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PREFACE

Renewal Theology is a study in the Christian faith. It deals with such
basic matters as God and His relationship to the world, the nature of man
and the tragedy of sin and evil, the person and work of Jesus Christ, the
way of salvation, the coming of the Holy Spirit, the gifts of the Spirit, and
the Christian walk. These and many other related areas will be carefully
considered.

The present volume will climax with the study of the person and work
of Christ as set forth in the Incarnation, Atonement, and Exaltation.

The writing of Renewal Theology is first of all against the background
of teaching theology since 1959 at three institutions: Austin Presbyterian
Theological Seminary in Austin, Texas; Melodyland School of Theology in
Anaheim, California; and presently CBN University in Virginia Beach,
Virginia. In each of these places it has been my responsibility to cover the
full round of theology: the basic doctrines of the Christian faith.
Accordingly, what is written in Renewal Theology comes largely from
classroom experience: the regular preparation for teaching, interchange
with students, and dialogue with faculty colleagues. In recent years much
of the material now found in Renewal Theology has been used in classroom
instruction and bears the marks, I trust, of living communication.

My concern throughout is to present Christian truth in such a way that
it will be conversational-a kind of speaking in writing. In an earlier book
entitled Ten Teachings (1974), which grew out of both preaching and
teaching, I made a much briefer preliminary attempt. It is now my hope
that all who read these pages in Renewal Theology- whether they are
theological students, pastors, or laymen-will recognize this personal
address to them.

The other aspect of the background for writing Renewal Theology is
my participation since 1965 in the spiritual renewal movement in the
church early described as "nee-Pentecostal" and more recently as
"charismatic." Many who are involved in this movement today speak of it
simply as "the renewal." In past years I have sought to deal with certain
distinctives in the renewal through three books: The Era of the Spirit
(1971), The Pentecostal Reality (1972), and The Gift of the Holy Spirit
Today (1980). In Renewal Theology my concern is much broader, namely,
to deal with the full range of Christian truth. It will nonetheless be
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"renewal theology 0" because I write as one positioned within the renewal
context.

Renewal Theology is in one sense an expression of revitalization.
When I came into the renewal in 1965, "God is dead" language was abroad
in the land. What happened in my case and that of many others was God's
own answer: a powerful self-revelation. In The Era of the Spirit I wrote:
"He may have seemed absent, distant, even non-existent to many of us
before, but now His presence is vividly manifest" (p. 10). John Calvin had
long ago declared about God that' 'the recognition of him consists more in
living experience than in vain and high-flown speculation" ilnstitutes of
the Christian Religion, 1.10.2, Battles trans.). Now that there was an
enhancement of "living experience" in my life, there came about a fresh
zeal for teaching theology in its many facets. As 1 said later in Era, "A new
dynamic has been unleashed that has vitalized various theological catego
ries" (p. 41)0 Renewal Theology is an expression of theological revitaliza
tion.

In most of the pages that follow there will be little difference from
what may be found in many books of theology. This is especially true of
the present volume where the topics generally follow traditional patterns.
However, what I hope the reader will catch is the underlying excitement
and enthusiasm about the reality of the matters discussed. The old being
renewed is something to get excited about!

But Renewal Theology also represents an effort to reclaim certain
biblical affirmations that have been largely neglected or given insufficient
attention. In line with the setting of this theology within the contemporary
renewal, there is also a deep concern to relate relevant renewal emphases
to more traditional categories. Since it is my conviction that church
tradition and theology have generally failed to treat adequately the aspect
of the work of the Holy Spirit that may be called "pentecostal" and
"charismatic," there will be an earnest attempt to bring these matters to
light. Volume 2 will deal particularly with this area; however, in many
other places in Renewal Theology there will be pentecostal/charismatic
input.

Finally, the concern of Renewal Theology in every area of study is
truth. This is not an attempt to advance a particular cause but to
understand in totality what the Christian faith proclaims. It is not only a
matter of individual doctrines but also of the full round of Christian truth.
With this in mind, it has been my prayerful desire that "the Spirit of truth"
at every point will lead "into all the truth" (John 16:13).

I extend my gratitude to various colleagues on the CBN University
faculty who have read the material in whole or in part and have offered
many valuable suggestions. I am especially grateful to Dr. John Rea and
Dr. Charles Holman of the Biblical Studies faculty for their help in this
regard. I also offer many thanks to Mark Wilson, CBNU graduate
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assistant, for his initial editing of all the material. Appreciation is likewise
extended to graduate assistants Helena O'Flanagan and Cynthia Robinson
for reference work and to typists Ruth Dorman and Juanita Helms. In
bringing this material to publication I also greatly appreciate the fine,
cooperative relationship with Stanley Gundry, Ed van der Maas, and
Gerard Terpstra of Zondervan Publishing House.

Most of all, I am profoundly grateful to my wife, Jo, for her
encouragement and help throughout the long process of bringing this work
to completion.

I close this preface with the challenging words of Paul to Titus: "As
for you, teach what befits sound doctrine" (Titus 2:1). By God's grace I
trust that what is found in the pages to follow will be "sound doctrine." I
have no desire to teach anything else.
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1

Introduction

This opening chapter is concerned
with the basic matter of theology. What
is its nature, function, and method? The
relevance of renewal will be touched
on; however, the primary emphasis will
be the question of theology itself.

I. THE NATURE OF THEOLOGY

A proposed definition: the contents
of the Christian faith as set forth in
orderly exposition by the Christian
community. Various aspects of this
definition of theology will be considered
in the pages to follow.

A. The Contents of the
Christian Faith

Theology sets forth what the Chris
tian faith teaches, affirms, holds to be
true: its doctrines.

Christian faith has definite tenets,
and the range is wide, e.g., the Triune
God, creation, providence, sin, salva
tion, sanctification, the church, sacra
ments, "last things." Theology is con
cerned with what is true in its totality.

From its earliest days the Christian
community has been deeply committed
to doctrine or teaching. The first thing
said about the early Christians was that
"they devoted themselves to the apos
tles' teaching" I (Acts 2:42). Through
out the New Testament there are many
references to the importance of doc
trine- -i.e., of "sound doctrine. "J

Such concern is both for individual
doctrines and for "the whole counsel of
God" (Acts 20:27). This concern con
tinues to the present day. The Christian
community is a teaching community.

Theology is concerned with truth.
This means, first, a faithful and accurate
explication of the contents of Christian
faith-hence, to be true to the sub
stance of the faith. It means. second,
because of the conviction of Christian
faith to be the truth about God. man,
salvation. etc.. theology is concerned
with more than accuracy: it is con
cerned with truth as conformity to
ultimate reality.

The focus of theology is God. For

' Or "doctrine" (as in KJV). The Greek word is didactic, usually translated "teaching."
2See, e.g., Ephesians 4:14; 1 Timothy 1:3: Titus 2:10. The Greek word is didaskalia,
]"Sound doctrine" is spoken of in I Timothy I: 10; Titus 1:9; 2: 1 (also 2 Tim. 4:3 NIV and

NASB).
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4 Eig., "bio-logy" deals with knowledge concerning organic life (bios): "psycho-logy."
concernmg the mind or soul ipsvche); etc.

I Anselm (medieval theologian) made this expression the basis of his theological work. His
famous Proslogion was originally entitled Faith Seeking Understanding.

"Dogmatic theology is more tightly bound to church formulations in the Roman Catholic
Church than it is in Protestant churches. For example, the European Protestant theologian,
Karl Barth. while entitling his major work Church Dogmatics. speaks of the "non-binding"
character of creeds and confessions (see Barth's Dogmatics in Outline. 13). While he views
himself as a church theologian in the Reformed tradition and as one who writes in the
context of both classical creeds and Reformation confessional statements, he claims
ultimately to be bound by the Word of God in Scripture.
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although theology deals with the whole
round of Christian truth, the focal point
is God: His relation to the universe and
man. The word theology derives from
theos and logos, the former meaning
"God" and the latter "word," "speak
ing," "discourse"; hence, "word about
God," "speaking about God," "dis
course about God." In the narrowest
sense, as the etymology suggests, theol
ogy deals with nothing but God Him
self: His being and attributes. However,
as is now commonly the case, the word
is used to refer not only to God but also
to the whole of His relations to the
world and man. In theology we never
leave the area of speaking about God:
theology is theocentric through and
through.

It should be added that theology is
neither praise nor proclamation, which
would be either a speaking to or a
speaking from God. Rather, it limits
itself to discourse: a speaking about
God. Theology accordingly fulfills its
task not in the first or second person but
in the third person. In discoursing about
God, theology presupposes praise and
proclamation and exists for the purpose
of defining their content. Theology is
therefore the servant of the Christian
faith.

The word theology is also frequently
used as an all-inclusive term to refer to
the study of whatever has to do with the
Bible, the church, and the Christian life.
A "school of theology" is a place
where many disciplines are studied: the
Bible, church history, practical minis
tries. None of these studies seeks as
such to explicate the content of the
Christian faith; yet they are all closely
related to one another and to the con
tent of faith. In this broad sense a
theologically well-educated and well
trained person is skilled in these related
disciplines.

B. In Orderly Exposition

Theology is not just doctrine but the
articulation of relationships and con
nections among various doctrines. The
concern is that "the whole counsel of
God" (Acts 20:27) be set forth in com
prehensive and orderly manner.

The truth of Christian faith is an
architectonic whole. It makes up a
structure, a pattern of interlocking har
mony where all the pieces fit together
and blend with one another: creation
with providence, covenant with salva
tion, spiritual gifts with eschatology,
and so on. Even more, since the back
ground of all theological reflection is the
living God in relationship to the living
creature, theology seeks to unfold
Christian doctrine as a living reality. It
is not, therefore, the architecture of
inanimate mortar and stones nor the
structure of a beautiful but lifeless ca
thedral; it is rather the articulation of
living truth in all of its marvelous vari
ety and unity.

This means also that each doctrine
as a part of the whole-must be set
forth as clearly and coherently as possi
ble. This is to be done from many
aspects, e.g., its content, background,
basic thrust, relevance. The doctrine is
to be made as comprehensible as possi
ble. Because all Christian doctrines
relate to God who is ultimately beyond
our comprehension, there will inevit
ably be some element of mystery, or
transcendence, that cannot be reduced
to human understanding. Nonetheless,
within these limits the theological effort
must be carried on.

Theology is an intellectual discipline.
It is a "<logy" and thus the reflecting
upon and ordering of a certain area of
knowledge.s It is one way of loving God
with all of one's mind (Matt. 22:37) and
thus a mental labor of love that seeks to
set forth as cogently as possible the

ways of God with man. A theologian
cannot display or use too much reason,
for though his reason cannot fully com
prehend or elucidate Christian truth, he
is called on to express as clearly as
possible what is declared in the myster
ies of faith. Theology, accordingly, is
"faith seeking understanding.">

Since orderly exposition is the way of
theology, we may now add that it is
systematic theology. The word system
points up the interlocking and interde
pendent character of all the doctrines
that make up theology. In some ways,
the expression "systematic theology"
is a tautology, for theology is itself
orderly explication and thus implies
systematic procedure. Nonetheless, the
expression has come to be widely used
to differentiate it from "biblical theol
ogy," "historical theology," and
"practical theology." These may be
briefly noted in their relation to system
atic theology.

Biblical theology is the orderly ar
rangement and explication of teachings
in the Bible. This may be subdivided
into Old Testament theology and New
Testament theology, and still further,
for example, into Pauline and Johannine
theology. Historical theology sets forth
in orderly fashion the way the church
over the centuries has received and
articulated the Christian faith in creeds,
confessions, and other formulations.
Practical theology is an orderly study of
the way Christian faith is practiced:
through preaching, teaching, counsel
ing, and the like. Systematic theology is
usually placed after biblical and histori
cal theology since the Christian faith,

INTRODUCTION

which is rooted in the Bible, has come
down through the centuries. And it is
placed before practical theology be
cause it provides the content of what is
to be put into practice.

The expression "doctrinal theology"
is often used to refer to essentially the
same area as "systematic theology."
Because theology is concerned with the
articulation of the contents of the Chris
tian faith (thus the doctrines), it is both
systematic and doctrinal. Because the
word systematic expresses the articula
tion, and the word doctrinal the con
tent, the terms may be used inter
changeably.

Another expression, particularly
common on the European scene, that
needs to be related to systematic theol
ogy, is "dogmatic theology." Dogmatic
theology (or simply "dogmatics") re
fers especially to theology as set forth
in the dogmas, creeds, and pronounce
ments of the church. Dogmas have to
do with the accepted tenets of the
church or a particular church-what is
accepted and believed. So dogmatic
theology seeks to set these tenets forth
as clearly as possible. Dogmatic theol
ogy accordingly bears a close relation
ship to historical theology in that it
focuses on historical formulations of
faith. It is akin to systematic theology in
that it seeks to elucidate and set forth
the accepted formulations in orderly
fashion for the contemporary church."
Systematic theology, while related to
historical formulations, operates more
freely in relation to them. To conclude:
while all dogmatic theology is system
atic, not all systematic theology is dog-
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7 Paul Tillichs Systematic Thec~logy is an example of a systematic theology that is
av?wedly philosophical In onentanon. Its basis is not the Word of God but existentialist
philosophy.

xPaul.~peak.s similarly ?f the "bishop" or "overseer" (Gr. episkoposi as being able not
only to give instruction In sound doctrine" but "also to confute those who contradict it"
(TItus 1:7. 9).

9·~Theok~g.y may be defined as a study which through participation in and reflection upon
a religious faith, seeks to express the content of this faith in the clearest and most coherent

language available." John Macquarrie so writes in his Principles of Christian Theology, 1.
The role of participation is of critical importance.

IIlThe intention of such instruction is that the individual Christian become "a workman
who has no need to be ashamed. rightly handling the word of truth" (2 Tim. 2: 15).

RENEW AL THEOLOGY

matic: it may be more biblical, or even
more philosophical."

The area of apologetics should be
mentioned next. It is this theological
discipline that presents argumentation
and evidences for the validity of the
Christian faith, In I Peter 3: 15 are the
words "Always be prepared to make a
defense [apologia) to anyone who calls
you to account for the hope that is in
you." Also note 2 Corinthians 10:5:
"We destroy arguments and every
proud obstacle to the knowledge of
God, and take every thought captive to
obey Christ. "K The apologist seeks to
provide, insofar as possible, a rational
defense of the Christian faith. Apolo
getics is directed to the world of unbe
lief and attempts to establish certain
aspects of Christian faith-for exam
ple, the veracity of Scriptures, the
existence of God, the deity and resur
rection of Christ, and the immortality of
the soul-as true on the basis of ra
tional and empirical evidence only. No
appeal is made to faith or Scripture but
simply to what a rational and open mind
can comprehend. Apologetics, there
fore, is not directly theology that sets
forth the contents of the faith without
argumentation or defense. However
apologetics presupposes that faith and
is quite systematic in its attempts to set
forth reasons for it.

Ethics is another area that needs
consideration. Ethics, the discipline
concerned with moral conduct, may be
a wholly secular pursuit-for example,
in the study of Aristotelian ethics. Inso
far as ethics is Christian ethics, how
ever, there is a vital connection with

theology. For the Christian, faith is
directed not only to love of God but
also to love of the neighbor. Wherever
the relation to the neighbor is con
cerned, one is in the realm of ethics.
Christianity has to do with both faith
and morals, and one without the other
is a truncated theology. In this sense
ethics is identical with theology in its
moral dimension. But also as Christian
ethics becomes more concrete in its
application to such contemporary prob
lems as war, race relations, the eco
nomic order, sexual behavior, and ecol
ogy, it is then an auxiliary to theology.
Like apologetics, ethics presupposes
the substance of theology and serves as
a concrete application of it.

C. By the Christian Community

Theology is a function of the Chris
tiai ornrnunity, which has had many
functions since the earliest days. In
addition to "the apostles' teaching,"
which we previously noted, the early
Christians also devoted themselves to
"fellowship, to the breaking of bread
and the prayers" (Acts 2:42). Broadly
speaking, the main functions might be
described as worship, proclamation,
teaching, fellowship, and service. When
the Christian community seeks to set
forth its basic understanding-its
teachings-in orderly fashion, this is
theology.

Since theology is a function of the
Christian community, it is apparent that
theology cannot be an exercise in neu
tral observation but can be done only
by those who are genuinely partici
pants.? Of course, many things might be

written about God and His ways (and
they could even seem to be adequate
and true), but without participation
there is inadequate grasp of what it is all
about. Legitimate theology springs out
of the life of the Christian community,
thereby probing depths and heights oth
erwise foreclosed to ordinary under
standing.

Finally, it should be added that while
theology is a function of the Christian
community, it often carries forward its
theological work through special assem
blies, councils, and commissions that
are particularly devoted to the elabora
tion of the tenets of the Christian faith.
Here the role of the theologian as a
specialist in doctrinal matters is highly
significant. He may be influential
through his contribution to an assem
blage seeking to define doctrine or
simply through his writings that have
credence in the Christian community.
In any event, whether the work of
theology is performed by a large assem
bly, a small group, or an individual, the
matter of participation continues to be
of critical importance.

II. THE FUNCTION OF
THEOLOGY

Theology has a number of functions.
Among these are clarification, integra
tion, correction, declaration, and chal
lenge.

A. Clarification

It is important to set forth as clearly
as possible what it is that the Christian
community affirms. This is primarily for
the benefit of persons in the community
who need instruction in the faith. Often
there is lack of understanding in various
doctrinal areas. Participation in Chris
tian experience is, of course, the pri-
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mary thing. but this does not automati
cally bring about full understanding.
Much further instruction is needed in
order that increasing clarification of
truth may occur.!v

It is a sad fact that many Christians
are quite unclear about what they be
lieve. They need-and often want-in
struction about the contents of the faith.
They are calling out for more adequate
teaching. This is the task that theology
is called to perform.

B. Integration

Theology should help bring it all
together by integrating one truth with
another. Theology is not only a matter
of clarification of individual doctrines
but also the demonstration of how these
fit into a total pattern. Earlier I men
tioned that the truth of Christian faith is
an architectonic whole. In the teaching
of theology there is the continuing effort
to show how one part relates to an
other.

The purpose of another discipline,
philosophy, has sometimes been de
scribed as "to see reality and to see it
whole." This applies all the more to
theology, in which reality has not only
been seen but also experienced, and
therefore may be declared in its totality.
Integration is important in all of life,
and surely this is true in the area of
Christian faith.

For many Christians there is need for
integration of their Bible reading and
study into a unified picture of truth. The
Old and New Testaments in many areas
of doctrine are not easy to relate to each
other. This is also the case in relating
the teaching of individual books to one
another. There is also need among
many Christians for integrating the
truth they have received with various
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II Jesus' criticism of the Pharisees and scribes is apropos: "You leave the commandment
of God, and hold fast the tradition of men" (Mark 7:8). Cf. Paul's concern about Christians
who increasingly submit to "the commandments and teachings of men" (Col. 2:20-23
NASB).

12Peter also warns, "There will be false teachers among you, who will secretly bring in
destructive heresies" (2 Peter 2: I). Cf. Paul's similar warning in Romans 16:17 and
1 Timothy 1:3-7. Cf. also Hebrews 13:9.

I J A pertinent example of this is the Barmen Declaration of 1934 when representatives of
the Reformed, Lutheran, and other Protestant churches in Germany declared their faith in
the lordship of Jesus Christ over against the rise of the Third Reich and Adolf Hitler. The
theologian Karl Barth was in the background of the writing of the Declaration. In this
important Decl~ration these German Protestant churches through several theological
statements publicly declared their position in contradistinction to Nazism. This was not a
total theological statement, however. but one speaking to a particularly urgent situation.

"In one sense this is a matter of "going on to maturity" (see Heb. 6: I). The challenge,
accordingly. is to "press on" (NASB) beyond "elementary teaching" (NASH) to the Wider
range of theological matters.
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aspects of their own experience. This is
true both in relation to their own Chris
tian experience and their day-by-day
experience of the world around them.
They are largely ignorant of how it all
fits together.

C. Correction

Theology serves as a corrective to
departures from the truth. By articulat
ing as clearly as possible the various
truths of the Christian faith, it indirectly
seeks to redress imbalances or errors
that may have occurred. It is essential
for the health of Christian faith to point
away from such deviations.

Unfortunately, participation in Chris
tian faith and experience is no guaran
tee against heresy creeping in. Indeed,
most heresies that have plagued the
church have arisen, not from opponents
on the outside, but from misunderstand
ings on the inside. Sometimes this is
due to overemphasis on a particular
doctrine, thus blowing it out of propor
tion to its proper significance. Again, a
heresy may begin as an honest misap
prehension of a certain truth but, by
being held over a period of time, it
becomes increasingly distorted." Or
and this is much more serious-be
cause of the constant effort of evil
forces to seduce the Christian commu
nity away from the truth, false teach
ings embraced may tragically be "doc
trines of demons" (I Tim. 4: 1).12

In all of this the role of theology is of

critical importance. There is a "unity of
the faith" (Eph, 4: (3) that rules out
peripheral error. By articulating this
more clearly, people will not be "tossed
to and fro and carried about with every
wind of doctrine" (Eph. 4:14) but will
grow into full maturity. The urgency of
theological teaching to safeguard the
faith of Christians can scarcely be over
emphasized.

D. Declaration

Another function of theology is to
make known publicly what it is that the
Christian community stands for. We
say to the world, "This is the banner
under which we stand; this is the truth
that we proclaim for all to hear. "1 J Paul
writes that "through the church the
manifold wisdom of God might now be
made known to the principalities and
powers in the heavenly places" (Eph,
3: 10). Of course, the church declares
the wisdom of God in the preaching of
the gospel; but particularly in her theo
logical expression the manifoldness of
divine truth is set forth for all to hear.

In order of priorities the primary
thrust of theology is to the Christian
community itself. The clarification, in
tegration, and correction previously de
scribed are obviously related to the
benefit and strengthening of those who
participate in Christian faith and experi
ence. However, there is this world
oriented function of declaration, the
importance of which is not to be over-

looked. If nothing more, it represents a
kind of public accountability. a raison
£1'('/1"1' for the Christian community.
And this-whatever the results-is not
without some benefit in turn to the
Christian community. There is un
doubted value, both communal and
personal, in taking a public stand.

Finally, although theology is not
proclamation to the world, it may serve
indirectly as an invitation to further
investigation. When Christians firmly
declare their stance, and do this in a
responsible and articulate manner, the
factor of credibility is thereby in
creased. Moreover, if such theology is
written under the anointing of the Holy
Spirit, it may all the more prepare the
way for the direct witness that leads to
life and salvation.

E. Challenge

Theology moves into areas of Chris
tian thought that have often proved
confusing, even divisive, and seeks to
discover the truth. There are differ
ences of doctrine within various Chris
tian communities, often to the point of
separating them from one another. Ex
tremes have developed in the past over
such matters as God's sovereignty and
human freedom, the divinity and the
humanity of Jesus, and the nature of
sacraments. Presently, extremes are
particularly apparent in the area of
eschatology. It is the challenging task of
theology to seek to discover where the
truth lies and to set it forth clearly and
coherently. Some differences may be
recognized as largely a matter of seman
tics; others are much more substantive
in character. In any event. theology
faces this ever-present challenge.

The challenge may also be viewed in
another way, namely, to explore areas
of Christian truth that have not yet been

INTRODUCTION

sufficiently charted OUt. 14 In our day,
this is especially true of the area of the
Holy Spirit. The coming of the Holy
Spirit, the spiritual gifts, the place of
charismatic renewal in the life of the
Christian community-all of this repre
sents an area that has received only
minimal theological attention in the
past. It is surely paramount among the
theological challenges of our time.

III. THE METHOD OF
DOING THEOLOGY

How does one go about the task of
articulating theology?

A. Seeking the Guidance
of the Holy Spirit

It is only through the continuing
direction of the Holy Spirit that genuine
theological work can be done. "When
the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide
you into all the truth" (John 16:13).
These words of Jesus express the foun
dational fact that the Holy Spirit is the
guide into all truth. The Christian com
munity to whom "the Spirit of truth,"
the Holy Spirit, has come has the Guide
in its midst. This same Spirit "will
teach you all things" (John 14:26).

The Holy Spirit, further, was prom
ised not only to be with us but also in
us: "He dwells with you, and will be in
you" (John 14: 17). Hence, the Christian
community has the Guide within. the
Teacher. as an indwelling presence.
The essential matter, accordingly. is to
allow that internal reality, the Holy
Spirit, to guide into all truth.

To go deeper: the basic fact of the
Holy Spirit's being the Spirit of truth
and dwelling within means that truth is
already resident within the Christian
community. "You have been anointed
by the Holy One, and you all know"
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judges every affirmation of faith and
doctrine.

Several important additional matters
should be noted:

1. There is great need for ever-in
creasing knowledge of the Scriptures
all of them. Ideally, one should have a
working knowledge of the original lan
guages. An interlinear translation is
valuable especially when used in con
junction with lexicons. Comparing vari
ous English translations-such as the
King James Version, the Revised Stan
dard Version, the New American Stan
dard Bible, the New English Bible, and
the New International Version-is also
helpful in getting a fuller perspective.

It is important, further, to learn all
that is possible about the background,
composition, and literary forms of the
Bible; and therefore how better to study
and understand it. Matters such as the
historical and cultural context, the pur
pose of a given book, and the style of
writing (e.g., history, poetry, parable,
allegory) are essential to comprehend
for arriving at proper interpretation.
Moreover, it is important not to read a
given passage in isolation but to view it
in its broader setting, and if the meaning
is not clear to compare it with other
passages that may shed additional light.
The whole subject of hermeneutics
namely, the principles of biblical inter
pretation-needs thorough comprehen
sion if solid theological work is to be
accomplished.

Most importantly, there should be
continuous immersion in the Scripture.
Timothy was commended by Paul:
"From childhood you have known the
sacred writings" (2 Tim. 3:15 NASB). He

190r "the rest of the Scriptures" (NASB); the Greek phrase is tas loipas graphas. The
question of the canon (the list of books accepted as Holy Scripture) will not be a matter of
concern. in !?enewal Theology. We will be operating on the basis of the sixty-six books
(thirty-nine m Old Testament, twenty-seven in New Testament) recognized as authoritative
by all .churches (this will not include various apocryphal books accepted in the Roman
Catholic and Eastern Orthodox traditions).

20These are the words of Paul in Romans 4:3 and Galatians 4:30.
21 "Breath" and "spirit" are the same in Greek: pneuma.

primarily to the Scriptures as it pursues
its task.

This inspiration of Scripture refers to
both the Old and New Testaments. The
words of Paul in 2 Timothy might be
viewed as having reference only to the
Old Testament since the New Testa
ment was obviously not yet complete.
However, that Paul's writings, as well
as certain others, were early recognized
as Scripture is apparent from the words
in 2 Peter 3:15-16 where, after speak
ing of Paul's letters, reference is made
to "the other scriptures. "19

Hence, the primary question for the
ology is, "What does the scripture
say?"20 For here alone is the objective
rule of Christian truth. To be sure, the
Holy Spirit guides into all truth, and the
Christian community profoundly knows
the things of God through the indwelling
Spirit; however, there is the continuing
need for the authority of Holy Scrip
ture. Without such, because of human
fallibility, truth soon becomes com
pounded with error. "What does the
Scripture say?" is the critical question
that must undergird all theological
work.

It should be immediately added that
there can be no basic difference be
tween the truth the Christian commu
nity knows through the indwelling of
the Holy Spirit and what is set forth in
Scripture. Since all Scripture is "God
breathed" (which means "God-Spir
ited")» or Spirit-given, it is the same
Holy Spirit at work in both Scripture
and community. However, in terms of
that which is authoritative and therefore
normative, what is written in Scripture
always has the primacy. It tests and

B. Reliance on the Scriptures

And lighten with celestial fire:
Thou the anointing Spirit art.
Who dost Thy sevenfold gifts impart.'>

This ancient prayer to the Holy Spirit
might well be the continuing prayer
undergirding all theological endeavor.

The Scriptures of the Old and New
Testaments are inspired by God and are
to be fully relied on for the task of
theology. They set forth in writing the
declaration of divine truth and thus are
the objective source and measure for
all theological work. The Scriptures
throughout provide the material data for
Christian doctrine and subsequent theo
logical formulation.

The words of 2 Timothy 3: 16-17 are
quite apropos: "All scripture is inspired
by God and profitable for teaching [or
"doctrine"], for reproof, for correc
tion, and for training in righteousness,
that the man of God may be complete,
equipped for every good work." Ac
cording to this statement, the totality of
Scripture is "God-breathed" (the literal
meaning of "inspired")"? and thus im
mediately given by God. I S Thus there is
an authoritativeness in Scripture that
belongs to no human thoughts or words,
no matter how much they are guided by
the Holy Spirit. Human thoughts and
words are not "God-breathed" and
thus always need "reproof' and "cor-

Come. Holy Ghost. our souls inspire. rection." Hence theology must turn

1'~r "Ye know all things" as the KJV reads. Ancient manuscripts make possible either
reading of the text. In line with John 14:25-26 and 16:13, the reading "Ye know all things"
seem~ to be preferable. Whichever way the text should be read. the basic message is the
sa~e. truth IS resident within th~ community of faith.

17 The operung stanza of the ninth-century Latin hymn, Veni, Creator Spiritus.
" The Greek ,;,:ord IS theopneustos, from theos, "God" and pneo, "breathe." The NIV has

God-breathed.
A I xT~is immediacy of insp,iration by no means discounts or eliminates the human factor.ofcor I~g to 2 Peter 1:21. men moved by the Holy Spirit spoke from God." This refers to

.d Testament prophets who I? their speaking an.d wntmg were so moved by God's Spirit
that their words were f~o~ C?od. Hence there IS nothing mechanical about inspiration.
Scripture IS the result of God s mnrnate touch- His "moving," His "breathin "_
those who set forth His truth. g upon

(I John 2:20).1' The anointing (or unc
tion) of the Holy Spirit, the Spirit of
truth, accordingly, means that when the
Spirit guides into all truth, it is actually
a matter of bringing forth or eliciting
what is already known. Spiritual truth is
~mplicit and is made explicit through the
Internal guidance of the Holy Spirit.

All this signifies that the work of
theology, although it is done on the
level of reflection, explication, and ar
ticulation of Christian truth, is not deal
ing with truth as foreign or external.
The theologian himself, as a part of the
Christian community, knows the truth
implicitly. Through the immanent Spirit
of truth, who guides into all truth, that
truth becomes all the more fully
searched out. This is the same Spirit
who "searches all things, even the deep
things of God" (I Cor. 2:10 NIV), and
who, accordingly, searches out the
deep truths of Christian faith. The theo
logian works from this spiritual base
and seeks to apply his best thought and
reflection to ordering and setting forth
what is given.

This continuing effort to follow the
guidance of the Holy Spirit by no means
implies that truth is inevitably declared.
Neither church nor theologian is infalli
ble; to err is human. But the more the
guidance of the Holy Spirit, the Spirit of
truth, is sought and followed, the more
adequately the work of the theology is
carried out.
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22This is the NASH translation. The Greek literally is "not [to go] above what has been
written." "What is written" means Scripture. as, e.g., in 1 Corinthians 1:19,31; and 3:19.
The RSV translates "what is written" in I Corinthians 4:6 as "scripture."

21The Greek text for "interpreting spiritual truths to those who possess the Spirit" is

pneumatikois pneumatika synkrinontes variously translated as "comparing spiritual things
with spiritual" (KJV), "combining spiritual thoughts with spiritual words" (NASB), "express
ing spiritual truths in spiritual words" (NIV). The NEB reads: "interpreting spiritual truths to
those who have the Spirit," which is quite similar to the reading of the RSV quoted above. It
is interesting that both NASB and NIV give marginal readings similar to RSV and. NIH:

"interpreting spiritual things ["truths" NIV] to spiritual men." From the Greek text itself.
and in the light of these various translations. the basic thrust of Paul's message seems clear:
spiritual truths ipneumatika), such as Paul was writing, can be understood only by spiritual
people (pneumatikois).

24 I speak here as a Protestant. For Eastern Orthodox and Roman Catholics much more
authority is invested in creedal formulas. For Roman Catholics, papal pronouncements
uttered as dogmas (such as the Dogmas of the Immaculate Concepti~n and the Assumption
of the Virgin Mary) claim infallibility; hence they have an authonty equal to or above
Scripture. The proper attitude, I would urge, is that every doctrinal formulation whether of
creed, confession, or theology must be put to the test of the full counsel of God in Holy
Scripture.

25Unfortunately there are those who view the history of the church as nothing but the
history of error. The "dark ages" have persisted throughout. Accordingly we have nothing
positive to learn from the past. This attitude is an affront to the Holy Spirit and Christ the
Lord of the church.

RENEW At THEOLOGY

who would be a "man of God ...
complete, equipped for every good
work" (v. 17), which includes the work
of theology, needs to increase in knowl
edge of all the "sacred writings"
throughout life. The words of Jesus
Himself are of central importance: "If
you continue in my word, you are truly
my disciples, and you will know the
truth, and the truth will make you free"
(John 8:31-32). Jesus' words are the
heart of Scripture, and by continuing in
and living in them we know the truth.
To be sure, the Holy Spirit is the guide
to understanding, but only as we are
immersed in the word of the Lord.

2. We are never to go beyond the
Scripture in the search after truth. Paul
enjoined the Corinthians to "learn not
to exceed what is written [i.e., Scrip
ture]" (I Cor. 4:6).22 This speaks
against any extrabiblical source such as
tradition, personal vision, or presumed
new truth being put forward as addi
tional or superior to what is inscribed in
Holy Scripture. Sound doctrine estab
lished by genuine theological work can
not draw on other sources as being
primary over Scripture.

Further, we must heed the words of
Scripture that warn against private in
terpretation and distortion of Scripture.
In 2 Peter we read, first, that "no
prophecy of scripture is a matter of
one's own interpretation" (1:20). This
is an urgent warning against failing to
stand under the authority of Scrip
ture-though outward adherence may
be claimed-but rather to subject it to
one's own interpretation. Truth, how
ever, is severely jeopardized when,
though lip service is paid to Scripture,
private interpretation prevails, and
Scripture is emptied of its true meaning.
A similar warning is given by Peter

about the Ictters of Paul and "other
Scriptures" which "the ignorant and
unstable twist to their own destruction"
(2 Peter 3: 16). The distortion of Scrip
ture, which has often happened in the
history of the church, is an even more
serious matter than private interpreta
tion, for it takes the truth of God and
changes it.

Theology has a crucial role to play in
both of these situations. I mentioned
previously that one of the functions of
theology is correction. Sad but com
monplace is the vast number of private
interpretations and distortions that pa
rade under the name of "Bible truth."
Christian thinking must help to ferret
these out, while at the same time ear
nestly seeking not to fall prey to the
same deceit.

3. Finally, there can be no true
understanding of Scripture without the
internal illumination of the Holy Spirit.
Since all Scripture is "God-breathed,"
it is only when that breath of God, the
Spirit of God, moves on the words that
its meaning can be truly comprehended.
The answer to "What does the Scrip
ture say?" is more than a matter of
knowledge of the information contained
in it, even that gained by the most
careful exegesis, awareness of the his
torical situation, appreciation of linguis
tic forms, etc. Scripture can be under
stood in depth only through the illumi
nation of the Holy Spirit.

This means, accordingly, that the
Christian community is the only com
munity finally qualified to understand
the Scriptures. Paul wrote to the Corin
thians concerning his message: "And
we impart this in words not taught by
human wisdom but taught by the Spirit,
interpreting spiritual truths to those
who possess the Spirit" (I Cor. 2: 13).2)

Without the Spirit there is blindness in
reading the Scriptures; with the Spirit
there is illumination in understanding
the things of God.

C. Familiarity With Church History

For theology to do its work adequate
Iy, there is also the need for familiarity
with the history of the church. This
means particularly the affirmations of
church councils, creeds, and confes
sions, which contain the way the church
has at various times expressed its ten
ets. The writings of early church
fathers, of recognized theologians (the
"doctors" of the church), of outstand
ing Bible commentators, and hence
Christian thought through the ages-all
this is grist for the theological mill.

The early church period with its post
apostolic and patristic writings, and
also the ecumenical councils represent
ing the whole church, is especially
important. The Apostles' Creed, the
Nicene Creed, the Creed of Chalce
don-to mention a few of the great
early universal creeds-have done
much to set the pattern of orthodox
Christian faith down through the centu
ries. Church confessions growing out of
the Reformation, such as the Augsburg
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(Lutheran) and Westminster (Re
formed), though not ecumenical, are
also quite important. Roman Catholic
formulations such as the Decrees of the
Council of Trent and Vatican Councils I
and II represent other significant doctri
nal formulations. Most Protestant
churches have some kind of doctrinal
statement, and acquaintance with a
number of these can be helpful.

It would be a grievous mistake to
overlook almost 2000 years of church
history in pursuing the work of theol
ogy. We are all the richer for the
doctrinal, creedal, and confessional
work that has gone on before us. This
does not mean that any of these formu
lations are on the same level of author
ity as the Scriptures.> however, they
should be listened to respectfully and
allowed their secondary place in theo
logical reflection. If the Holy Spirit has
been at work at all in the church
through the ages>' (and we can surely
believe this to be true), then we should
expect His imprint on much of what has
been formulated. Thus we are called to
spiritual discernment, recognizing that
all such formulations are fallible, but
making every possible use of what the
Spirit has been saying in the church
down through the centuries.
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261t should be added that translation does involve two dangers: first. of diluting the
message; second, of transforming it into something else. The content, however, must remain
the same, neither diluted nor transformed.

27The "God is dead" language of the recent past is a tragic symbol obviously not of God's
death but of the death offaith for many. Even where such language about God is shunned or
even labeled blasphemous, there is often a feeling of such distance from an absent God that
it amounts to a feeling that He is dead.

'KPaul Tillich speaks of systematic theology as "answering theology": ,"It"mu.st answ~r

the questions implied in the general human and the special historical suuanon iSvstematic
Theology, 1:31). I do not agree that theology is only this; however. It must not fail to give
answer to human problems.

'" Matthew 16:3.
"'The language particularly used by Martin Buber in his little book. lch und Du (English

translation: I and Thou).
Ji Paul actually says in this verse that it is by speaking. "in a,~ongu.e" that one utterst.~ese

mysteries. However. as the larger context shows. this IS praying WIth the spmt or
"praying in the Spirit." For more detailed discussion of this whole area. see Renewal
Theology, vol. 2.
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D. Awareness of the
Contemporary Scene

The more theology is informed by
what is going on in the church and the
world the more relevant and timely
theological writing will be. There is
need, first, to be aware of the communi
cation situation. We live in an age
of multimedia communication-televi
sion, radio, the printed page-and this
calls for increasing expertise in getting a
message across. Modern man, whether
inside or outside the church, is so
assaulted by scattered information,
propaganda, sales pitches, etc., that it is
not easy to reflect on Christian truth or
take time for serious theological
reflection. Moreover, theologians have
too often been poor communicators,
their language is hardly comprehensi
ble, and brevity has seldom been their
long suit. There is need for much better,
and more contemporary, theological
writing.

In a sense, all theological work in
volves translation. That is to say, the
writing should be done so as to make
ancient truth comprehensible to the
twentieth-century reader. The overuse
of Latin and Greek expressions, or
archaic terms, of sesquipedalian (!)
words scarcely communicates the mes
sage well. The theologian wherever
possible should seek to put difficult
concepts in clear language and even
allow the reader to find delight in under
standing what is being said! All of this
means translation with resulting com
prehension.>

Second, theology needs to be aware
of the mood of the times. For many
people today, both inside and outside

the church, God is not real. This does
not necessarily mean they do not be
lieve in God (the number of those who
claim belief remains high on the Ameri
can scene), but many do not sense His
reality. The prevailing mood is one of
distance, abstractness, even disappear
ance.>? God is nowhere to be found. Or,
if there is some contact with God, it
seems so occasional and uncertain that
life goes on much the same without
Him. Now by no means is this true of
all persons; however, to the degree that
the mood of uncertainty and unreality
exists, theology has a critically impor
tant role to fulfill.

Also, it has often been said that we
live in an "age of anxiety." There is
anxiety about human relations, eco
nomic security, health and approaching
death, the world situation-and now all
capped off by the imminent possibility
of nuclear annihilation. Hence, there is
much insecurity and deep fear affecting
Christians as well as those who make
no claim to faith. In addition to anxiety,
one may speak of other maladies such
as loneliness, stress and strain, confu
sion, even a sense of the meaningless
ness of life for many. If such is the
prevailing mood, or even partially the
mood, theology that is worth its salt
must address this situation.

Furthermore, for many persons both
inside the church and without there is a
strong sense of helplessness and impo
tence. Many feel incapable of handling
the forces that come at them; coping
has become a critical question. A lack
of resources sufficient to meet the de
mands of life or to be an effective
Christian deeply disturbs many. Again,
theology must find ways of dealing with

this mood of helplessness and impo
tence. There are answers.v and it is
urgently important to declare what
some of them are.

In the third place, there is the need
for awareness of what God is doing in
our time. On this point we break
through some of the mood just de
scribed to affirm that many of the
""signs of the times">" point to God's
presence and activity. There is doubt
less much that is negative; for example,
humanism and atheism, witchcraft and
the occult, immorality and bestiality
all are on the increase. Some state that
we Jive in a "post-Christian" civiliza
tion. However, along with the dark side
there is also a very promising picture of
evangelical resurgence, increased mis
sionary activity, and spiritual revival.
On the latter point, the charismatic
renewal within the wide range of his
toric churches-Roman Catholic, East
ern Orthodox, and Protestant-is high
ly significant.

Let me speak yet more specifically. I
am convinced that the contemporary
renewal, which has deep roots in the
reality of the Holy Spirit, represents a
movement of God's Spirit unprece
dented since New Testament times.
God is sovereignly giving His Spirit in
power, and many of His people are
receiving this gift. Thus there is coming
into being in our time Christian commu
nities of the Spirit that represent a
tremendous spiritual force in the world.
It is at this point that theology today has
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a major work to perform: to express to
church and world what all this signifies.

E. Growth in Christian Experience

Finally, it is essential that there be
continuing growth in Christian experi
ence for theology to perform its task
well. We may note several things here.

First, the task of theology requires
that everything be done in an attitude of
prayer. Only in an atmosphere of stead
fast communion with God is it really
possible to speak about God and His
ways. Theology, to be sure, is written
in the third person; it is a "speaking
about God." However, without a con
tinuing "Lthou,"?> second-person rela
tionship in prayer, theological work
becomes cold and impersonal. Prayer
"in the Spirit" is particularly impor
tant, for thereby, as Paul says, one
"utters mysteries in the Spirit" (I Cor.
14:2),31 and these mysteries through
interpretation of the Spirit can lead to
deeper comprehension of the truths set
forth in Scripture. The life of prayer,
constantly renewed and ever seeking
the face of the Lord, is fundamental in
meaningful theological work.

Second, there must be a deepening
sense of reverence. It is of God that
theology speaks. He is the subject
throughout, whatever else may and
must be said about the universe and
man. This God is He who is to be
worshiped in holy array, whose name is
to be hallowed, whose very presence is
a consuming fire. Theology, realizing
that it speaks of One before whom
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every mouth must first be stopped, can
perform its function only in a spirit of
continuing reverence. There is the ever
present danger that in discoursing about
holy things, one may become irreverent
and casual. If so, the divine reality is
profaned, and theology becomes an
enterprise that merits only God's judg
ment and man's disfavor.s '

Third, there is required an ever-in
creasing purity of heart. This follows
from the preceding word about rever
ence, for the God of theology is a holy
and righteous God. To speak of Him
and His ways (and to speak truly)
requires a heart that is undergoing con
stant purification. "Blessed are the pure
in heart, for they shall see God" (Matt.
5:8) applies with extraordinary wei.ght
to the theologian. For he must see to
write, and there is no seeing with cloud
ed eye and impure heart.

Fourth, theology must be done in a
spirit of growing love. The Great Com
mandment, "You shall love the Lord
your God with all your heart, and with
all your soul, and with all your mind"
(Matt. 22:37), applies with particular
force to the work of theology. Theol
ogy, as earlier noted, is a way of loving
God with the mind, but it must be done
in the context of a total love of God.
Theology is passionate thinking; it is
reflection born of devotion. For the

Christian community, those who know
the love of God in Christ Jesus- "God
so loved the world that he gave ... "
(John 3: l6)-this love ever-intensified
makes of theology a responsive offering
of praise and thanksgiving. Such love
toward God is also inseparable from the
love of one's neighbor, for the words of
the Great Commandment continue:
"You shall love your neighbor as your
self' (Matt. 22:39). The more there is
love for neighbor, the more there will
be desire to meet his needs. In theologi
cal work this means expression with
such clarity, directness, and concern
that the "neighbor" may be edified.
Theology, if it is true speaking about
God, is the speaking of love.

Fi.fth, and of greatest importance, all
work in theology must be done for the
glory of God. The Christian community
needs constantly to set before itself the
goal of glorifying God in all theological
endeavors. In the words of Jesus, "he
who seeks the glory of him [the Father]
who sent him [the Son] is true, and in
him there is no falsehood" (John 7: 18).
Even so, the goal of the community in
every theological expression, both cor
porately and through its specialists,
must not be to glorify self but constant
ly to give glory to God. In such a spirit
theology may be a faithful witness to
the living God.

The primary question in theology is
that of the knowledge of God. In theol
ogy we talk about God continually.
Christian faith claims to have knowl
edge of God - not fantasy, imagination,
or guesswork, but knowledge. What is
the basis for such a claim? How is God
known?

Here we are dealing with the area
of epistemology-the study of the
grounds, method, and limits of knowl
edge. Epistemology is "discourse about
knowledge,"1 and in the theological
realm it is discourse about the knowl
edge of God. We will focus primarily on
the way God is known.

I. THE IMPORTANCE OF
THIS KNOWLEDGE

We must recognize at the outset that
the significance of this knowledge can
not be overemphasized. We are here
concerned about a matter of ultimate
Importance.

A. Human Reflection
Throughout the history of the human

race people have again and again raised

the question about the knowledge of
God. The importance of this matter is
evidenced by the universal search of
mankind in which the knowledge of
God has been the ultimate concern.
Human reflection invariably turns be
yond the question of knowledge of the
world and man to the question, How do
we know God? Multiple religions, all
representing mankind's highest loyalty
and commitment, are essentially at
tempts to find the answer; and many a
philosophy has turned toward the
knowledge of what is ultimate as the
paramount and final pursuit.

So, we repeat, human reflection in
variably turns upon the matter of
knowledge of God as the ultimate con
cern. This concern may be hidden for a
time amid the many affairs of the world
and man's self-centered preoccupa
tions, but the question will not go away.
Something in man, it seems, cries out
for this supreme knowledge; and unless
he is willing to acknowledge and pursue
it,2 life never achieves its fullest satis
faction.

1
2 True theology is "the teaching which accords with godliness" (1 Tim. (d). It is "godly

teaching" (NIV), thus stemming from a deep reverence and piety.
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I From episteme, "knowledge," and /OROS. "discourse."
"John Calvin writes that "all those who do not direct the whole thoughts and actions of

29



their lives to this end [the knowledge of God] fail to fulfill the law of their being" (Institutes,
I.6.3, Beveridge trans.).

3Rudolf Otto's expression for God in his book, The Idea of the Holy.
4 "Canst thou by searching find out God? Canst thou find out the Almighty unto

perfection?" (Job 11:7, KJV).
'The words of Cale Young Rice in his poem "The Mystic" express this vividly:

"I have ridden the wind,
I have ridden the sea,
I have ridden the moon and stars,
1 have set my feet in the stirrup seat
Of a comet coursing Mars.
And everywhere,
Thro' earth and air
My thought speeds, lightning-shod,
It comes to a place where checking pace
It cries, 'Beyond lies God.'''

"Kierkegaard, nineteenth-century Danish philosopher, speaks of "the infinite qualitative
distinction between time and eternity." (See James C. Livingston, Modern Christian
Thought From the Enlightenment to Vatican Il, 322.) Although this expression relates to a
temporal difference, it also suggests the overall distance between God and man.

'For example, the fivefold "proof' of medieval theologian Thomas Aquinas. His
"proofs": from motion to First Mover, from causation to First Efficient Cause, from
Contingency to Necessary Being, from decrees of goodness to Absolute Goodness, and from
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B. The Scriptures

The matter of the knowledge of God
is a continuing theme throughout the
Bible. From the human side, for exam
ple, there is the cry of Job who says,
"Oh that I knew where I might find
him, that I might come even to his
seat!" (Job 23:3). Or we hear the words
of Philip: "Lord, show us the Father,
and we shall be satisfied" (John 14:8).
The cry of the heart is for finding God,
beholding Him, coming even into His
presence.

From the divine side, the Scriptures
depict God as supremely desirous that
His people shall know Him. One of the
great passages is Jeremiah 9:23-24:
"Thus says the LORD: 'Let not the wise
man glory in his wisdom, let not the
mighty man glory in his might, let not
the rich man glory in his riches; but let
him who glories, glory in this, that he
understands and knows me.' " To un
derstand and know God-and to glory
in this-is the supreme and final thing.
Isaiah prophetically declares that the
day will come when "the earth shall be
full of the knowledge of the LORD as the
waters cover the sea" (Isa. 11:9). This
is the consummation of God's desire
and intention: that the whole world
shall some day know Him.

Contrariwise, the lack of genuine
knowledge of God is shown in the
Scriptures to be a tragic matter. In the
opening words of Isaiah's prophecy is
this lament: "Hear, 0 heavens, and
give ear, 0 earth; for the LORD has
spoken.... The ox knows its owner,
and the ass its master's crib; but Israel
does not know, my people does not
understand" (l :2-3). As a result of this
lack of knowledge, the people of Israel
are "laden with iniquity .,. utterly
estranged" (l :4); their "country lies
desolate ... cities are burned with fire"
(l :7). Another great prophet, Hosea,

cries forth: "There is ... no knowledge
of God in the land; there is swearing,
lying, killing, stealing, and committing
adultery. . .. Therefore the land
mourns.... My people are destroyed
for lack of knowledge" (Hosea 4:1-2,
6). The tragic results of not knowing
God are evils of all kinds-and destruc
tion.

What is it that the Lord wants of His
people? From Hosea again: "For I
desire steadfast love and not sacrifice,
the knowledge of God, rather than
burnt offerings" (6:6). And the day will
come most surely, the Lord declares
through Jeremiah, when "no longer
shall each man teach his neighbor and
each his brother, saying, 'Know the
LORD,' for they shall all know me, from
the least of them to the greatest." (Jer.
31:34).

There can be no question but that the
knowledge of God is of supreme impor
tance according to the Scriptures. We
should rejoice in it above all things, far
above every other glory of earth. Its
lack leads to multiplication of sin and
iniquity, of estrangement from God,
and desolation. But God wills to be
known. Some day all will know, and the
earth be filled with that glorious knowl
edge.

II. THE WAY OF KNOWLEDGE

Since it is apparent from both human
reflection and the Scriptures that the
knowledge of God is a matter of man's
ultimate concern as well as God's inten
tion, the critical question now before us
is the way of that knowledge. How is
God to be known?

A. The Mystery of God

All knowledge must be prefaced by
the realization that God Himself cannot
be known as other things or persons
are. He is altogether veiled from human

perception. In this sense He is the God
who dwells in "thick darkness" (I
Kings 8:12). God is the mysterium tre
mendum,3 a vast mystery not possible
to comprehend in any ordinary manner.
The fact that God is God and not man
signifies mystery and the otherness of
all knowledge relating to Him.

Thus whatever God does has about it
the character of mystery. Paul speaks
about "the mystery of his will" (Eph.
1:9), "the mystery of Christ" (3:4),
"the mystery of the gospel" (6: 19).
There is mystery in God Himself and in
all of His ways.

When we focus again on the matter of
knowledge, it becomes apparent that
there are basically two problems in the
knowledge of God.

First, and primarily, the problem of
the knowledge of God rests in the fact
that God is infinite and man is finite.
God does not exist in the same manner
as a creaturely entity, for all that is
creaturely and therefore finite is in
some measure ascertainable and spe
cifiable from the human side. But God
cannot be discovered, no matter how
diligent the effort. Can a man "by
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searching find out God '?"4 The answer
is no, for the search is disproportionate
to the seeker. The finite is not capable
of the infinite. The highest achieve
ments of the human mind and spirit fall
short of arriving at the knowledge of
God. God always remains beyond.' In
the words of Elihu in the book of Job,
"The Almighty - we cannot find him"
(37:23). The reason given in Isaiah is
unmistakable: "For my thoughts are
not your thoughts, neither are your
ways my ways, says the LORD. For as
the heavens are higher than the earth,
so are my ways higher than your ways
and my thoughts than your thoughts"
(55:8-9). God is God, and not man.
And there is a vast difference between
knowing the things of this world and the
things of the Almighty and Eternal."

Thus it is an incontrovertible fact of
human existence: finite man cannot of
himself know God. Human wisdom is
totally insufficient to achieve this high
goal. "The world by wisdom knew not
God" (l Cor. 1:21 KJV), so states the
apostle Paul. The world might have an
idea of God, many notions of God, even
attempts to prove His existence;' but
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design in things to Supreme Intelligence. These may be found in his Summa Theologica, Bk.
I.

'''Veil'' in Latin is velum, The root of the English word "re-vel-ation."
9 Apokalypsis derives from apo, "away" and kulvptein, "cover"; hence, a removal of the

covering.
I ()Greek apekalvpsen,

II The word here is ephanerothe, "was manifested," hence, "was revealed."
I 'The KJV is closer to the Greek original than the RSV reading of "his invisible nature" or

the NASB and NEB: "his invisible attributes." The Greek text refers simply to His aorata,
literally, "invisible things." "Invisible things" include both His nature as deity and His
attribute of power.
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all of this he longs to the realm of
hypothesis. God remains essentially
mysterious and unknown.

Second, the problem of the knowl
edge of God rests in the fact that God is
holy and man is sinful. This is the still
deeper problem: man's sins have
erected a barrier to the knowledge of
God. Man cannot see past them. Or, to
put it differently, his sins have so
estranged him from God that knowledge
is far away. Isaiah speaks of God's
"hiding his face from the house of
Jacob" (8: 17), and this hiding, due, as
the context shows, to Israel's sinfulness
and estrangement from God, prevents
knowledge from occurring. God is all
the more mysterious to sinful and es
tranged man.

Thus because of man's sinful condi
tion, even if human finiteness did not
itself pose a problem in knowing God,
there is no way that man can know
God. Although it is true that the finite is
not capable of knowing the infinite One,
it is even more poignantly true that
sinful man is not able to know the holy
and righteous God.

Granted, then, the mystery of God,
and the dual facts of human finitude and
human sinfulness; what possible way is
there to the knowledge of God? How do
we proceed? This answer must follow:
If there is to be knowledge of God, He
Himself must grant it. It must come
from His side, out of His mystery,
across the chasm of finitude and sin.

B. Revelation

All knowledge of God comes by way
of revelation. The knowledge of God is
revealed knowledge; it is He who gives
it. He bridges the gap and discloses

what He wills. God is the source of
knowledge about Himself. His ways,
His truth. By God alone can God be
known. The knowledge of God is truly a
mystery made known by revelation.

The word revelation means a "re
moving of the veil. "x The Greek word
is apokalypsis, an "uncovering. "9 A
good example of revelation is found in
the biblical narrative where Simon
Peter declares that Jesus is the Christ,
the Son of God. The reply of Jesus is
"Blessed are you, Simon Bar-Jona! For
flesh and blood has not revealed! () this
to you, but my Father who is in
heaven" (Matt. 16:17). That Jesus is the
Son of God is declared to be known by
revelation: the veil is removed, the
mystery is revealed by God the Father
Himself, and knowledge of Jesus as His
Son is perceived. The knowledge of
Jesus' Sonship was not attained by
human means, nor could it have been; it
came from God alone.

In popular speech the word revela
tion has come to be used for striking
disclosures of many kinds. Some fresh
enlightenment has come, perhaps of a
surprising or astonishing character ("It
was a revelation to me"). A new truth
or understanding has dawned, whereas
before it was not known at all. Now this
obviously bears some parallel to a reve
lation from God; however, the differ
ence is quite great. The revelation just
described might have come some other
way than as a striking disclosure; it
could have occurred, for example,
through study or various human experi
ences. But in principle, the knowledge
of God and His truth can come only by
revelation. For revelation, in this
proper sense, is not the breaking

through of some new knowledge from
the world of man or nature, however
striking or startling such a happening
mav be. It refers rather to God's own
ma~ifestation. Revelation in its ultimate
meaning is that which comes from God.

Earlier, mention was made of such
scriptural expressions as "the mystery
of his [God's] will," "the mystery of
Christ," and "the mystery of the gos
pel." Now we may further note that
there is a close biblical connection
between mystery and revelation. In the
Old Testament, for example, "the mys
tery was revealed to Daniel" (Dan.
2:19); it was only thus that Daniel came
to know the truth of God. In the New
Testament Paul says, "The mystery
was made known to me by revelation"
(Eph. 3:3), and he speaks of "the
mystery hidden for ages and genera
tions but now made manifestr ' to his
saints" (Col. I :26). Whatever be the
mystery of God (and all about God and
His ways contains mystery), it is made
known by His own revelation or mani
festation.

f. General Revelation

It is important to observe that there is
a general revelation of God. This means
that God everywhere gives knowledge
of Himself. Accordingly, this is not
limited to any people or time in history.

a. Locus. General revelation occurs,
first of all, through the medium of the
heavens and the earth. In the marvels
of the heavens-sun, moon, and
stars-and in the wonders of the
earth-skies and seas, mountains and
forests, seedtime and harvest-God
manifests Himself. In terms of the
structure of the universe: "The heavens
are telling the glory of God; and the
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firmament proclaims his handiwork.
Day to day pours forth speech, and
night to night declares knowledge" (Ps.
19:1-2). And again, "Ever since the
creation of the world his invisible na
ture ["the invisible things of him"
KJV]!2 ... has been clearly perceived in
the things that have been made" (Rom.
I:20). The picture is indeed variegated.
For whether it is the smallest atom or
the vastest galaxy, the most minute
form of life or the most highly devel
oped, some revelation of God through
His works is being set forth. In terms of
the blessings of the earth, "he [God] did
not leave himself without witness, for
he did good and gave you from heaven
rains and fruitful seasons, satisfying
your hearts with food and gladness"
(Acts 14:17). Thus God bears some
witness of Himself in the continuing
provision for mankind's sustenance and
care. The universe as a whole, the
macrocosm, both in its structure and in
its functioning, is a channel of God's
self-disclosure.

Second, in man himself God is also
revealed. According to Scripture, man
is made in the "image" and "likeness"
of God: "Let us make man in our
image, after our likeness" (Gen. 1:26).
Thus man is a mirror or reflection of
God. In his high place of dominion over
the world; in his capacity to think,
imagine, and feel; in his freedom to act,
and much else, man is God's unique
workmanship. To this should be added
the fact of man's sense of right and
wrong, the stirrings of conscience with
in-what the New Testament speaks of
as "the law ... written on their hearts"
(Rom. 2: 15). Through this moral sense
in man, God again is revealing some
thing of who He is. Indeed, man's
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universal religiousness-the creature
who worships and prays, who con
structs shrines and temples, who seeks
after God in manifold ways-once
more suggests the touch of God upon
his whole existence.

Third, God manifests Himself in the
workings of history. History has a theo
logical character: all of it hears the
imprint of God's activity. God is re
vealed in history at large principally
through the rise and fall of nations and
peoples, thus showing that righteous
ness eventually prevails over unright
eousness. ' J "Blessed is the nation
whose God is the Lord" (Ps. 33: 12).
The Scriptures first depict God at work
in universal history. Genesis I-II re
lates God's dealing with the world at
large prior to the call of Abraham and
the history of Israel. Thereafter, though
Israel is the particular focus, other
nations are shown to be under His rule
and command. For example, "Did I not
bring up ... the Philistines from Caph
tor and the Syrians from Kir?" (Amos
9:7). The history of all nations repre
sents some disclosure of God at work.

h. Content. The content of this general
revelation is God's "invisible things,"
which are clearly perceived'< through
His visible creation. First, as Paul pro
ceeds to say, God's eternal power and
deity are made manifest. God's vast
power in the structure and operation of
the whole universe and in the forces at
work in man and history is clearly seen.
His deity (His "God-ness"), His reality
as God, and the fact of His existence
shine through all His works. Everything
cries out: God! Thus the Almighty God

declares Himself in and through every
thing.

Again. God's benevolence and con
cern are shown in His provision of all
that man needs for life on earth. "The
eyes of all look to thee. and thou givest
them their food in due season. thou
openest thy hand. thou satisfiest the
desire of every living thing" (Ps.
145:15-16). There is Someone who
cares, not only in the provision of
human wants but also in the mainte
nance of life itself.

Finally. God's righteousness is mani
fest in the history of peoples and na
tions and also in the moral conscience
of mankind, The fact that "righteous
ness exalts a nation" (Prov. 14:34)
points to the righteousness of God. The
fact of conscience, the inner sense of
right and wrong, intimates a divine
lawgiver. Indeed, says Paul, the actual
situation is that men in general "know
God's decree" (Rom. 1:32) concerning
the just deserts of wickedness. Thus
God is revealed generally in the inward
knowledge of what is both right and
wrong.

c. Reception. The reception of this
general revelation is distorted and dark
ened because of man's sinfulness,
There is a tragic kind of retrogression
on man's part. We may note various
stages as they are outlined in Romans
I: 18ff.

The beginning of this retrogression is
the suppression of truth. Paul says that
"what can be known about God is plain
to them [all people], because God has
shown it to them" (v. 19), In other
words, there is a plain, evident, unrnis-

takahle knowledge of God available to
all people that God Himself visibly
exhibits. However, in the preceding
verse Paul declares, "For the wrath of
God is revealed from heaven against all
ungodliness and wickedness of men
who by their wickedness suppress the
truth" (v. 18). People everywhere
suppress the truth that is plain to see
and given by God. Their unrighteous
ness is so great that the knowledge of
God is suppressed or held down.

The next step is that of dishonor and
thanklessness toward God. "For al
though they knew God, they did not
honor') him as God or give thanks to
him" (v. 21). People do naturally know
God. even if the truth is suppressed;
therefore, the dishonor and thank
lessness do not stem from ignorance. It
is rather a willful and blatant turning
away from the truth that has been given
when they no longer glorify and honor
Him or thank Him for His blessings.

The conclusion is that of futility in
thinking and darkness of heart. "They
became futile in their thinking [or rea
sonings]!« and their senseless hearts!"
were darkened" (v. 21). The tragic
result of the suppression of the knowl
edge of God is that people's thinking,
their reasoning power, becomes futile
and vain. They are no longer able truly
to think about God; they can only
indulge in speculation. And their hearts
are so darkened that they can no longer
truly feel or sense God's presence,
Thus because of their vain and futile
thinking, they turn to idolatry of many
kinds (vv. 22-23). Due to their dull and
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darkened heart, God gives people over
to the lust that now stirs within (vv.
24ff). Human beings, suppressing the
glorious truth of God, become idola
trous and lustful.

Now all of this tragic retrogression in
the knowledge of God is the result of
the fact that people have deliberately
"exchanged the truth about God for a
lie" (v. 25). They no longer wanted to
know God lest knowing Him stand in
the way of their wickedness; they "did
not see fit to acknowledge God"IH so
they now have a "base [or "depraved"
NASB] mind" (v. 28). The human mind
accordingly is no longer qualified I9 or fit
to think upon God and His truth.

d. Summary. Although God does re
veal Himself in nature, humanity, and
history and exhibits therein His deity,
power, benevolence, and righteousness
so that all people basically know God,
that knowledge is suppressed. Rather
than leading them to glorifying and
thanking God-which it would do if
mankind had not turned from God
this knowledge is spurned by people so
that all their thinking about God be
comes vain and futile. No longer can
they know God through His general
revelation; their minds are "unquali
fied," and only confusion remains.
Some awareness of God continues,
some stirrings of conscience, some
mixed-up knowledge-but nothing pos
itive remains. The wine of God's knowl
edge has become the vinegar of human
confusion.

Now in all of this people are without
excuse. They cannot blame their lack of

11J. A. Froude , a noted historian, writes, "One lesson and one only, history may be said
to repeat with distinctness: that the world is huilt somehow on moral foundations; that in the
long run it is well with the good; in the long run it is ill with the wicked." See George Seldes,
ed .. The Great Quotations, 264. This very fact suggests that history is a manifestation of
something ahout God's nature.

14The aorata ("invisihle things") are kathoratai ("clearly perceived"). Note the play on
words here. Perhaps a translation to show this would be "the imperceptible things are
clearly perceived."
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"Or "glorify" Him as in KJV. The Greek verb edoxasan (from dOXaZ1J) is often translated
"glorify" or "praise."

"The Greek word is dialogismois.
171nstead of "minds" as in RSV. The Greek word is kardia, literally "heart," though a

secondary translation as "mind" is possible.
"The Greek phrase is ton theon echein en epignosei; literally. "to have God in

knowledge."
'"The word translated "depraved" or "base" above is adokimon, which more literally

means "unqualified,"
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20 Man's natural limitations as finite were earlier discussed, on pages 31-32.
21 As. for example, in the theological system of Thomas Aquinas and, accordingly. in

traditional Roman Catholic theology.

22 Alan Richardson in his book Christian Apologetics, 129.
~lThe Greek phrase is laos eis peripoiesin, literally, "a people of possession."
241t has sometimes been called "the scandal of particularity."
2jThe RSV reads "shall bless themselves"; however, the margin reads "shall be blessed."

The marginal reading (so NASB and NIV) is preferable.
2"The word translated "schoolmaster" is oaidagogos. "Tutor" is found in NASB and NEB.

The analogy is that of a teacher, guide, and guardian ("custodian" in RSV) to supervise and
direct a child until he comes to maturity.
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knowledge of God on simple ignorance,
or even on their limited abilities.?v For
God continues so plainly to manifest
Himself in creation that, as Paul puts it
bluntly, "they are without excuse"
(Rom. 1:20). There is ignorance, to be
sure, but it is willful ignorance-people
not wanting to have God in knowledge.
Therefore they are inexcusable. By
turning to their own way, their wick
edness is the root cause of lack of
knowledge. Hence they are guilty and
without excuse.

The only hope for people is that God
will somehow graciously come to them
in a special revelation, making known
the truth about Himself and His ways.
He may thereby light up the knowledge
of Himself given in nature, humanity
and history; indeed He may even go far
beyond that. It is the testimony of
Christian faith that God has verily taken
this gracious step. He may now truly be
known.

EXCURSUS: THE QUESTION
OF "NATURAL THEOLOGY"
Natural theology is the effort to build

a doctrine concerning the knowledge of
God without appeal to the Bible or
special revelation by utilizing only the
data that may be drawn from nature,
human existence, history, etc. Such
natural theology may be intended as a
substitute for revealed theology (theol
ogy grounded in special revelation) or
as providing a kind of rational base
therefor. 2 I In either event, the premise
of natural theology is that there is a
certain basic and objective knowledge
of God that can be explicated, and that
any rational person who is willing to
think clearly will arrive at this truth.
Thus natural theology, while admitting

limits in what it can accomplish, claims
to have positive value. Especially, so it
is said, is this valuable in a world that
gives priority to reason over revelation.

In reply, natural theology fails to
recognize two basic things. First, as
was earlier noted, a person's knowledge
at best is disproportionate to the knowl
edge of God: he may have ideas about
God, but they are no more than human
constructs extrapolated into infinity.
Hence man's knowledge capacity is
insufficient to arrive at a full knowledge
of God. Second, though there is a
general revelation of God in nature,
humanity and history, it is so perverted
through mankind's sinfulness that peo
ple's minds are futile and incapable of
discerning what God is disclosing. If
people were godly and righteous, then
surely what God discloses through gen
eral revelation could afford a basis for
natural theology. But since they have
turned from God, they cannot know
God through natural understanding.

It should be added, however, that
when God comes to mankind in His
special revelation and a person truly
receives it, then his eyes are once more
opened to the knowledge of God in the
universe, human existence, and all of
history. It is ultimately only the person
who has faith who can cry out, "The
heavens are telling the glory of God."
Hence Christian theology is not based
on natural theology but is based on
special revelation, which will include
far more than anything that natural
theology could ever attempt.

J. Special Revelation

We now come to the consideration of
what God has graciously done in His
special revelation. God comes to people

in their plight and gives forth a special
revelation of Himself, His ways, His
truth. As one writer puts it, "To save
him [man] from the Gadarene madness
into which his pride impels him man
needs more than a general revelation:
God in His mercy has vouchsafed a
special revelation of Himself. "22 We
will now view this special revelation
from various perspectives.

a. Its character. Special revelation is,
first of all, particular. God reveals Him
self to a particular people, the people
who make up biblical history. God is
known adequately and truly, not by a
general study of creation, humanity,
and history, but by His dealings with a
"chosen" people. These "people of
God" are the children of Abraham,
whether by natural or spiritual descent.
To Old Testament Israel the word was
spoken: "The LORD your God has cho
sen you to be a people for his own
possession, out of all the peoples that
are on the face of the earth" (Deut,
7:6). To the New Testament church a
similar word is declared: "But you are a
chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy
nation, God's own people. "23 (I Peter
2:9). And it is to this Old and New
Testament people of God that God gave
knowledge of Himself. The words of the
psalmist "He [God] made known his
ways to Moses, his acts to the people of
Israel" (Ps. 103:7) apply to the people
of God under both covenants.

Why this particularityz> Does this
mean that God confines knowledge of
Himself to a particular people? No,
since the knowledge of Him has been
perverted and darkened by mankind's
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universal wickedness, He now chooses
a people to whom and through whom
He will declare Himself. To Abraham
the original word was spoken: "In you
all the families of the earth shall be
blessed" (Gen. 12:3),25 This is the
purpose of God in revealing Himself in
a particular manner to the children of
Abraham: that they will be a channel of
blessing to all others. Through them
people everywhere will come to know
God.

Special revelation, in the second
place, is progressive. There is an un
folding revelation of God in the witness
of biblical history. There is an increas
ing disclosure of God Himself and His
truth in the record of the Old and New
Testament. It is the same God through
out, but He accommodates Himself to
the place where His people are. This
does not mean a movement in special
revelation from untruth to truth but
from a lesser to a fuller disclosure. God
does not change character, so that (as is
sometimes suggested) He is holy and
wrathful in the Old Testament but lov
ing and merciful in the New Testament.
He is revealed as the same holy and
loving God throughout, but with an ever
deepening and enlarging declaration of
what that holiness and love means. The
revelation of the law in the Old Testa
ment is not superseded by the revela
tion of the gospel but is fulfilled in it. As
Paul says, "The law was our school
master to bring us unto Christ" (Gal.
3:24 KJV).26 Thus an "eye for an eye and
a tooth for a tooth" (Exod. 21:24) in the
Old Testament is not God's final word,
but to it must be added, "Do not resist
one who is evil" (Matt. 5:38-39). The
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"This work of salvation is the manifestation of God (Rom. 3:21) even as creation was a
manifestation of Himself (I: 19). The same verb, phaneroo, is used in both verses.

'sSee the next discussion on special revelation as personal.

'" William Temple writes, "For two reasons the event in which the fullness of revelation is
given must be the life of a person: the first is that the revelation is to persons who can fully
understand only what is personal; the second is that the revelation is of a personal being,
who cannot be revealed in anything other than personality" (Nature, Man. and God, 319).

'''The word prophet is taken from two Greek words, pro. "for," and phemi, "speak,"
thus to "speak for." The prophets "spoke for" God. The Hebrew word for "prophet,"
NtlQi, is similarly derived from a verb meaning "to speak."

" Emil Brunner speaks of this as "revealing act and revealing word" in his Revelation and
Reilson, 85. This is a helpful statement that protects against any idea that the event might be
only a natural one that takes on revelatory character through the prophet's word. The
revelation is both in act and word.
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latter fulfills the former. Special revela
tion, therefore, must be understood
progressively.

Third, special revelation is saving:
Through general revelation God gives
knowledge of Himself in His creation,
in His providential concern, in human
conscience, and in His judgment on
history, but His saving work is not
made manifest. He is revealed as Crea
tor and Judge. but not as Redeemer.
General revelation does not have saving
power.

Indeed, as we have noted, the basic
problem of humanity is that, despite the
universal revelation of God and the
knowledge people have received, they
suppress this truth. Their problem is not
mere finiteness but wickedness so deep
that all the knowledge of God is dark
ened and perverted. Hence, if there is
to be a special revelation of God that
people can receive, it must be one that
breaks in upon their sinful condition
and begins to bring about a radical
change within them. Thus it is that
Paul's discourse on general revelation
in Romans I leads step by step to a
disclosure of God's work of salvation in
Romans 3.27 It is only as a person's
wickedness is radically altered by Jesus
Christ that God can again be truly
known.

The special revelation in the Old
Testament also contains a deeply re
demptive quality. God declares Himself
to be the Savior of Israel: "For I am the
LORD your God, the Holy One of Israel,
your Savior" (Isa. 43:3). For Israel was
a "redeemed" people brought "out of
the land of Egypt, out of the house of
bondage" (Exod. 20:2). Hence, al
though the law was important after that,
still more significant were the sacrifices.
These rites for the atonement of sin
pointed the way to Jesus Christ, a

redeemer not from the bondage of
Egypt but from the bondage of sin.

Special revelation is thus seen to be
both progressive and saving. But that it
is saving throughout is unmistakable.

Fourth, special revelation is verbal,
God discloses Himself through His
word: He communicates through the
voice of living persons. In His general
revelation, "day to day pours forth
speech, and night to night declares
knowledge": however, "there is no
speech, nor are there words: their voice
is not heard" (Ps. 19:2-3). Hence the
revelation in creation is wordless and
therefore indirect. But when God com
municates by His word in special reve
lation, the general becomes concrete,
the indirect direct, the inaudible audi
ble. Indeed, since people everywhere
suppress the knowledge of God in gen
eral revelation, they no longer perceive
anything clearly. The word of God in
special revelation comes, therefore, to
people, not to supplement what they
already know, but to correct what is
distorted and darkened and to bring
forth new truth.

The verbal character of special reve
lation is highly important. There is, to
be sure, special revelation that is more
than language." but it is never less than
that. Language is the medium of com
munication that God has given man
kind, and by language people communi
cate specifically with other people. God
speaks-audibly, directly, concrete
ly-that people may hear and respond.

Hence the word of God goes forth to
His people in the Old and the New
Testaments. He communicates what He
would have them know and do. It is
also a word to all peoples, for God is
Lord over all the earth.

Fifth, special revelation is personal.
God not only speaks, but He also

disdoses Himself. He comes on the
scene and makes Himself known. God
visited Moses in the burning bush and
gave him His name (Exod. 3: 1-14); He
talked with Moses "face to face, as a
man speaks to his friend" (33: II): He
appeared to Samuel (I Sam. 3:21). This
continued through the Old Testament
with many a personal encounter and
revelation.

The climax of this personal revelation
is Jesus Christ. For in Him "the Word
became flesh" (John I: 14). In the per
son of Jesus Christ, God was confront
ing people immediately and decisively.
Jesus Himself declared, "He who has
seen me has seen the Father" (John
14:Sl), and thus He pronounced the
fulfillment of the revelation of God the
Father in His own person."

All this, it should be added, goes far
beyond general revelation in which, as
we have observed, God discloses His
invisible power and deity, His benevo
lence and righteousness. But God re
mains at a distance, and it all seems
rather impersonal. Actually, because of
mankind's wickedness, even this gen
eral revelation is covered over. God
seems still farther away, and the world
is viewed by many, not as an arena of
God's benevolence, but as an arena of
nature "red in tooth and claw." In
special revelation God comes person
ally, and all things again find their right
proportion.

h. The Medium. The medium of special
revelation is, first, the Old Testament
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prophets, A vital feature of this revela
tion is that it was mediated through
particular persons whom God raised up.
They were spokesmen for God. ,n The
unique position of the prophet is de
clared by Amos: "Surely the LORD God
does nothing without revealing his se
cret to his servants the prophets"
(Amos 3:7). The prophets were the
God-appointed communicators of His
special revelation.

The importance of the prophet is to
be observed, for one thing, in that
through him the events in Israel's his
tory were seen in divine perspective.
What might have been viewed by an
outsider as only events in human his
tory-for example, the possession of
the Promised Land. the establishment
of the kingship, the captivity in Assyria
and Babylon-are all interpreted by the
prophets as special revelations of God's
promise, His rule, His judgment, and
the like. Without the prophets, God
would of course still have been acting in
all such events, but there would have
been no knowledge or understanding. It
was only in the combination of event
and interpretation} I that the special
revelation was disclosed. Thus the
unique role of the Old Testament
prophet is unmistakable.

But did not God also reveal Himself
through others besides Old Testament
prophets-for example, Moses the law
giver and David the king? To be sure.
but since the word prophet may be used
more broadly to include all who declare
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12Moses speaks of himself as a prophet in Deuteronomy 18:15: 'The LORD your God will
raise up for you a prophet like me."

"Also note Matthew 5:27-28, 31-32, 33-34, 38-39, and 43-44.
14Calvin, Institutes, 11.15.2, Beveridge trans.

II"Apostles and prophets" suggests that the medium of this revelation was more than
apostles. This was surely the case, for there were others (including a number of New
festament writers) who were not apostles who brought the special revelation to completion.
1have used the word apostle both because the name designates the original group entrusted
with the gospel and because it can also signify a larger circle of "sent ones."
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Clod's word.,' ' this may refer to the
wider range of Old Testament witness.
So whether it was a Moses speaking the
divine command in terms of law and
ordinances, a David proclaiming the
divine name in the beauty of song and
poetry, or an Isaiah declaring the divine
majesty and compassion, through their
voices the word of God rang forth.

