crown that does not fade. Consider for a moment what an Olympic runner gives up — late nights, lazy 
mornings, favorite foods, whole seasons of the easy life — all for a wreath of olive leaves that will 
brown in a week. The honest question is whether we give up as much for the eternal crown as he gives 
up for the perishable one. St. Paul’s question is unsettling precisely because we accept the athlete’s 
ordering as sensible and resist the disciple’s as excessive. It should not be so. 

Our culture offers a very different vision of the good life. It prizes comfort and removes every obstacle. 
It whispers to us that the easy life is the blessed life, and that if a discipline costs us anything at all, 
something must be wrong. The Christian takes exactly the opposite view. The obstacles are the 
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training. Without a contest there is no prize, and without struggle there is no sanctification. The 
servant who waits for his life to become easy before he begins to fight is like a runner who waits for the 
race to become downhill before he bothers to move his feet. 

And there is this: our Lord Himself, who needed no training, entered the arena first. Before He asked 
anything of us, He walked in front of us: 

“Then Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil. And 
when He had fasted forty days and forty nights, afterward He was hungry.”  (Matthew 
4:1–2, NKJV) 

Notice the grammar carefully. He was led by the Spirit into the temptation. The wilderness was not an 
interruption of His ministry; it was part of it. He went there deliberately, He fasted deliberately, He was 
hungry deliberately — so that when we meet our own wilderness, we would know in our bones that 
our Captain has been there first. Every footprint of trial we will ever walk in has already been walked in 
by Him. 

Triumph Over Temptation 

The wilderness temptations of Christ are the pattern for every fight we will ever wage. They lay out the 
three arenas in which the enemy always comes at us — the body, the pride, and the will. In each of 
them our Lord chose the harder answer. And in each of them He gave us, His weary younger brothers 
and sisters, a pattern we can take into our own struggles today. 

First, the body. After forty days of fasting, Jesus was truly hungry — not the inconvenient hunger of a 
missed lunch but the deep, cellular hunger of a man whose body is eating itself. The devil’s proposal 
was not, at first glance, sinful. Jesus had every right as God to eat, and the stones would have harmed 
no one. And yet He refused: 

“It is written, ‘Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that proceeds from 
the mouth of God.’”  (Matthew 4:4, NKJV; cf. Deuteronomy 8:3) 

He shows us that even our most legitimate physical needs — food, sleep, comfort, affection — are not 
allowed to become our highest loyalty. Victory here is not the crushing of the body. It is the quiet, 
hard-won conviction that settles into the soul over many small refusals: I am satisfied in the Lord. The 
servant who can say that over a skipped meal for the sake of prayer, or an hour of sleep given up for a 
brother in need, is being trained by God to say it in the larger trials that are coming. 

Second, pride. Christ could have displayed His divinity to Satan with a single word and ended the 
contest in the first round. Instead He chose patience and humility. The Scriptures warn us repeatedly — 
tenderly and pointedly — of what boasting invites into a life. Consider King Nebuchadnezzar, the most 
powerful man in the known world, standing on the roof of his palace, looking out over the gardens and 
walls and wonders he had built, saying to himself: 
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“Is not this great Babylon, that I have built for a royal dwelling by my mighty power 
and for the honor of my majesty?”  (Daniel 4:30, NKJV) 

The words were still warm on his lips when judgment fell. He was driven from men and lived as a beast 
in the fields, eating grass like an ox, until at last he lifted his eyes to heaven. St. Jerome, commenting 
on this passage, warns every reader who builds, governs, or is praised for his wisdom: 

“Nebuchadnezzar’s arrogance and boasting are immediately punished by the Lord; 
the very breath with which he exalted himself was taken away. Let every man who 
builds, who governs, who is praised for his wisdom, read this and tremble.”  – St. 
Jerome, Commentary on Daniel 4.28–33 

The Lord gives and the Lord takes away. Our achievements are gifts, not trophies. We do not build 
what is good in our lives; He builds it and lets us participate. The servant who forgets this in a moment 
of public praise — a well-received sermon, a successful program, a kind word after liturgy — has 
already begun to lose the very thing he is tempted to congratulate himself for. The safest posture 
before every success is the bowed head. 