This means too that the prophet is
not only an interpreter of events in
Israel's history but also one who de
clares God's word in multiple ways and
through multiple forms. Whether in
law, history, poetry, parable, wisdom
literature or in the so-called major and
minor prophets, the word of God is
being proclaimed.

But, finally, special revelation
through the Old Testament prophets is
only preparatory for the greater revela
tion to come in Jesus Christ. Even
when prophetic utterance looks forward
to this, there is about it a lack of clarity
and some indefiniteness. There are di
mensions of height and depth and
breadth still not sounded. There is the
Word of God yet to come.

The medium of special revelation is,
second, Jesus Christ. "In many and
various ways God spoke of old to our
fathers by the prophets; but in these last
days he has spoken to us by a Son"
(Heb. I: 1-2). Here is special revelation
at its zenith: God speaking, not through
the words of prophets, but verily
through His own Son.

God was now addressing people im
mediately in Jesus Christ. The Old
Testament prophet at most could speak
distantly for God; with them it was
"Thus says the Lord." With Jesus it
was "I say to you." In Jesus' own
words people were being confronted
directly with the words of the living

God. "No man ever spoke like this
man!" (John 7:46), for the words rang
with the assurance of God's immediate
presence.

God was now addressing people deci
sively in Jesus Christ. The word of the
Old Testament prophet was prepara
tory, sometimes partial and transient.
The word of Jesus Christ was definitive
and authoritative. "You have heard
that it was said to the men of old ....
But I say to you" (Matt. 5:21-22).))
Because Jesus is the fulfillment of law
and prophets, God henceforth is to be
understood decisively only in and
through Him.

God was now addressing people full»
in Jesus Christ-through His speech,
His deeds, His presence. He was the
Teacher with "a wisdom which is per
fect in all its parts."> His deeds exem
plified His words; what He said, He
did. If it was "Love your enemies," He
loved to the bitter end. If it was to pray,
"Thy will be done," He prayed that
prayer continually. If it was to "deny
self," He so denied Himself as to give
up life on the cross. His very presence
was such that He not only said the truth
and did the truth; people came to know
that He was the truth. Indeed He pro
claimed, "I am the way, and the truth,
and the life" (John 14:6). Speech and
deed flowed from the reality of a pres
ence so rich and full that people saw in
Him the very Word of God incarnate.

God has now revealed Himself imme
diately, decisively, and fully: this He
has done in the person of Jesus Christ.

The medium of special revelation is,
third, the apostles. The Word that "be
came flesh" in Jesus Christ, though
immediate, decisive, and total, was not
the final revelation without the apos
tolic witness. Since the coming of

Christ included His life, death, and
resurrection, it was reserved for the
apostles to make known. the meaning of
the event and by so doing to complete
the divine revelation.

Furthermore, additional things such
as the outpouring of the Holy Spirit, the
formation of the church, the gifts of the
Spirit. and the inclusion of Gentiles
with Jews all represent a period subse
quent to the historic revelation in
Christ. On the matter of Jew and Gen
tile, Paul speaks of this as a mystery
given by revelation: "the mystery ...
not made known to the sons of men in
other generations as it has now been
revealed to his holy apostles and
prophets:" by the Spirit; that is, how
the Gentiles are fellow heirs" (Eph.
3:4-6). This is indeed an important
revelation of God, declaring that the
people of God are no longer confined to
one nation but include all who are
united in Jesus Christ.

To conclude, God's special revela
tion, which focuses on Jesus Christ,
was rounded out and given final shape
only through the apostolic witness. It
was now possible to declare' 'the whole
counsel of God" in a way that neither
Old Testament prophets nor even
Christ Himself could proclaim. Because
the apostles were given the revelation
of the deeper understanding of God's
purpose in Christ, they could set forth
the truth in its ultimate dimensions and
final meaning.

c. Content. The content of special
revelation is primarily God Himself.
Special revelation is a removal of the
veil so that God gives Himself to be
known. It is, first of all, God's own self
manifestation.

In the Old Testament many such
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manifestations occur; for example, God
to Abraham: "The LORD appeared to
Abram and said to him, 'I am God
Almighty' " (Gen. 17: I). God appeared
to Jacob at Bethel with the result that
Jacob later built an altar because "there
God had revealed himself to him"
(35:7). God revealed Himself to Moses
in the burning bush saying, " 'I am the
God of your father, the God of Abra
ham, the God of Isaac, and the God of
Jacob.' And Moses hid his face, for he
was afraid to look at God" (Exod. 3:6).
Thereafter God declared Himself to be
the great "I AM WHO I AM" (v. 14). In all
these instances the infinite God, the
mysterium tremendum, IS revealing
Himself to finite people.

Let me quickly add that mystery
remains even in God's self-revelation.
God does not fully unveil Himself to
any person, for such would be the
destruction of mortal man. Thus God
later said to Moses, "You cannot see
my face; for man shall not see me and
live" (Exod. 33:20). But He does show
Himself to the degree that a person is
able to receive His self-revelation. Yet
in all of this He remains the God of
ineffable mystery-the great "I AM WHO

I AM."

The marvel of special revelation is
that the divine manifestations (or the
ophanies) of the Old Testament climax
in the coming of Jesus Christ as God's
personal self-revelation. For the Word
who was "with God," the Word who
"was God," "became flesh and dwelt
among us, full of grace and truth" with
the amazing result: "We have beheld
his glory, glory as of the only Son from
the Father" (John I: I, 14). How true
the words of Jesus to His disciples:
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'"Carl F. H. Henry in his God. Revelation. and Authority, vol. 2. (Thesis 10) writes,
"God's revelation is rational communication conveyed in intelligible ideas and meaningful
words, that is, in conceptual-verbal form" (italics his). p. 12. Henry is concerned to
emphasize that whereas revelation is "uniquely personal" (Thesis 6), it is also intelligible
and meaningful. Although I am hesitant to use the expression "rational communication," I
believe Henry is entirely correct in describing revelation also as meaningful. God's special
revelation is not only His revealing Himself but also whatever truths he would have people
know.

n Mysticism in some of its forms holds that the relation of its devotees to God is so
intense that there can be no communication. The intelligible is transcended in the unity
between God and people; thus there is nothing to say or declare. This kind of mysticism is
contrary to the idea of revelation as disclosure of divine truth.

"The verb is anakephalaiosasthai, literally to "to head up" or "sum up."
'"The word spirit could also be rendered "Spirit" (as in NIV), hence not the human spirit

but the Holy Spirit. Paul may indeed be referring to the Holy Spirit, who does bring about
wisdom (e.g., "word of wisdom" is a gift of the Holy Spirit [I Cor. 12:8 KJV]) and revelation
(e.g., of the "deep things of God" [1 Cor. 2:10 KJV]). I am staying with "spirit" (as in RSV),
but not without a strong sense of the Holy Spirit's being involved.

4°The Greek work is epignosei. According to the Expositor's Greek Testament, in this
passage the word epignosis "means a knowledge that is true, accurate, thorough, and so
might be rendered 'full knowledge' " (3:274). The Amplified New Testament reads "deep
and intimate knowledge."
. 41 MichaelHarper writes of such a moment in his life:."Wisdom and understanding poured
Into my mind.... I was forced on more than one occasion to ask God to stop; I had reached
saturation point." See his autobiography, None Can Guess, 21.
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"He who has seen me has seen the
Father" (John 14:9).

Even in the climax of the self-revela
tion of God in Jesus Christ, the wonder,
even mystery, of God by no means
disappears. This is demonstrated with
particular vividness on the mount
where Jesus "was transfigured before
them, and his face shone like the sun,
and his garments became white as
light," and the disciples "fell on their
faces" (Matt. 17:2, 6). God remains
God-awesome, mysterious. glorious
in His self-revelation through His Son.

For the apostle Paul. the revelation of
God was also primarily His self-revela
tion in Jesus Christ. Paul writes that
God ' 'was pleased to reveal his Son to
me" (Gal. I: 16); and in the account of
that revelation "suddenly a light from
heaven flashed" and a voice said, "I am
Jesus" (Acts 9:3, 5). It was against the
background of this self-revelation of
God in Jesus that later revelations of
God would come.

It is evident that the heart of special
revelation is God's own self-disclosure:
He reveals Himself.

Special revelation, in the second
place, contains the disclosure of divine
truth. It is the declaration of truth about
God, His nature and ways, and His
dealings with the world and people.
Indeed, special revelation includes any
truth that God would have people
know. In sum, special revelation from
this perspective is revealed truth.

The divine revelation, accordingly, is

meaningful self-disclosure.v God does
not come in unintelligible mystery. but
enlightens the mind and heart to under
stand and communicates His truth.?"
This is true in all the instances previ
ously given of God's self-revelation to
Abraham, Jacob. and Moses: God also
revealed things He would have them
know. Another clear illustration of this
is found in the words concerning Sam
uel: "And the LORD appeared again at
Shiloh. for the LORD revealed himself to
Samuel by the word of the LORD" (I
Sam. 3:21). There is both God's self
revelation ("the LORD appeared") and
the revelation in words ("by the word
of the LORD"). One further instance is
this interesting statement in Isaiah:
, 'The LORD of hosts has revealed him
self in my ears" (Isa. 22: 14), followed
by a message from God. Special revela
tion is also the revelation of God's
truth.

It is also apparent that the law in the
Old Testament is declared to be the
special revelation of God. It is so much
His self-revelation of righteousness that
it came in the context of a divine
theophany on Mount Sinai-" ... the
Lord descended upon it in fire" (Exod,
19:18)-after which the law was given
(20: 1-17). It is the expression of God
Himself; it is His truth for all to hear
and receive; it is intensely revelatory.
With some variation, the gospel is the
ultimate self-revelation of God's grace
in Jesus Christ. As Paul says, "For I
did not receive it from man, nor was I

taught it. but it came through a revela
tion of Jesus Christ" (Gal. I: 12). The
truth of God's righteousness and love
are finally disclosed in the revelation of
Jesus Christ.

In sum, special revelation is not only
God's own self-disclosure; it is also the
truth of God, whatever form it may
take.

The content of special revelation,
finally, is the declaration of God's ulti
mate purpose. God wants people to
know His plan for the world-the end
toward which everything moves. There
are limits, of course, both because of
man's finite comprehension and capaci
ties and God's own ways that are far
beyond human comprehension. None
theless, God does draw back the veil
and points unmistakably to the final
consummation.

The revelation of God through the
language of Paul in Ephesians contains
a splendid declaration of God's ultimate
purpose. According to Paul, "The mys
tery of his [God's] will, according to his
purpose which he set forth in Christ" is
"a plan for the fulness of time, to
unite J 8 all things in him, things in
heaven and things on earth" (l :9-10).
How God intends to accomplish this
summing up of all things in Christ is
shown in many other New Testament
Scriptures. The important thing to
stress at this juncture is that God is
moving all things toward that ultimate
goal. and He wants His people to know
what is intended.
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Special revelation is climactically the
message of God about the final
fulfillment of all things. To God be the
glory!

3. Subordinate Revelation

In addition to the special revelation
that is completed with the apostolic
witness, God reveals Himself to those
who are in the Christian community.
This revelation is subordinate or sec
ondary to the special revelation attested
to in the Scriptures.

For one thing, God desires to give the
Christian believer an enlarged revela
tion of His Son. Paul prays for the
Ephesians that "the God of our Lord
Jesus Christ, the Father of glory, may
give [them] a spirit of wisdom-? and of
revelation in the [full] knowledge-v of
him" (Eph. 1:17). Hence, it is through
this "spirit of wisdom and revelation,"
graciously given, that deep and full
knowledge will be received. 4 I This is
the gift "of the Father of glory," who
out of the riches of His glory reveals
this knowledge of His Son. Such a
revelation makes more glorious the be
liever's walk in Christ.

Also, God gives revelation to an
individual for the upbuilding of the
Christian community. Paul says in his
first letter to the Corinthian church:
"When you come together, each one
has a hymn, a lesson, a revelation, a
tongue, or an interpretation. Let all
things be done for edification" (14:26).

42 43



RENEWAL THEOLOCY

Thus he affirms the ongoing place of
revelation. This relates particularly (as
Paul proceeds to show) to prophecy, a
gift of the Holy Spirit (12: 10), in that
prophecy in the Christian community
occurs through divine reveiation.s '
Revelation, accordingly, is the back
ground of prophetic utterance.

God, the living God, is the God of
revelation. He is ready to grant through
His Spirit a spirit of revelation and
wisdom for a deeper knowledge of
Christ and also through revelation and
prophecy to speak to His people. God
has not changed in His desire to com
municate directly with those who be
long to Him.

Now, I must strongly emphasize that
all such revelation is wholly subordi
nate to special revelation. Special reve
lation was given through the Old Testa
ment prophets, Jesus Christ, and the
early apostles. This revelation, cen
tered in the Word made flesh, was
prepared by the ancient prophets and
completed by the early apostles. There
is nothing more to be added: God's
truth has been fully declared. Accord
ingly, what occurs in revelation within
the Christian community is not new
truth that goes beyond the special reve
lation (if so, it is spurious and not of
God). It is only a deeper appreciation of
what has already been revealed, or a
disclosure of some message for the
contemporary situation that adds noth
ing essentially to what He has before
made known.

But that there is subordinate revela
tion must never be denied. By such
revelation God wants both to open up
for His people wider ranges of Christian
experience and to strengthen the life of
the Christian community. It is one way
whereby God through His Spirit leads

us into an evergrowing comprehension
of His grace and truth.

C. Faith

God makes Himself known to those
who receive His revelation in faith.
Faith is the instrument by which this
knowledge occurs. In the words of the
Book of Hebrews: "Now faith is the
assurance of things hoped for, the con
victions ' of things not seen" (II: I).
God Himself, His ways, and His pur
poses belong in the category of "things
not seen," but through faith there is
conviction and certainty.

This is important to stress in
reflecting on the knowledge of God. For
even though God steps out of His
mystery and reveals Himself, if there is
no recipient, knowledge is nonexistent.
Faith may be thought of as the antenna
by which the revelation of God is
received. If the antenna is not in place
or is not functioning, the revelation that
goes forth, whether in the universe at
large or in God's special deeds, cannot
be known. When faith is present, the
things of God become manifest.

What, then, is faith? A few state
ments relating to what has been previ
ously said may help to suggest an
answer. Faith is more than a matter of
acknowledging God and His works; it is
such a response to the divine revelation
as to accept it without hesitation or
reservation. Faith is entirely the oppo
site of suppressing the truth; it is the
glad recognition of it. Faith is quite the
contrary of dishonoring God and being
ungrateful to Him; it is rather glorifying
and thanking God for His manifesta
tion. Faith is totally different from
exchanging the truth of God for a lie; it
is the wholehearted affirmation of
God's self-disclosure. Faith is saying
yes to God in all that He is and does.

This means. therefore. responding in
total affirmation to God's self-revela
tion in Jesus Christ. Man in his sin
fulness and estrangement from God has
become blind to God's revelation in the
world at large, in human life and his
tory. Jesus is "the way and the truth
and tile life" (John 14:6); hence only by
a person's commitment of faith in Him
can God now be truly known. When
this happens, there is glad recognition
of God, a glorifying and thanking Him,
so that His revelation in all of creation
is once again perceived. Accordingly,
knowledge is achieved as a result of the
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fact that God's mighty act of grace in
the redemption of the world through
Jesus Christ has been received in faith.
Thus it is by faith, and by faith alone,
that God is known as both Creator and
Redeemer.

Finally, any revelation of God
whether in creation, redemption, or in
the life of the Christian community-is
made known to those who have faith.
"Without faith it is impossible to please
him" (Heb. II :6), but to those with
faith God is pleased to make Himself
known in all the wonder of His majesty
and grace.

42 P~ul writes in.1 Corinthians 14:29-30: "Let two or three prophets speak, and let the
ot~~rs weigh what IS said. If a revelation is made to another sitting by, let the first be silent."

The Greek word IS elenchos , "conviction," "certainty," even "proof."
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God

I. THE REALITY OF GOD

The reality of God is the fundamental
fact. God is. This is the basis for
everything else. The existence of God is
the primary affirmation of Christian
theology.

A. The Biblical Record

It is apparent that the reality of God
is attested throughout the Scriptures.
From "In the beginning God" (Gen.
1:1) to "Come, Lord Jesus!" (Rev.
22:20), the record is that of God's being
and activity. It is never a question of
whether God exists' but of who He is
and what He does. The Bible is primar
ily the account of God's mighty acts:
creation, redemption, glorification. The
reality of God is the undoubted presup
position of all scriptural testimony. God
~ay be questioned, His justice may be
dIsputed, one may feel God-forsaken,
but the fact of His existence is never
really doubted.

The people of God, in the Old Testa
ment and in the New, understood them
selves as deriving their whole existence

from God. It is not that they were a
peculiarly religious, "God-prone" peo
ple but they knew their whole reason
for existence lay in the reality and
action of God. Indeed, they might well
have doubted their own existence more
readily than to have doubted the exist
ence of God.

Thus the biblical record everywhere
is bedrock testimony to the reality of
God.

B. The Conviction of Faith

The reality of God is an affirmation of
faith, for, according to Hebrews 11:6,
. 'whoever would draw near to God
must believe that he exists and that he
rewards those who seek him." By be
lieving that God exists and seeking Him
earnestly, one draws near to God and to
a conviction of His reality.

There is a deep yearning and hunger
in all persons that can be satisfied only
by the actuality of God. In St. Augus
tine's famous words: "Thou madest us
for thyself, and our heart is restless

f I The only suggestion in the Bible of the possible nonexistence of God is that of "the
001." "The fool says in his heart. 'There is no God' " (Pss. 14:I: 53: I; cf. 10:4).
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'Confessions, Book 1.1.
'Francis Thompson's poem "The Hound of Heaven" depicts this vividly:

"I fled Him, down the nights and down the days;
I fled Him, down the arches of the years ...
From those strong Feet that followed, followed after."
But the Hound keeps following "with unhurrying chase
and unperturbed pace, deliberate speed,
majestic instancy.... " There is no escape.

4 My b~ok The Era of the Spirit, part 1, chapter I begins with these words: "Let us speak
first of this renewed sense of the reality of God. He may have seemed absent, distant, even
~onexlstent .to many of us before, but now His presence is vividly manifest. Suddenly, God
IS not there III the sense of a vague omnipresence but of a compelling presence.... It is as if
one knows for the first time the wonder of an atmosphere so laden with the divine Reality
that everything around becomes glorious with the sense of God's ineffable presence"
(p. 10).

'''The Father has life in himself' (John 5:26). So also does the Son, but His life is from
the Father: "So he has granted the Son also to have life in himself' (John 5:26). A fuller
discussion of the relation between Father and Son will be found in the next chapter on "The
Holy Trinity." . . . .

6 As in process philosophy and theology. For a he.lpfuIcntique o.f process thmkm~ sec
Carl F. H. Henry, "A Critique of Process Theology," in Millard J. Erickson, ed .. The LIVIllf.{
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until it finds its rest in thee. "e Hence,
faith is not. as is sometimes suggested,
wishful thinking, but the result of God's
responding to the searching heart. Faith
is not sight but, recalling Hebrews, it is
"the conviction of things not seen"
(II: I). The "things" of God-His real
ity, His deeds, His purpose-are not
seen unless He illumines them and
thereby brings about faith. Faith, ac
cordingly, is not a "leap in the dark," a
kind of believing against the evidence,
but it is God's gift to the hungry human
heart.

I must also emphasize that faith is the
response to God's prior action. God is
ever seeking man, even when man
would like to turn away from Him. So
the psalmist cries, "Whither shall I go
from thy Spirit? Or whither shall I flee
from thy presence?" (Ps. 139:7). There
is no escape.' When a person submits,
faith is born.

C. The Testimony of the Holy Spirit

The inward testimony of the Holy
Spirit grants further assurance of the
reality of God. The Christian is one who
has said yes to God's action in Jesus
Christ: God has wrought faith in him.
Thus he believes. Whereupon God acts
to send the Holy Spirit into the be
liever's heart. Paul writes, "And be
cause you are sons, God has sent the
Spirit of his Son into our hearts" (Gal.
4:6). The result is that the Spirit cries,

"Abba! Father!" (4:6, cf. Rom. 8:15).
Accordingly, the believer is all the more
assured of the reality of God, because
what he or she has is more than a
conviction of faith: it has become a
testimony of the Holy Spirit within.
This is what may be called the "full
assurance of faith" (Heb, 10:22) given
by the Holy Spirit.

To allude briefly to the contemporary
scene: one of the most significant fea
tures of the present spiritual renewal is
a heightened sense of the reality of
God. For many, God previously
seemed distant. His presence little ex
perienced; but now through the inward
activity of the Holy Spirit, there has
been a fresh opening up of spiritual
communication-an "Abba! Father!"
deeply expressed. That God is real is
the primary testimony of the present
day renewal.s

II. THE IDENTITY OF GOD

We come now to the question of who
God is. How does He identify Himself
in His revelation? What do the Scrip
tures declare about Him? Here we may
note three things: He is the living God,
He is altogether personal, and His na
ture is spirit.

A. God Is Living

God is the living God. This is a theme
frequently set forth in the Scriptures.
For example, Israel hears "the voice of

the living God speaking out of the midst
of fire" (Deut. 5:26), and "as the Lord
lives" is a common Old Testament
expression for an oath (I Sam. 14:39,
45, et al.), thus showing the strong
sense of God as the living God. In the
New Testament, Simon Peter's great
confession about Jesus, "You are the
Christ, the Son of the living God"
(Matt. 16:16), shows the continuing
sense of God as living. Other examples
could be multiplied: "We are the temple
of the living God" (2 Cor. 6: 16), Mount
Zion is called "the city of the living
God" (Heb. 12:22), and an angel in
heaven bears "the seal of the living
God" (Rev. 7:2).

God as the living God, first, is One
who stands in opposition to all idolatry
and graven images. Idols of any kind,
because they are inanimate- "they
cannot speak, they have to be carried,
for they cannot walk" (Jer. 10:5)
stand over against the living God. "But
the LORD is the true God; he is the living
God and the everlasting King" (Jer.
10:10). Thus to worship an idol is to
worship a dead object and to profane
the living God. Indeed, any graven
image (Exod. 20:4), even if it be an
attempt to portray the true God, is also
an abomination because the living God
cannot be reduced to a lifeless image of
Himself.

We move on to note, second, that the
action of God in the whole drama of
creation, redemption, and glorification
is that of One who, as living, gives life
and breath to all things, brings life back
to that which is dead, and constantly
renews with life what has been re
stored. Moreover, the goal toward
which all things move is the final con"
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summation in which there is life eternal.
It is God, the living God. who brings all
this to pass.

To say that God is the living God
does not, however, mean that He is
identical with life. It is a false equation
to say that God = Life, or to assume
that God is a kind of life-force operative
in the universe. Whatever life there is in
the world or in man is of God. but it is
not God. Nor is God to be understood
as the ground or matrix of life. so that
only symbolically could one say that
God lives. Rather, God is the very
essence of life and, as such, brings forth
life elsewhere. It would also be a mis
take to assume that the living God is
little more than a fantasy of human
imagination, a kind of projection of
man's own life to an ultimate dimension
in which the infinite is invested with
living reality. It is not because man
lives that God is granted life: it is rather
because God lives that man has any life
at all. Because God lives, man may live
also.

As the living God, He has life in
Himself,' His life did not come from
another source. There is no nonlife, no
primitive seed from which the divine
life emerged. Nor is God the generator
of His own life, as if there were some
vast inanimate entity that somehow
conjured up its own living being. The
life of the world is not essential to His
own life. Further, God is not in proc
ess.s a growing divinity as it were. who
with every increment of life in the
universe finds His own life increased
thereby. God, having life in Himself,
neither has nor needs supplementation.
All that is of process and growth in the
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)So does the Son, who also has "life in himself," give abundant life to others: "I came
that they may have life, and have it abundantly" (John 10: 10).

~ As did Friedrich Nietzsche in the nineteenth century and the "death of God" theologians
of the twentieth.

"God, who declared Himself to Moses as the great "I AM WHO 1AM," added: "Say this to
the people of Israel, 'The LORD [YHWH or Yahweh], the God of your fathers, the God of
Abraham, the God of Isaac. and the God of Jacob, has sent me to you': this is my name
forever, and thus am I to be remembered throughout all generations" (Exod. 3:14-15). The
name Yahweh, or LORD. occurs 6,823 times in the Old Testament.

"'Concerning Moses God says, "With him I speak mouth to mouth, clearly, and not in
dark speech; and he beholds the form of the LORD" (Num. 12:8; cf. Ps. 17:15; Ezek. 1:26;
john 5:37).
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universe is due to the life that God
increasingly brings forth.

Again, God is the living God in that
He is the possessor of abundance. God
lives not only in the sense of the
fullness of animate existence but also in
that His life is one of richness and
vitality. It is not that God has this life to
the highest possible degree, for such is
a quantitative measurement and wholly
inapplicable. Rather, the divine life is
immeasurable, boundless, overflowing.
His life is a veritable river continuously
pouring forth streams of living water.
Life abundant is not only the life of God
but also the life of all that comes from
Him.?

The fact that God is the living God
means also that He is the contempora
neous God. His life is not that of a past
event, as if He lived in some other age
but has now ceased to be. Whoever
perchance asserts the death of Gods
thereby pronounces his own deadness
and confesses that he is no longer able
to see and know Him who is the very
essence of life. God is intensely and
intensively alive-now!

Further, all attitudes that explicitly or
implicitly suggest that God's living en
counter with people belongs to a time
long gone or that His mighty work s
wrought in biblical times cannot occur
today are far from the truth. Such
attitudes, not far removed from "death
of God" thinking, seek to lock God in
the past.

Likewise, contrary to God as living
are all forms of adoration that have
become largely mechanical and dead;
all affirmations of belief that are little

more than empty, repetitious words; all
service of Him that is dull, monoto
nous, routine. The living, contempora
neous God is to be honored in living
worship and obedience.

B. God Is Personal

God in His revelation declares Him
self to be the personal God. He wills to
be known by personal names; He shows
Himself to be One who enters into
personal relations with man; He is
revealed uniquely in the person of Jesus
Christ; and His character is deeply
personal.

God is, first of aIL personal in that He
has personal names and titles. He does
not will to be called "God" only, but to
be known also, for example, as "Yah
weh" or "the LORD. "9 This is His
personal self-designation as He pre
pares to lead His people from their
bondage in Egypt. God is also variously
"king" (e.g., I Sam. 12:12), "judge"
(e.g., Judges II :27), "shepherd" (e.g.,
Ps. 80: I), and "husband" (e.g., Jer.
31:32)-all personal epithets. The cli
mactic designation, however, is that of
"Father," an intensely personal term,
and the people of God are viewed as
His children.

It would be an error to assume that
such personal names and titles are
merely accommodations to man's con
dition, Whereas God Himself is actually
beyond the personal. Sometimes it is
suggested that God may be much more
adequately depicted as the nameless
one, the bottomless abyss, the dark
ground, or even perhaps as nonbeing or
the Nothing. God is then understood in

His godhead (wherein presumably rests
His real divinity) to be other than
personal. Hl~we,ver, on~ must reply,
any view of. God. as l?1person.al or
nonpersonal IS a distortion, It IS far
better to say simply that God is per
sonal. and in correspondence with that
(by no means as a matter of accommo
dation) that He gives Himself personal
designations. The variety of these des
ignations serves to declare that God is
so fully personal that no one name or
title can suffice.

Again, God is personal in that He is
shown to be One who enters into per
sonal relations with people. He has
communion with human beings from
the day of man's creation; His speech
to people is that of an "I," not an "it";
He enters into covenant with people
treating them as His partners. In all
such relations God is altogether the
personal God.

Hence, any view of God that sees
Him as an impersonal idea or absolute
beyond human beings, or perhaps as
some principle or law to which man is
bound, badly misunderstands the iden
tity of God. It would be hard to say
which is farther from the truth: God as
disinterested Absolute with no trace of
the personal about itself, or God as
coercive law that constantly chafes
mankind with its cold, impersonal re
strictions. To be sure, there are laws
and absolutes, but they are always the
expressions of God's personal will, and
He is more than they. God as personal,
without being false to Himself, may
alter His path, go beyond His own laws.
Indeed, the realm of the miraculous is
largely this realm of the personal God
Who appears as a nonconformist to His
own accepted ways!

Briefly a word should be added about
the so-called anthropomorphisms fre-
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quently occurring in the Scriptures. Not
only is God depicted in the Bible as One
who thinks, feels, and wills (all very
humanlike activities); as one who
laughs, gets angry, rejoices, sorrows
(perhaps even more humanlike); but
also references are made to His "face,"
His "arm," His "feet," even His
"back" -references that seem perhaps
to go too far in the human direction in
that God is described also as having
bodily characteristics. Two things,
however, should be said in reply. First,
God, though being spirit (see next sec
tion), is not formlessrv-c-for this would
mean chaos, disorganization, and anar
chy; hence the anthropomorphisms ex
press that God has particular being.
Second, the frequent references to
physical traits are Vivid expressions of
the biblical understanding that God is
personal. On this latter point the writers
of Scripture know full well that God has
no literal body, but they also attest that
God is fully personal: He beholds hu
man persons, He reaches out to them,
and He counsels them; in these ways
He has "eyes" and "hands" and
"feet." To avoid anthropomorphisms
would be to fail to depict God in His
living and personal reality.

God shows Himself to be personal
uniquely by His self-revelation in Jesus
Christ. Since God has incarnated Him
self in the person of Jesus Christ, this
affirms that personal reality is the true
expression of the divine being. God
does not come to man primarily through
the speech of Christ, nor even through
His action, but through the totality of
His person. In the ministry of Jesus
Christ His every contact with people
was extremely personal. His was a life
of entering into fellowship, meeting
people in their deepest needs, identi
fying Himself with them even to His
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IISee the next chapter on "The Holy Trinity."
12See the following chapter, 'The Holy Trinity," for further elaboration.
I)As Freud viewed it, "At bottom God is nothing other than an exalted father" (Totem

and Taboo, 147).
• 14 Pau,l, Tillich speaks o~ ~od .as "the ground of being" (e.g., see his Systematic Theology,

1.235). Personal God, Tillich later adds, "is a confusing symbol" (ibid., 245).

I' "God is spirit" (rather than "a Spirit" KJV) is the translation also in NIV. NASB. and NEB.

The Greek text reads: pneuma ho theos.
I"" ... for a spirit has not flesh and bones" (Luke 24:39).
17" And seated above the likeness of a throne was a likeness as it were of a human form"

lEzek. I:26). In Ezekiel's vision the form of God is seen. It is like a human form, but it is
clearly not a human form.

IX "To the King of ages, immortal, invisible, the only God, be honor and glory for ever and
ever. Amen" (I Tim. 1:17).

I"God said to Moses, "You cannot see my face; for man shall not see me and live"
(Exod. 33:20).

20 Revelation 22:4: "They shall see his face."
"Again God said to Moses, "And you shall see my back; but my face shall not be seen"

(Exod. 33:23).
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death on the cross. Furthermore. Jesus
instructed His disciples to call God
"Father" and depicted His and their
relation to God as that of sons. Thus
God is personal in Himself and toward
others.

We should also note that God is One
whose unity is that of Father, Son, and
Holy Spirit.u Among other things this
unmistakably affirms that God is richly
personal-even thrice-personal. He
cannot be described simply as Father;
He is also Son and Holy Spirit. If
"Spirit" sounds less personal, let us
immediately observe that, especially in
the New Testament, the Spirit is re
ferred to frequently in personal terms
as an "I" or a "He."I" God the Lord
therefore is the fullness of personhood.

There is no suggestion in God's Word
that He is personal by virtue of man's
designation of Him as such. It is always
just the opposite: man is personal by
God's decision. God is not personified
reality; He is rather the personalizing
One. The name Father, for example, is
not a fanciful projection by which peo
ple seek to make God human.n rather,
the name Father is that which enables
men to be called father and to establish
families on earth. "Personal God,"
therefore, is not a symbolic term for
One who may be more accurately de
scribed perchance as the ground of
being;i- rather, His very essence is
personal through and through. He is the
One God who is Father, Son, and
Spirit. Behind these personal differenti
ations lies no hidden, impersonal being.

Finally, God is personal in that the
central aspect of His character is love.
Love is an empty and meaningless term
if it is not understood as proceeding

from one who is personal. Love is not a
neutral entity. a kind of abstract term
for a certain relationship even though it
be the highest and finest imaginahle. It
is rather a word that is wholly and
deeply personal; it expresses as no
other word the inner meaning of per
sonal reality. He who loves completely
is completely personal. Since God is
love, He is Person.

This understanding of God as per
sonal is exceedingly relevant today. For
one thing, people are much concerned
to know whether ultimate reality, how
ever defined. is really personal. If there
is a God, is He anything more than a
kind of impersonal energy or hlind fate?
Does God actually "hear" prayer? (En
ergy or fate surely would not.) Is He
truly a God who has personal interest in
His creation? Such questions express
the deep, often anxious, concerns of
many people; hence it is important to be
able to affirm clearly and convincingly
the personal reality of God. For another
thing, the understanding of God as
personal is important in a world
wherein human existence is becoming
more and more depersonalized. An in
dividual person has often become a
faceless name, a cog in a machine, a
number on a punch card. His relations
are increasingly to things-machines,
tools, the material world-and only
secondarily to people. Hence he in turn
tends to treat others not as persons but
as things-things to be manipulated,
used, and abused for his own ends.
Thus there is desperate need to recover
the dimension of the personal. The
answer ultimately lies in God's becom
ing understood again as personal, for it
is in personal relationship with Him that

all relationships are personalized. To
k]lJW God as personal IS to discover
a;'resh the wonde: of ~ersonal .exist
'ncc-in com rnuruon WIth God, In fel
~owship with one's neighbor, and within
onc' s own being.

C. God Is Spirit

"God is spirit" (John 4:24).1' As
such He is incorporeal; He is the acting
God: He is the Lord of freedom.

God as spirit is, first of all, incorpore
al. He is not "flesh and blood." 16 This
means several things. First, the being of
God is nonmaterial: His reality is totally
spiritual. Hence, His personal form (see
above) is not material, IJ for materiality
is an aspect of creaturehood; rather,
God is personal spirit. All biblical an
thropomorphisms, therefore, are to be
understood only as giving particularity
and specificity to Him whose being is
spiritual. Since God is spirit, His being
is not some kind of rarefied matter, or,
as it were, some form of energy. Spirit
is not God's substance, for spirit is not
substance or matter but God's reality.
God is not material, regardless of how
refined or in what form such matter may
he. God is spirit.

It follows that God who is incorpore
al is also invisible. IR He is One whom
"no man has ever seen or can see"
(I Tim. 6: 16). He does not have the
bodily visibility of man. Since God's
being is not formless, His form may be
seen through His own self-revelation.

COD

However, His form is invisihle except
to the eyes of faith, and God in His
essential reality (His "face") can be
seen by no man. So to behold God is
impossible while man is in his present
corporeal state; indeed, it would be his
destruction."? To behold God's "face"
is reserved for the final order of exist
ence in the new heaven and the new
earth.>" In this present life God remains
the invisible God.

Since God is incorporeal, His being is
also simple, undivided, uncompounded.
God is not composed of parts so that He
is partly in heaven and partly on earth,
or so that one part of His being is
Father, another Son, another Holy
Spirit, or that He has a body of various
parts. The scriptural references to
God's "eyes," "hands," "feet," etc.,
which affirm God's personal being, by
no means intend to suggest that He is a
composite reality. If in the Scriptures
God's "back" only is seen" I or His
"form" but not His "face," it is not
that man beholds a part of God. It is
rather that God cannot be seen fully by
any human. What a person does behold
in faith is the total God who in His self
revelation is still the hidden God. God
is spirit.

Second, God as spirit is the acting
God. God is not a being who also acts
but is One whose being is that of action.
For spirit is that which is totally dy
namic. Nor is God one who speaks and
also wills; rather, His speech is one
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22 E.g., in the act of creation: "And God said, 'Let there be light'; and there was light"
(Gen. I :4). God's speech (or word) did not precede the deed; it was one with the deed.

::::And :-vhere the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom" (2 Cor. 3:17).
God IS spmt , and those who worship him must worship in spirit and truth" (John

4:24).

2\ For example, see L. Berkhof', Systematic Theology, VI, "The Incommunicable
Attributes," 57-63; also H. Bavinck, Our Reasonable Faith, 50-51. An "incommunicable
attribute" is one "to which there is nothing analogous in the creature" (Berkhof, 55). Other
names sometimes given to these attributes are "absolute" and "immanent," in that they
belong to God alone and to His being God. They are attributes totally and solely of deity.

"The Hebrew is 'N 'e!yon, a name for God ("EI") appearing a number of times in the
Old Testament.

"Or "depths" (NASH). Keil and Delitzsch comment in loco: "The nature of God may be
sOllght after, but cannot be found out; and the end of God is unattainable, for He is both: the
Perfect One, absolutus, and the Endless One, infinitus." Commentary on the Old
Testament, vol. 4, Job.
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with the deed:" He is the word in
action. It is pointless, therefore, to
think that behind God's action there is
some other, presumably profounder ,
depth of being. God is who He is in His
activity.

To illustrate, if God acts to create a
world, He is totally in that action. He is
the Creator God, and there is no God
above, alongside, or in addition to Him
who creates. The act of creation is God
in action. Of course, what God creates
the world and human beings-is not
God, or any part of Him. However, it
does not follow that because of the
distinction between the act of creation
and what is created there is a difference
between God and His act. God as spirit,
the acting Lord, is the Creator, and
there is no deity somehow standing
outside or beyond what is done.

Let me quickly add that this identity
of being and act does not mean that if
God did not create or redeem or renew
there would be no God. Such a view
would make God's reality dependent on
the totality of His deeds. But that would
reverse the picture, for it is not that act
is God but that God is act. Therefore,
although He is totally in every action,
He is still the Lord over what He does,
and He may act in other ways than
those He has made known.

Third, God as spirit is free. Spirit is
unbound, untrammeled, uncoerced;
God knows no limits of any kind. He is
free, first, to do as He wills. There is no
obstacle or hindrance of any kind within
Himself. God is hampered by no inter
nal struggle, driven by no inner neces
sity. He is free to express Himself, free
to love, free to carry forward His
purpose. His being is utter spontaneity,
and He is completely self-determining.

The Spirit of God the Lord is the spirit
of freedorn.>'

God is free again in relation to the
universe He has created. It is not as if
God has made a world and was now
bound by it-by its laws, its structures,
and its limits. God as spirit moves
freely within the created order. And if
He desires, He may move beyond it.
God, accordingly, is not in any way
limited by His own creation. Quite the
contrary, because it is His creation, it
serves not to constrain but to imple
ment His will. God the free Lord is not
bound.

God is free also in His dealings with
mankind. He cannot be coerced into
some particular activity by the human
situation. If, for example, He acts crea
tively or redemptively, it is not because
He must, but because He wills to do so.
If He deals generously with people, it is
not because people compel it or deserve
it, but because God wills it: grace is free
grace. This does not mean that God's
actions are arbitrary, for He is the holy,
loving, and truthful God. Therefore, He
will act in a corresponding manner. God
will not act differently from what He is;
He is altogether dependable. But His
actions are uncoerced. God is the free
Lord.

All that has been said about God as
spiritual, whether in terms of His incor
poreal being, His being in action, or His
essential freedom, is important for
man's understanding of both God and
himself. If God is spirit, He may be
worshiped only in the spirit>' He has
given man. He can be served only by a
life of dedicated activity, not by with
drawal from engagement. And He can
be embodied only in those who live in
complete freedom. When people truly

understand God as spirit and act ac
cordingly. life takes on richer and fuller
meaning.

III. THE TRANSCENDENCE
OF GOD

Our concern is next with affirmations
ahout God that point to His transcen
denee. These are attributes that belong
(0 God as God. In no way are they
shared by man, nor are they compar
ahle with anything in the world. They
arc sometimes described as "incommu
nicahle attributes. "2j In any event they
arc attributes of the transcendent God.

A. God Is Infinite

God is unlimited, unbounded. Hu
man beings are infinite, confined in
space. With God there is no confine
ment, no limitation. He transcends ev
erything in His creation.

The biblical picture of God's infinity
is frequently that of His exaltation. He
is the Lord "high and lifted up" (lsa.
6: I). He is exalted above everything
earthly and human. His throne is be
yond the highest heaven. In the lan
guage of King Solomon: "Behold,
heaven and the highest heaven cannot
contain thee" (I Kings 8:27). God is
"God Most High" (Gen. 14:18-22).26
The spatial imagery of height obviously
is inadequate, since God transcends all
that is, but it does suggest that God is
infinitely far removed from everything
finite.

One extraordinary passage in the
Hook of Job depicts the limitlessness of
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God in terms of height, depth, and
breadth. Zophar questions Job, "Can
you find out the deep things'? of God?
Can you find out the limit of the Al
mighty? It is higher than heaven-what
can you do'? Deeper than Sheol-what
can you know? Its measure is longer
than the earth, and broader than the
sea" (11:7-9). Not only is God higher
than the heights, He is also deeper than
the depths. He exceeds the profoundest
levels of existence, the basic structure
of the universe. God is not to be
thought of as the "world-spirit" or
"world-soul," for such is to view Him
as somehow a depth dimension of crea
turely existence. Nor is God to be
understood in terms of breadth, for He
is broader than the breadth of all that is.
Such is the vastness of God. Nothing,
in whatever its dimension of height or
depth or breadth, approximates the
divine reality. God is as far away from
the ultimate dimensions of creaturely
existence as He is from its more ob
vious and immediate aspects.

It is sometimes assumed that God
may be attained through the upsurge of
human aspirations or through the prob
ing of the depths of existence, or by
pursuing life in its multifaceted breadth.
People sometimes imagine that if one
can only reach high enough through
some form of religious ecstasy, or dig
deep enough through meditation into
the inner realm of spirit, or reach far
enough out to embrace life in its fullest
expression, God will at last be come
upon. In other words, human effort can
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finally lead into the vicinity of the
divine so that one is close enough to
break through himself or, if not that, for
God to move in. Such an assumption
grievously errs, for however high, deep,
or wide the journey, one remains within
the creaturely realm: God is no closer
than before. Great effort, often pains
taking and protracted, may be under
taken, but God remains beyond.

God Himself is infinite. He submits to
no finite measure, however extended,
nor is any aspect of Him to be identified
with the finite. Views of God that see
Him as infinite-finite (the infinite God
who embodies the finite within Him
self), or as the finite in certain aspects
of His being, or as the finite moving
toward infinity, are equally far from the
truth. Wherever there is the finite, there
is God's creation-but not God Him
self. God would be as fully God if the
finite did not exist: He is the Infinite
Lord.

Returning to the imagery of exalta
tion-God "high and lifted up" -let us
note, first, that His exaltation calls for
the response of true worship. God is
likewise to be exalted through the
praises of His people: "Be exalted, 0
God, above the heavens! Let thy glory
be over all the earth!" (Ps. 57:5). Even
then, God's name is beyond all earthly
praise: "Blessed be thy glorious name
which is exalted above all blessing and
praise" (Neh. 9:5). Nonetheless, the
heart of worship is blessing and praise,
for by it the people of God proclaim the
exaltation of their God. As they mag
nify His name together, He is worthily
honored. Moreover, it is only as people

exalt God and His name that they are
kept from falling into the self-destruc
tive tendencies of worship of the things
of the world and their own selves.
When God truly is exalted, all things fit
together in perfect harmony.

It also follows, secondly, from the
recognition that God alone is to be
exalted that the proper attitude of man
is humility. Boasting is in order only
when it is boasting of the Lord ("My
soul makes its boast in the LORD" [Ps.
34:2]); otherwise man is called upon to
walk in humility. He who would exalt
himself-and thus seek to play the role
of God-will surely be cast down.
"The haughty looks of man shall be
brought low, and the pride of men shall
be humbled; and the LORD alone will be
exalted in that day" (lsa. 2: II). Con
trariwise, he who seeks to live in such a
way that God's name is exalted is the
person whom God lifts up:" And who
ever humbles himself will be exalted"
(Matt. 23:12). Such is the strange para
dox of true Christian living.

B. God Is Eternal

God is the everlasting God. 2M He is
without beginning or ending. Human
beings are temporal creatures whose
days on earth are limited in number.
With God there is no such limitation.
Thus again does God transcend every
thing in His creation.

God is the great" I AM. " He speaks to
Moses: "Say this to the people of
Israel, 'I AM29 has sent me to you'"
(Exod. 3:14). God is the eternal contem
porary, the everlasting now.t" Similar

WOlds are spoken by Jesus the Son of
liod: "Before Abraham was, I am"
(John X:5X). Not "before Abraham was,
I was," but "I am." Hence, the Son of
God. like the Father, dwells, so to
speak, in an eternity that overarches
time.

God is the one and only reality that is
without beginning, middle, or end. "Be
fore the mountains were brought forth,
or ever thou hadst formed the earth and
the world, from everlasting to everlast
ing thou art God" (Ps. 90:2)-not
"from past to future thou art God," but
"from everlasting to everlasting."
There is no temporal progression: not
"thou wert" or "thou wilt be," but
"thou art."J I There is neither beginning
of days nor end of years: God is.

To say that "God is" does not mean
that He dwells in the present. For such
a word as "present" is temporal lan
guage and necessarily points to a pre
ceding past and a coming future. God
transcends time; hence He transcends
the present as well as the past and the
future. He is not confined by the time
order in which we live. "God is" (or
His own statement, "I AM") means
basically, "I am the eternal one."J2

Thus God lives eternally. He is "the
high and lofty One who inhabits eter
nity" (lsa. 57:15). That is to say, His
being is not only exalted and therefore
transcends all space but also eternal and
transcends all time. To "inhabit" or
"dwell in" eternity is not to speak of
some eternal place, but to point to His
mode of existence as beyond anything
temporal. God is-eternally.

From the perspective of time, how
ever, we may speak of the God who is
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as pretemporal, supratemporal, and
posttemporal. Here the language of
Revelation 4:8 is quite relevant: " ...
the Lord God Almighty, who was and is
and is to come!" Before anything else,
God was. Jesus prayed to God the
Father: "Father, glorify thou me in thy
own presence with the glory which I
had with thee before the world was
made" (John 17:5). Thus Father and
Son existed before there was a world
with its dimensions of space and time.
This does not mean that there was a
time before time when God existed, but
that God is eternal. God exists above
the temporal. God is He who "sits
above the circle of the earth" (I sa.
40:22), hence above all temporal affairs
of men and nations. Since God is supra
temporal, there is no inner progression
in Him from past to future and He
beholds the end from the beginning.
"For a thousand years in thy sight are
but as yesterday when it is past, or as a
watch in the night" (Ps. 90:4). God will
be after time. When time is no more and
the present heavens and the earth pass
away, God will continue to be. Again,
in some beautiful words of the psalmist:
"Of old thou didst lay the foundation of
the earth, and the heavens are the work
of thy hands. They will perish, but thou
dost endure; they will wear out like a
garment. Thou changest them like rai
ment, and they pass away; but thou art
the same, and thy years have no end"
(102:25-27).

None of this intends to suggest that
God has no relation to time. Quite the
contrary, since God made the world of
space and time and loves His creation,
He is much concerned about all tempo-

'"Another of the names of the LORD in the Old Testament is 'N 'olam, "God the
everlasting One," or "the God of eternity." At Beersheba Abraham "called ... on the
name of the LORD, the Everlasting God l 'el '{j!iim]" (Gen. 21:33).

'9 "I AM" (or "I AM WHO I AM" -the preceding words), which is related to the name of
God, YHWH, or Yahweh, and rendered "LORD" in most English translations, is derived
from the Hebrew verb havd, "to be."

JOThe repetition of th~ "I AM"-"I AM WHO I AM"-"suggests the idea of
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uninterrupted continuance and boundless duration" (Keil-Delitzsch, Commentary on the
Old Testament, 1:442-43).

. 1[ This is from the eternal perspective. We will shortly note that from the perspective of
lime, Scripture does speak of God in past, present, and future tense.

J'It can also mean "I am the present one," referringparticularly to Yahweh's presence in
covenant relationship to Israel. Another possible translation, "I WILL BE WHAT I WILL
BE" (as in RSV, NIV, NEB margins of Exod. 3:14), less adequately conveys the note of God's
present and ever-living reality.
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ral affairs. He does not hold Himself
aloof in eternity but is constantly acting
in all human occasions. By no means is
He the God of deistic thought-name
ly, one who exists in splendid isolation
and supreme indifference. Indeed the
very heart of Christian faith is that God
in the person of His Son actually en
tered our time and lived for some thirty
three years on the earth He had cre
ated. Time is not merely a passing
shadow of eternity, hence unreal to
God. Rather, He has come in the full
ness of time and lived it out to the
fullest.

To say that God is eternal and the
world is temporal might seem to imply
that God is static and inactive, whereas
the world is active and moving. That is
far from true; since God is eternally the
living God, there is continuing activity
even if it is not temporal. There is the
eternal begetting of the Son, the eternal
procession of the Spirit, eternal move
ment within the Godhead.t ' Indeed
there is a richness and abundance with
in this eternal activity that our finite and
limited activity cannot begin to approxi
mate.

Finally, the knowledge that God is
eternal gives to those who trust in Him
a great sense of God's unlimited, un
ending existence. These words of Scrip
ture take on vivid meaning: "The eter
nal God is your dwelling place, and
underneath are the everlasting arms"
(Deut. 33:27). Time may carry us on
with seemingly ever-increasing rapidity;
but those who know the eternal God
dwell in Him, and they have His sup
port and strength. Even more, since the
eternal God has entered our time and
space in Jesus Christ, He has brought
His own eternity into our hearts. We

have everlasting life. When time is no
more, we will continue to live with Him
forever.

C. God Is Unchanging

God is One who does not change.
The universe is constantly undergoing a
transition from one stage to another,
and human existence is marked by
continuing alteration. With God there is
no such mutability. "For I the LORD do
not change" (Mal. 3:6). Thus, once
more does God transcend everything in
His creation.

God is the Rock.> He does not
fluctuate from one event to the next.
There is constancy and stability in all
that He is and does. Hence, He is not
evolving from one stage to another.
There is no movement from some "pri
mordial" nature to a "consequent">'
nature in any aspect of His being. God
is not a becoming God, a growing God:
God does not change. He is "the Father
of lights with whom there is no varia
tion or shadow due to change [literally
"with whom change has no
place"I" (James I: 17). Likewise, the
New Testament declares that "Jesus
Christ is the same yesterday and today
and for ever" (Heb. 13:8). God,
whether Father or Son or Spirit, is One
who changes not.

In God there is dependability and
constancy in His being, acts, and pur
poses. The Old Testament sometimes
speaks of God as "repenting" or chang
ing His mind (e.g., Exod. 32: 14). From
the overall picture.> the outward "re
pentance" does not signify a change in
God's activity, but only His dependable
response to man's behavior. God in
variably acts the same: when man is
obedient, God blesses; when man diso-

heys. God punishes; when man con
fesses his sin, God forgives. He "re
pents"; that is, He turns in the other
direction.

Hence, God's "repentance" is not
really a change in God, but it is His
bringing to bear on the human situation
some other aspect of His being and
nature. God remains the same through
out.

It is important not to view God's
changelessness as that of hard, imper
sonal immobility. God is not like a
statue, fixed and cold, but, quite the
contrary, He relates to people. He is
not the "unmoved Mover"J7 but con
stantly moves upon and among men and
nations. The flux and flow of life are not
far away and far beneath Him. Indeed,
He freely involved Himself in the life of
a fickle and inconstant people to work
out His purpose, and in the Incarnation
He plunged totally into the maelstrom
of human events. God in His own
changelessness has experienced all the
vicissitudes of human existence. This is
the God-far from immobile and dis
tant-who does not change.

This truth about God is greatly im
portant in a world where people are
often overwhelmed by continual
changes, the turbulence of events, the
instability of life. Truly "here we have
no lasting [or "continuing" KJV] city"
(Heb. 13:14). Everything seems to
come and go, to be here one moment
and pass away the next. There is much
need for realizing that in the midst of it
all God abides unchanging, and that in
Him and Him alone there is stead
fastness and strength. "Change and
decay in all around I see; 0 Thou who
changest not, abide with me. "38 In that
attitude of prayer and assurance all of
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life takes on stability and confidence.
God is the Rock of our salvation. the
strength in all our passing years.

God is the God who does not change.

IV. THE CHARACTER OF GOD

What is God like? We have observed
His identity and His transcendence.
Now we need to reflect upon His char
acter. that is to say, His moral nature.
This consideration of God's character
stands at the very heart of the doctrine
of God.

A. God Is Holy

God is primarily the God of holiness;
this is the fundamental fact about God.
"For I am the LORD your God, the Holy
One of Israel" (Isa. 43:3). This declara
tion through the Old Testament prophet
sounds forth constantly in the biblical
witness. God is holy, indeed thrice
holy: "Holy, holy, holy is the LORD of
hosts" (Isa. 6:3). Holiness is the foun
dation of God's nature ;'? it is the back
ground for everything else we may say
about God. God is "the Holy One. "40

It is significant to note that when God
declared Himself personally to Israel as
Yahweh (the LORD), the preparation for
this was the revelation of His holiness.
He spoke first to Moses from the burn
ing bush: "Do not come near; put off
your shoes from your feet, for the place
on which you are standing is holy
ground" (Exod. 3:5). Only when Moses
was first made aware of the holiness of
God did God announce His personal
identity (vv. 13-15). Later at Mount
Sinai, preparatory to the giving of the
Law, . 'the LORD descended upon it in
fire ... and the whole mountain quaked
greatly" (19: 18). No one except Moses
and his brother Aaron was allowed to

3JSee discussion in the next chapter.
14 Deuteronomy 32:4 and elsewhere.
J5The language of A. N. Whitehead in Process and Realitv,
H E.g., see Numbers 23: 19: "God is not man, that he should lie, or a son of man, that he

should repent."
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"Aristotle's designation for deity.
"Words from the hymn, "Abide With Me," by Henry F. Lyte.
19 According to Gustav Aulen, "holiness is the foundation on which the whole conception

of God rests." See his book The Faith of the Christian Church. 103.
4"Some thirty times God is so designated in the prophecy of Isaiah.
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climb the mountain to "come up to the
L()RD, lest he break out against them"
(v. 24). Thus, deeply and forcefully all
Israel was impressed with the holiness
of God. God is a personal God, but
never is He to be treated casually, for
He is the awesome and holy God.

The God who is revealed in Jesus
Christ is the same God of holiness.
While His disciples and the multitudes
were not readily aware of this, the
demons with their supernatural percep
tion did not hesitate to cry out immedi
ately: .. Ah! What have you to do with
us, Jesus of Nazareth? Have you come
to destroy us" I know who you are, the
Holy One of God" (Luke 4:34). Later,
Peter could say for himself and others:
"We have believed, and have come to
know, that you are the Holy One of
God" (John 6:69). Jesus is God in
person, the Holy Lord.

It is sometimes assumed that the Old
Testament depicts a God of holiness,
whereas the New Testament depicts a
God of love. This is an unfortunate
misapprehension, for the God of the
New Testament is the same holy God.
"I am holy" is the language of both
Leviticus 11:44 and I Peter I: 16. Also,
Jesus' apostles were "holy apostles"
(Eph, 3:5), the Christian calling is a
"holy calling" (2 Tim. I :9), and the
new Jerusalem is "the holy city" (Rev.
21:2). In one of the New Testament's
most vivid passages (Heb. 12:18-29), a
connection is made between Israelites
standing before the holy God at Mount
Sinai and Christians standing symboli
cally before Mount Zion, "the city of
the living God" (v. 22), with the cli
mactic statement being that "our God is
a consuming fire." There is no differ
ence between the God of Sinai and The
God of Zion: He is throughout a "con-

suming fire." Indeed, further depths of
the divine holiness arc shown in the
New Testament. The whole marvel of
redemption, which is the heart of the
gospel, can be understood only against
the background of the holy God who is
not able to tolerate sin. The death of
Jesus is the ultimate revelation of God's
holiness in its consuming fire against the
aggregate of the world's unholiness and
evil.

Let us now look more closely at the
significance of the holiness of God.
Basically it points to God's awesome
ness and majesty. God is God and not
man. His whole being is so totally
other.v' so awesome, so majestic as to
overwhelm man. Jacob in a dream
beheld the Lord and the angels of God
ascending and descending a ladder be
tween heaven and earth and awakened
to cry: "How awesome is this place!
This is none other than the house of
God, and this is the gate of heaven"
(Gen. 28:17). Joshua fell on his face and
worshiped as he heard the same word
that earlier came to Moses: "Put off
your shoes from your feet; for the place
where you stand is holy" (Josh. 5: 15).
John on the isle of Patmos beheld the
majestic Lord: "His face was like the
sun shining in full strength.... I fell at
his feet as though dead" (Rev. I: 16
17). Such accounts as these set forth
God's utter majesty and the response of
total awe evoked in His presence.

The "fear of the Lord," a frequent
biblical expression, points in the direc
tion of the proper attitude before the
Lord. "Fear" in these contexts is not
related to fright or apprehension, that
is, being afraid of God, but to the
attitude of profound reverence and awe
before God. Fear of the Lord is not an
attitude befitting only the sinner, an

attitude that will disappear when salva
tion occurs. Rather. this fear is to
continue throughout life. Paul speaks of
the fear of the Lord in his own life:
"Knowing the fear of the Lord, we
persuade men" (2 Cor. 5: II), and he
tells believers to "work out" their
salvation "with fear and trembling"
(phil. 2:12). Indeed, beyond this life the
saints in glory sing forth: "Who shall
not fear and glorify thy name, 0 Lord?
For thou alone art holy" (Rev. 15:4).
Truly, the fear of the Lord is man's
rightful attitude both now and forever.

The holiness of God also points to the
divine purity. God Himself is "of purer
eyes than to behold evil" (Hab, I: 13).
At the heart of the divine majesty is the
white and brilliant light of His utter
purity. There is in God utterly no taint
of anything unclean or impure, In the
Old Testament tabernacle the ark of the
covenant, representing the divine pres
ence, was overlaid with pure gold
both the mercy seat and the cherubim,
It was from above the mercy seat and
between the cherubim that God spoke
His commandments to Moses (Exod,
25:10-22). The pure gold symbolized
the presence of the pure and holy God
of Israel. Later Solomon built the tem
ple, its holy place being overlaid with
pure gold and its lampstand, basins, and
other furnishings also made of gold
(2 Chron. 3-4). Earlier, the Israelites
had been given many rites and ceremo
nies of purification for priests and peo
ple (e.g., see the Holiness Code of Lev.
17-26). Anything that defiled a person,
whether outwardly or inwardly, pre
vented him from approaching God and
His dwelling place. All of this was to
demonstrate that the pure and holy God
of Israel was calling for His people to
show forth His own total purity. One
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further thing should be mentioned: the
Passover lamb was to be without blem
ish (Exod. 12:5). This carried over into
the New Testament where Christ "our
Passover lamb" (l Cor. 5:7 NIV) was
sacrificed; He was "a lamb without
blemish or spot" (l Peter 1:19). All of
this sets forth in ever-increasing manner
the purity and holiness of God.

God's people, then, are to be a pure
and holy people.v However, it must be
much more than external purity. In
deed, Jesus spoke out strongly against
those who "cleanse the outside of the
cup" but inwardly were filled with "all
manner of uncleanness" (Matt. 23:25
26). Jesus came proclaiming that what
God wanted was purity of heart:
"Blessed are the pure in heart, for they
shall see God" (5:8). And it is the blood
of Jesus, finally, that so purifies from
evil within that people may again be
hold the pure and holy God.

Next, and in close conjunction with
the holiness of God, is His righteous
ness, First, this refers to what God is in
Himself. God is a God of total integrity
and uprightness. "Good and upright is
the Lord" (Ps. 25:8). The divine nature
is that of absolute rectitude. Wrongdo
ing is foreign to His life and action.
"Righteousness will go before him, and
make his footsteps a way" (85:13).
Hence, righteousness is an aspect of
His holiness that highlights the moral
dimension.

Second, righteousness applies to the
way in which God relates to man. God
expects His people to demonstrate
uprightness; indeed "righteousness
guards him whose way is upright"
(Prov. 13:6). So that His people may
know what His righteousness entails,
He gave them His laws and ordi
nances.s ' When they depart from His

4 I The basic connotation of holy and holiness in the Old Testament is that of
separation/apartness from the common, mundane, profane things of everyday life. This is
true of God in His total otherness. also of persons and things set apart for Him and His
service.
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4) The church, the "bride" of Christ, is intended to be "holy and without blemish" (Eph.
5:27).

41 How closely holiness and righteousness are related is evidenced in the account of God's
hOliness on Mount Sinai with the warnings to Israel not to set foot on the mount (Exod. 19)
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and the giving of the Ten Commandments and the ordinances after that (chs. 20-23).
Holiness overflows in righteousness.

44Justice may be spoken of as the execution of righteousness.
45Note the words of Abraham: "Shall not the Judge of all the earth do right?"

46 But even the oath sworn to them came out of God's elective love as Deuteronomy later
says: "Behold, to the LORD your God belong heaven and the heaven of heavens, the earth
with all that is in it; yet the LORD set his heart in love upon your fathers" (10:14-15). Note
also the continuation of this love in the words that follow: "and chose their descendants
after them, you above all peoples, as at this day" (v. 15).

4 J Also see Isaiah 63:7-9 (especially v. 9).
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way, punishment must follow, for
God's righteousness cannot tolerate
any unrighteousness in man. The su
preme demonstration of God's right
eousness lies in the Cross where the
righteous anger of God was poured out
on all the evil of mankind vicariously
borne by Jesus Christ in His death.

Since God is righteous, God's people
are those who continue to seek right
eousness: "Blessed are those who hun
ger and thirst for righteousness," for
truly "they shall be satisfied" (Matt.
5:6). This call to righteousness far ex
ceeds the keeping of the Old Testament
law; it has become the way of internal
righteousness as summarized in the
Sermon on the Mount. Ultimately the
call is: "Be perfect, as your heavenly
Father is perfect" (Matt. 5:48). God
desires no less of His people.

Finally, we have to consider God's
justice. How closely connected this is
with righteousness may be noted in the
affirmation "Righteousness and justice
are the foundation of thy throne" (Ps.
89:14; 97:2). If God is enthroned in
holiness, then the foundation of that
throne is righteousness and justice. Jus
tice emerges from righteousness,« not
as describing God in Himself (as right
eousness does in part), but in His
relationship to man whereby He is, first
of all, fair and equitable in all His ways.
With God there is evenhandedness in
His relationship to all peoples. Paul,
speaking of how God deals equally with
both Jew and Greek, adds, "God shows
no partiality" (Rom. 2: II). The Israel
ites, to be sure, were God's chosen
people, but this did not mean that He
"played favorites" with them. Indeed,
they were designated by Him to be
examples of His justice before all peo
ples: "You shall not pervert justice;

you shall not show partiality: and you
shall not take a bribe, for a bribe blinds
the eyes of the wise and subverts the
cause of the righteous. Justice, and only
justice, you shall follow ... " (Deut.
16:19-20). The just and impartial God
calls for justice in every practice.

Moreover, God in His justice renders
to each person according to his works.
God is "the Judge of all the earth"
(Gen. 18:25),45 and accordingly metes
out both penalties and rewards: "To
those who by patience in well-doing
seek for glory and honor and immortali
ty, he will give eternal life; but for those
who are factious and do not obey the
truth, but obey wickedness, there will
be wrath and fury" (Rom. 2:7-8). Paul
calls this the "righteous judgment" of
God (v. 5). Truly salvation is through
faith, but judgment is according to
works. Accordingly, there will be a
Judgment Day when all peoples will
stand before the throne of God and
receive according to what they have
done. But in everything, there will be
total justice, for God isjust and His Son
Jesus, who has borne our judgment, will
Himself be the Judge.

In addition, God in His justice is
particularly concerned about the
abused and downtrodden of earth:
"The LORD maintains the cause of the
afflicted, and executes justice for the
needy" (Ps, 140:12). Those whose
rights are violated by the powerful of
earth find in God their champion. The
Lord is the Vindicator; He "works
vindication and justice for all who are
oppressed" (Ps. 103:6). For it is His
will, as One who is just and righteous in
everything, to see that all people share
in the good things He provides and are
treated as brothers and sisters of one
another. Likewise God calls upon His

people to share His concern for all
mankind. In the majestic words spoken
through the prophet Amos: "Let justice
roll down like waters, and righteous
ness like an everftowing stream" (Amos
5:24).

The foundational fact about God's
character is that He is holy, righteous,
and just in Himself and in all His ways.

B. God Is Love

God is centrally the God of love.
Love is the very essence of the divine
nature: "God is love" (I John 4:8). The
God who revealed Himself to prophets
and apostles, and supremely in Jesus
Christ, is the God of love.

In the Old Testament the love of God
is early declared in His choice of Israel
to be His own people and in His deliver
ance of them from bondage in Egypt.
For His choosing Israel there is no
explanation given outside of God's
love: "The LORD your God has chosen
you to be a people for his own posses
sion, out of all the peoples that are on
the face of the earth. It was not because
you were more in number than any
other people that the LORD set his love
upon you and chose you, for you were
the fewest of all peoples; but it is
because the LORD loves you .. , "
(Deut. 7:6-8). To this is added that God
is honoring the oath He swore to their
fathers.« But the central and inexplica
ble fact is the love of God. It is evident
too that this love of God was not based
on anything merit-worthy in Israel: they
were "the fewest," and to this might be
added, they were surely not more right
eous than others. God loved because
His nature is love, not because Israel
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was a people who peculiarly deserved
it.

This love of God, accordingly. is the
background for the deliverance of
God's people from Egypt. The passage
above continues: "[because the LORD
loves you] ... the LORD has brought
you out with a mighty hand, and re
deemed you from the house of bond
age" (Deut. 7:8). In another place the
Lord spoke through Moses to the Isra
elites: "You have seen what I did to the
Egyptians and how I bore you on
eagles' wings and brought you to my
self' (Exod. 19:4). The love and tender
care of God for Israel is herein set forth
beautifully and memorably. Later in
Israel's history God spoke through the
prophet Isaiah: "Because you are pre
cious in my eyes, and honored, and I
love you, I give men in return for you,
peoples in exchange for you life" (lsa.
43:4).47 Finally, one of the most moving
passages is in Hosea: "When Israel was
a child, I loved him, and out of Egypt I
called my son ... it was I who taught
Ephraim to walk, I took them up in my
arms . . . I led them with cords of
compassion, with the bands of love"
(11:1, 3-4). Then the Lord cried in the
midst of Israel's idolatry and impending
judgment: "How can I give you up, a
Ephraim! How can I hand you over. a
Israel!" (v. 8).

In the New Testament this love of
God that is not based on anything of
merit is further heightened and inten
sified in the person and work of Jesus
Christ. As in the Old Testament record,
there is a special love of Jesus for those
whom He has chosen. In the Upper
Room Jesus washed the feet of His
disciples, for "having loved his own
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4K Luther once described it as "a furnace and blaze of such love that it fills heaven and
earth" (as quoted in E. Brunner, The Christian Doctrine of God. 185, from Luther, Works.
36. 424).

'9S ee Anders Nygren's book Agape and Eros for a comprehensive exposition of how
these two loves are related. On a more popular level, see C. S. Lewis' Four Loves. Lewis
discusses love in terms of affection, friendship, eros, and charity.

soFor example, in the initial call of Abraham God promised a blessing not only upon
Abraham but through him upon "all the families of the earth" (Gen. 12:3).

\ "One possible exception to this is Isaiah 48: 14: "The LORD loves him." The context may
Suggest Cyrus, the Persian king; however, the words could also refer to Israel (see v. 12).

wh« were in the world. he loved them
III the cnd" t.lohn 13: I). Later He
added. in referring to His near death.
'"(ireater love has no man than this,
that a man lay down his life for his
friends" (John 15:13). None of the
disciples deserved this love, but Jesus
went right on loving even to His death
on the cross. However, the greatness of
this love cannot be measured only by
Jesus' willingness to die for His
"friends." for this could mean no more
than that He died a martyr's death. The
love of God in Jesus far exceeds this.
As the New Testament proclaims in so
many ways, it was a death for unde
serving sinners: "Christ died for the
ungodly ... God shows his love for us
in that while we were yet sinners Christ
died for us" (Rom. 5:6, 8). The full
dimensions of that love, however, can
be appreciated only in the knowledge
that in His death for sinners He was
also vicariously bearing the total weight
of their punishment. In love He trod the
winepress of the wrath of the Holy God
poured out in judgment on the sins of
the whole world. Yet, in love, He went
ail the way. So vast, so immeasura
ble,4K so unimaginable is the love of
God in Jesus Christ!

It is apparent, then, that the content
of the affirmation that God is love can
be apprehended only in the light of this
final revelation in the cross of Christ.
Indeed, shortly after the staterru;;t in
I John that "God is love," the passage
continues: "In this is love, not that we
loved God but that he loved us and sent
his Son to be the expiation for our sins"
(4: 10). The love of God for the people of
Israel pointed in this direction, but until
the death of God's Son on Calvary the
fullness of his love could not have been
known.

The love of God is active, seeking,
self-giving-totally unrelated to either
the merit or the response of those He
loves. It goes all the way in caring,
bearing, suffering. As the life of Jesus
demonstrates, it is a love, a compas
sion, that reaches out to every person:
the poor, the maimed, the blind. "I
have compassion on the multitude"
(Matt. 15:32 KJv)-indeed not as a mass
of people but as individuals who were
laden with needs. He even taught peo
ple to love their enemies and to pray for
those who persecuted them (5:44). In
His own life and death Jesus vividly
demonstrated this. While suffering and
dying on the cross, He prayed for His
torturers: "Father, forgive them"
(Luke 23:34).

The love of God, agape in the New
Testament, is totally different from the
love that seeks its own fulfillment. The
Greeks had another word for the lat
ter-namely, eros. Eros (never used in
the New Testament) is primarily a pas
sionate love that desires another per
son; it seeks fulfillment in the other.
Eros may rise beyond the sensual level
to a passion for many things such as
music, art, and beauty. In some mysti
cal thinking it is the impulsion of the
soul beyond the world of sense and
reason to seek the ultimately real. But
in every case eros is the love that gives
itself only because it finds fulfillment or
value in that which is loved. There is
nothing as such wrong with eros; it is
natural love on many levels. But it is
totally different from agape: the love
that loves, seeking no self-fulfillment;
the love that is not based on the worth
iness of the object; the love that loves
the unlovely, the unbeautiful, even the
repulsive; the love that gets nothing in

return except crucifixion-the amazing,
astounding love of God!4Y

NoW it is important to add that the
love of God in Christ expands from a
particular love to love for the whole
world. Although in the Old Testament it
is evident that God had a concern for all
nations,'o His love was focused on
Israel. The word love is never used of
God in the Old Testament for any
others than Israel.' I But in the New
Testament all this expands universally;
the love of God is clearly directed to all
mankind. The key verse, of course, is
.. For God so loved the world that he
gave his only Son, that whoever be
lieves in him should not perish but have
eternal life" (John 3: 16). The focus has
become "the world," and, with an
intensity far beyond anything regarding
Israel, God loved the world so much
that He gave His only begotten Son.

Let us now seek to summarize some
aspects of the love of God. First, it is
the nature of God to love. One does not
need to go behind some loving action
and ask why God did it. Since God is
love, love is His self-expression. We
have noted that God is holy, even thrice
holy; yet it is never said that God is
holiness. Love is the very essence of
God. It is not that love is God (which is
an idolatrous statement), but that God
is love.

Second, the love of God is spontane
ous. God loves because love is His very
nature; the world does not necessitate
that love. For God in Himself is love
eternally-the mutuality of love be
tween Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.
Thus He does not need a world to
express that love. He did not create the
world and man in order to have some
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necessary outlet for expressing His
love. God is love-with or without a
world. His love is spontaneous and
free.

Third, and this logically follows,
God's love is never self-seeking but
_always self-giving. He does not love a
particular people or mankind at large
because He "gets something out of it."
It is totally a love that, regardless of the
worth or response of the object, keeps
on giving itself.

Fourth, the content of the divine love
can be apprehended only in God's ac
tion. It is not a love that can be
understood abstractly through many
definitions and calculations. The con
tent is to be taken from the action,
supremely what God did in Jesus
Christ. "In this is love" (l John 4:10).

Fifth, the love of God is unfathoma
ble. When all has been said about God's
love, we are still left with its unfathom
able quality. Paul, after praying that the
Ephesians might be "grounded in love"
and that they might "have power to
comprehend with all the saints what is
the breadth and length and height and
depth," adds, "and to know the love of
Christ which surpasses knowledge"
(Eph. 3:17-19). The vast extent of
God's love and its knowledge-surpass
ing character in Jesus Christ points up
the limitless, unfathomable nature of
the divine love.

This leads us now to some other
terms that are expressions of the love of
God. The first of these is grace. In the
Old Testament God declared Himself to
be a gracious God by saying to Moses,
"I will be gracious to whom I will be
gracious" (Exod. 33:19). Later, on
Mount Sinai, where Moses again re-
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"E.g., see Psalms 103:8; 145:8.
'Jit is not found in the synoptic Gospels or elsewhere in the Fourth Gospel.
)4 Mercy may be spoken of as grace in action.
'j Here (and in verses to follow) I have substituted for "steadfast love" (RSV)

"lovingkindness" as in the KJV and NASH. However, "steadfast love" is a quite possible
tran~latlOn of the Hebrew word hesed and will be noted as conveying an important aspect of
God s lovingkindness. The word hesei] is by far the most commonly used term for love in the
Old Testament. A form of the statement "The LORD is gracious and merciful, slow to anger

and abounding in lovingkindness" is often repeated. See Numbers 14:18; Psalms 86:15;
145:8; Joel 2: 13; Jonah 4:2.
. "In some theological treatments the goodness of God is viewed as the generic attribute of

CJod that includes love, grace, and mercy. Although such an arrangement is possible, it
seems difficult to consider love a subcategory of goodness. The Scriptures affirm that God is
love (never that God is goodness); hence it would seem better to view goodness under the
headIng of love, even as the final summing up statement.
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ceivcd the commandments, God further
spoke of Himself: "The I.m(\), the
LORD, a God merciful and gracious"
(Exod. 34:6). Often thereafter the Lord
is described as "gracious and merci
ful. "" However, the word grace itself
is especially connected with the life and
ministry of Jesus Christ. In the New
Testament the word first appears in the
prologue of the Gospel of John:') '"And
the Word became flesh and dwelt
among us, full of grace and truth ....
And from his fulness have we all re
ceived, grace upon grace" (john 1:14,
16). In the Book of Acts and the remain
der of the New Testament the word
occurs over 120 times. Frequently it is
"the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ"
(e.g., Rom. 16:20), or "grace, mercy,
and peace from God the Father and
Christ Jesus our Lord" (e.g., I Tim.
I :2). Thus, "grace upon grace" is par
ticularly associated with Jesus Christ
and points both to His manner of life
and His sacrificial death.

The word grace speaks of the way in
which God in Christ has condescended
to us, It highlights that aspect of God's
love that refers to His self-giving re
gardless of merit. Accordingly, it points
up the way wherein God in His love has
gone beyond His revelation of the law
to Moses to bring salvation in Jesus
Christ. "For the law was given through
Moses; grace and truth came through
Jesus Christ" (john I: 17). The law
given through Moses, for all its moral
majesty in setting forth God's will for
His people, was not kept by Israel.
Israel did not have a "heart" for it; they
continually disobeyed and finally went

into captivity. In Jesus Christ came that
'"grace upon grace" by which God
brought hope and salvation to all men in
their disobedience and lostness. "By
grace you have been saved" (Eph. 2:8)
is a glorious New Testament declara
tion.

Mercy is closely connected with
grace. This has already been noted in
the Old Testament and in the New
Testament expression "grace, mercy,
and peace." Mercy embodies within
itself especially compassion, forbear
ance, and forgiveness. God is one who
in mercy delivers His people from their
enemies, provides for their needs, and
is longsuffering in His relationship with
thern.> He remembers His covenant
with His people and comes to their
succor in many a situation. Jesus often
showed mercy by healing the sick,
feeding the hungry, even raising the
dead. But at the heart of mercy is
forgiveness (e.g., see Matt. 18:23-35)
and God's gift of salvation, "But God,
who is rich in mercy, out of the great
love with which he loved us, even when
we were dead through our trespasses,
made us alive together with Christ"
(Eph, 2:4-5). With the psalmist we can
surely cry, "Great is thy mercy, 0
Lord" (Ps. 119:156).

Next, we may note the loving
kindness of God. In the Old Testament
God is frequently spoken of as one who
"abounds in lovingkindness." The
words of God to Moses that begin,
"The LORD, the LORD, a God merciful
and gracious" continue with "slow to
anger, and abounding in loving
kindness" and faithfulness, keeping

lovingkindne,s for thousands, forgiving
iniquity and transgression and sin."
(Exod. 34:6-7). This lovingkindness of
God is particularly related to God's
enkring into covenant with His people.
He speaks in the Ten Commandments
of "xhowirtg lovingkindness to thou
sands of those" who love Him and keep
His commandments (Exod. 20:6; Deut.
5: 10). These words "the LORD, the
LORD" are spoken when God again gave
the tables of the Law. God is "the
faithful God who keeps covenant and
lovingkindness with those who Jove him
and keep his commandments to a thou
sand generations" (Deut. 7:9). Hence,
this lovingkindness of the Lord is stead
fast. unshakable, enduring for those
who respond in love and obedience to
His commandments. In all of this a
mutuality of relationship between God
and His people is presupposed. The
most ringing affirmation of this loving
kindness, this steadfast love, is found in
the refrain of each verse of Psalm 136.
Beginning with God Himself, then His
wonders in creation, and finally the
redemption of His people, the psalmist
concludes: "0 give thanks to the God
of heaven, for His lovingkindness en
dures for ever" (v. 26).

This lovingkindness of God carries
over into the New Testament with such
a statement as "when the goodness and
loving kindness of God our Savior ap
peared, he saved us" (Titus 3:4). This
again is connected with God's cove
nant: it was "to perform the mercy
promised to our fathers, and to remem
ber his holy covenant" (Luke 1:72).
The word mercy in this context conveys
the note of God's steadfast love and
kindness to His people. In Jesus Christ
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the people of God find this continuing,
enduring love both now and for eter
nity.

The final word to express the love of
God is goodness.w That God is good is
the ringing affirmation of the biblical
witness throughout: "0 give thanks to
the LORD, for he is good" (Ps. 118: I).
"Praise the LORD, for the LORD is good"
(Ps. 135:3). The Lord is good in Him
self. Moreover, His goodness is con
stantly manifested to His creatures. The
LORD is good to all, and His compassion
is over all that He has made" (Ps.
145:9). Thus as the expression of His
innate goodness, He overflows in out
ward goodness, or benevolence, to all
creation.

The goodness of God is clearly re
lated to His grace, mercy, and loving
kindness. Concerning grace, the psalm
ist cries, "Praise the LORD, for the
LORD is good; sing to his name, for he is
gracious" (Ps. 135:3). Concerning
mercy as forgiveness, he says, "For
thou, 0 Lord, art good and forgiving"
(Ps. 86:5). Concerning lovingkindness,
he proclaims, "For the LORD is good;
his lovingkindness endures for ever"
(Ps. 100:5). The "goodness of God" is a
simple but moving expression that
gathers up many facets of the nature of
God.

Jesus Himself is to the highest degree
the embodiment of the divine goodness.
This is set forth particularly in the
imagery of the shepherd. According to
the Shepherd Psalm, "surely goodness
and mercy shall follow me all the days
of my life" (23:6). This goodness and
mercy is found supremely in Jesus, for
He says, "I am the good shepherd; I
know my own and my own know me
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"These Will he ll>nslder('i! 111 :\ l.ucr chapter.
'·'I'.. g .. 'ee h:(I,<1] ""1'> ""the' (1\,,1 ot trurh ."

59It will be recalled that men "by their wickedness suppress the truth" (Rom. I: IH) of
God's revelation in creation; nonetheless, what God reveals is true.

bOThe KJV has "truth." God's faithfulness, as we are noting, is an aspect of His truth. God
is true to His people; He will continue with them.
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... and I lay down mv iifc for the
sheep" (John 1():14·1~) What great
goodness: to know personally and inti
mately those who belong to Him. What
great mercy: to lay down Hi" life for
those who have strayed far away!
Jesus, the Good Shepherd. is the incar
nation of the Father's goodness.

This goodness of God is to be
affirmed against anv VICIV that would
suggest some evil in ( iod Himself or
that He is the author or ~':lII"l~ of evil.
There is nol sorue dark side ,)f Gnd,
some shadowy quality that precipitates
ways or acts of violence or some
demonic force within that grips Him at
times. For whatever there is of evil in
the universe (and truly there is much in
multiple forms and expressions) cannot
come from the God who is totally good.
There must be other explanations." We
may trust totally in the goodness of
God.

Indeed, one of the great affirmation"
of the New Testament is that "in every
thing God works for good with those
who love him" (Rom. 8:28) Hence
whatever of misfortune, suffering, or
loss, whatever kinds of evil may come
against the believer. God is working for
good through it all. The goodness of
God, regardless of outward circum
stance, will prevail'

Thus we may appropriately cio-,e this
discussion of Gods love with the beau
tiful words of the psalmist: '0 taste and
see that the LORD is good!" (1',>, 34:81.
The goodness of the Lord is :1 delight to
be enjoyed-hoth now and always.

C. God Is a God of Truth

We come finally to the recognition
that God is the God of truth," He is the
only true God: He IS One of complete
integrity, dependabilit y, anti faithful-

ness: and He bids all mankind to walk
in His truth.

God is, in the first place, the only true
God. There are many so-called gods,
hut there is only one "living and true
God." Paul wrote to the Thessalonians:
"You turned to God from idols, to
serve a living and true God" (I Thess.
I :9). The Old Testament is quite em
phatic that "the LORD is the true God"
LIeI'. 10: 10): and in the New Testament
Jesus prayed to God the Father as "the
only true God" (John 17:3). There are
indeed "many 'gods' and many
'lords' - yet for us there is one God, the
Father" (I Cor. 8:5-6). This is a strong
affirmation of biblical and Christian
faith.

The true God has been fully revealed
in Jesus Christ and nowhere else. The
Word that became flesh was "full of
grace and truth" (John I: 14). At every
moment in His life and ministry, Jesus
was disclosing the fullness of truth.
Thus He could say, "I am the way, and
the truth, and the life; no one comes to
the Father but by me" (John 14:6).
Jesus Christ is the incarnation of the
true and living God.

Hence, we dare not turn in the slight
est degree from the God revealed in the
Old Testament as LORD and made flesh
in Jesus Christ. There is no other living
and true God. To view the "gods" of
the world religions as being identical
with God is quite erroneous. "For all
the gods of the peoples are idols" (Ps.
96:51. The God of Christian faith is the
only true God.

God as the God of truth is, in the
second place, the God of complete
integrity. Because He is the very foun
tain of truth, there can be in Him
nothing of untruth. He is true in His
being, actions, and words; there is
absolutely no deception or falsehood.

What is disclosed in His general revela
tion is truth, however much people
suppress it. 5 9 Further, what He sets
forth in His special revelation through
His word is true: "The word of the
LORD is true" (Ps. 141:6), God does
nothing that is false; a lie is impossible
to His nature. "God is not man, that he
should lie" (Num. 23: 19); again, "Let
God be true though every man be false
[literally, "a liar"]" (Rom. 3:4). With
God there is no dissimulation, no shad
ing of the truth, no understatement or
overstatement; in everything there is
total integrity.

Accordingly, God calls His people to
the same kind of integrity and honesty.
There is to be no deceit, no hypocrisy,
no dissimulation in any of their words
and actions, Carelessness in words and
exaggeration of facts do not belong to
the Christian walk. "Let what you say
be simply 'Yes' or 'No'; anything more
than this comes from evil" (Matt. 5:37),
Slander, gossip, and bearing false wit
ness are ruled out for anyone who
serves the God of total integrity. In a
world of propaganda, deceptive adver
tising, and undercover actions, it is
difficult for the Christian church and the
individual to live with integrity. But
God has called the church to be "the
pillar and bulwark of the truth" (I Tim.
3:15). The God of truth expects nothing
less.

The God of truth is, in the third
place, the God of complete dependabil
ity. The world that He has made with its
regular revolution around the sun, its
laws and structures, its days and sea
sons, is a dependable and sure world.
One can rely on it because God is a
dependable God. His word is sure;
everything in it is trustworthy and reli
able. Moreover, His promises are like-
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wise sure; not one can fail. They may
not always be fulfilled as expected; they
may be long in coming to fruition, but
their future is certain. God can invari
ably be counted on.

Closely connected with dependability
is a fourth quality-faithfulness. One of
the great themes' of the Bible is the
faithfulness of God. We have noted the
memorable words of God to Moses that
begin, "The LORD, the LORD" and in
clude "abounding in lovingkindness
and faithfulness" (Exod. 34:6-7)."0 The
faithfulness of God, while related to His
lovingkindness (or "steadfast love"),
conveys the note of God's unwavering
commitment to maintain His relation to
His people: to stay with them through
"thick and thin, " Because of God's
faithfulness and truth, He will not break
His covenant relationship. He will
never leave His people nor forsake
them. He may bring punishment and
suffering on them for their sins; He may
even seem to desert them totally at
times, but through it all God remains
faithful and true. One of the great
testimonies to God's faithfulness is
found in the Book of Lamentations, the
book of sorrows and griefs over the
desolation of Jerusalem. Jeremiah had
cried out in agony, "Remember my
affliction and my bitterness, the worm
wood and the gall!" (Lam. 3: 19), Then
the prophet added, "But this I call to
mind, and therefore I have hope: the
lovingkindness [or "steadfast love"] of
the LORD never ceases, his mercies
never come to an end; they are new
every morning; great is thy faithful
ness" (3:21-23). Great is Thy faithful
ness!

In the New Testament the same kind
of faithfulness is seen. God has estab
lished a new covenant in Jesus Christ,
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who, says Paul. "will sustain you to the
end, guiltless in the day of our Lord
Jesus Christ. God is faithful" (1 Cor.
I :~-9). The marvel is that whatever our
faithlessness, He does not renege on us.
"If we are faithless, he remains faith
ful" (2 Tim. 2: 13). In Jesus Christ we
have a faithful God; in Him we have
this sure promise: "Lo , I am with you
alway, even unto the end of the world"
(Matt. 2~:20 KJV).

In all of this, God's faithfulness is an
aspect of His being the God of truth.
The statement quoted above from
2 Timothy concludes, "For he cannot
deny himself' (2: 13). God is true to His
covenant, true to His promises, true to
His people; else He would be denying
Himself as the God of truth. The true
God remains faithful in everything and
forever. In this we may greatly re
joicer»

God is truth, and He bids us all to
walk in His truth. God is our Light:
"come, let us walk in the light of the
LORD" (Isa. 2:5). Jesus Christ is "the
light of life" (John 8:12); let us walk in
His light and His truth. Finally, the
Holy Spirit is "the Spirit of truth"
whom Jesus promises "will guide [us]
into all the truth" (John 16:13).

God is the God of truth.

V. THE PERFECTIONS OF GOD

In this section we will consider God's
omnipotence, omniscience, and omni-

presence--or God as almighty, all
wise, and everywhere present. These
attributes of God may be spoken of as
His perfections in that they represent
the perfection or totality of what man
knows and experiences in himself. Man
is limited in his power, wisdom, and
presence; God is not. These three attri
butes accordingly represent divine per
fections.s-

A. God Is Omnipotent

God is all-powerful. Throughout
Scripture there is the continuing attesta
tion to God as the God of all power and
might. He shows Himself as mighty in
His creation: "Ah Lord GOD! It is thou
who hast made the heavens and the
earth by thy great power ... " (Jer.
32:17). He is mighty in His providential
activity wherein He sustains the uni
verse, "upholding the universe by his
word of power" (Heb. I :3). He is
mighty in His redemption of Israel:
"Thy right hand, 0 LORD, glorious in
power, thy right hand, 0 LORD, shatters
the enemy" (Exod. 15:6). He is mighty
in the salvation of believers by the
gospel: "It is the power of God for
salvation to everyone who has faith"
(Rom. I: 16). He is mighty in the life of
the believer. Paul speaks of "the im
measurable greatness of his power in
US6 3 who believe" (Eph. 1:19). He is
mighty in the resurrection and exalta
tion of Christ: " ... the working of his

1!reat might which he accomplished in
('hrist when he raised him from the
dead and made him sit at his right hand
in the heavenly places" (1: 19-20). He
will be mighty in the coming age: "'I
am the Alpha and Omega,' says the
LORD God, who is and who was and
who is to come, the Almighty" (Rev.
I.S).

It is significant that the word Al
mit-:hty occurs frequently in the books
of Genesis and Revelations- -the be
ginning of God's dealings with the patri
archs Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob and
the climax of all things in bringing this
age to its consummation. The disclo
sure in Genesis of God as almighty has
to do with the Abrahamic covenant: "I
am God Almighty; walk before me, and
be blameless. And I will make my
covenant between me and you" (17: 1
2).65 Thus God is all-powerful to fulfill
His covenant of blessing; it will surely
be accomplished. In the Book of Reve
lation the God who reigns over all
history and in whose hands the future is
certain is the Lord God Almighty. The
most frequent use of the term Almighty,
however, is in the Book of JOb6 6

wherein God in His awesome power is
shown to be far beyond Job's compre
hension.s"

For God as the all-powerful One,
nothing is too difficult to accomplish;
nothing is beyond His capability. God
declares about Himself: "Is anything
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too hard for the LORD'?" (Gen. IX: 14).
Job, after his long and arduous encoun
ter with the Almighty, said to the Lord,
"I know that thou canst do all things"
(Job 42:2). Jeremiah the prophet said to
the Lord, "Nothing is too hard for
thee" (Jer. 32:17). The angel Gabriel
declared to Mary, "For with God noth
ing will be impossible" (Luke 1:37).
And Jesus Himself said to His disciples,
"With God all things are possible"
(Matt. 19:26). God verily is the God of
omnipotence-both in actuality and in
possibility.

But here I must be quick to add that
this is not omnipotence in the sense of
sheer power. For the God who is Al
mighty is the God whose character is
holiness, love, and truth.ss Therefore,
He does, and will do, only those things
that are in harmony with who He is. To
say it is impossible for God to do wrong
or evil does not limit His omnipotence
anymore than, for example, to say it is
impossible for God to will His own
nonexistence. These are moral and logi
cal contradictions to the very being and
nature of Almighty God. In the Scrip
tures, over and over, God's omnipo
tence is associated with His character.
To illustrate: the Almighty will not act
unjustly. "Does God pervert justice'?
Or does the Almighty pervert the
right?" (Job 8:3). The Almighty is a
compassionate refuge for His faithful
ones, for he "who abides in the shadow

61 Berkhof says it well; "The faithfulness of God is of the utmost practical significance to
the people of God. It is the ground of their confidence, the foundation of their hope, and the
cause of their rejoicing. It saves them from the despair to which their own unfaithfulness
might easily lead, gives them courage to carryon in spite of their failure, and fills their hearts
with joyful anticipations, even when they are deeply conscious they have forfeited all the
blessings of God" (L. Berkhof, Systematic Theology, 70).

620f course, God is also perfect in His character-His holiness, love, and truth. I am
using the term perfections to refer not to character but to attributes of a nonmoral quality. In
a sense they are also attributes of transcendence like infinite, eternity, and unchangingness.
However, unlike those attributes, they represent a totality of what man has in part
namely, power, wisdom, and spatial presence (he does not share in infinity, eternity, and
unchangingness). If the expression did not seem awkward, one might refer to the three
"ornni's" as the totalities of God. We will stay with "perfections" as probably the most
helpful term to use.

6JOr "toward us" (NASH), Greek cis hemas.

70

64Six times in Genesis, nine times in Revelation. The Hebrew expression in Genesis is '£'1
saddav . "God Almighty." ("Almighty" is the common translation although recently there
has arisen the interpretation among many of sadday as "mountain," hence "God of the
mountain" [see TWOT. 2:907). I do not believe the evidence warrants such a translation). In
Revelation the word translated "Almighty" is pantokrator (also elsewhere in the New
Testament).

6'These words spoken to Abraham contain the first reference to God as 'N sadday .. For
Isaac, see Genesis 28;3; for Jacob, Genesis 35:11; 43;14; 48:3; 49:25. God later said to
Moses, " 'I appeared to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob as God Almighty' " (Exod. 6:3).

66Thirty-one out of forty-eight times in the Old Testament. "Almighty" is found in the
New Testament ten times, 2 Corinthians being the only instance outside of Revelation.

67 "The Almighty" is the common expression in Job. It is the name used by Job as well as
his friends- Eliphaz (5; 17), Bildad (8;3), Zophar (II :7), and Elihu (32:8). The name is last
SPoken by God Himself: "Shall a faultfinder contend with the Almighty')" (40:2).

6' Recall the preceding section.

71



h9Cf. Revelation 15:3: "Great and wonderful are thy deeds, 0 Lord God the Almighty!
Just and true are thy ways."

70 ln"the narrative of Job ~od says to Satan, "Behold, all that he [Job] has is in your
power (Job I:12). But this IS clearly delegated power, for whatever havoc Satan wreaks
upon Job, God is controlling the whole situation. Recall Job's final words to God: "I know
that thou canst do all things, and that no purpose of thine can be thwarted" (42:2).

71See chapter 7, "Miracles."
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of the Almighty" (Ps. 9\: I) will know
God's protection. Again in the Book of
Revelation, the Almighty God is the all
holy God: "Holy, holy, holy, is the
Lord God Almighty" (4:8); "Yea, Lord
God the Almighty, true and just are thy
judgments" (\6:7).h9 In this last book of
the Bible the name of God as Almighty
may be associated with wrath and de
struction-e.g., "the fury of the wrath
of God the Almighty" (\ 9: 15). But this
is by no means unprincipled destructive
power; it is the thrice-holy God, the
God of truth and justice, whose fury is
ready to break forth. The God who can
do all things is the God of holiness,
love, and truth.

There is another matter that should
be emphasized: God's omnipotence is
not to be identified with omnicausality.
Because God can do all things does not
mean that He does do all things, to the
exclusion of lesser expressions of pow
er. In a pantheistic view God is ulti
mately the sole actor so that all energy
and action are His own. From a biblical
perspective, however, the world is
God's creation, not His expression, and
as such it has genuine, God-given pow
er of its own. Indeed, the power both
latent and active in the universe is
vast-in the hugeness of innumerable
galaxies and stars and in the minuteness
of countless atoms and molecules. In
man himself, while finite and limited,
there are powers that continue to unfold
as he images God in increasing sover
eignty over the world God has made.

Any view of God, let me add, that
sees Him as having limited power is
totally wrong. This means, on the one
hand, that there is no barrier within
God Himself to a total expression of

His power and might. He is not simply
all-loving, but lacking in power, so that
although He fully wills man's good, He
is not fully able to have it accom
plished. Nor, on the other hand, is there
any obstacle outside God that can
thwart His free expression. There is a
Satan, to be sure, who is "the god
[small R] of this world" (2 Cor. 4:4), but
his domain and activity in no way
circumscribe or hinder God's overarch
ing power. 70 There is the vastness and
complexity of a universe outside God
that is laden with power and energy, but
all is subordinate to the controlling
power of God. In the words of the
psalmist, "Power belongs to God"
(62: II). There is utterly no limitation
with Him; He has all power.

A further word: God the omnipotent
One is the God of miracles. Whereas
His great power is manifest, as we have
seen, in the works of creation and
providence, salvation and consumma
tion, that same power is at work in
other wondrous ways. God is fully able
to go beyond His ordinary working in
nature to perform the extraordinary, the
supernatural. He can cause a sea to be
opened up so that people walk through
on dry ground (Exod. 14:22), a day to
be lengthened beyond the usual twenty
four hours (Josh. 10:12-14), fire to
come down from heaven to consume a
burnt offering (l Kings 18:38), a physi
cally dead person to be restored to life
(2 Kings 4: 18-36 and elsewhere), a
barren womb and a virgin womb to be
able to conceive (Luke I and 2), "incur
able" diseases and infirmities to be
immediately healed (Luke 5:22-26 and
elsewhere), and on and on." ' God is

(,od Almighty for whom nothing is
impossible that He wills to do.

The omnipotence of God has much
hearing on the life of faith. First, there
is the assurance that nothing is beyond
the power and control of Almighty God.
If it is a fact that "in God we trust,"
then we need have no fear of anything
else, for he "who abides in the shadow
of the Almighty, will say to the LORD,
'M v refuge and my fortress'" (Ps.
91 :'1-2). For the believer God is a shield
and an impregnable fortress that no
other power in heaven or on earth can
begin to overcome. Second, no matter
how weary or distraught we may be
come, God's vast power is always avail
able to those who look to Him. In the
striking words of Isaiah, "He gives
power to the faint, and to him who has
no might he increases strength ... they
who wait for the LORD shall renew their
strength ... they shall run and not be
weary, they shall walk and not faint"
(40:29, 31). When we look to the Lord,
what vast power is available to us!
Third, since believers have experienced
the mighty power of God in the new
birth, formerly "dead through our tres
passes" but now "made ... alive to
gether with Christ" (Eph. 2:5), we can
with great anticipation look daily to
God for victory over the remnants of
sin and the flesh in our life. Fourth, the
most extraordinary fact about believers
is that Almighty God has taken up
residence within them. Hence there is
latent power impossible to fully com
prehend or measure. Paul declares that
"by the power at work within us [God]
is able to do far more abundantly than
all that we ask or think" (Eph. 3:20).
The Christian (God help us to realize
it!) is a dynamo of divine possibility.
Fifth, we can expect God to be power
fUlly at work not only in the ordinary
events of daily life but also in the
performing of mighty works. By the gift
of His Holy Spirit to those who believe
and receive it, there is entrance into the
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whole sphere of the mighty works of
God. "Power from on high" (Luke
24:49) is available to every Christian:
the power of Almighty God to bring
people to salvation, to perform miracles
of healing and deliverance, to destroy
every force that comes against the work
of God.

We may fittingly close this section on
God's omnipotence with the memorable
prayer of David:

Thine, 0 Lord, is the greatness, and the
power, and the glory. and the victory, and
the majesty; for all that is in the heavens
and in the earth is thine; thine is the
kingdom 0 LORD, and thou art exalted as
heed above all (I Chron. 29:II).

B. Omniscience

God is all-knowing. In many ways the
Scriptures attest to God's omniscience.
His knowledge is universal: "he knows
everything" (l John 3:20). His knowl
edge is perfect: He is "perfect in knowl
edge" (Job 37: 16). There is no limit:
"his understanding is beyond measure"
(Ps. 147:5). Truly "the LORD is a God of
knowledge" (l Sam. 2:3)-all-knowl
edge.

God's knowledge is that of immedi
acy. He beholds all things: "The eyes
of the LORD are in every place" (Prov.
15:3). God's knowledge is not that
acquired through reasoning and
reflection, nor accumulated through ex
perience and verification. God is not a
learner. The prophet inquires rhetori
cally: "And who ... taught him knowl
edge, and showed him the way of
understanding?" (Isa. 40: 14). The an
swer is obviously "No one." It is not
that God is self-taught, but rather that
His mind encompasses all knowledge.
Moreover, since God is the creator of
all things in the universe-from the
minutest particle in an atom to the
largest star, from the smallest thing
alive to human beings made in His
image, He knows every aspect of His
creation. He beholds all, as the One
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7 ~ For particular events in the Old Testament two, among many, may be adduced:
I Samuel 23:1-14 and Jeremiah 38: 14-23. In the former case David was given information
by the Lord concerning a future victory over the Philistines and also specifically what "the
men of Keilah" would do. In the latter, Jeremiah, speaking for the Lord, told King Zedekiah
that if he would surrender to the king of Babylon, his life would be spared and the city saved.
Otherwise there would be total loss and destruction.

J1In relation to human life the divine foreknowledge, especially in the New Testament,
has particular reference to salvation: "For those whom he [God] foreknew he also
predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son" (Rom. 8:29). Peter speaks of those
"who are chosen according to the foreknowledge of God the Father" (I Peter I: 1-2 NASB).
(For the relationship of foreknowledge to predestination, see vol. 2, chapter 16, "Calling. ")

74 A further quotation from Isaiah regarding God's foreknowledge could be added: "I am
God, and there is none like me, declaring the end from the beginning and from ancient times
thing» not yet done ... I have spoken, and I will bring it to pass" (46:9-11). Since God
declares "the e.nd from the beginning," He sees every moment in history - past, present,
and future-WIth equal clarity and directness. Foreknowledge, therefore, is not really
foreknowing but knowledge unlimited by time, which is God's creation.

75 Peter later spoke of God as One "who knows the heart [literally, "the heart-knower"]"
(Acts 15:8).

76 Even to the numbering of steps, as Job later says in a question: "Does he not see my
ways, and number all my steps?" (31:4). . ,

J7This goes beyond the "numbering" of steps (fn. 76) to even the very hairs of one s
head!
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who has brought all things into exist
ence and knows immediately and
directly their total activity.

The divine omniscience includes the
future. God [oreknows whatever is yet
to happen. Through the prophet Isaiah
God declared, "Behold, the former
things have come to pass, and new
things I now declare; before they spring
forth I tell you of them" (Isa, 42:9). The
"new things," the future things, God
can declare now because He sees them
all before they happen. God foreknows
our human existence-our very words,
our life, our days. This is set forth in the
beautiful declaration of the psalmist:
"Even before a word is on my tongue,
10, 0 LORD, thou knowest it alto
gether. . . . Thy eyes beheld my un
formed substance; in thy book were
written, everyone of them, the days
that were formed for me, when as yet
there was none of them" (139:4, 16).
What an extraordinary affirmation! The
divine foreknowledge is exhibited,
therefore, both in events of history"?
and in human life. J3 God knows all
things, including the future.t-

Returning to the present, it is appar
ent that God's omniscience relates quite
significantly to the good and evil in the
world. The statement "the eyes of the
LORD are in every place" concludes
with "keeping watch on the evil and the

good" (Prov. 15:3). According to
Hebrews, "before him no creature is
hidden, but all are open and laid bare to
the eyes of him with whom we have to
do" (4: 13). God knows our total exist
ence in every aspect of good and evil.
Hiding from the Lord, as Adam and
Eve tried to do after eating the forbid
den fruit. is impossible. Isaiah says to
his people: "Why do you say, , .. 'My
way is hid from the LORD'?" (lsa.
40:27). Such is impossible, for God's
"understanding is unsearchable"
(v. 28). Since, in the words of Jesus,
"on the day of judgment men will
render account for every careless word
they utter" (Matt. 12:36), every word
now spoken is vividly present to God,

It is not only a matter of God's
beholding outward actions and words
uttered; He also looks deeply into mind
and heart. "I the LORD search the mind
and try the heart" (Jer. 17:10). These
words were spoken in reference to the
heart being "deceitful above all things,
and desperately corrupt" (v. 9), God
cannot be deceived, Again, to iniqui
tous people God said, "0 house of
Israel . , , I know the things that come
into your mind" (Ezek. 1I :5), God does
not have to wait until some action
occurs; He knows already what is tran
spiring in the mind, How different God
is from man! The Lord spoke to Samuel

who was searching for a successor to
Saul: "The LORD sees not as man sees;
man looks on the outward appearance,
but the LORD looks on the heart"
(1 Sam. 16:7).75 God verily knows
every thought of the mind, every feeling
of the heart.

This divine omniscience may seem
threatening (from some of the things
said above), but from another perspec
tive it can be a marvel and a blessing,
Psalm 139 (briefly quoted above) be
gins: "0 LORD, thou hast searched me
and known me! Thou knowest when I
sit down and when I rise up; thou
discernest my thoughts from afar" (vv.
1-2). For the psalmist, God's moment
by-moment and penetrating knowledge
is a matter of marvel (v. 6) and later of
praise and thanksgiving: "How pre
cious to me are thy thoughts, 0 God!"
(v. 17). All of this denotes both wonder
at God's total knowledge and the bless
edness derived from such divine inti
macy.

God's all-encompassing knowledge
can also be a source of comfort and
assurance. Moses reminded the Israel
ites at the conclusion of their forty
years of wandering in the wilderness:
"For the LORD your God has blessed
you in all the work of your hands; he
knows your going through this great
wilderness; these forty years the LORD
has been with you; you have lacked
nothing" (Deut. 2:7). The Lord "knows
your going," bespeaking God's knowl
edge of every single step of the way
over a long and hazardous journey, is
indeed a message of comfort. Job, in
the midst of his great pain and suffering,
affirmed of God: "But he knows the
way that I take;" when he has tried me,
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I shall come forth as gold" (Job 23: 10).
This realization that God "knows the
way" of a person's life, no matter how
difficult the circumstances, can but
bring about a deep inner calm and
assurance.

Jesus Himself laid much stress on the
importance of living with a constant
recognition of God's personal knowl
edge of His children. He teaches in the
Sermon on the Mount that we are to
have no anxiety about food, drink, and
clothing, adding, "For the pagans run
after all these things, and your heavenly
Father knows that you need them"
(Matt. 6:32 NIV). To be aware that God
our Father knows our every need and
will surely provide is to be delivered
from much anxiety. It means that we do
not have to "run after" these earthly
things, as essential as they are for
existence, Rather, we can "seek first
his kingdom" knowing that "all these
things will be given ... as well" (v. 33
NIV), Later Jesus affirmed in memorable
words the particularity of God's con
cern in saying, "But even the hairs of
your head are all numbered" (Matt.
10:30).77 With such intimate, personal
knowledge that God the Father has,
how can there ever be anxiety or con
cern?

Now also we may observe that the
divine omniscience is a challenge to
righteous living. The psalmist declares,
"I keep thy precepts and testimonies,
for all my ways are before thee"
(119: 168). Since God is by no means a
distant, unseeing God, but much rather
beholds all our ways, we should be all
the more concerned to do those things
He has commanded. In this connection
the words of David to Solomon are
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7X Berkhof in his Systematic Theology, 69, calls it "that perfection of God whereby He
applies His knowledge to the attainment of His ends in a way which glorifies Him most"
(italics Berkhofsl.

7Yln t.he quotations from both Proverbs and Jeremiah, the passage continues with the
declaration that "by his understanding" the heavens were "established" or "stretched
out." Hence, insofar as understanding is equivalent to knowledge, the inseparability of
WIsdom and knowledge is again to be recognized.

xOOr, "from everlasting" (KJV, NASH), "from eternity" (NIV), Heb. me 'olam.
XI Or "craftsman" (NIV), Heb. 'timon,
XL" Personification" may not be the best word in light of the later New Testament

revelation. of Christ as the incarnate wisdom of God, Cf. the verses in Proverbs with
I Corinthians I:24: "Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God." (Also recall the
prologue of John about C.hri~t as the eternal Word and as the One through whom all things
were made [I: 1-3]). Chnst IS seen to be not so much a personification of wisdom as One
who eternally embodies wisdom (along with power).

"Cf. Acts 7:49, where Stephen repeats these words.
x,"The train of his robe" (NASH, NIV).
'j Incidentally, we may here observe a close connect Ion between omniscience and

omnipresence.
X"The imagery of "throne" and "footstool." of "throne" and '"train." should not be

pressed so as to infer that a part of God is in heaven where' li-. throne i., and anorher part on
earth.

X70ne may recall the dictum "God is a circle whose center is everywhere, and
circumference nowhere."

RENEWAL THEOLOGY

apropos: "And you, Solomon my son,
know the God of your Father, and serve
him with a whole heart and with a
willing mind: for the LORD searches all
hearts, and understands every plan and
thought" (I Chron. 28:9). If it is true
that the Lord so searches and under
stands, not just a Solomon but "all
hearts" and"every plan and thought."
then we should constantly devote our
selves to fulfilling His will and purpose.

Before concluding this section on
God's knowledge, I should add a word
about His wisdom. Wisdom is not a
separate perfection of God; rather, it
may be viewed as a corollary to knowl
edge.:» For example, both wisdom and
knowledge are declared together in this
exclamation of Paul: "0 the depth of
the riches and wisdom and knowledge
of God! How unsearchable are his judg
ments and how inscrutable his ways!"
(Rom. II :33). Wisdom and knowledge
belong together; nonetheless, it is help
ful also to look briefly at the biblical
witness to the divine wisdom.

Especially do the Scriptures declare
the wisdom of God in the works of
creation. For example, "The LORD by
wisdom founded the earth" (Prov. 3:19)
and" It is he who made the earth by his
power, who established the world by
his wisdom" (Jer. 10:12; 51:15).79 One
of the most vivid and memorable pic
tures of God's work in creation, both in

His making and sustaining all things, is
that found in Psalm 104. In verse after
verse, God's making the heavens and
earth, the mountains and valleys, and
the plants and trees and providing for
all His creatures is set forth. The climax
comes in verse 24: "0 LORD, how
manifold are thy works! In wisdom hast
thou made them all!" One further ex
traordinary passage about the divine
wisdom is Proverbs 8:22-31, where
wisdom is portrayed as being personally
present with God before creation:
"Ages agow I was set up, at the first,
before the beginning of the earth"
(v. 23), and at creation: "When he
marked out the foundations of the
earth, then I was beside him like a
master workrnanut (vv. 29-30). By
this personifications> of wisdom the
primacy of wisdom in God's creation of
all things is strikingly declared.

The wisdom of God is also displayed
in the ongoing tide of history. Daniel
praises God thus: "Blessed be the name
of God for ever and ever, to whom
belong wisdom and might. He changes
times and seasons; he removes kings
and sets up kings . .. he reveals deep
and mysterious things" (Dan. 2:20-22).
The wisdom of God is particularly high
lighted in the whole drama of the his
tory of redemption whose beginnings
reach back before creation itself. Paul
wrote in this connection of "a secret
and hidden wisdom of God, which God

decreed before the ages for our glu

rification" (I Cor. 2:7). Moreover, it i.,
God's purpose that "through the
church the manifold wisdom of God
might now be made known" (Eph.
3: lO). The wisdom of God-mysterious
in its depth, manifold in its operation
is displayed in the whole of history hut
especially in relation to the history of
salvation.

Here let me add with emphasis that
the height of the divine wisdom IS

shown forth neither in the marvels of
creation nor in the superintending of
history but in the cross of Christ, which
is the ultimate disclosure. It is not so
much that the divine wisdom is beyond
comprehension (though it is this too) as
it is other than man's natural compre
hension. For this wisdom in the eyes of
the world at large is folly, foolishness.
In Paul's words, "We preach Christ
crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and
folly to Gentiles" (I Cor. 1:23). That
the death of a person on a cross makes
for the salvation of the world is utter
foolishness and nonsense to the wisdom
of the natural mind. But here "the
foolishness of God is wiser than men"
(v. 25): it is the "foolishness" that
redeems a lost world. No wise man
could ever have dreamed it up; it is the
supreme wisdom.

We may fittingly close with the words
of Paul in his letter to the Romans: "To
the only wise God be glory for ever
more through Jesus Christ! Amen"
(16:27).

God the all-knowing is God the all
wise.

( ,ULJ

C,ld ,.,,: n\huc present. The last
of the '(lrnnl',' :;OU:1'> to the pre .xcnce
Dr God 111 C'iCi Y pLtLl: and to every
person.

First of all, God is present in the
whole of the created universe. Accord
ing tu Isaiah, God declares "Heaven is
my throne and the earth is my foot
stool" (66: I i.-: This bespeaks the pres
ence of God a, extending from heaven
to earth. Earlier lxaiah testified. "I saw
the L'I\w siuing upon a throne, high and
lifted lip. and his train'· tilled the tem
pie" (6: i) Thus in slightly different
words :he (1re,e:'cc of God in both
heaven drl(! earth IS declared. The pres
ence uf God IS also set forth through
Jeremiah . Just after the question, "Can
a man hide himself in secret places so
that I cannot sec him')" the Lord fur
ther asks. "Do I not till heaven and
earth?" (2:\:24)' This latter declara
tion in Jeremiah particularly empha
sizes the presence of God in the whole
universe: God. the Lord, tills heaven
and earth.

Omnipresence signifies that God is
totally present everywhere in creation.
Hence we are not to understand God as
spatially spread throughout the uni
verse, so that a part of Him is here,
another pari therc.:" God's filling
heaven and earth means rather that He
is totally and equally present every
where, He is as much present to a single
atom as It' the mo-r distant star. to a
single seed ,I' to ,til the plants and trees
of the world.' There IS no place where
God is not: He is everywhere.e"
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"Of course, this affirmation is not to be identified with pantheism. In that view God is not
only everywher~, He IS also identical with all that is; i.e., the world is God or an extension of
Gox~' Such a view merge~ Creator with creation, and actually denies omnipresence.

The ~a~ter part of Pau! s statement is usually attributed to the Greek poet Epimenides.
The quotation IS followed m Acts by Paul's words "as even some of your poets have said"

90ThiS would be pantheism. .
91 J~nah had t? learn this. He too~ a ship "to flee to Tarshish from the presence of the

tLhOR~ II(Jonadh 1.3). It was to no avail, as the Lord personally dealt with him in the events
at ,0 owe.
92The Hebrew word is .immanti 'i'/.

h
91Smce Christ is now exalted "at the right hand" (Acts 2:33) of the Father. He is present

t rough the Holy SPIrIt.

Y4The community is the primary thrust of Ephesians 2. Paul also speaks, and quite
specifically, of the Holy Spirit as indwelling individuals: "Do you not know that your body is
a temple of the Holy Spirit within you, which you have from God?" (I Cor. 6:19).

"'We might say, "the practice of that presence." Brother Lawrence's famous little
treatise with the title, The Practice of the Presence 4 God. comes to mind.

%The expression, "the God of glory," was used by Stephen thus: "The God of glory
appeared to our father Abraham" (Acts 7:2).

'JJ As discussed in the preceding sections.
"'Or "majestic" (NASH. NIV, NEB).
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Second, it follows that God is imme
diately present to every human being.
In the words of Paul, "Yet he is not far
from each one of us, for' In him we live
and move and have our being' " (Acts
17:27-28).89 It is not that God has His
being in US,90 but that our whole life and
activity, our very existence, is "in
~im.'.' At every moment and in every
situation we are inextricably involved
with God. A person may be turned
away from God; he may be spiritually
far away from God and therefore God
from him. But even a great spiritual
distance does not obviate the fact that
God is always immediately at hand.

Surely no passage of Scripture more
graphically exhibits the omnipresence
of God with man than Psalm 139:7-12.
Let us recount the opening words:

Whither shall I go from thy Spirit?
Or whither shall I flee from

thy presence?
If I ascend to heaven,

thou art there!
If I make my bed in Sheol,

thou art there!
If I take the wings of the morning
and dwell in the uttermost parts

of the sea,
even there thy hand shall

lead me....

There is no possible flight from God;
there is no height or depth where He is
not present; there is no faraway placev:
where His hand is not outstretched.

Third, the presence of God takes on a
new dimension of meaning for the

Christian believer. The God who is
omnipresent has come in human flesh
so that in the Incarnation He was "God
with us"-Emmanuel (Isa. 7: 14; 8:8).92
The God who is everywhere present,
but who by no means is always so
recognized, came in Jesus Christ to
reveal Himself more totally. He was not
as such omnipresent in the Incarnation,
but was "with" people personally and
definitively. However, after the Resur
rection the presence of God through
Jesus Christ has become further inten
sified. For one thing, Christ's presence
is no longer limited to those who knew
Him in the flesh but is with all who
belong to Him: "La, I am with you
always, to the close of the age" (Matt.
28:20). This does not mean that through
Christ God is more fully present now
(such would be impossible, since He is
omnipresent), but with the blinders of
sin removed by Christ's work of re
demption, His continuing presence
through the Holy Spiritv: may be deeply
experienced. Thus the presence of God
has increased meaning for all who are
truly Christian.

Indeed, we need to go one step
further in recognizing that the omnipre
sent God is uniquely present through
the Spirit's indwelling of people offaith.
Jesus said about the Holy Spirit, "He
dwells with you, and will be in you"
(John 14: 17). Paul later attested that
both Gentiles ("having no hope and
without God in the world") and Jews
through faith in Christ have become "a

dwelling place of God in the Spirit"
(Eph. 2:12, 22). The indwelling of the
spirit of God both in the believing
community and in personsv- of faith is a
wondrous fact known in Christian expe
rience. Omnipresence thereby becomes
vivid presence; "no hope and without
God:' in the sense of being blind to
God's presence, is changed to fullness
of hope and the experience of God's
compelling reality.

The omnipresence of God is a fact:
God is everywhere and is present to
every person. But the personal knowl
edge of that fact and the experience of
that presence?' is what finally really
counts.

EPILOGUE: THE GLORY OF GOD

The final word to be spoken about
God is that He is the God of glory. 'Jh

The Scriptures abound with their decla
ration of the glory of God. In the Psalms
are found, for example, such expres
sions as these: His glory is "above the
heavens" (8: 1); "the heavens declare
the glory of God" (19: I KJV); "the LORD
of hosts, he is the King of glory!"
(24: 10); "be exalted, 0 God, above the
heavens! Let thy glory be over all the
earth!" (57:5); "the LORD ... will ap
pear in his glory" (102: 16); "his glory is
above earth and heaven" (148: 13). But
this is only a beginning; God's glory is
attested throughout Scripture.

What then, is the glory of God?
Perhaps the best answer is that the
divine glory is the radiant splendor and
awesome majesty of God Himself. Glo
ry is not so much a particular attribute
belonging to His identity, transcen-
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deuce. character, or perfections."? but
the effulgence of splendor and majesty
that shines through in every aspect of
God's being and action.

First, in regard to God's being, the
glory of God is like an aureole emanat
ing from and surrounding Him. The
prophet Ezekiel in his initial vision of
God on a throne speaks of "a radiance
around Him." Then he adds: "As the
appearance of the rainbow in the clouds
on a rainy day, so was the appearance
of the surrounding radiance. Such was
the appearance of the likeness of the
glory of the LORD" (Ezek. 1:27-28
NASH). John on Patrnos, carried in the
Spirit to heaven, likewise beholds One
on a throne and adds: "He who sat
there appeared like jasper and carneli
an, and round the throne was a rainbow
that looked like an emerald" (Rev. 4:3).
A rainbow surrounding the throne, a
divine aureole of radiance and beauty
such is the appearance of the glory of
God. Yet all this is but a "likeness";
the reality is far, far greater. Words
falter in their attempt to describe the
ineffable. God is infinitely glorious.

Second, God is glorious in His action
so that in all that He does, His glory is
made manifest. For example, after
God's deliverance of Israel from Phar
aoh, Moses and the Israelites sang,
"Thy right hand, 0 LORD, glorious'" in
power, thy right hand, 0 LORD, shatters
the enemy. In the greatness of thy
majesty thou ovcrthrowest thy adver
saries" (Exod. 15:6-7). God is glorious
in power. Through God's demonstra
tion of great power, glory and majesty
shine forth. The song proceeds with
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these words: "Who is like you-majes
tic in holiness, awesome in glory, work
mg wonders'!" (v. II NIV). The empha
sis shifts to holiness, but it is God's
majesty and His awesomeness that
shine through. So God is both glorious
in power and glorious (or majestic) in
holiness. The radiant splendor and awe
some majesty of God pervades all. 99

The glory of God, accordingly, is the
focus of highest praise. So David sum
moned his people to give glory to God:
"Ascribe to the Lord glory and
strength. Ascribe to the LOKD the glory
of his name; worship the LOKD in holy
array" (Ps. 29: 1-2; cf. I Chron. 16:28
29). Later in the same psalm are these
words: "In his temple all cry, 'Glory'!"
(v. 9). In the New Testament a com
pany of angels at the birth of Jesus cried
out, "Glory to God in the highest!"
(Luke 2: 14). Paul praises God saying,
"For from him and through him and to
him are all things. To him be glory for
ever" (Rom. 11 :36). Multitudes in
heaven sing forth, "Hallelujah! For the
Lord our God the Almighty reigns. Let
us rejoice and exult and give him the
glory" (Rev. 19:6-7). The praise of
God's glory is the highest possible
praise, for through such praise God is

magnified in the splendor and majesty
of His being and action.

Furthermore, and marvelous to re
late, it is God's intention that His glory
shall fill the earth. Although He will
share His glory with no one else 10 0 (for
none other is God), He intends that
creation shall manifest that glory. Thus
did God speak to Moses: "But as truly
as I live, all the earth shall be filled with
the glory of the LORD" (Nurn. 14:21
KJV).IOI This is a vast promise-that
God's splendor and majesty will be
manifest throughout the earth. We may
be absolutely sure that it will be accom
plished.' Oe

Man, it should now be added, finds
his highest fulfillment in relation to the
divine glory. There is a deep desire in
human nature to break through the
limitations of finitude and to behold
God as He is in Himself.w' Moses on
one occasion cried out to God, "I pray
thee, show me thy glory" (Exod.
33: 18). Despite all that Moses had seen
of God.iv- he yearned to go yet higher
and further. When Christ came to earth,
says the fourth Gospel, "we ... beheld
his glory, glory as of the only Son from
the Father" (John I: 14). Paul declared
that God "has shone in our hearts to

•
1!ive the light of the knowledge of the
;Iory of God in the face of Christ" (2
C'or. 4:6). So for the Christian there is
more than Moses was able to receive
during his life. But even for those who
know Christ in this life, there is yet the
consummation of glory in the world to
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come. For there at long last, the pro
foundest yearning of mankind to see
God Himself will be gloriously fulfilled:
"they shall see his face" (Rev. 22:4)
throughout eternity!

God is the God of glory. Let us ever
live to the praise of that glory.

99God is also glorious in name: "this glorious and awesome name" (Deut. 28:58 NIV; cf.
I Chron. 29: 13; Neh. 9:5; Ps. 72:19; Isa. 63: 14); in presence: "his glorious presence" (lsa.
3:8); his house, habitation, and throne are glorious: "my glorious house" (lsa. 60:7), "thy
holy and glorious habitation" (lsa. 63: 15), "a glorious throne set on high" (Jer. 17:12); his
grace is glorious: "the praise of his glorious grace" (Eph. 1:6).

'00 Isaiah 48: II: "My glory I will not give to another."
I 0I NIV translates thus: "Nevertheless as surely as I live and as surely as the glory of the

LORD fills the whole earth .... " This translation shifts the emphasis from future to present
and would correspond to Isaiah 6:3: "the whole earth is full of his glory." However, there is
also the future emphasis in Psalm 57:5: "Let thy glory be over all the earth!" and Psalm
72:19: "Blessed be his glorious name for ever; may his glory fill the whole earth! Amen and
Amen!"

I02A discussion of this belongs to the "Last Things."
10) "Man's c.hiefend is to glorify God and to enjoy him forever." This answer given to the

first ~uestlOn In the Westminster Shorter Catechism ("What is the chief end of man?")
co~taIns profound truth. That many-or most-people do not live to this end is a denial of
their true humanity and a failure to know life's highest fulfillment.

104 Recall the earlier references to the victory over Pharaoh in which Moses and all Israel
beheld God "glorious in power" and "majestic in holiness." Also God had spoken to Moses
"face to face" (Exod. 33: II) as to no other man.
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The Holy Trinity

We come now to the central mystery
of the Christian faith-the doctrine of
the Holy Trinity, or the doctrine of the
Triune God. Here our consideration is
of God as Trinity or Triune-' 'three-in
one" or "one God in three persons."
The latter is the language of many
Christian confessions and hymns of the
church. The Christian faith is faith in
the Triune God.

I. ONE GOD

Christian faith holds unequivocally to
belief in one God and one God alone.
This needs strong emphasis, for what
ever else may be said about God's
triunity or His existing in "three per
sons," the oneness or unity cannot be
affirmed too vigorously.

In the midst of a world that wor
shiped many gods, Israel proclaimed a
radical monotheism. Moses said to the
Israelites as they prepared to enter the
Promised Land: "Know therefore this
day, and lay it to your heart, that the
LORD is God in heaven above and on the
earth beneath; there is no other" (Deut.

4:39). Shortly thereafter, Moses again
declared: "Hear, a Israel: The LORD
our God is one LORD" (Deut. 6:4).\ This
vigorous affirmation of God's oneness,
along with the words that follow, came
to be called the Shema ("Hear") and
was recited twice a day. Thus, day-by
day Israel declared her strong mono
theistic faith. This continued through
out the Old Testament, especially
standing out in some of the prophecies
of Isaiah: "I am the first and 1 am the
last; besides me there is no god" (Isa.
44:6); "I am the LORD. and there is no
other" (45:5, 6). Over against a pagan
world with its many gods, Israel
whatever the lapses of the people into
idolatry and polytheism-proclaimed
its radical monotheism.

The New Testament is no less em
phatic. Jesus Himself reaffirmed the
oneness of God in the language of the
Old Testament: " 'Hear, a Israel: The
Lord our God, the Lord is one' " (Mark
12:29). We should also note the prayer
of Jesus in which He addressed the
Father as "the only true God" (John

'Or "The LORD is our God, the LORD is one" (NASB. NIV, the NIV gives the RSV rendering
as a first alternate). The literal Hebrew is YHWH 'e!ohenu YHWH 'el)ii{J., literally,
"Yahweh, our God, Yahweh, one."
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. 2It is o?vious that there is much disunity in the church; however, this does not invalidate
Its essential God-given unity.

3 Institutes . I.13.2 (Beveridge translation).

4The name 'ii/6him is sometimes viewed as a "plural of majesty" or an "intensive
plural." This could suggest that all the fullness of godhead is concentrated in Him.

'In the Book of Hebrews it is stated that the first of these references to God pertains to the
Son: "But of the Son he says, 'Thy throne, 0 God, is for ever and ever'" (I :8).

'Jesus quoted these words as referring in part to Himself (Mark 12:35-37).
7Jesus quoted these words at the beginning of His ministry (Luke 4: 18).
HFor parallels, see Matthew 3:16-17; Luke 3:21-22; and John 1:33-34.
"The next verse, beginning "The Spirit immediately drove him out into the wilderness"

(v. 12), strongly implies the personhood of the Spirit.
"' It is significant to observe that though "the Holy Spirit" is neuter in the Greek (to

pneuma to hagiou), the word translated "he" (ekeinos) is masculine.
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17:3). Nor does this change in the rest
of the New Testament, for example:
"For us there is one God, the Father"
(1 Cor. 8:6); "God is one" (Gal. 3:20);
"one God and Father of us all" (Eph.
4:6); "the King of ages, immortal, invis
ible, the only God" (1 Tim. 1:17).
Many other references could be cited.

Whatever else may and must be said
about God's triunity (His being "three
persons"), it is important to underscore
the biblical and Christian affirmation of
the oneness of God. It is sometimes
thought that Christian faith is a dilution
of the radical monotheism of Israel, or
that today Judaism singularly bears
witness to the one God, the one Lord.
However, this is by no means the case.
With Judaism, Christianity stands
firmly planted on the ground of a radical
monotheism.

Indeed, it might be added that here
also there is a basic similarity with the
Muslim faith. The first and foremost
belief of Islam is in the oneness of God,
"Allah. " The simple Confession of
Faith, or Watchword, repeated daily by
every faithful Muslim is: "There is no
God but Allah, and Muhammad is the
Prophet of Allah." Hence, for all their
differences, Christianity, Judaism, and
Islam stand together in affirming the
oneness of God. That the three great
religions of the Western world are
united at this point over against all
polytheism is a highly important fact for
our time.

The oneness of God has great sig
nificance for the life of man. In terms of
worship, this means that attention and
devotion can be focused at one point. In
the continuing words of the Shema:
"You shall love the LORD your God with
all your heart, and with all your soul,
and with all your might" (Deut, 6:5). If
worship is offered to various deities,

there can be no centering of devotion. It
is as impossible to give "all" one's
heart, soul. or strength to more than
one God as, on the human level, to
more than one other person. Also, in
terms of practical significance, the rec
ognition of one God, and one only,
makes for a unity in both personal and
community life. The person for whom
the one God, the one Lord, is the
central focus has within himself a force
that can unify all of life in its multiplic
ity of relationships and activities. Like
wise, a nation that claims to exist
"under God" or that affirms, "In God
we trust" has a dynamic principle of
unity that helps to hold it together as
one nation. In the Scriptures the state
ment that there is "one God and Father
of us all" is completed with the words,
"who is above all and through all and in
all" (Eph. 4:6). Hence, in relation to the
people of God, the one God who is
above, through, and in all things is the
bond of their essential unity." The one
ness of God thus has much significance
for the full range of human life.

II. IN THREE PERSONS

As the witness in Scripture increas
ingly unfolds, it is apparent that God is
revealed as existing in three persons
namely, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.
Calvin speaks of this as "a more inti
mate knowledge of his nature" for
"while he proclaims his unity, he dis
tinctly sets it before us as existing in
three persons. "3 The full understanding
of God is greatly enriched by under
standing His tripersonal reality.

A. Each Is a Person

In the Old Testament there is no
distinct reference to God as existing in
three persons. Hints of it, however,
may be found, first, in the name of God

as I:'!ohim. "In the beginning God
Il:'!ohilll] created ... " (Gen. I: I).
F/ohim is a plural noun, and though no
clear statement of a trinity is contained,
a plurality of persons may well be
implied. 4 Also the wording of Genesis
1:26. "Let us make man in our image,
after our likeness," even more strongly
suggests a plurality within God. Note
also the similar words of Genesis 3:22:
"Behold, the man has become like one
of 11.1"; and Genesis II :7: "Come, let us
go down." No trinity of persons as such
is declared, but the idea of plurality
seems to be definitely suggested.

Clearer indications of a distinction of
persons are found in accounts where
"the angel of the LORD" is both distin
guished from the LORD and identified
with Him. The story of Hagar (Gen. 16)
is noteworthy on this point. Also rele
vant is the story of Abraham's visit
from three men who turned out to be
two angels and the LORD (Gen. 18-19).
Perhaps this latter account comes clos
est to hinting at a divine trinity. Other
passages in the Old Testament suggest
two divine personages, for example,
Psalm 45:6-7: "Thy throne, 0 God, is
for ever and ever ... therefore God,
thy God, hath anointed thee with the oil
of gladness above thy fellows" (KJV).5

Also note in Psalm 110: I: "The LORD
says to my lord: 'Sit at my right hand,
till I make your enemies your foot
stool.' "6 There are also places in the
Old Testament where the word of God
or the wisdom of God is personified
(e.g.. see Ps. 33:4, 6 and Provo 8:22
31); hence there is the suggestion of a
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second alongside God. Finally, and
perhaps most significantly, two pas
sages in Isaiah clearly contain reference
to three persons or entities: "And now
the LORD God has sent me [the Messiah]
and his Spirit" (48: 16); also "The Spirit
of the LORD is upon me [the Messiah],
because the LORD has anointed me to
bring good tidings to the afflicted"
(61:1).7 Although these passages do not
specifically depict one God in three
persons, they point in that direction.

In turning to the New Testament, we
observe that the grouping of three is all
the more pronounced, specifically in the
names of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit,
and that each is a Person. Let us note
several passages. In preparation for
ministry, Jesus was baptized in the
Jordan River, and immediately thereaf
ter "he saw the heavens opened and the
Spirit descending upon him like a dove;
and a voice came from heaven, 'Thou
art my beloved Son' " (Mark I: IO-Il).~
Three are involved: One who speaks
from heaven, One who comes like a
dove, and One upon whom the dove
comes and who hears the voice speak.
Spirit and Son are both mentioned
specifically, and the voice is unmistak
ably that of the Father. Father and Son
are patently persons. However, the
Spirit (or Holy Spirit) is not here said to
be a person, though it can be inferred
from the imagery of "descending like a
dove. "9 The personhood of the Holy
Spirit is, however, clearly affirmed in
the fourth Gospel where Jesus says,
"The Holy Spirit, whom the Father will
send in my name, he'» will teach you all
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"" Lord" here unmistakably refers to Jesus, for Paul had just spoken of Jesus as Lord:
"No one can say 'Jesus is Lord' except by the Holy Spirit" (I Cor. 12:3).

I2Also note Acts 13:33 and Hebrews 5:5.
I 'To "kiss the Son" is to "do homage to the Son" (as NASB translates), implying the same

veneration as to "the LORD."
"The RSV has as a marginal reading "God is thy throne." F. F. Bruce calls such a reading

"quite unconvincing" (Hebrews, NICNT, in loco).
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thinu-." (John 14:26), and thereafter
adds lilat "the Spirit of truth, who
proceeds from the Father, he will bear
witness to me" (15:26). Thus with the
personhood of the Spirit declared, all
three persons now stand forth clearly:
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.

Many other passages in the New
Testament speak variously of three per
sons. For example, "Go therefore ...
baptizing them in the name of the
Father and the Son and of the Holy
Spirit" (Matt. 2X: 19). Also Paul writes
that "there are varieties of gifts, but the
same Spirit; and there are varieties of
service, but the same Lord;" and there
are varieties of working, but it is the
same God ... "(\ Cor. 12:4-6). In his
threefold benediction Paul says, "The
grace of the Lord Jesus Christ and the
love of God and the fellowship of the
Holy Spirit be with you all" (2 Cor.
13:14).

Let us give some further consider
ation to the personhood of the Holy
Spirit. There are many other references
in the New Testament that depict the
Holy Spirit functioning as a person. A
few may be mentioned: "The Holy
Spirit said, 'Set apart for me Barnabas
and Saul for the work to which I have
called them' " (Acts 13:2); "the Spirit
himself intercedes for us ... " (Rom.
8:26); "do not grieve the Holy Spirit of
God" (Eph. 4:30); and "the Spirit and
the Bride say, 'Come'" (Rev. 22:17).
There are many other similar references
that portray the Holy Spirit as a person.
Hence it is important not to think of the
Holy Spirit as merely an attribute of
God, such as power. There are passages
that might suggest the Spirit to be God's
power in creation (e.g., Gen. 1:2), or in
regeneration (e.g., John 3:5), or at Pen
tecost where the Holy Spirit is prom
ised and the disciples receive power for
their witness and ministry (Acts 1-2).

The fact that they were "filled with the
Holy Spirit" (Acts 2:4; cf. 4:3 \) might
sound more like being filled with energy
than with a person. However, in all
these instances the important thing to
recognize is not that the Spirit equals
power, but that where the Spirit of God
is there is power. Moreover, we are to
understand that to be "filled with the
Holy Spirit" is not simply to be filled
with a substance or force but to be fully
possessed by the Holy Spirit, the per
sonal Spirit of God.

Finally, the personhood of the Holy
Spirit is not only a matter of biblical
record but is also confirmed in Christian
experience. For one who has known the
Holy Spirit's crying within his heart,
"Abba! Father!" (Gal. 4:6), or interced
ing "with sighs too deep for words"
(Rom. 8:26), or being manifest in one of
His gifts such as prophecy or tongues
(I Cor. 12, 14), there is no question
about the Holy Spirit's being a real
person. In the spiritual (or "charis
matic' ') renewal of our time, one of the
most outstanding testimonies is that of
how real and personal the Holy Spirit
has become to many individuals. Thus,
deepening Christian experience marve
lously confirms the biblical record.

B. Each Person Is God

It is the Christian claim that all three
of these persons are God. Let us look at
each in turn.

There can be no question, first, about
"the Father" being God. In the Old
Testament the prophet Isaiah cries: "0
LORD, thou art our Father" (lsa. 64:8).
The designation of Father, as such, is
rare in the Old Testament; however, it
is frequently implied in such statements
as "Thus says the LORD, Israel is my
first-born son" (Exod. 4:22), and
"When Israel was a child, I loved him,

and out of Egypt I called my son"
(Hosea 11:1).

However, it is with the advent of
Jesus that the understanding of God as
Father becomes primary. Jesus spoke
of God as His Father, frequently used
the phrase "your Father who is in
heaven" (e.g., Matt. 5:45) in addressing
the multitudes, told His disciples to
pray, "Our Father who art in heaven"
(Matt. 6:9), and on and on. In many
sayings and parables Jesus depicted
God's paternal care. But, more than
this, the disciples came to experience
God as Father through their sharing
with Jesus His trust, assurance, and
confidence in the Father's will. It was
increasingly a life caught up in the
reality of God as Father.

Likewise, the rest of the New Testa
ment bears frequent witness to God as
Father. There is no need to give scrip
tural indications, so many are they.
However, one verse may be particu
larly mentioned: "And because you are
sons, God has sent the Spirit of his Son
into our hearts, crying, 'Abba!
Father!'" (Gal. 4:6). The intimate
knowledge of God as Father arises in
the believer's heart through the inner
testimony of the Holy Spirit.

Finally, it is important to note that
"Father" is not just a name for God. It
bespeaks a reality of relationship. To be
a father means to be one who begets
another; else there is no fatherhood.
God as Father consequently takes on
much new meaning in the New Testa
ment in two ways. First, He is said to
be in a unique sense the Father of Jesus
Christ: "the God and Father of our
Lord Jesus Christ" (Rom. 15:6; 2 Cor.
1:3; and elsewhere). This is understood
not simply in a temporal sense, but as
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an eternal relationship (e.g., see John
17:1-4). Second, He is also "God our
Father" (Rom. 1:7; I Cor. 1:3; and
elsewhere), a designation signifying that
by virtue of our being "born anew" we
are His sons and adopted into His
family. To repeat, "God the Father" is
not just one possible name among
many: it is uniquely the designation that
declares His relationship both to Jesus
Christ and to all who have come to life
in Him.

Next we note the biblical witness to
the Son's being God. In the Old Testa
ment the most direct reference to the
Son is found in Psalm 2:7: "I will
declare the decree: the LORD hath said
unto me, Thou art my Son; this day
have I begotten thee" (KJV). This is
quoted several times in the New Testa
ment as referring to Christ. Against the
background of the Son's superiority to
angels are these words: "For to what
angel did God ever say, 'Thou art my
Son, today I have begotten thee'?"
(Heb. 1:5).12 These verses do not as
such affirm that the Son is God; how
ever in verses 11-12 of the same psalm
we read: "Serve the LORD with fear, and
rejoice with trembling. Kiss the Son,
lest he be angry, and ye perish from the
way" (KJV). This unquestionably im
plies divinity for the Son.' ] This is even
more emphatically the case in Hebrews
where the text reads, "But of the Son
he says, 'Thy throne, a Godr- is for
ever and ever ... God, thy God, has
anointed thee with the oil of gladness
beyond thy comrades' " (vv. 8-9). The
Son indisputably is called "God." The
last quotation is taken from Psalm 45,
which, though the address is to "the
king " (v. I) and the Son is not as such
mentioned, is a messianic psalm point-
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l' Not "a god" as found in the New World Translation of the Jehovah's Witnesses. The
Greek word is simply theos without an article, hence superficially could be translated "a
God.,. However, theos, meaning simply' 'God," is found without the article in many verses
therafter-e.g., v. 6: "There was a man sent from God [para theou)"; v. 12: "children of
God" [tekna theou]"; v. 18: "No one has ever seen God" [simply theon). "A god" totally
misses the meaning of John 1:1.

16NASB translation. The Greek in both the Nestle and UBS texts is monogenes theos,
literally "only begotten God." The KJV and RSV read "only begotten" and "only Son." The
NIV. similar to NASB, reads, "God the only Son," The manuscript evidence favors NASB and
NIV renderings of the text.

17 Similarly, NASB and NIV. The NIV, I believe, misses the best rendering of the Greek text.
1HHere the KJV may mislead, translating "the great God and our Savior Jesus Christ."

N\SB, NIV, and NEB all read essentially the same as RSV.
19 Again the KJV follows the previous pattern reading' 'the righteousness of God and our

Savior Jesus Christ." The NASH. NIV and NEB correspond to RSV.

'OSee Luke 5:8.
'1 E.g., Matthew 14:33. . . .,
"Actually it was not until after Jesus' resurrection that the full conviction of HIS deity

broke through (cf. John 20:28).
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ing likewise to the Son (again, cf. Ps. 2).
This the New Testament makes abun
dantly clear. Outside the Psalms, in the
Book of Isaiah the most prominent Old
Testament reference to the Son as God
is found in the familiar words "For to
us a child is born, to us a son is given
... and his name will be called 'Won
derful Counselor, Mighty God' " (9:6).
The Son will be "Mighty God."

In the New Testament Jesus Christ is
frequently designated "the Son of
God." From the introduction of Mark
I: I, "The beginning of the gospel of
Jesus Christ, the Son of God," on
through the Gospels and the Epistles,
this is a recurring phrase. In addition to
His designation as "the Son of God,"
many verses speak of Him directly as
God. The prologue of John's Gospel
opens with these words: 'In the begin
ning was the Word, and the Word was
with God, and the Word was God"
(I: I) .15 The Word thus identified with
God is further on spoken of as the Son:
"And the Word became flesh . . . we
have beheld his glory, glory as of the
only Son from the Father" (v. 14).
Hence, the Son, the incarnate Word, is
God. This comes out again a few verses
later: "No one has ever seen God; the
only begotten God l 6 who is in the
bosom of the Father, he has made him
known" (v. 18). The "only begotten,"
here called God, is the Son, as specified
in John 3: 16: "For God so loved the

world that he gave his only begotten
Son" (KJV). The Son is God. This, as we
have earlier noted. is also affirmed in
Hebrews I:8: "But of the Son he says,
'Thy throne, 0 God, is for ever and
ever.

There are many other texts that with
out directly using the terminology of
"the Son" speak of Jesus Christ as
God. For example, "Christ came, who
is over all, God blessed for ever" (Rom.
9:5 KJV);17 "the glory of our great God
and Savior Jesus Christ" (Titus 2: 13);I H

"the righteousness of our God and
Savior Jesus Christ" (2 Peter 1:1).19

Jesus Christ as "God over all" and as
"God and Savior" points clearly to His
being God. To these texts can be added
John 20:28, where Thomas said to
Jesus, "My Lord and my God!" and
Philippians 2:6, where it is said of the
preincarnate Christ that "he was in the
form of God." There can be little
question that the Son of God, Jesus
Christ, is recognized as God in the New
Testament.

But what now needs to be added is
that this biblical fact was essentially a
matter of revelation and personal expe
rience. What is stated in the opening
verse of Mark's Gospel and in the
prologue of John grew out of the en
counter of the first disciples with Jesus.
We must remember that the early disci
ples were all Jews with a radically
monotheistic faith (as earlier de-

scrihed). and therefore almost rigidly
set against any idea that God is other
than the exalted Lord. But as they
fcllowshiped with Jesus, they began to
realize that however human Jesus was
(of that they had no doubt), there ~as

something mysterious about Him,
something that human categories could
not contain. Jesus did things only God
could do or had any right to do. He
forgave sins; He stilled the waves of the
seas; He raised the dead. The disciples
found themselves (the shock of this is
hard for us to imagine), orthodox Jews,
addressing Jesus as Lord.>v falling
down before Him in worship,' 1 and
becoming convinced of His resurrection
after He had been put to death." They
came to know Him as Savior as well,
for they received His gracious forgive
ness after a terrible night of betrayal
and denial and found new life in His
name. How could they doubt it? Here
truly was God in one who called Him
self "the Son of man"; was He not also
verily the Son of God-even God?

That Jesus Christ the Son is God
continues to this day to be the
affirmation of genuine Christian faith.
The Bible, to be sure, bears witness to
this fact, but what countless people
have found through personal experi
ence is that Jesus proves Himself to be
all the Scriptures claim. They know He
has wrought salvation in their hearts,
and none but God can do that. Thus He
is both Savior and God. They have also
turned over their total lives to Him, and
He continues to lead them in victory.
Thus He is both Lord and God. That
the Son is God is an ultimate truth.

The Holy Spirit also is God. In the
Old Testament the expression "the
Holy Spirit" is never found. The closest
to it is the expression "Thy Holy Spir-
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it" (Ps. 51:11 NASH) and "His Holy
Spirit" (Isa. 63: 10, II NASH). However,
such terminology as "the Spirit of
God," "the Spirit of the LORD," or
simply "the Spirit" is commonplace.
Genesis declares that "the Spirit of God
was moving over the face of the wa
ters" (1 :2). The Spirit of the LORD came
often upon God-appointed leaders
(judges, prophets, kings, and others). It
was prophesied that the Spirit would
rest upon the coming Messiah (lsa. 11:2
and elsewhere). It is the same Holy
Spirit, whatever these varied designa
tions.

In the New Testament, the Old Tes
tament variations-"Spirit," "Spirit of
God," "Spirit of the Lord" -continue.
However, in addition, there is the
"Spirit of your Father" (Matt. 10:20),
"Spirit of Jesus" (Acts 16:7), "Spirit of
Christ" (Rom. 8:9), "Spirit of his Son"
(Gal. 4:6), and "Spirit of Jesus Christ"
(Phil. I: 19). All of these are gathered up
in the expression, "the Holy Spirit,"
which occurs throughout the New Tes
tament. And in all of these instances He
is "the Holy Spirit of God" (Eph. 4:30).

But do these Old and New Testament
references clearly demonstrate that the
Holy Spirit is God? We have noted that
the Holy Spirit is personal. Could the
Spirit then not be simply a personal
manifestation of God? No, for, as the
biblical revelation unfolds, it becomes
increasingly apparent that the Holy
Spirit is God. The "Spirit of your
Father" is the "Spirit of truth" pro
ceeding from the Father (John 15:26)
and is God; the "Spirit of Christ" is the
Spirit "poured out" (Acts 2:33) through
Christ and is God. When in the early
church Ananias was said to have lied
"to the Holy Spirit," Peter pro
nounced: "You have not lied to men
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23 The words of a personal testimony.
24 Homo = "same"; ousios = "essence."

"Although homoousios is used in the Nicene Creed only for Christ in relation to the
Father ("the same essence as the Father"), it came later to be applied to the Holy Spirit as
well. The Nicene Creed affirmed the full deity of Christ but did not speak in this connection
concerning the Holy Spirit.

'''Charles Lowry, The Trinity and Christian Devotion, 104. Lowry warns against a viewof
unityor oneness conceived of in terms of mathematical abstraction. The better model is .'the
analogy of a complex organism, animated by a single organizing principle or center but
constituted out of diverse elements," 102.

"We are not speaking here of the incarnate Son for whom there was limitation in essence
of some of these attributes (see chapter 13, "Incarnation," for fuller discussion).

"The Latin expression traditionally used for this is omnia opera trinitatis indiviso sunt .
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but to God" (Acts 5:3-4). The Holy
Spirit is God in the person of the Spirit.

It is important to stress that the Holy
Spirit as God was very much an experi
ential fact for the early church. Having
known the outpouring of the Holy Spirit
at Pentecost and living day-by-day in
the midst of "the Acts of the Holy
Spirit" (as the Book of Acts records),
they were affirming an almost over
whelming existential reality. Men were
often described as "full of the Holy
Spirit" (Acts 6:3, 5; 7:55; 11 :24); mis
sionaries were commissioned by the
Holy Spirit (e.g., Acts 13:1ff.); the
apostles and elders could say, "It
seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to
us ... " (Acts 15:28); the Holy Spirit
changed Paul's itinerary in Asia (Acts
16:6-8); and a prophet declared, "Thus
says the Holy Spirit" (Acts 21:11). All
in all, the Holy Spirit was the directing,
pervading reality in the apostolic
church. The early Christians knew He
was God in an almost overwhelming
fashion.

In the contemporary spiritual re
newal there has been a like sense of
God's presence and power in the Holy
Spirit. For many,· a fresh Pentecostal
outpouring of the Spirit has occurred in
their lives, so that what may have been
quite nebulous before has taken on
vivid reality. The statement "The Holy
Ghost is a 'ghost' no longer!">' repre
sents what many have come to experi
ence. The Holy Spirit is the real God in
His dynamic personal presence and
activity.

III. ONE GOD IN THREE PERSONS

Now that we have discussed the fact
that there is one God, and one alone,
yet also three persons, each of whom is
God, the question emerges: How is this
to be understood? How can there be

one God in three persons? It is here that
we confront the mystery of the Triune
God. Although we try, we cannot ex
pect full understanding.

The church in the early centuries
especially wrestled with the problem of
how to declare this and finally came to
certain affirmations. At best it was an
effort for the church not only to clarify
its own understanding but also to rule
out deviations-that is, heresies-that
would damage or even destroy the true
faith.

Let us try to set forth reverently and
in an orderly manner the faith of the
Christian community that there is one
God in three Persons. We shall do this
primarily from the biblical witness, but
not without drawing secondarily on the
church's reflection and experience
thereafter.

A. All the Persons of the Godhead
Are God

The Father is God, the Son is God,
and the Holy Spirit is God. Hence,
there is one being, one reality. There
are not three Gods, but only one.
Christian faith is not tri-theistic. The
Father is the one and only God, so
likewise are the Son and Holy Spirit.
Thus the Father is totally God, the Son
is totally God, and the Holy Spirit is
totally God: there is no depth, width, or
breadth of the divine reality that is not
fully Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. The
Godhead, accordingly, is not something
lying behind (or out of which comes)
the being of Father, Son, and Holy
Spirit.

Hence, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit
are the same essence. To use the lan
guage of the Nicene Creed (A.D. 325),
they are homoousios.i» Thus Father,
Son, and Holy Spirit, while differing

personally, do not differ essentially."
The whole undivided essence belongs
to each of the three persons. To use the
Latin expression, they are una substan
tia, "one substance"; they are "con
substantial." There is some danger that
such terms as essence and substance
imply that God is impersonal. How
ever. the intention is simply to say that
the concrete being of Father, Son, and
Holy Spirit is the same: they are identi
cal in being.

Hence, whatever may be said about
the Father begetting the Son and the
Spirit proceeding from the Father is not
to be understood as if the Son and Spirit
receive their essence or being from the
Father. What is begotten and proceeds
is not essence but personhood. The
begetting and proceeding are eternal;
hence the relationship is one that in
heres within the one divine reality. This
is sometimes referred to as the pericho
resis (or "coinherence") of the persons,
so that the thee persons are said to be in
and to interpenetrate one another. Each
of the persons accordingly contains the
whole of the Godhead and is the one
undivided God.

Another way to describe this oneness
of the Triune God is to understand it as
a superpersonal union of three Divine
persons-the Father, the Son, and the
Holy Spirit-of such an intense kind
that there is only one God. Since love is
the essential nature of God, and love
(ilRape) means self-giving to another,
then God is within Himself such a
totality of self-giving that Father, Son,
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and Holy Spirit are united ax one God.
As one writer has put it: "God j" within
Himself not sheer unity but a complex
and manifold being, the union and com
munion of three Divine persons. "'"
Hence, the technical language of peri
choresis takes on living significance in
the supernatural union of love.

Since Father, Son, and Holy Spirit
are the same in essence or being, they
are each to be worshiped and honored
as the one God. The Creed of Constan
tinople (A.D. 381), which affirmed the
full deity of the Holy Spirit (Nicca had
already done this in relation to Jesus
Christ), speaks of "the Holy Spirit ...
who is worshiped and glorified together
with the Father and the Son." Also
they have the same attributes. What
ever is said of God-for example, that
He is infinite, eternal, holy, loving, all
powerful, all-knowing-applies alike to
Father, Son." and Holy Spirit. Finally,
they are one in works: the one and same
God is at work in creation, redemption,
and empowerment. What the Father
does, the Son does, and the Holy Spirit
does. Or, to put it a bit differently, there
are no works of the Father that are not
also works of the Son and of the Holy
Spirit. All the works of the Triune God
are indivisible.se

This is highly significant for the
Christian life. For example, in worship
ing the Son or Holy Spirit we are not
thereby worshiping Someone less than
God or only part of God, nor are we
dishonoring Another. If we pray, .. Lord
Jesus, I adore you," while attention is
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'"On the gifts this is beautifully set forth in I Corinthians 12:4-6.
10This will be noted in more detail in the next chapter on Creation,
1] As, for example, in some views of the atonement that depict the "holy Father"

demanding punishment and the "loving Jesus" as interposing Himself between the Father
and us. Both Father and Son are holy and loving. We will discuss this in more detail in
chapter J4, "Atonement."

"This was the error of Sabellius (3rd century), an error that is repeated today by
. 'Oneness" Pentecostals.

13The word subsistence, despite its highly technical flavor, may help to prevent any idea
that the three are persons in our ordinary sense of the term. For us "persons" normally
means three separate individuals, no matter how closely they may be related to one another;
hence, using the term for God could suggest three Gods, or tri-theism. However, while
"subsistences" (or "hypostases") may better avoid tri-theistic tendencies, there is the other
perhaps greater danger of attenuating the personal aspect. I believe that both the technical
term and the personal are needed.

"Jesus is spoken of as "only begotten" (KJV and NASB) at various places in John's
writing: He is "the only begotten of the Father" (John I: 14), "His only begotten Son,"
(John 3:16; 1 John 4:9), "the only begotten Son of God" (John 3:18). The word for "only
begotten" is monogenes, translated simply as "only" in RSV, NEB, and NIV (NIV has "only
begotten" each time in the margin). According to TDNT, wherever monogenes is found in the
New Testament, "it means 'only-begotten'" and in Jesus' case signifies an "eternal
begetting" (see vol, 4, 739-41). This eternal begetting is also pointed to in the language of
John I: 18-"the only begotten God, who is in the bosom of the Father" (NASB). (The "only
begotten God" reading has come increasingly to be accepted, having the better manuscript
support. See, e.g., Leon Morris, The Gospel According to John, NICNT, 113; F. F. Bruce,
The Gospel ofJohn, 44-45.) Of course, the "eternal begetting" does not refer to a begetting
III eternity so that there was a time when the Son did not exist. He, as Son to the Father,
always was, is, and will be the Son of God.

"In the Gospel of John, Jesus speaks of the Holy Spirit as "the Spirit of truth, who
proceeds from the Father" (15:26). The immediate background of these words is that of
Jesus' sending the Spirit: "But when the Counselor comes, whom I shall send to you from
the Father, even the Spirit of truth.... " Jesus is mediator; however, the original source is
the Father-" .. , who proceeds from the Father." Although it could be argued that Jesus
IS. not talking about an eternal procession, such would seem to be implied. Indeed, in line
with this, the orthodox church formulation of the Constantinopolitan Creed declares: "We
believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord and life-giver, Who proceeds from the Father" (The
Council of Toledo in A.D. 589 added "and the Son" [filioque]. This filioque clause seems
Inappropriate in that, while the sending is from the Son [and the Father-see John 14:26],
t~e procession, as John 15:26 states, is from the Father alone.) The eternal procession of the
SPirit has continued to be affirmed by the church at large to the present day.
. "Words in the prayer of Jesus point up this eternal glorification: "Father, glorify thou me
In thy own presence with the glory which I had with thee before the world was made" (John
17:5),

17" , . , the Spirit searches everything, even the depths of God" (I Cor. 2: 10).
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being directed to the person of the Son,
it is not as if God in His totality is being
disregarded. If we look to the Holy
Spirit for power to witness and to move
in the gifts of the Spirit, we are counting
on the whole of God (also Father and
Son) to be involved.>? If we talk about
God the Father's work in creation, we
do not thereby disregard the Son and
Spirit," because each is fully involved.
Nor can we view the Father as some
how more holy than the Son, or the Son
more loving than the Father;' I or the
Spirit more concerned than either about
the Christian walk. In everything in the
Christian life we give praise to and
acknowledge the one God in each per
son. It is good to know that in all our
relations to the Father, Son, and Holy
Spirit we are dealing with the one and
only true God.