Third, the will. This is the quietest and longest of the three battles, because it is the most interior. No 
one sees it. The victories are rarely applauded; the defeats are rarely noticed. But this is where we are 
most deeply shaped into the likeness of Christ or deformed into the likeness of the world. St. 
Athanasius and St. Cyril of Alexandria taught that the deepest meaning of salvation is that we are so 
united to Christ that we begin to bear His very attributes — His patience, His mercy, His steadfast love. 
The Friday Theotokia sings this mystery back to us every week, and we ought to let it settle into our 
hearts: 

“He took what is ours, and gave us what is His, that we may praise Him, and exalt Him 
above all, forever.”  – Friday Theotokia, Part 11 

This is the logic of the will’s victory. Christ does not merely help us fight. He gives us His own victory to 
stand in. If we do not struggle with our sin — if we let it quietly coexist with our prayer, if we whisper to 
ourselves that it isn’t so bad, that everyone struggles with it, that we’ll deal with it next week — we 
receive no portion of His victory over it. The servant who wants to see a life of virtue must first be 
honest enough to see a life of vice in himself, and humble enough to bring it to the only One who can 
exchange it. 

For teaching and for review, these three wilderness temptations belong in a single frame. Each of 
Christ’s answers is a single line of Scripture, spoken in simple confidence — and each of them is a line 
every servant can memorize tonight and carry into his own fight tomorrow: 

Arena The Devil’s Offer Christ’s Answer (NKJV) Reference 
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Body Turn these stones into 
bread 

“Man shall not live by bread alone, but by 
every word that proceeds from the mouth 
of God.” 

Matthew 4:3–4 

Pride Throw Yourself down; 
angels will bear You up 

“You shall not tempt the Lord your God.” Matthew 4:5–7 

Will All the kingdoms of the 
world, if You will bow 

“Away with you, Satan! For it is written, 
‘You shall worship the Lord your God, and 
Him only you shall serve.’” 

Matthew 
4:8–10 

Across the rows, the pattern becomes luminous. In each arena Christ answers the devil not with a 
clever argument, not with a display of power, but with a verse of Holy Scripture — and in each arena 
His answer says the same thing in shape: we are not our own; we are the Lord’s. We are given the same 
arena, and we are invited to give the same answer. 

Weapons of Victory 

Here is the good news no one tells us clearly enough: the Christian does not enter the contest 
unarmed. Scripture, prayer, the intercession of the angels and saints, and the sacramental life of the 
Church — these are not decorations of the pious life. They are the weapons of the fighting one. St. Paul 
does not speak about them as optional extras. He speaks about them in the voice of a battlefield 
captain handing armor to young soldiers: 

“Put on the whole armor of God, that you may be able to stand against the wiles of the 
devil. For we do not wrestle against flesh and blood, but against principalities, against 
powers, against the rulers of the darkness of this age, against spiritual hosts of 
wickedness in the heavenly places. Therefore take up the whole armor of God, that you 
may be able to withstand in the evil day, and having done all, to stand.”  (Ephesians 
6:11–13, NKJV) 

Scripture is the first of these weapons, and the easiest to neglect. Christ Himself answered each 
temptation in the wilderness with a verse — not with a clever argument, not with a display of power, 
but with a line of Holy Scripture spoken in simple confidence. The Word of God comforts us when we 
are afraid, strengthens us when we are weary, enlightens us when we are confused, and leads us 
home. A daily reading of Scripture, done in humility and without hurry, is the Christian’s training 
ground. The servant who has not memorized even a small handful of verses for the fights he already 
knows are coming has left part of his armor in the tent. 

Prayer is the second. Nothing drives the devil off like a humble and broken heart. Arrow prayers — 
short, direct lines to God shot off in the middle of the day — are a lifeline in the middle of temptation, 
and they ask for nothing we do not already have. The Jesus Prayer is the simplest and one of the 
strongest: 
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“My Lord Jesus Christ, Son of the Living God, have mercy on me, a sinner.”  – The Jesus 
Prayer (Agpeya tradition) 

The Jesus Prayer belongs in every moment of the day — on the drive home, in the elevator, in the 
moment when anger begins to rise, or lust begins to whisper, or despair begins to close around the 
heart. And when we have prayed it, we do not stop there — we go further, to the floor. Metanoias, the 
physical prostrations that accompany our prayer, proclaim with the body what the heart already 
knows: that we are weak, that God is almighty, and that the distance between us must be closed by His 
condescension, not by our pretense. The servant who has never fallen on his face in his own room does 
not yet know the full range of his prayer. 