B. The Persons of the Godhead
Are Distinct

The Father is not the Son, and the
Son is not the Holy Spirit. Indeed, no
one of the three is another: there are
three persons. The Father is a distinct
person, as is Son and Holy Spirit. The
three persons eternally exist; the terms
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are not
mere figures of speech or titles (hence
changeable and temporary), nor are
they expressions for various ways God
has revealed Himself. Christian faith is
not modalistic; that is to say, it does not

hold that these terms are simply names
given to the different modes of action of
the one divine being (the modes thus
having no ontological existence}.'? The
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are and
eternally remain distinct persons.

To use the more technical language
developed by the early church, there
are three "subsistences" or "hypos
tases" within the one divine essence.
By this is meant that there are perma
nent distinctions (not divisions) within
the Godhead. Each subsistence (or hy
postasis) is the whole essence, and yet
each retains its own distinction. The
"threeness" is not thereby removed in
the "oneness": Father, Son, and Holy
Spirit have been, are, and forever will
be distinct subsistences or persons»
within the unity of the Godhead.

All this is important to stress over
against any idea that Father, Son, and
Holy Spirit are merely manifestations of
the one God. The Trinity is not only one
of manifestation; it is also one of es
sence. God as God, regardless of any
outward manifestation, is one being in
three permanent hypostases-one God
in three persons.

Next we note that there is a distinc
tion of personal' 'properties" within the
divine being. The term properties sig
nifies distinctives that belong to the
three persons-Father, Son, and Holy
Spirit-and accordingly are unique to

each. We will consider these in se
ljllence.

The property of God the Father is
1;{'l1cralion. The Father who is "unbe
gotten" eternally "begets" the Son. 34

This is not a work of the Father's will
but a property of His nature. Hence,
this eternal begetting is not a work of
creation (the Son is not created), but of
generation. God would not be God
without this eternal generation. The
property of the Son is filiation. He
receives His personal subsistence.but
not His divine essence, from the Father
and is eternally the Son. Thus He is
subordinate to the Father, not in being
but in relationship. The property of the
Holy Spirit is procession. The Holy
Spirit eternally proceeds from the
Father.v' There never was a time when
this procession was not occurring; the
Holy Spirit accordingly does not exist
by God's will but, like the Son, is a
property of His nature.

THE HOLY TRINITY

All of this-too vast and mysterious
for us to comprehend-may be de
scribed as a life process in which the
Father evermore objectifies Himself in
the Son and gives forth of His fullness
in the Holy Spirit. To use more biblical
language, one may view the internal
relations as the Father eternally glorify
ing Himself in the Son J 6 and the Holy
Spirit eternally searching out the depths
of the Godhead.t? Finally, since God is
love, we may view the whole-the
properties of generation, filiation, and
procession-as the internal workings of
love. Love is not love without an object
(the Father loves the Son), nor without
its overflow (the procession of the Spir
it). All imagery finally breaks down,
however, in attempting to elucidate the
internal properties and relations of Him
who is the mysterious one God-who is
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.

In addition to the internal properties
of the Triune God, there are also the
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38The Apostles' Creed says it well: "I believe in God the Father Almighty, Maker of
heaven and earth."

39We might add "and comes upon" because the coming of the Holy Spirit is a recurrent
coming. This will be discussed in Renewal Theology, vol. 2. I For a discussion of "Election," see vol. 2, chapter 16, "Calling."
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external acts. These are mighty acts in
which God reaches out beyond Him
self. The first act is that of creation by
God the Father. The Father is the
fountain and source of creation (even as
of the personhood of the Son). From
Him all that exists outside Himself has
come. This does not mean that Son and
Spirit do not also participate in the act
of creation (as earlier noted), for the
Father creates through the Son and
Spirit. However, the Father is in a
special sense the Creator; it was He
who brought all things into being.v The
second act is that of the incarnation of
the Son. The eternal Son, the Word of
God, became flesh. Without ceasing to
be God He became man. The Father
and the Holy Spirit also participated in
the Incarnation: the Father gave the
Son, and the Son was conceived in flesh
by the Holy Spirit. However, it was the
Son (not the Father or the Spirit) who
became a human being. The third act is
that of the coming of the Holy Spirit.
The Holy Spirit, third Person of the
Trinity, came upon'? people. The Spir-

it, who proceeds eternally within the
Godhead, was sent by the Father
through the Son. Hence, although He
was the Spirit of the Father and the
Son, it was the Holy Spirit who person
ally came. Creation by the Father, the
incarnation of the Son, and the coming
of the Holy Spirit: each is a unique act
of a divine Person; but all belong to the
mighty acts of the one and only God!

Now that we have stated these vari
ous things about the Triune God, we
must confess that throughout we have
been dealing with the realm of mystery.
There is no possible way that we human
beings can adequately comprehend the
meaning of one God in three persons.
We do well to end therefore, not in
reflection, but in devotion, and join in
voicing from our hearts some of the
words of Reginald Heber's hymn:

Holy, holy, holy! Lord God Almighty!
Early in the morning our song shall

rise to Thee;
Holy, holy, holy, merciful and mighty!
God in three Persons, blessed Trinity!

Creation

In the doctrine of creation we stand
at the beginning of the mighty acts of
God that relate to the constituted uni
verse and man. "In the beginning God
created...."

I. BASIS

The basis of the doctrine of creation
is divine revelation. Creation is a vast
mystery incomprehensible to the mind
of man. Hence, it is a truth made known
by God Himself. In the special revela
tion to the people of God in both Old
and New Testament the truth is set
forth. The creation belongs-with other
such great mysteries as election, re
demption, and the final consumma
tion-to God's own self-disclosure.

In actual order of disclosure, God's
act of creation must have been second
to His act of election. I In the Old
Testament God first of all revealed
Himself to the patriarchs and to Israel
as the One who had called and chosen
them for a special mission. He was the
Lord to whom Israel owed its very
existence. Then again He was Israel's
Redeemer from bondage in Egypt.
Hence, this revelation of God as Lord

and Redeemer was prior to the disclo
sure of Him as Creator. Indeed, the
former prepared the way for the latter.
He who was Israel's absolute Lord was
also the Creator of all things. He could
not be Lord of one people were He not
Sovereign over all people-even from
the beginning of the human race. He
could not have turned back the waters
of the Red Sea were He not the Lord of
all seas (and everything else in ere
ation)-even from the beginning of the
world. Because God is absolute Lord,
besides whom there is no other, He is
the Creator of the heavens and the
earth. Hence, while creation is logically
prior to Israel's election, the revelation
and apprehension of its truth follows
that of election.

The truth of creation accordingly
belongs in the arena of faith. It was
disclosed to a line of people who for all
their faults and failures were a people of
faith. For example, recall the words in
Hebrews 11: "By faith the people
crossed the Red Sea ... " (v. 29).
Above them towered such a giant of
faith as Moses (vv. 23-28), to whom
quite likely was unfolded the whole
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21 have substituted "universe" (as in NIV and NEB) for "world." The Greek word is
aionas (literally, "ages"); however, as F. F. Bruce says, "the universe of space and time is
meant" (Hebrews, NICNT, in loco).

-The Greek word is katertisthai. It is translated in KJV as "framed," in NEB as
"fashioned," and in NIV as "formed." Any of these, as well as "created," is possible.
However, 1 believe "create" (as in RSV) is the essential idea, but not without a sense of
continuation of being such as the other translations suggest. Weymouth in his New
Testament in Modern Speech translates: "the worlds came into being and still exist," and
adds in a footnote: "the whole of this is expressed by one Greek word in the perfect tense
[katl'rtisthai].' ,

40 n the other hand, reading the Scriptures may also evoke faith (cf. Rom. 10:17).
'The Greek word is elenchos, translated "evidence" in KJV. The NIV translates the verse:

"~ow faith is being sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do not see." The idea
of certainty is well-founded and emphasizes that the affirmation of creation belongs to the
certitude of faith.
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drama of creation, Genesis being tradi
tionally called . 'the first book of
Moses. "

It is, accordingly, quite significant to
recall the prior words about creation in
Hebrews II: "By faith we understand
that the universe- was created' by the
word of God" (v. 3). Thereafter, that
faith is illustrated by reference to many
such as Noah, Abraham, Moses, and
the people of Israel themselves (as we
just noted). But since the Book of
Hebrews was written for Christians, it
means that by faith we also understand
that the universe had a divine Creator.

How does the Christian believer
know this? He understands in much the
same way as the Israelites did, namely,
by virtue of God's call and election, and
His action as Lord and Savior. How
ever, it is on a much deeper level than
anything in the Old Testament, for in
Jesus Christ the believer, and therefore
the Christian community, knows a far
greater miracle than redemption from
Egypt. In faith the Christian has heard
the Word of God, received life out of
death, and found a new Lord. He
derives his whole Christian existence
from God. If Christ, the Living Word of
God, has brought forth a new creation
in the believer's life through faith, the
believer is prepared to understand the
fact that all of creation has come from
that same Word. Again, in the language
of Hebrews: "By faith we [the Christian
believing community1 understand that
the universe was created by the word of
God" The person who in faith has
experienced the miracle of a new ere-

ation understands by that same faith
that all creation stems from God and
His Word.

One other meaningful verse of Scrip
ture may be noted here. Paul, in a
beautiful passage on faith, speaks of
God as one "who gives life to the dead
and calls into existence the things that
do not exist" (Rom. 4: 17). It is the same
God who raises from death to life who
brought the universe from nonexistence
into existence. Although the latter is
chronologically prior to the former, it is
he who in faith has been born anew Who
can understand the birth or creation of
all things by the same miracle-working
God.

All of this is quite important to em
phasize in dealing with the doctrine of
creation. Without the eyes offaith-the
faith wherein new creation is a reality
and the illumination of the Spirit, there
is no way of truly understanding the
creation of all things. Hence Genesis 1
and 2, as all else in the Scriptures, must
be read from the perspective of faith. It
simply will not do to read with the
natural understanding, as if it were a
treatise on creation to be read and
perceived by believer and nonbeliever
alike. Consequently, to seek to inter
pret the doctrine of creation to the
unbeliever is also of little avail. "A
natural man .,. cannot understand
.. , "(l Cor. 2:14 NASB); there must be
eyes of faith illuminated by the Holy
Spirit. This applies just as much to the
doctrine of creation as to any other area
of Christian faith.

The final basis for the doctrine of

creation is the Scripture. If it seems
surprising that Scripture is mentioned in
the third place, this is by no means to
disparage the Bible's significance, for
the Scriptures are normative and au
thoritative throughout. The point, how
ever. is that without an appreciation of
revelation and faith and a participation
in faith, the Scriptures are a closed
book. It is even possible to frame a
doctrine of creation that seeks through
out to be totally guided by scriptural
texts, and yet be without life and under
standing. But wherever there is revela
tion and faith (as it has been described),
then all the relevant Scriptures take on
new meanmg.

The Scriptures, accordingly, for all
their importance, are not the primary
reason for believing in creation or
God's act of creation. Revelation and
faith precede.i Hence, the affirmation
that one believes in the miracle of
creation "because the Bible says so,"
though it may be a valid and true
statement, needs the deeper undergird
ing of faith. Prior to the statement that
"by faith we understand that the world
was created by the word of God" are
the words: "Now faith is the assurance
of things hoped for, the conviction; of
things not seen" (Heb. II: I). Faith
contains the conviction of creation
"things not seen." Without such con
viction and faith, the doctrine of cre
ation lacks solidity and depth.

The importance of Scripture is that
therein we have an authoritative and
normative record of creation that will
give direction and guidance. Faith,
though it contains conviction, even cer
tainty, is not a sure guide. The Bible,
Within the context of revelation and
faith, is the only infallible rule for all
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our understanding of the doctrine of
creation.

II. APPROACH

The primary approach to the doctrine
of creation is one of blessing and
praise. Perhaps the best place to begin
is with the psalmist, who commences a
beautiful and lengthy meditation on
creation with the words: "Bless the
LORD. 0 my soul! 0 LORD my God, thou
art very great!" (Ps. 104:I). Thereafter
he addresses God: "Thou ... hast
stretched out the heavens like a
tent. ... Thou didst set the earth on its
foundations, so that it should never be
shaken. Thou didst cover it with the
deep as with a garment; the waters
stood above the mountains. At thy
rebuke they fled '" 0 LORD. how
manifold are thy works! In wisdom hast
thou made them all" (vv. 1-2,5-7,24).
And then the climax: "I will sing to the
LORD as long as I live; I will sing praise
to my God while I have being" (v. 33).
These words express the primary ap
proach to creation, namely, rejoicing at
what God has made and giving Him
blessing and thanksgiving for it all.

Another beautiful instance is Psalm
148, where the psalmist this time does
not offer the praise himself but calls on
God's creation to return praise to Him.
"Praise him, sun and moon, praise him,
all you shining stars! Praise him, you
highest heavens, and you waters above
the heavens! Let them praise the name
of the LORD! For he commanded and
they were created" (vv. 3-5). After
hailing the heavenly host to praise the
Lord, the psalmist next calls on the
things of earth: "Praise the LORD from
the earth, you sea monsters and all
deeps, fire and hail, snow and frost ...
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6This is "utterly beyond all understanding ... what we know as creation is always the
shaping of some given material" (E. Brunner, The Christian Doctrine of Creation and

Redemption. II). This is a "creative activity which in principle is without analogy" (G. von
Rad, Genesis. 47).

7 "Bara' ... is never connected with a statement of the material" (ibid.). This does not
necessarily mean that no material is involved; for example, God who created man (see
hereafter) did it by using dust (clay). However, God brings something totally new into the
situation. "The primary emphasis of the word bara' is on the newness of the created object"
(7WOT. I: 127). Erickson writes that bara' "never appears with an accusative which denotes
an object upon which the Creator works to form something new" (Christian Theology. 368).

'See Plato's Timaeus.
'I Ex nihilo nihil fit-the philosophical expression usually set over against creatio ex nihilo.

Some contemporary philosophy speaks of God as creating out of "non-being" (for example,
Berdyaev and Tillich) where "non-being" is viewed as having a kind of semi-real status.
However, this is still contrary to the biblical picture of absolute origination. "Nothing" is
not "something," no matter how refined or defined.

1"The basic movement of creation is "not from unformed matter to formed object, but
from the non-existent to the existent" (L. Gilkey, Maker ofHeaven and Earth. 53). Gilkey
also speaks of this as "absolute origination."

11 Aristotle spoke of the eternal coexistence of the world and God. In the Zoroastrian
religion the great god Mazda, the god of light, has as his eternal counterpart Ahrirnan, the
god of darkness. Mazda eternally struggles against Ahriman to overcome him.

12Satan, in biblical and Christian faith, is not an eternal adversary. He is a creature, albeit
fallen, and his doom is sure.

11 This includes a modified form of pantheism called panentheism, which views God as
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Mountains and all hills, fruit trees and
all cedars! Beasts and all cattle, creep
ing things and flying birds!" (vv. 7-10).

The important feature in all of this is
that creation is something to be rejoiced
in by all God's creatures, who thereby
return to their Maker praise and bless
ing. It is not how God created, but that
He did. We need to recognize that the
whole vast panorama of the universe,
indeed everything in it, should resound
with praise to the Creator.

Another, and closely related, ap
proach to the doctrine of creation is that
of marvel and wonder. He who has had
his eyes opened by faith now begins to
appreciate all the more the wonder of
what God has done in creation. The
psalmist cries forth: "On the glorious
splendor of thy majesty, and on thy
wondrous works, I will meditate" (Ps.
145:5). The more one meditates on the
mystery and miracle of creation, the
more there is a growing sense of won
der at what God has done.

"In the beginning God created"
just these opening words of the Bible
stagger the imagination. There was
nothing outside of God Himself
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit; and then
God projected a universe. Who can but
marvel at it all! Moreover, we are
privileged to be a part of it and to
behold creation in all of its reflection of
God's glory. Truly "the heavens de
clare the glory of God; and the firma
ment showeth his handiwork" (Ps. 19:I
KJV).

Hence, to approach the doctrine of
creation with a sense of wonder at the
marvel of what God has wrought is
altogether right and fitting. It is not a
matter of seeking understanding but of
allowing the greatness of God's creative
action more and more to fill one's
being. 0 God, how great Thou art!

A third approach to the doctrine of
creation-an approach that grows out
of the other two-is that of deep humil
ity. In the presence of the great creative
act of God, we can but realize how little
our minds are capable of apprehending
and how much we need to be taught by
God, His Word, and His Spirit. The
words in Job are appropriate:

Hear this. 0 Job; stop and consider the
wondrous works of God. Do you know
how God lays his command upon them,
and causes the lightning of his cloud to
shine? Do you know the balancings of the
clouds, the wondrous works of him who
is perfect in knowledge? (37:14-16).

In the presence of the mighty deed of
creation, for all that we may endeavor
to understand, we can grasp very little
of the mystery of it all. We need,
therefore, humbly to allow God to teach
us through His own revelation what He
would have us know.

III. DEFINITION

Creation may be defined as the bring
ing of the universe into existence by
God. It is a calling into being that which
did not exist before. In the language of
Hebrews 11 :3, just following the state
ment about the universe being created
by the word of God, are the words "so
that what is seen is not made out of
what is visible" (mv), that is to say, out
of any preexistent reality.

Creation, accordingly, is absolute or
igination. What was created by God did
not come from preexisting material. It is
creatio ex nihilo, "creation out of noth
ing." "In the beginning God created the
heavens and the earth" - so reads Gen
esis I: 1. There is no statement about
any material or source that God drew
upon. What is pointed to here is without
analogye in human experience, because

human creative activity always involves
some shaping of material that is already
in existence. With God, however, it is
totally different: He alone truly
creates-from nothing. The Hebrew
word for create, bora", as in Genesis
1:I, is a word that is never used in the
Scriptures with anyone other than God
as the subject, and it refers essentially
to creation out of nothing? -that is,
absolute origination.

Incidentally, the biblical affirmation
of creatio ex nihilo was totally foreign
to ancient philosophical and religious
understanding. For example, in the phi
losophy of Plato the world was viewed
as having been formed out of some kind
of primal matter. The "derniurge," Pla
to's "Maker," shaped the world out of
what was already there, but he did not
create it.8 It would have been nonsense
to suppose that the world came from
nothing, for "out of nothing nothing
comes. "9 In Babylonian mythology,
which contains the highest creation
picture of the ancient world, the god
Marduk struggled against Tiamat, the
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monster of chaos, and slew her, and the
world was composed out of fragments
of her carcass. Here again it is not
creation out of nothing. but out of
something. It is a making of the world
but not a creation of it. Any such view
is utterly contrary to the biblical pic
ture, namely, that the whole movement
of creation is not from the preexistent
to the existent, but from nothingness
into existence. I 0

In this same context it may be
pointed out that creatio ex nihilo indi
rectly denies both metaphysical dualism
and pantheism. Dualism in various
ways views the world, or some other
reality (as in Plato's philosophy and
Babylonian mythology), as eternally
existing alongside God, or even strug
gling against Him. 1 1 From the biblical
perspective this denies God both as
Creator and as Lord. For if something
always has been outside of and along
side God, He is obviously not the
Creator; if it affords some eternal oppo
sition!' to Him, He is not the Lord of
all. Pantheism in whatever form, 13
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partly identical with the world. Philosophies that depict God as at the same time both infinite
and finite are panentheistic: God identical with the "all" (pan) but also "in" (en) the all.

14Some commentators have viewed "the host" to signify angels. Thus, in addition to the
heavens and earth, God made "the host of angels." However true it is that the angels are
God's creatures and thus made by Him, Genesis 2:1 seems rather to point to the total sphere
of the physical universe, hence the heavens and the earth and everything in them (as outlined
in Gen. I). In Deuteronomy 4:19 Moses warns Israel: "And beware lest you lift up your eyes
to heaven, and when you see the sun and the moon and the stars, all the host of heaven, you
be drawn away and worship them and serve them." "The host" in this place clearly refers to
the totality of the universe visible to man, and not to angels (cf. also Deut. 17:3; Ps. 33:6). It
seems that Genesis 2:1 is pointing to the same thing.

15 In scientific terminology this is the law of mass conservation, namely, that although
matter may be changed in size, state, and form, the total mass remains the same. This means
that no creation or destruction of matter or energy is happening anywhere in the universe.

16 An early nineteenth-century German theologian. See in his chief work, The Christian
Faith, the section on "Creation."

17 "Creation speaks primarily of a basis which is beyond this relationship and makes it
POSSIble; of a unique, free creation of heaven and earth by the will and act of God" (Barth,
Church Dogmatics, 3.1.14).
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wherein God and the world are some
how identified, also is a denial of cre
ation. Pantheism is essential a monism
in which God and the world are eternal
ly one: they are inseparable from each
other. All philosophies of emanation,
wherein the world is viewed as eternally
flowing out of God (and perhaps return
ing to Him), are likewise pantheistic
and contrary to creation. The world no
more is made out of God than out of
preexisting matter. God is the Lord!

It is urgent to affirm that the universe
is God's creation. It has not always
existed. In the beautiful words of the
psalmist: "Before the mountains were
brought forth, or ever thou hadst
formed the earth and the world, from
everlasting to everlasting thou art God"
(Ps. 90:2). "In the beginning," accord
ingly, is not a statement about God, as
if in His beginning the world was cre
ated (for such a statement again leads
back to mistaken philosophical and
mythological views). "The beginning"
refers rather to the beginning of space
and time-the whole spatiotemporal
universe (or the space-time-matter con
tinuum)-which God infinitely tran
scends. God was there before and be
yond the beginning: God is the Creator
of space and time, and anything there is
outside Himself.

Creation is not only absolute origina
tion; it is also a completed work of God.
"In the beginning God created," and
the word "created" refers to something

that has been completed. This does not
mean that everything was done at once,
for Genesis I depicts creation as contin
uing over a period of time. Moreover,
the final word is Genesis 2:1-"Thus
the heavens and the earth were finished,
and all the host of them." 14 There were
six "days" in which all of this was
accomplished. Furthermore, the word
"created" (hara') is used not only in
Genesis I: I but also in 1:21 (referring to
the fifth day) and in 1:27 (referring to
the sixth day). However, with the final
act of creation, it has now all been
done. God accordingly does not con
tinue to create the universe or new
things within it. It is not creatio contin
ua ("continuing creation"), though, of
course, there are strikingly different
aspects, formations, and activities in
the vastness of the heavens and earth
that seem new. However, God has
finished His work of creation: all has
been given-time, space, energy, life,
man-that there ever will be in this
present universe.r'

This understanding of the universe,
incidentally, is contrary to so-called
steady-state views of the universe that
hold that there is a continuous creation
of new matter (hydrogen atoms)
throughout space. This newly created
matter condenses thereafter to form
new heavenly bodies (stars, galaxies,
etc.) within the old; thus there is a
steady state or constant spatial density.
In this view, now increasingly outmod-

ed , the universe is without beginning
and end. It is continually creating itself
afresh.

Also, the understanding of creation
as completed is quite distinct from the
philosophical-religious view that sees in
creation only an expression of the rela
tionship between God and the world.
Schleiermacher,16 for example, held
that the doctrine of creation is an ex
pression of man's absolute dependence
on God. The doctrine in no way points
to the actual beginning of the universe
(which, in Schleiermacher's view, may
be a concern of science or philosophy,
but has no relation to the sphere of
religion), but to the fact of a relation
ship between God and man that is the
heart of everything in the world. Such a
view, again, is foreign to the biblical
perspective of creation as an event that
has happened in the past. Of course,
relationship between God and man is at
the heart of faith; however, that very
relationship presupposes a prior act of
creation .17 Creation is the absolute and
completed origination of the universe
by the act of God.

IV. SOURCE

We turn next to a consideration of
the source of creation.

A. The Source of Creation Is God

"In the beginning God created." Or
to use the words of Genesis 2:4, the
source is "the LORD God": "in the day
that the LORD God made the earth and
the heavens." God is Elohim, the LORD
God is Yahweh Elohim.

This says at least two things. First,
the majestic, all-powerful God, namely
Elohim, who is sovereign over all
things, is the creator of the universe.
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He is called "God Most High [EI
Elyoni, maker of heaven and earth" in
Genesis 14:19,22. Second, the one who
creates is also Yahweh, the LORD. the
peculiarly personal, covenantal name
for God (later to be revealed in its full
meaning to Moses [Exod. 3:15]). Gene
sis 1 depicts Elohim, majestic and au
gust, but almost distant and impersonal,
creator of the universe and man; Gene
sis 2 shows Yahweh God, in His per
sonal planting of a garden, breathing
into man the breath of life, making a
covenant with him, and forming man
and woman for each other. Thus the
creation of all things by Elohim (or EI
Elyon) and Yahweh Elohim is a mag
nificent picture of God, both as al
mighty and majestic and as personal
and covenanting. It is this God who is
the Creator of all things.

Since the source of creation is God,
this rules out several mistaken views. It
means, for one thing, that the universe
is not a chance incident or accident; it
did not just happen. Again, the world is
not the work of some artificer less than
God (as, e.g., Plato's "derniurge").
Further, the universe has not always
been here (as in a "steady-state" view
of the universe or an "oscillating" one
in which the universe is viewed as
forever expanding and contracting in a
multibillion-year cycle). Once more, the
universe is not self-existent, as if by
some kind of spontaneous generation it
came to be or keeps coming into being.

B. The Source of Creation
Is the Triune God

The name of God as Elohim contains
not only the idea of the majestic, all
powerful deity, but also that the One
who creates is a plurality within Him-
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18According to the Old Testament scholar W. Eichrodt, 'elohim is "an abstract plural
... [that] corresponds to our word 'Godhead.''' Theology of the Old Testament, I: 185.

19 Refer back to the discussion of this in chapter 4, "The Holy Trinity," pages 84-85.
20NASB has "bought" instead of "created." Whatever may be the best translation, the

verse (as NASB also shows) continues with the theme of creation: "who has made you and
established you."

21 Even as He, prior to all creation, is the fountainhead in the Trinity: the Son eternally
being begotten and the Spirit eternally proceeding from Him.

22See chapter 4, "The Holy Trinity," pages 93-94.

21The Greek word is dia. The KJV and NASB translate dia as "by," which is misleading.
"By" suggests that the Son is the Creator Himself. In the two passages above that follow
I Corinthians 8:6 and Colossians I: 16-where RSV (as quoted) reads "through," KJV and
NASH again have "by" (NIV has "through" in I Cor. 8:6 and "by" in Col. I: 16). Since the
Greek word is dia in each case, the better translation is "through."

24'The theological thought ofch. I moves not so much between the poles of nothingness
and creation as between the poles of chaos and cosmos" (von Rad, Genesis, 49). Von Rad is
by no means denying creatio ex nihilo, to which he refers in commenting on verse I; but with
creation out of nothingness as a given, the rest of the narration beginning with verse 2 moves
from chaos, or formlessness, to cosmos, or order.
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self. "Elohim" is sometimes called a
"plural of majesty," but it may better
be described as a peculiar plural that
contains inner differentiation. Elohim
could be called "the Godhead'";'" thus
it is the Godhead that speaks in Genesis
1:26-"Let us make man.... " And
although there is no explicit Trinitarian
reference!" in Genesis I, there are
intimations that point the way to the
being of Elohim, the Godhead, as Tri
une. This is further intimated in Genesis
I by the operation of three forces: God,
His spoken word, and the Spirit. There
is Elohim who creates (v. I), the Spirit
of God that moves" over the face of the
waters" (v. 2), and the word spoken:
"And God said .. . and there was"
(v. 3 and several times thereafter). The
word spoken in Genesis may sound
little like a personal reality; however, in
the New Testament it is patent that it is
the Word (capital "W"), the eternal
Son, through whom God created all
things (John 1:1; Heb. 1:2). Thus we
may now look at the source of creation,
reading Genesis 1 in the light of the
New Testament, as the Triune God.

1. God the Father

God the Father is peculiarly the Crea
tor. In the Old Testament, though the
name of "Father" for God is not fre
quent, there is one clear reference to
God as a Father who created: "Is not
he your father, who createds" you, who
made you and established you?" (Deut.
32:6; cf. Mal. 2: 10). A New Testament
example is this statement: "For us
there is one God, the Father, from
whom are all things ... " (l Cor. 8:6).

God the Father is He "from whom"
all things come. Accordingly, He is the
fountainhead (the fons et origo) of
creation.' ' It belongs to Him peculiarly
to be the Creator; it is His external
act.>? So reads the Apostles' Creed: "I
believe in God the Father Almighty,
Maker of heaven and earth."

Thus creation derives not from some
impersonal source, but from one who is
Father. The very title "Father" sug
gests one who cares, one who is inti
mately concerned about His creation
and all His creatures. This is an impor
tant truth to know and affirm in light of
the question often raised, "Is there
Someone 'up there' who cares?" Did
He, perhaps, in deistic fashion, make
the universe, and leave it to go on its
own? No, God the Creator is Father.
The universe is the creation of One who
is far more concerned than any earthly
father about His child or children.

2. God the Son

God the Son is the instrument of
creation. It was through the Son, the
eternal Word of God, that the universe
came to be. Using the language of
Genesis, "And God said ... and there
was," it is evident that God spoke the
universe into being. Thus it was through
the word of God that the universe and
everything in it was made. This is also
beautifully portrayed by the psalmist:
"By the word of the LORD the heavens
were made.... For he spoke, and it
came to be; he commanded, and it
stood forth" (Ps. 33:6, 9). The word is
the instrument or agent of creation.

This, of course, is all the more appar-

cnt in the New Testament. In the mag
niticent prologue of John's Gospel we
rcad: "In the beginning was the Word,
and the Word was with God, and the
Word was God '" all things were
made through'» him" (1: 1,3). Also, we
may now continue with the passage
previously quoted that began, "For us
there is one God, the Father, from
whom are all things," by noting the
words "and one Lord, Jesus Christ,
through whom are all things and for
whom we exist" (1 Cor. 8:6). One
further Scripture that is quite relevant is
this: "In him [Christ] all things were
created, in heaven and on earth, visible
and invisible ... all things were created
through him and for him" (Col. 1:16).
The Son is the instrument-note:
"through him"-of all creation.

It is popular but misleading language
to speak of the Son as One who made
the world. For example, the Living
Bible paraphrases John 1:3-"He [the
Word] created everything there is
nothing exists that he didn't make."
But this is to give to the Son the role or
activity that belongs to God the Father.
Surely, since the Son is also God, and
God is the Creator, He is totally in
volved in creation. But His function is
not that of being the fountainhead of
creation. Rather, He is the medium or
instrument through whom God the
Father does His creative work.

Now, having made this important
refinement, we can rightly rejoice in the
fact that everything comes through the
Son. This means that the same One who
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has redeemed us was the channel
through whom all things came into
being. Thus we can all the more rejoice
that whatever is distorted and broken in
the universe (and much has been
spoiled through the work of Satan and
the entail of sin and evil) is subject to
His redemptive care. Hence, since the
Son is both Redeemer and the channel
of creation, it is God's purpose and plan
(hear this!) "through Him to reconcile
to himself all things, whether on earth
or in heaven, making peace by the
blood of his cross" (Col. 1:20).

One further reflection on the creation
of all things through the Word may be
relevant. Since "Word" by definition
signifies rational utterance, creation
through the Word also suggests that the
universe God has made is a place of
order and meaning. The universe, ac
cordingly, has "Logos-structure"; it is
a place of pattern and coherence, of
direction and purposefulness. With the
word spoken, that which is without
form and void (Gen. 1:2) takes on
structure: light, firmament, dry land,
etc. (l :3ff.). All moves from chaos to
cosmos.> from primeval formlessness
to increasing form and complexity. Cre
ation through the Word points up the
amazing orderliness and meaning
fulness that essentially holds together
the universe in all of its components. It
is possible that the New Testament
refers to the same thing in saying of the
Son: "He is before all things, and in
him all things hold together" (Col.
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25 Better than KJV. which reads "consist." The NIV. NASB. and NEB agree with RSV reading
above.

2t>The NIV, NEB and NASB have "hovering" as an alternate reading. L. Kohler (in his Old
Testament Theology, 88) translates: "hovered trembling." "Brooding" is "the literal
meaning" (IB. in loco).

27This state of formlessness, emptiness, and darkness has sometimes been interpreted as
due to a primeval "fall," perhaps of Lucifer and his angels, so that the earth was reduced to
this condition. I agree with von Rad's statement: "The assumption ... of a cosmic
Luciferlike plunge of the creation from its initial splendor is linguistically and objectively
quite impossible" (Genesis, 48).

28This could include the activation of gravitational forces, as formless and static matter
are brought into form and motion.

29 B. B. Warfield, commenting on the Spirit's role in relation to the word, puts it vividly:
'To the voice of God in heaven saying, Let there be light! the energy of the Spirit of God
brooding upon the face of the waters responded, and 101 there was light ... God's thought
and will and word take effect in the world, because God is not only over the world, thinking
and willingand commanding, but also in the world as the principle of all activity, executing"
(Biblical and Theological Studies, 134.)

lOThe affirmation in the Creed of Constantinople (popularly known as the Nicene Creed)
concerning the Holy Spirit is quite apropos: "We believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord and the
Life-giver."

lIThe Holy Spirit is sometimes called "the executive of the Godhead" (e.g., Warfield,
Biblical and Theological Studies, 131).

"Robert Jastrow, director of NASA's Goddard Institute for Space Studies, in his book.
God and the Astronomers, 13.
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1:17)." The Word of God is what
makes it all a universe: a single vast
system of forces, of atoms and mole
cules, that is essentially one.

3. God the Holy Spirit

God the Spirit is the energizer of
creation. This means, on the one hand,
that all of creation occurs by His dy
namic activity. In the Book of Job are
these words: "The Spirit of God has
made me, and the breath of the Al
mighty gives me life" (33:4 NASB). Simi
lar words are found in the Psalms:
"When thou sendest forth thy Spirit,
they [referring particularly to all living
creatures] are created" (104:30). One
further verse, closely linking word and
Spirit (often translated "breath" or
"wind"), may be noted: "By the word
of the LORD the heavens were made, and
all their host by the breath of his
mouth" (Ps, 33:6). From such Scrip
tures as these, it is apparent that the
operation of the Spirit is in close con
tact with what is being created, not
simply a word spoken from afar but an
immediate, divine breath that brings the
universe into being and activates it.
Thus, throughout the universe the im
mense forces that are at work in suns,
stars, and galaxies are energized by the

Spirit of God. All energy and power are
there by virtue of the divine Spirit.

A second comment follows, namely,
that the Holy Spirit is also the energizer
of everything on earth. This is to be
noted particularly in the Genesis cre
ation narrative. Just after the opening
statement about creation (v. I) is this
statement: "The earth was without
form and void, and darkness was upon
the face of the deep; and the Spirit of
God was moving ["brooding" or "hov
ering'"]» over the face of the waters"
(I :2). Hence, at the outset of creation
when, after the initial creation, the
earth was still a formless, empty, and
dark mass.s ' the Spirit of God began to
move, to hover over the waters. This
suggests that before God spoke and the
earth took on form and meaning, the
divine Spirit was already at work upon
the stuff of creation. He was present
energizing the vast potencies that lay
hidden in the primeval watery waste.t"
Nothing was present but a chaos of
lifeless matter. Over this mass, then,
the Spirit of God moved, leavening the
original chaos, quickening it with an
inner vitality, and preparing it for that
higher moment when the word spoken
by God would bring it all to fruition.>s

Finally, the Holy Spirit is the life
giver in creation. Now we may note

agam the words in Job 33:4 (NASB):

"The Spirit of God has made me, and
the breath of the Almighty gives me
life." We may believe, then, that the
Spirit hovering over the face of the
waters was preparing the earth for the
life that was later on to break forth. It
would not be by accident that plant life,
life in sea and sky, animal life, and then
human life would appear. The climax
would be that beautiful moment of
man's creation, as recorded in Genesis
2. when "God formed man ... and
breathed into his nostrils the breath of
life; and man became a living being"
(v. 7). The Spirit of God, the divine
Breath, is the life-givers" in all creation.

We may summarize this section on
the Triune God and creation by saying
that creation is from the Father,
through the Son, and by' I the Holy
Spirit. Thus does the one God in three
persons perform the mighty work of
creation.

V. METHOD

The question to which we now turn is
the method whereby God accomplishes
the work of creation. How does God
bring it about?

A. Series of Creative Actions

We may focus first on the narrative in
Genesis I in which the acts of creation
are set forth. The word create (biirii')
OCcurs in relation to the universe, to
living creatures, and finally to man. We
will note these in sequence.

I. The Universe- "the heavens and
the earth"

The first creative action of God re
lates to the totality of the physical
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universe. We have already noted that
this creative act of God was one of
absolute origination; it was creatio ex
nihilo. Also it occurred at a certain
moment: the universe has not always
been in existence.

It is quite significant that this is one
area where the overwhelming evidence
of science agrees with the biblical
affirmation of a beginning. Views of the
universe as infinite and eternal (such as
"steady-state" and "oscillating" theo
ries) have been more and more super
seded by the concept of a finite and
temporal universe that had a specific
beginning. It is now generally recog
nized by physicists and astronomers
that we live in an expanding universe
with all the galaxies moving farther
away from one another at an enormous
and ever-increasing speed. By calculat
ing back from this expansion, the evi
dence points to a definite moment (vari
ously calculated at from 15 to 20 billion
years ago) when the universe was
packed into a dense mass, almost equal
to nothing. At that near-zero point of
time and space, there was a stupendous
explosion (often called the "Big Bang")
like a cosmic hydrogen bomb, but with
temperatures of many trillions of de
grees. As one astro-physicist puts it:
"The dazzling brilliance of the radiation
in this dense, hot universe must have
been beyond description. "32 Immedi
ately following this enormous flash of
light and energy, all that constitutes the
universe (atoms, stars, galaxies) was
ejected in every direction and continues
to expand through the billions of years
since that time.

This astounding picture of the begin-
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'lJastrow claims: "Science has proven that the universe exploded into being at a certain
mome~t". (ibid., 114). His statement has few reputable challengers today.

" It IS Important to stress that no scientific view of the origin of the universe necessitates
belief in God. (As a case in point, Jastrow claims to be an agnostic- "I am an agnostic in
religious matters" [ibid., II].) Christian faith holds that God created all things, and this
conviction IS In no way based on scientific evidence. However, we may rejoice that
prevailing scientific opinion recognizes a beginning of our present universe. Both the Bible
and contemporary science are concerned about what happened "in the beginning." This is
surely a matter of extraordinary importance.

15 S.ci.entistsgenerally hold that earth is a recently late arrival on the scene: approximately
4 V2 billion years ago. However that may be, earth is definitely included in the creative act of
God wherein the physical universe was made.

J6The picture is not too far distant from the scientific view that the earth began in a
gaseo~s state and then evolved into a liquid state; later it became solid. See "Beginnings of
Earth s HIstory," Encyclopaedia Britannica, Macropaedia, 6:10.

J7The land creatures represent a development of living creatures: the further organization
a~d advancement of what already existed. The consciousness of land creatures may be
higher than that of sea creatures and birds, but there is no qualitative difference (as there is
between the lowest form of animal life and preceding vegetable life).

180r "the heavenly beings" as in NIV. The KJV has "the angels," which accords with
Hebrews 2:7 (quoting from the LXX of Psalm 8:6). The Hebrew word is "elohim, which,
though primarily meaning "God," can also be "gods"-i.e., "heavenly beings" or
"angels." (See ch. 9, "Man," forfuller discussion.) In any event, man's place in the earthly
World is unique.
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ning of the universe, if generally true ,»

surely brings science right up to Gene
sis I, There was a beginning of the
universe, But science can go no further.
The questions of where that primordial
fireball came from, what caused it, and
for what purpose are totally outside its
sphere. Cause and effect can be investi
gated and traced back to an originating
cause-the vast explosion-but what
lies behind it is scientifically and philo
sophically unascertainable. The answer
of biblical and Christian faith is:
GOD.14

God brought forth the universe ex
nihilo. It was an utterly incredible act:
"in the beginning." From that act came
the whole physical universe, including
the earth on which we dwell.>'

Genesis I next records a number of
things before the next creative act of
God. The earth, as earlier mentioned,
was for a time in a formless and empty
condition as a vast watery waste.>
Then occurred four days of God's activ
ity- the calling forth of light, making of
the firmament, appearance of vegeta
tion, and the heavenly luminaries (see
below, pp. 109-10).

2. The Living Creatures

The second creative act of God re
lates to the living creatures. "So God

created the great sea monsters and
every living creature that moves, with
which the waters swarm, according to
their kinds, and every winged bird
according to its kind" (Gen. 1:2\). Here
is a totally new act of God: the creation
of animal life. The word bara' is used
for the second time. Before this, much
on the earth had been called forth (light
and vegetation) and made (the firma
ment and the luminaries), but nothing
was created since the initial creation of
the universe. Now God took another
huge step ahead, something that had
never happened before. He created the
first level of animal life. This signifies
the dawn of conscious existence-liv
ing, moving creatures-which far tran
scends everything that God had done
after the original creation of the
heavens and the earth. We may note
that after this new creation of sea
creatures and birds, God made (not
created) the creatures of earth-beasts,
cattle, and creeping things (I :25). But
for all their importance, the utterly new
was the coming to be of the first crea
tures that lived and moved.>"

Indeed, the whole world of living
creatures is a marvel to contemplate.
For here is a new creation on earth that,
while less vast and spectacular then the

creation of the universe, is an amazing
miracle. The psalmist cries, "0 LORD.
how manifold are thy works! In wisdom
hast thou made them all; the earth is full
of thy creatures" (104:24). Many of
God's creatures are mentioned in this
psalm: the wild asses, the birds of the
air, cattle, wild goats, young lions, the
fish of the sea, and the great Leviathan.
Surely we can agree with the psalmist's
praise, for what a different world it
would be without the presence and life
of the vast array of God's living crea
tures.

3. Man

The third and final creative act of
God is man. "So God created man in
his own image, in the image of God he
created him; male and female he cre
ated them" (Gen. I:27). In this act of
God, the word "created" (biirii') is
used three times (the emphasis could
hardly be stronger), all relating to man
or mankind. Here again is a totally new
act of God (almost incredible to pon
der), bringing into being a creature
made in His own image.

There is obviously a large gap be
tween the creation of animal life and the
forming of all that preceded it, but here
is something even greater: a creature
made in the image and likeness of God.
Man, in this high position, is to have
dominion over all the animal world that
has preceded him. We may now note
the words of Genesis 1:26, spoken just
prior to man's creation: "Let us make
man in our image, after 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 every
creeping thing that creeps upon the
earth." God, who has dominion over all
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things, has given man this subdominion.
Thus his stature and place in all the
universe is unique.

The miracle of man's creation from
one perspective seems minor compared
to the miracle of the creation of the
heavens and the earth. As the psalmist
puts it: "When I look at thy heavens,
the work of thy fingers, the moon and
the stars which thou hast established;
what is man ... T" (8:3-4). Man seems
quite insignificant before the vastness of
all God's creation. "Yet" -and here
the psalmist proceeds to say it-"thou
hast made him little less than God,»
and dost crown him with glory and
honor. Thou hast given him dominion
over the works of thy hands; thou hast
put all things under his feet, all sheep
and oxen, and also the beasts of the
field, the birds of the air, and the fish of
the sea, whatever passes along the
paths of the sea" (vv. 5-8). Man,
created in God's image, has been given
dominion over everything God has
made. Thus is he the pinnacle in God's
creation of the heavens and the earth.

B. Stages in Creation

It is apparent that creation did not all
occur at once. As we have noted, there
were three successive creative acts.
Also as mentioned (and now we need to
observe this more closely), there were
various intervening actions in which
God called forth or made other things.
Thus not everything happened simulta
neously, but rather there was a succes
sion of acts. Hence, we may speak of
the process of creation. There is differ
entiation and progression, with God
active at every point along the way.
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39 In the ~ame vein Gleason L. Archer, Jr., says: "Since the stages in creating heaven and
earth have Just been described, it is legitimate to infer that the 'day' here must refer to the
whole pr~JCess from day one through day six" (A Survey of Old Testament Introduction,
186). Incidentally, another relevant Scripture is Numbers 3:1, which reads in KJV: "in the
day th.at the LORD spake with Moses in mount Sinai." That "day" lasted forty calendar days
and nights!

4°!hi~, would fit, for ~~~mple.' many apocalyptic passages in the Bible that speak of a
commg. day of the Lord m which a great number of events will occur. There is little or no
suggestion that everything will occur in twenty-four hours.

411n .any event the question is not how long did it take God to create the world? But how
long did God take to create it?

42 My statements above that the days of Genesis I are best viewed as lengthy periods of
time is at variance with so-called "scientific creationism" that affirms a literal six-day
period. The Institute for Creation Research (San Diego, California), founded by Henry M.
Morris, is the main center for actively promoting this viewpoint. I much appreciate the
arduous efforts of the Institute against evolutionism but find it regrettable that the battle is
waged from a "young earth," six-day perspective. Surely there is room for another
creationist perspective that perhaps better understands Genesis I as well as the scientific
evidence. See, e.g., Davis A. Young, Christianity and the Age of the Earth.

43 "Now for the student of the Bible it is surprising that the building plan of the creation
which is shown us by palaeontological research agrees in all essential respects with what is
said in Genesis about the third, fifth, and sixth days of creation." So writes Karl Heim in his
book The World: Its Creation and Consummation, 36.

44 Against the background of the Spirit brooding or hovering and thereby energizing life,
the Word now brings forth light.

4jCalvin interestingly writes, "The sun and the moon supply us with light; and, according
to our notions, we so include this power to give light in them, that if they were taken away
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I. The Six Days

According to Genesis I: 1-2:4, the
process of creation occurred over a six
day period. Two matters need to be
dealt with: first, the length of time
involved; second, the content of the
days.

a. Length of time. The most obvious
understanding of the days would be that
of six or seven 24-hour periods, in other
words, what we know as the 24-hour
calendar day. Such a reading is possible
but, upon careful scrutiny, rather un
likely. The word "day" itself is used in
several different ways in the Genesis
1:1-2:4 passage. First, it refers to the
light that was separated from darkness:
"God called the light Day, and the
darkness he called Night" (1:5). Sec
ond, it refers to light and darkness
together: "And there was evening and
there was morning, one day" (also 1:5).
Third, it refers to all the days together:
"These are the generations of the
heavens and of the earth when they
were created, in the day that the LORD

God made the earth and the heavens"
(2:4 KJV). This last statement is a sum
mary of the "generations" (literally,
"begettings "), which seems to refer to
all that has preceded over the six days,
hence the word "day" in this case
covers the whole process of creation.»
That the word "day" does not refer to a
24-hour calendar day also seems appar
ent from the account of the sun and
moon not being made until the fourth
day. How could there be calendar days,

which equal solar days, when the sun is
not yet present to mark them out?
Finally, attention may be called to the
New Testament statement that "with
the Lord one day is as a thousand
years, and a thousand years as one
day" (2 Peter 3:8).

From the evidence above it seems
quite likely that "day" represents a
period of time, however short or long,
in which God was accomplishing some
thing.w This seems to accord best also
with reflection upon the content of
many of the six "days." Although God,
of course, could accomplish such acts
as making all the plants and trees in one
calendar day, all the luminaries in the
heavens on another, all the fish and
birds on another, all the beasts and man
on still another, it hardly seems likely,
nor even like God, who often works
slowly over long periods of time.
Hence, in light of the internal evidence
the preferable interpretation is to view
the six days of creation as periods of
time, even ages, in which God was
bringing the process of creation to its
climax in man.v

Here we may look again in the scien
tific direction, and note that geological
and biological data say much the same
thing. It is now generally recognized
that prior to man's arrival on the scene
there were lengthy periods of time. For
example, vegetable life appeared long
before animal life, and animal life long
before human life. Each of these
"days" could have been thousands or
multiples of thousand years (recall

2 Peter); the exact length is unirnpor
lant. The important thing is that God
completed a work during that period.
Its completion therefore is the comple
tion of a day.s?

h. Content of the days. Genesis I
relates what happened in each of the six
days. Hence, we need not spend much
time in going over the details. Briefly,
however, we may note that the six days
may be divided into two groups of three
each, each beginning with the theme of
light and variously paralleling the other.

I. Light
2. Firmament, separating sea

and sky
3. Earth, putting forth vegetation

4. Lights (sun, moon and stars)
5. Fish of sea and birds of sky
6. Beasts of earth, then man

It is quite interesting to observe that
the sequence of the third, fifth, and
sixth days is generally confirmed today
by research in paleontology and biolo
gy. Vegetable life first appeared, fol
lowed by aquatic and aerial life, and
thereafter came mammalian and human
life. Throughout, it is the simpler forms
that appeared first, and the increasingly
complex later, with man the latest and
highest arrival in the whole process.
This may even surprise some Bible
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students who have long been told that
there is a conflict here between the
Bible and science.s J Of course, the
Bible, and Genesis in particular, is not a
scientific treatise; however, what it says
here-to repeat-is essentially the
same that modern scientific research
has discovered.

The other days (first, second, and
fourth) pose more difficulty. The most
obvious is that of the appearance of the
sun, moon, and stars on the fourth day.
How, for example, could there have
been light before the appearance of the
sun? I would suggest this answer: the
light mentioned is "cosmic" light, not
coming from the sun but from the Son.
The light of the original creation of the
world came into being through God's
Word, namely, the Son of God. This
was fitting, for He is "the light of the
world" (John 9:5). While the Spirit of
God was moving over the face of the
dark waters, activating and energizing,
the Word of God brought forth light to
drive back the darkness. Note again a
parallel with the New Testament: "The
light shines in the darkness, and the
darkness has not [or "did not" NASB]

overcome it" (John I:5). There is both
life and Iight4 4 now beginning to stir on
the first day of creation! Thus the world
at the beginning of creation did not need
the light of surr" any more than will the
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from the world, it would seem impossible for any light to remain. Therefore, the Lord, by
the very order of creation, bears witness that he holds in his hand the light, which he is able
to impart to us without the sun and the moon" (Commentary on Genesis, in loco).

461 have not attempted to describe "cosmic" light above, but have only spoken of it as
coming directly from the Word or Son. However, "cosmic" light has been described as
consistmg of ether waves produced by energetic electrons. Another way of putting it is to
think m terms of electromagnetic forces that were activated by the Word, thus calling light
out of darkness. In any event this would not refer to the sun but to the word: "Let there be
light. "

47 Carl ~. H. ~enry writes, "The light that shattered darkness on the first day of creation
was not light emitted by heavenly luminaries (these were created on the fourth day, I:14
19); It was, rather, the light mandated by Elohim to negate the darkness of chaos ... "
~?od, ,!~~e~ation, and Authority, vol. 6, pt. 2, p. 136). Henry also speaks of this light as

cosmic light and relates it to the "big-bang theory": "Recent abandonment of steady
state cosmology and predilection for the big-bang theory have focused on the existence of
universal cosmic light before sunlight and moonlight" (p. 135).

.48 The word f~r '.'made," 'iiSd, unlike bara", relates specifically to given materials. "Its
pn~ar~ _~mphasls IS on the shaping or formin~ of the object involved" (TWOT, 1:3%).

Bara , on the other hand, as an act of creatron always specifies the absolute priority of
the new. ,!,he~e may ~e, and often is, the use of existing materials, but only as a means of the
new cornmg into being. (See also previous fn. 7.)

soAfter the "big bang" in which all the basic stuff of the universe was possibly created,
there followed much extended time before the first stars came into formation. It was
probably from prestellar matter at high density (a kind of vast expanding gas cloud) that the
stars were constituted.

\ I I find this statement helpful: "The primary material, not only of the earth, but also of
the heaven and the heavenly bodies, was created in the beginning. If, therefore, the heavenly
bodies were first made or created on the fourth day, as lightsfor the earth ... the words can
have no other meaning than that their creation was completed [italics mine] on the fourth
day, just as the creative formation of our globe was finished on the third; that the creation of
the heavenly bodies therefore proceeded side by side, and probably by similar stages, with
that of the earth" (Keil and Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament, 1:59).

52S0 in NASB and NIV. The Hebrew word raqia' indicates something a bit more nebulous
than "firmament."

5J Note also that the sequence of light and then the stretching out the heavens is the same
as in Genesis 1:3 and 1:6. Also cf. Isaiah 44:24; 45:12; 51:13; Jeremiah 10:12; Zechariah 12:1.

"Some scholars hold that this vapor cloud (or "envelope") contributed to a subtropical
climate across the earth, pole to pole, many years ago. Also there are those who believe that
at the time of the Flood, condensation of the vapor cloud occurred, and thus rain fell
continuously for forty days and nights, the waters thereby once again covering the face of
the earth.
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final creation (the "new heavens and
the new earth"): "the city has no need
of sun or moon to shine upon it, for the
glory of God is its light, and its lamp is
the Lamb. By its light shall the nations
walk" (Rev. 21:23-24). In the begin
ning there was no need of sun and
moon, for this "cosmic" light-« radiat
ed directly from the Son, and all cre
ation was illumined by it.4 7

This would also provide an answer to
a question sometimes asked: "How
could there be vegetation on the third
day before the appearance of the sun
and moon on the fourth day?" This
question overlooks the difference be
tween "the light" (Gen. 1:4) and "lights
in the firmament" (v. 14). The light was
altogether sufficient for the nurture of
vegetation and plant life prior to the
appearance of lights in the firmament. It
is significant to note also that the ap
pearance of lights in the firmament on
the fourth day belongs to the second
cycle of creation, leading to the creation
of animal and human life. The purpose
of sun and moon is both "for signs and
for seasons" and "to give light upon the
earth" (vv. 14-15). This would provide
in a special way for an earth populated
by living creatures and man.

Another kind of question may be
asked: Does not the account in Genesis
declare, contrary to modern scientific
understanding, that the earth preceded
the formation of the sun, moon, and
stars? In reply, let me say that the
appearance of the lights in the firma
ment is not said to be an act of creation.
It has already been noted that the word
"create" (hara') is not used until the
next day of creation (the animal world).
What is said about the "lights" is: "Let
there be lights [or "luminaries"] in the
firmament of the heavens to separate
the day from the night And God
made the two great lights the stars
also" (Gen. I: 14, 16). This could signify
the shaping and completing of what is
already there,« but also the bringing
forth of a new phase of creation - the
material at hand taking on a new forma
tion.« Now what this can mean is
simply this: when God created the
heavens and the earth, all was there in
elemental form, including both earth in
its formlessness ("the earth ... without
form and void") and the heavens yet to
be formed into sun, moon, and stars.
Like the earth that had passed through
various stages of shaping and forming

(as shown in the first three days of
creation) until it became fully the earth
(land and sea separated, vegetation
coming forth), so it was with the lumi
naries in the heavens.w Both the heav
enly luminaries and the earth went
through a process of formation; there
fore, it is not so much a question of one
existing before another, but of each
moving from its elemental formlessness
to its full formation. All of this is a
process of "making" from beyond the
originally created stuff to the fully
formed reality. 5 I From such a perspec
tive as this, we can but marvel at God's
wondrous ways of working all things
together!

The sequence of the first three days
might next be commented on. Ques
tions usually focus on the second day.
What is the firmament that God made
and the separation of waters below from
waters above? In order to understand,
let me mention again that the earth in its
primeval condition was formless and
void, an unrelieved watery waste of
darkness. Now as the Spirit began to
move across this waste, energizing and
activating it, and the Word called forth
light, separating light from the
darkness, the next step of God was a
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further separation, this time of the
waters themselves. But where could
they go? (Light can relieve darkness
with no need for darkness to "go"
somewhere.) How could this happen?
The answer is that God made the firma
ment, or perhaps better, the "ex
panse,"52 or even "the sky," or "the
heavens." For example, the psalmist
cries, "Bless the LORD, a my soul! ...
Who coverest thyself with light as with
a garment, who hast stretched out the
heavens like a tent" (104:1-2).5] The
"heavens stretched out" is the "ex
panse" (or "firmament"): so Genesis
1:8: "And God called the expanse
heaven" (NASH). The purpose of the
expanse is to separate the waters into a
"below" and an "above." This sig
nifies God's establishment of the sky
(heavens) and clouds, which contain the
waters above. Probably this was a thick
vapor caused by the light now shining
on the earth and causing it to rise above
the expanse of the sky. There it was to
stand, not yet as rain for the earth, but
as a protective vapor cloud thus filtering
heat from the cosmic light. 54 Hence, the
marvelous and beautiful connection be
tween the first, second, and third days
of creation can be seen. On the third
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day the waters still covering the earth
although the firmament or expanse has
separated much of them-are further
pulled back, so that the dry land can
now appear and vegetation begin to
flourish. Then it was, according to
Genesis 2, that since "the LORD God
had not caused it to rain upon the earth
... a mist went up from the earth and
watered the whole face of the ground"
(vv. 5-6). God's handling of the waters
is beautiful to behold!

2. Fixity and Progression

Finally, let us observe that every
thing in the world of plants and animals
was made "according to its kind" (or
"their kinds").55 Vegetation, plants,
and fruit trees put forth, yield seed,
bear fruit, "each according to its kind"
(Gen. 1:11). God created sea monsters,
fish, birds, each "according to its kind"
(v. 21). God also made wild animals,
cattle, reptiles, each "according to its
kind" (v. 25). There is a fixity in each
species that God made.> Each is free to
multiply and to develop within its own
"kind," bringing about marvelous vari
eties and complexities; but it cannot go
beyond what the Word of God has
fixed.»

This biblical truth, incidentally,
stands in total opposition to the theory

of evolution that holds to the develop
ment of one species into another by a
process of "natural selection" and
through "the survival of the fittest."
According to this view, variations that
occur are inherited, and gradually a new
species is formed. Thus the whole line
of life from amoeba to man is the result
of a long and complex evolutionary
process wherein new species have
emerged over countless ages of time.
However, there is no adequate evi
dence to justify this claim. There is the
absence of intergrading forms in plants
and animals and no proven evidence of
species transformation.vs

Genesis says nothing about man be
ing made according to "his kind." This
means, simply, that however man may
be related to what has preceded him in
creation, he is unique. He was not made
"according to his kind" but "according
to God's image"! There is no conceiv
able permutation of the highest of the
living creatures into man, not only
because of the inviolability of species
but also because man is not simply a
higher species. He is the one reality in
all creation that is made in God's like
ness and after God's image.

There is also a beautiful progression
throughout the whole saga of creation.
Although there is a fixity in species, it is

marvelous to behold how all things God
has created or made are related to one
another. Man is composed of the same
dements physically as all the rest of the
world: and since his creation was last, it
is proper to say that God has been
preparing the way for man's final arrival
on the scene.

It is quite important, however, to
emphasize that the whole pattern of
progression is determined throughout
by God's activity. There is something
akin to magic in the evolutionist's idea
that spontaneously new and higher life
forms OCCUr. 59 This contradicts com
mon sense, the biblical record, and
genuine scientific procedure. The law of
entropy speaks of a tendency in all
things to uniform inertness, toward run
ning down. Events occur in such a way
that order gradually disappears. How
can there be uphill evolution? The fol
lowing statement is to the point:

Theories of evolution ... while paying lip
service to science . . . postulate some
thing opposed to the basic principle of all
scientific thought - they postulate the
creation, spontaneously, magically, in
complete absence of observers, of radi
cally new types of organization: the ac
tual reversal of the law of morpholysis
["losing form, breaking down"].60

CREATION

The only possible way of understand
ing the upward and forward move
ment-the occurrence of new and
higher forms-is to recognize that they
originated in the word and action of
God. From the "Let there be light" to
the "Let us make man" God was the
only sufficient cause of all that came
into existence. The pattern of progres
sion was wholly from God the Creator.

VI. QUALITY

We turn now from the method of
creation to observe its quality. Here the
Genesis record speaks quite loudly: it
was all good, indeed very good. From
the first day of creation, when God
"saw that the light was good" (1:4), to
the sixth day, when God made the
living creatures, there is the recurring
statement "God saw that it was good"
(1:10,12,18,21,25). Then when all the
work of creation was finished, "God
saw everything that he had made, and
behold, it was very good" (1:31). Hence
each thing God made in turn was good,
and everything viewed together at the
climax was very good.s '

Accordingly, every step along the
way was a good step, and everything
made was good. Whether it was light or
dry land or vegetation or the heavenly
luminaries, or living creatures-from

"The Hebrew word translated "kind" is min. which, according to TWOT. "can be
classified according to modem biologists and zoologists as sometimes species, sometimes
genus, sometimes family or order." In the following pages I use "species" but with no
thought of ruling out other ways of classifying "kind" and "kinds."

"cr. Paul's words in I Corinthians 15. He says that "God gives ... to each kind of seed
its own body. For not all flesh is alike, but there is one kind for men, another for animals,
another for birds, and another for fish" (vv. 38-39).

57This fact has been graphically confirmed in our day by the discovery of the DNA
molecule, the "molecule of heredity." According to a recent writer, "the modem
understanding of the extreme complexities of the so-called DNA molecule and the genetic
code contained in it has reinforced the biblical teaching of the stability of kinds. Each type of
organization has its own unique structure of the DNA and can only specify the reproduction
of the same kind" (H. M. Morris, The Genesis Record. 63).

5~T. H. Morgan, an evolutionist of the early twentieth century, admitted this: "Within the
penod of human history we do not know of a single instance of the transformation of one
species into another" (Evolution and Adaptation. 43). The situation has not changed up to
the present. There is no assured evidence of cross-species mutations. Instead, there is a
stubborn persistence of species, whatever the variations within each species.
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'"The popular physicist Carl Sagan writes in his book Cosmos: "Perhaps the origin and
evolution of life is, given enough time, a cosmic inevitability" (p. 24). One must ask, Why?
How can life rise from nonlife? How can the lower produce the higher? "Given enough
time" is meaningless, and "cosmic inevitability" is absurd.

'0 Robert E. D. Clark, Christianity Today (May II, 1959), 5. We might add that "theistic
evolution," held by some who try to see God as involved in the evolutionary process, while
perhaps a better view than mechanical causation or natural selection, is nonetheless an
inadequate position to hold. "Evolution" is an unfortunate term, however used, suggesting
no fixity in species and a process guided by natural selection. It is far better to speak of
creation as a process or stages in which God is the active initiator and worker all the way.

61 Calvin interestingly comments: "In the very order of events, we ought diligently to
ponder on the paternal goodness of God toward the human race, in not creating Adam until
he had liberally enriched the earth with all good things. Had he placed him on the earth
barren and unfurnished; had He given life before light, he might have seemed to pay little
regard to his interest. But now that he has arranged the motions of the sun and stars for
man's use, has replenished the air, earth, and water, with living creatures, and produced all
kinds of fruit in abundance for the supply of food ... he has shown his wondrous goodness
to us" (Institutes 1.14.2 Beveridge translation).
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without creation. Here the words of
Paul spoken to the Athenians are quite
apropos: "The God who made the
world and everything in it, being Lord
of heaven and earth, does not live in
shrines made by man, nor is he served
by human hands, as though he needed
anything, since he himself gives to all
men life and breath and everything"
(Acts 17:24-25). God does not need
anything: He did not create to receive
but to give.

The preceding statement that God
created to give takes us further along in
the purpose of creation. We have al
ready observed that God's will is the
ultimate cause of creation; hence we
must not seek a reason beyond that.
However, the will of God is not some
separate faculty or compartment of His
being, but it is rather His total being in
action beyond Himself. Therefore, cre
ation was an expression of God's glory,
since the glory of God is the effulgence
of splendor and majesty that shines
through in every aspect of His being
and action.s" Thus creation, as the
expression of God's will, was the mani
festation of His glory.

Accordingly, we may now speak of
the manifestation of the glory of God as
the purpose of God's creating all things.
In showing forth His glory God willed
to have a creation to which that glory
would be manifest. It was to be the
manifestation of His holiness, His love,
His truth, His power, His wisdom, His

"The Greek for "because of thy will" is dia to thelema sou. The RSV. NIV. and NEB
translate dia as "by." However, dia may also mean "because of' or "on account of,"
which here, I believe, is the better translation. Weymouth's New Testament in Modern
Speech reads "because it was thy will." Also EBC, in loco, renders as "because of' (and
adds bluntly, "not 'by' "). The KJV rendering, "for thy pleasure," is quite misleading, for
this suggests that God created the world for His own enjoyment. To be sure, God may take
pleasure in what He has made, but this is scarcely the reason for His creating.

""Calvin wrote about the will of God: "When ... one asks why God has so done, we
must reply: because he has willedit. But if you proceed further to ask why he so willed, you
are seeking something greater and higher than God's will, which cannot be found" (3.16.2
Battles translation). Although Calvin stated this in relation to predestination, his point
applies equally well to creation.

6'Recall chapter 3,"Epilogue: The Glory of God," pages 79-81.

power: for Thou didst create all things,
and because of thy wi1l6' they existed,
and were created" (4: II NASH). The will
of God was the ultimate reason for
creation: it was simply, and profoundly,
God's will to create.v Genesis declares
that "in the beginning God created":
God willed it-He created-nothing
else is said. That He did it, and then
!loll' He did it are both stated, but why
He did it is totally undeclared. Hence,
one must exercise much restraint in
proceeding further to posit the reason
or purpose.

Here a demurrer should be interject
ed regarding a view sometimes ex
pressed, namely, that God created the
world out of some inward necessity.
For instance, prior to creation God
needed a reality outside Himself
through which He might find self-ex
pression and fulfillment. Since God was
alone, He made a world, especially
man, that He might have someone to
fellowship with. Creation, accordingly,
was basically for God's own self
fulfillment. Put somewhat differently,
since God is love, love demands an
object; otherwise love is frustrated.
Thus, again, creation was necessary.

To reply: any notion that God created
out of inner need is wholly contrary to
the fact that God in Himself contains all
fullness. Prior to creation God was not
alone, for in Himself He was-and is
the fellowship of Father, Son, and Holy
Spirit. God is in every way complete

Practically speaking, for one thing,
this means the positive affirmation of
what God has given in creation. Paul
spoke vehemently against "the preten
sions of liars whose consciences are
seared, who forbid marriage and enjoin
abstinence from foods which God cre
ated to be received with thanksgiv
ing.... For everything created by God
is good, and nothing is to be rejected if
it is received with thanksgiving; for then
it is consecrated by the word of God
and prayer" (I Tim. 4:2-5). To reject
what God has given-His blessings of
all kinds of food and the institution of
marriage-is a lie against God's good
provision.

Finally, the goodness of God in cre
ation should again and again awaken us
to joy and celebration. The psalmist
declares, "They shall pour forth ["cele
brate" NIV] the fame of thy abundant
goodness.... The LORD is good to all
and his compassion is over all that he
has made" (145:7,9). Verily, the whole
creation exhibits the "abundant
goodness" of the Lord. Let us speak
forth our glad testimony!

VII. PURPOSE

Finally, we come to the matter of the
purpose of creation. Why did God
create the universe, the heavens and the
earth, and finally man? For what end
have all things been made?

In one sense the basic answer is that
creation occurred because God willed it
so. According to the Book of Revela
tion, the twenty-four elders cast their
crowns before the throne of God and
sing, "Worthy art Thou, our Lord and
God, to receive glory and honor and

:~~~ I have suggested earlier, understanding the six days as ages.
ar t ~ co~:;~nts are in order here. First, it is noteworthy that in Genesis I the animals

b
'rednof thesc:I e as carnivorous. God declared, "To every beast of the earth and to every
I 0 e air, and to everything that ere th rth h . 'for food" (v 30) S . eps on. e ea ... I ave given every green plant

cattle b' ds. db econd, according to Genesis 2, after man was created all the animals-
, ir s, an easts-were brought to him f . ( 19) Th 'that any of them . I . or naming v. . ere is no suggestion

64 ' . were VIO ent m nature.
Gnosticism, an early Christian heresy, essentially held this viewpoint.

fish to birds to animals-or finally man,
It was all good. Therefore, it would be a
serious mistake to view any stage of
creation as faulty or destructive. If
there, were lengthy ages preceding the
creation of man,«? it was not as if the
earth were a place of great convulsions
i~ nature and of animals wild and rapa
CIO~S.6J The popular picture of a prehis
tonc world of violent earthly distur
bances and predatory birds and beasts
is far removed from the biblical ac
count. Rather, there was neither fault in
nature nor destruction among the living
creatures. All was in harmony, all was
at peace-for everything that God had
made was good, yes, very good.

It follows that the world and all it
contains is basically a good world. As
Genesis 2 further unfolds the picture,
God caused a mist to water the earth
He created man from dust, breathin~
into him His own breath; He planted a
beautiful garden with trees "good for
food"; and He made woman to share
life with man. In all of this there was not
a trace of evil: everything from the hand
of God was good.

This basic goodness of all that God
made is important to emphasize. Noth
ing. in this world is intrinsically bad.
This affirmation is contrary to any view
that depicts matter as evil, the created
world as a sphere of darkness and, ,
man s body as corrupt because of its
earthly composition.s- The fact that
evil-with all its dire effects-will
soon emerge on the scene (Gen. 3-4)
should by no means be allowed to
distort the fact that the world God made
is essentially good. The world is God's
good creation.
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goodnesss« -indeed all that God is in
Himself. God willed to have a creation
to whom He could communicate His
glory, a world to show forth the glory of
His eternal being and nature. God did
not create the world for His own satis
faction or self-fulfillment, but to allow
all creation to share the richness, the
wonder, the glory of Himself.

Creation, accordingly, is the arena of
God's glory. The mighty angels around
the throne of God cry forth, "Holy,
holy, holy is the LORD of hosts; the
whole earth is full of his glory" (lsa.
6:3). The earth, the world, is suffused
with the glory of Him who created all
things. We may not always see this as
the angels do because of the sin and evil
that have entered God's good creation,
but the glory is still here and will some
day be totally manifest. For God Him
self has also testified: "As truly as I

live, all the earth shall be filled with the
glory of the LOIm" (Nurn. 14:21 KJV).

Finally, since the purpose of God's
creating was to show forth His glory, all
of creation is most blessed when its
response is to glorify God. God does
not need to receive glory any more than
He needs to receive love-or anything
else from His creatures-but it is in
offering up of praise and thanksgiving
that the circle is complete. The creation
that has received the riches of God's
glory now fulfills its highest purpose in
the glorifying of God.

With the elders around the throne of
God, let us also sing, "Worthy art thou,
our Lord and God, to receive glory and
honor and power, for thou didst create
all things.... " For it is in such an
offering of praise to God the Creator
that all creation knows its highest bless
edness.

Providence

In theology the doctrine of provi
dence follows directly upon the doc
trine of creation. For the God who
creates is also the God who provides for
His creation. I Accordingly, we will
observe various aspects of this provi
sion, and in close connection with them
we will consider such related matters as
the problem of human suffering, the
working of God in extraordinary provi
dence (or miracles), and the significant
role of God's angelic messengers." The
doctrine of providence thus covers a
wide and highly important area, and the
knowledge of providence and a belief in
the God who provides for all of His
creatures has great significance for the
life of man.'

I. DEFINITION

Providence may be defined as the
overseeing care and guardianship of
God for all His creation. So vital is this
activity that God is sometimes spoken
of as Providence.' In the Scriptures an
early designation of a place name is
"the LORD will provide," for there it
was that God provided a ram for Abra
ham in place of the sacrifice of his son
Isaac.' God's constant care and guardi
anship in a multiplicity of ways stands
at the heart of the doctrine of provi
dence.

God, therefore, is understood in
providence as One who is intimately
concerned with His creation. He did not
create a world and then leave it on its
own.' The Scriptures say that on the

68The chapter on "Creation" (IV) in the Westminster Confession of Faith begins: "It
pleased God the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost, for the manifestation of the glory of his
eternal power, wisdom, and goodness, in the beginning, to create or make of nothing the
worl~, and all things therein.... " This is, indeed, a splendid portrayal of God's purpose in
creating.
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I Creation is ex nihilo; providence concerns the relation of God to what He has brought
into existence.

"The latter two: miracles and angels will be treated in Chapters 7 and 8 respectively.
JCalvin puts it strongly: " ... the ignorance of Providence is the greatest o~ all miseries,

and the knowledge of it the highe~t ~ap~iness," lnstitu,tes, 1.1.7.11. (Beveridge tr~ns.)
41n American history the early Pilgrims sense of God s provl~ence IS enshnned 10 the

town they named Providence, a town that later became the capital of the state of Rhode
Island.

'''So Abraham called the name of that place The LORD will provide [YHWH yir'eh]; as it
is said to this day, 'On the mount of the LORD it shall be provided' ". (Gen. 22:.14).

'The view of deism. The doctrine of providence runs counter to any view of a distant,
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disinterested God who, having set the world going under its own unvarying laws and
inherent powers, has neither need nor intention to be involved in it.

7 Lines from Browning's "Pippa Passes."
KAs likewise in the doctrine of creation (see comments in chapter 5, section I).
9 As in Stoicism.
IOAs in Epicureanism.

I I Many physicists today refer to "the strong force," which is said to be a vast power that
holds together the atomic nucleus. It is described as neither gravity nor electromagnetism,
but a primal power holding proton to neutron and connecting bits of matter called' 'quarks."
If it were not for "the strong force," all atoms, and therefore the universe, would collapse.

I "I'his is said of Christ. The background words are: "all things were created through him
and for him. He is before all things and in him all things hold together." (The KJV translation
as "all things consist" is possible; however, "hold together" [as also NASB, NIV, and NEB[ is
more likely. See sunistemi in BAGD .) God through Christ, the eternal Word, holds all things
together.

IJ Again this is spoken of Christ, He who "is the radiance of His [God's] glory and the
eXact representation of His nature" (NASB), who "upholds all things."

"The "all things" mentioned in Hebrews 1:3 is translated in RSV as "the universe."
Recall the words of Paul in Colossians 1:16-"ln him all things were created, in heaven and
on earth, visible and invisible." It is the vast creation, extending even beyond the visible
universe, that God preserves in being.

I \ One must guard against any view that would identify God with the life of man (or the
World, as previously described). God is not the soul of man (or the structure .of the w?~ld)

though He providentially sustains all. The doctrine of providence, while stressing the divine
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seventh day God "rested" from His
work of creation, but the rest of God
does not mean indifference or indolence
thereafter. Quite the contrary, the God
attested in Scripture is He who sustains
what He has made, who is involved in
the affairs of people and nations, and
who is guiding all things to their final
fulfillment.

Providence is much more than just a
general care that God has for His cre
ation. To be sure, it is proper to say that
God has a benevolent concern for all
His creatures. However, of deeper sig
nificance is His particular care for each
and everyone of them. For truly, as
Jesus declares, regarding even the spar
rows, "not one of them will fall to the
ground apart from your Father" (Matt.
10:29 NASB), and concerning human be
ings " ... even the hairs of your head
are all numbered" (Matt. 10:30). God in
His providence is concerned with the
least of His creation.

The doctrine of providence is not a
doctrine of superficial optimism. It is
not a looking at the world through rose
colored glasses as if there were no
problems, no pain, no evil. It is not
saying that because God provides, life
is nothing but serenity and ease.
"God's in His heaven; all's right with
the world"? is scarcely a biblical under
standing of the plight of the world or of
God's relationship to it. The doctrine of
providence is far removed from fatuous
optimism; it seeks to recognize the
complexity of the world God has made,
the trial and travail in it, and to speak
realistically of God's way of acting. It is
a doctrine of profound realism.

One further comment: we are moving
again in the realm of revelation and

faith." The doctrine of providence is by
no means based on a large-scale obser
vation of nature and history. There are
indeed traces of divine providence in
the general benevolence of God for all
His creatures. As Paul says, "He [God]
did not leave himself without witness,
for he did good and gave you from
heaven rains and fruitful seasons"
(Acts 14:17). However, the world as
seen by the natural eye may also be
viewed as a world in which either fate
or fortune reigns supreme. In the for
mer case, rather than being under God's
providential care and guardianship, ev
erything happens by virtue of an over
ruling, all-determining fate or neces
sity ;' In the latter, whatever happens is
a matter of fortuity or chancer» Such
speculative philosophy, in which God
has no significant role (or is nonexis
tent), is far removed from the doctrine
of providence. However, the doctrine
itself does not stem from any human
viewpoint, either speculative or empiri
cal, about nature and history. It is
grounded in the divine revelation attest
ed in Scripture and confirmed in many
ways by the experience of faith.

II. ASPECTS

Now we will look at various aspects
of providence. For more detailed exam
ination, these will be grouped under the
headings of preservation, accompani
ment, and direction. God preserves,
accompanies, and directs His creation.

A. Preservation

God in His providence preserves His
creation. He preserves, sustains, up
holds. This relates particularly to the
being of what He has made.

The world is preserved in being by
Almighty God. All creation stands mo
mentarily under the threat of dissolu
tion. Its outward solidity is nothing
more than the movement of countless
atoms that maintain regularity and or
der through some external force. Struc
tures and laws are but continuing se
quences that would break down imme
diately without a power that restrains
them. The revolution of the earth
around the sun, the earth's turning on
its axis, the oxygen level in the atmos
phere-whatever exists by God's crea
tive act-would break apart, dissolve,
go back into chaos if God did not
sustain and preserve. I I Through God's
Word they were made; by it they came
into being; and accordingly "in him all
things hold together" (Col. 1:17).12 Tru
ly, He "upholds all things by the word
of His power" (Heb. 1:3 NASB).13 The
universe.i- the world-all things-are
sustained by the power of God. So may
we praise God in the words of Ezra:
"Thou art the LORD. thou alone; thou
hast made heaven, the heaven of
heavens, with all their host, the earth
and all that is on it, the seas and all that
is in them; and thou preservest all of
them" (Neh. 9:6). God the creator of all
things preserves all that He has made.

PROVIDENCE

It follows that this preserving and
sustaining is true also in regard to
creaturely existence, especially human
existence. The psalmist declares to
God: "0 LORD. thou preservest man and
beast" (Ps. 36:6 KJV). Again, "0 bless
our God ... [who] holdest our soul in
life" (Ps. 66:8-9 KJV). In the Book of
Job there is this declaration: "If he
[God] should take back his spirit to
himself, and gather to himself his
breath, all flesh would perish together,
and man would return to dust" (34: 14
15). Such Scriptures attest that physical
life is continuously and vigorously
maintained and sustained by the mighty
power of God.

We need to pause a moment to reflect
on the marvel of our continuing physi
cal existence. The regular beating of our
heart, the circulation of blood through
the body, the literal carrying of life in
the blood stream-all of this goes on
moment-by-moment without any effort
or direction on our part. Truly it is a
marvel that we stay alive. And there
can be but one ultimate source: the
living God, who keeps "our soul in
life," who sustains the breath in our
nostrils, who enables our hearts to keep
up their life beat.' 5 We should never
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immanence (over against deism; see above, pp. 117-18), does not identify God with His
creati.on in any aspect as does pantheism. Incidentally, a doctrine of creation without a
doc.trme of /?rovidence readily becomes deism; a doctrine of providence without creation
easily slips IOta pantheism.

16Sometimes this is called God's common grace, that is, a grace experienced in common
by all God's creatures. In regard to people, this grace is conferred on sinner and believer
alike.

110r "from evil" (RSV mg.). The Greek is ek tau ponerou,
I~Or "from the evil one" (RSV mg.). The Greek is apo tau ponerou.
'"See the discussion in the preceding chapter on "Creation."
21lSee the later chapter on "Man" for further discussion of this act of God.

I 'I This is stated in Genesis 3:8- "They [the man and woman] heard the sound of the
"ORD God walking in the garden in the cool of the day."
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cease to bless God for the marvel and
wonder of life itself.

Next we call to mind the wonder of
God's continuing preservation of His
creatures by His regular provision for
their needs. In the beginning of creation
God provided food for His creatures:
"And to every beast of the earth, and to
every bird of the air, and to everything
that creeps on the earth, everything that
has the breath of life, I have given every
green plant for food" (Gen. 1:30). Also
for man "the LORD God made to grow
every tree that is pleasant to the sight
and good for food" (2:9). Thus did God
bounteously preserve what He had
made. Even when man sinned and the
ground was cursed so that he had to
sweat and toil in tilling it, God still
provided (see 3:17-18). Even when evil
grew to such proportions that God sent
a flood to blot out all living creatures
except for Noah, his family, and the
pairs and sevens of animals-God af
terward declared: "While the earth re
mains, seedtime and harvest, cold and
heat, summer and winter, day and
night, shall not cease" (8:22). All of this
is a demonstration of God's gracious
preservation. I 6

This continuing preservation of
God's creation is beautifully expressed
in the words of the psalmist: "The eyes
of all look to thee, and thou givest them
their food in due season. Thou openest
thy hand, thou satisfiest the desire of
every living thing" (Ps. 145:15-16).
Regarding mankind at large, Jesus de
clared : "Your Father who is in heaven
. . . makes his sun rise on the evil and
on the good, and sends rain on the just
and on the unjust" (Matt. 5:45). God
providentially sustains all. Similarly,

Paul said to a pagan audience: "He
[God] did good and gave you from
heaven rains and fruitful seasons, satis
fying your hearts with food and
gladness" (Acts 14:17). The providence
of God to all people continues through
all generations.

Such an understanding of God's un
failing preservation should make for a
life of freedom from anxiety, especially
for those who know Him as Father. In a
number of memorable statements in the
Sermon on the Mount about life, food
and drink, and clothing (Matt. 6:25-34),
Jesus stressed that God the Father
knows all our needs and will surely
provide for them. If He takes care of
the birds of the air and the lilies of the
field, will He not much more provide
for us? For "your heavenly Father
knows that you need them all" (v. 32).
The important thing is to "seek first his
kingdom and his righteousness, and all
these things shall be yours as well.
Therefore do not be anxious ... " (vv.
33-34). We do well to reflect on the
significance of this teaching especially
for the Christian life. Those who have
experienced God's saving work in Jesus
Christ and thus know the abundance of
God's grace should all the more be
aware of God's goodness in providence.
If God provided this great salvation to
us sinners and has given us freely to
partake of His bounty, how much more
fully than others should we be able to
rejoice in His common grace? We know
what He has done spiritually for us in
Christ; how then can we ever again be
anxious about physical needs? Truly, as
Paul puts it, "my God will supply every
need ... according to his riches in
glory in Christ Jesus" (Phil. 4:19).

Finally. there is the marvelous reality
of God's preservation of our being in
the midst of the perils and dangers of
life. On the one hand, there is God's
assured protection for those who dwell
in His presence. The whole of Psalm 91
is a striking portrayal of the situation of
one who "dwells in the shelter of the
Most High, who abides in the shadow
of the Almighty" (v. I). There is deliv
erance from "the pestilence ... no evil
shall befall you, no scourge come near
your tent. For he will give his angels
charge of you to guard you in all your
ways.... You will tread on the lion
and the adder. ... I will protect him,
because he knows my name" (vv. 6,
10-11, 13-14). These extraordinary
promises of divine protection from
physical danger are clearly made to
persons who truly look to the Lord. On
the other hand, there is also the assur
ance of God's deliverance from the
attacks of one's enemies. In the words
of Psalm 138: "Though I walk in the
midst of trouble, thou dost preserve my
life; thou dost stretch out thy hand
against the wrath of my enemies, and
thy right hand delivers me" (v. 7). This
confidence of deliverance is given to
one who spoke forth: "I give thee
thanks, 0 LORD. with my whole heart;
before the gods I sing thy praise"
(v. I). God the Lord is the protector of
those who rejoice in His presence.

In the New Testament the most sig
nal note of preservation has to do with
the divine protection of those who
belong to Christ, keeping them from all
evil. In the great prayer of John 17 to
God the Father, Jesus says, "I do not
pray that thou shouldst take them out of
the world, but that thou shouldst keep
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them from the evil one" (v. 15).1; Simi
larly, Jesus taught His disciples to pray
to the Father: "And lead us not into
temptation, but deliver us from evil"
(Matt. 6:13).lx Jesus' prayer and His
disciples' prayers are essentially the
same: intercession to God the Father
for His safekeeping and deliverance.
We may be sure that such prayers (of
believers plus Christ's!) are heard and
that God will surely protect. Paul's
words to the Thessalonians are a further
emphasis of this fact: "The Lord is
faithful; he will strengthen you and
guard you from evil" (2 Thess. 3:3).
The protection of believers from evil (or
the Evil One) is a deeply meaningful
truth of the Christian faith.

B. Accompaniment

God in His providence accompanies
His creation. He is present and in
volved with it. This relates particularly
to the activity of God's creation.

From the beginning God has revealed
Himself to be involved with His cre
ation. As the Spirit of God, He moved
powerfully upon the face of the waters,
thereby bringing forth life and order
(Gen. 1:2).19 And when man was made,
God' 'formed ... [him] of dust from the
ground, and breathed into his nostrils
the breath of life" (Gen. 2:7).20 This
close, even intimate, involvement of
God with His creatures from the begin
ning was not a momentary matter. In
regard to the creation at large He con
tinued to shape it and mold it, to water
it and provide for it (Gen. 1:2-3:6).
With man He continued His active
presence, placing him in a garden and
Himself walking in it,21 bringing man
the living creatures for naming, and
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taking a rib out of the man to form a
woman (2:8-25). Thus was God present
from the beginning with His creation
and actively involved in it.

Even after man's sin, God provided
"garments of skins" (Gen. 3:21) for
Adam and his wife. When Eve con
ceived and bore her first child, Cain, it
was "with the help of the LORD" (4: I).
Although the man and the woman were
banished from Eden and from close
fellowship with God, God did not for
sake them. Indeed, even after Cain
murdered his brother Abel and was
punished by the Lord, thereafter to be a
fugitive and wanderer, "the LORD put a
mark on Cain, lest any who came upon
him should kill him" (4:15) Cain then
"went away from the presence of the
LORD. " but not from beyond the reach
of God's providential care and concern.

These early narratives in many and
various ways depict the divine involve
ment and presence. Tragically, through
the sin of man, there was a forsaking of
God's presence and the ensuing punish
ment of banishment, but God never
ceased to be involved with man. Just
before the flood God declared, "My
Spirit shall not strive with man forever,
because he also is flesh" (Gen. 6:3
NASS). Nonetheless, although man's
lifespan was to be shortened and a flood
was sent by God to wipe out the human
race except for Noah and his family,
God did not give up: He continues to
work with His creation.

We need not go on in any detail, for
the biblical narrative-Old Testament
and New-is the continuing story of
God's involvement with man. God's
concern throughout is for the whole
human race. When God called Abraham
and promised that he would become a
great nation, it was for the sake of all
mankind: "In you all the families of the
earth shall be blessed" (Gen. 12:3

NASIJ). Thus it was not that God has no
dealings with other nations, for He did
so throughout history; but He worked
particularly with one people that He
might bring all back to Himself.

The divine presence, accordingly,
was known in a particular way by
Israel. Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob often
experienced God's presence, as did
Joseph and Moses later. The Israelites
themselves in their wilderness wander
ings, despite their many failings, knew
God's accompanying presence. The pil
lar of cloud by day, the pillar of fire by
night, the theophany of God on Mount
Sinai, the ark of the covenant in the
midst of the camp-all signified God's
awesome presence. So does the story
continue....

Just to pick up one much later ac
count of the time of Israel's captivity in
Babylon: it is beautiful to note God's
presence with the three Israelites bound
and thrown by King Nebuchadnezzar
into the fiery furnace. The king, upon
hearing that they were still alive, looked
into the furnace and with vast astonish
ment declared: "But I see four men
loose, walking in the midst of the fire,
and they are not hurt; and the appear
ance of the fourth is like a son of the
gods" (Dan. 3:25).22 Even in the fiery
furnace God has not forsaken His peo
ple.

Here we may recall the words of the
psalmist: "Whither shall I go from thy
Spirit? Or whither shall I flee from thy
presence? If I ascend to heaven, thou
art there! If I make my bed in Sheol,
thou art there!" (Ps. 139:7-8). Also the
words in Isaiah come to mind: "When
you pass through the waters I will be
with you; and through the rivers, they
shall not overwhelm you; when you
walk through fire you shall not be
burned, and the flame shall not con
sume you" (43:2). Words such as these,

in psalm and prophecy, declare the
wondrous reality of God's accompany
ing presence.

And surely the New Testament sets
forth even more vividly a picture of the
divine accompaniment. For the Incar
nation itself is the miracle of Emmanu
el- "God with us" -in human flesh.
Here was God's presence through
Christ in a manner far more intense,
direct. and personal than ever before in
human history or in the history of
Israel. Moreover, it was not just God's
being with people; it was a deep sharing
of their life, their existence, their sin,
their guilt and despair-going all the
way to the cross to work out human
salvation. Truly God in Christ accom
panied His desolate creatures into the
final depths of lostness that He might
bring them forth into the light of glory.

Nor did God forsake His own there
after. Jesus declared to His disciples:
"Lo, I am with you always, to the close
of the age" (Matt. 28:20). He sent the
Holy Spirit to be the concrete reality of
God's continuing presence. God with
us-indeed Christ with us-until the
end of the world!

But now let me emphasize: the reality
of God's presence in Christian life and
experience does not mean that He is
distant from other people. As the apos
tle Paul said to the Athenians: "He
[God] is not far from each one of us";
and then, quoting one of their poets,
Paul added, " 'In him we live and move
and have our being' " (Acts 17:27). God
is indeed near at hand, since we have
our being in Him (as noted, man exists
by "the breath" of God), and thus He
cares for all people and ever seeks to
bring them into truth. These are "the
riches of his kindness and forbearance
and patience" with the intention to
"lead ... to repentance" (Rom. 2:4).
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This concern relates to all people every
where.

God does not forsake His creation;
He is present and involved with all He
has made.

c. Direction

God in His providence directs His
creation. He guides and governs all
things. This relates particularly to the
purpose the creation is to fulfill.

From the beginning God has been
directing His creation. He not only
preserves and accompanies His crea
tures, but also rules and guides them.
He does not allow anything to get out of
hand. All things fulfill His intention and
end.

The opening narrative in Genesis
shows that in spite of God's providen
tial goodness in Eden, man disobeyed
God's commandment, and so was con
demned to die. However, there is no
suggestion that this frustrated God's
purpose, because immediately after
man's disobedience God declared that
the serpent who had brought the temp
tation would ultimately have his head
"crushed,"?» and thus God's saving
purpose would be fulfilled. Accord
ingly, the fall of man will be used to
bring about the destruction of Satan,
and-as becomes increasingly apparent
in the unfolding narrative of the Bible
the Fall will highlight the wonder of
God's glory and grace.

This means, for one thing, that God is
the Lord of history. It is a long and
complex story: the increasing evil of
mankind to the Flood; a new beginning
with Noah; the dispersion of mankind
after the tower of Babel; the call of
Abraham; the serfdom in Egypt; the
formation of Israel to be God's special
people; the giving of the law and the
commandments; the rule of judges and
kings; the exile in Assyria and Babylo-

21 Referring to God's presence in angelic form. Nebuchadnezzar later added that "God
sent his angel and delivered his servants, who trusted in him" (v. 28).
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21The offspring of woman, God said to the serpent, "will crush your head" (Gen. 3:15
NIV).
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24" •.• there [at Babel] the LORD confused the language of all the earth; and from there
the LORD scattered them abroad over the face of all the earth" (Gen. 11:9).

with fear and trembling" -surely a call
to intense human activity-but then the
apostle adds, "for God is at work in
you, both to will and to work for his
good pleasure" (Phil. 2:12-13). What a
paradox! This does not apply only to
salvation, for in another place Paul
says, "We know that in everything God
works for good- ' with those who love
him, who are called according to his
purpose" (Rom. 8:28).

As we move toward the final consum
mation of all things, God continues to
work everything together. Particularly
highlighted in the Book of Revelation
are the machinations of evil forces that
bring about persecution and death to
believers, but the evil forces are always
under the control of God. For example,
repeated several times is the refrain 'it
was allowed"26 that the two evil beasts
fulfill their diabolic roles. On another
occasion the wording concerning "ten
kings" is that "God has put it into their
hearts to carry out his purpose by being
of one mind and giving over their royal
power to the beast, until the words of
God shall be fulfilled" (Rev. 17:17).

We may close this section by looking
briefly at God's final intention in his
tory. His purpose was never more pow
erfully set forth than in the words of
Paul: "For he has made known to us all
in all wisdom and insight the mystery of
his will, according to his purpose which
he set forth in Christ as a plan for the
fulness of time, to unite a1l things in
him, things in heaven and things on
earth" (Eph. I:9-10). That amazing
plan includes all the checkered and
unimaginably complex details of his
tory-a1l of which are in the hands of
One "who accomplishes all things ac
cording to the counsel of his will" (Eph,
1:11). Everything, therefore, moves to
the glorious fulfi1lment in Jesus Christ

2, Or "God causes all things to work together for good . . . " (NASB).
2hReveiation 13:5, 7, 14, 15.

termining will in every detail and their
own totally free exercise of action are
underscored. Never was this more viv
idly demonstrated (as we now move to
the New Testament) than in the action
of the Jewish nation in putting Jesus to
death. Hear the words of Peter on the
day of Pentecost to the Jewish people:
"This Jesus, delivered up according to
the definite [or "predetermined" NASH]

plan and foreknowledge of God, you
crucified and killed by the hands of
lawless men" (Acts 2:23). In a later
prayer by the young Christian commu
nity this is further underscored: "Truly
in this city there were gathered together
against thy holy servant Jesus ... both
Herod and Pontius Pilate, with the
Gentiles and the peoples of Israel, to do
whatever thy hand and thy plan had
predestined to take place" (Acts 4:27
28). In the crucifixion of Jesus there
was both the carrying out of God's
"definite" and "predestined" plan and
the action of "lawless" men (both Gen
tiles and Jews). The latter acted both
freely and evilly-indeed, far more
evilly than any other recorded action in
all history-for they cruelly put to
death the Son of God; therefore their
guilt was horrendous beyond all imagi
nation. Yet they also were freely
fulfilling God's plan and purpose: it was
no mere happenstance. Thus do we
behold the incomprehensible mystery
of the divine purpose being fulfilled in
and through human events,

The Christian life itself is a continu
mg paradox of God's direction and
government on the one hand and the
free activity of His creatures on the
other. There is both "election" and
human response: God chose before the
foundation of the world, but there is
also the response offaith. On viewing it
first from the human side, we are told
by Paul, "Work out your own salation
--------

ians, and all others-and likewise di
rects their destiny.

It is also significant that God often
uses other nations or people to fulfill
His purposes. Here we may call to mind
an extraordinary passage in Isaiah:

... I am God, and there is no other; I am
God, and there is none like me, declaring
the end from the beginning and from
ancient times things not yet done, saying,
"My counsel shall stand, and I will
accomplish all my purpose," calling a
bird of prey from the east, the man of my
counsel from a far country. I have spo
ken, and I will bring it to pass; I have
purposed and I will do it (46:9-11).

Thus is the history of Israel intertwined
with that of her foes. God will fulfill His
purpose by directing "a bird of prey"
and "a man of my counsel from a far
country" to carry forward His intention
with His chosen people.

This further means that God makes
use of evil intentions to fulfill His will.
In the above case it was the Baby
lonians who intended nothing but pil
lage, destruction, and captivity. Cer
tainly they had no idea that their actions
were subserving a divine intention, but
God was at work directing their action,
"calling a bird of prey. " A much earlier
instance of this is to be found in the
case of Joseph who was sold into Egypt
by his brothers. Although Joseph's
brothers committed a ruthlessly evil
act, it made possible the preservation of
Israel: "As for you [Joseph said to his
brothers], you meant evil against me;
but God meant it for good, to bring it
about that many people should be kept
alive" (Gen. 50:20).

All of this demonstrates that God
providentia1ly directs the history of
people and nations. This denies neither
the freedom of their actions nor the evil
of their intentions. God fulfi1ls His
purpose through all. Both God's prede-

nia; the coming of the Messiah; His life,
death, and resurrection; the victory
over Satan; the establishment of the
church; the proclamation of the gospel;
the final consummation at the end of the
world. In all of this God is overruling
and directing to fulfill His purposes.

It is apparent that God is concerned
with the life and history of all mankind.
Indeed, as the apostle Paul puts it, the
"Lord of heaven and earth ... made
from one every nation of men to live on
all the face of the earth, having deter
mined allotted periods and the bound
aries of their habitation" (Acts 17:24,
26). Hence, it is not by happenstance
that nations and peoples have spread
over the face of the earth: God has
marked out their times and their bound
aries. And the purpose? In the continu
ing words of Paul, it is "that they
should seek God, in the hope that they
might feel after him and find him"
(v. 27). It is God's concern that all
nations and peoples shall come to know
Him.

We cannot overemphasize God's uni
versal concern and purpose. According
to the Old Testament record, God con
fused the language of mankind and
spread the nations abroad.> but this by
no means was to exclude them from His
purpose. Rather it was to hold in check
their overweening pride and lust for
power, to cause them to continue to
seek after Him, and to prepare the way
through the choice of one people, Isra
el. Yet God continues to work with all
nations. One vivid touch of this is to be
found in the later words of God through
Amos: "Did I not bring up Israel from
the land of Egypt, and the Philistines
from Caphtor and the Syrians from
Kir?" (Amos 9:7). To be sure, the Old
Testament focus is on God's direction
of Israel's history, but He is God of all
the nations-the Philistines, the Syr-
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27 As, f?r example, in "process philosophy." In a more popular vein the widely read book
by ~abbl Harold S. Kushner, When Bad Things Happen to Good People. may be
ment1o~ed. See the chapter entitled "God Can't Do Everything."

28ThiS may be said to relate to the question of theodicy. Theodicy is the attempt to justify
God's providential rule in the light of human suffering and evil. Theodicy is derived from
theos, God,. a.nd dike, justification. Although "justifying" God seems presumptuous (and
many .theodicies have proved themselves presumptuous), there can be little question that
theodl~y p'~I~tS toward a profound problem. See, for example, chapter 8, "The Problem of
Theodicy , 10 G. C. Berkouwer, The Providence of God.

29 "Mankind's most common, most persistent, and most puzzling problem is suffering."

is sufficient evidence of the complexity
of the problern.!" We will proceed with
care, seeking the guidance of God's
Word and Spirit. Three statements may
be set forth.
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and the unity of all things in Him. To
God be the glory for ever and ever!

III. SUFFERING

In the doctrine of providence, we
now come to a consideration of the
matter of human suffering. The ques
tion is usually, Why? Why is there
suffering and pain in the world? Why do
the righteous suffer? Why do some
people, seemingly no more sinful than
others, go through so much pain? Why
does God cause or permit such things to
happen? An earthquake occurs, and
thousands suffer and die; a hurricane
sweeps in, bringing devastation and
death; a flood destroys homes and
lands, and many lives are lost. Why
does this happen to some and not to
other? If such occurrences are "acts of
God"-as frequently designated-why
does God act in this manner? What of
the suffering and pain endured by many
in personal catastrophe and debilitating
illness? Why is this so frequent? These
are some of the questions that grip vast
numbers of people.

We have been affirming that God in
His providence cares for and guards His
creatures. But how does this providen
tial concern square with the fact of
human suffering? We should recognize
at the outset that in fact the Christian
view of providence does not immedi
ately seem to offer help. If God is really
present to preserve, accompany, and
govern His creatures (as we have said),
why is there suffering and pain on every
hand?

Such questions have sometimes led
people either to doubt the existence of
God or to question His ability. In the
former instance, there is the uncertainty
as to how there can be a good and
gracious God when the world is filled
with so much suffering, grief, and mis
ery. Perhaps it makes more sense to
view the universe as a product of blind
chance and random occurrence than to
claim that a benevolent God is superin
tending it. Atheism, or at best agnosti
cism, may seem more in line with the
way things are than is belief in God. In
the second instance, there may be the
question of God's ability, His compe
tence, to cope with all that happens.
God may truly be good and kind, even
intimately concerned about His crea
tures, but perhaps He is not able to
accomplish all His will. Thus we should
view God in a more limited manner.t"

It is apparent that a very careful
approach to the Christian view of suf
fering is needed. We do affirm divine
providence-whatever the difficulties
that seem to exist. Moreover, to say
divine providence means God's provi
dence, the providence of a God who is
compassionate and kind, yet also
infinite and almighty. Why then-the
question comes back insistently-in the
light of God's nature and concern is
there the undeniable reality of human
suffering'Ps

Surely we are not to assume that
there are simple answers, ready at
hand, for the problem of human suffer
ing.> The Book of Job, if nothing else,
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currence of pain may be a beneficent
sign of limit of capabilities; a kind of
boundary marker to go so far and no
farther. Something as small as the ach
ing of a muscle is a positive warning
against overdoing in labor and thus is a

A. Suffering Is Due, in Part, to the pointer to proper and balanced action.
Kind of World God Made The pain felt is by no means a punish-

We begin with the recognition that ment of God for wrong activity but a
God placed people in a world over positive signal of human limitations.
which they are to rule. The first word of Indeed, this is a world established in
God addressed to man-man and law as, for example, the law of gravity.
woman-in Genesis I was, "Be fruitful Any action-such as stepping off a high
and multiply, and fill the earth and place-that disregards this law will
subdue it; and have dominion over the invariably result in pain. But again, the
fish of the sea and over the birds of the pain is an aspect of God's good creation
air and over every living thing that in its demarcation of limits within which
moves upon the earth" (v. 28). Filling all living creatures must operate. There
the earth and subduing it cannot be less are laws relating to health. In the hu
than an arduous task, involving both the man digestive system, if there is im
perpetuation of the human race and the proper eating, stomach pains can result.
bringing under control of all aspects of This is a God-given warning for future,
earthly existence. The fact that this more proper handling of food. Again,
calls for much vigorous activity implies fire is one of the original ingredients of
the possibility of suffering, not as a the world God made. It has been a
negative consequence, but as a positive continuing source of heat and light, but
ingredient. man has had early to learn (and often

Let us look at this more closely. In painfully) that it can produce severe
Genesis 2, man is shown as being burns. Hence, the pain and suffering
placed in a garden with the responsibil- caused by exposure to fire is a blessing
tty for tilling it and caring for it: "The and a directive as to how to cope with
LORD God took the man and put him in an integral aspect of God's creation. In
the garden of Eden to till it and keep it" sum, the possibility of suffering belongs
(v. 15). Such tilling and keeping repre- to the very world God has made. ] I

sents the beginning of the God-given We need further to recognize that to
task of subduing-a task that by God's man and woman has been given the
intention is to include the whole earth. task of subduing the earth. Man has the
Since to subdue means to bring under basic responsibility, but not without
Control and to dominate, there is inevit- woman as his companion (Gen. 2:18).
ab~y the possibility of suffering and This means that functioning in close
pam. In a world of finite entities- relationship, especially as man and
Whether animate or inanimate-the oc- wife, they are to fulfill their God-given

co reads the opening statement in the book, The Meaning of Human Suffering. This book
conSists of a number. of addresses delivered at "The First International, Ecumenical

22
0ngress on the Meaning of Human Suffering" held at the University of Notre Dame April
-26, 1979. '
'''See below (p. 137) for a discussion of Job.
.11C. S. Lewis says it well: "Try to exclude the possibility of suffering which the order of

~atur~ and the existence of free-wills involve, and you will find that you have excluded life
tself (The Problem of Pain, 22).
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32" ... they shall become one flesh" (Gen. 2:24 NASB).

33\n the language of Paul, "The husband is the head of the wife" and wives are to "be
subject in everything to their husbands" (Eph. 5:23-24). This calls for much love and
understanding.

34 It is interesting that the psalmist declares concerning man: "Thou hast given him
dominion over the works of thy hands; thou hast put all things under his feet, all sheep and
oxen ... the birds of the air, and the fish of the sea" (Ps. 8:6-8). The Book of Hebrews, after
quoting a portion of these words, adds: "Now in putting everything in subjection to him, he
[God] left nothing outside his control. As it is, we do not yet see everything in subjection to
him" (2:8).

J5 As previously described.
'6 We may think back to the Pilgrims and their stormy trips across the sea, the cold and

bitter winters, the ravages of foes and the threat of starvation. Here were those whose very
sufferings turned out to be the birthpangs of a new nation. Through suffering there came true
greatness.

17 Cf. Ephesians 4:30- "Do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God."
JH In the margins of RSV and NASB.
'"See chapter 9, "Man."
4USee ibid.

4,See James S. Stewart, The Strong Name, 156. I am not sure whether the author of the
Poem is Stewart himself or another person. He does not specify.

4' Discussed in the preceding section.
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task. Accordingly, they need a high
degree of sensitivity one to the other,
and the learning of how to fulfill their
allotted roles both individually and cor
porately. Again, such sensitivity and
learning cannot occur without the
boundary markers of pain. There are,
therefore, "growing pains" within an
intimate human relationship, for genu
ine growth often stems from learning
what it is that causes hurt to the other
person.

Pain and suffering in this regard are
not necessarily evil; rather, they can be
a positive inducement and incentive to
deeper levels of understanding and
thereby of responsible living.

The matter of two people becoming
"one flesh"J2 -the most intimate of all
human relationships-inevitably will
involve many adjustments. The hus
band needs to learn what true headship
is, and the wife true subjection,» but
they must do so in the mutuality of
God-given equality and unity. There
will be pains involved in the ongoing
process of adjustment, but the beauty is
that these very pains and sufferings,
rather than being detrimental, can be
aspects of an enlarging and deepening
relationship.

Also, we now add, man and woman
together in the task of subduing the
earth have a vast challenge before
them. To "have dominion over the fish
... birds ... every living thing," while

bespeaking mankind's high position un
der God, is also a process to be accorn
plished.>' This process (like their own
growing mutual relationship) will call
for much effort-doubtless experimen
tation, adjustment, and persistence
with its full complement of difficulties,
trials, and pains.

Let us go one step further. We may
well understand that pain is not only a
kind of warning and limiting factor»
within this process of achieving domin
ion, but also it may be a positive
challenge to further activity. Human
beings are presented by their Maker
with a world that invites challenge and
adventure. There is a broad earth to be
explored, seas to be sailed, even skies
to be navigated. This will call for much
effort, at times hardship,-yes, even
suffering. But the very suffering and
pain, in turn, can become a part of the
warp and woof of heroic and adventure
some living. To suffer and yet over
come, to know hardship and yet tri
umph, makes for true and lasting
greatness.a-

This leads us to the additional fact
that suffering, its possibility and actual
ity, belongs to human existence in the
world. It is highly significant that God
made man with the capacity to feel pain
and suffering. Man has a nervous sys
tem sensitized to both pleasure and
pain. He has tear ducts from which fluid
expressions of both joy and grief may

rour forth. He has a heart that may feel
deerly and suffer much. Now it is not
as if the feeling of pain and grief, of
sorrow and suffering, were contrary to
God's nature; for God Himself is One
who can know grief and suffering. We
are told that God's Spirit may be
grieved: "They [Israel) rebelled and
grieved his holy Spirit" (lsa. 63: 10)37
So likewise Jesus; He was "grieved at
their [the Pharisees) hardness of heart"
(Mark 3:5). This means that God Him
self has the capacity to suffer and know
sorrow. Again, Jesus demonstrates this
in that He was to be "a man of sorrows
lor "pains"),38 and acquainted with
grief' (Isa, 53:3). He wept at the grave
of Lazarus (John II :35) and over the
city of Jerusalem (Luke 19:41). And "in
the days of his flesh, Jesus offered up
prayers and supplications, with loud
cries and tears" (Heb. 5:7). If man did
not have the capacity for pain and
sorrow and the experience of them, he
would be other than the image of God.39
But truly he has that capacity, as his
whole nature shows forth.

Further, the very capacity for suffer
ing is inseparable from the reality of
love and compassion. Surely this is true
of God Himself, whose love for man
kind can ultimately be measured only
by the suffering of a cross. To love
much meant for God to suffer much.
Can it be less true of the creatures He
has made? Man is created to show
love.« and at the heart of love is
compassion, meaning literally a "suf
fering with." Such suffering, therefore,
rather than being a negative factor in
human life, is verily one of the signs of
genuine humanness.

PROVIDENCE

Although I will need to say more
about suffering in the pages to follow.
this much by now is apparent: suffering
has an important place in the world God
made. It is an important aspect of God's
providential order. However, since
many people suffer much and seemingly
without rhyme or reason-there is of
ten the cry of anguish for God somehow
to remove it. I know of no finer answer
than in the following words:

The cry of earth's anguish went up
unto God.

"Lord, take away pain" ....
Then answered the Lord to the world

He had made,
"Shall I take away pain')

And with it the power of the soul
to endure

Made strong by the strain')
Shall I take away pity that knits heart

to heart
And sacrifice high?

Will ye lose all your heroes who lift
from the flame

white brows to the sky?
Shall I take away love that redeems

with a price
And smiles through the loss,

Can ye spare from your lives that
would climb unto mine

The Christ on His CrosS?"41

B. Suffering Is Also the Grim Result
of Sin and Evil

Now we move on to the recognition
that suffering often occurs as a result of
sin and evil in the world and in human
life. Suffering, in such a case, is not due
to the kind of world God has rnade.o
but is a punishment for sin. It is one of
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43There will be a fuller discussion of sin and evil in later chapters. Here we touch on it
only in relation to suffering.

44 "The phrase your desire shall be for your husband (RSV), with the reciprocating he shall
rule over you, portrays a marriage relation in which control has slipped from the fully
personal realm to that of instinctive urges passive and active. 'To love and to cherish'
becomes 'To desire and to dominate'" (Derek Kidner, Genesis, TOTC, 71).

45It is possible to read the text "I will greatly multiply your pain in childbearing" as
implying some pain regardless of woman's sin and fall. How can one "multiply" what was
not there before') However, the words following, "in pain shall you bring forth children,"
seem clearly to say that pain itself in childbearing is a result of the Fall. In other words, the
pain will not be little but much-greatly multiplied. For "greatly multiply" see also Genesis
16:10.

46 Woman was made to be man's "helper" (Gen. 2: 18), thus she occupies an auxiliary
role. As earlier observed, the man is in the position of headship over the woman ("the head
of a woman is her husband" I Cor. 11:3). But neither her auxiliary role nor his headship
calls for domination. Domination and rule are the result of the Fall. Through Christ this
domination is ended, and man and woman discover their true God-given relationship.

47Cf. also Genesis 5:29. Lamech, father of Noah, spoke of "the labor and painful toil of
our hands caused by the ground the Lord has cursed" (NIV).

4R It is quite significant that the same Hebrew word is usually translated "pain" in regard
to woman, and "toil" in relation to man. The common idea is that labor will be the lot of
both, whether labor in childbearing or labor in working the earth.

49"The woman's punishment struck at the deepest root of her being as wife and mother,
the man's strikes at the innermost nerve of his life: his work, his activity, and provision for
sustenance" (G. von Rad, Genesis: A Commentary, 91).

'<ISo KJV. NASB (RSV has "decay"). " The bondage of corruption' is the bondage which
consists 10 corruption and, since it is not ethical in character, must be taken in the sense of
t~e decay and death apparent in non-rational creation." So writes John Murray in The
~Plstle to the Romans, NICNT. 304. Murray also, in connection with the creation's being
,SUbJect to futility," writes that "in relation to this earth this is surely Paul's commentary on

Gen. 3:17, 18" (ibid., 3(3). 1 have interpreted it similarly.
\ I Earlier reference was made to the common designation of many such upheavals and

turbUlences as "acts of God." The reason for such terminology is that in most cases no
human cause can be assigned. However, it may be more accurate to recognize that such
VIolent activities are actually demonstrations of a creation "subjected to futility" and signs
of Its "groaning in travail."
1 '1E~e's words at the birth of her fi~st child, "I have gotten a man with the help of the
thORD (Gen. ,4:I), may well exp~ess, ",n ~pite of the pain, her amazement, even delight, in
bc~nbl'7,h ofeam. The NEB translatlO.n, WIth.thehelp oft.he LORD 1 have brought a man into

f g: further suggests this. To this day childbirth contmues to be generally an admixture
o pam and joy.
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the sad effects of the operation of sin
and evil.o

Here we turn first to the Genesis 3
account of what sin entails. After the
pronouncement of a curse on the ser
pent (vv. 14-15), God declared to the
woman: "I will greatly multiply your
pain in childbearing; in pain you shall
bring forth children, yet your desire
shall be for your husband, and he shall
rule over you" (v. 16). On the one
hand, the punishment of woman is in
relation to the bearing of children
multiplied pain; on the other hand, it is
in relation to her husband-her desire
plus his domination.« There is immedi
ate physical pain in childbearing, not by
nature'> but as a result of the Fall.
There is also the more general situation
of woman's relation to her husband that
will bring about suffering in many ways,
emotional and mental as well as physi
cal. Womankind will know the suffering
of painful childbearing as well as domi
nation by her husband.w

In the case of man God declared,
"Cursed is the ground because of you;

in toil you shall eat of it all the days of
your life; thorns and thistles it shall
bring forth to you .... In the sweat of
your face you shall eat bread till you
return to the ground" (Gen. 3:17-19).
On the one hand, the ground was
cursed because of man's sin so that it
will bring forth "thorns and thistles";
on the other-and because of this
curse-man will "toil" and in the
sweat of his face labor to produce bread
for daily living.s? The punishment was
not work-for man had before been
commissioned to cultivate the garden
but labor, toil, puins»

So from these ancient accounts it is
apparent that pain and suffering are
described as a punishment for sin. Both
woman and man are punished in the
most vital areas of their existence.o
and thenceforward the resulting pain
and travail has affected all humanity.

It is also significant that because of
man's sin and God's curse the earth
itself has likewise been in travail. Paul
wrote that "the creation was subjected
to futility, not of its own will but by the

will of him who subjected it in hope;
because the creation itself will be set
free from its bondage to corruptionsv
.... We know that the whole creation
has been groaning in travail together
until now" (Rom. 8:20-22). Not only is
there the combination of "thorns and
thistles," but throughout nature there is
universal bondage to corruption along
with continuous travail and groaning.
This situation can also account for such
disparate elements as ferocity in the
animal world and the turbulence mani
fest in such upheavals of nature as
earthquakes, hurricanes, and floods.' I

The travail of creation at large thus is
profoundly related to human sin and
suffering.

All of this points to a universal con
text of suffering that is the result of
mankind's fallen and sinful condition.
Life would be brought forth with pain;
existence would be an arduous struggle;
and the earth itself would have continu
ing travail. Such is the world that the
human race has known since the pri
mordial Fall. This by no means signifies
that there are no blessings, that the
good earth is nothing but a place of
misery, and that mankind experiences
only pain. Such belies the fact of God's
continuing grace; the world remains His
world. Indeed, there is often blessing in
childbirth» and joy in work on the
earth, whether in the strict sense of
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cultivating the soil or in the sphere of
work at large. Further, the realm of
nature, whatever its wildness and tur
bulence, has many a touch of beauty
and delight. But having said this about
blessings in childbirth, man's work, and
nature at large there is the continuing
note of pain that pervades all. Such is
the reality of suffering in a world that
remains in sin and its resultant evil.

That sin brings suffering is the ongo
ing witness of the Bible. The first child,
Cain, born to man and woman mur
dered his younger brother, Abel, and as
a result experienced not only the pain of
a completely unresponsive earth but
also that of being a fugitive and wander
er: "When you till the ground, it shall
no longer yield to you its strength; you
shall be a fugitive and a wanderer on the
earth" (Gen. 4:12). The universal suf
fering and destruction of the Flood is
due to one thing only: sin. "And God
saw the earth, and behold, it was cor
rupt. ... And God said to Noah, 'I
have determined to make an end of all
flesh'" (Gen. 6:12-13). The people of
Israel suffered often because of their
faithlessness to God-for example,
forty years in a harsh wilderness: "And
your children shall be shepherds in the
wilderness forty years, and shall suffer
for your faithlessness" (Num. 14:33).
On a later occasion the psalmist cried,
"Thou hast made the land to quake,
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'1The Book of Revelation elaborates this theme, particularly in the outpouring of God's
"bowls" of wrath (Rev. 16); for example, "the sun ... was allowed to scorch men with fire;
men were scorched by the fierce heat" (vv. 8-9). The suffering for sin and evil is intense.

54"Fools" is the more common translation (as in KJV. NASB. NIV. NEB). However, the
words that follow, "they loathed any kind of food, and they drew near to the gates of
death," clearly depict sickness. Also note verse 20: "He sent forth his word, and healed
them. "

55 Recall the preceding section. . . .
56Then the issue would be, Why do such righteous people suffer? (This quesnon Will be

addressed in the next section.)
\7 Hence the title of the book earlier mentioned, When Bad Things Happen to Good

People. is 'inadequate. There are no "good people."
58The Book of Revelation is laden with catastrophes-earthquakes, plagues, manifold

torments-all of which are divine judgments that should lead to the repentance of those who
suffer them. See, e.g., 9:20-21; 16:8-11.

59We will discuss in the next section suffering that likewise may come upon the
repentant-i.e., those who have turned to God in true repentance and faith. Their
SUfferings, while not unrelated to a call for continuing repentance, are basically for another
purpose.
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thou hast rent it open .... Thou hast
made thy people suffer hard things"
(60:2-3). When at last Judah had gone
into captivity and Jerusalem was rav
aged, Jeremiah declared, "Her foes
have become the head, her enemies
prosper, because the LORD has made her
suffer for the multitude of her transgres
sions" (Lam. I:5). In a climactic picture
of God's judgment upon all the earth,
Isaiah spoke forth: "The earth mourns
and withers.... The earth lies polluted
under its inhabitants; for they have
transgressed the laws, violated the stat
utes, broken the everlasting covenant.
Therefore a curse devours the earth,
and its inhabitants suffer for their guilt;
therefore the inhabitants of the earth
are scorched, and few men are left"
(Isa. 24:4-6).5] Sin brings about suffer
ing-the suffering of an individual, a
people, indeed, the whole earth.

Now let me emphasize this in a
personal way. Whereas it is true that we
are born into a human race that by its
fallenness knows suffering, it is also a
fact that our own sin and evil are the
root of much pain and anguish. Surely
the preceding quotations underscore
this. The words of Paul also come to
mind: "Whatever a man sows, that he
will also reap" (Gal. 6:7). Hence, much
of the suffering people endure is due to
their own behavior. Ailments of many
kinds affecting body, mind, and spirit
are often the result of a sinful manner of
life. The psalmist declares that "some
were sick>' through their sinful ways,
and because of their iniquities suffered
affliction" (I07:I7). The pain and an
guish that many people experience has
its root in sins against God, other
people, even their own selves. Rebel-

lion against God and His laws, bit
terness in human relations, improper
health care-all such as this is misdoing
(i.e., sin), and suffering frequently re
sults.

Sometimes one hears the complaint
"I don't know why God permits me to
suffer so," as if the fault were God's.
And yet for years there has been disor
der in human relations, perhaps malice
or an unforgiving spirit; there has been
continual submitting to the desires of
the flesh and self-indulgence; there has
been little or no concern about the
living God, who is the very source of
life and health. Anxiety, emotional con
fusion, multiple ailments-all may re
sult, and the suffering become all the
more intense. Let us be quite clear: yes,
God does permit such suffering to hap
pen, but the fault lies wholly on the
human side. This suffering, to be sure,
is from God; and, we need to add, not
only as just retribution but also as
warning to bring about change.

Here we observe again God's provi
dential concern. Suffering so described
undoubtedly represents divine punish
ment and judgment, but such can lead
to righteousness. Isaiah declares, "For
when thy judgments are in the earth,
the inhabitants of the world learn right
eousness" (26:9). The judgments of
God may make for widespread and
intense suffering, but as a summons to
repentance and renewal, they may well
be instruments of divine providence.

But now a word of caution should be
stated. By no means ought we to view
suffering as simply proportionate to sin
and evil; that is, the more suffering a
person endures, the more evil he him
self must be or the more wrongdoings

he must have committed. As earlier
ohserved, there is some suffering and
pain involved in the very nature of
human existence.» Moreover, as we
have just noted, in a world of fallen
people and nature there is often painful
labor and travail. This suffering can
vary greatly, with no simple corre
spondence between evil and suffering.

One of the discourses of Jesus (Luke
13: 1-5) relates to the mistake in such a
one-to-one correspondence. Concern
ing some Galileans who had been tor
tured and slain by Pilate, Jesus asked,
"Do you think that these Galileans
were worse sinners than all the other
Galileans, because they suffered thus?"
And concerning a number of persons
who had been killed by the falling of a
tower, He inquired: "Or those eighteen
upon whom the tower in Siloam fell and
killed them, do you think that they were
worse offenders than all the others who
dwelt in Jerusalem?" Jesus' reply in
both cases was the same: "I tell you,
No; but unless you repent, you will all
likewise perish." Jesus by no means
suggests that either the Galileans or the
eighteen persons were innocent.w
Rather, they had suffered and died
without repentance; hence they re
ceived their just desert. But this did not
mean they were more sinful than others
to whom such disaster had not come.
Rather, it should serve as a warning to
others to repent before it is too late.
The discourse of Jesus also does not
speak to the question, "Why is there
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suffering here, and not there'?" but it
gets to the truly critical matter, namely,
that all such suffering and tragedy
should be a call for turning to God in
genuine repentance for sin.

On the basis of Jesus' discourse, we
have direction and a reply to one of the
most anguishing problems about human
suffering. In the situation Jesus de
scribed, the question is not, "Why do
innocent people suffer," for since the
fall of man there are no innocent peo
ple.>? but in the light of such suffering
and tragedy, the appropriate question
is, "Will you not hear this as a call to
repentance before it is too late'?" Yes,
earthquakes occur, and people die;
plagues strike, and people are ravaged;
debilitating illness comes, and people
suffer anguish. The heart of the matter
is that all such are a summons to
repentance both to those involved-e and
to others. They are warnings of the
precariousness of life and the ultimate
judgment of God that will some day fall
upon all who are unrepentant.sv The
warning, as to Israel in Ezekiel's day, is
"Tum ye, tum ye from your evil ways;
for why will ye die?" (Ezek. 33:11 KJV).

c. Suffering Is an Accompaniment of
the Life of Faith

One of the most significant things
about the life of faith is that suffering is
very much a part of it. Here I do not
make reference to the suffering that is a
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00 As I did in the preceding section.
61 The Greek word dokimen means" 'the quality of being approved,' hence character"

(BAGD). The NASB translates it as "proven character."
o2.See, e.g., Paul's chronicle of personal sufferings in 2 Corinthians 11:23-27: "countless

beatings ... often near death ... beaten with rods ... stoned" on and on. See also fn 66
below. "

.. oJThe Greek word ennoian can be translated "mind" (KJV), "purpose" (NASB),
attitude" (NIV), or "temper of mind" (NEB). "Temper of mind" expresses the meaning

particularly well.
h4This might seem at variance with the fact that sin is still present in even the finest of

Christian lives. The response to this could be that none of us totally arms himself with the
mmd of Christ. However, any approximation thereto means dying to sin and living according
to God's will.

"Tradition holds that all Jesus' immediate disciples except John paid the ultimate price.
"Paul wrote elsewhere of "the affliction we experienced ... [in which] we were so

utterly, unbearably crushed that we despaired of life itself' (2 Cor. I :8). After that, he
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result of sin.v" but to that which invari
ably accompanies the walk of faith and
obedience. We may view this under
three aspects.

I. Suffering as a Means of the
Believer's Growth

We begin with the recognition that
suffering can be a testing or proving of
faith. When suffering of whatever kind
comes along, will the believer waver in
his faith? Will he or she stand the test?
Peter, who himself had experienced
much suffering in his service of Christ,
writes, "Now for a little while you may
have to suffer various trials, so that the
genuineness of your faith, more pre
cious than gold which though perishable
is tested by fire, may redound to praise
and glory and honor at the revelation of
Jesus Christ" (l Peter 1:6-7). Suffering,
says Peter, is a testing "by fire"; it is a
proving process, and those who go
through it demonstrate the genuineness
of their faith-a faith that will result in
praise and honor when Christ is re
vealed.

This testing by the fire of suffering is
hardly a pleasant experience. Indeed,
often believers, especially new ones
will wonder why they are undergoing
suffering-especially if unbelievers
around them seem to be doing quite
well. So the psalmist at first complains
about the wicked: "They have no
pangs; their bodies are sound and sleek
. . . they are not stricken like other
men," whereas "all the day long I have
been stricken, and chastened every
morning" (73:4-5, 14). Yet it is by such
suffering that the mettle of faith is
tested.

Suffering can also be a means of

growth in character. By the affirmative
endurance of suffering-neither com
plaining nor blaming-strong character
develops. In this connection Paul even
speaks of rejoicing about sufferings:
"We rejoice in our sufferings, knowing
that suffering produces endurance, and
endurance produces character" (Rom.
5:3-4).01 Hence, not only does suffer
ing test faith, as fire tests metal (to use
Peter's analogy), but it may also be the
forge on which character is hammered
out. By learning to endure, to hold on to
faith regardless of whatever trials and
sufferings may come, one grows strong
in character.

Surely Paul knew whereof he spoke
regarding suffering, endurance, and
character. For the great apostle was a
man of sterling character, as all his life
and writings demonstrate, and in ob
vious connection with his character is
the fact that he had suffered much. The
Lord Jesus, even before Paul was com
missioned as an apostle, declared, "He
is a chosen instrument of mine to carry
my name before the Gentiles and kings
and the sons of Israel; for I will show
him how much he must suffer for the
sake of my name" (Acts 9:15-16). And
suffer Paul did-c-greatly.s> Did such
suffering ever before produce so strong
a character?

Again suffering may be the means of
deepening obedience. Here we turn
from Peter and Paul to Jesus Himself,
for He is the primary example of the
affirmative relationship between suffer
ing and obedience. Two statements in
Hebrews stand out. The first is in
regard to suffering: "In the days of his
flesh, Jesus offered up prayers and
supplications, with loud cries and tears,

to him who was able to save him from
death" (5:7). The second is in regard to
obedience: "Although he was a Son, he
learned obedience through what he suf
fered" (5:8). The agony of Jesus-the
"loud cries and tears" -in Gethsemane
where everything in Him cried out,
"Father, if thou art willing, remove this
cup from me" and'<his sweat became
like great drops of blood falling down
upon the ground" (Luke 22:42, 44),
occasioned the final and ultimate test of
obedience. Through this great suffering
He, the Son of God, "learned obedi
ence," so that He was able to say,
"Nevertheless not my will, but thine,
be done."

Verily, the way of obedience con
tinues to be the way of suffering. Obedi
ence-the hallmark of genuine faith
scarcely deepens when the path is easy
and when saying yes to God's will
causes little or no pain. But when it
costs greatly to do God's bidding, when
the temptation to go another way seems
almost overwhelming, and when in that
situation one can still say from the
heart, "Not my will, but thine, be
done" -this is the learning of obedi
ence. It is also to walk the way of death
to self and to give all glory to God.

And we may add: suffering is the way
of victory over sin. Note this profound
statement in I Peter 4:1-2: "Since
therefore Christ suffered in the flesh,
arm yourselves with the same
thought.s> for whoever has suffered in
the flesh has ceased from sin, so as to
live for the rest of the time in the flesh
no longer by human passions but by the
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will of God." If one is "armed" with
the same thought or temper of mind as
Christ when He suffered in the flesh
(from Gethsemane to Golgotha), this is
to cease from sin.s- There is little or no
place for sin in a life that, in the midst of
great and increasing suffering, does not
veer from God's will. If we are armed
with Christ's attitude, though our suf
fering will never approximate His, we
will live victoriously in the will of God.

2. Suffering as an Expected Aspect
of the Walk in Faith

One of the surest teachings of the
Bible is that the walk in faith inevitably
involves suffering because such a walk
is contrary to the way of the world. Paul
writes bluntly to Timothy: "All who
desire to live a godly life in Christ Jesus
will be persecuted" (2 Tim. 3:12). Not
"may be" but "will be," for the world
finds intolerable a truly godly life. Suf
fering in the sense of persecution is part
and parcel of truly following Jesus
Christ.

Indeed, Jesus declared to His disci
ples: "If they [the world] persecuted
me, they will persecute you" (John
15:20). This happened to Jesus' disci
ples as the record in Acts and early
church history show: they were all
persecuted and most died a martyr's
death.s> Suffering was simply a result of
bearing witness to Christ. Paul writes,
"For this gospel 1 was appointed a
preacher and apostle and teacher, and
therefore I suffer as I do" (2 Tim. I: 11
12).66 But Paul also includes other

134 135



spoke of his "afflictions, hardships, calamities, beatings, imprisonments, tumults, labors,
watching, hunger" (2 Cor. 6:4-5). He later added, "Five times I have received at the hands
of the Jews the forty lashes less one. Three times I have been beaten with rods, once I was
stoned. Three times I have been shipwrecked ... in toil and hardship, through many a
sleepless night, in hunger and thirst, often without food, in cold and exposure" (2 Cor.
11:24-25, 27). It is indeed hard to comprehend the vastness of the sufferings that Paul
endured for the sake of the gospel.

"7The NEB reads: "Accept it with gladness and exultation"(!).
""This is Paul's expression in 2 Corinthians 4:4.
690r "same kind of sufferings" (NIV). The Greek is literally "the same of sufferings," ta

auta ton pathematon,"

7°Such is the meaningof the Hebrew word. Satan is shown as the adversary in both Job
and I Peter. Another interesting note: Satan is depicted as constantly moving around on the
earth: "going to and fro on the earth and ... walking up and down on it" (Job 1:7; 2:2) and
as one who "prowls around [literally "walks about," Greek peripatei]'" (I Peter 5:8). It is
the same adversary who brings suffering to those who seek to walk in faith and
nghteousness.

71 Satan's direct involvement in this last instance reads: "So Satan went forth from the
presence of the LORD, and afflicted Job with loathsome sores from the sole of his foot to the
crown of his head" (Job 2:7).

72In the account of Job Satan was aIlowed to devastate Job's property, family, and his
body but not to take Job's life. For "the LORD said to Satan, 'Behold, he is in your power;
only spare his life' " (Job 2:6). This limitation, however, is not set in relation to Christian
believers.

7JThe context suggests that this "beast" is Satan himself. The other two beasts in
Revelation 13 who are mouthpieces of Satan (the dragon) come "out of the sea" (v. I) and
"out of the earth" (v. II), not out of "the bottomless pit."

74'The accuser of our brethren ... who accuses them day and night before our God."
Recall the similar picture of Satan before God accusing Job.
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believers as those who "patiently en
dure the same sufferings that we suffer"
(2 Cor. I :6). For since the world is
dominated by a spirit that is wholly
contrary to the Spirit of Christ, the true
disciple lives at cross purposes with it.
Unless he compromises his faith, the
suffering of persecution is sure to oc
cur.

But now we observe a striking thing
in the New Testament, namely, that
such suffering is viewed as a blessing
and a call for rejoicing. The last two
beatitudes proclaimed by Jesus are both
pronouncements of blessings upon the
persecuted: "Blessed are those who are
persecuted for righteousness' sake,"
and "Blessed are you when men revile
you and persecute you and utter all
kinds of evil against you falsely on my
account" (Matt. 5:10-11). Persecution
for His sake is such a great blessing that
we are to "rejoice, and be exceeding
glad" (v. 12 KJV).67 When the apostles
were beaten by the Jewish council for
testifying of Jesus, "they left the pres
ence of the council, rejoicing that they
were counted worthy to suffer dishonor
for the name" (Acts 5:41). What a
statement that is: "rejoicing" to be
"counted worthy to suffer dishonor"!
The note of joy and blessedness in
suffering is later declared by Peter, who
himself had suffered much: "But re
joice in so far as you share Christ's
sufferings, that you may also rejoice
and be glad when his glory is revealed.
If you are reproached for the name of
Christ, you are blessed, because the

spirit of glory and of God rests upon
you" (I Peter 4:13-14). Such is the
rich heritage of all who suffer for
Christ's sake.

One further fact: this kind of suffer
ing is a gracious gift from God. Hear the
extraordinary words of Paul: "For it
has been granted to you that for the
sake of Christ you should not only
believe in him but also suffer for his
sake, engaged in the same conflict
which you saw and now hear to be
mine" (Phil. 1:29-30). Granted-to
suffer!

We began this section by observing
that the walk in faith, because of its
being contrary to the way of the world,
involves suffering. Now we need to add
that since "the god of this worId"68 is
Satan, the suffering of believers is often
rooted in him. Peter writes about Satan:
"Be sober, be watchful. Your adver
sary the devil prowls around like a
roaring lion, seeking someone to de
vour" (l Peter 5:8). Then Peter adds,
"Resist him, firm in your faith, knowing
that the same experience of sufferinge
is required of your brotherhood
throughout the world" (v. 9). Such
suffering, undergone by all believers,
comes from the adversary, the devil
Satan himself.

Here we might pause to look far back
into the Old Testament to the story of
Job. Although Job was not a believer in
the Christian sense, of course, he was
declared by God to be a righteous and
God-fearing man. God said as much to

Satan: ., Have you considered my ser
vant Job. that there is none like him on
the earth, a blameless and upright man,
who fears God and turns away from
evil?" (Job I:8). Satan thereupon ac
cused Job before God, saying that Job
had so many benefits in life that if they
were removed, Job would curse God to
His face. God then granted Satan, the
adversary,70 permission to subject Job
to one experience of suffering after
another: the devastation of his property
by fire, the death of his children by a
mighty wind that collapsed the house in
which they were gathered, and finally
the debilitation of Job's body by terrible
sores from head to foot (Job 1:13
2:7).7' None of this was deserved by
Job, but God allowed it to happen at the
hand of Satan who was determined to
destroy Job's faith. Thus the attacks by
Satan on Job were not unlike what the
Christian believer goes through: suffer
ing that results, not from sin and evil in
the person, but as a test of the walk in
faith. Further, at the conclusion of his
long travail, Job was much closer to
God than ever before: "I had heard of
thee by the hearing of the ear, but now
my eye sees thee" (42:5). So also it is
with the Christian believer who does
not give up regardless of the suffering
and travail received from the attacks of
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the adversary. The true believer comes
out all the stronger and with a keener
sense of the presence and reality of
God.

In the Book of Revelation, Satan is
also vividly depicted as the believer's
adversary. As in Job and I Peter, he is
shown to bring suffering. In one of the
messages to the seven churches Christ
declares, "Do not fear what you are
about to suffer. Behold, the devil is
about to throw some of you into prison,
that you may be tested" (Rev. 2:10).
Satan is portrayed as the agent behind
the martyrdom of believers."> After the
"two witnesses" have completed their
testimony, "the beast that ascends from
the bottomless piP] will make war upon
them and conquer them and kill them"
(11:7). Thereafter, Satan is spoken of as
"the accuser of our brethren" (12: 10),74
and through the first and second
"beasts" - Satan's representatives
permission is given to conquer (13:7)
and to kill (v. 15). All the way to the
end it is Satan who is constantly on the
attack against those who belong to
Christ.

In conclusion, suffering undoubtedly
will happen to everyone who walks the
way offaith. Jesus assured His disciples
of this, for both the world and Satan, its
overlord, are radically opposed to all
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. 7\ The immediately preceding words are" ... when you do right and suffer for it you take
It patiently, you have God's approval" (v. 20).

:6 ~I~o NA_SB The NIV has "the fellowship of sharing in his sufferings." The Greek is ten
koinonian ton puthematon autou,

77This doubtless refers to the affliction or suffering the believer knows in the fellowship of
Christ and In which God mercifully reaches out to bring comfort and consolation.

7K "Compassion" derives from two Latin words: cum, "with," and passio, "suffering."

7·0r "if indeed" (NASB. NIV). " .
80This does not mean that by suffering we achieve the resurrection and future inheritance.

Such a view would contradict the grace of God in Christ, by whom death has been overcome
and through whom we know life eternal. But it does mean-to quote again other words of
Paul-"All who desire to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted" (2 Tim. 3:12).
If there is no persecution or suffering, there is surely a question of whether one truly belongs
to Christ and is therefore prepared to share with Him in .the glory ,to com~. Paul speaks of
attaining the resurrection, not achieving it-and the difference IS vast Indeed.
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Christ stands for. Yet there is great
blessing and joy in such opposition,
even if it means suffering and death.
Remember that Peter spoke of the
"spirit of glory and of God" (I Peter
4: 14) resting upon those who suffer
reproach for the name of Christ. Surely
this is true, for whatever may come,
God will be glorified.

3. Suffering as a deepening
experience of knowing Christ, of

being a blessing to others, and of
preparation [or the glory to come.

We may observe, first, that through
suffering a believer draws closer to
Christ. Peter writes, "For to this you
have been called,» because Christ also
suffered for you, leaving you an exam
ple, that you should follow in his steps"
(I Peter 2:21). Hence, by walking the
way of suffering, the Christian realizes
that such is to walk in Christ's own
way; there is the sense of His being
near at hand. Even more, it is to know
Christ's close fellowship. Paul spoke of
"the fellowship of his sufferings" (Phil.
3: 10 KJV),76 a fellowship of shared suf
fering in which there is an increasingly
deeper relationship between the be
liever and his Lord. Paul had earlier
spoken of "the surpassing worth of
knowing Christ Jesus my Lord" and to
that end had "suffered the loss of all
things" (v. 8). So it was that by the
fellowship of sharing Christ's sufferings
Paul entered into that deeper knowl
edge. So it is with all who suffer for
Ch rist' s sake: there can but be a pro
founder sense of His presence.

Second, one who suffers is able
thereby to be a comfort and help to
others. Paul writes, "Blessed be the

God and Father of our Lord Jesus
Christ, the Father of mercies and God
of all comfort, who comforts us in all
our affliction, so that we may be able to
comfort those who are in any affliction,
with the comfort with which we Our
selves are comforted by God. For as We
share abundantly in Christ's sufferings,
so through Christ we share abundantly
in comfort too" (2 Cor. 1:3-5). Against
the background of God's comfort for us
in affliction;" we are likewise enabled
to reach out in comfort to others.
Indeed the more we share Christ's
sufferings, the more we can through
Christ reach out to others in their pain
and affliction.

We should emphasize the importance
of this deep comfort for others, comfort
that can come only from those who
have known similar suffering in their
own lives. This is the actual meaning of
compassion-a shared sufferingte 
wherein there is profound empathy
with the other. Surely this makes suffer
ing because of Christ all the more
meaningful when it can be an avenue of
reaching out to another person who is
going through much trial and tribula
tion. How beautiful it is that the more
fully we share in the sufferings of
Christ, the more abundantly we can
reach out in comfort to others!

Third, and climactically, it is through
suffering with Christ-even possibly
unto death-that we also may share
richly in Christ's resurrection glory.
Just after Paul mentioned the fellowship
of Christ's sufferings, he added, "be
coming like him in his death, that if
possible I may attain the resurrection
from the dead" (Phil. 3:10-11). In a
similar vein Paul wrote elsewhere that

we are "heirs of God and fellow heirs
with Christ, provided"? we suffer with
him in order that we may also be
glorified with him" (Rom. 8: 17). The
way of suffering with Christ is the way
to the glory that lies beyond.

All of this adds an important final
note about suffering. Suffering for
Christ's sake is not only to know Christ
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more profoundly in this life, as sig
nificant as that is. It is also to move with
Him through death into resurrection; it
is to share with Him in the inheritance
to come.w Suffering, accordingly, may
be rejoiced in all the more. It is by no
means something to groan under but to
be received with gladness as prepara
tion for the coming glory.
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7

Miracles

In our consideration of the doctrine
of providence we come next to a study
of miracles. Miracles may appropriately
be viewed as aspects of God's "extraor
dinary providence, "I hence their inclu
sion under the doctrine of providence.

I. DEFINITION

A miracle may be defined as an event
manifesting divine activity that is other
than the ordinary processes of nature.
As such, a miracle is an act of God's
extraordinary providence. In perform
ing a miracle, God, who oversees and
governs all things, acts in a supernatural
manner; He goes beyond ordinary se
quences in nature as He relates to His
creation.

In the Scriptures there are frequent
references to miracles. In the Old Tes
tament they stand out in the accounts of
the deliverance of Israel from Egypt
for example, the plagues on Egypt, the
crossing of the Red Sea, and the provi
sion of manna in the wilderness. They
are also dramatically shown in many of

the narratives relating to the prophets
Elijah and Elisha-for example, fire
falling on Mount Carmel, the rising of
the dead, and the floating of an axe
head. The New Testament records
many miracles performed by Jesus,
such as turning water into wine, healing
the hopelessly disabled, multiplying fish
and loaves, walking on the sea, stilling
the storm, and raising the dead. Also,
His disciples performed miracles such
as healing the sick, casting out demons,
and raising the dead. Examples could
be multiplied; however, the point is that
in all such events a supernatural activity
of God is involved, and through these
events God's providential concern is
exhibited.

Miracles, accordingly, are events
that cannot be explained in terms of the
usual workings of nature. Ordinarily the
waters of a sea do not divide, manna
does not fall from heaven, axe heads do
not float, water does not turn into wine,
a storm is not stilled by a word, and the
dead are not raised. All such events are

I The Westminster Confession of Faith (chap. V, sec. III) states: "God, in his ordinary
providence, maketh use of means, yet is free to work without, above, and against them, at
his pleasure." The latter part of this statement refers to extraordinary providence, viz.•
miracles.
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'Recall chapter 5, "Creation " 103-4
3William Temple writes "No'L f N '.

that course of conduct in Nature wa~c~ " atu;e,' 'd' ~s u~tlmate. It. is a general statement of
and so far as it will serve His purp IS, ,su(Ns ame y t e purposive action of God so long

4R ose ature , Man and God 267)
udolf Bultmann in his essay "New Testam t d M " '. .

speaks affirmatively of "the view of the world e~. ahn h Ybthology (in Kerygma and !l!yth)
and th d' w IC as een moulded by modem science
. e rno ern conception of human nature as a self-subsistent . .
mterference of supernatural powers" ( 7) B I' , '. uruty Immune from the
izin" . 'I p. . u tmann consequently calls for "dern tholo-

~cien~ifiCm~~adCe~:t~~~i;;.lIt~a~~~;rn~~~e~~~t~~a~ ele~ents in. the Scriptures) t? acco~ with
science (which Bultmann believes is t ,a sue a capltulat!on ~o .a particular view of
Scriptures A 1"11 . he view) produces havoc m hIS mterpretation of the
Scripture ~aygb~n~:e~ ~~t~~~IO;ie~ Bultmann's highhandsr! disregard of the authority of
greatest miracle of'all. Bultmann sa or. the Inca~a~l?n-whlch fo~ Christian faith is the
should become i . . ys, Wh~t a pnrmtrve mythology It IS, that a divine being
Inc ' ti d ncarnate, and atone for the sms of men through his own blood I" (p 7) Both

arna Ion an Atonement be fBI ' . . .
somehow be reinte retedI" cause 0 . u t~,a~n s supposedly scientific world view, must
I submit no I rp ~ de-mythologIzed ) into this-worldlv categories Christian faith, onger remams. .,

'As, for example in the fam H' b "
in which atomic ind~ter' .ous eisen e~g Principle of Indeterminacy (or Uncertainty)
in an atom conform t rmnacy IS .now recognized as a characteristic of nature. The particles

o no consistent pattern of order and regularity.

bE.g., see L. Berkhof, Systematic Theology, "The Nature of Miracles," 176.
"The Logos would be acting in contradiction to the "Logos structure."
8( have difficulty, therefore, with the words earlier quoted from the Westminster

Confession about God's working "against" means. "Without" and "above" means, yes;
but "against" sets God in contradiction to His own created agency. Calvin doubtless is the
original source, for he wrote, 'The Providence of God ... works at one time with means, at
another without means, and at another against means" (Institutes, 1.17.1). Karl Barth has
correctly observed that' 'there can be no questioning of His contravening or overturning any
real or ontic laws of creaturely occurrence. This would mean that He is not at unity with
Himself in His will and work" (Church Dogmatics, 3.3.129).

"Often arguments against miracles are based on the premise that miracles are violations of
the laws of nature. An example of this is the eighteenth-century philosopher David Hume.
(For a helpful discussion of Hume, see Colin Brown, Miracles and the Critical Mind,
chap. 4.)

10 Despite the many helpful insights I find in C. S. Lewis' book Miracles, I am
uncomfortable with his early statement: "I use the word miracle to mean an interference
with nature by supernatural power" (p. 15). It is hard to imagine God "interfering" with His
own order of creation.
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foreign to "natural law," namely, the
regularly observed sequences in nature
Such laws or sequences may be said to
belong to the" Logos structure", of the
universe: they are in place through
God's creative work and are basic to
order and stability. But-and this is the
critical matter-God is by no means
bound to His created order, though He
~egularly maintains and upholds it; nor
IS He confined by laws in nature, since
they are only His ordinary expression.'
~s the sovereign Lord, He may operate
m ways that are other than the usual
and customary. He may, and some
times does, move in an extraordinary
way to fulfill His purpose.

I might add that a difficulty some
people have with miracles stems from a
view of the universe as a closed system.
From this perspective, all things have
natural causes, and natural law is all
inclusive. Hence, there is no opening or
room for any other kind of activity. A
tr~ly scientific view of the universe, it is
~aJd, calls for the recognition that there
IS no place for miracles, for the universe
is self-contained and man is self-subsis
tent.s To reply: the idea of the universe
as a closed system with natural law all-

inclusive (a kind of pancausalism) is no
longer an acceptable scientific view
point. Indeed, the universe and our
world in it are not viewed today as a
closed mechanistic-materialistic system
(as was formerly the case) but as an
open .u~iverse with multiple dynamic
actualities and possibilities. Rigid law
and dete~,"?inism. have been replaced by
~ recogm~lOn of indeterminacy.s matter
Itself, unlike the proverbial solid billiard
~all, is now understood as energy and
light; the absoluteness of space and
time is now radically questioned by the
theory of relativity; and human nature
is increasingly seen to be a many-lev
eled unity that cannot be subsumed
under categories of natural science. All
in all, the universe and what it contains
is .viewed in a far more open way. While
this by no means validates miracles, it
does at least suggest that miracles need
no longer seem so contrary to the kind
of world in which we live.

But now let us return to the matter of
God's operating in other than a usual
and customary manner. One way of
describing this is to say that God may
act not only mediately but also immedi
ately, not only with means but also

withollt means. The former in each case
is ordinary providence, the latter ex
traordinary providence. When God acts
mediatelY, He makes use of an agent,
sometimes called a second causee 
that is, a cause within the natural order.
When He acts immediately, as in the
case of a miracle, He does the work
Himself without making use of an
agent. This does not mean that God acts
in contradiction to the way He operates
through an agent or second cause, for
then He would be in contradiction to
Himself. 7 He may, and surely does,
work without means, but not against
them, lest He violate His own expres
sion in creaturely reality. 8 A miracle,
accordingly, is not a violation of a law
of nature.? or an interference in na
ture.!? but an operation of God in
which, without making use of means,
He acts directly.

Biblical illustrations of God's work
ing immediately, without means or sec
ondary agents, includes such miracles
as manna from heaven, an axe head
floating, and the changing of water into
wine. God, so to speak, intervenes
directly; no secondary agent or cause is
involved. There is no natural source of
heavenly manna, no property of an axe
head that would cause it to float, no
ingredient in water that would of itself
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produce wine. God sovereignly causes
such miracles to happen without using
any creaturely means.

It is also possible that God may make
use of means but in a supernatural way.
He may not only work without means
(as discussed); He may also work above
them. Hence, God may employ some
thing from the natural realm in the
working of a miracle, and yet the mira
cle transcends the natural. A second
cause, so to speak, is used, but the
cause is insufficient to bring about the
result. In this case God is working both
mediately and immediately-and in
that order. An example is the miracle of
the Red Sea crossing. First, a strong
east wind blew all night and turned the
sea bed into dry land. Then the waters
became a wall on the right and on the
left hand as Israel passed through. The
wind causing the dry land was a natural
means-a second cause-though di
vinely brought about. But the waters
standing as a wall cannot be explained
by what preceded: this was an immedi
ate, supernatural act of God. In the case
of the feeding of the multitude, Jesus
took what was at hand-a few loaves
and fish. Hence means were employed,
but He went far beyond what was there
to feed thousands of people.

We scarcely need to seek further to
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1 I "One who believes in G d '11 '. . ..
"M' I" IDB 0 WI beheve m the possibility of miracles" (S V M C I dlrac e, , 395.) . . c as an ,

12 Emil Brunner puts it well in sa' . "T d .
the freedom of God of the G d ~m~. h 0 eny the reality of miracle would be to deny
work, who is the fre~ Lord of ~e :0°l~s t

h
e ;~rd of the whole world. To see this God at

whether this miracle of the divine actron w ICk t~ has ~r~ated, means encountering miracle,
(The Christian Doctrine of Creation anwdoRr sd roug t Ie laws of nature or outside them"

11 W h' e emption, 60)
. e ave previously noted that oonosin . .

?f a closed universe: rigid natural far:SI Ion to ml:acles may be due to an inadequate view
madequate views of God. ' pancausahsm, etc. Here we are concerned with

14 Spinoza in the seventeenth century dId' .
Spinoza, God and nature are two nam t e~e ope an n?presslve pantheistic system. For
God, Man, and His Wefl"a es or e same reahty. See, e.g., his Short Treatise on

liS '. ijare,
. orne pantheists, mcluding Spinoza h k . .

is miracle that is the whole d f ' ave spo en of miracle in the sense that everything" or er 0 nature (God) . . ' ..
as Macquarrie has well said "If hi IS amazmg, awe-mspmng, etc. However,
generalized to the point wh~re it e;ery~ tng c.an be called. 'miracle,' the word has been
Christian Theology, 226). I as een Virtually de voided of content"(Principles of

'6This means, incidentally, that He works from beyond the sphere open to scientific
investigation but which (as earlier suggested) is pointed to by the increasing scientific sense
of the openness of the universe. Walter M. Horton writes, "In such an open universe,
miracles are not 'suspensions' of natural laws ... but voluntary acts coming from a
dimension beyond the objective dimension to which the sciences are confined [italics his]"
(Christian Theology: An Ecumenical Approach, 132). "Voluntary acts" are free acts of the
transcendent Creator.

17The verb splanchnizomai means to "have compassion." It is sometimes also translated
as "have pity."
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place various miracles in "without
~eans". and "above means" catego
n.es: It IS often difficult to tell from the
biblical ac.counts. The important point,
however, IS not such categorization but
the recognition that every miracle goes
beyond the natural into the supernatural
realm of God's immediate activity.

II. BASIS

.The basis of miracles rests in God:
HI~ freedom, His love, His power. To
believe in the God of the Bible the God
of. Christian faith, is to beu'eve that
mIracles are possible. I I He is God and
not man! Against the background ot-His
freedom, love, and power, miracles
may be better understood.

First, let us consider the freedom of
God. God is the sovereignly free Lord.
Although He has created the world and
dall~ sustains it, He is not bound by it.
He IS not subject to its structures and
laws; they are subject to Him. He may
act supernaturally because He is not a
God of nature only. He is a God who is
beyond, and therefore He can bring to
bea~ ot~er ways of producing results.
Ordmanly God works through the laws
of nature, but He is free to go beyond
them. In a real sense, to believe in

miracles is to affirm the freedom of
God. le

Opposition to the reality of miracles
may be rooted in inadequate views of
God. 13 For example, this opposition
may stem from pantheism, which does
not really view God as free. God is
understood as being identical with the
world. All things in nature, including its
laws and operations, are aspects of His
own being and action. 14 Since the God
of .pantheism in no way transcends the
universe, nature, or man, He is not free
to act in relation to it, for it is His OWn
being. His action is identical with natu
ral causality: hence God and ordinary
me~ns are mseparable. Miracles, as
actions of a free God, therefore do not
indeed cannot, occur.IS '

Over against such a view it is impor
tant to recognize that while God is in
the W~rld, .He is not (as pantheism
holds) identical with it in whole or in
part. God, as Scripture maintains is the
":or!d's creator; His being is ~tterly
dlst~nct from that of His creation, hence
He IS free to move in relation to it. The
laws of the universe are not binding on
Him (though He made them and ordi
narily operates through them), since
they do not belong to His essence. Thus

at any time He may freely and voluntar
ily work in miraculous fashion without
suspending any natural law.!«

God is sovereignly free. As the Lord
of Creation, He will in no way arbitrar
ily act against what He has made-its
forms and structures, its dynamic oper
ations. Indeed without a basic continu
ity and regularity, all would be chaos.
(Imagine what would happen in a very
brief time if the earth ceased to orbit the
sun.) Yet in His sovereignty and free
dom God may move in ways other than
the normal and expected-and with
nothing in any way out of control. A
free and sovereign Lord will be, when
He desires, a miracle-working God.

Second, let us reflect on the love of
God in relation to miracles. For God is
not only sovereignly free, He is also a
God of love and compassion. He does
not perform miracles as arbitrary ac
tions, i.e., to show that He is free to do
so, but as demonstrations of His love.
In the Old Testament the miracle of the
Red Sea occurred through love for His
people. Moses, reflecting on what had
happened, said to Israel: "The LORD set
his love upon you and chose you ...
the LORD has brought you out with a
mighty hand, and redeemed you from
the house of bondage, from the hand of
Pharaoh king of Egypt" (Deut. 7:7-8).
Other miracles in the wilderness wan
derings such as manna from heaven
(Exod. 16:14-36), water from the rock
(Exod. 17:1-6), and clothes and sandals
not wearing out over forty years (Deut.
29:5) are also manifestations of the love
and mercy of God. Many of the mira
cles that occur later in the account of
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Elijah and Elisha are remarkable dem
onstrations of mercy and love: Elijah's
being fed by ravens (1 Kings 17:1-6),
the raising of a widow's son from death
(vv. 17-24), the increase of the widow's
oil (2 Kings 4: 1-7), the enemy struck
blind through Elisha's prayers (6: 18
19). We might mention among many
others two of the stories in Daniel: the
three Hebrew young men preserved in
the midst of a fiery furnace (Dan. 3:16
27) and Daniel delivered from the
mouth of lions (6:16-24). These are
clearly miracles, and all are manifesta
tions of God's mercy in time of great
need.

Particularly in the New Testament do
we behold the love and mercy of God
manifested in miraculous ways. Jesus'
first miracle, the turning of water into
wine (John 2:1-11), blesses a wedding
feast; the second brings healing to an
official's son (4:46-54). Often the word
"compassion"!" occurs in relation to
Jesus' miracles. "He had compassion
on them, and healed their sick" (Matt.
14:14). Before the miraculous feeding of
a multitude Jesus said, "I have compas
sion on the crowd ... and I am unwill
ing to send them away hungry, lest they
faint on the way" (15:32). In regard to
two blind men, "moved with compas
sion, Jesus touched their eyes; and
immediately they received their sight"
(20:34 NASB). A leper cried out to Jesus,
and Jesus, "moved with compassion
... stretched out His hand and touched
him.... And immediately the leprosy
left him and he was cleansed" (Mark
1:41-42 NASB). Before Jesus raised to
life a widow's son, "he had compassion
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18 A frequent Old Testament and New Testament expression for miracles

19 A freq~~nt Old Testament and New Testament expression for miracles:
2°In addition to pantheism (above).
21 Thus deism is a quite different viewpoint from pantheism

22The figure of God as a Watchmaker was used as early as the fourteenth century by

Nicolaus of O~esmes. God has made the world like a watch and has wound it up. The watch

now runs on Its own. The Watchmaker need concern Himself no further.

. " E.g., th~ book. Chn:stl:anity. not Myst~rious by early deist John Toland in 1696 expresses

In Its very title this deistic attitude. ~elsm came to flourish in England in the eighteenth

century. It ~Is,~ had some. ou~~tandmg adherents in early America, including Thomas

Jefferson. HI~ ~efferson Bible deletes all the miracles in the Gospels. Deistic thinking,

while not ordll~anly under that name, continues with any person who views God in a distant,
unrelated fashion,

2~ Deism sh.ould be carefully distinguished from theism. Theism, unlike deism, views God

as Involved III the. worl~, h~nce mira~les may occur. Historic Christianity is theistic

therefore, not deistic. Theism IS about midway between deism and pantheism. Theism, like

deism, emohesizes the transcendence of God, and, like pantheism it emphasizes the

;~manence of God-but without the extremes of either. Deism is ab;olute transcendence

id od totall~ removed from the. world); pantheism is absolute immanence (God wholly

I entical With the :",orld). Theism as expressed in Christian faith affirms both God's

otherness and HIS Involvement: He is Creator and Sustainer, Maker and Redeemer.