Third are the angels and the saints. We must not be shy of them. Every time a Christian overcomes 
temptation, the angels minister to him, just as they ministered to our Lord after His forty days: 

“Then the devil left Him, and behold, angels came and ministered to Him.”  (Matthew 
4:11, NKJV) 

Our beloved Pope Kyrillos VI grew the Coptic Church for twelve years largely through prayer, and his 
prayer was constantly populated with the angels and the saints. He spoke to them the way a small 
child speaks to his older brothers and sisters — confidently, specifically, expecting them to come. They 
did. They come still. We can call on them before we walk into the classroom, the hospital room, the 
late-night hours alone with a lit screen. They are already being sent. 

Fourth is the sacramental life of the Church. The Mysteries of Confession and Communion are not the 
ornaments of a settled piety. They are food and medicine for a soul at war. A servant who has not 
confessed in many weeks is not a spiritually advanced servant; he is a hungry soldier, and he has 
forgotten that he is. A servant who has not received the Body and Blood of Christ is not operating from 
strength; he is operating from memory. Let us come to the altar. Let us allow Christ to feed us. 

St. Paul gathers all four weapons under a single posture, and the posture is one word long: 

“Praying always with all prayer and supplication in the Spirit, being watchful to this 
end with all perseverance and supplication for all the saints.”  (Ephesians 6:18, NKJV) 

Watchfulness. To be watchful is to refuse both complacency and despair at once. The complacent 
servant assumes he will not be attacked and is caught defenseless. The despairing servant assumes he 
will not prevail and stops trying. Both are wrong, and Christ has a word for both. The watchful servant 
does not need to conquer the devil — Christ has already done that, and perfectly. The watchful servant 
needs only to stay in the ranks of the One who has. 

These four weapons take the shape of four simple disciplines in the servant’s week — rhythms that can 
be written down, placed on the calendar, and made real: 

•​ Scripture. A fixed time and a fixed place for daily reading — even ten minutes at the same hour 
— will change us. One verse memorized each week for the temptation we already know is 
coming. 
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•​ Prayer. The Agpeya at the opening and closing of every day. Between those hours, arrow 
prayers whenever temptation arrives — the Jesus Prayer, the Trisagion, or simply and without 
shame, “Lord, help me.” 

•​ Angels and saints. A patron saint named for each arena of ministry, and their intercession 
sought by name before we step into it. The angels asked to surround us before we enter the 
places temptation waits. 

•​ Sacraments. Confession regularly, not occasionally. Communion at every liturgy we are able. 
Received as medicine for the fight, not as rewards for having already won it. 

The Crown That Does Not Fade 

A life of victory is not a boastful life. It cannot be — because the victory is not ours. It is Christ’s, and He 
has freely, lovingly, joined us to it. The servant who understands this begins to serve differently. He is 
no longer anxious about his struggles, because he knows they are the training ground of a crown he 
did not earn. He is no longer ashamed of them, because he knows the arena was walked first by his 
Lord. He is no longer afraid of a new temptation nor surprised by an old one, because he has seen, at 
last, that the fight was never his alone. 

Every resisted temptation we will ever win, every humble prayer we will ever pray, every arrow shot 
toward heaven in the middle of a hard night — each is a small participation in the victory of the One 
who has already overcome the world. St. Paul, near the end of his life, under the shadow of the Roman 
sword, and with nothing left to prove to anyone, looked back on his own race and wrote these words 
for every servant who would ever come after him: 

“I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith. Finally, 
there is laid up for me the crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous Judge, 
will give to me on that Day, and not to me only but also to all who have loved His 
appearing.”  (2 Timothy 4:7–8, NKJV) 

Notice what he did not say. He did not say, “I have lived a comfortable life.” He did not say, “I have 
avoided trouble.” He said, “I have fought the good fight.” The language is the language of the arena, 
the same vocabulary he once gave the Corinthians — and the crown he describes is not laid up only for 
him. It is for everyone who has loved the Lord’s appearing. That is to say, it is for everyone who has 
kept watch in the contest and has refused to leave the ranks. It is for us. 