2'Recall our brief discussion of miracles on pages 72-73 under the heading of God's

"Omnipotence." It begins with the statement: "God the omnipotent One is the God of

miracles.' ,
26 Sometimes the expression is "mighty hand," e.g., "with great power and a mighty

hand" (Exod. 32: II). "Right" and "mighty" are, of course, interchangeable, since the right

hand is viewed as the hand of might and power.
27This applies to the accompanying miracle of the conception of John the Baptist in the

barren womb of Elizabeth. The words just quoted above are preceded by these: "And

behold, your kinswoman Elizabeth in her old age has also conceived a son; and this is the

sixth month with her who was called barren" (1:36).
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on her" (Luke 7:13-14). These in

stances where the word "compassion"

appears are only illustrative of the fact

that Jesus' miracles again and again

were done out of deep love and con

cern. In the Book of Acts the word

"grace" is used in relation to the mira

cles done by Stephen: "And Stephen,

full of grace and power, did great won

ders and signs!s among the people"

(6:8). In the case of Paul and Barnabas

"the Lord ... bore witness to the word

of his grace, granting signs and won

ders 19 to be done by their hands"

(14:3). Hence love (compassion, grace,

mercy) is the wellspring of one miracle
after another.

A God of love and mercy is a God of

miracles. At this juncture we should

mention how different this is from any

idea of God that sees Him as being aloof

and dispassionate. Here I refer to an

other view2 0 of God that opposes mira

cles, namely deism. According to deis

tic thinking, God is the creator who is

other than the world.>' He has made all

things, including the laws by which they

operate, but is uninvolved in and un

concerned about the world's ongoing

life and activity. As a far-distant deity,

He is not a God of providence (the

world is self-sustaining by virtue of the

way God originally made it)22 much less

of "extraordinary providence, " i.e.,

miracles. Miracles are simply unimagi

nable in a world made self-sufficient by

God. Moreover, from the deistic point

of view, miracles are also an affront to

reason because they emphasize a mys

terious interaction between God and the

world.» God has left the world to its

own devices; He is not a miraculously

acting God. 2 4 In sum, the God of deism

is not understood as One who interacts

with His creation in terms of love and

compassion.
The free and sovereign God, accord

ingly, is also the God of love. As such,

He has performed the mightiest miracle

of all, the miracle of the Incarnation:

"For God so loved the world that He

gave His only Son" (John 3:16). Here

truly is the incomprehensible mystery,

the incomparable marvel of the eternal

God through His Son taking on human

flesh. It is the ultimate miracle from the

great God of love and compassion

and to that love all other miracles bear

witness.
A further word here: Because God is

both a free and a loving God, miracles

are to be expected. In His sovereign

freedom He acts in ways beyond the

ordinary - the ongoing course of the

world-and in His great love He is ever

desirous of reaching out to human need.

Hence, whereas miracles are by no

means God's usual procedure (since He

has established a world with regular

laws and sequences), He may now and

then act in an extraordinary manner. A

sovereign, free, and loving God can but

be a God of miracles.
Third, we now turn to the power of

God. Every miracle is in some way also

a demonstration of divine power.»

When the psalmist reviewed the . 'won

derful works" of God done in Egypt, he

declared that this was done that God

"might make known his mighty power"

(106:7-8). It is interesting that in de

scribing God's deliverance of Israel

from Egypt, the Bible often uses the

vivid terminology of God's "hand" or

"arm." So Moses and the people of

Israel, just after the miraculous crossing

of the Red Sea, sang: "Thy right hand,

o LORD. glorious in power, thy right

hand,» 0 LORD. shatters the enemy"

(Exod. 15:6). Later Moses said to God,

"Thou didst bring them out by thy great

power and by thy outstretched arm"

(Deut. 9:29). So whether by "right

hand" or "outstretched arm," it is a

matter of God's great power that

wrought Israel's miraculous deliver

ance.
Hence, in addition to the freedom of

God and love of God that are basic for

divine miracles, there is also this impor-
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tant matter of power. Thus in relation to

the deliverance from Egypt, God in His

freedom might have decided to follow a

different course than the ordinary and

in His love He might have felt a strong

compulsion to redeem His people, but

without power to execute His plan, no

miracle could have occurred. We have

spoken before of God's sovereign free

dom and love, and it is the word

sovereign that points to His mighty

power. God is Lord-the Lord God

Almighty!
Let us focus for a moment on the

remarkable demonstration of God's

power in the miracle of the virgin birth

of Christ. The angel said to Mary, "The

Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the

power of the Most High will over

shadow you" (Luke 1:35). The finite

procreative power of man will be tran

scended by the infinite creative power

of the Most High God, and the great

and awesome miracle will occur, name

ly, the birth of the Son of God in a

virgin's womb. "For," as the angel

added in verse 37, "with God nothing

will be impossible.">"
In this stupendous miracle we behold

again the concomitance of freedom,

love, and power. God in His untram

meled freedom chose to transcend the

usual biological process that includes

both female and male; in His abundant

love He decided to take on human flesh

to redeem mankind; and in His vast

power He enabled the womb of a virgin

to bear the eternal Son of God. What

marvel and wonder it all is!
Other miracles of the Old and New

146
147



RENEWAL THEOLOGY

148

28 "Miracle" is derived from the Latin verb mirari, "to wonder at." The noun form is
miraculum, "object of wonder."

19 E.g., see such New Testament Scriptures as Mark 5:42- "they were immediately
overcome with amazement" (at the raising of a dead girl); Mark 7:37- "they were
astonished beYond measure" (at a deaf and dumb man now hearing and speaking); Acts
2:12-"all were amazed and perplexed" (at people speaking in other tongues).

30The word "wonders" in various other English translations of the Scriptures quoted
above is sometimes translated "miracles." Miracles are wonders- wonders of God andoften producing wonder.
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" d "11In the New Testament w~n ers .
'. always used in connection With
~~signs. "32 The conjunction of the two
tertns- ' suggests that the .wonders ~re

signs that point to somet~l~g else-s-in
deed, to supernatural activity. For ex
ample, "Barnabas and Paul ... related
what signs and wonders God had done
through them" (Acts 15:12). The won
ders and signs, while done through
men, were from God.

that the LORD will do the thing that he
has promised" (v. 9). Hence, all the
Old Testament signs, like those men
tioned, point beyond themselves to God
and His action. .

In the Gospels the word "sign" IS
frequently used to signify miracles. The
scribes and Pharisees came to Je~us

saying, "Teacher, we wish to ~ee a Sign
from you" (Matt. 12:38)-1? other
words a miracle of some kind that
would presumably validate His author
ity. The Pharisees and Sadducees later

Let us look further at the designation similarly "asked him to show th~~ a
of a miracle as a sign. While in the sign from heaven" (Matt. 16: I). A sign
Scripture the word "sign" may refer to from heaven" would, of course, be a
a distinguishing mark or token of a miracle. King Herod, when Jesus was
nonmiraculous kind.r- in many cas~s brought on trial to him, was pleased
reference is made to an event that IS "because he had heard abo~t him, and
other than the ordinary course of na- he was hoping to see some sign d~me by
ture. We have already observed the him" (Luke 23:8). In the Synoptics the
close connection of "signs" with "won- only sign Jesus spoke of in regard to
ders"; however, frequently when Himself was "the sign of the pr?phet
"signs" (or "sign") is used alone,» J h." for as He said, "an evil and
there is unmistakably a sense ?f the a~~fte~ous ~eneration seeks f~r a sign;
wondrous, the miraculous about It. !he but no sign shall be given to It except
plagues in Egypt are referred to as signs the sign of the prophet Jona.h" (Matt.
(Exod. 4:8-9), as are the .numerous 12:39). This one sign to be glv~n to ~n
miracles of the wilderness penod (Num. unbelieving and sinful gener.atiOn Will
14:I I), the moving back of the shadow parallel Jonah's confinement m the bel
of the sun ten steps (2 Kings 20:8- I I), ly of the whale and his emergence from
and many others. In the case of ~he it: Jesus' own burial in the ear~h and
sun's shado~, this was ~ ~ign assu~mg His subsequent resurrection. ThiS was
King Hezekiah of a divine heLahn

g:
th reat miracle ofthe Resurrection. In"This is the sign to you from the ORO, e g

. . I 1') According to Leon Morris, "The word
'I The Greek word is terata (teras In the SIn~U a I (on at which men can but marvel"

[wonder] denotes a portent, something beyon exp ana I ,

(The Gospel According to John, NIC~'lT, .290). . I)
31The Greek word is semeia tsemeion In the SlngtU aMI' 'tthew 24'24' Mark 13:22; John

. . . th N w Testamen: a "..
13This occurs sixteen times In e .e . 14'3' 15'\2' Romans 15:19; 2 Corinthians 12:12;

4:48; Acts 2:19,22,43; 4:30; 5:12; 6:8; 7.36, d" . be either "signs and wonders" or
2 Thessalonians 2:9; Hebrews 2:4. The or t~r ma~ession "signs and wonders" or "sign
"wonders and signs." In the Old Testam~nt .e eX~n that order) is to be found in Exodus
and wonder" (whether singular or Plu~all~v2~1:?~.146' 29:3' 34:11; Nehemiah 9:10; Psalm
7:3; Deuteronomy 4:34; 6:22; 7:19; 13.1 ~2, '.' h 32'20-21: Daniel4:2-3; 6:27. In the Old
105:27 (KJV); Is~iah 8:18 (KJV); 20:3 (KJV), !,e~e~;aand 'wonde~s" are not always conjoined
Testament, unlike the N~w Testament, " s g d "the word "sign" is not used).
(note, e.g., in the quotatIOns. abo~e.re t:e: ::s~ sign upon your hand"; Mar~ ~4:44-

34E.g., see Deuteronomy 6.8- BI~d" R ans 4'11-"He received circumcision as a
"Now the betrayer had given them,a sign ; °bm f 'th' "

. h which he had y at .
sign ... of the ng teousn~ss . b th the Old and the New Testament.J;There are many such Instances In 0

are said to occur in Scripture or else
where, they are matters of wonder
ment, astonishment, amazement, and
even perplexity.iv There seems to be no
adequate explanation for the event that
occurred.

Miracles, accordingly, are wonders.
In the Old Testament the miracles of
the Exodus from Egypt are often called
"wonders" -God's wonders. God said
to Moses, "I will stretch out my hand
and smite Egypt with all the wonders
which I will do in it" (Exod. 3:20).
Thereafter, in reference to the plagues
God sent, the Scripture reads: "Moses
and Aaron did all these wonders before
Pharaoh" (II: 10). After the miraculous
crossing of the Red Sea, Moses and the
people ofIsrael sang forth: "Who is like
thee, a LORD. among the gods? Who is
like thee, majestic in holiness, terrible
in glorious deeds, doing wonders?"
(I5: I I). When Joshua forty years later
was preparing to lead Israel across the
Jordan, he said to the people: "Sanctify
yourselves; for tomorrow the LORD will
do wonders among you" (Josh. 3:5).
The next day the Jordan River parted,
even as the Red Sea had done in the
previous generation. The psalmist later
sang, "I will call to mind the deeds of
the LORD: yea, I will remember thy
wonders of old" (77: II). But it is not
just the wonders of the past, for the
psalmist shortly thereafter added,
"Thou art the God who workest won
ders" (v. 14). God is a wonder-working
God-a God of miracless«

Testaments are also, of course, demon
strations of the power of God. We will
note this in more detail later under the
heading of miracles as "powers." For
now, let me close this section by refer
ring to one climactic, great miracle
the Resurrection. There were those in
Jesus' days who questioned a future
resurrection, and to them Jesus replied,
"You know neither the scriptures nor
the power of God" (Matt. 22:29). By
the power of Almighty God, Jesus was
saying, the miracle will happen that will
cause even those whose bodies have
long decayed to some day be raised
from the dead. The assurance of this,
we should add, lies in the fact of Jesus'
own resurrection, a mighty act of pow
er. It is "the working of his [God's]
great might which he accomplished in
Christ when he raised him from the
dead" (Eph. I: 19-20). Already God's
great power has been manifest in the
miracle of Christ's resurrection; it will
be manifest finally throughout creation
when all who have died will be raised at
the end of history.

III. DESCRIPTION

In now coming to a description of
miracles, we may begin by speaking of
a miracle as a wonder. The English
word miracle in its etymology suggests
something that causes wonder.» A hap
pening or an event that seems to have
no adequate explanation is an object of
wonder. So we may begin there in
describing them, for wherever miracles
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addition to this one sign regarding Him
self, Jesus also spoke of signs by false
Christs and false prophets before His
return: "For false Christs and false
prophets will arise and show great signs
and .wonders, so as to lead astray, if
possible, even the elect" (Matt. 24:24;
cf. Mark 13:22). Miracles, therefore,
may be from evil forces. Also, accord
ing to Mark 16:17-18 (RSV mg.)» 6 Jesus
said: "And these signs will accompany
those who believe: in my name they will
cast out demons; they will speak in new
~ongues; they will pick up serpents, and
If they drink any deadly thing, it will not
hurt them; they will lay their hands on
the sick; and they will recover." The
last words of the chapter read: "And
they [the Eleven] went forth and
preached everywhere, while the Lord
worked with them and confirmed the
message by the signs that attended it"
(v. 20). Interestingly, it may be added
in the Synoptics the word "sign" 0;
"signs" in any of its usagesa: is never
applied to the miracles of Jesus, either
b~ the Gospel writers or by Jesus
Himself.as This is also the case with the
conjunction of "signs" and "won
ders"39 : they do not relate to Jesus
Himself.so It could be that there was
hesitation to apply language to Jesus

4~lt is noteworthy that even as in the Synoptic Gospels the conjunction of "signs" and
"wonders" does not relate to Jesus' miracles: "signs" yes, but not "signs and wonders."
The only time in the Fourth Gospel that there is such a conjunction is the occasion wh~n

Jesus says to the official and those around him, "Unless you see signs and wonders you Will
not believe" (John 4:48).

43 Note that the language of "wonders and signs" is now used in regard to Jesus. For
surely He did "signs and wonders," even if in the Gospels there was hesitation to use the
expression in reference to Him (see earlier footnote).

HCr. 5:12-"Now many signs and wonders were done amongthe people by the hands of
the apostles."

4j Other translations substitute "miracle" for "sign": "a notable miracle" (KJV. NEB), "an
outstanding miracle" (NIV), "a noteworthy miracle" (NASB). The literal translati(:)ll here of
semeion as "sign" seems rather inadequate; thus the various "miracle" readmgs.. .

46 Philip the evangelist, not the apostle. He and Stephen had been chosen by the Christian
community to wait on tables.
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that also would fit the false prophets.
Further, as noted, Jesus Himself never
sought to do miracles to impress unbe
lievers (such as the scribes and Phari
sees).

In the Fourth Gospel there are many
references to signs. According to this
Gospel, the first and second miracles of
Jesus in Galilee-the turning of water
into wine at Cana and the healing of a
Capernaum official's son -are called
"signs": "the first of his signs-: Jesus
did at Cana in Galilee, and manifested
his glory" (John 2:11). In regard to the
latter miracle, "this was now the sec
ond sign that Jesus did when he had
come from Judea to Galilee" (4:54).
Thus, unlike the Synoptics, John uses
the word "sign" to refer to Jesus'
miracles. This is true also in several
other instances. For example, "many
believed in his name when they saw the
signs which he did" (2:23); Nicodemus
said to Jesus, "Rabbi, we know that
you are a teacher come from God; for
no one can do these signs that you do,
unless God is with him" (3:2). Again,
after the miraculous feeding of the
multitude, "when the people saw the
sign which he had done, they said, 'This
IS indeed the prophet who is to come
into the world!'" (6:14); and, following

16~hese verses. are from the so-called "Longer Ending" of Mark (16:9-20). Despite
iuestlOns concernmg these verses as actually belonging to this Gospel (some ancient New
Ses.tament manuscnpts do not contain them), I have no hesitancy in viewing them as valid
i cnpture. Accordmg ~o Stephen S. Short, IBe. "from the fact that verses 9-20 are relegated
~ the RSV to the margm, .It IS ~ot to be deduced that they are not part of the inspired Word of

GO.d. The reason for their being relegated to the margin is that it is unlikely that they were
~ntte~ by ~ark himsel~.... " The NASB puts these verses in brackets; the NIV includes
h em Mut with the marginal notation that "the two most reliable early manuscripts do notave ark 16:9-20."

J7In Matthe,,:, 13 times, Mark 7 times, Luke 11 times.
18 We shall diSCUSS the significance of this hereafter.
::Us~d. only in Matth~w 24:24 and Mark 13:22.

JohnT~:1~81.s also the case in the one reference to "signs and wonders" in the Fourth Gospel:

4.' T~e ~JV t.ranslates this word as "miracles." The signs are miracles but the Greek word
again IS serneia The NIV bi he id f si . '"miraculou .,.." com mes t e ,I ea a signs and miracles by translating the word as
A - . s ~~gn.s. The NASB mg. has 'attesting miracles." (The KJV translation oi semeionr semeia as miracla" ". I ".
th t I" e.,?r. rrurac es . IS generally followed throughout the Fourth Gospel;

e NIV rans anon as miraculous sign" or "signs" regularly occurs.)

the raismg of Lazarus, "the crowd
Ithose carrying palm branches, crying
'Hosanna,' and calling Him 'the King of
Israel'] went to meet him ... [because]
they heard he had done this sign"
(12:18). Yet the Jews at large did not
believe despite His "signs": "Though
he had done so many signs before them,
yet they did not believe in him" (12:37).
In two summary verses the Fourth
Gospel reads, "Now Jesus did many
other signs in the presence of the disci
ples, which are not written in this book,
but these are written that you may
believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son
of God, and that believing you may
have life in his name" (20:30-31).42

In the Book of Acts the word "signs"
also frequently occurs. On one occa
sion-the day of Pentecost-Peter
made reference to Jesus Himself when
he told the gathered crowd, "Jesus of
Nazareth [is] a man attested to you by
God with mighty works and wonders
and signs which God did through him43
in your midst, as you yourselves know"
(2:22). On the same day, after thou
sands turned to the Lord and the Chris
tian community began to be formed, the
text reads that "fear came upon every
soul; and many wonders and signs were
done through the apostles" (2:43).44
Shortly after Pentecost, Peter and John
healed a crippled man through the name
of Jesus, and afterwards bore witness
about Jesus and the gospel to many
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amazed Jews and later to the Jewish
High Council before whom they were
brought. The healing was perforce rec
ognized by the Council as "a notable
sign" (4:16);45 it was a "sign [or "mira
cle"] of healing" (4:22). As a result of
the apostles' witness to Christ, they
were warned not to speak or teach
further in His name. It is noteworthy
that not long after that the Christian
community prayed to the Lord for
boldness to continued witnessing, add
ing, "while thou stretchest out thy hand
to heal, and signs and wonders are
performed through the name of thy holy
servant Jesus" (4:30). Later on Stephen
"did great wonders and signs among the
people" (6:8) and eventually gave a
testimony that led to his martyrdom.
Then there is Philip,« about whom the
Scripture says, "And the multitudes [in
Samaria] with one accord gave heed to
what was said by Philip, when they
heard him and saw the signs which he
did" (8:6). Paul and Barnabas in Iconi
urn spoke "boldly for the Lord, who
bore witness to the word of his grace,
granting signs and wonders to be done
by their hands" (14:3). These quota
tions bear evidence of the widespread
occurrence of "signs" in the early
Christian testimony.

Moving on to the Epistles we first
observe that in Paul's letter to the
Romans he spoke of signs and wonders
in his own ministry: " ... what Christ
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has wrought through me to win obedi
ence from the Gentiles, by word and
deed, by the power of signs and won
ders, by the power of the Holy Spirit,
so that ... I have fully preached the
gospel of Christ" (15:18-19). Also Paul
wrote to the Corinthians, "The signs of
a true apostle-? were performed among
you in all patience, with signs and
wonders and mighty works" (2 Cor.
12:12).48 In a letter to the Thessalonians
Paul speaks of deceptive signs and
wonders that will be done by "the
lawless one" just prior to the return of
Christ: "The coming of the lawless one
by the activity of Satan will be with all
power and with pretended signs and
wonders" (2 Thess. 2:9).49 Finally, in
Hebrews the writer speaks of signs (and
wonders) thus: The good news of salva
tion "was declared at first by the Lord,
and it was attested to us by those who
heard him, while God also bore witness
by signs and wonders ... " (2:3-4).

In the Book of Revelation signs are
depicted as occurring only through evil
forces. The second beast (the beast
"out of the earth," also called "the
false prophet"). "works great signs,
even making fire come down from
heaven to earth in the sight of men"
(13:13), so that by this and other signs
earth dwellers are deceived. Again, out
of the mouths of an evil triumvirate of
dragon, (first) beast, and false prophet
come "demonic spirits, performing
signs" (16:14) that gather the kings of
earth for the great battle of Armaged
don. All are therefore signs of decep
tion, lying signs. Finally, reference is
made to the destruction of the beast and
of the false prophet who "had worked
the signs by which he deceived"
(19:20). These are all deceptive (not

true) signs or miracles, for they come
from Satan, not from God.

Let us reflect on the preceding bibli
cal testimony concerning miracles as
signs.

l. . It is clear that miracles point
beyond themselves to the extraordi
nary, the supernatural activity of God.

2. In Jesus' ministry He was very
much concerned, as the Synoptic Gos
pels emphasize, not to produce miracles
"on demand." He would not perform
miracles to prove who He was, He
condemned all miracle seeking, and He
made clear that the only miracle that
would be given to unbelievers would be
that of His Resurrection. Jesus declared
that the way of miracle working to gain
a following would be the way of false
Christs and false prophets. Hence, He
did not wish to be known as a doer of
"signs and wonders." Accordingly, the
expression is not used about Jesus in
any of the four Gospels.

3. Nonetheless Jesus definitely per
formed miracles. And by their being
called "signs" (in the terminology of
the fourth Gospel), they did point to His
hidden glory. Jesus' miracles led some
to faith in Him, and yet that very faith
in Him [as "the prophet," "the King of
Israel"] did not necessarily run very
deep. Many would soon after that call
for His crucifixion. On the whole, His
miracles, despite their multiplicity, did
not lead to lasting faith. Despite that
fact, Jesus' miracles continue to be a
call to recognition of who He is; they do
not compel faith, but they are a stimula
tion and invitation to faith.

4. In the early church it is apparent,
both at Pentecost and shortly after, that
miraculous occurrence is the backdrop
for proclaiming Christ. As we noted,

the initial proclamation of the gospel
was to a large assembled crowd already
aware of the many miracles Jesus had
done ("as you yourselves know" [Acts
2:22]). There was also no longer any
hesitation (as in the Gospels) about
speaking of Jesus' miracles as "signs
and wonders"; indeed, they were
pointed to as God's attestation of His
Son and therefore became the backdrop
for proclaiming the message of salva
tion. Just after Pentecost it was a mira
cle of healing on the part of two apos
tles that initially aroused the attention
of many other people, including the
Jewish High Council, and so prepared
the way for gospel proclamation.

5. It is clear that miraculous events
were not limited to Christ and His
apostles, for after Pentecost the whole
Christian community prayed both for
boldness to witness and for miracles to
be performed. There is no suggestion
that such miracles were to be done only
by the apostles: it is a community
prayer for the future activity of the
church. The prayer consequently is in
accordance with the words of Mark
16:17-"And these signs will accom
pany those who believe: in my name
they will cast out demons.... " Be
lievers in general would perform mira
cles.

6. It is significant that after Pentecost
many miracles are said to have been
performed by two members of the com
munity who were not apostles. In one
case miracles preceded, in the other
miracles accompanied the witness. Mir
acles, accordingly, were inseparable
from gospel proclamation.

7. In the missionary outreach of early
apostles (Paul and Barnabas), God bore
witness to the gospel by working mira
cles at their hands. It is further evident
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(from Paul) that obedience to the gospel
was brought about not only by the word
preached and the deed done (that is by
preaching Christ and variously meeting
human needs) but also by miracles
"the power of signs and wonders"
wherein the gospel was fully preached.
This accords with the words in
Hebrews about God's bearing witness
to the gospel by signs and wonders.
Further, these are clear demonstrations
of the truth in the final words of the
Gospel of Mark that as the preaching
went forth, God confirmed the message
by the attending miraculous signs. All
of this emphasizes the vital connection
between proclamation of the gospel and
the attestation of miracles in declaring
the living reality of Christ>? and in
bringing about faith and obedience.

8. The marks of a true apostle include
miracles. By this Paul does not mean
that only an apostle can work miracles
but that such miracles definitely differ
entiate him from a pseudo or false
apostle.

9. The working of deceptive miracles
by demonic forces-false Christs, false
prophets, etc.-will intensify at the
time of the end. Christians must be on
guard lest they, along with the world at
large, be deceived by such miracles.

10. On the positive side, there is the
continuing New Testament promise
that miracles-true, not false or decep
tive-will accompany believers. Thus
there will remain the witness to the
validity of the gospel by genuine mira
cles of confirmation down through the
ages, even to the end.

A further designation of a miracle is
that it is a power, or that miracles are
powers. In the New Testament the
word is dynamis (plural dynameis). In

47 Literally, "the apostle." Paul distinguished himself from the "super-apostles" (v. 11
NIV) who (as the overall context shows) were false apostles.

4" The Greek word dynamesin literally means "powers."
4.9T~e,~hrase semeiois kai,~e~asin pseudous can be literally translated "signs and wonders

of a he. The NEB reads: signs and miracles of the Lie."
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'0 I much like the following statement: "Kerygma and charisma, preaching and miracl~s
thus belong essentially together, according to the New Testament. In both Jesus Chnst
proves himself to be the living Lord, present in his church in the Holy Spirit" (0. Hofius,
"Miracle," NIDNTT, 2:633).
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'I The Greek phrase is dynamei to pneumatos,
52The Gree~ word dynameis here is translated "miracles" in NASB, NIV, and NEB. KJV (like

RSV) renders It "mighty works."
. "The Greek wor? dynameis here is translated "miracles" in NASB, NIV. and NEB. The KJV

(like RSV) renders It "mighty works."
54 In the parallel passage of Matthew's Gospel, "mighty works" (dynameis) is three times

repeated. See Matthew 11:20, 21, 23.
"!he word is translated "miracle" in KJV, NASB, and NIV. The NEB translates it as "a work

of divine power."
56Th~s is "miraculous powers" in NASB. NIV. and NEB. The KJV has "mighty works."
57Th~s word ~s translated "miracles" in NASB, NIV. The KJV also has "mighty works."
58

k
Th,l,s word IS translated "miracles" in NASB, NIV. and NEB. The KJV has "wonderful

wor s.

59This word is so translated by KJV. NASB, NIV, and NEB.
"oThis is the first time that the RSV translates dynameis as "miracles" rather than "mighty

works." This will frequently be the pattern thereafter. The KJV, NASB, NIV, and NEB also
Iranslate it as "miracles."

"IThe Greek phrase au tas tuchousas, may be translated "not the common" or "not the
ordinary."

"2The Greek words are energemata dynameon, The NASB, has "effecting of miracles";
NIV and NEB, "miraculous powers"; KJV (like RSV), "working of miracles."

"'The word is simply dynameis, "miracles" (so KJV and NASB), However, the implication
is that persons are referred to (as the preceding "apostles," "prophets," "teachers"
suggest), hence "workers of miracles" (also NIV; NEB reads "miracle workers").

"4The Greek phrase energon dynameis is literally "working miracles," hence an ongoing
working of miracles.

"5The Greek word poikilais is translated "various" by RSV and NIV. The NEB translates it
"manifold."

""I have substituted the word "distribution" (as in NASB mgn.) for "gifts," since the
Greek word is merismois, literally, "distributions" or "apportionments" (see BAGD).
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addition to being translated "power," it
is variously rendered as "mighty
work," "miraculous power," or simply
"miracle. "

Let us begin with Jesus' own minis
try. We observe that after His testing in
the wilderness, Jesus returned "in the
power of the Spirit: I into Galilee"
(Luke 4: 14), and not long after His
return "the power of the Lord was with
him to heal" (Luke 5: 17). Hence, this
power enabled Jesus to heal; in that
sense it was a miracle-working power.
It is interesting to note, in this connec
tion, that when a woman touched Jesus'
garment and was immediately healed,
Jesus perceived in Himself "that power
had gone forth from him" (Mark 5:30).
This miracle working power (dynamis)
became identified with the miracle it
self, so that "a power" or "powers"
(however translated) simply equals "a
miracle" or "miracles."

An early illustration of this is to be
found in the reaction of many people in
Jesus' home town of Nazareth: "What
mighty works» are wrought by his
hands!" (Mark 6:2). However, a little
later the Scripture adds that Jesus
"could do no mighty work there ...
because of their unbelief' (6:5-6). The
"mighty work" - "power" (dynamis)
-is a miracle.

Looking further on in the Gospels,
we observe Jesus speaking of His own
dynamis: "Woe to you, Chorazin! woe
to you, Beth-saida! for if the mighty

works>' done in you had been done in
Tyre and Sidon, they would have re
pented long ago" (Luke 10:13).54 On
still another occasion Jesus spoke
affirmatively of a person not following
Him, yet casting out demons in His
name: "Do not forbid him; for no one
who does a mighty work» in my name
will be able soon after to speak evil of
me" (Mark 9:39). It is also interesting
to note that Herod spoke of the "pow
ers56 ... at work" (Matt. 14:2) in
Jesus, hence, again, miracles. Like
wise, we read that at Jesus' triumphal
entry into Jerusalem "the whole multi
tude of the disciples began to rejoice
and praise God with a loud voice for all
the mighty works>? that they had seen"
(Luke 19:37). We may finally observe a
word of Jesus in reference to the com
ing Day of the Lord when He will say to
many persons: "I never knew you"
(Matt. 7:23). They will expostulate,
"Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in
your name, and cast out demons in your
name, and do mighty works» in your
name?" (v. 22).

To sum up thus far, Jesus undoubt
edly is shown in the Gospels to be a
worker of miracles. As background
there is the power of the Spirit (or of the
Lord). His miracles were recognized by
His home-town people, affirmed by a
king, and rejoiced in by the multitude of
His disciples. Jesus' miracles alone
should have been enough to bring whole
cities to repentance, but they did not

(Urn. Moreover, despite the recognition
of His miracles by His own people, they
did not really believe and because of
their unbelief Jesus could do no mira
cles. Miracles could also be wrought by
those who acted in Jesus' name even
though they were not truly His disci
ples. The performance of miracles, ac
cordingly, was no sure proof of true
discipleship.

In the Book of Acts, as we have
previously noted, Peter spoke of Jesus
as "a man attested to you by God with
mighty works and wonders and signs"
(2:22). These "mighty works" (dyna
meist are, of course, miracles.>? We
have also earlier observed that Philip in
his evangelistic activity performed
many" signs"; now we note the further
word dynameis: "And seeing signs and
great miraclesev performed, he [Simon
the magician] was amazed" (8: 13). The
climactic statement about dynameis in
Acts relates to Paul: "And God did
extraordinarys: miracles by the hands
of Paul, so that handkerchiefs or aprons
were carried away from his body to the
sick, and diseases left them and the evil
spirits came out of them" (19:11-12). It
is quite interesting that in Acts we move
from "miracles" to "great miracles" to
"extraordinary miracles"!

Turning to the Epistles, we find mira
cles referred to initially in I Corinthi-
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ans. Paul in speaking about the gifts of
the Holy Spirit to various believers and
after mentioning the utterance of wis
dom and knowledge, faith, and gifts of
healing, adds, "to another the working
of miracles"62 (12: 10). Further on, Paul
speaks of various appointments in the
church: "And God has appointed in the
church first apostles, second prophets,
third teachers, then workers of mira
cles>' 02:28). Shortly after that, Paul
asks rhetorically, "Do all work mira
cles?" 02:29). Second, in 2 Corinthians
12:12 we have already observed that
Paul speaks of miracles (or "mighty
works") as being among the signs of a
true apostle. Next, turning to Galatians,
we read Paul's words: "Does he who
supplies the Spirit to you and works
miracless- among you do so by works of
the law, or by hearing with faith?"
(3:5). Finally in Hebrews, first in 2:3-4
(partly quoted before), not only are
signs and wonders mentioned but also
"manifold'v> miracles: "God also bore
witness by signs and wonders and vari
ous miracles and by distributions-s of
the Holy Spirit according to His own
will." Although these miracles or pow
ers (dynameis) are mentioned here only
in connection with the initial proclama
tion of the gospel, it is significant to
note, second, that in Hebrews 6:5 refer
ence is made to persons who "have
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67 The fact that they mit" .
the point that' ay a er commit apostasy" or "fall away" (v. 6) is irrelevant to
"powers of the ~l;~cles dl~, occur afte~ the init!al gospel proclamation. The expression
coming age. g 0 come also casts hght on miracles as eschatological signs, signs of the

0' We have earlier made u f th '" .
RSV) of speaking of rni Ise 0 H e expression mighty works" as a way (especially in the
dynameis, literally "pd~~r:~" ,,~we~e~; recall that "mighty ~orks" is a translation of

69The RSV has "deed .. '"W kO~, s as we are now considering them are ergo,
s. or s (also KJV) seems preferable.

tasted the goodness of the word of God
and the powers ldynameis] of the age to
come. "07 Such persons in a later time
have likewise experienced miracles.

In a brief summary of Acts and the
Epistles it is apparent, first, that dyna
meis by no means cease with Jesus'
ministry. We have earlier observed in
Acts the frequency of the word
"signts)" or the words "signs and won
ders," which also refer to miracles, and
although dynameis is less frequent the
impact is quite strong, since in' two
insta~ces the expression (as noted) is
not simply "miracles" but "great mira
cles" and "extraordinary miracles."
Thus there seems to be an acceleration
of miracles in the early church. Second,
We observe that not only do miracles
occur in the outreach ministries of
P~ilip and Paul, but also Paul speaks of
ml~~c1es. a~ one of the gifts of the Holy
Spirit within the fellowship of the local
church. Not all in the Christian commu
nity work miracles, but some do-and
that by divine appointment. This is by
no means limited to the Corinthian
church, for Paul also speaks of miracles
~s a continuing occurrence in the Gala
tian community. Third, manifold mir
acles-miracles in abundance-were
at the. first preaching of the gospel of
salvation confirmatory of its truth. But
also they are manifest thereafter as
"powers of the age to come." Thus
rniracle-, continue-or should con
tInue-throughout the whole gospel
era.

7°ln addition to the passages that will be quoted after this, other references are John 7:3,
21; 9:3-4; 15:24.

71 The Greek words are meizona erga.
nThe first two "signs" are miracles. (Recall our prior discussion.)

Now
"signs, "

that we have
"wonders," and

discussed
"powers"

(or "mighty works")-semeia, terata,
and dynameis-it is apparent that while
each term actually can be translated
"miracles," it is both in their singulari
ty and totality that the comprehensive
meaning of miracles stands forth. A
miracle is a sign pointing beyond itself
to the realm of the supernatural; it is a
wonder that causes amazement and
astonishment; it is a power that brings
about results that go beyond natural
capabilities. No one word will quite
suffice, but in the diversity and unity of
the three the meaning of miracle clearly
stands forth.

But there is also one other word that
although it does not invariably refer t~
miracles, may have that significance. It
is the word "works," ergass as it is
used mainly in the Fourth Gospel. First,
however, let us observe one particu
larly significant passage in the Synop
trcs. It begins, "Now when John in
prison heard of the workses of Christ
he sent word by his disciples, and said
to Him, 'Are You the Coming One, or
shall We look for someone else?'"
(Matt. 11 :2-3 NASH). That these
"works" Were miracles, or at least
included miracles, is clear from Jesus'
reply: "Go and tell John what you hear
and see: the blind receive their sight
and the lame walk, lepers are cleansed
and the deaf hear, and the dead are
raised up ... " (II :4-5).

Now coming to the Fourth Gospel,
we find several references to "works"
all of which undoubtedly signify mi;a-

cles.?" Shortly after the healing of a
man crippled for many years, Jesus
said. "For the Father loves the Son,
and shows him all that he himself is
doing; and greater works": than these
will he show him, that you may mar
vel" (5:20). In this Gospel this is Jesus'
third recorded miracle; the prior two
were the turning of water into wine
(John 2) and the healing of the official's
son (John 4).7' Hence "greater works"
will go beyond what has already oc
curred. In reference to John the Baptist
Jesus declared, "But the testimony
which I have is greater than that of
John; for the works which the Father
has granted me to accomplish ... bear
me witness that the father has sent me"
(5:36). Concerning a man born blind
whom Jesus was about to heal, He said,
'It was not that this man sinned, or his
parents, but that the works of God
might be made manifest in him" (9:3).
Again on another occasion Jesus said,
"Even though you do not believe me,
believe the works, that you may know
and understand that the Father is in me
and I am in the Father" (10:38). Similar
are the words of 14:II: "Believe me
that I am in the Father and the Father in
me; or else believe me for the sake of
the works themselves." Then comes an
amazing statement: "Truly, truly, I say
to you, he who believes in me will also
do the works that I do; and greater
works than these will he do, because I
go to the Father" (14:12). Thus the
miracles Jesus did, and even greater
ones, will be done by those who believe
in Him.

The last passage quoted (John 14:12)
is startling, first of all, against the
background of Jesus' own "greater
works." For, according to John 5:20 (as
we have observed), Jesus would be

doing "greater works" in His own
ministry than He had done previously,
works that already included the turning
of water into wine, the healing of an
official's son by simply speaking a
word, and the curing of a man long
crippled and helpless. "Greater works"
were to follow! Among these greater
works that occurred after this were the
feeding of the five thousand (John 6),
the healing of a man who had been born
blind (John 9), and climactically the
raising of Lazarus from the dead (John
II).

In John 14:12 Jesus said two most
extraordinary things. First, those who
believe in Him will also do the works
(i.e., the miracles) that He did. Such
patently would include everything from
turning water into wine to raising the
physically dead-and all in between (as
recorded not only in the Fourth Gospel
but also in the Synoptics). Hence,
Jesus' own lesser works as well as His
"greater works" will be included. Now
this, to say the least, is a startling
promise by Christ: those who believe in
Him will do (not may do or may pos
sibly do) His works, His miracles. All
miracles that Christ did in His earthly
ministry will be done by those who
believe in Him.

Second, and far more startling, is the
further declaration that those who be
lieve in Him will also do greater works
than Christ did. This unmistakably
means works beyond everything men
tioned in the Gospels, works beyond
even His own "greater works"! What
ever miracles Jesus did on earth will be
transcended by the miraculous works of
those who believe in Him. How is such
as astonishing thing possible? The an
swer is given in Jesus' own words:
"because I go to the Father." Jesus in
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heaven will have power and authority
far beyond what He had during His
earthly ministry." and thereby He will
enable those who believe in Him to do
greater works than even the greatest
that He had done within the confines of
His own earthly existence.

Still a question may remain: How can
this come about, since Jesus is in
heaven (with the Father) and believers
are on earth? How does His going "to
the Father" and receiving all power and
authority bring about greater earthly
miracles? The answer is found in Jesus'
further words in John 14:16-17, name
ly, that from heaven the Holy Spirit
would come to make all this possible:
"I will ask the Father, and He will give
you another Helper.r- that He may be
with you forever; that is the Spirit of
truth ... He abides with you, and will
be in you" (NASB). But this was not to
happen until Jesus went to the Father,
for as Jesus said later, "If I do not go
away, the Helper shall not come to you;
but if I go, I will send Him to you" (16:7
NASB). Hence when the Spirit of truth,
the Holy Spirit, the Helper, would
come from heaven, the connection be
tween heaven and earth would be made,
and believers would do greater works
than Christ did when He was on earth!

In summary: not only will miracles
continue after Jesus' earthly ministry,
but they will be even greater. And they
will be done not only by apostles,
prophets, and the like, but also by
others who believe in Him. This ac
cords well with Mark 16:7 (earlier quot
ed) that begins: "And these signs [i.e.,

miracles] will accompany those who
believe: in my name they will cast out
demons: they will speak in new
tongues.... " Those who believe will
do-by the Holy Spirit, the Helper
Christ's earthly works and even more,
through the entire age of the proclama
tion of the gospel.

EXCURSUS: ON THE
CESSATION OF MIRACLES

A striking feature in many Protestant
circles is the view that miracles ceased
with the end of the New Testament
period. No true miracles have occurred
since then-nor are they to be expect
ed.

This view goes back to the sixteenth
century Reformation leaders, Martin
Luther and John Calvin. Let us begin
there and briefly note the viewpoint of
each man.

Luther, in commenting on the works
that Jesus promised His disciples they
would perform, said, "We see nothing
special that they do beyond what others
do, especially since the day of miracles
is past (italics added).": 5 Luther's
view, however, was that although the
miracles Jesus did no longer happen, we
have something spiritually far more
significant. After speaking about "great
miracles before God, such as raising the
dead, driving out devils, making the
blind to see, the deaf to hear, the lepers
clean, the dumb to speak," Luther
added, "Though these things may not
happen in a bodily way, yet they hap-

pen spiritually in the soul, where the
miracles are even greater. Christ says,
in John xiv, 'He that believeth on me
shall do the works that I do and greater
works. ' "76 These spiritual miracles oc
cur through the believer's witness to the
gospel whereby the word enters a per
son and brings forth new life. Luther
still made use of the word miracles but
clearly removed from it any physical
reference: such miracles belong to the
"past. "

Luther strongly emphasized, further,
that the way of victory over Satan was
not by miraculous power and might but
by suffering and death. In a significant
paraphrase of Jesus' prayer in Geth
semane Luther wrote, "Let it come to
pass since the Father wants the devil to
be defeated and weakened, not by
might and power and magnificent mira
cles, as has happened heretofore
through Me, but by obedience and
humility in the utmost weakness, by
cross and death, by My submission to
Him, and by surrendering My right and
might"?" (italics added). The implica
tion is that even as Jesus, in order to
defeat Satan, moved on from miracles
to the way of the cross so should we as
believers surrender any thought of mi
raculous power and go the weak way of
suffering and death.

One further word on Luther: he also
held that in the early stages of Chris
tianity God caused visible miracles to
happen to foster belief in the gospel, but
when this was no longer necessary, He
simply removed them. By their re-
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moval, the whole emphasis thenceforth
could be on far greater invisible mira
cles wrought by the preaching of the
gospel and the administration of the
sacraments. It might be added: to this
day Lutheran emphasis largely spurns
any miraculous activity beyond that
which occurs through word and sac
rament.

John Calvin-to whom we now
turn-found himself early attacked by
the Roman Catholic Church as the
producer of new doctrine and as a result
under the demand that he produce a
miracle to confirm his teaching." In his
preface to the Institutes of the Christian
Religion, Calvin replied: "In demand
ing miracles from us, they act dis
honestly; for we have not coined some
new gospel, but retain the very one the
truth of which is confirmed by all the
miracles which Christ and the apostles
ever wrought. "79 Calvin's emphasis
was that since his gospel was nothing
new, but indeed was simply that of the
New Testament, the only confirmation
needed had long before been given,
namely through the miracles of Christ
and His apostles. Calvin shortly there
after added: "We ... have no lack of
miracles, sure miracles, that cannot be
gainsaid; but those to which our oppo
nents lay claim are mere delusions of
Satan, inasmuch as they draw off the
people from the true worship of God to
vanity. "so For Calvin these "sure mira
cles" are found in the New Testa
ment.n

n According to the Gospel of Matthew, the risen and ascending Lord (i.e., returning to the
Father) says, "All authority [or "power") in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Go
therefore and make disciples of all nations" (28:18-19). This total power and authority given
at the close of Jesus' earthly ministry was to be regnant in the years ahead through the
ministry of those who witness for Him.

74The is from the Greek word parakleton. It is translated "Comforter" in KJV
:'Counselor" in RSV and NIV. and "Advocate" in NEB. "Helper" is the preferred translatio~
in BAGD ("parakletos = Helper in the Fourth Gospel"). Behm also writes: "Parakletos
(Paraclete) .seems to have the broad and general sense of 'helper'" (TDNT, 5:804).

"Luther s Works. 24:79.
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76 Works of Martin Luther. 4:146.
"Luther's Works, 24:192.
78The Roman Catholic Church, both then and now, holds that miracles, among other

things, signify "confirmation of the truth of the Christian revelation and of the Catholic
religion" (New Catholic Encyclopedia, 9, "Miracles [Theology of)").

79 "Prefatory Address to the King of France," Sect. 3 (Beveridge trans.).
8°Ibid.
81 Calvin's statement, just quoted, could be interpreted to mean that he himself had

experienced miracles ("sure" ones over against the Roman Catholic "delusions: ').
However, this seems rather unlikely in light of Calvin's emphasis on miracles as confirming
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the original teaching of Christ and His apostles. Still-I would add-there remains some
ambiguity in Calvin's words.

82 Institutes, 4, 19, 6 (Battles translation).
83Commentary upon the Acts of the Apostles, I, 121 (Beveridge translation for what

follows).
84Commentary on a Harmony of the Evangelists, Matthew, Mark, and Luke, Ill, 389

(Beveridge translation for what follows).

85 It is not clear what Calvin meant by such human guilt and ingratitude. One possibility
could be found in Calvin's commentary on Acts 10:46 about tongues. He spoke there about
tongues being given as "an ornament and worship to the gospel." This, as we have noted,
was what Calvin said about miracles in general. Then Calvin added, "But ambition did
afterward corrupt this ... use, for as much as many did translate that unto pomp and vain
glory which they had received to set forth the dignity of the human wisdom .... Therefore,
no marvel if God took away that shortly after which he had given, and did not suffer the
same to be corrupted with longer abuse."

86 Works. V, 706.

RENEWAL THEOLOGY

Later in the Institutes where Calvin
was discussing the laying on of hands
by the apostles, he wrote, "But those
miraculous powers and manifest work
ings, which were dispensed by the
laying on of hands, have ceased; and
they have rightly lasted only for a time.
For it was fitting that the new preaching
of the gospel and the new Kingdom of
Christ should be illumined and mag
nified by unheard-of and extraordinary
miracles. When the Lord ceased from
these, he did not utterly forsake his
church, but declared that the mag
nificence of his Kingdom and the digni
ty of his word had been excellently
enough disclosed"82 (italics added).
Calvin's position here is clear: miracles
occurred in New Testament times to
adorn the gospel-to illuminate it and
magnify it; hence when that early
period was finished, the Lord no longer
worked miracles. Miracles "rightly
lasted" only through the early procla
mation.

It is quite interesting that Calvin in
his commentary on Actss ' related mira
cles to receiving the gift of the Holy
Spirit and then added that though we
may receive the gift today, it is for "a
better use." In discussing Acts 2:38
"You shall receive the gift of the Holy
Spirit" -Calvin first mentioned "the
diversity of tongues" that occurred
when the gift was received. Then he
added, "This doth not properly apper
tain unto us. For because Christ meant
to set forth the beginning of his king
dom with those miracles, they lasted
but for a time." However, the promise
of the gift of the Spirit "doth in some
respect appertain unto all the whole
Church" (italics added). Then this sig-

nificant statement follows: "For al
though we do not receive it [the gift of
the Spirit], that we may speak with
tongues, that we may be prophets, that
we may cure the sick, that we may
work miracles; yet it is given us for a
better use, that we may believe in the
heart unto righteousness, that our
tongues may be framed unto true con
fession (Rom. 10:10), that we pass from
death to life (John 5:24).... " Quite
striking is Calvin's differentiation be
tween the proper and the better: the
"proper" relating to tongues, proph
ecy, healing, and miracles, the "better
to salvation! In any event, Calvin
seemed to view miracles as having long
ago ceased. Again, it is apparent that
the cessation of miracles was the Lord's
doing: "Christ meant to set forth the
beginning of his kingdom."

There is, however, another passage
in Calvin's commentary, namely on
Mark 16:17,84 that begins, "and these
signs will accompany those who be
lieve," where Calvin injected a note of
probability. He had just written about
the "divine power of Christ" as a gift to
believers; then Calvin added, "Though
Christ does not expressly state whether
he intends the gift to be temporary, or
to remain perpetually in the Church, yet
it is more probable that miracles were
promised only for a time, in order to
give lustre to the gospel, while it was
new and in a state of obscurity" (italics
added). This matter of giving "lustre to
the gospel" is similar to what we have
already observed, except that here Cal
vin did not speak with quite the same
note of assurance and finality. Then
Calvin immediately added a new possi
bility: "It is possible, no doubt, that the

world may have been deprived of this
honour through the guilt of its own
ingratitude." If that is the case, then the
cessation of miracles was not God's
doing because the gospel had been
given sufficient lustre but because the
human factor of "the guilt" of man's
"ingratitude" comes in. Calvin, how
ever, quickly proceeded to say: "But 1
think the true design for which miracles
were appointed was, that nothing which
was necessary for the proving of the
gospel should be wanting at its com
mencement." Then came a concluding
word: "And certainly we see that the
use of them [miracles] ceased not long
afterwards, or at least that instances of
them were so rare as to entitle us to
conclude that they would not be equally
common in all ages." Here a further
and additional-idea was added, name
ly that miracles may have continued for
a time beyond the commencement of
the gospel, even in ages to come, but
that they occurred rarely.

To review: Calvin's position on mira
cles was a rather complex one. First, it
is apparent that he basically viewed
miracles as having ceased and that this
was because miracles occurred to illu
minate and magnify the early proclama
tion of the gospel. This cessation of
miracles was wholly the Lord's doing: it
had nothing to do with any human lack
or failure. Second, miracles relating to
the gift of the Holy Spirit no longer
occur because the Holy Spirit is now
given for purposes of salvation. Third,
there is the hint that the cessation of
miracles might be the result of some
human factor, the guilt of man's ingrati-
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tude.s: Fourth, if miracles did continue
beyond the original gospel proclama
tion, they ended not long afterward or
have occurred only rarely since that
time. It can be readily seen that Calvin
had no rigid view of miracles. Although
he basically held to their cessation,
there was some question about the
reason for this and even some thought
that miracles may not have ceased
altogether.

Now let us turn to John Wesley in the
eighteenth century. Like Luther and
Calvin, Wesley spoke of miracles as
having ceased. However, this cessation
did not occur in New Testament times
but when the Roman Empire became
officially Christian. Then, Wesley said,
"a general corruption of both faith and
morals infected the church. "86 This
corruption included the passing away of
miracles. It is apparent that Wesley did
not view the ceasing of miracles in an
affirmative manner: "general corrup
tion" was the cause.

Wesley strongly urged that the cessa
tion of miracles was by no means God's
sovereign action and therefore need not
be permanent. He wrote, "I do not
know that God hath any way precluded
Himself from thus exerting His sover
eign power, from working miracles in
any kind or degree, in any age, to the
end of the world. I do not recollect any
Scripture wherein we are taught that
miracles are to be confined within the
limits either of the Apostolic or the
Cyprianic age; or to any period of time,
longer or shorter, even till the restitu
tion of all things. I have not observed,
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87Ibid., 328.
88}bid., 324-25.
89 Counterfeit Miracles, 5. In a footnote Warfield mentioned, among other things, tongues,

prophecy, healing, and raising the dead.
.90Referring to the "gifts" (charismata)-a term Warfield used interchangeably with

miracles.
9I}bid., 6.
92Ibid.
93 Ibid., 23.
94 Ibid.
95Ibid.

96Ibid., 25.
97 Ibid., 24.
98 Ibid.
99 Ibid., 26.
10oIbid., 26-27.
IOIIbid., 10.
102Ibid., II.
I03This is another quotation from Bishop Kaye that Warfield affirmatively cited.
104 Ibid. , II.
I05Irenaeus wrote about Christ's "true disciples" thus: "Some do certainly and truly

drive out devils, so that those who have been cleansed from evil spirits frequently both
believe and join themselves to the Church. Others have foreknowledge of things to come:
they see visions, and utter prophetic expressions. Others still, heal the sick by laying their
hands on them, and they are made whole. Yea, moreover ... the dead have been raised up,
and remained among us many years. And what shall I more say? It is not possible to name
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either in the Old Testament or the New,
any intimation at all of this kind. "X7
This is a significant statement that obvi
ously goes beyond the viewpoint of
either Luther or Calvin.

Again, Wesley gave testimony to
miracles out of his own personal experi
ences. "I acknowledge," he wrote,
"that I have seen with my eyes, and
heard with my ears, several things
which, to the best of my judgment,
cannot be accounted for by the ordinary
course of natural causes; and which I
therefore believe ought to be 'ascribed
to the extraordinary interposition of
God.' If any man can choose to style
them miracles, I reclaim not. "X8 This
statement suggests that though Wesley
spoke of miracles as having ceased at
the formal Christianization of the Ro
man empire, he was not loath to accept
the name of miracles for what he had
seen and heard in his own ministry.
Wesley's view that the Scriptures in no
way confine miracles to any age of the
church made room for his own convic
tion of contemporary miracles.

In the early twentieth century the
strongest-and in many ways the most
influential-person to affirm the cessa
tion of miracles was Benjamin B.
Warfield, Princeton theologian. In 1918
Warfield's book Counterfeit Miracles
(later reprinted as Miracles: Yesterday
and Today; True and False) was pub
lished. The first chapter, entitled "The
Cessation of the Charismata," declared
one basic theme about miracles, name-

ly, that they occurred as authentication
of the apostles; hence when the apos
tolic period ended, miracles of neces
sity also ceased. Warfield wrote, "The
Apostolic Church was characteristically
a miracle-working church. "89 Then
Warfield added: "Theyw were part of
the credentials of the Apostles as the
authoritative agents of God in founding
the church. Their function thus
confined them to distinctively the Apos
tolic Church, and they necessarily
passed away with it"91 (italics added).
According to Warfield, this is a matter
"of principle and of fact; that is to say,
under the guidance of the New Testa
ment teaching as to their origin and
nature, and on the credit of the later
ages as to their cessation."92

Let us note, first, the matter of
"principle." The function of miracles,
for Warfield, was authentication of the
apostles: "to authenticate the Apostles
as the authoritative founders of the
Church. "93 Miracles, as earlier stated,
were apostolic "credentials." Again
"extraordinary gifts belonged to the
extraordinary office. "94 In addition to
the apostles themselves, others to
whom they directly ministered the gifts
could operate in them. In this connec
tion Warfield quoted favorably from a
Bishop Kaye: "My conclusion then is,
that the power of working miracles was
not extended beyond the disciples upon
whom the Apostles conferred it by the
imposition of their hands. "95 Hence it
was only the apostles or "Apostolically

trained men"?» who, in principle could
perform miracles. After these men
passed off the scene, there could be no
more miracles. Miracles "ceased en
tirely at the death of the last individual
on whom the hands of the Apostles had
been laid. "97

In regard to "principle," Warfield
also held that miracles could no longer
continue after the apostolic period be
cause of the relation of miracles to
special revelation. In fact that is "a
deeper principle," namely, "the insepa
rable connection of miracles with reve
lation, as its mark and credential. "98

Again, "their [the miracles'] abundant
display in the Apostolic Church is the
mark of the richness of the Apostolic
age in revelation; and when this revela
tion period closed, the period of miracle
working had passed by also, as a matter
of course. "99 In summary, "the mirac
ulous working which is but the sign of
God's revealing power, cannot be ex
pected to continue, and in point of fact
does not continue, after the revelation
of which it is the accompaniment has
been completed.v'vv

We may next observe the matter of
"fact." Warfield also claimed that as a
matter of historical fact miracles did not
continue after the apostolic period. He
argued that claims to continuation of
miracles into the postapostolic period
are invalid: "There is little or no evi-
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dence at all for miracle-working during
the first fifty years of the post-Apostolic
church. .. . The writings of the so
called Apostolic Fathers contain no
clear and certain allusions to miracle
working or to the exercise of the charis
matic gifts, contemporaneous with
themselves."!«: Warfield was here re
ferring to the years from ca. 100 to 150
(the time of the "post-Apostolic"
fathers or "Apostolic Fathers" times)
immediately succeeding the first-cen
tury Apostolic period.

Next, Warfield stated that by A.D. 155
(mid-second century) miracles were be
ing acclaimed. "Already by that date
we meet with the beginnings of general
assertions of the presence of miraculous
powers in the church."102 In this regard
Warfield made reference to the writings
of Justin Martyr (ca. A.D. 100-165) who
"says in general terms that such powers
subsisted in the church. "I 03 This testi
mony of Justin, said Warfield, was
followed up by Irenaeus (lived ca. A.D.

130-200) "except that Irenaeus speaks
somewhat more explicitly, and adds a
mention of two new classes of mira
cles-those of speaking with tongues
and of raising the dead.... "104 How
ever, said Warfield, Irenaeus "speaks
altogether generally, adducing no spe
cific cases, but ascribing miracle-work
ing to 'all who were truly disciples of
Jesus.' "105 Miracles, after this, are
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the number of the gifts which the Church throughout the world has received from God"
(Against Heresies, 11, 32, 4). Warfield did not quote these words.

106 Ibid., 12. In passing, Warfield mentioned Tertullian, Origen, and Cyprian (third-
century church fathers).

I07Ibid., 37.
I08{bid., 61.
I09Ibid., 74.

IloCharles Hodge, an earlier Princeton theologian, wrote in his Systematic Theology, 3,

452: "There is nothing in the New Testament inconsistent with the occurrence of miracles in
the post-apostolic age of the church.... When the Apostles had finished their work, the
necessity of miracles, so far as the great end they were intended to accomplish was
concerned, ceased. This, however, does not preclude the possibility of their occurrence, on
suitable occasions, in other ages. It is a mere question of fact to be decided on historical
evidence" (italics added). Hodge accordingly did not (like Warfield) in principle rule out
miracles. To be sure, the necessity of miracles attesting the original "great end" (i.e .. the
original proclamation of the gospel) has ceased; but this, according to Hodge, does not in
principle rule out the possibility of future miracles.

IIIFarther on, Warfield made a jump to "wholly lacking" (ibid., 12); however, that
statement went beyond his previous more hesitant words.

112For example, in the Letter of Ignatius to the Smyrneans (before A.D. 117) Ignatius
wrote in his preface: "By God's mercy you have received every gift; you abound in faith and
love and lack in no gift" (LCC, I, Early Christian Fathers, 112). These words, similar to
Paul's in 1 Corinthians 1:7, doubtless included reference to the gift of working miracles (as
did Paul's words; cf. 1 Cor. 12:10, 28-29).

113 H. B. Swete, The Holy Spirit in the Ancient Church, begins his foreword thus: "When
the student of early Christian literature passes from the New Testament to the post
canonical writers, he becomes aware of a loss of both literary and spiritual power. ... The
spiritual giants of the Apostolic age are succeeded by men of lower stature and poorer
capacity. "
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reported in "an ever increasing stream"
up to the fourth century but without
Justin or Irenaeus or any other writer
"having claimed himself to have
wrought a miracle of any kind or having
ascribed miracle-working to any known
name in the church. "106 Hence, though
there were miracles reported from the
mid-second (A.D. 155) to the beginning
of the fourth (ca. A.D. 300), generalities,
Warfield declared, marked them all.

According to Warfield, it was in the
fourth century that testimonies to mira
cles began to abound. However, these
testimonies, he said, were not really to
miracles but to marvels. He declared,
"When we pass from the literature of
the first three into that of the fourth and
succeeding centuries, we . . . come into
contact with a body of writings simply
saturated with rnarvels."!«? "These
marvels, quite different in character
from true biblical miracles," Warfield
later said, "represent an infusion of
heathen modes of thought in the
church." I 08 Indeed, taking a long view
of the history of the church since then,
we see that "the great stream of miracle
working which has run through the
history of the church was not original to
the church, but entered it from with
out. "109 From the fourth century on
ward, Warfield concluded, claims to
miracles of any and every kind are
inseparable from pagan superstition.

Now let us reflect on Warfield's view
of miracles in terms-to use his lan
guage-of both "principle" and
"fact." Recall that on the matter of
"principle" Warfield spoke first of mir
acles as apostolic credentials and au-

thentications- "extraordinary gifts be
longed to the extraordinary office."
Hence the apostles performed miracles
as certification of their office. Also
people on whom the apostles laid hands
could work miracles, but no one, on
principle, could do so after them. This,
I must reply, is a quite confusing pic
ture. If miracles were apostolic creden
tials, then the apostles alone should
have worked miracles, and no one
around them or after them. Warfield, I
believe, was forced to extend the circle
of miracle workers one step beyond the
apostles because the New Testament
unmistakably shows men like Stephen
and Philip (who were not apostles)
doing miracles. There is, of course, the
even wider sphere of miracles men
tioned as occurring in the churches of
Corinth (I Cor. 12:10) and Galatia (Gal.
3:5)-and of necessity being done (ac
cording to Warfield's argument) by peo
ple on whom Paul had laid his hands.
But this is surely a gratuitous assump
tion; there is no biblical evidence to
support such a view.

Now the question is this: If Warfield
was willing to extend miracle working
to those receiving ministry from the
apostles, why did he stop there? Why
not include one generation after an
other? Warfield's position would actu
ally have been stronger if he could have
maintained a consistent picture of mira
cles as solely apostolic credentials.
Since he was not able biblically to do
this but rather opened the door to
nonapostolic people, there is nothing to
prevent the continuation of miracles.nv

Second, in regard to Warfield's
"deeper principle" of the inseparability
of miracles and special revelation,
Warfield again had no adequate biblical
justification. To say that when special
revelation (i.e., the New Testament
record) ceased, miracles necessarily
ceased because they were its "mark
and credential" is a wholly unwarrant
ed statement. What connection is there,
for example, between the working of
miracles within the church at Corinth
"to another the working of miracles"
(1 Cor. 12:10)-and special revelation?
Moreover, if the words ascribed to
Jesus in Mark 16:17-18 and John 14:12
about miracles to come are taken seri
ously, what possible connection will
such future miracles have with authenti
cating prior revelation? There is-and
this Warfield never seemed to recog
nize-an indubitable connection be
tween the proclamation of the gospel at
any time in history with miracles. How
ever, miracles-signs and wonders of
many kinds-are not the authentication
of special revelation but of the true
preaching of the gospel at any time in
history.

Turning now to Warfield's view of
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"fact," namely, that history demon
strates the cessation of miracles, I find
Warfield's position again to be weak.
His statement, in reference to the first
fifty years of the postapostolic church,
that there is "little or no evidence" and
"no clear and certain allusions" to
miracle working in that period, scarcely
bespeaks firm negative evidence!' II Ac
tually-to reply to Warfield-there is
some evidence I 12 But even if there
were no reference to miracles in post
apostolic writings, this would scarcely
prove that God had sovereignly with
drawn miracles because the apostolic
period was over. In many ways-I
would add-the period of ca. A.D. 100
150 was one of much lessened spiritual
intensity than that of New Testament
times, I I 3 so that one might expect fewer
references to miracles and other spirit
ual gifts. In any event, Warfield's view
in regard to the postapostolic church
lacks firm substantiation.

Indeed, the position of Warfield is
even more weakened by what he him
self said about the period beginning
around A.D. 155. Since Warfield admit
ted that two such eminent early-church
figures as Justin Martyr and Irenaeus
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JI4Ibid., 127. A quotation from the Edinburgh Review, L1l1, 302.
J15 Recall our earlier discussion of Wesley on miracles.
116Ibid., 129.
117Ibid. The Camisards or "French Prophets."
IIHIb~d., 131. The Irvingite movement of the early nineteenth century.
II9Ibld., 195. Various "Faith-Healing" practices.
J2°lbid., 193-94.

121 In Renewal Theology, volume 2, I will show in some detail how Calvin spoke of our
failure to have sufficient faith as possible ground for spiritual gifts not to be present and
operative.

122 E.g., James Oliver Buswell in his book A Systematic Theology of the Christian
Religion, concluding a section that questions continuation of miracles, states, "In the
opinion of the writer [Buswell himself], the best work in the field is Benjamin B. Warfield's
Counterfeit Miracles" (p. 182). Anthony A. Hoekema in his book Holy Spirit Baptism
delineates Warfield's position on miracles (pp. 59-65) and expresses full agreement.

mE.g., John F. MacArthur Jr., in his book The Charismatics, at critical points in
discussing miracles unhesitantly quotes Warfield (see pp. 78 and 132) to defend his own anti
charismatic views.
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spoke affirmatively of miracles in their
day, this hardly lends credence to his
thesis that miracles have ceased. If
nothing else, Irenaeus' striking words
of testimony cannot be easily discount
ed. How could Warfield avoid such
testimony-and that of later church
leaders? Warfield's statement that such
miraculous accounts were only general
ities is surely a sign of weakness in his
position. Moreover, since it was not
until the fourth century, according to
Warfield, that heathen intrusions of
marvels, hence spurious miracles, came
in, what is the significance of claims to
miracles prior to that time? Warfield in
no way suggested that the church
fathers prior to the fourth century were
only testifying to pagan intrusions of
marvels. Were Justin, Irenaeus, and
others misinformed or lying-or what?

To conclude: Warfield by no means
gave adequate proof to this thesis that
miracles ceased with the apostolic
period. Neither in principle nor in fact
does the New Testament and the his
tory of the early church bear out
Warfield's thesis.

Let us now tum briefly to Warfield's
view of miracles in Protestantism. After
discussing at some length Roman Cath
olic claims to miracles (viewed by
Warfield as the apotheosis of pagan
superstition), he moved to a discussion
of Protestant claims to miracles.
Warfield began his presentation by
quoting favorably these words: "The
history of Protestantism is a uniform
disclaimer of any promise in the Scrip
tures that miraculous powers should
continue in the Church."II4 This "uni
versal disclaimer" thesis, however, im
mediately ran into difficulty when

Warfield forthwith came to a consider
ation of John Wesley who "would not
admit that there was any scriptural
ground for supposing that miracles had
ceased. "115 What then to do with the
Protestant Wesley? It was Wesley's
"enthusiasm," Warfield argued, that
caused him to embrace miracles and
other charismata: "To such apparent
lengths is it possible to be carried by the
mere enthusiasm of faith. "116

Warfield's main concern, after Wes
ley, was to demonstrate that Protestant
claims to miracle working have been
due largely to religious excitement.u '
even to the point of hysteria.us and
that delusionI19 lay at the base of many
such experiences. One of Warfield's
summary statements is especially re
vealing. He spoke again of "the fact
that the miraculous gifts in the New
Testament were the credentials of the
Apostle, and were confined to those to
whom the Apostles had conveyed
them"; then Warfield added immedi
ately- "whence a presumption arises
against their continuance after the Ap
ostolic age. "120 Sadly, even tragically,
Warfield's "fact," that is quite unfactu
al, led to a presumption that colored all
his thinking thereafter. What he suc
ceeded in doing was to deny the true
teaching of Scripture, the presence of
the living God, and the power of the
gospel to be a witness to Christ in word
and deed.

Warfield was far more restrictive on
miracles than was his great Reformed
forebear, John Calvin. For one thing,
Calvin never spoke of miracles as apos
tolic credentials that of necessity
passed away with the death of the
apostles and those to whom they minis-

teredo As we have seen, Calvin viewed
miracles rather as sovereign adorn
ments that were no longer needed after
the early proclamation of the gospel.
Thus anyone-not only the apostolic
group-who early proclaimed the gos
pel might have been the channel for the
occurrence of a miracle. Again, Calvin
was far less rigid than Warfield in
several ways. For one thing, Calvin
spoke more in terms of probability: "It
is more probable that miracles were
promised only for a time." Again, Cal
vin hinted at the possibility that mira
cles may have ceased not because the
preaching of the gospel no longer need
ed their lustre but because of some
failure on man's part (the "guilt" of
"ingratitude"). This indirectly suggests
that with the proper human attitude
miracles might even occur again.'>'
Finally, Calvin did not totally foreclose
the possibility of miracles after the
apostolic period but declared that mira
cles would "not be equally common in
all ages." Based on Calvin's view that
miracles originally magnified the gos
pel, and that they might occur thereaf
ter, it would seem possible to conclude
that God, even in our day, might again
adorn the gospel with miraculous signs.
Is it not quite likely that with the
powerful preaching of the New Testa
ment gospel God would again certify it
with miracles of many kinds? Warfield
could only say no; Calvin, I believe,
would be open to the possibility.

I may have devoted more space to
Warfield's Counterfeit Miracles than

MIRACLES

the book actually merits. However, I
deemed it important to do so in light of
its continuing influence on much evan
gelical thought.u> Also Warfield's posi
tion on miracles is frequently used in
opposition to the contemporary charis
matic renewal.i » Perhaps what I have
written about Warfield here will prove
helpful when I come to a more detailed
discussion of miracles in volume 2 of
Renewal Theology.

Three final remarks about miracles:
first, I am amazed at the efforts many
evangelical Christians make to defend
the miracles recorded in the Bible while
at the same time denying their contin
uance in the church. Does not this very
denial play directly into the hands of
those who view biblical miracles as
little more than primitive mythology,
pious exaggeration, and the like? If the
God of the Bible does not perform
miracles today, did He really do them
then? By no means do we have to agree
that every acclaimed miracle is of God,
for doubtless there have been manifold
claims to counterfeit miracles. But such
claims should in no way rule out the
real thing (Does not the counterfeit
actually imply the existence of the
valid?). We must not allow the Bible to
become an archaic book of long-gone
mighty deeds of God.

Second, I am appalled that there are
some in our churches who do not
hesitate to identify miracles today as
"demonic." Of course, if present-day
miracles are viewed as counterfeit, who
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"The word "angel" in Greek is angelos. It may refer to a human messenger, as in Mark
I:2-"Behold, I send my messenger [John the Baptist] before thy face, who shall prepare
thy way" (cf. Matt. 11:10; Luke 7:27); Luke 7:24- "When the messengers of John had
gone"; Luke 9:52-"And he sent messengers ahead of him"; James 2:25-"Rahab . '.'
received the messengers and sent them out another way." In all of these a form of angelos IS

found, representing a human messenger. However, in all other cases in the New Testament
angelos refers to a heavenly messenger. It is, of course, these heavenly messengers that we
will be considering.

2In the Old Testament the Hebrew word for "angel," mai'ok. occurs some 114 times;
angelos in the New Testament some 169 times.

3Job 1:6; 2:1; 38:7; Psalm 29:1; 89:6; cf. Daniel 3:25. For the Psalms passages RSV reads
"heavenly beings" with the marginal reading "sons of gods." The "sons of God" referred
to in Genesis 6:2 who marry "the daughters of men" are viewed by many as angels;
however, it is more likely that they are the godly line of Seth (see Gen. 4:25-26) who
intermarry with the ungodly line of Cain (see 4: 1-24). In light of Jesus' words that angels do
not marry (Mark 12:25), it hardly seems possible that Genesis 6:2 can refer to angels.

40r "holy one." See Deuteronomy 33:2; Job 5: I; 15:15; Psalm 89:5, 7; Daniel 4:13, 17,23;
8:13; Zechariah 14:5.

'''Holy one(s)," also called "watcheris)," found in Daniel 4:13, 17, 23.
6 An expression used nearly three hundred times in the Old Testament.
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counterfeits them? The answer readily
at hand is that they are works of false
prophets (as, for example, portrayed in
Mark 13:22-"False Christs and false
prophets will arise and show signs and
wonders, to lead astray, if possible, the
elect") who operate in the manner of
the future Satan-inspired "man of law
lessness" (whose "coming is in accord
with the activity of Satan, with all
power and signs and false wonders" [2
Thess. 2:9 NASB]). J 24 Hence, whenever
or wherever a miracle is reported, the
demonic must be at work. To reply: no
doubt Satan is always ready to show
"signs and wonders" and to deceive by
his own pseudo-miracles, but this by no
means ought to rule out true miracles
from God. There is something terribly
out of line when Satan may do miracles
today but Almighty God none at all!
God help us: let us hope and pray for a
better understanding of God's work in
our generation.

Third, 1 am excited that the contem
porary spiritual renewal is vigorously
reaffirming the validity of miracles for
our time. This renewal has made bold to
reclaim the New Testament dynamism
of a church in which God not only
works supernaturally, and therefore mi
raculously, to bring about new life but
also works miracles of many kinds.
Participants in this renewal are con
vinced that in accordance with Mark

124 Literally, "wonders of a lie."

16:17- "these signs will accompany
those who believe" - the witness of
true believers should be accompanied
by miracles. Indeed, miracles are a
visible demonstration and confirmation
of the truth of the gospel message.
Again, those in the renewal strongly
attest, in line with I Corinthians
l2:28-"God has appointed [or "set"
KJV] in the church ... workers of
miracles," that miracles continue. This
divine appointment of miracle working
was never meant to be for apostolic
times only but also for the church
throughout its history. Hence cessation
of miracles is never the Lord's doing
but represents failure on the part of
God's people. Finally, participants in
the renewal are willing to take the
words of John 14:12 seriously- "he
who believes in me will also do the
works that 1 do, and greater works than
these will he do, because 1 go to the
Father." The believer "will ... do"
both Christ's miraculous works and
more than Christ did. This staggering
promise carries us far beyond negative
views in regard to the continuation of
miracles into an entirely new arena. It is
not really a question as to whether
miracles happen but whether we have
begun to see happen what Christ in
tends! Could it be that our faith is still
too small?

Angels

We come, finally, in the doctrine of
providence to a consideration of angels.
Angels are by definition messengers I

and serve as superhuman beings in
various ways to fulfill God's providen
tial concerns in relation to the world
and man.

I. THE EXISTENCE OF ANGELS

Angels are mentioned many times in
both the Old and New Testaments.s
The first instance is found in Genesis

16:7- "The angel of the Lord found
her [Hagar] by a spring of water in the
wilderness"; the last occurs in Revela
tion 22:16-"1 Jesus have sent my
angel to you with this testimony for the
churches." There are also a number of
expressions in the Old Testament some
times used for angels-namely, "sons
of God,"! "holy ones,"4 "watchers,">
and "hosts," as in the familiar expres
sion "the Lord of hosts."6 It is by no
means invariably clear when angels are
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71n some instances "the Lord of hosts" may refer to God's lordship over the hosts of
Israel; however, in many cases, reference is clearly made to "the host of heaven," that is,
"the host of angels" (as, e.g., in I Kings 22:19 and Luke 2:13).

"For hosts as celestial bodies, see, e.g., Deuteronomy 4:19-"the sun and the moon and
the stars, all the host of heaven."

"The references are too many to list. There are over twenty in the four Gospels. We will
be noting a number of these later in this chapter.

10 For a discussion of angels as spiritual beings or "spirits," see below.
11 See, e.g., Hebrews 12:23-"the spirits of just men made perfect" (cf. Rev. 6:9).
12 A concluding footnote from A. H. Strong: "The doctrine of angels affords a barrier

against the false conception of this world as including the whole spiritual universe. Earth is
only part of a larger organism. As Christianity has united Jew and Gentile, so hereafter will it
blend our own and other orders of creation: Col. 2:10- 'who is the head of all principality
and power' = Christ is the head of angels as well as of men; Eph. I:10- 'to sum up all
things in Christ, the things in the heavens, and the things upon the earth' " (Systematic
Theology, 444). This I like, for it carries one beyond philosophical reasoning (though it is
similar to it) into the province of biblical revelation.

13 In similar fashion Paul Tillich refers to angels as "Concrete-poetic symbols of the
structures or powers of being. They are not beings but participate in everything that is." He
speaks also of "their rediscovery from the psychological side as archetypes of the collective

unconsciousness" (Systematic Theology, 1:260). Thus angels are only symbolic representa-
tions of an aspect of the world or of human consciousness. . ..

14 "In a universe of electrons and positrons, atomic energy and rocket power, Emste~man
astronomy and nuclear physics, angels seem out of place." So wri.tes ~ernard Ram~ m an
article, "Angels," in Basic Christian Doctrines, 65. Ramm, while himself affirming t~e

reality of angels, does surely capture some of the modern mood. Bultm.ann expresses thl.s
modern mood in writing: "It is impossible to use electric light and the ~Ireless a~d to avail
ourselves of modem medical and scientific discoveries, and at the same time to believe in the
New Testament world of daemons and spirits" (Kerygma and Myth, 5). .

l' Applying "Ockham's razor" (also called the Law of Parsimony or Economy), i.e., th~t

entities are not to be multiplied beyond necessity, could we not "shave off' angelology m
toto with no real loss to theological endeavor? If angels are not necessary (so this reasoning
goes), let us dispense with further consideration of them. .

1 I>A. H. Strong writes, for example, about scholastic theology (theology of the Middle
Ages): "The scholastics debated the questions, how many angels could stand. at once on the
point of a needle ... whether an angel could be in two places at the same time; how gre~t

was the interval between the creation of angels and their fall ... whether our atmosphere IS
the place of punishment for fallen angels," and so on (Systematic Theology, .~3~. In po.pu.lar
piety angels often also became more important than Christ or the Holy Spirit m mediating
the things of God.

17The book is by Pastor Roland H. Buck as told to Charles and. Frances .H~nter.

18 This is a matter we have yet to consider. I believe that there IS both biblical and
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being referred to. For example, the
word "host" may additionally refer to
armies on earth? or even to celestial
bodies." However, in the numerous
places where the word "angel" ap
pears, there can be no question about
its referring to a heavenly messenger.

The existence of angels is recognized
throughout the Scriptures. Jesus un
questionably affirmed their existence in
many of His teachings." The only per
sons, it is interesting to observe, who
were said to deny the existence of
angels were the Sadducees in New
Testament times: "The Sadducees say
that there is no resurrection, nor angel,
nor spirit" (Acts 23:8). The Sadducees,
however, represented only a very small
group of people compared with the
overall biblical witness. Angels were
generally accepted as a part of the total
picture of reality.

It has sometimes been argued philo
sophically that the existence of angels is
probable in light of the hierarchy of
being. Man stands at the apex of earthly
existence as a rational being; but since
below him is a wide gradation of lesser
forms of life, it seems likely that there
are other creatures in a scale above

him. Or to put it another way: since
there are purely corporeal entities (e.g.,
stones) and beings that are both corpo
real and spiritual (man), there could
well be wholly spiritual beings: U-an
gels. Moreover, another argument:
since man after death and before the
resurrection of his body is a purely
noncorporeal spiritual being ,i: it seems
at least possible that God might already
have created spiritual beings without
bodies, namely, angels. Such argu
ments, however, do not really prove
anything. It is only through the revela
tion of God in Scripture that the truth
about angels is to be found. Nonethe
less, the arguments mentioned do at
least suggest that the existence of an
gels is not antecedently impossible.
Also it could be a check on man's pride
at least to think that he might not be the
highest creation in the universe !12

When we turn to our contemporary
situation, it is apparent that many peo
ple today are by no means ready to
affirm the existence of angels. Angels
are often viewed at best as symbolic
expressions of God's action or as myth
opoetic pictures of various dimensions
of human existence.t ' In a scientific

age, it is sometimes said, there is little,
if any, place for angelic beings.i- For
many in the Christian church, while
angels may be sung about and even
recited in certain of the creeds, there
has come to be a growing skepticism
concerning their actual existence. In
some cases the questioning about an
gels does not stem so much from an
antisupernatural attitude as it does from
the matter of relevance. Does Christian
faith need angels? Is it not enough to
believe in God without adding to the
superstructure by bringing in angels?
With a proper understanding of God
and His own presence, there seems to
many persons little space or even desire
for heavenly messengers.

Let us pursue this a bit further. Even
among some who accept the existence
of angels by virtue of the biblical wit
ness, there is not much zeal about
them. Rather than belonging to the joy
of faith, they are felt to be a burden.
Furthermore, as far as theology goes,
could we not bypass the whole area of
angels and move forthwith to some
other doctrine and be as well off, or

ANGELS

even better off?' 5 Sometimes too there
is the recollection of earlier periods in
church history when angelology was
rampant, and both popular piety and
theology were laden with interest in
angels that went far beyond the biblical
record.!- Are we ill advised in Christian
doctrine to venture again into this area?

But now there is another matter to be
considered. Throughout the history of
the church there have been frequent
claims of visitations of angels. A few
years ago a book appeared entitled
Angels on Assignment'! in which a
local pastor claimed that he had had
many visits of angels. He gave the
names of some, descriptions of their
appearance, their varied activities, spe
cial messages from God, and much else.
In view of a book like this (and many
other similar accounts in the past), one
of the tasks of theology must surely be
that of seeking to evaluate such claims
through a careful study of biblical reve
lation. If angelic visits are still possi
ble,!s there is all the more need for such
study to be done.
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exp~ri~ntial.testimon~ to su~h a possibility. (See the interview with me by the editor of
Ch~:stlGn Lij~ rnagazme entttle.d, "Angels in Your Life," [Nov. 1980], 30-77).

In a secnon on angels Calvin well says, "The duty of a Theologian ... is not to tickle
th.e ear, bll;t confirm the conscience, by teaching what is true, certain, and useful
Bldd~ng adieu, ther~fore, to that. nugatory ~isdom [regarding angelic speculation], let us
endeavor to ascertain from the.Simple d~ctnne of Scripture what it is the Lord's pleasure
th~t we should know concerning angels' (Institutes, I. 14. 4, Beveridge trans.).

.0 Not mythology!
'.1 Luke 2:13-"And suddenly there was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host

pra~sIng God and saying, 'Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace among men.' "
, 2. E.g., Matthew 28:2-6-"An angel of the Lord descended from heaven and ... rolled

back the stone ... the angel said to the women . . . 'he has risen.' "

h
2J A~ts I:~O- "while they [the apostles] were gazing into heaven ... two men stood by

t em In white robes."
Fa:~;;.~:' Matthew 16:27- "the Son of man is to come with his angels in the glory of his

~: For this e~pression see Mark 8:38; Luke 9:26; Revelation 14: 10.

Th See Ge~esls.28:12; 32:1; Luke 12:8-9; 15:10; John 1:51; Hebrews 1:6; Revelation 3:5.
e expression IS usually "the angels of God."
~:Se~ Mat~hew 13:41; 16:27; 24:31; 2 Thessalonians 1:7. They are "his angels."
'1 ~t IS fos~lble that.Paul's reference in Romans 8:38 to "angels" also relates to unholy or

eVI ange s, ut that IS by no means certain. First Corinthians 6:3 is another possibility.

However, as a general rule unholy or wicked angels are not called "angels" without some
defining adjunct.

29 2 Peter 2:4; Jude 6.
30 Matthew 25:41.
J I Revelation 12:7-9.
321n one New Testament incident (Matt. 12:24-28; Mark 3:22-26) "Beelzebul" is called

"the prince [or "ruler"] of demons." Since Satan and Beelzebul are closely associated in
the account, Satan is actually "the ruler of the demons." Since Satan has his angels (as we
have observed), it is possible that these angels are also demons. D. E. Aune, contrariwise,
writes in an article entitled "Demons" (ISBE, I:923) that "the fallen angels ... are nowhere
in the N.T. regarded as demonic beings." I would not, however, rule out this possibility.
Moreover, if the demons are not fallen angels, where do they come from? (Incidentally, the
tracing of demons back to the offspring of Nephilim [or giants] in Genesis 6:4, an attempt
made in Intertestamental Judaism, has very little to commend it.)

J3 Satan's pridefulaction, similar to and possibly the background for the angel's seeking to
go beyond their own "position," will be discussed in chapter 10, "Sin."

34 Angels are also called pneumata in Hebrews 1:7-"[God] makes his angels
pneumata." The RSV. NIV, NASB. and NEB translate as "winds"; KJV as "spirits." Either
translation is possible, as pneuma means both "wind" and "spirit" (cf. John 3:8).
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Now as we enter upon this consider
ation of angels, it is with keen aware
ness of many of the countercurrents,
but also with growing conviction that
there is much of importance and rele
vance that can accrue from such a
study. It could be that angels play a
significant role in our understanding of
the whole of reality. Whatever the case,
I will seek to stay closely within bounds
of Scripture.iv and trust that deepened
vistas of understanding will open up by
the illumination of God's Holy Spirit.

II. THE NATURE OF ANGELS

At the outset it is significant to note
that in the Scriptures angels belong to
the realm of mystery.>« They come and
go; they speak and disappear; they act
and are nowhere to be found. Often
they appeared at highly important mo
ments in biblical history, for example,
in the New Testament at the birth of
Jesus.n at His resurrection.» and at
His ascension,» and they will appear at
His future return.r- Angels never call
attention to themselves but invariably
point to something else-often mysteri
ous, even incomprehensible. They al
ways seem to be a part of God's action

and have their existence alongside or in
relation to Him. The being of angels is a
matter of little biblical interest; their
activity is much more a matter of inter
est.

Now with this much by way of back
ground, what can we say about the
nature of angels? Here we must exer
cise some diffidence, since they prob
ably would not care for such attention(!)
and because the Scriptures do not give
a great deal of information. Let us move
therefore with circumspection.

A. Angels Are Moral Beings

As we consider the nature of angels,
we need to recognize that angels belong
in either of two categories: the holy or
the unholy. The "holy angels "25 are the
primary concern of the Scriptures; they
are God's angels-s or Christ's angels.>"
often they are simply called "angels,"
with the understanding that they are
holy and good. Indeed, holy angels are
referred to in the Scriptures wherever
the word "angels" (or "angel") ap
pears except in four instances: Matthew
25:41; 2 Peter 2:4; Jude 6; and Revela
tion 12:7-9.28

Before proceeding with the study of
the good or holy angels, let us briefly
comment on this negative category.
According to 2 Peter and Jude, there
are angels who sinned, lost their former
high station, and are being kept in pits
of "nether gloom" until the day of
judgment.s? In Matthew Jesus spoke of
"the devil and his angels," for whom
"eternal fire" has been prepared.30 The
Book of Revelation speaks of "the
dragon [Satan] and his angels" and how
both he and they were cast down to
earth.' J From the Scriptures in 2 Peter
and Jude it is apparent that unholy
angels are actually fallen angels, and in
Matthew and Revelation that they are
associated with the devil (Satan). Be
yond that there is no clear biblical
picture of their activity. It is possible
that demons-unclean or evil spirits
frequently mentioned, especially in the
New Testament, are fallen angels; how
ever, that connection is not specifically
made.v In any event this discussion
about angels will focus on the unfallen
or holy angels, for, as I said before, it is
about them that the Scripture is almost
totally concerned.

Now to our basic point: the very fact
of the existence of both fallen and
unfallen angels demonstrates that an-
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gels are moral beings. It is apparent
from the record in 2 Peter and Jude that
the angels who fell were guilty of a
prideful moral decision; they "did not
keep their own position" (Jude 6).33

This implies that other angels did not
make the same decision and have
stayed in God's will from their begin
ning. Thus the holy angels are not
simply holy by necessity but have re
tained their holiness and goodness by a
free moral choice.

Angels-and henceforward we will
use that designation for holy angels
are moral beings. They are confirmed in
holiness by moral decision and serve as
God's messengers in a freedom of total
commitment. As moral beings, they are
also always on the side of righteousness
and justice among people. Of such
character are the angels revealed to us
in Holy Scripture.

B. Angels Are Spirits

Angels are pure spiritual beings. In
the Book of Hebrews angels are de
scribed as "ministering spirits" (l: 14).
The word for "spirits" is pneumata.>
the plural form of pneuma ("spirit"),
which is also used in relation to God,
for example, in John 4:24- "God is
spirit." Angels, therefore, are real be-
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35Here the word "spiritual" does not refer to a quality as, e.g., when one speaks of a
"spiritual man" over against an "unspiritual man" (as in I Corinthians 2:14-15).
"Spiritual" in regard to God and angels signifies their essence. Calvin writes regarding
angels that "they are real beings possessed of spiritual essence" (Institutes, 1.14.9).

36lt is significant that even though Jesus had been raised with a spiritual or glorified body,
He is still not "a spirit. " This, incidentally, points also to the fact that in the resurrection to
come when we too shall have a spiritual body we will not be "spirits." We will never (it
hardly needs saying) be angels.

37The basic difference between angels and people is that while angels are spirits, people
have spirits. However, since the spirit is the deepest dimension of human nature (see chapter
9, "Man") and will continue after death until the future resurrection of the body, there is a
certain kinship with angels.

3R1n the parallel Matthew 28:2 (as earlier quoted) the word "angel" is specifically used.

J9Recall the statement that God "makes his angels winds." (Heb..1:7 RS~ and others).
40 Even when angels appear as men there is no grad':lal amv~1 as With o~~Inary men. As

quoted above "two men suddenly stood near . . . In dazzling appa~el. .
41 NASB Nlv'. The RSV (so KJv) has "principalities." "Rulers," I bel.leve, IS ?~eferable.
42The iuv and NEB translate this word as "powers." The Greek IS exoustai.
4JNEB.
44This will be discussed in more detail later. .
45 Also cf. Psalm 33:6- "By the word of the LORD the heavens were made, and all their
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ings whose nature, like that of God, is
wholly spiritual." This is not an attri
bute or quality of their being; rather in
essence angels are spirits.

Angels, accordingly, are incorporeal:
they have no bodies. A spirit, a pneu
ma, does not have flesh and bones.
Jesus in a resurrection appearance to
His disciples said, "See my hands and
my feet, that it is I myself; handle me,
and see; for a spirit has not flesh and
bones as you see that I have" (Luke
24:39).36 Angels are spirits, therefore,
without flesh and bones: they are incor
poreal.i?

Now, on the one hand, this does not
mean that angels are without form.
They are not something nebulous,
shapeless, amorphous. Angels have
particular being as do both God and
people. On the other hand, having form
does not mean that angels have a kind
of refined, subtle, ethereal corporeality.
It has sometimes been thought that
angels may occasionally be seen per
haps as a glimmering, vaporous, ap
pearing and disappearing light. Such,
however, is impossible, for as spirits
they are totally invisible to human eyes.
Angels are spirits, having form but
totally without corporeality.

But, we must immediately add, ac
cording to the biblical record, they may
appear in human form. The earliest
example of this is to be found in the
story of Abraham and the visit of "the
three men" (Gen. 18:2), two of whom

turned out to be angels as they went on
to Sodom (see 19:1-"the two an
gels"). The "men" ate Abraham's pre
pared meal and later that of Lot in
Sodom. Also they "put forth their
hands" (19: 10) and rescued Lot from
the Sodomites. So in every way they
appeared to be men, not just phantasies
but corporeal entities. Another Old Tes
tament illustration of an angel as a man
is that relating to Joshua near the city of
Jericho, which had not yet fallen to
Israel. Joshua "lifted up his eyes and
looked, and behold, a man stood before
him with his sword drawn in his hand"
and announced that "as commander of
the army of the LORD I have now come"

'(Josh. 5: 13-14). In turning again to the
New Testament we observe that at the
resurrection of Jesus, according to
Mark's Gospel, the women "saw a
young man sitting on the right side,
dressed in a white robe; and they were
amazed" (16:5);38 according to Luke,
"two men suddenly stood near them in
dazzling apparel" (24:4 NASB). Likewise
at the ascension of Jesus the record in
Acts reads that "two men stood by
them [the apostles] in white robes"
(1: 10). The persons described in all
these instances were undoubtedly an
gels, but they appeared as men. An
other interesting statement in the same
direction is that found in Hebrews: "Do
not neglect to show hospitality to
strangers, for thereby some have enter
tained angels unawares" (13:2). This

probably refers to the story of Abraham
and Lot and their hospitality, but of
course it further suggests that other
strangers to whom people have shown
hospitality may also actually prove to
have been angels!

Another point: angels as spirits are
not bound to any particular place.
They, like the wind.s? move freely and
invisibly, but even beyond the wind,
which can be limited by objects. There
is no limitation, no barrier, to the
movement of angels. They suddenly
appear'? and disappear. For angels be
long to another dimension beyond that
of our spatio-temporal existence. Their
abode is in heaven, and from there they
may move to any earthly place at any
moment and just as quickly return. We
may here recall Jacob's dream at Bethel
of a ladder reaching from earth to
heaven: "Behold, the angels of God
were ascending and descending on it!"
(Gen. 28:12). And yet the ascent and
descent are not from one physical
sphere to another, but from the tran
scendent realm into our world of space
and time. Angels as wholly spiritual
beings, therefore, are bound by no
earthly limitations.

C. Angels Are Finite Creatures

Angels were made by God; they ~re

therefore His creatures. In the beautiful
opening words of Psalm 148 there is
first a call for angels, the heavenly host,
to praise the Lord: "Praise the LORD
from the heavens, praise him in the
heights! Praise him all his angels, praise
him, all his host!" Then follows a call to
the cosmic host: "Praise him, sun and
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moon, praise him, all you shining
stars!" After this the psalmist, address
ing both heavenly and cosmic hosts,
sings forth, "Let them praise the name
of the LORD! For he commanded and
they were created." Angels, as well as
sun and moon; the heavenly host, as
well as the shining stars, are God's
creatures: at His command they all
came into existence.

In correspondence with the words
just quoted are those of Colossians
1:16-"ln him [Christ] all things were
created, in heaven and on earth, visible
and invisible, whether thrones or do
minions or rulers," or authorities. "42

The "invisible orders"43 consisting of
thrones, dominions, rulers, and authori
tiesv refer to angels. Hence, God cre
ated not only all visible things-every
thing in the physical universe (the visi
ble heavens and earth, all living things
including mankind)-but also the vast
invisible realm of angelic beings. They
also are God's creation in Christ; they
are likewise His creatures.

There is no clear biblical testimony as
to the time of the creation of angels.
Since angels are mentioned along with
other creaturely reality in Psalm 148
and Colossians 1, one might assume
that they were created at the same time.
Indeed, a further Scripture that could
point in this direction is Genesis 2:1
"Thus the heavens and the earth were
finished, and all the host of them."
However, "the host of them" would
seem to be the heavens and the earth
whose description, without mention of
angels, has been given in Genesis 1.4 5
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host by the breath of his mouth." See, likewise, footnote 14in chapter 5, "Creation." Also

recall footnote 8 in this chapter.

4<> I rea~ize that there is a poetic note in the verses quoted from Job, especially about how

the morrung stars "sang ~og~ther." However, "the sons of God" who "shouted for joy"

have been referred to earher m Job, and there they definitely represent angelic beings: "the

so~~ ,of God came, to present themselves before the LORD " (1:6; 2: I).

48 For a .full~r diSCUSSIOn o~ Satan an.d his fall, see chapter 10, "Sin," pp. 224-26.

It has at times been surmised tha~ since angels belong to the spiritual invisible realm,

God would have created that realm pnor to the physical, visible universe. Thus the higher

would ha~e pr~ced~d the lower. Howe~er appealingthe thought may be, it is only conjecture

~andbPossl~IY, ~~vahdated by the ord~r m C?l. I:1.6). It is good to bear in mind that the Bible

I,S a ook basically about God and ~IS relationship to man. It is not a book about angels (for

such ~ book would surely include information about their creation as the Bible does about

;a~) a~d ther~fore leaves many areas largely untouched. Angels in the Scriptures are

epicte only in their relationship to God, the world, and man.

HCf. Revelation 19: 10. Colossians 2: 18-19 is also a warning against the worship of

angels: "Let no one disqualify you, insisting on self-abasement and worship of angels....

not holding fast to the Head."
50 Also cf. Daniel 8:16.
51 Also cf. DaniellO: 13, "one of the chief princes," and 10:21, "your prince."

521n the Apocrypha (noncanonical writings) three other angels are named: Raphael (Tobit

3:17), Uriel (2 Esdras 4: I), and Jeremiel (2 Esdras 4:36).

53 "The angel who talked with me" is a recurring expression.

54 Both NASB and NIV have this reading; RSV (so KJV) has "principalities and powers."

55 Recall our earlier footnote on this (re the NEB translation of Col. I: 16).
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This much seems evident: the angels

were created before man. For one thing

there are the words of the Lord to Job:

"Where were you when I laid the

foundation of the earth . . . when the

morning stars sang together, and all the

sons of God shouted for joy?" (Job

38:4, 7). The angels, "the sons of

God," were there at the laying of

earth's "foundation" -an event that

according to Genesis I, preceded man' ~

creation.« Scarcely was man (as man

and woman) created before there oc

curred the temptation by the serpent

who was the mouthpiece of Satan. Thus

Satan was already on the scene. If

Satan is properly to be understood as a

fallen spiritual being-? -hence belong

ing to the category of fallen angels

then the existence of angels was prior

to human existence. On the basis of Job

and Genesis we may affirm that the

creation of angels preceded that of man.

But as to the exact time, there is no sure
word in Scripture.o

Next, we need to emphasize the

finiteness of angels. Although they are

spirits even as God is spirit, they are by

no means infinite as He is. Angels are

creatures, not the Creator; hence they

are finite spirits. They are not every

where present as God is and cannot be

simultaneously in two or more places.

However, in regard to our world they

may be present to it at any moment and

in any place. As finite, angels are also

limited in knowledge. Jesus, in referring

to the time of His future return, de

clared, "But of that day and hour no

'one knows, not even the angels of

heaven, nor the Son, but the Father

only" (Matt. 24:36). The angels, ac

cordingly, are not omniscient. Nor are

they almighty. To illustrate: many times

in the Book of Revelation God is called

"the Almighty," and though angels are

depicted as powerful throughout the

book, there is never the slightest sug

gestion that they are all-powerful too.

Angels are much less than God: they

are His finite creatures. And this means

something else of signal importance.

Since they are not the Creator, angels

are neither divine nor semidivine. They

are not to be worshiped, nor do they

desire worship. The Book of Revelation

in this regard affords an important cor

rective. We read that at the climax John

was so overwhelmed by all the revela

tions given him that he said, "I fell

down to worship at the feet of the angel

who showed them to me." John, how

ever, immediately adds: "But he said to

me, 'You must not do that! I am a

fellow servant with you and your breth

ren the prophets and with those who

keep the words of this book. Worship

God'" (22:8-9).49 God alone IS to be

worshiped, never His angels.

D. Angels Are Personal

Angels are personal beings. They are

by no means to be understood (as has

often been done) as merely impersonal

forces that are either attributes of God,

personifications of nature, or projec

tions of human beings. We have already

observed that angels are moral beings,

and this of course means they are

personal. Now we call to attention

other evidences of the personal.
In the Scriptures two angels are given

personal names: Gabriel and Michael.

Although Gabriel is called "the man

Gabriel" in the Book of Daniel, he is

clearly an angel-one who comes to

Daniel "in swift flight" (9:21).50 In the

Gospel of Luke Gabriel is specifically

called "the angel Gabriel" (I :26) and as

such he speaks to both Zechariah

(I: 13-20) and Mary (I :28-38). Michael

is mentioned in the Book of Daniel,

where he is called "the great prince"

(12: 1). 5 I Michael is referred to also in

Jude 9 as "the archangel Michael," and

in Revelation 12:7 reference is made to

"Michael and his angels." These names

point to angels as personal beings.»

Again, angels are beings of intelli

gence and wisdom. This is apparent,

first, from the fact that they are often

depicted in the Scriptures conversing

with someone. For example, the "three

men" who visited with Abraham and

then Lot carried on extended conversa

tion (Gen. 18-19); the prophet Zecha

riah had a number of conversations with
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an unnamed angel (Zech. 1-6);" and

Gabriel, as we have observed, spoke at

some length with Daniel, Zechariah (the

father-to-be of John the Baptist), and

Mary. In the case of the latter two there

was conversation back and forth.

Again, it is interesting that in I Peter the

gospel is described as containing

"things into which angels long to look"

(I: 12). This signifies that angels are

rational creatures who much desire to

look into things relating to God's salva

tion of mankind. Also, Paul writes

about "the mystery hidden for ages in

God" and says that "through the

church the manifold wisdom of God

might now be made known to the rulers

and authorities>' in the heavenly

places" (Eph. 3:9-10). These rulers

and authorities belong to the invisible

order» of angels. What is amazing here

is that through the church's proclama

tion of the gospel God's wisdom is

disclosed to the angels!
A lovely personal touch about angels

is the way in which they are described

as creatures of joy. We have already

observed how at creation's dawn "the

sons of God [the angels] shouted for

joy" (Job 38:7). They rejoiced to see

God laying "the foundation of the

earth." Now that sin has come into the

world, we are told by Jesus that the

angels again rejoice when a sinner

comes to repentance: "I tell you, there

is joy in the presence of the angels of

God over one sinner who repents"

(Luke 15: 10 NASB). Beautiful! Just one

sinner's repentance and salvation cause

rejoicing among God's angels. One
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51>There is no specific statement that these are angels; however, the context and language
suggest such. So G. E. Ladd: "the voice of a host of angels" (A Commentary on the
Revelation of John. 246).

57We ~i~ht add that with death intervening, sexual reproduction is essential not only to
the multiplication of the human race but also to its survival.

\ 8 There. has been an interesting gender shift in that today angels are often viewed in the
popular mind as females. For example, "You are an angel" is a term of endearment usually
addressed to a woman, not to a man. The angels of Scripture, however, scarcely seem
female.

59 Recall Luke 24:4.
I>°Recall Mark 16:5; Acts 1:10. Cf. Daniel 10:5, depicting an angel "clothed in linen." 610r "strong" (NAsa); The Greek word is ischyron.
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final, memorable picture is that of "the
voice of a great multitude "51> in heaven
crying forth, "Hallelujah! For the Lord
our God the Almighty reigns. Let us
rejoice and exult and give him the glory,
for the marriage of the Lamb has come,
and his Bride has made herself ready"
(Rev. 19:6-7). Even as the angels re
joiced at creation's dawn and do rejoice
over a sinner's salvation, so they will
rejoice-and summon others to do the
same-when at last there will be the
consummation of the marriage between
Christ and His bride.

E. Angels Are Nonsexual

Angels are neither male nor female:
they are nonsexual, or asexual, beings.
They are personal, as we have just been
discussing, but personhood does not
signify sexuality for angels.

The clearest statement to this effect
is found indirectly in the words of Jesus
about the coming resurrection of per
sons from the dead: "When they rise
from the dead, they neither marry nor
are given in marriage, but are like the
angels in heaven" (Mark 12:25). Sexu
ality and marriage belong rather to the
earthly realm where from their first
creation the man and the woman were
told to "be fruitful and multiply, and fill
the earth ... " (Gen. I :28). The human
race did not appear in toto at the
beginning; hence sexuality and repro
d.zction were essential to its multi plica
tion.'7 This is the way God made hu
man beings-quite unlike angels.

Angels were nonsexual from the be-

ginning, for God did not create them as
a couple to fill the earth but as a vast
number to dwell in heaven. They did
not-and do not-form a race that
continues to multiply by birthing but a
company that has totally existed since
their original creation. Hence, there is
no need for means of reproduction.

As we have earlier discussed, angels
have at times appeared as human be
ings; indeed, we have observed several
instances where they are described as
men. However, such a description by
no means intends to say that angels are
masculine.vs Since an angel is "a mes
senger," and messengers in the Scrip
tures are basically thought of as men, it
follows that they will be spoken of as
men. However it should be added, their
dress, when mentioned, is not necessar
ily masculine: it may, for example, be
"dazzling apparel">? or "a white
robe"> 0 and these are neutral expres
sions. Actually such language points
more to angelic brightness and purity
than to descriptions of clothing.

A final word about angels as nonsex
ual persons: for human beings, sexuali
ty is so closely related to personhood
that it may be hard for us to think of
asexual beings as fully personal. Yet, as
noted, Jesus teaches that in the resur
rection to come we will be like angels,
neither marrying nor giving in marriage.
Will this mean a diminution in person
hood and in the personal relationship
that is found in the beauty of a happy
marriage relationship? It clearly cannot
mean this, since the life to come is to be

fulfillment, not diminution, possibly
through relationships of such higher
intensity as to far transcend what even
the finest marriage on earth has con
tained. If that is the case, then angels
even now may know and experience a
relationship to one another and to God
that we cannot begin to imagine. It may
well be deeply and profoundly personal.

F. Angels Are Powerful Beings

Angels are often depicted in the
Scriptures as powerful, mighty, and of
great strength. Indeed, this particular
characteristic is usually the dominant
one shown. Although they are by no
means almighty, as we have observed,
they still are mighty beings.

Here we may first note how angels
are addressed by the psalmist as
"mighty ones": "Bless the LORD, 0 you
his angels, you mighty ones who do his
word, hearkening to the voice of his
word!" (103:20). In the New Testa
ment, as we have seen, angels are
spoken of as "thrones," "dominions,"
"rulers," "authorities" -all such lan
guage pointing in the direction of pow
erful beings. They truly are "mighty
ones." When Christ returns, according
to Paul, He will be "revealed from
heaven with his mighty angels in flam
ing fire" (2 Thess. 1:7).

In addition to such statements refer
ring to angels as mighty beings, there
are many biblical pictures of them
wielding power. For example, on one
occasion after God had punished Israel
so that seventy thousand men died from
a pestilence, the Scripture adds: "And
God sent the angel to Jerusalem to
destroy it" (I Chron. 21:14-15). The
power of the angel was such as to have
wiped out a whole city. In the Book of
Acts we are told that when King Herod
accepted the accolade of those who
proclaimed him to be a god, "immedi
ately an angel of the Lord smote him,
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because he did not give God the glory"
(Acts 12:23). In the Book of Revelation
angels are portrayed variously as pow
erful beings; e.g., a "rnightye ' angel"
(10: I); an "angel who has power over
fire" (14:18); and several angels who, in
turn, pour out bowls of God's wrath
that wreak devastation upon man and
the earth (ch. 16). While angels-it
bears repeating-are not omnipotent,
they are able to wield great power.

Angels may also exercise their power
to give strength to one in need. In the
story of Daniel, we read, "one having
the appearance of a man [i.e., an angel]
touched me and strengthened me"
(Dan. 10:18). Similarly, about Jesus
Himself in Gethsemane praying in ago
ny concerning the Father's will, it is
written that "there appeared to him an
angel from heaven, strengthening him"
(Luke 22:43). This latter is an especially
dramatic and revealing picture, namely,
that an angel gave strength to the Son of
God in His profound travail of soul.

G. Angels Are Immortal

A final brief word on the nature of
angels: they are immortal. This does not
mean that they are eternal, for they are
God's creatures. They came into being
(as we have discussed) at some time in
the past. However, once the angels
have been made by God, they will
never cease to exist.

One statement of Jesus is particularly
significant in this regard. He says of
those who rise from the dead that
"neither can they die any more, for
they are like angels, and are sons of
God, being sons of the resurrection"
(Luke 20:36 NAsa). Although Jesus'
statement directly focuses on the fact
that believers will not die after the
coming resurrection, He speaks of this
as a likeness to angels. Hence, angels
do not die; they are immortal.

Since angels are "spirits," it follows
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62 As.we will discus~ i.n the next chapter, "Man," this is also true of human spirits. The
body dies, but the spmt does not. The spirit in man likewise is immortal

63 "Myriads upon myriads" (NASB. NEB). .
64'Thousands upon thousands" (NIV), "innumerable" (RSV). The Greek word myrias

me6~ns "a very large number, not exactly defined" (BAGD).
. N?netheless there hav~ been attempts to calculate the number of angels, especially in

the ~lIddle Ages. Note this statement: "Since the quantity [of angels] ... was fixed at
creation, the aggregate must be f~irly constant. An exact figure-301, 655, 722-was arrived
at by f~urteenth centu:y Cabahs~s,', who employed the device of 'calculating words into
numbers and numbers into words (Gustav Davidson A Dictionary of Angels xxi) This
attempt p b bl ik '. ,.. . roo a y ~tn es us as amusing, even ridiculous; but, even more than that, it was
qu~~e ml,~gU1ded;,since the Scriptures do not give or intend to give that kind of information.
c By orders I do not necessa:i1y 1l!ean "ranks." I will touch on the matter of a possible
elestlal.hierarchy later, but at this pomt my only concern is to reflect on the biblical data

concerrnng classes or orders, regardless of possible rank.

67See Genesis 18 where one of the "three men" soon spoke as the Lord. Thereafter, two
of the men went onto Sodom while Abraham talked with the other, now designated as "the
LORD." In another story Jacob declared first how "the angel of God" spoke to him in a
dream (31:11), and added that the angel said, "I am the God of Bethel" (31:13). In the Book
of Judges we read that on one occasion the angel of the LORD said, "I will never break my
covenant with you" (2:I), thus identifying the angel with the Lord who had made the
covenant. Similarly in the story about Gideon' 'the angel of the LORD came and sat un~er the
oak" to talk with Gideon. Shortly after that the text reads, "And the LORD turned to him and
said ... " (Judg. 6:11, 14). See also 2 Samuel 14:20 where "the angel of <;l0d" is said to
have such wisdom as "to know all things that are on the earth," and Zechanah 12:8, where
"God" and "the angel of the LORD" are immediately linked together.

68 Theophany means "appearance of God." .
691 like the words in Isaiah 63:9, where the prophet says, "The angel of hIS presence

saved them." That expression beautifully combines the two aspects: an angel but also God's
presence. .. .

700ne could speak of these as temporary visits by the Second Person of the Trinity pnor
to His coming in human flesh.

71See Matthew 1:20,2:13,19; 28:2; Luke 1:11; 2:9; John 5:4; Acts 5:19; 8:26; 12:7, 23;
Galatians 4:14. d "

72Arche in Greek means "first": "the first persons or thing in a series, the lea er
(Thayer). We have already observed that archai = may be translated "rulers." An archangel
is therefore a chief, a ruler, even a prince of angels.
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that they do not experience death.s'
Angels may experience judgment (as in
the case of fallen angels) but not death.
Angels will live forever.

III. NUMBER AND VARIETY

We come now to some external mat
ters. To put it simply in question form:
How many and what kinds of angels are
there?

In speaking to the first, it is apparent
from Scripture that there are great
numbers of angels. There is, of course,
a limit, for angels are finite beings;
nonetheless, their number is very large.
A few Scriptures will illustrate this,
beginning with the words of Moses in
Deuteronomy 33:2-"The LORD came
from Sinai, and dawned from Seir upon
us ... he came from [or "with" NIV]
the ten thousands of holy ones." In a
vision Daniel beheld "the Ancient of
Days" on His throne and declared,
"Thousands upon thousands attended
him; ten thousand times ten thousands:
stood before him" (Dan. 7:9-10 NIV).
Those who attend Him are undoubtedly
angelic beings, and the number is vast.
The writer to the Hebrews says that in
worship "you have come to Mount
Zion and to the city of the living God,
the heavenly Jerusalem, and to myr
iads-- of angels" (Heb. 12:22 NASB). In
the magnificent heavenly scene of the
Lamb beside the throne that John de
scribes in Revelation, he declares, "I

looked, and I heard around the throne
and the living creatures and the elders
the voice of many angels, numbering
myriads of myriads and thousands of
thousands, saying with a loud voice,
'Worthy is the Lamb'" (5:11-12). This
statement about myriads of myriads and
thousands of thousands vividly demon
strates the vast number of angels: It
seems incalculable.o

Now let us move on to the second
question about variety. By the word
variety I intend to deal with the matter
of special designations or different or
dersse of angels. This, it should be said
at the outset, is a difficult area, but I
will seek under the Spirit's guidance to
apprehend the scriptural witness.

First, let us look into the matter of
"the angel of the Lord." This is a
recurring expression in the Bible, some
times also "the angel of God" or "my
angel." As it is used in the Old Testa
ment, the phrase "the angel of the
Lord" clearly refers to a particular
angel- "the angel" -who is never fur
ther named but who seems often almost
identical with the Lord Himself. The
first reference to "angel of the Lord" is
in the story of Hagar's fleeing from
Sarah: "The angel of the LORD found
her by a spring of water." Then the
angel said to her, "I will so greatly
multiply your descendants that they
cannot be numbered for multitude."
Whereas the angel said this, he spoke as

God would speak. Is this only an angel?
Indeed, the text proceeds to say that
Hagar "called the name of the LORD
who spoke to her, 'Thou art a God of
seeing'; for she said, 'Have I really seen
God and remained alive after seeing
him?' " (Gen. 16:7, 10, 13). The angel of
the Lord and the Lord here seem indis
tinguishable. Another memorable ex
ample is found in the story of Moses at
the burning bush. First, the Scripture
reads that "the angel of the LORD ap
peared to him in a flame of fire out of
the midst of a bush"; and then that
"Moses hid his face, for he was afraid
to look at God" (Exod. 3:2,6). God and
the angel again seem to be indistinguish
able. There are many other similar
passages.v?

The angel of the Lord, accordingly, is
not only an angel. He is "the angel of
the theophany, "68 in which God ap
peared as an angel. If God Himself was
to appear on the scene, He had to veil
Himself sufficiently (as seen in the
accounts above) for a human being to
be able to bear His presence.v? In that
sense these appearances are all
prefigurements of the later Incarnation
in Jesus Christ. 70 It is significant that
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with the coming of Christ there are no
further identifications of an angel with
God Himself. Indeed, where "angel"
and "Lord" are associated in the New
Testament, it is invariably not "the
angel" but "an angel of the Lord."? I

The reason seems to be apparent: the
angel of the Lord, who is clearly also
more than an angel, has now made His
climactic coming in human flesh.

So in the order of angels "the angel
of the Lord" occupies a unique cate
gory. He is not just a higher angel, or
even the highest: He is the Lord ap
pearing in angelic form. "The angel of
the Lord" is both an angel and a divine
theophany. Now we proceed to con
sider angels who are only angels, and
certain of the designations given them.

First, there are angels spoken of as
archangels. By definition an archangel
is a "chief angel.':» Actually the word
"archangel" is used only twice. Let us
observe these two instances.

One place where the word occurs
is I Thessalonians 4: 16, where Paul
speaks of "the voice of the archangel."
This is in regard to the return of Christ:
"For the Lord himself will come down
from heaven, with a loud command,
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71The Greek phrase is en phone archangelou
74 It·· . . .

. I IdS l.nterestmg that Pope Pius XII in 1951 designated Gabriel as the patron of thosemvo ve m c '. .
mi ht add ommu~lc~tJons-radlO, telephone, telegraphy, and television(!). Surely, one
G t . I ' com~umcatJons need all the help it can get to bring about enlightenment and if

a ne can assrst, we may be duly grateful! '

75The Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox Churches recognize Raphael also as an
archangel. He is spoken of in the apocryphal book of Tobit (a book accepted as canonical by
those churches) as serving to heal Tobit's blindness, to bring about a marriage for his son,
and to bind the demon Asmodeus (Tobit 3:17). Also on one occasion he said, "I am Raphael,
one of the seven holy angels who present the prayers of the saints and enter the presence of
the glory of the holy one" (12:15). Since the apocryphal books are not viewed as canonical
Scripture by Protestants, Raphael is not accorded the same standing as Gabriel and Michael.
Jewish tradition-also accepted in much of the early church-named, in addition to
Gabriel, Michael, and Raphael, also Uriel and Jeremial (both also mentioned in the
Apocrypha), Raguel, and Sariel, thus bringing the number to seven (see Davidson's
Dictionary of Angels, in loco). The number seven has often been viewed as a number of
completeness, and justification for that number in reference to archangels has also been
sought from Tobit 12:15 (above) and from Revelation 8:2, which speaks of "seven angels
who stand before God." The argument-somewhat tenuous-is that such language refers
only to archangels, as, for example Gabriel who (as we noted) said, "I am Gabriel, who
stand in the presence of God."

76This is the plural of cherub. "Cherubims" (KJV) is now viewed as improper English.
Both ..cherubs" and ..cherubim," are correct English; however, because of the popular
image of cherubs as chubby, rosy-cheeked children, "cherubim" is much better!

77 Cherubim are often portrayed in art as having, in addition to large wings, also a human
head and an animal body. However, there is no scriptural support for the latter two details.
Incidentally, in our study of angels thus far this is the first instance in which wings are
mentioned. This suggests that the common picture of all angels as having wings is an
exaggeration of the biblical testimony.

78There is no reference to the number of cherubim. Because of the carved figures of only
two above the mercy seat (which I will mention next), it has often been assumed that there
were two at the entrance to Eden. Indeed, in art work they have often been so depicted.
However, the text in Genesis by no means necessitates a figure of only two.

79Cf. Numbers 7:89.
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with the voice of the archangel" (NIV).

Literally, it is "with a voice of an
archangel,":» thus implying that there
is not only one archangel. The identity
of this archangel is not mentioned,
possibly because the truly important
figure is the Lord Himself. What may
be significant, however, is that it is an
archangel, not simply an angel, whose
voice will be heard at the Lord's return.

It is possible that this archangel is
Gabriel. While we have earlier ob
served that he is called "the angel
Gabriel" in Luke's Gospel, there is no
mention there of Gabriel as an "archan
gel." However, Gabriel speaks of him
self thus: "I am Gabriel, who stand in
the presence of God" (Luke I: 19), a
statement that suggests high position.
Further, it is Gabriel's role to announce
the coming birth of Christ to Mary; it is
his voice that sounds forth: "Hail, a
favored one, the Lord is with you!"
(Luke 1:28). He is the angel of the
Annunciation. Since Gabriel announced
the first coming of Christ, it may well
be-though it cannot be proved-that
he will announce the second coming. If
so, he will twice be the angel of the
Annunciation! This would also mean
that Gabriel is the archangel whose
voice will someday be heard at the
return of Christ.

A further word about Gabriel: in his
Old Testament appearances he came
twice to give Daniel understanding:
"Gabriel, make this man understand
the vision" (8:16), and "Daniel, I have
now come out to give you wisdom and
understanding" (9:22). The angel then
attempted to enlighten Daniel (8: 17-26;
9:23-27). Thus Gabriel is shown to be
an angel of communications and en
lightenment,74 -the role he played

again in the New Testament as he spoke
to Zechariah (about the coming birth of
John the Baptist) and to Mary. So it
seems all the more likely that Gabriel
will fill the role of the archangel whose
voice at the climax of history will be the
ultimate communication and enlighten
ment.

Now let us move on to the other
place where the word "archangel" oc
curs. It is found in Jude 9, and there
reference is made to Michael: "the
archangel Michael." Thus Michael is
the only specifically designated archan
gel in the Bible. This passage speaks of
an occasion "when the archangel Mi
chael, contending with the devil, dis
puted about the body of Moses." Al
though there is no earlier scriptural
record of this dispute, what is sig
nificant is the portrayal of Michael as a
contender. A similar picture of Michael
is set forth in Daniel, where he is
described as "the great prince who has
charge of [Daniel's] people" (12: I).
Earlier Michael was shown to be one
who contended by the side of the Lord
against other princes of Persia and
Greece. Indeed, the messenger of the
Lord said, "There is none who con
tends by my side against these except
Michael, your prince" (10:21). Michael
thus is a warrior prince, the archangel
who contends mightily against foreign
and evil forces. This is shown finally in
Revelation 12:7 where "Michael and his
angels" are depicted as "fighting
against the dragon [Satan]" with the
result that the dragon was thrown out of
heaven. In this critical hour of contend
ing Michael won his greatest battle.

This is as much as can be said about
archangels in the Bible. However, since
Michael is also called "one of the chief

princes" (Dan. 10:13), this has given
rise to the idea that there may be other
"princes" who are also archangels. We
do well, however, to stay within the
boundaries of Scripture.»

Second, there are angels called cher
ubim.l» They are mentioned over
ninety times in the Old Testament and
once in the New. There is no clear
description of their appearance except
for the fact that they are represented as
creatures usually with wings."? In any
event, they are of great splendor and
power in the service of God.

The cherubim are shown to serve
particularly in two ways, the first being
to guard the holiness of God. This is
apparent early in the Book of Genesis,
where we read that after man had
sinned, "He [God] drove out the man;
and at the east of the garden of Eden he
placed the cherubim.u and a flaming
sword which turned every way, to
guard the way to the tree oflife" (3:24).
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The cherubim and the flaming sword
prevented sinful man and woman from
returning to the presence of the holy
God and as sinners from partaking of
eternal life. The cherubim are next
depicted in the Book of Exodus as
carved figures of gold placed at the two
ends of the mercy seat of the ark of the
covenant in the tabernacle. They faced
each other, spreading their wings above
and covering the entire ark (25:18-22).
Thus symbolically the cherubim pro
tected the sacred contents of the ark
(especially the Ten Commandments)
and also provided the setting for God to
speak: "There I will meet with you, and
from above the mercy seat, from be
tween the two cherubim that are upon
the ark of the testimony, I will speak
with you ... "(v. 22).79 Also on the
veil that separated the Holy of Holies
(containing the ark) from the outer Holy
Place of the tabernacle, cherubim were
embroidered (26:31). Thus again the
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XOSee I Samuel 4:4; 2 Samuel 6:2; 2 Kings 19:15; 1 Chronicles 13:6; Psalm 80:1; 99:1.
xI Cf. 2 Samuel 22: II. In this poetical description God's "flying" relates to the wings of

the cherubim whose substratum is that of the wind.
H2These "living creatures" are not specified as cherubim until Ezekiel 10:15.
Xl Even the words in Ezekiel do not claim that the cherubim were four living creatures: it

was their "likeness." Indeed, further on when their four faces are again mentioned, the face
of an ox is omitted and replaced simply by "the face of the cherub" (10: 14). Much later
when Ezekiel is delineating the vision of the temple to come, the cherubim have only two
faces-those of a man and of a young lion (41:18-19). Hence, we are by no means to
understand these as literal descriptions. Since cherubim are spiritual beings (not just
symbols as IS sometimes said), this cannot adequately be portrayed in any fixed manner.

84 Not "seraphims" (as in KJV). "Seraphs" is also a valid plural (as in NIV). (The
designation "seraphs" does not suffer from the distorted imagery of "cherubs!") .

85 Recall that two of the four wings of the cherubim in Ezekiel's vision covered their
bodies, doubtless the same posture of complete humility.

X6L. Berkhofs words in his Systematic Theology, 146.
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cherubim represent guardianship of the
most holy. All of this is later repeated
with some variation in the building of
the temple (see I Kings 6:23-35;
2 Chron. 3:7-14). Ifanything, the cher
ubim of the temple are even more
impressive with a wingspread of fifteen
feet covering an entire wall. Thus
whether at the gateway of Eden, in the
tabernacle, or in the temple, the cheru
bim are seen as guardians of the holy
and also the place of God's holy pres
ence.

The second function of the cherubim
is that of being throne-bearers of God.
The wings of the cherubim seemingly
served as a visible pedestal for God's
invisible throne. God is many times
spoken of as "enthroned upon [or
above] the cherubim. "80 Hence He
speaks from between the cherubim be
cause He is enthroned upon and above
them. Interestingly, the cherubim are
viewed not simply as a fixed pedestal
for God's throne but also as a mobile
one. When David gave Solomon in
structions for the temple, it included a
"plan for the golden chariot of the
cherubim that spread their wings and
covered the ark of the covenant of the
LORD" (l Chron. 28:18). Since the
cherubim represent a moveable chariot,
this signifies that God's throne cannot
be rigidly fixed to any earthly location,
not even the Holy of Holies of the
tabernacle or the temple. In line with
this, the psalmist speaks of God riding
on a cherub: "He rode on a cherub, and
flew; he came swiftly upon the wings of

the wind" (Ps. 18:IO).x, The "golden
chariot of the cherubim" in this poetical
description is by no means affixed to an
earthly place but is ridden by God. The
cherubim accordingly are throne-bear
ers of the holy God wherever He is or
moves.

This picture of God enthroned above
the cherubim becomes all the more
vivid in the vision of Ezekiel. The
cherubim are depicted in "the likeness
of four living creatures" (Ezek. 1:5).x2
They had the form of men, but with four
faces-those of a man, a lion, an ox,
and an eagle-and four wings, two of
which constantly touched each other
while the others covered their bodies.
They moved rapidly to and fro like bolts
of lightning (v. 14). Above the four
living creatures-the cherubim-and
their outstretched wings is the firma
ment, shining like crystal. Above the
firmament is the likeness of a throne,
and above it "the appearance of the
likeness of the glory of the LORD"
(v. 28). From that lofty place above the
cherubim with outstretched wings, God
spoke to the prophet. In this extraordi
nary vision are combined both the ele
ments of mobility-the cherubim mov
ing to and fro-and the awesome sense
of God's presence above them.

It is apparent from the preceding
statements about the cherubim that
they are beings who are very close to
the holy presence of God. Although
they cannot be adequately described.s'
they are clearly protectors of God's
holiness and throne-bearers of His pres-

ence. From between them He may
speak, upon them He may ride, but
above them He is enthroned in majesty
and glory.

Third, there are also angelic beings
called seraphim.v Unlike the cheru
bim, which are mentioned many times
in the Bible, there is only one sure
reference to seraphim, namely, in Isa
iah 6.

In a temple vision of God seated
upon a lofty and exalted throne, Isaiah
also beholds the seraphim: "Above him
stood the seraphim; each had six wings:
with two he covered his face, and with
two he covered his feet, and with two
he flew" (v. 2). Again, as with the
cherubim there is the depiction of
wings; however, the seraphim have six
(rather than four or two). Moreover, the
seraphim stand above God and His
throne; they are not underneath (like
the cherubim) but above.

Next we observe that the seraphims'
wings were being used in an amazing
way. They flew with two wings, and yet
the flying was not movement in any
direction, for the seraphim were stand
ing ("above him stand"), thus hovering
without positional change. Two wings
covered the face in awe before the glory
of the Lord; two wings covered their
feet8 5 in humility before the over
whelming majesty. Then one called to
another: "Holy, holy, holy is the LORD
of hosts; the whole earth is full of his
glory" (v. 3). As the cry went forth, the
very foundations shook and the smoke
of God's holy presence filled the tem
ple.

The seraphim therefore are shown as
beings who before the throne of God
constantly worship Him and declare
His holiness. They also-so the scene
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unfolds-are emissaries of God's for
giveness, for one of the seraphim flew
down to touch Isaiah's mouth and purge
away his sin and guilt (vv. 5-8). The
seraphim are holy beings who are con
cerned that the whole earth be full of
God's holiness and glory.

In comparing the cherubim and sera
phim, it is apparent that though both are
closely related to God and His holiness,
their sphere of activity is not the same.
The cherubim protect the holiness of
God, uphold His throne, and even serve
as His chariot. In that sense they are
servants of God. The seraphim are on a
higher level, even above the throne of
God, and they are constantly declaring
God's holiness and praise, and are ever
ready to do His bidding. They are "the
nobles among the angels. "X6 The cheru
bim and seraphim are like a beautiful
circle around the throne of God, the
bottom half being the cherubim and the
top half the seraphim. Together in per
fect unity, they live to glorify God.

A word may be added about "the
four living creatures" described in Rev
elation 4:6-9. One is "like a lion,"
another "like an ox," another "with the
face of a man," and another "like a
flying eagle." There is obviously a
similarity to the cherubim in Ezekiel's
vision except that in Ezekiel's case
each cherub had four faces-that of a
man, a lion, an ox, and an eagle. In
Revelation, as noted, they are four
distinct creatures. Also these living
creatures, unlike the cherubim but like
the seraphim, have six wings and also,
like the seraphim, sing forth God's
holiness. We read, "And the four living
creatures, each of them with six wings,
are full of eyes all round and within, and
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"' Because of the similarities of the living creatures in Revelation to both cherubim and
seraphim. the question may be raised as to whether the Scriptures are really portraying
distinct angelic personages or rather depicting in symbolic images the service and worship of
God in the heavens. A. H. Strong, for example, speaks of them as "symbolic appearances"
(Systematic The%RY, 449). However, even a symbol (and surely there is symbolic language
especially in the Book of Revelation) does not deny reality but uses figurative speech to
express the otherwise inexpressible: spiritual realities in earthly language. Thus there can be
cherubim, even if the portrayal may be somewhat diverse (e.g., between Exodus and
Ezekiel); there can be seraphim, even if the figures do not fully agree (e.g., between Isaiah
and Revelation). I would change the "can be" to "are" and rejoice to affirm their reality.

""This, then, would make the lists in Colossians 1:16 and Ephesians 1:21 totally
correspond.

"9In the early church by the fourth century. See below.
90 In this verse Paul adds two other evil groupings: world forces (kosmokratoras) and

spiritual forces (pneumatika).
91 Instead of "principalities" as in KJV. RSV. NASH. It is the same Greek word archai,

usually translated "rulers."

92The ranking, however, began higher and included nine groups, in descending order thus:
Seraphim, Cherubim, then came Thrones, Dominions, Principalities (Rulers), Powers
(Authorities), Virtues (Powers), and finally Archangels and Angels. Seraphim and cherubim
were viewed as highest because of their being constantly in relationship to the throne of
God. Thrones by definition were in proximity to God's throne (hence next in order). Then
came the various classification of Dominions, Principalities, and Powers. Strangely,
Archangels were listed along with Angels as lowest in the scale because their lot was only
the service of mankind. It is also interesting to note that since the fourth century the choirs
of angels were reckoned to be nine, ranking all the way from seraphim to "ordinary" angels!

93 A legion equalled six thousand troops.
94 It is obvious that much has already been said or implied in the preceding pages
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day and night they never cease to sing,
'Holy, holy, holy, is the Lord God
Almighty, who was and is and is to
come!'" (v. 8).

The fact that the living creatures of
Revelation surround God's throne
they are not throne-bearers (as are the
cherubim)-and declare His holiness
would suggest that they be identified as
seraphirn.s?

Fourth, there are miscellaneous
classes of angels. As we have observed,
Paul speaks in Colossians 1:16 of the
invisible realm or order as that of
thrones, dominions, rulers, and authori
ties. Further on in Colossians the apos
tle speaks simply of rule and authority:
Christ is "the head of all rule and
authority" (2: 10). The same language is
used in Ephesians 3: 10 (as earlier quot
ed): "the rulers and the authorities in
the heavenly places." Earlier in Ephe
sians Paul spoke about how Christ has
been raised "far above all rule and
authority and power and dominion"
(1:21). Note that in Ephesians 1:21 the
word "power" (dynamis) is also used,
possibly in place of "thrones. "88 The
use of "powers" is also found in
I Peter 3:22, which speaks of "angels,
authorities, and powers subject to him
[Christ]." Powers is often thought of as
a fifth classification.s- Now the above
classifications, while relating to good

angels, are also used by Paul in refer
ence to evil forces-rulers, authorities,
and powers. In Colossians, after twice
speaking affirmatively of rulers and
authorities (see above), he later spoke
of how Christ by His victory "disarmed
the rulers and authorities" (2: 15 NASB).
In his first letter to the Corinthians Paul
wrote of Christ's "destroying every
rule and every authority and power"
(15:24). Regarding the ongoing Chris
tian conflict, Paul says in Ephesians:
"Our struggle is not against flesh and
blood, but against the rulers, against the
authorities" (mv) , "against the world
forces of this darkness, against the
spiritual forces of wickedness in the
heavenly places" (6:12 NASB).90 In Ro
mans Paul assures believers, among
other things, that "neither ... angels
nor rulers''! ... will be able to separate
us from the love of God in Christ Jesus
our Lord" (8:38-39).

It is apparent, therefore, that the
Scriptures are dealing with various
classes of angels-good and bad. Leav
ing aside the forces of evil, we com
ment, first, that the five designations of
thrones, dominions, rulers, authorities,
and powers are not necessarily distinct
categories. As already mentioned,
thrones and powers may be the same.
Second, while all of these are classes
(even if not necessarily clearly distin-

guishable), there is no assured hierarch
ical ordering. The early church indeed
saw a ranking from higher to lower in
the designations of thrones, dominions,
rulers, authorities, and powers,n but
the Scriptures do not clearly teach
such. Probably it is better to view these
five as general classifications without
seeing in them differences of rank or
dignity.

Further, there is really no way of
clearly differentiating between thrones,
dominions, rulers, authorities, and
powers. What is a "throne" in contrast
with a "dominion," a "rule" (or princi
pality) in contrast with an "authority"
(or "power")? Moreover, are these
real1y to be distinguished from other
angelic beings-cherubim, seraphim,
archangels, and angels in general?
There is no assured biblical answer. We
do well simply to recognize thrones,
dominions, rulers, authorities, and
powers as broad, general classifications
of angels.

This does not mean to say that there
is no angelic ranking. An archangel
would surely seem to be higher than an
angel (we may recall "Michael and his
angels"). Also there are "legions of
angels," for Jesus Himself spoke of
such (Matt. 26:53). A legion» of angels,
it may be supposed, would call for a
commanding officer, hence a superior
angel. Indeed, in the Old Testament the
angel appearing to Joshua calls himself
"commander of the army of the LORD"
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(Josh. 5: 14), that is, the army of angels.
He is obviously in a rank above all the
rest. But having said this much, we dare
venture no further, lest we go beyond
Scripture into speculation and fantasy.

One final word in regard to organiza
tion: although there is no clear-cut
delineation of ranks of angels, it is
apparent from Scripture that angels do
form a court or council in relation to
God. The psalmist declares, "For who
in the skies can be compared to the
LORD? Who among the heavenly beings
[or "sons of gods"] is like the LORD. a
God feared in the council of the holy
ones, great and terrible above all that
are round about him?" (89:6-7). "The
holy ones" are unmistakably angels
who form a council about God. Psalm
82: 1 speaks of how "God has taken his
place in the divine council." In another
relevant passage the prophet Micaiah
declared, "I saw the LORD sitting on his
throne, and al1 the host of heaven
standing on his right hand and on his
left" (2 Chron. 18:18). There was then
a conversation between God and those
around Him about a course of action to
be taken. The right hand and the left
here suggest some kind of organization,
but the most relevant matter is that
"the host of heaven," the angels, form
a council in relation to Almighty God.

IV. THE ACTIVITIES OF ANGELS

As we begin an orderly reflection on
the activities of angels.v- it is important
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regarding the activities of angels. Here we will seek to draw some of this together as well as
cover additional ground.

95Recall our earlier discussion of these as probably seraphim, pp. 185-86.
96The <;Jreek word is diategeis. This is the same word as in Acts 7:53; hence "delivered"

~ould again be the translation here. The NIV reads "put into effect." "Ordained" (KJV. RSV)
IS less satisfactory.

97This is not directly stated in either Exodus or Deuteronomy when the law was given to
~~s.e~: However, such may be.implied in Moses' final blessing as recorded in Deuteronomy
3.2. The LORD came from ~mat, and rose up from Seir unto them; he shined forth from

mount Paran, and he came With ten thousands of saints [= holy ones or angels]: from his

right hand went a fiery Jaw for them" (KJV). The holy ones or angels were involved in the
going forth of the "fiery law."

98 As mentioned early in this chapter, "angel" basically means "messenger."
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to emphasize at the outset that angels
function always in relation to God. In a
real sense they have no independent
activity, but are invariably portrayed as
functioning in the presence of God or
on some mission from Him. Let us now
consider some of their activities.

A. Praise and Worship

The primary activity of angels is the
praise and worship of Almighty God.
There could be no more beautiful pic
ture of angelic praise than that found in
Revelation 5: 11-12:

Then I looked, and I heard around the
throne and the living creatures and the
elders the voice of many angels, number
ing myriads and thousands of thousands,
saying with a loud voice, "Worthy is the
Lamb who was slain, to receive power
and wealth and wisdom and might and
honor and glory and blessing!

Similarly we read in Revelation 7:It,
"And all the angels stood round the
throne and round the elders and the
four living creatures, and they fell on
their faces before the throne, and wor
shiped God." Looking back to Revela
tion 4:8, we are told that worship goes
on night and day: "And the four living
creatures'" ... day and night ... never
cease to sing, 'Holy, holy, holy, is the
Lord God Almighty.' " The magnificent
worship of God by myriads of angels,
their profound reverence before the
throne of God as they fall on their faces
to worship Him, the never-ending
praise of His holiness and majesty
this is what angels primarily do.

Hence when the psalmist cried out,
"Bless the LORD. a you his angels"
(103:20) or 'Praise the LORD from the
heavens, praise him in the heights!
Praise him, all his angels, praise him, all
his host!" (148:1-2), he was by no
means asking the angels to do some
thing (namely, bless and praise the
Lord) that they were not already doing
or needed to be encouraged to do.
Rather, the psalmist was rejoicing in
their praise and proclaiming it to all the
world.

It is good and inspiring to know that
the praise and worship of God is always
going on. Even if there were not a
person on earth or a saint in heaven to
praise God, it would still be happening!
But far more than that, it is a joy to
realize that when we do praise God, we
are by no means doing so alone. We
unite with the choirs of heaven in a
praise and glorification of God that is
utterly beyond all description. Praise ye
the Lord!

B. Communication

Angels were active in the communi
cation of God's word-His truth, His
message. According to the New Testa
ment, the law of God was communicat
ed through angels. Stephen spoke of
"the law as delivered by angels" (Acts
7:53), Paul of the law as "prornulgat
ed"96 through angels (Gal. 3:19 NEB),
the writer of Hebrews of the law as
"the word spoken through angels" (2:2
NASB). Hence the angels were involved
at Mount Sinai in the communication of
the Law.97 As we have previously

observed, there was communication by
"the angel of the LORD" with Hagar,
the "three men" with Abraham, and
the "commander of the army of the
LORD" with Joshua. Other similar in
stances could be recalled.

This communication sometimes was
a matter of interpretation. Particularly
was this the case for Daniel to whom
Gabriel interpreted the meaning of vi
sions: "Behold, I will make known to
you what shall be at the latter end ... "
(Dan. 8:19) and "consider the word and
understand the vision" (9:23). In
Zechariah there is not only conversa
tion (which I earlier commented on)
between the prophet and the angel but
also an accompanying interpretation
(Zech. 1-6). The Book of Revelation is
"the revelation of Jesus Christ" (I: I),
but it was imparted through an angel:
"He [Christ] made it known by sending
his angel to his servant John" (I: 1).
Hence, the revelation that follows was
made known and often interpreted
(even when the text does not spe
cifically say so) by an angel.

The communication may basically
have been an announcement. The angel
of the Lord appeared LO Abraham who
was about to sacrifice his son Isaac, and
he told Abraham to stay his hand be
cause, he said, "I know that you fear
God, seeing you have not withheld your
son" (Gen. 22:12). In another situation
the angel appeared to a barren woman,
wife of Manoah, and said, "Behold,
you are barren and have no children;
but you shall conceive and bear a son"
(Judg. 13:3). Quite similar were the
appearances of Gabriel to Zechariah
and Mary (as we have discussed), each
time to announce the birth ofa son. Nor
should we overlook the appearance of
an angel to Joseph in a dream saying,
"Joseph, son of David, do not fear to
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take Mary your wife, for that which is
conceived in her is of the Holy Spirit"
(Matt. 1:20). Also, it was by angelic
announcement- "he has risen" (Matt.
28:6)-that the women at the tomb
were apprised of Jesus' resurrection.
Some weeks later, immediately after
the ascension of Christ, two angels told
the apostles, "This Jesus ... will come
in the same way you saw him go into
heaven" (Acts 1:11). In these and many
other instances, angels conveyed an
nouncements from God.

Again, the communication was some
times in the simple form of a direction.
Elijah was told by the angel of the Lord,
"Arise, go up to meet the messengers
of the king of Samaria" (2 Kings 1:3).
An angel said to Joseph again in a
dream, "Rise, take the child and his
mother, and flee to Egypt" (Matt. 2:13).
An angel spoke to the apostles, "Go
and stand in the temple and speak to the
people all the words of this Life" (Acts
5:20); to Philip the evangelist, "Rise
and go toward the south to the road that
goes down from Jerusalem to Gaza"
(8:26); and to Cornelius in a vision,
"And now send men to Joppa, and
bring one Simon who is called Peter"
(10:5). Also an angel said to Paul, "Do
not be afraid, Paul; you must stand
before Caesar" (27:24). All these were
simply communications pointing the di
rection (in Paul's case confirming it)
that one was to take.

The role of communication clearly is
important in the activity of an angel. A
communicator is a messenger.?"
whether to interpret, announce, or
point the way. The angel comes to
speak from God.

C. Ministry

A central role of angels is that of
ministering to the needs of God's peo-
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'7 Because of the similarities of the living creatures in Revelation to both cherubim and
seraphim, th~ question may be raised as to whether the Scriptures are really portraying
distinct angelic personages or rather depicting in symbolic images the service and worship of
God III the heavens. A. H. Strong, for example, speaks of them as "symbolic appearances"
(Syst~mati~' Theology, 449). However, even a symbol (and surely there is symbolic language
especially III the Book of Revelation) does not deny reality but uses figurative speech to
express the otherwise inexpressible: spiritual realities in earthly language. Thus there can be
cher~bim, even if the portrayal may be somewhat diverse (e.g., between Exodus and
Ezekiel); there can be seraphim. even if the figures do not fully agree (e.g.. between Isaiah
and Revelation). I would change the "can be" to "are" and rejoice to affirm their reality.

'" This, then, would make the lists in Colossians I: 16 and Ephesians I:21 totally
correspond.

891n the early church by the fourth century. See below.
.9~ In this verse Paul adds two other evil groupings: world forces (kosmokratoras) and

spiritual forces (pneumatika).
911nstead of "principalities" as in KJV, RSV, NASB. It is the same Greek word archai,

usually translated "rulers."
187

92The ranking, however, began higher and included nine groups, in descending order thus:
Seraphim, Cherubim, then came Thrones, Dominions, Principalities (~ulers), Powers
(Authorities), Virtues (Powers), and finally Archangels and Angels. Seraphim and cherubim
were viewed as highest because of their being constantly in relationship to the throne of
God. Thrones by definition were in proximity to God's throne (hence next in order). Then
came the various classification of Dominions, Principalities, and Powers. Strangely,
Archangels were listed along with Angels as lowest in the scale because their lot was only
the service of mankind. It is also interesting to note that since the fourth century the choirs
of angels were reckoned to be nine, ranking all the way from seraphim to "ordinary" angels!

93 A legion equalled six thousand troops.
94 It is obvious that much has already been said or implied in the preceding pages
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day and night they never cease to sing,
'Holy, holy, holy, is the Lord God
Almighty, who was and is and is to
come!'" (v. 8).

The fact that the living creatures of
Revelation surround God's throne
they are not throne-bearers (as are the
cherubim)-and declare His holiness
would suggest that they be identified as
seraphim.s?

Fourth, there are miscellaneous
classes of angels. As we have observed,
Paul speaks in Colossians I: 16 of the
invisible realm or order as that of
thrones, dominions, rulers, and authori
ties. Further on in Colossians the apos
tle speaks simply of rule and authority:
Christ is "the head of alI rule and
authority" (2: 10). The same language is
used in Ephesians 3: 10 (as earlier quot
ed): "the rulers and the authorities in
the heavenly places." Earlier in Ephe
sians Paul spoke about how Christ has
been raised "far above all rule and
authority and power and dominion"
(I :21). Note that in Ephesians I :21 the
word "power" (dynamis) is also used,
possibly in place of "thrones. "88 The
use of "powers" is also found in
I Peter 3:22, which speaks of "angels,
authorities, and powers subject to him
[Christ]." Powers is often thought of as
a fifth classification.w Now the above
classifications, while relating to good

angels, are also used by Paul in refer
ence to evil forces-rulers, authorities,
and powers. In Colossians, after twice
speaking affirmatively of rulers and
authorities (see above), he later spoke
of how Christ by His victory "disarmed
the rulers and authorities" (2: 15 NASB).
In his first letter to the Corinthians Paul
wrote of Christ's "destroying every
rule and every authority and power"
(15:24). Regarding the ongoing Chris
tian conflict, Paul says in Ephesians:
"Our struggle is not against flesh and
blood, but against the rulers, against the
authorities" (NIV), "against the world
forces of this darkness, against the
spiritual forces of wickedness in the
heavenly places" (6: 12 NASB).90 In Ro
mans Paul assures believers, among
other things, that "neither ... angels
nor rulers": ... will be able to separate
us from the love of God in Christ Jesus
our Lord" (8:38-39).

It is apparent, therefore, that the
Scriptures are dealing with various
classes of angels-good and bad. Leav
ing aside the forces of evil, we com
ment, first, that the five designations of
thrones, dominions, rulers, authorities,
and powers are not necessarily distinct
categories. As already mentioned,
thrones and powers may be the same.
Second, while all of these are classes
(even if not necessarily clearly distin-

guishable), there is no assured hierarch
ical ordering. The early church indeed
saw a ranking from higher to lower in
the designations of thrones, dominions,
rulers, authorities, and powers ,"? but
the Scriptures do not clearly teach
such. Probably it is better to view these
five as general classifications without
seeing in them differences of rank or
dignity.

Further, there is realIy no way of
clearly differentiating between thrones,
dominions, rulers, authorities, and
powers. What is a "throne" in contrast
with a "dominion," a "rule" (or princi
pality) in contrast with an "authority"
(or "power")? Moreover, are these
realIy to be distinguished from other
angelic beings-cherubim, seraphim,
archangels, and angels in general?
There is no assured biblical answer. We
do well simply to recognize thrones,
dominions, rulers, authorities, and
powers as broad, general classifications
of angels.

This does not mean to say that there
is no angelic ranking. An archangel
would surely seem to be higher than an
angel (we may recall "Michael and his
angels"). Also there are "legions of
angels," for Jesus Himself spoke of
such (Matt. 26:53). A legiorr" of angels,
it may be supposed, would call for a
commanding officer, hence a superior
angel. Indeed, in the Old Testament the
angel appearing to Joshua calls himself
"commander of the army of the LORD"
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(Josh. 5: 14), that is, the army of angels.
He is obviously in a rank above alI the
rest. But having said this much, we dare
venture no further, lest we go beyond
Scripture into speculation and fantasy.

One final word in regard to organiza
tion: although there is no clear-cut
delineation of ranks of angels, it is
apparent from Scripture that angels do
form a court or council in relation to
God. The psalmist declares, "For who
in the skies can be compared to the
LORD? Who among the heavenly beings
[or "sons of gods"] is like the LORD, a
God feared in the council of the holy
ones, great and terrible above alI that
are round about him?" (89:6-7). "The
holy ones" are unmistakably angels
who form a council about God. Psalm
82: I speaks of how "God has taken his
place in the divine council." In another
relevant passage the prophet Micaiah
declared, "I saw the LORD sitting on his
throne, and all the host of heaven
standing on his right hand and on his
left" (2 Chron. 18:18). There was then
a conversation between God and those
around Him about a course of action to
be taken. The right hand and the left
here suggest some kind of organization,
but the most relevant matter is that
"the host of heaven," the angels, form
a council in relation to Almighty God.

IV. THE ACTIVITIES OF ANGELS

As we begin an orderly reflection on
the activities of angels.v- it is important
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regarding the activities of angels. Here we will seek to draw some of this together as well as
cover additional ground.

9\Recall our earlier discussion of these as probably seraphim, pp. 185-86.
96The <?reek word is diategeis. This is the same word as in Acts 7:53; hence "delivered"

~ould agau.1 be the translation here. The NIV reads "put into effect." "Ordained" (KJV, RSV)
IS less satisfactory.

97This is not directly stated in either Exodus or Deuteronomy when the law was given to
M~s~~: However, such may be implied in Moses' final blessing as recorded in Deuteronomy
33.2. The LORD came from Sinai, and rose up from Seir unto them; he shined forth from
mount Paran, and he came with ten thousands of saints [=0 holy ones or angels]: from his

right hand went a fiery law for them" (KJV). The holy ones or angels were involved in the
going forth of the "fiery law."

9R As mentioned early in this chapter, "angel" basically means "messenger."
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to emphasize at the outset that angels
function always in relation to God. In a
real sense they have no independent
activity, but are invariably portrayed as
functioning in the presence of God or
on some mission from Him. Let us now
consider some of their activities.

A. Praise and Worship

The primary activity of angels is the
praise and worship of Almighty God.
There could be no more beautiful pic
ture of angelic praise than that found in
Revelation 5:11-12:

Then I looked, and I heard around the
throne and the living creatures and the
elders the voice of many angels, number
ing myriads and thousands of thousands,
saying with a loud voice, "Worthy is the
Lamb who was slain, to receive power
and wealth and wisdom and might and
honor and glory and blessing!

Similarly we read in Revelation 7:11,
"And all the angels stood round the
throne and round the elders and the
four living creatures, and they fell on
their faces before the throne, and wor
shiped God." Looking back to Revela
tion 4:8, we are told that worship goes
on night and day: "And the four living
creaturess> ... day and night ... never
cease to sing, 'Holy, holy, holy, is the
Lord God Almighty.' " The magnificent
worship of God by myriads of angels,
their profound reverence before the
throne of God as they fall on their faces
to worship Him, the never-ending
praise of His holiness and majesty
this is what angels primarily do.

Hence when the psalmist cried out,
"Bless the LORD, a you his angels"
(103:20) or 'Praise the LORD from the
heavens, praise him in the heights!
Praise him, all his angels, praise him, all
his host!" (148:1-2), he was by no
means asking the angels to do some
thing (namely, bless and praise the
Lord) that they were not already doing
or needed to be encouraged to do.
Rather, the psalmist was rejoicing in
their praise and proclaiming it to all the
world.

It is good and inspiring to know that
the praise and worship of God is always
going on. Even if there were not a
person on earth or a saint in heaven to
praise God, it would still be happening!
But far more than that, it is a joy to
realize that when we do praise God, we
are by no means doing so alone. We
unite with the choirs of heaven in a
praise and glorification of God that is
utterly beyond all description. Praise ye
the Lord!

B. Communication

Angels were active in the communi
cation of God's word-His truth, His
message. According to the New Testa
ment, the law of God was communicat
ed through angels. Stephen spoke of
"the law as delivered by angels" (Acts
7:53), Paul of the law as "promulgat
ed"96 through angels (Gal. 3:19 NEB),

the writer of Hebrews of the law as
"the word spoken through angels" (2:2
NASB). Hence the angels were involved
at Mount Sinai in the communication of
the Law. 97 As we have previously

ohserved. there was communication by
"the angel of the LORD" with Hagar,
the "three men" with Abraham, and
the "commander of the army of the
LORD" with Joshua. Other similar in
stances could be recalled.

This communication sometimes was
a matter of interpretation. Particularly
was this the case for Daniel to whom
Gabriel interpreted the meaning of vi
sions: "Behold, I will make known to
you what shall be at the latter end . . . "
(Dan. 8:19) and "consider the word and
understand the vision" (9:23). In
Zechariah there is not only conversa
tion (which I earlier commented on)
between the prophet and the angel but
also an accompanying interpretation
(Zech. 1-6). The Book of Revelation is
"the revelation of Jesus Christ" (I: I),
but it was imparted through an angel:
"He [Christ] made it known by sending
his angel to his servant John" (I: 1).
Hence, the revelation that follows was
made known and often interpreted
(even when the text does not spe
cifically say so) by an angel.

The communication may basically
have been an announcement. The angel
of the Lord appeared to Abraham who
was about to sacrifice his son Isaac, and
he told Abraham to stay his hand be
cause, he said, "I know that you fear
God, seeing you have not withheld your
son" (Gen. 22:12). In another situation
the angel appeared to a barren woman,
wife of Manoah, and said, "Behold,
you are barren and have no children;
but you shall conceive and bear a son"
(Judg, 13:3). Quite similar were the
appearances of Gabriel to Zechariah
and Mary (as we have discussed), each
time to announce the birth of a son. Nor
should we overlook the appearance of
an angel to Joseph in a dream saying,
"Joseph, son of David, do not fear to
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take Mary your wife, for that which is
conceived in her is of the Holy Spirit"
(Matt. I :20). Also, it was by angelic
announcement- "he has risen" (Matt.
28:6)-that the women at the tomb
were apprised of Jesus' resurrection.
Some weeks later, immediately after
the ascension of Christ, two angels told
the apostles, "This Jesus ... will come
in the same way you saw him go into
heaven" (Acts I: II). In these and many
other instances, angels conveyed an
nouncements from God.

Again, the communication was some
times in the simple form of a direction.
Elijah was told by the angel of the Lord,
"Arise, go up to meet the messengers
of the king of Samaria" (2 Kings 1:3).
An angel said to Joseph again in a
dream, "Rise, take the child and his
mother, and flee to Egypt" (Matt. 2:13).
An angel spoke to the apostles, "Go
and stand in the temple and speak to the
people all the words of this Life" (Acts
5:20); to Philip the evangelist, "Rise
and go toward the south to the road that
goes down from Jerusalem to Gaza"
(8:26); and to Cornelius in a vision,
"And now send men to Joppa, and
bring one Simon who is called Peter"
(10:5). Also an angel said to Paul, "Do
not be afraid, Paul; you must stand
before Caesar" (27:24). All these were
simply communications pointing the di
rection (in Paul's case confirming it)
that one was to take.

The role of communication clearly is
important in the activity of an angel. A
communicator is a messenger.vs
whether to interpret, announce, or
point the way. The angel comes to
speak from God.

C. Ministry

A central role of angels is that of
ministering to the needs of God's peo-
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99Recall the earlier discussion of this under "Aspects" of Providence, pages 118-21.
IOOCf. also Exodus 32:34; 33:2; Numbers 20:16.
101 In the matter of protection I might also have cited the story about Elisha and his

servant in a village surrounded by horses and chariots of the Syrian army. God opened the
eyes of the servant to see what Elisha could also see: "Behold, the mountain was full of
horses and chariots of fire round about Elisha" (2 Kings 6:17). Although the word "angel"
is not used, it is apparent that these were angelic hosts.

102 A frequent interpretation in the past has been that of viewing "these little ones" as
children particularly in light of the earlier statement in Matthew 18:5-6 where "child" and
"these littles ones" are in close proximity. However, the expression "these little ones" as
earlier used in Matthew 10:42-"And whoever gives to one of these little ones even a cup of
cold water because he is a disciple, truly, I say to you, he shall not lose his reward" -refers
unmistakably to a disciple, not a child. Note also the parallel in Mark 9:41-"For truly, I
say to you, whoever gives you a cup of water to drink because you bear the name of Christ,
will by no means lose his reward"-where "these little ones" is not used, and reference is
clearly made to one who bears the name of Christ. "These little ones" is found in Mark 9:42,
but again it is apparent that they are believers, not children: "Whoever causes one of these
little ones who believe in me to sin.... " Cf. also Luke 17:2. Another comment: some have
seen, particularly in light of Luke 17:2,a distinction between the "disciples" to whom Jesus
spoke and "these little ones" about whom He spoke. This would suggest that the "little
ones" are the humbler or weaker among the disciples (so I. H. Marshall, Commentary on
Luke, NIGTC, in loco: "The insignificant and weaker members of this group of disciples are
meant here"). I do not think this is likely, especially when viewed in relation to other similar
passages (as mentioned). "Little ones" are those who "bear the name of Christ." I agree
with O. Michel in his article on mikros (TDNT, 4:651), that "these little ones" refers "to
people who are present without disparagement, and without having children in view."

101While Matthew 18:10 does not directly say this, it would seem to be implied; "their
angels" would suggest such.

'04Matthew 18:10, however, does not specify individual guardian angels; it is "their
angels" (not "his angel"). Psalm 91:12, as quoted before, reads: "they will bear you up."
This does not rule out the possibility of individual guardian angels, as Acts 12: 15 may
suggest: "They [the disciples] said, 'It is his [Peter's] angel!' " Acts 12: 15 is disputed by
some as a valid support text for individual guardian angels, since it was both a statement
made in excitement (see the background: Acts 12:6-14) and was factually not true: it was
Peter himself. The important matter, after all, is that Jesus' disciples did have angels,
whether one or many!
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pie. Angels are spoken of in Hebrews as
"ministering spirits, sent out to render
service for the sake of those who will
inherit salvation" (I: 14 NASH). They
surely do not have the role of bringing
about salvation, but in this passage they
are said to be sent forth by God to
minister to the heirs of salvation.