So let us stand. Let us stand inside the victory of Christ — and draw our peace from His peace, our 
strength from His strength, our endurance from His endurance. When the struggle returns tonight (and 
it will return), we need not be afraid. He has been there first. When the crown is placed, one day, upon 
our heads by the righteous Judge, we will know in the depth of our hearts that we never ran alone, 
that every footstep of the long race was His footstep, and that the crown itself is His gift to us — a 
crown that does not fade. 
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Review Questions 

1.  Why did Christ promise His disciples tribulation rather than ease? What does His tender word, 
“be of good cheer, I have overcome the world” (John 16:33, NKJV), reveal about the shape of 
Christian victory in the life of a servant? 

2.  Abba John the Dwarf asked first that his passions be removed, then later that he be given 
strength to fight them. Can we point to a struggle in our own lives that, in hindsight, produced 
growth we would not have chosen to receive any other way? 

3.  How do the three wilderness temptations of Christ — body, pride, will — correspond to the 
three arenas of our own fight? Which of the three does the enemy most often come at us in, 
and what line of Scripture might we memorize this week as our answer? 

4.  Which “weapon of victory” (Scripture, prayer, the angels and saints, the sacraments) is weakest 
in our servant life right now? What is one concrete step we can take this week to strengthen it 
— not next month, this week? 

5.  St. Paul says the crown of righteousness is laid up for “all who have loved His appearing” (2 
Timothy 4:8, NKJV). In the life of a servant this month, what would it practically look like to 
love the appearing of Christ? 

  

Books & References 

Scripture: John 16:33; 1 Corinthians 9:24–27; Matthew 4:1–11; Ephesians 6:10–18; 2 Timothy 4:7–8 
(NKJV throughout) 

Further Reading: 

•  Sayings of the Desert Fathers, Abba Poemen 78 (on Abba John the Dwarf). 
•  St. Jerome, Commentary on Daniel 4.28–33. 
•  St. Athanasius of Alexandria, On the Incarnation. 
•  St. Cyril of Alexandria, on the exchange of attributes in Christ. 
•  Friday Theotokia, Part 11 (Coptic Orthodox hymnal). 
•  The Jesus Prayer, as handed down in the Agpeya tradition. 
•  Pope Kyrillos VI of Alexandria, testimony on the intercession of the angels and the saints. 

All Scripture quotations in this lesson are from the New King James Version (NKJV). 

  

Lesson Notes 
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Christology & Us - Means of 
Working with Divine Grace 

SERVICE & SPIRITUALITY
 

This final lesson of Unit 3 gathers up the whole curriculum into a single, central truth: that the 
Christian life, and therefore the servant's life, is not our own striving decorated with religion but the 
very life of the incarnate Son of God made our own by grace. Christology — who our Lord Jesus Christ 
is — is not an abstract subject for scholars. It is the ground on which every servant stands. Because He 
became what we are, we may become, by grace, what He is. Because He joined our flesh to His 
Godhead, the means of grace that He has placed in the Church are not symbolic gestures but the very 
channels of His life into ours. In this lesson we look at what it means to cooperate, day by day, with the 
grace that flows from our incarnate Lord — how to open our lives to it, how to receive it through the 
channels He has given us, and how to let it bear fruit in our service. 

Why Christology Is for the Servant 

There is a temptation, in the daily rush of service, to think of theology as a separate room — a place 
scholars visit — and of our own work as being out here, among real people, with real problems. The 
early Church did not think this way, and the Fathers will not let us think this way either. Every great 
pastoral teacher of the Church has been, first, a theologian of the Person of Christ, because every 
pastoral act — a sermon, an absolution, a Eucharist, a visit to the sick — draws its power from who He 
is. 

“He became what we are, that He might make us what He Himself is.”  St. Irenaeus of 
Lyons, Against Heresies V, Preface 

That single sentence is perhaps the most condensed statement of Christology for us that the early 
Church ever made. The Son of God did not come merely to teach us, correct us, or inspire us. He came 
to take on our nature — genuinely, without shortcut, body and soul and history and death — so that 
our nature, united to Him, might be drawn into the life He has eternally with the Father. The technical 
name for this is theosis, participation in the divine life. It is what the Church has always believed the 
gospel to be about. It is also the reason the servant's work has any weight at all. When we teach, we 
are not imparting information to minds; we are, in some real way, bringing the incarnate Lord closer to 
a brother so that his nature too may be drawn into the life of the Trinity. 
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“He was made man that we might be made God; He revealed Himself through a body 
that we might receive the idea of the unseen Father; He endured the insolence of men 
that we might inherit immortality.”  St. Athanasius, On the Incarnation §54 

Notice the register of Athanasius's 'that we might.' The incarnation is not an end in itself; it is for us. 
Everything Christ is, He is on our behalf. This is why every servant must know, in his bones, that the 
Person he is serving from is not only at the right hand of the Father but also joined to him by grace. We 
are not acting for an absent God. We are being acted through by a present Lord who has taken our very 
flesh and refused to put it off again. 

Grace Is Not a Thing; It Is His Life in Us 

The word 'grace' is used so often in our churches that it can lose its edge. We say it before meals, we 
sing it in hymns, we recite it in the Lord's letters. It is important, therefore, to recover its real meaning. 
Grace, in the Scriptures and the Fathers, is not chiefly a substance dispensed by God; it is the very life 
of God reaching us. It is not a thing He gives; it is His giving of Himself. 

“Of His fullness we have all received, and grace for grace. For the law was given 
through Moses, but grace and truth came through Jesus Christ.”  John 1:16–17, NKJV 

'Grace and truth came through Jesus Christ.' Grace is not general; it has a personal shape. It comes 
through Him, because it is Him — His life, His holiness, His Spirit, poured out into the creatures He has 
taken on Himself. When the Church later speaks of 'divine grace,' she means the very uncreated 
energies of God, reaching us through the humanity He has assumed. 

“The grace of God is not a created thing, nor is it one of His gifts like the other gifts He 
bestows on creatures. It is God Himself, communicating Himself to the soul that 
receives Him, as light is communicated from the sun without the sun being lessened 
thereby.”  St. Gregory Palamas, Triads III.1.34 (paraphrased) 

For the servant, this matters in the most practical way. When we sit beside a suffering child and pray, 
we are not rubbing a religious word over a wound and hoping for the best. We are asking the incarnate 
Lord — who has taken children into His arms, who has wept beside graves, who has Himself suffered — 
to communicate Himself to that child. Grace is the Lord coming close. The channels of grace that we 
will examine next are the places He has promised to be close in a particular, knowable way. 

The Means of Grace — Where the Lord Has Promised to Meet Us 

The Church has always spoken of 'means of grace' — the places where, by His promise, the Lord meets 
us with His life. These are not the only places He meets us; He is free, and He visits His servants often in 
ways that surprise us. But the means of grace are the places He has said He will be, and so they are the 
places the servant returns to, day after day, as reliably as a sick man returns to the medicine that has 
kept him alive. 
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The first means of grace is the Word of God. The Lord speaks, and the soul is fed. When we open the 
Gospels in the morning, we are not performing a ritual; we are being addressed by the same voice that 
said 'Come and see' by the Jordan. A servant who does not eat the Word daily will find his own words 
quickly becoming thin in his mouth. The Word is food. 

“It is written, 'Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that proceeds from 
the mouth of God.'”  Matthew 4:4, NKJV 

The second and crowning means of grace is the Holy Eucharist. Here, the Lord does not only speak to 
us; He gives us Himself. The bread that we break is truly a partaking of the Body of Christ; the cup of 
blessing is truly the blood of the New Covenant. St. Cyril of Alexandria speaks of the Eucharist with a 
bluntness the modern world has forgotten how to say: 

“When therefore we eat the holy flesh of Christ, the Saviour of us all, and drink His 
precious Blood, we have life in us, being made, as it were, one with Him, and dwelling 
in Him, and having Him dwelling in us.”  St. Cyril of Alexandria, Commentary on the 
Gospel of John X (on John 6:53) 

The third means of grace is prayer — both the formal prayer of the Church and the continual turning of 
the heart to God that the Fathers call the 'prayer of the heart.' In prayer, grace is not earned; it is 
received. The servant who prays little receives little, not because the Lord is stingy but because his 
soul has not opened the channel. 

The fourth means of grace is the sacramental life of the Church taken as a whole — baptism, 
chrismation, confession, unction, matrimony, ordination. Each is a place where the incarnate Lord has 
promised to be in a particular way. Confession especially, as the previous unit has stressed, is the 
servant's recurring bath: the place where the grace of baptism is renewed and the conscience is 
restored. 

The fifth means of grace, less often named but indispensable, is the communion of the saints. By the 
prayers of those who have gone before us — above all by the prayers of the Theotokos — grace reaches 
us along ancient channels. No servant is alone. No servant's labor is unsupported. We are held up by a 
cloud of witnesses who love the work the Lord is doing in us and pray for it as though it were their 
own. 

Synergy — The Cooperation of Grace and Freedom 

The Orthodox understanding of the Christian life has always been one of synergy — a 'working 
together' of divine grace and human freedom. The two do not compete. The grace of the Lord does not 
overwhelm our will; it awakens and heals it. Our cooperation does not earn His grace; it opens us to 
receive what He is already, of His own love, pouring out. 

“For we are God's fellow workers.”  1 Corinthians 3:9, NKJV 
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That phrase, 'fellow workers,' is startling. The God who made the heavens has chosen to do His work in 
the world together with His creatures. The Lord who could speak new stars into being allows Himself 
to speak new disciples into being by means of a catechist's patient sentence. This is not a lowering of 
His glory; it is the very shape of His glory — a love that makes room for the beloved to participate. 

For the servant, synergy has a concrete application. It means that we neither collapse into fatalism 
('whatever God wills will happen with or without me') nor into activism ('it all depends on me and my 
effort'). We labor fully, and we trust fully. We work as though everything depended on our fidelity. We 
pray as though everything depended on Him. And we discover, over time, that both sentences are true 
at once, because we are dealing with a Lord who has made us His fellow workers. 

“God's grace goeth before, and man's will followeth; grace reneweth the will, and the 
renewed will worketh together with grace. Thus is our salvation accomplished — not 
by us without Him, lest we grow proud; and not by Him without us, lest we despair of 
our dignity as persons made for fellowship with Him.”  St. Augustine, On Grace and 
Free Will XV.33 (paraphrased) 

A servant who has understood synergy will be a quietly confident servant. He will not take credit for 
the Lord's work, but he will not hide from the labor either. He will plant, and water, and leave the 
giving of the growth to the One whose field it actually is. 

Obstacles to Grace 

Grace is freely given, but it can be blocked. The Lord does not force Himself on any soul. This is 
important for the servant to understand, both in his own life and in the lives of those he serves. When 
grace seems not to be flowing, the question is almost never whether the Lord is giving; it is almost 
always whether we are receiving. 

A first obstacle is unrepented sin. Grace cannot fill a vessel whose mouth we have turned to the floor. 
Confession — honest, specific, regular — is not an act of self-flagellation; it is simply the turning of the 
vessel upright again. 

A second obstacle is distraction. The Lord comes softly. The soul that is perpetually loud with phones 
and screens and chatter may not be in a condition to hear Him. Silence is not an optional refinement of 
the spiritual life; it is the condition under which grace makes itself most audible. Every servant needs a 
daily quarter-hour in which the world is quieted enough for the Lord to speak. 

A third obstacle is self-reliance. 'I can handle this' is the most polite way we push the Lord's hand 
away. The servant who sets out each morning with his own plan, his own wisdom, his own strength, 
may accomplish much in his own eyes and very little in the eyes of heaven. Humility is not only a 
private virtue; it is the doorway of grace. 

“But He gives more grace. Therefore He says: 'God resists the proud, but gives grace to 
the humble.'”  James 4:6, NKJV 
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A fourth obstacle is bitterness against a brother. Our Lord Himself has spoken to this with unusual 
severity: if we come to the altar and remember that a brother has something against us, we are to 
leave our gift, go, be reconciled, and then come (Matthew 5:23–24). Bitterness is a clogged pipe. No 
amount of prayer will open it except the prayer that includes a willingness to forgive. 

Living the Fruit — Christ Formed in Us 

The test of whether grace is actually flowing in a servant's life is not the intensity of his emotions in 
prayer or the eloquence of his speech. The test St. Paul gives us is more modest and more honest. It is 
whether Christ is being formed in us. 

“My little children, for whom I labor in birth again until Christ is formed in you.”  
Galatians 4:19, NKJV 

That is the shape of fruitfulness. Over the long years of a servant's life, the Lord who was born in 
Bethlehem and lived in Nazareth is slowly formed inside the servant. His patience becomes ours. His 
kindness becomes ours. His willingness to be interrupted becomes ours. His tears for Jerusalem 
become ours. This forming is so gradual that we hardly notice it in ourselves; others, however, begin to 
notice it, and they come to us because they sense Him in us, even when we do not sense Him there. 

The fruit, when it appears, has the unmistakable shape the Apostle sketched for the Galatians. 

“But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, longsuffering, kindness, goodness, 
faithfulness, gentleness, self-control.”  Galatians 5:22–23, NKJV 

This is how Christology becomes concrete in our lives. The same Lord who was incarnate in Galilee is 
now, by grace, being incarnate, in a more modest way, in every servant's small daily yes. We are 
becoming the means by which His gentleness touches a restless classroom, His longsuffering endures 
a difficult parish meeting, His kindness reaches a weary old mother in the back pew. This is what the 
end of the curriculum has been aiming at all along. 

May the Lord who took flesh for us never withdraw from us the life He has joined to ours. May He keep 
us close to the means He has given: His Word, His Table, His prayer, His sacraments, the company of 
His saints. May He make us faithful in the small daily act of cooperation with His grace, and may He 
one day find us, at the end of our race, not only serving Him, but bearing within us His own face, traced 
in us by the slow and patient work of His own Spirit. To Him be the glory, with the Father and the Holy 
Spirit, one God, now and ever and unto the ages of ages. Amen. 

  

Review Questions 

1.  St. Irenaeus wrote, 'He became what we are, that He might make us what He Himself is.' What 
does this statement of the Incarnation mean for us — and how does it change our 
understanding of what a servant is actually doing when he serves? 
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2.  Grace is not a created thing but the very life of God reaching us. How does this recovered 
definition of grace change the way we pray, the way we approach the sacraments, and the way 
we speak of the Christian life to those we serve? 

3.  Of the five means of grace named in this lesson (Word, Eucharist, prayer, the sacramental life, 
the communion of saints), which one is most fully present in our weekly rhythm, and which 
one is most in need of recovery? 

4.  Synergy names the cooperation of grace and freedom. Where in our own service are we 
tempted to tip into fatalism ('whatever God wills will happen') or into activism ('it all depends 
on me'), and how does the truth of synergy steady us? 

5.  The lesson names four obstacles to grace: unrepented sin, distraction, self-reliance, and 
bitterness against a brother. Which of these is currently most at work in our own soul, and 
what one concrete step can we take this week to begin to clear it? 

6.  St. Paul says he labored until Christ was formed in his spiritual children. What small evidences 
of Christ being 'formed' have we begun to notice, with gratitude, in ourselves — and where do 
we still long for His likeness to grow? 

7.  As Unit 3 closes the Pre-Servants curriculum, what is the single promise or discipline we most 
want to carry forward from this book into the life of service that lies ahead of us? 

  

Books & References 

Scripture: Scripture in this lesson is quoted from the New King James Version (NKJV) unless 
otherwise noted. 

Further Reading: 

•  The Holy Bible, New King James Version (NKJV). Thomas Nelson. 
•  St. Athanasius the Apostolic, On the Incarnation of the Word. Translated by a Religious of 
C.S.M.V. (Sister Penelope Lawson). 
•  St. Irenaeus of Lyons, Against Heresies. Ante-Nicene Fathers, Vol. 1. 
•  St. Cyril of Alexandria, Commentary on the Gospel of John, Books IX–X (on John 6). 
•  St. Gregory Palamas, The Triads. Classics of Western Spirituality, Paulist Press. 
•  St. Augustine of Hippo, On Grace and Free Will. Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, Series I, Vol. 5. 
•  Vladimir Lossky, The Mystical Theology of the Eastern Church, chapters on the Incarnation, 
grace, and synergy. 
•  Fr. Matthew the Poor, Orthodox Prayer Life: The Interior Way, selections on the means of grace. 

Patristic texts are cited in widely available English translations; where sense required, phrasing has been 
lightly modernized without altering meaning. The Palamas paraphrase follows the substance of Triads III.1. 

  

Lesson Notes 
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