We may view the ministry of angels
first of all as that of consoling and
strengthening. An early and beautiful
picture of consolation is found in the
story of Hagar and her young son,
Ishmael. Hagar in the wilderness with
her son ran out of water, and the boy,
about to perish, began to cry. Hagar
also wept, not wanting to see the boy's
death. But the angel of the Lord came
to console her, saying "Fear not; for
God has heard the voice of the lad
... " (Gen. 21:17), and Hagar's eyes
were opened to see a well of water. A
similar picture of consolation and suc
cor occurred when Elijah was utterly
fatigued and asked the Lord to take
away his life. As he slept, "an angel
touched him, and said to him, 'Arise
and eat' "(I Kings 19:5) and thereupon
provided food for a long journey ahead.

In Jesus' own life there was also a
similar ministry of consoling and
strengthening by angels. Two instances
are recounted in the Gospels. Jesus had
fasted for forty days in the wilderness
and gone through severe temptations by
the devil. Finally, "the devil left him,
and behold, angels came and ministered
to him" (Matt. 4: II). It is not said how
the angels ministered, but we may be
sure they provided just that consolation
and strength the Lord needed after
those many trying days. Again, immedi
ately after Jesus in the Garden of Geth-

semane had prayed earnestly, "Father,
if thou art willing, remove this cup from
me; nevertheless not my will, but thine,
be done," the Scripture reads: "And
there appeared to him an angel from
heaven, strengthening him" (Luke
22:42-43). Truly, this is another mov
ing picture of angelic ministry.

In none of these cases were angels
mediators of God's general providence
wherein God Himself upholds and
maintains His creation and His crea
tures."? These are rather instances of
God's special providence in which He
made use of His angels for particular
purposes. God, to be sure, is ultimately
the One who consoles and strengthens,
but He may-and in the instances cited
did-work through the instrumentality
of His angelic messengers.

The ministry of angels is also of
protection and deliverance. As Israel
prepared to move on from Mount Sinai,
God said, "Behold, I send an angel
before you, to guard you on the way
and to bring you to the place which I
have prepared" (Exod. 23:20).100 Thus
protection and deliverance were as
sured by an angel's presence. Daniel
was thrown into the lion's den, but was
delivered by an angel: "My God sent
his angel and shut the lions' mouths"
(Dan. 6:22).101 On the occasion of the
apostles' first arrest and imprisonment,
an angel delivered them: "At night an
angel of the Lord opened the prison
doors and brought them out" (Acts
5:19). At a later time Peter himself was
asleep at night in prison, bound with
chains between two soldiers with sen
tries guarding the door, when "behold,
an angel of the Lord appeared, and a
light shone in the cell . .. and the

chains fell off his [Peter's] hands."
Peter then followed the angel past the
guards. The iron gate of the city opened
of itself so Peter could enter. When
Peter fully realized what had happened,
he said, "Now I am sure that the Lord
has sent his angel and rescued me from
the hand of Herod ... " (Acts 12:7,
11).

In this whole matter of protection and
deliverance, two passages in the Psalms
stand out markedly. In regard to protec
tion: "He will give his angels charge of
you to guard you in all your ways. On
their hands they will bear you up, lest
you dash your foot against a stone"
(91:11-12). In regard to deliverance:
"The angel of the LORD encamps around
those who fear him, and delivers them"
(34:7). These words are marvelous as
surances of the ministry of angels in
varied life situations that may be
fraught with danger.

Also we must surely add the words of
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Jesus about angels in relation to "little
ones": "See that you do not despise
one of these little ones; for I tell you
that in heaven their angels always be
hold the face of my Father who is in
heaven" (Matt. 18: to). "These little
ones" appear to be Jesus' disciples.rvs
They have angels ("their angels"),
probably guardian angels'v ' (in line
with Psalms 34 and 91), or possibly
individual ones.iv- who have a special
relation to God, continually beholding
His face. This is truly a beautiful pic
ture: angels who ever behold God in
His glory are the angels of believers! To
realize this is to be all the more assured
of their God-reflecting, God-directed
personal care and protection.

In summary, the ministry of angels to
believers in terms of consolation and
strength, of protection and deliverance,
is much to be rejoiced in. This does not
mean, however, that we are to look to
angels for their aid, and surely not to
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I05Charies Hodge puts it well: "The people of God ... may rejoice in the assurance that
these holy beings encamp round about them; defending them day and night from unseen
enemies and unapprehended dangers. At the same time they must not come between us and
God. We are not to look to them or invoke their aid. They are in the hands of God and
exercise his will; He uses them as he does the wind and lightning" (Systematic Theology,
1:642).

106 Lord Byron's poem' The Destruction of Sennacherib" vividly depicts this judgment.
After speaking of how the Assyrian host "lay withered and strewn." Byron writes:

For the Angel of Death spread his wings on the blast,
And breathed in the face of the foe as he passed;
And the eyes of the sleepers waxed deadly and chill,
And their hearts but once heaved, and forever grew still!

I07These are the opening words of Psalm 91.
'08BiIly Graham in his book Angels: God's Secret Agents writes: "Angels, whether

noticed by men or not, are active in our twentieth-century world. Are we aware of them?"
(p. 158). It is not a question of their presence and activity, but of our awareness.

I09The NIV translates this statement thus: "You have come to thousands upon thousands
of angels in joyful assembly."

IloThe New Testament strongly emphasizes hospitality, e.g., Romans 12:13-"Contrib
ute to the needs of the saints, practice hospitality [literally, "pursuing hospitality"]";

RENEWAL THEOLOGY

pray to them (there is utterly no biblical
example of this). We are to look only to
God, who as He wills makes angels
'"ministering spirits" to the heirs of
salvation.l'"

D. Execution of Divine Judgment

Another important activity of angels
in the Scriptures is that of executing
judgment upon evil. God may execute
judgment directly, but often it is
through the agency of His angels.

This execution of judgment was at
times against Israel itself because of sin
and evil. We earlier observed how God
sent an angel "to Jerusalem to destroy
it." Although God did check the an
gel- "It is enough; now stay your
hand" (1 Chron. 21:15)-the relevant
point is that an angel was called upon to
execute God's judgment. The judgment
was sometimes against Israel's foes:
"And that night the angel of the LORD
went forth, and slew a hundred and
eighty-five thousand in the camp of the
Assyrians" (2 Kings 19:35). The Scrip
ture does not say how they were slain,
but again the relevant matter is that an
angel of God executed the judgment.tv
In the New Testament an angel struck
down King Herod in his vainglory: "an
angel of the Lord smote him" (Acts
12:23). These are all instances of God's
past judgments in which He made use
of angels to execute His judgment.

Also the Scriptures affirm that at the
consummation of history angels will be
active in judgment. Jesus declares con-

cerning "the close of the age" that "the
Son of man will send his angels, and
they will gather out of his kingdom all
causes of sin and all evildoers, and
throw them into the furnace of fire"
(Matt. 13:41). Similarly, Paul spoke of
the coming day "when the Lord Jesus
is revealed from heaven with his mighty
angels in flaming fire, inflicting ven
geance .. , " (2 Thess. 1:7-8). Al
though it is not said here that the angels
will inflict the judgment, they are asso
ciated with Christ in it. Finally, in the
Book of Revelation angels again and
again are shown to be executing judg
ment; in one instance "four angels were
released ... to kill a third of mankind"
(9:15; also see 8:7-12; 16:1-11).

Angels are undoubtedly powerful be
ings and fierce in their execution of the
judgments of God.

E. The Doing of God's Will

Finally, the whole purpose of angels
is to accomplish the will of God. This
has surely been apparent in all that has
been written in the preceding pages.
Here we may quote again the words of
the psalmist: "Bless the LORD. a you
his angels, you mighty ones who do his
word, hearkening to the voice of his
word!" (103:20). The angels do God's
word; they obey His command-clear
ly without question or hesitation. When
Jesus taught His disciples to pray, "Thy
will be done, On earth as it is in
heaven" (Matt. 6: 10), He was indirectly
referring to angels, for they are the ones

who do God's will in heaven. Moreover
it is implied that they do it perfectly,
since the prayer is that God's will be
done on earth as it is in heaven. Surely
it is not without significance that when
Jesus in great agony of spirit prayed,
"Nevertheless not my will, but thine,
be done" (Luke 22:42), an angel ap
peared from heaven to give Him
strength.

For the angels of God ever delight to
do God's will. They are the original
patterns and exemplars of God's desire
for all His creation.

V. HUMAN EXPERIENCE
OF ANGELS

We come, finally, to a consideration
of the experience of angels in our world
today. Much has been written in the
preceding pages about the existence
and nature of angels, their number and
activities. But, one may ask, can they
really be experienced? Also, as was
mentioned earlier, some people have
made claims to angelic visitation. Are
there ways of testing such? Let us look
briefly into these matters.

First, with the Scripture as our guide,
we can say that there is undoubtedly
the presence and activity of angels
today. We have observed statements in
Psalms 34 and 91: "The angel of the
LORD encamps around those who fear
him and delivers them," and "He will
give his angels charge over you to guard
you in all your ways." These words
were written not only for Israel's
benefit but also for all those who "fear"
(reverence) the Lord, and in the latter
case, for him "who dwells in the shelter
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of the Most High, who abides in the
shadow of the Almighty." I 07 Thus we
have the biblical assurance of angelic
protection and deliverance for those
who fear God and live close to Him. We
may not (like Elisha's servant) see the
angels, but this is not to deny the reality
of their presence: 08 or to deny that our
spiritual eyes might be opened to be
hold them.

One quite relevant Scripture is that of
Hebrews 12:22-"But you have come
to Mount Zion and to the city of the
living God, the heavenly Jerusalem, and
to innumerable angels in festal gather
ing." This verse alludes to Christian
worship in which we come not only to
spiritual Mount Zion but also to myriad
numbers of festive angels. I 09 If this is
the case, is it not possible that our
spiritual eyes may behold them or at
least that we might be aware of their
presence? We do not physically see the
living God, yet we know and sense that
He is there. Could this not also be true
of His angels?

Another, more down-to-earth, possi
ble experience of angels is that men
tioned in Hebrews 13:2-"Do not ne
glect to show hospitality to strangers,
for thereby some have entertained an
gels unawares." As we recall, Abraham
and Lot, without being aware that they
were serving angels, showed hospitality
to their unknown visitors and were
blessed in return. So it remains possible
that in hospitality to strangers we may
still entertain angels. The Scripture
does not speak in this case of entertain
ing friends-as important as that is110
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1 Peter 4:9- "Practice hospitality ungrudgingly to one another." Christian leaders must be
"hospitable" (see 1Tim. 3:2; Titus 1:8). The early church record in Acts has many accounts
of hospitality, by which homes were open to visiting believers.

II ~ The "angel of light" to which Paul referred was in the person of "false apostles,
deceitful workmen. disguising themselves as apostles of Christ" (2 Cor. II: 13). This is a
potent reminder that Satan's chief emissaries are not worldly in appearance or in speech but
operate from within the circle of faith.

I ~ 2 In I John 4 (quoted above) the gospel message was being undermined by those who
demed the Incarnation, denying "that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh" (v. 2).

113 In Mormon teaching, the angel Moroniappeared to Joseph Smithand led him to certain
"golden plates" that now make up The Book of Mormon. The Book of Mormon-adding
much 10 the Bible, hence new revelation-is viewed by its adherents as equal in authority to
Scripture. The Articles of Faith of the Church of Jesus Christ of the Latter Day Saints
(Mormon) ~eclare: "We believe the Bible to be the word of God as it is translated correctly;
we also beheve The Book of Mormon to be the word of God." Although the angel Moroni
did not speak the words in The Book of Mormon, the very fact that he led Joseph Smith to
presumed additional truth (much of which also contradicts the Bible) invalidates the
Mormons' claim that Moroni is an angel from God. In the book Angels on Assignment
(earlier mentioned) it is interesting that one of the angels who spoke to Pastor Buck is named
Chrioni (sound alike to Moroni?). He along with (presumably)Gabriel, Michael, and another
angel named Cyprion provide much new information about angelic size and dress, angelic
actrvtty not recorded in the Bible, additional "truths" from God, etc. Although Angels on
Assignment is by no means as extreme as The Book of Mormon, it does make one wonder
very seriously about the source of these angelicvisitations. (For a comprehensive critique of
Angels on Assignment, including a list of five tests for angelic visitations, the reader may
write to me at CBN University, Virginia Beach, VA 23463, and I will be glad to send a
copy.)

RENEW AL THEOLOGY

-but of strangers who could turn out
to be angelic visitants.

On the matter of visitation of angels it
is well to be aware of scriptural warn
ings against satanically inspired coun
terfeits. Paul, for example, declared
that "even Satan disguises himself as an
angel of light" (2 Cor. 11:14). Hence, if
one were suddenly to behold what
appeared to be an angel in "dazzling
garments" (as did the women at the
tomb, Luke 24:4 NEB), there is no
guarantee that it would be truly an angel
of light, a holy angel. It could be Satan
using a brilliantly subtle counterfeit to
bring a message that outwardly and
almost overwhelmingly purports to be
from the Lord. If so, it would-what
ever the appearance of truth-be a total
deceit and perversion. In another place
Paul warns against turning from the
gospel of Christ and says that "even if
we, or an angel from heaven, should
preach to you a gospel contrary to that
which we preached to you, let him [the
angel] be accursed" (Gal. I :8). Such an
"angel from heaven" would not be one
of God's angels but an emissary of
Satan. He might not appear in supernat
ural dazzling light but in the familiar
garb of one who is respected, even
trusted, and then subtly proceed to
distort the whole truth.!' ' Satanic dis
guise, while it may be that of outward
display, can be far more devastating
when in the affairs of everyday life the
truth of God is laden with deceit.

In this same vein, we are warned that

"in later times some will depart from
the faith by giving heed to deceitful
spirits and doctrines of demons"
(I Tim. 4: I). Angels are "spirits"
("ministering spirits" [Heb. 1:14]), but
not all spirits are angels of God. They
may be the devil's spirits-demonic
spirits-who present themselves
through human voices as messengers of
light. They may use Scripture (recall
Satan quoting Scripture to Jesus: Mat
thew 4:6; Luke 4:9-11) and even coat
their message with some truth, but
overall the intention is to lead away
from the teaching of Scripture and the
truth of the gospel. So it is urgent in
these "later times" to be sure that the
message is from God.

Another important Scripture comes
to mind: "Beloved, do not believe
every spirit, but test the spirits to see
whether they are of God" (1 John 4: I).
It is important to emphasize that not
everything supernatural is of God;
hence we are not to believe every spirit.
Testing, then, is very necessary, espe
cially in a day when Satan with his
cohorts is multiplying his activity.

Two tests stand out: first and primar
ily, there is the test of Scripture. If the
"spirit" should speak in any way that
contravenes or distorts the gospel mes
sage.!' ' then it is not of God-no
matter how illustrious or impressive the
words might be. Moreover, if the word
spoken goes beyond Scripture into
some presumed new revelation about
God, His nature, His purpose, His plan,

etc.,ll) it is not of God but of the
adversary. Second, there is the matter
of spiritual discernment. One of the
gifts of the Holy Spirit is the "discern
ing of spirits" (I Cor. 12:10 KJV) by
which the Holy Spirit enables a person
to discern whether the spirit that is
present is from God or Satan. While
this discernment may suffer from some
human subjectivity and constantly
needs the check of Holy Scripture, it is
an additional and increasingly impor
tant test for the activity of spirits in our
time.

Finally, on this matter of experienc
ing angels, it is probably wiser to speak
more of their presence than of their
visitation. There were indeed visita
tions in biblical times, and they surely
may occur at any time again. But in the
Scriptures the emphasis for the believer

ANGELS

rests mainly on the continuing presence
of angels. We have observed this in
statements about the angels encamping
around and guarding believers, about
believers having angels who constantly
behold the face of God, about the
worship experience in which angels are
present in festal and joyous assembly,
and so on. This is a matter largely of
their unseen but very real presence.
The emphasis is wrongly placed when
the focus is on angelic visitation; in
deed, expecting, looking for, or hoping
for such visitors is nowhere encouraged
in God's Word. We are rather to pray
for and expect, especially in our day, a
greater visitation of the Holy Spirit
(that's where the action is!). And, as far
as angels are concerned, we may rejoice
in their invisible but continuing provi
dential presence.

194
195



9

Man

We now make a transition in theology
from God and His works in creation and
providence to the doctrine of man. (The
word man here is of course generic
man, meaning mankind-both men and
women.) The subject of man has been
touched upon earlier in various connec
tions, but we have not specifically di
rected our attention to it. Let us, ac
cordingly, move to a more particular
consideration of the nature of man. We
may well begin with the question
"What is man?"

Not only does that question stand at
the beginning of a verse in the Bible (Ps.
8:4), but also it is one that has been
asked for thousands of years. On the
surface it would seem a relatively sim
ple question to answer, since it relates
to that which is closest to us, namely,
ourselves. Moreover, compared to the
question of God, man is an obvious
fact, an ever-present object for empiri
cal investigation (whether God is real
may be open to question, but not the
reality of man). Answers ought to come
much easier and with more assurance.
Nonetheless, the range of views about
man is extremely diverse. Let us briefly
note some of these:

1. A materialistic view. Man is a
portion of matter composed of hydro
gen, carbon, nitrogen, phosphorus, cal
cium, and other elements (chemical
value: between $5 and $10). He is
wholly constituted by the physico
chemical world, even though he is quite
complicated in composition.

2. A biological view. Man is an
animal with a highly developed nervous
system; the laws of his being are biolog
ical in character. He is the most highly
evolved of all animals through a process
of natural selection and survival of the
fittest (Darwin), but he remains an
animal through and through.

3. A psychological view. Man is a
creature wholly formed by his heredity
and environment, and all that he does is
determined by that. Freedom is an
illusion. Further, his conscious life is
determined by animal instincts embed
ded in the unconscious (e.g., the sex
instinct [Freud]). Anything higher than
this-God, morality, conscience-rep
resents a projection of psychological
needs or inhibitions.

4. An economic view. The hunger
drive in man is basic. He is what he
eats. The fundamental fact about man is
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I The views were also stated rather sharply, so that not everyone, for example, with a
sociological or philosophical orientation would altogether fit the picture given. Still I would
hold that these views, as outlined, generally represent prevailing perspectives.

2As we observed in chapter 5, "Creation," pages 106-7.
3 In a meeting of the Council for the Advancement of Science, the director of the

American Museum of Natural History, Dr. Niles Eldredge, stated that fossil study shows no
evidence of transitional forms anywhere in evolution; thus the "gradualist view of
evolution" is increasingly questionable. So reports the Los Angeles Times science writer
(Nov. 19, 1978, pt. I, p. 24), George Alexander. He begins the story saying, "the search for
'missing links' between livingcreatures, such as humans and apes, is probably fruitless ...
because such creatures probably never existed." This is a quite remarkable shift in
viewpoint! If it comes to command the field, this will be another case of convergence
between the findings of science and the Bible.

<See the discussion on "day" in chapter 5, pages 108-12, "Creation," where the thesis
that a day was a period of time, however longor short, in which God accomplished a certain
work was set forth.

I "Making" (unlike "creating") contains the idea of "fashioning" or "molding"
preexistent materials.

"The Hebrew word min (translated "kind") is not specific but points to the order or
phylum to which the animal belongs. There is a distinctiveness and fixity of animals within
the broad order in which they were made. As Henry Morris has put it: 'There is a
tremendous amount of variation potential within each kind, facilitating the generation of
distinct individuals and even of many varieties within the kinds, but nevertheless precluding
the evolution of new kinds. A great deal of 'horizontal' variation is possible, but no 'vertical'
changes" (The Genesis Record, 63).

7 For example, the development of the horse from a cat-sized ancestor to the present is
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the class struggle based on economic
determination: the relation between
producers and consumers. Man is a unit
in an economic system, and society
must function accordingly (become
"classless" [Karl Marx]). There is no
religious basis for man; indeed, religion
is an illusion (the "opiate of the peo
pie") and seeks to cover the true situa
tion.

5. A sociological view. Everything
about man is determined by group
mores, customs, prejudices. Society is
"the great being" (Comte), and the
individual counts only as a factor in it
("I am not an individual personality but
a member of the German race" [Nazi
statement]). The state, the clan, even
the family comes first; the collective,
not the individual, rules.

6. A philosphical view. Man is the
animal that thinks ("animal ration
ale"). What is unique about man is his
mind: it is his essential nature. The
body is quite secondary, perhaps even a
handicap to the activity of pure thought
and reflection. Man is essentially reason
(Plato, Aristotle). Man is what he
thinks, and the thinker is the complete
person (education = virtue). The phi
losopher is, or should be, king over the
world.

7. An existentialist view. Man is what
he makes himself to be. The call is to
live creatively, to fulfill every potential
ity, to become the "superman"
(Nietzsche). Man is nothing but what he
makes himself into ("I act, therefore I
am" [Sartre]). It is not thought but
action that makes man fully human.

Such a welter of ideas! By no means
are they all alike, since they represent a
wide range of materialistic, naturalistic,
and humanistic perspectives. More
over, there is often overlapping be
tween one and another, and there are

variations within the different perspec
rives.' Doubtless, there is truth in many
of the things said about man (there are
biological, psychological, economic,
and other factors in human existence).
However, something quite fundamental
is missing in all of these viewpoints.
Another standpoint, another perspec
tive, another point of view is needed,
for none of these views depicts man in
his full dimension. It is urgent that we
begin again, and this time look at man
not from within but from without-in
deed from a perspective totally beyond.

This means that we must view man in
the light of divine revelation. We have
already seen the need for revelation in
the knowledge of God. It might, how
ever, seem surprising that there is need
for revelation about who we are. But
the need is very great. For actually we
are too close to ourselves to see our
selves properly (as the diversity of
views previously outlined would sug
gest). Therefore, we can but be grateful
for the light of God's revelation, the
truth in His Word-a perspective from
without and above to throw light on the
true dimensions of human nature. We
might even say-over against all the
views described-that through revela
tion there is a theological understand
ing of man. To that we now turn.

I. MAN IS THAT ENTITY
CREATED IN THE IMAGE

OF GOD

According to Genesis 1:27, "God
created man in his own image, in the
image of God he created him; male and
female he created them." Here is a
totally different perspective on man:
Man viewed from the vantage point of
God. He is made in the image, and after
the likeness (Gen. 1:26) of God.

A. Man's Place in the Universe

The opening chapter in Genesis de
scribes God's creation of the universe.
The description climaxes in verse 26
with man being seen as that creature
who is between God and the world. He
is "man the amphibian" -existing be
tween two realms.

I. Man Is Above the Animal World

Although the animal world is a cre
ation of God- and thus represents a
totally new step ahead, it does not have
the unique stature of man. When God
turned to make man, He took still
another step-a huge one: He made
man in His image and likeness. This by
no means denies man's relationship to
the animal world (any more than the
creation of animal life denies prior
vegetable life), but it does give man a
unique status. He is a fresh creation and
therefore not simply a higher or more
complex entity than what preceded
him.

This means that there is a qualitative
difference between man and the highest
subhuman creature. There is no gradual

MAN

evolution of animal into man by a series
of steps over a lengthy period of time.
Hence, there is no "missing link": to
be found, since God simply moved past
the animal kingdom and established a
new order in creation.

A further word might be said about
what preceded man. On the same sixth
day "God made the beasts of the earth
according to their kinds" (Gen. 1:25).
There is no new creation here (as with
the first creation of life in the sea and
sky [v. 21]), but a continuation of ani
mal life on a still higher level: this is a
making, not a creation. Yet the beasts
of the earth (along with other land
animals) are distinctive enough from the
preceding animal life to occupy a sepa
rate day of creation, namely, the sixth
and last. Indeed this is the same day
when man was to be created. How
much of the sixth day (or age)' God
devoted to the "beasts of the earth"
and whether He "made"> these in one,
two, or ten thousand steps is not told
us. He made them "according to their
kinds,"6 and this can also allow devel
opment within their kind." Thus, for
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evidenced through fossil remains. But there is no development that brings it closer to being,
say, a cow. Gleason Archer writes, "Even though thousands of mutations have been closely
studied, not a single clear example has been domonstrated whereby a mutation has ...
brought any new structure into existence (Old Testament Introduction, 190).

8The question is sometimes raised about the "caveman" -e.g., "Java ape man,"
"Peking man" "Neanderthal man," and "Cro-Magnon man." There is the problem of their
assumed great antiquity as well as their relation to man created according to Genesis I and 2.
If, for example, prehistoric Neanderthal and Cro-Magnon "man" are of the same genus as
man in Genesis 1-2, were they also made "in God's image"? If so, the account in Genesis I
of the creation of man would relate to the first man (and woman) from whom came
Neanderthal, Cro-Magnon, etc. However, if the dates usually suggested (Neanderthal,
50,000 to 100,000 years ago; Cro-Magnon, 10,000 to 35,000years ago) are generally correct,
they would seem to be much earlier than the account in Genesis (as based on a study of the
genealogical tables). In that case there could be no genetic connection between these
prehistoric creatures and the created man of Genesis 1-2. They would, rather, belong to the
category of highly developed manlike animals prior to the breakthrough of the creation of
true man. Another alternative is twofold in nature: first, it is possible that the antique dating
of prehistoric man is exaggerated, and if better calculated would fall within the Genesis
framework; second, it is also possible that the traditional dating of Adam (around 4000B.C.)

is far too recent. On this latter point, for example, by taking the genealogies of Genesis 5 and
10-11 as representing literal generations, the total years from Adam to the birth of Abraham
is about two thousand years. But if they record only the most outstanding ancestors of
Abraham, there could be a much longer span, possibly five or six thousand years reaching
back to Adam. If Neanderthal and Cro-Magnon "men" are descended from Adam (possibly
through Cain), they would all have been later destroyed by the Flood. Whatever the right
direction that answers this whole problem, the important thing to bear in mind is that with
the creation of man in Genesis I something totally new has come in: man created in the
image and likeness of God. For a helpful discussion of the matter of prehistoric man and the
biblical account see Carl F. H. Henry, God, Revelation and Authority, vol. 6, chap. 9,
"The Origin and Nature of Man."

"See footnote 38 in chapter 5, "Creation," where mention was made of other translations:
"gods," "heavenly beings," "angels."

IOSome have assumed that since man, who images God, has a body, God must also be
corporeal. Such biblical language that refers to God's face, hand, finger, etc. -it is urged
points in this direction. However, since God is spirit (John 4:24), these are to b.e understood
as anthropomorphisms (see discussion in chapter 3, "God," p. 53). God ~ld t~~e upon
Himself a body in the Incarnation, but the body was that of man: God IS spmt.

J J The Greek phrase is auto anypotakton, literally, "unsubjected to him."
12Hebrews adds, "As it is, we do not yet see everything in subjection to him" (v. 8),

referring particularly to death wherein people are "subject to lifelong bondage" (vv. 9-(5).
However, in man's original creation there was no death; under God he was therefore u~~er

no subjection. Man as sinner confronting death nonetheless is still in the place of exercrsing
dominion over all that God has made.
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example, there could be the develop
ment of the anthropoid ape to higher
levels within its "kind," but there is a
qualitative gap between the most highly
developed ape and the appearance of
man in creation. This by no means rules
out a close biological relation to what
God has just finished making, for man is
the climax and fulfillment of God's
preceding work. But at a certain mo
ment on the same "sixth day," God
reached beyond all that had preceded
and created a new being-man. There
is continuity with the past but an even
greater discontinuity: man is a new
creation.'

2. Man Is Under God

Man in his creation is accorded an
extraordinary place. There is something
unique about his status: he is made to

occupy a place in the world, even the
universe, far above all the rest of cre
ation. Here we may turn to the words of
the psalmist with which we began:
"What is man?" and proceed to note
that the question is in the context of the
vastness of the heavens, the moon, and
the stars; in comparison, what is man?
Then follow the words "Yet Thou hast
made him a little lower than God" (8:5
NASB).9

This does not mean that man has
divinity. No, for all his uniqueness he is
not to be compared with God, nor is he
to seek to be God or play God. Accord
ingly, any form of mysticism that iden
tifies man or any aspect of man with
God is wholly in error. Likewise, any
expression of titanism whereby man
seeks to exalt himself to the place of
God is to confuse the creature with the

Creator. Man, created under God, is in
no way God.

Nonetheless, man has a place in the
universe that is extremely high. Noth
ing else is said in the Scriptures to be
created in God's image.

Being under God is not only a posi
tion; it is also a statement that man is to
function under God's direction and
command. He is not to be an autono
mous creature, thereby self-ruled, but a
theonomous one, ruled by God. This is
man's high privilege: to be in the ser
vice of the Creator of all the universe.

B. Man's Function

The fact that man is created in the
image of God means that his basic
function is to reflect God. Man is God's
reflection on earth and in the cosmos;
he is the creaturely repetition of God
the Creator. Even as a father or mother
may be imaged in a son or daughter, so
is God imaged in human persons. It is
interesting to note that after Genesis
5:1-2, where the words of Genesis
1:26-27 are nearly repeated, the next
verse reads: "When Adam had lived a
hundred and thirty years, he became
the father of a son in his own likeness,
after his image, and named him Seth."
Man, accordingly, is to God as Seth is
to Adam: made in the Father's likeness

MAN

and image. Man is God's reflection
upon earth: the mirror of God.!"

I. Man Is to Reflect God's
Dominion

Man, first of all, is to reflect God's
dominion. The words of Genesis are
clear: "Let us make man in our image,
after 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 earth, and over
every creeping thing that creeps upon
the earth" (1:26). God, who is the Lord
over all things and sovereign over
heaven and earth, willed to be reflected
in one called man by making him to
have subdominion over all other living
creatures and over all the earth. Indeed,
man was given dominion over every
thing that God had made: "Thou hast
given him dominion over the works of
thy hands; thou hast put all things under
his feet" (Ps. 8:6). According to
Hebrews, "in putting everything in sub
jection to him, [God] left nothing out
side his control" (2:8).11 This is a
remarkable picture of man as vice-re
gent of the Creator of the universe.'?

Let me amplify this. Man truly is
crowned "with glory and honor" (Ps.
8:5) to hold such a position as this.
According to Hebrews, man has been
made "a little lower than the angels"
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13The RSV reads: "for a little while lower than the angels" (so NASB. similarly NEB).

Brachu ti can refer either to time (thus "a little while lower") or quantity (thus "a little
lower"). When compared with the use of brachu ti in John 6:7 where it is clearly
quantitative, and, most of all, in the context of Psalm 8 where there is no suggestion of "a
little while," the KJV and NIV translations seem the more likely. On the matter of whether
man i? a little lower than God or a little lower than angels, a distinction that is not altogether
clear 10 Psalm 8 (recall footnote 9) though Hebrews definitely speaks of angels, we may say
th~t. both are true. In the hierarchy of being, God is, of course, first, angels (as purely
spiritual beings) second, and man third.

14"And to every beast of the earth, and to every bird of the air, and to everything that
creeps on the earth, everything that has the breath of life, r have given every green plant for
food" (Gen. 1:30).

w~his translation of the NIV in the pluperfect tense- "had formed" (the Hebrew verb
wayyqer shows only completed action, hence perfect and pluperfect are indistinguishable)
locates the formation of the animals at an earlier date. This accords with Genesis I, where
the animals are formed prior to man.

16The Hebrew word for "man," 'adam, refers primarily to generic man, hence, mankind.
17The Hebrew word is 'ezer. It is "frequently used in a concrete sense to designate the

assistant" (TWOT, 2:661).
18 For man and woman "in Christ," though the woman is still subject to the man and the

husband is head of the wife (I Cor. 11:3), there can be no arbitrary rule, for "the head of
every man is Christ" (same verse). The man will love her and care for her, even "as Christ
loved the church and gave himself up for her" (Eph. 5:25).

19The word "man" is not exclusive but inclusive (thus, e.g., "chairman" can be either
male or female. There is no need to say "chairperson").

20 Literally, this is "corresponding to" (as in NASB mgn.). The Hebrew krnegdo also
suggests "in front of and facing him"-i.e., "equal and adequate to himself' (see
"Woman" by John Rea in WBE, 2:1817-18).
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(2:7 KJV and NIV),I\ but his position is
very high indeed. All the world has
been put under man-the animals, the
earth itself with all of its treasures, all
the works of God's hands. The latter
could include the physical universe at
large: the sun, the moon, the planets,
even to the farthest reaches of space.
Although man cannot control the sun,
moon, and planets in their operation (all
of which belong to God's sovereignty),
he has learned in recent years how to
harness heat from the sun and even to
travel to the moon and investigate the
surface of nearby planets through visit
ing spacecraft. And this all may be but
the beginnings of much greater accom
plishments that man may yet achieve.
Truly God has crowned man with glory
and honor.

But let us go back to the more earthly
sphere of man's subdominion or vice
regency. First, there is the sphere of the
inorganic world: the earth itself with its
many treasures that God has placed
within it. Genesis 2 refers to a river
flowing out of the garden of Eden and
becoming four rivers. Mention is made
of gold, bdellium ("aromatic resin"
NIV), and onyx in a nearby region. Thus
the earth-with its rivers, riches of
gold, aromatic resins, and precious
stones-is placed here for man's use,
discovery, and enjoyment. Second,
there is the sphere of the organic world

of vegetation, plants, and trees (Gen.
I: II). In Eden "the LORD God made to
grow every tree that is pleasant to the
sight and good for food" (Gen. 2:9).
Further, man has the responsibility to
"dress" and "keep" (2:15 KJV) the
beautiful garden he has been placed in.
lt is significant to note that although the
animals are a higher order in creation
than vegetation, plants, and trees, and
that although the latter has also been
given to the animals for food.i- none
theless man alone has dominion over,
and stewardship for, the world of inor
ganic nature. Both man and animal
depend on earthly vegetation to live and
are therefore superior to it, but no
animal dresses and keeps a garden, or
plants and cultivates the earth. Only
man, made in the image of God, has this
ability and responsibility. The whole
area of ecology, it should be added, is
therefore a God-given concern for man.
Men and women are stewards of the
world of nature that God has placed
around them and under them. Third,
there is the sphere of the animal world
over which man is given dominion. In
Genesis 2 we read how God brought to
the man various animals that He had
made so that man could name them.
"Now the LORD God had formed!' out
of the ground all the beasts of the field
and all the birds of the air. He brought
them to the man to see what he would

name them; and whatever the man
called each living creature, that was its
name" (Gen. 2: 19 NIV). The very nam
ing of the animals was an exercise of
authority (even as a parent demon
strates authority over his child by nam
ing him) and expressed man's dominion
over the animal world. Hence, man
could use the animals that were subject
to him. He could train and domesticate
them and even offer them in sacrifice
(e.g., Gen. 4:4: Abel's offering from his
flock). Of course, they are no more to
be abused than is the world of plant life.
Indeed, they are to be protected and
preserved (e.g., Gen. 6:19-20: the ani
mals taken on the ark). But that the
animals are under man is unmistakably
apparent.

By "man;"!« let me emphasize, is
meant "man and woman." And to
gether they are to share dominion over
all God has made. We quote again the
words, "Let us make man in our image,
after our likeness; and let them have
dominion.... " The word "them" is
specified in the next verse as "male and
female": "So God created man in his
own image .., male and female he
created them" (Gen. 1:26-27). Hence,
even though the woman was not yet on
the scene when the man was first placed
in Eden, or when the animals were
brought to the man for naming (2:21ff.
indicates that the woman was made
after the naming of the animals), she
shares with the man dominion over all

MAN

the world-inorganic and organic, plant
and animal. Together, under God, they
are made vice-regents of creation.

It needs to be added that the man did
not originally have dominion over the
woman. The fact that she was to be a
"helper"!" for the man (Gen. 2:18) and
that she was "taken from the man"
(2:22), hence auxiliary to him and under
his care, did not mean that she was
under his rule and dominion. Indeed,
the man's ruling over the woman was a
condition resulting from her sin and
God's judgment: "He shall rule over
you" (3:16). However, even in this
condition resulting from the fall ,I 8 man
and woman still have dominion over the
rest of the world.

2. Man Is to Reflect God's Being

One of the most significant features
of man's creation in the image of God is
that he is created in duality. Let us hear
again the words of Genesis 1:26-27:
"Then God said, 'Let us make man in
our image, after our likeness; and let
them have dominion.... So God cre
ated man in his own image, in the image
of God he created him; male and female
he created them." Man is man and
woman; man is male and female."? In
Genesis 2 this creation of man in duality
occurs not at once, but in sequence.
God said, "It is not good that the man
should be alone; I will make a helper fit
for him. "20 After a time, when none of
the animals proves suitable, a woman is
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! 1"Rib" is the usual translation in Genesis 2:21-"So the LORD God caused a deep sleep
to fall upon the man, and while he slept took one of his ribs .... " The NIV has an alternate
reading: "took part of the man's side." (Heb. seta, is elsewhere always translated as "side"
or "side chamber," e.g., Exodus 25:12, 14; 26:20; 2 Samuel 16:13; I Kings 6:5; Job 18:12
NASB; Ezekiel 41:5-6.)

"The English language can fortunately reproduce the assonance of the Hebrew' issiih.
"woman" with 'is. "man."

2J "God exists in relationship and fellowship. As the Father of the Son and the Son of the
Father He is Himself I and Thou, confronting Himself and yet always one and same in the
Holy Ghost. God created man in His own image, in correspondence with His own being and
essence. , .. Because He is not solitary in Himself, and therefore does not will to be so ad
~xtra [outside Himself], it is not good for man to be alone, and God created man in His own
Image, as ~ale and female" (Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, 3.2.324).

24:~ccordmg to Paul, "Man ... is the image and glory of God; but woman is the glory of
man (I Cor. 11 :7).

.2,5 Attempts being made in our time ("unisex," for example) to play down the differences
militate against the God-given differences that make for the true fulfillment of each.

26This is especially Martin Buber's term in his book I and Thou, in which he stresses that
life is personal relationship. Another person is never to be treated as an "it" -a thing-but
as a "thou."

27Emil Brunner, The Christian Doctrine of Creation and Redemption, 64.
28 According to Hebrews I :3, "He reflects the glory of God and bears the very stamp of

his nature" or is "the express image of his person" (KJV).
29Even as husband and wife are the archetype for all of life as relationship (see above).
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fashioned from a part of the man's
side.: 1 Thereafter, the man declared:
"This at last is bone of my bones and
flesh of my flesh; she shall be called
Woman, because she was taken out of
Man" (Gen. 2:23).12 As in Genesis 1,
man is man and woman.

Now all of this on the creaturely level
is the reflection of God's own being.
God, who exists in plurality ("Let us
make man"), does not will that man
should exist in singularity: He created
man as male and female. God, who is
not alone, for in Himself He is the
fellowship of Father, Son, and Holy
Spirit, does not intend that man should
be alone ("It is not good that man
should be alone"). So He made a
woman to share the man's life. Since
she is "bone" of his "bone" and
"flesh" of his "flesh," the man cannot
truly exist without her.

The creation of man and woman in
this ontological relationship is thus a
creaturely repetition of the being of
God, whose inner life is one of relation
ship and mutuality.» Thus it is not man
alone that is made in the image of God,
but man and woman. There is both
unity (God is God, and man is man) and
differentiation (God is Father, Son, and
Holy Spirit, and man is man and
woman). Man, the male, in one sense is
the image of God,24 reflecting His do-

minion and authority, but in another the
image is incomplete without the
woman.

The fact that God created man as
man and woman means that only in the
differentiation and functioning of the
two is God fully imaged on earth.
Maleness and femaleness in their dis
tinctiveness, with all that it means to be
man and woman, is the divine
reflection. Any blurring of the differ
ence between man and woman-bio
logical, psychological, social, even spir
itual-is a blurring of the divine im
age.» Man and woman are made to
complement each other, and neither is
complete without the other. In mutuali
ty and reciprocity they reflect the image
of God.

This mutuality and reciprocity are all
the more vividly set forth in the coming
together of man and woman in mar
riage. In Genesis 2, just following the
man's statement about the woman
whom God had made (v. 23), the Scrip
ture adds: "Therefore a man leaves his
father and his mother and cleaves to his
wife, and they become one flesh" (v.
24). A man, cleaving to (or "united to"
NIV, NEB) his wife in marriage, is one
with her, yet they are distinct and
separate persons. This is the closest
possible reflection of the unity of three

distinct and separate persons in one
Godhead.

The creation of man in the duality of
man and woman, we note next, is the
paradigm of relationship for human life
in general. Man's humanity consists not
only of his creativity, his reason, his
freedom (as important as all of these
are), but also and basically of his rela
tionship to others. Humanity is "fellow
humanity"; it means to be related to
every other person as an "I" to a
"Thou. "26 This signifies that man is
only truly man as man and woman, or
more broadly, as man with his fellow
man. "Existence-in-community is part
of true humanity. Man cannot realize
his nature without the other. "27

It follows from this that man's rela
tionship to his fellow-man is sacred, for
it images the triune God. Man is his
"brother's keeper"! In Genesis 4 there
is the tragic story of Cain murdering his
brother Abel, and afterward asking,
"Am I my brother's keeper?" (v. 9).
Murder is a terrible act because it
destroys the human relationship that
images the divine. Accordingly, as God
said later to Noah, "Whoever sheds the
blood of man, by man shall his blood be
shed; for God made man in his own
image" (Gen. 9:6). One who has de
stroyed another has destroyed the im
age of God-not merely another's
life-and must therefore himself be
destroyed. The relationship to one's
brother, one's fellow-man, is wholly
sacred; for it is the image and reflection
of God.

It is interesting to turn to the New
Testament and observe how it is said
there that Jesus Christ is the image of
God. "He is the image of the invisible

MAN

God, the first-born of all creation" (Col.
1:15). This, of course, signifies that
Christ is the reflection of God on earth
and his exact representation.?s But we
must also note that Christ is "the head
of the body, the church" (Col. 1:18).
Since the head cannot be separated
from the body, Christ with the church is
the full reflection ofGod. This is said in
different words in Ephesians 1:23,
where Christ's body, the church, is
described as "the fulness [Gk. pleromai
of him who fills all in all." Thus it is in
the beautiful relationship of Christ with
His people that God is imaged forth in
fulness. There is a mutuality and reci
procity between Christ and His church,
a giving and receiving, a sharing that is
the fulfillment of all that the Old Testa
ment has to say about the image of God.
Also, strikingly, it is the love of Christ
for the church that now becomes the
archetype for the husband and wife
relationship.t? "Husbands, love your
wives, as Christ loved the church and
gave himself up for her" (Eph. 5:25).
Thus the marital relationship, so dra
matically imaging the triune God, is
caught up and given further impetus in
the still higher relationship of Christ to
the church. Herein is the climactic, and
now foundational, imaging of the divine
reality.

Finally, although man is created in
duality-man and woman, husband and
wife, man and his fellow-man-it is
important to recognize that there is also
a third partner in all of these relation
ships; namely, God Himself. It is appar
ent that man's humanity is not only
"fellow-humanity," but it is also "God
related" humanity. At every point in
the narrative of Genesis 2, man is aware
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10See chapter 3, "God," pp. 59-63.
J 1The .Greek phrase is kata theon, literally, "according to God."

hi 32Calvm w~tes that "what was primary in the renewing of God's image also held the
f ighest place m the creation itself' (I~stitutes, 1.15.4, Battles tran~.). Thus do we move back
ro,~ t~e New Testament to Genesis for the fuller understanding of the image of God.

. . It IS not satisfactory to say that man was innocent, but not holy. Man to be sure was
innocent that is t . f f '1 . '..'. hteous 0 say, ree rom gut t or sm. But he was also positively made in
ng teousness and holiness. ' ,

34 Earlier we have noted that the goodness of God is an all-embracing term to express
many dimensions of His love. See chapter 3 "God," pp. 67-68.

35Recall the previous discussion of this in chapter 5, "Creation," pp. 113-14.
36See chapter 3, "God," pp. 68-70.

RENEWAL THEOLOGY

of God's constant presence and con
cern: The LORD God takes the man and
puts him in the garden; the LORD God
commands the man concerning what he
may do and not do; the LORD God brings
the animals to the man for naming; the
LORD God takes the woman from man's
side and brings her to him; and (Gen. 3)
the LORD God walks in the garden in the
cool of day to have fellowship with
man. There is actually a relationship to
God that is even prior to man's relation
ship with woman, for she was not made
until after God placed man in the gar
den, and gave him responsibility for its
cultivation, commanding him concern
ing his actions. It, of course, continues
after that for both man and woman. But
the primacy of all relationship is with
God: man stands first before God and
second beside his neighbor.

Thus in a real sense there are three
parties in mutual and binding relation
ship: God, man, and fellow-man. Man is
not truly man unless he is open to both
God and his neighbor in a continuing
relationship of receiving and giving,
obeying and blessing. As man rejoices
both in God and in the one set beside
him, he fulfills his true humanity.

Thus does man most fully image God,
for God Himself is the living unity of
rich and mutual relationship. Man un
der God and beside his neighbor: it is
this triune relationship that is the ulti
mate reflection of the triune God. This
is man-made in the image and after
the likeness of God.

3. Man Is to Reflect God's
Character

God wills to have on earth a
reflection of His own character. God,

who is a God of holiness, love, and
truth, desires to have this character
reflected in man. Therein does man
image most fully the God who has
created him.

The foundational fact about the char
acter of God is His holiness and right
eousness.w Thus when He created man
according to His image and likeness,
man was made originally holy and right
eous. This is apparent from the words
of the New Testament where Paul says,
"Be renewed in the spirit of your
minds, and put on the new nature,
created after the likeness of God in true
righteousness and holiness" (Eph,
4:23-24). To be created "after the

. likeness of God "31 is to be created in
true righteousness and holiness. Hence,
man was originally made like God in
holiness and righteousness of life.»

Now this fact about man is not stated
as such in Genesis 2. However, in light
of the fall of man in Genesis 3, it is
apparent that he moved from a higher
state to a lower one. This retrogression
was basically from a state of holiness
and righteousness to one of unholiness
and unrighteousness. Therefore man, as
he came from the hand of God, was
righteous and holy.

This does not mean that man origi
nally stood in a perfected holiness and
righteousness, for he had not yet been
tested. Nor was it the holiness of the
saints that comes from the Holy Spirit
in the Christian life. Still it was a
positive quality reflecting the holiness
and righteousness of God. 33

A further confirmation that man's
being was one of righteousness is cogni
zable from the words of Paul about "the

law ... written on their hearts" (Rom.
2: 15). The Gentiles, who do not have
the law given through Moses, nonethe
less have an interior law, a kind of
righteous code to which "their con
science also bears witness." This right
eous code, therefore, is written on
every person's heart and has been so
from the beginning of creation. Man as
a human being, whether the first man or
the thousandth or the millionth, has a
God-given, innate sense of right and
wrong (however much that sense may
be blurred and distorted by sin). This
bears witness to the fact that essential
human nature is constituted in holiness
and righteousness.

God is also a God of love, and
therefore He made man in His image to
reflect that love. In both Genesis I and
2 God's love and goodness'- are con
stantly shown forth. As we have noted,
the word "good" appears over and over
again in Genesis 1. Six times God
declared what He had made to be
"good"; and when all was finished,
"behold it was very good" (v. 31). In
all of this He was preparing the way for
man.» Genesis 2 continues the account
of God's love and goodness wherein
"out of the ground [in Eden] the LORD

God made to grow every tree that is
pleasant to the sight and good for food"
(v. 9). God also shows His goodness by
giving man " a helper" in the woman.
Since God is good and loving, man
created in His image is to show forth
the same.

That man created in God's image is
to reflect the love of God is demon
strated vividly in Jesus Christ, who is
"the express image of his person"
(Heb. 1:3 KJv). Christ is "the last
Adam" and "the second man" (l Cor.
15:45, 47) and thus in His whole life

MAN

shows forth the exact picture of man in
his originally created state. Moreover,
there is nothing that so clearly denotes
Christ as love and goodness. Hence in
the love of Christ, demonstrated over
and over again for all people, the love of
God is fully made manifest. Such love,
expressly imaging God the Father, was
the love in which man was originally
made. God made man to love Him, to
love his wife, to love his neighbor, and
to love all people. Thus truly is man the
image and likeness of God.

We have noted before that humanity
is fellow-humanity. This means that to
be man is to exist in relationship, and
thus to be responsible for and to the
other person. At the heart of all respon
sibility is love. Thus when man truly
loves, he reflects the central aspect of
God's character; for God is love.
Hence, a person is to be measured not
so much by creative genius and intellec
tual accomplishments but by the degree
to which he or she embodies the love of
God, "for love is of God, and he who
loves is born of God and knows God"
(l John 4:7).

God is also the God of truth.v Ac
cordingly, man created in His image
and likeness is made to walk the way of
truth. We may observe this by looking
first at the New Testament where Paul
speaks about truth: "Do not lie to one
another," and then adds, "seeing that
you have put off the old nature with its
practices and have put on the new
nature, which is being renewed in
knowledge after the image of its crea
tor" (Col. 3:9-10). To be "renewed in
knowledge" is to be renewed in truth,
in which there can be no lying, no
untruth. Man walking in God's truth,
God's word, is man imaging God.

Returning to Genesis 2, we behold
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'7As "the serpent" did in Genesis 3: I.

38 Some ~ords of H. Bavinck merit quoting: "He [the first man] loved truth with his whole

~~ul. The he, with all its cal.ami!ous consequences?f error, doubt, unbelief, and uncertainty,

d not. yet fo~nd a place in his heart, He stood in the truth, and he saw and appreciated

ev~~ythmg as It really was" \Our Reasonable Faith, 214),

Thus.the account m Genesis 2 of the forming of man is not a different account from that

of Genesis .1 but actually a more intimate and more personal one.

40 Paul wn~es that' 'not all flesh is alike, but there is one kind for men, another for animals,

~~~~herhfor birds, and another f?r fish" (I Cor. 15:39). Note that Paul not only differentiates

(h es of man ~rom. t~at of animals but also the flesh of animals from that of birds and fish

t ~l ~wo. preceding hvmg creatures, in order, made by God [Gen. 1:20-22]).

he question might then be asked, "Is, then, man a unique creation of God?" Does not

bara, "to create," exclude the use of preexistent materials? Bara' does exclude

preexistent materials, to be sure, insofar as the universe is concerned (Gen. 1:I), but

thereafter in reference to the living creatures who were said to be created (Gen. 1:21) and

man (Gen. 1:27), bara' refers only to the radically new element. In the living creatures who

contained the same preexisting materials as plant life, the radically new was conscious life.

In man the radically new was (as noted earlier) his being made in God's image and (as we

shall shortly discuss) being inbreathed by God Himself. Indeed, man did not actually come

into existence by virtue of the forming of the body. This happened only when the body was

inbreathed (see below).
42This, of course, is also the proper name Adam. "Man" and"Adam" are interchange

able in Genesis I and 2. Translations vary: The KJV most frequently translates 'adam as

"Adam" (six times, beginning with 2:19), NIV and NASB only once (in 2:20), RSV and NEB not

at all.
43 It is interesting that the Latin word for man, homo, likewise derives from "ground,"

humus.
44Calvin suggests (in his own inimitable way) that this should be a lesson for us in

humility: "And, first, it is to be observed that when he [man] was formed out of the dust of

the ground a curb was laid on his pride-nothing being more absurd than that those should

glory in their excellence who not only dwell in tabernacles of clay, but are themselves in part

but dust and ashes" (Institutes, I.l5.1, Beveridge trans.).
45In Greek thought the body was frequently viewed as "the prison house of the soul" and

thus is to be delivered from it as soon as possible. Upon death of the body, the soul would at

last be set free,
46This was a tenet of Gnosticism that Paul challenges in Colossians 2:20-23. See A, M.

Renwick, "Gnosticism," ISBE, 2:486-87,
47 In the New Testament Paul speaks strongly about the "flesh" (sarx) and its passions

(e.g., Gal. 5:16-21). However, "flesh," in Paul's language here, signifies man's sinful

tendencies whether of body, mind, or spirit; it is not the same as body (soma).
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God declaring His truth to man in the

garden of Eden, saying, "You may

freely eat of every tree of the garden;

but of the tree of the knowledge of good

and evil you shall not eat, for in the day

that you eat of it you shall die" (vv. 16

17). This is a simple, unmistakably

straightforward statement made by the

God of truth, who does not lie. It is

verily the Word of God and therefore

absolutely true.
Man, made in God's image, is called

thereby to walk in that truth. If he does,

he images His creator; if he does not,

the image is marred and defaced. To

walk in God's truth is not to question

God's word or cornmand,» but to walk

in the full integrity of what God has

declared. We can believe that the first

man before the fall thus walked in
God's truth.ss

II. MAN IS THAT ENTITY
INBREATHED BY THE LORD GOD

According to Genesis 2:7, "the LORD

God formed man of dust from the

ground, and breathed into his nostrils

the breath of life; and man became a

living being." Here is an additional

perspective on man. Not only is he the

entity uniquely created in the image of

God but also his living being is the

result of the inbreathing of the LORD

God.39

We behold in this Genesis 2 narrative

how man is constituted. Here we move

past the consideration of man's place

and function (as previously discussed)

to a reflection on the unique manner in

which he was made.

A. Dust From the Ground

Man was, first of all, formed from the

earth. In this sense the basic material of

his body is no different from that of

anything else in the earth. Chemical

analysis has demonstrated that the par

ticles of which earth is composed (nitro

gen, calcium, oxygen, etc.) are the

basic elements of the human body.

Even rocks, despite outward appear

ance, are composed of the same ele

ments as human flesh. Animals are

likewise formed from the earth: "Now

the LORD God had formed out of the

ground all the beasts of the field and all

the birds of the air" (Gen. 2:19 NIV).

Thus, in this respect there is nothing

unique about man: he shares the same

elemental composition with God's other

earthly creations.
There is no suggestion here, how

ever, that man was made out of an

animal or has an animal ancestry. The

animals, to be sure, preceded man, and

like them man was formed out of the

ground, but there is no suggested kin

ship. Doubtless, God made man like the

animals (an obvious biological fact),

especially the higher animals that most

closely resemble him, but his body was

separately formed.w It was made, like

the animals, from the dust of the
ground.o

That man is "dust," taken from the

earth, is affirmed many times in the

Scriptures. In the next chapter of Gene

sis after man had sinned, God stated

that the result would be toilsome labor

"till you return to the ground." Then

He added, "For out of it you were

taken; you are dust, and to dust you

shall return" (3: 19). Abraham, boldly

speaking to the LORD, confessed in

humility that he was "but dust and

ashes" (Gen. 18:27). Job cried to God,

"Remember that thou hast made me of

clay; and wilt thou turn me to dust

again?" (Job 10:9). The psalmist speaks

of how the LORD "pities his children ...

For he knows our frame; he remembers

that we are dust" (103:13-14). And in

the New Testament Paul takes us back

to the beginning in saying, "The first

man was from the earth, a man of dust"

and refers to all men as "those who are

of the dust" (1 Cor. 15:47-48). It is

also significant to note that the very

MAN

word "man" in Hebrew, "adam,"? may

be derived from the word for ground,

"adamdhr> Thus man is very much a

creature of the dust. 44

We need then, first of all, to stress

that man is material: he is a body. Thus

it is not so much that he has a body but

that-whatever else may need to be

said-he is a corporeal being. This is

the whole of man viewed under his

primary aspect. The body is not. simply

a temporary integument or shell for the

soul-' but is a constitutive element of

human existence. Nor by any means is

the body as such evil.w as if it were the

cause of all sinful desires and acts.'? On

the contrary, when God had finished the

making of all things, including the uni

verse and the bodies of animals and

man, He saw that it was all "very

good" (Gen. 1:31). Indeed, since God

Himself formed the body-and, we can

believe, with loving concern-it has a

very important place in the purpose of

God.
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. 48Co~tra~y to Docetic views that claim Christ's body was only apparently corporeal. See
diSCUSSIOn in chapter 13, 'The Incarnation.":9The cont.ext of Paul's words in the preceding paragraph about the body as a temple is
that of the evil of prostitution: "Shall I therefore take the members of Christ and make them
m~m~ers of a prostitute? Never!" After that he added, "Shun immorality. Every other sin

(
WI CIC a man commits is outside the body; but the immoral man sins against his own body"

or. 6:15, 18).

50The word for "breath" in Genesis 2:7 is n'siima. Later, in 6:17, where.the expressi.on
"breath of life" is again used, the word for breath is rtiah, See also Zechanah 12:1, which
speaks of "the LORD. who stretched out the heavens and founded the earth and formed the
ruah' of man within him," . ..

5iThe Hebrew word is n'Siima. The NIV reads: "as long as I have life within me, the
breath of God in my nostrils."

52The Hebrew word is ruah, .'
53 The word for "spirit," usually ruah, is also used occasionally for ammals: ~"g., I.n

Genesis 6: 17 God speaks of destroying everything "in w~ich IS. the riiah of life.. This
includes both men and animals. However, the ruafJ of life whlc~ am~als have IS not
inbreathed by the Spirit of God, nor does it posit any sp~cial relationship to.God. In the
Book of Ecclesiastes the spirit of man is spoken of as gomg upward ~hen man returns to
dust, the spirit of the beast (or animal) as going downward, The wnter expres~~s s?me
uncertainty: "Who knows whether the spirit LruafJl of mangoes u~ward ~nd the spmt [ruafJl
of the beast goes down to the earth?" (3:21). That this conjecture IS yue IS c~:)f~firmed by the
unfolding revelation in the Bible. Hence, an ~nim~1 may have a spirit. but It IS much more
akin to breath, and has no "upward" relationship to God. " "

54The Hebrew word in this case is n'siima. usually translated breath.
S5The word "heart" is also found in this verse: "a generation whose heart was not

steadfast." "Spirit" and "heart" here and elsewhere are often parallel terms (e.g, also see
Ps. 51:10; 143:4). I .. h . h

s6The "soul" is also mentioned in this verse. It begins: "My sou yearns lor t ee m t e
night." We will discuss the "soul" in the next section.
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This needs further emphasis: the
body is good and important. In many
ways the body images its Maker, not, of
course, in terms of materiality, but in its
proportion, symmetry, and beauty
even in terms of its marvelous function
ality. Moreover, the Son of God took
upon Himself a body-a real one.48

The bodies of believers, furthermore,
have been honored by being joined to
Christ; additionally, the Holy Spirit has
come to dwell in their bodies. Thus Paul
wrote, "Do you not know that your
bodies are members of Christ? ... Do
you not know that your body is a
temple of the Holy Spirit within you?"
(I Cor. 6: 15, 19). Then he added, "So
glorify God in your body" (v. 20).
Finally, God's intention is not that the
body cease its existence after this life,
but that, in due course, it be resurrected
as a "spiritual body" (15:44). It may
have begun only as "dust," but, trans
formed, it will continue forever.

A further word relates to glorifying
God in the body. Giving a body to
indolence, to selfish appetites, to glut
tony, and to immorality-? is a grave sin
against God. Moreover, to say or think
that it does not matter whether the body
is cared for properly, given adequate
nourishment, and kept in healthy condi
tion-that the soul or spirit is what
"really" matters-seriously dishonors
the God who made the body, the Christ
who took it upon Himself, and the Holy
Spirit who tabernacles within. Glorify
God in your body!

B. The Breath of Life
Man, secondly, contains within him

self the breath of life. In this sense man
is no different from the entire animal

world. According to Genesis I :30, God
said, "And to every beast of the earth,
and to every bird of the air, and to
everything that creeps on the earth,
everything that has the breath of life, I
have given every green plant for food."
Man shares with beast, bird, and creep
ing things the breath of life.

Now this should by no means be
viewed as of little significance. As we
have earlier noted, God took another
creative step (after the creation of the
heavens and the earth) when He created
the living creatures (Gen. 1:21), and
they thereby received the miracle of
conscious life. This came about, as we
are now recognizing, by His granting
them "the breath of life." Breathing,
which belongs to both animal and man,
is so commonplace that it scarcely
needs comment. Yet it is the very
mechanism whereby life is maintained.
Breathing marks the commencement
and the continuance of life. When one
"breathes his last," physical life is
done. The breath of life, which cannot
be seen, measured, or really well under
stood, is the gift of God for the actuality
of conscious existence.

Until man received the breath of life,
he was quite literally a dead thing. No
matter how well molded or formed by
God, he was still nothing but dust-an
inanimate, lifeless entity. With the ap
pearance of breath man became a living
being.

But we cannot proceed at this junc
ture to talk about man as a living being,
because something quite important has
not yet been said. And this relates to
what is basic to man who has the breath
of life: his very breath is due to a
special act of inbreathing by God.

"God ... breathed into his nostrils the
breath of life" (Gen. 2:7). In this, man
is unique; of no lesser creature than
man is this said. Both man and animal
have the breath of life, but only man has
his breath infused directly from the
inbreathing of God.

This means, for one thing, that man is
created by God in a unique and intimate
relationship to Him. Thus the breath
that God breathes into man's nostrils is
more than physical breath (though it is
that too). It is also spiritual breath
because God is spirit. The words
"breath" and "spirit" are interchange
able terrns.>? Job speaks of the spirit of
God being in his nostrils: "as long as
my breath>' is in me, and the spirits 2 of
God is in my nostrils" (Job 27:3). Thus
man has in him the breath oflife, which,
though in one sense physical and thus
the same as all the animal world, is also
spiritual. God has breathed into man a
spirit that totally transcends anything
hitherto in all creation-a spirit that has
a unique relationship with the living
GOd.53

We must be careful to understand,
however, that the "spirit-breath" in

MAN

man is not God Himself. Man does not
have a deposit of the divine Spirit, else
he were partly divine. No, "the spirit of
God" (about which Job speaks) is the
spirit from God, but so closely related
to God that it comes from His own
"breathing" and in that sense is the
"spirit of God." Man's spirit accord
ingly is inbreathed by God-by His
Spirit-and is intimately related to, but
by no means identical with, the Spirit of
God.

Now all of this points to the impor
tant truth that man's spirit is peculiarly
the place of dealings with God. On the
one hand, God makes use of the human
spirit to probe man deeply. "The spir
its4 of man is the lamp of the LORD,
searching all his innermost parts"
(Prov. 20:27). Again, the spirit of man
may prove faithless to God; the psalm
ist speaks of "a generation whose , ..
spirit was not faithful to God" (78:8),55
Again, the spirit may earnestly seek
after the Lord: "My spirit within me
earnestly seeks thee" (lsa. 26:9).56 The
spirit in the Gospel of John is particu
larly related to worship: "God is spirit,
and those who worship him must wor-
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61 The Hebrew expression translated "living being" (in RSV. NIV, and NASB) and "living

soul" (in KJV) is nepes havy«. The word nepes, while referring to the totality of the being

(hence, also sometimes translated as "person" or "self'), may also refer to the way a

"living being" functions, namely, through conscious life or "soul."

62See, e.g., Genesis 1:21,24; 2:19. The Hebrew is likewise nepes hayya in all of these

verses, whatever the English translation.
63'The fact that he [man] is not just earth moulded into a body, and not just a soul, but a

soul quickened and established and sustained by God in a direct and personal and special

encounter of His breath with this frame of dust, is the differentiating exaltation and

distinction of man" (K. Barth, Church Dogmatics, 3.1.237).

64This means that trichotomy, which views man as constituted of three parts, also has a

serious weakness: "soul" is not a third part of man. However, since it is not identical with

body or spirit, trichotomy does point in the right direction. .

65 In these four references the Hebrew terms rua/J ("spirit") and nepes ("soul") parallel

the Greek words pneuma for "spirit" and psyche for" soul." Psyche, like nepes, may often

be translated simply "being" or "life."
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ship him in spirit and truth" (4:24). The and given this dominion, is enabled to

spirit of the Christian in whom the Holy fulfill that dominion through the spirit.

Spirit dwells is sensitive to that Spirit: This makes man's conscious life tran

"When we cry, 'Abba! Father!' it is the scendent to all else that God has

Spirit himself bearing witness with our brought into being. Man is God's vice

spirit that we are children of God" regent by virtue of the kind of life that

(Rom. 8: 15-16). The Spirit of God thus God has planted within him. He can

communicates with the human spirit. exercise authority over the animals, he

Finally, it is the spirit through which can rule over the earth, he can build

praying in "tongues" occurs: "If I pray cities, he can invent musical instru

in a tongue, my spirit prays ..." ments and forge tools of bronze and

(I Cor. 14:14). Through such praying iron.>? he can build towers into the

one "utters mysteries in the Spirit" heavens.sv and he can explore the uni

(v. 2). From this wide range of biblical verse. This is man whose great domin

evidence, confirmed in many a Chris- ion has been made possible by the

tian's experience, the spirit of man is inbreathing of the Spirit of God into

particularly the vehicle of divine-human some dust of the earth! This is man-

communication.» the transcendent living being.

It should be added that a failure to The spirit, accordingly, is the very

understand man as spirit leads to a essence of human nature. Not only does

misunderstanding of his relationship to the spirit transcend all other aspects of

God. It unfortunately becomes either human existence, but these aspects are

too intellectual, too emotional, or too all grounded in it. The spirit is the

volitional. 58 There are, to be sure, quintessential self-that which has been

thoughts about God, feelings in relation inbreathed by God-and though it does

to Him, and proper acts of will; but it is not in this world stand in isolation from

only on the profounder level of spirit the body or the various other functions

that genuine communication and rela- of the living person, the spirit is the

tionship are established. Such commu- base and center of them all. The spirit

nication is suprarational, supraemotion- operates through the mind, the will, and

al, supravolitional. It is the base of all of the emotions but is to be identified with

these but is not simply to be identified none of them. Spirit may even be called

with anyone of them. Spirit transcends "the principle of the soul. " The spirit in

them all. some ways is the most elusive of all

It is obvious that what has been said aspects of human existence. It is the

here about the transcendence of spirit in center of man that, being grounded in

man can relate back to what was earlier the reality of God, is the ground of all

said about man's having dominion over else in human nature.

the world. Man, made in God's image It follows that the human spirit is

)7 ~et me give a few quotations. George Hendry: "The human spirit is the organ of his

~an s] .e~co~~te.r with ~od". (The Hol~ Spirit in ChrIstian Theology, 107); Reinhold

l~bUhr.. Spirit IS ... pnmanly a capacity for and affinity with the divine" (The Nature

~n Destiny of Man, 152); Karl Barth: "Man exists because he has spirit ... he is grounded

m\~~~~tI~uted, and maintained by God" (Church Dogmatics 3.2.344).

I b IS IS one of the basic weaknesses in a dichotomous view of man namely that he is

~m ~l ody and Soul, spirit being identified with soul. Since soul has basi~allY to do with the

mte ed~tualll, emotio~al, and volitional aspects of man, what spirit points to may be eliminated
or ra tea y subordmated.

59See Genesis 4'17 22 f h .
60S G .' - or t e earliest record of some of these accomplishments of man.

ee enesrs II: 1-9, the story of the tower of Babel.

immortal. Since it is inbreathed by God,

it is imperishable. The body, to be sure,

returns to dust at death, but the spirit

cannot die. Death is the absence of

spirit. Hence at the death of the body,

the spirit is "given up" to God. Eccle

siastes speaks of how at the end of life

"the dust returns to the earth as it was,

and the spirit returns to God who gave

it" (12:7). We recall also that at His

death Jesus cried out from the cross:

"Father, into thy hands I commit my

spirit!" (Luke 23:46). The spirit cannot

die: it comes from the breath of God,

and is sustained by Him both now and

forever.

C. A Living Being

Man, lastly, is a living being. He,

who is the union of "the breath of life"

and "the dust of the earth," of spirit

and of body, is a "living being" or

"living soul" (Gen. 2:7).61 The same

expression is used for the animals.s?

Both people and animals are living

beings or living souls. Both are consti

tuted of "dust" (or "ground") and the

"breath of life," and thereby become

"living beings." However, the great

difference is that man is a living being of

a much higher-even qualitatively

higher-order than animals. For man is

uniquely the combination of breath

(spirit) from God and dust (body) from

the ground. So is he a living being.s '

MAN

As we begin to reflect on man as a

"living being" or "soul," we are not to

understand this as a third part of man

but as the resulting expression of spirit

functioning through body. It might be

said that spirit is the principle of man as

soul. Soul (or life) is grounded in spirit

and so is inseparable from spirit, but it

is not a third part.s- It is the whole of

life through which the spirit of man

expresses itself.
It is to be noted that there are in

stances in the Scriptures where soul and

spirit are used quite similarly or in close

connection. For example, both spirit

and soul can be spoken of as disturbed:

"his spirit was troubled" (Gen. 41:8),

the "soul is cast down ... " (Ps. 42:6).

Also compare "Now is my soul troub

led" (John 12:27) with "he was troubled

in spirit" (John 13:21).65 In the Mag

nificat Mary cries out, "My soul mag

nifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in

God my Savior" (Luke 1:46-47). In all

these cases, which surge with deep

emotions, a close approximation oc

curs. Hence it would be unwise to seek

too neat a division. That there is a

difference, though not readily apparent,

is to be seen, for example, in the words

of Hebrews 4:12-"For the word of

God is living and active, sharper than

any two-edged sword, piercing to the

division of soul and spirit." Division is

possible; for even if they are not differ-
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66 Another New Testament text that denotes a differencebetween spirit and soul (and also
body) is I Thessalonians 5:23- "May your spirit and soul and body be kept sound and
blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ." The Word of God, namely,Jesus Christ,
~ilI ~t H~s coming be viewing man in depth and in toto; no aspect of man will escape His
piercmg Judgment.

67 Plato, for example, held that the soul preexisted the body and that at birth the soul
selected a body to form a human life.

.6~The Book of Hebrews speaks of "the heavenly Jerusalem" where are present "the
spmts of just men made perfect" (12:22-23).

~9In the Book of Revelation John saw "under the altar the souls of those who had been
slamf<,lr the word of God and for the witness they had borne" (6:9). This viewof souls after
death IS unique to Revelation. Ordinarily, the picture in the Bible is that of the continuance
of the spirit.

7°The body that returns to dust will some day become a "spiritual body" (see I Cor.
15:44). Then there will be the completed presence of man with God.

71 Of course, the narrative in Genesis 3:8-9 is God's calling man to account, but this very
call indicates man's special relationship to God and his original freedom to have fellowship
with Him.

72 All this we can see in retrospect from the curse imposed because of the fall of man:
"Cursed is the ground because of you; in toil you shall eat of it all the days of your life;
thorns and thistles it shall bring forth to you.... In the sweat of your face you shall eat
bread ... " (Gen. 3:17-19).

73 All this belongs to the future glory: "I consider that the sufferings of this present time
are not worth comparing with the glory that is to be revealed to us" (Rom. 8:18).
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ent substances, they do signify pro
foundly different dimensions of human
nature, because the spirit is that in
which the soul is grounded. Thus, while
spirit and soul may be used to express
much the same thing, there is a differ
ence that the Word of God can pierce
through.v

Now we may look more closely at
man as a living being or living soul,
which relates directly to conscious life.
Man shares consciousness with the ani
mals, which are also living beings or
living souls. However, as noted, there
is a qualitative difference between man
and animal. The specific difference is
that man's conscious life includes the
wide range of his intellectual, emo
tional, and volitional life. This does not
mean that animals, especially the most
highly developed ones, have none of
this. However, with man there is such a
great difference in these areas that
quantitative measurement does not
suffice: there is a qualitative otherness.
With the mind man rises into the realm
of concepts, ideas, and imagination and
can even reflect upon himself in his
rational self-transcendence; with the
emotions man can rise to the supersen
sible realm and may rejoice in the good,
the true, and the beautiful; with the will
man can put into practice complex
energies of self-determination and move
beyond the confines of instinct and
environment. Man as living soul, by

virtue of being grounded in spmt, is
self-transcending in every area of his
conscious life.

The "soul," then, is the kind of life
man has. Soul represents the human act
of living in its various intellectual, emo
tional, and volitional dimensions. Soul
is that which proceeds from the depths
of the spirit as it animates the body.

The soul obviously is not preexis
tents? since it comes into existence
through the conjunction of spirit and
body. So far as postexistence-exist
ence beyond physical death-is con
cerned, it is the spirit and not the soul
that is said to go immediately "up
ward" (as we have noted). In the case
of the believer, the spirit is present with
God at the moment following death and
is made perfect.68 However, the soul
may also be described as present with
the Lord.sv for it is grounded in and
lives out of the spirit. Thus because of
its spiritual dimensions it too may be
said to be immortal. Animals, while
having souls, do not have spirits sus
tained by the breath of God and thus do
not continue beyond death. Man is
unique again in that he is sustained by
God. Although his body does return to
dust, his spirit/soul continues.» Such is
man's high stature-as inbreathed by
the Spirit of the living God.

III. MAN IS THAT ENTITY MADE
TO BE FREE

Genesis 2:16 gives a further perspec
tive on man: "And the LORD God com
manded the man, saying, 'You may
freely eat of every tree of the garden;
but of the tree of the knowledge of good
and evil you shall not eat, for in the day
that you eat of it you shall die.' " Not
only is man uniquely created in the
image of God and inbreathed by the
LORD God, but he is also made in
freedom.

A. A Positive Freedom

Man in his original situation was
granted a freedom to have fellowship
with God, to work gladly and produc
tively, to enjoy the good things God had
made, and even to partake of "the tree
of life." We may observe these in tum.

Man was created free for fellowship
with God. As we have noted, man is
man and woman, man with his neigh
bor, man in relationship with his fellow
man. But ultimately what counts the
most, for it is that on which all else
depends, is man in relationship to God.
By "walking in the garden in the cool of
the day" and "calling" to man (Gen.
3:8-9),71 thus giving him the freedom to
respond, God gave man the highest
possible freedom.

The freedom for fellowship with God
is the most precious of all freedoms.
Originally, there was nothing that stood
in the way of this fellowship: no evil, no
sin, no estrangement. The beginning

MAN

was as the end some day will be in the
new heaven and the new earth: "Be
hold, the dwelling of God is with men.
He will dwell with them, and they shall
be his people, and God himself will be
with them" (Rev. 21:3). Man able to
walk with God, to talk with Him, to
commune with the God of the whole
universe, and all this in intimate and
perfect communion: this is the glorious
picture. Such freedom, such ability
there can be nothing higher.

Man was created free to work gladly
and productively. He was placed in the
garden to dress it, to keep it, to culti
vate it. There was no hindrance to this
free and glad expression. There were
neither thorns nor thistles, nor was the
ground hardened so that man's work
should become toil and bondage.t- Nor
was there blight or decay. Once again,
the beginning in Eden was as the end
will be in the new world when "creation
itself will be set free from its bondage to
decay and obtain the glorious liberty of
the children of God" (Rom. 8:21),73
Man was free to enjoy his labor without
obstacle or hindrance of any kind.

All this the man could do, and he
could do so with the woman as his
helper. Her work would be alongside
his. But as "the mother of all living"
(Gen. 3:20), her chief joy would lie in
the bringing forth and rearing of chil
dren. That was to be her special "la
bor" (even as the man's was to culti
vate the earth) from the moment of
giving birth to a child, but originally
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. 74 Agony in childbirth came with the fall. Concerning woman God decreed: "I will make
mtense your pangs in childbearing. In pain shall you bear children" (Gen. 3:16 AB). Many
t,ranslatlO~s s,~g~e~t that the fall multiplied pain (RSV; "I will greatly multiply your pain in
<.:hlldbeanng, similarly NIV. NASB), and that woman would have known suffering regardless
~f sin a,~d the fall. A better understanding, I believe, is that woman, like man, is made for
. labor, ~ut t~er~ was to be n? toil, pain, or anguish either in man's cultivating the earth or
in wO~,an.s ~nngmg forth a child. (The same Hebrew word, 'i~~a!2{jn, is used in Gen. 3:16
17;~r pam and ".toil.") Recall our earlier discussion in chapter 6, the section on suffering.

I.n. an extraordmary lament over the king of Tyre, Ezekiel speaks of man's primeval
condlt~on: "You were in Eden, the garden of God; every precious stone was your covering
~;~~ei;~n, topaz, and jasper, chrysolite, beryl and onyx, sapphire, carbuncle, and emerald':

7~The Boo~ of Revelation shows that the end will be similar to the beginning in that once
agam. there will be "the tree of life" (22:2). The scene, however, is different: before, the tree
wa7s7~n a .garden, then it will be in a city-the city of God and the Lamb.
... he spmt IS Immortal, as we have noted; however, I refer here to man in his entirety

~~;It, body.. and ,soul), who would have gained immortality by partaking of the tree of life.
With~~:~~~~usslOn on the tree of life, see chapter 12, "Covenant," IV. A. "The Covenant

7HGeorge Hendry in The Westminster Confession for Today, 66.
79To use the traditional Latin phrase, man was created posse non peccare , "able not to

sin." Sinful man is non posse non peccare, "not able not to sin." To look further (as we will
note in chapter 13, 'The Incarnation"), Christ was non posse peccare, "not able to sin."

8°This is a basic theme in atheistic existentialism, running from Nietzsche to Sartre. To
deny God makes man responsible for his own existence. For if there is a God with laws and
commands, human freedom is thereby given up. See, for example, Sartre's "Existentialism
Is a Humanism" in his Existentialism and Humanism.

8I Jesus put it succinctly in saying, "If you continue in my word . . . you will know the
truth, and the truth will make you free" (John 8:31-32).

82"For freedom Christ has set us free" (Gal. 5:1).
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there was to have been no agony in it. 74
To "be fruitful and multiply" (I :28) was
a commission laid on man and woman
together, and freely and joyously they
would share this calling.

Man was also created free to enjoy,
the beautiful world God had made. For
"the LORD God made to grow every tree
that is pleasant to sight and good for
food" (Gen. 2:9), and then He said to
the man: "You may freely eat of every
tree of the garden" (2: 16). All was there
for the man to delight in-fruitbearing
trees; the river flowing out of Eden
(2: 10); and nearby precious stones,
metals, and ointments (2: 11_12).75 Man
was free to enjoy all the good things of
creation. The animals were there also,
not wild and untamed, but so close to
the man that they could be brought to
him for naming. They were his compan
ions; he had no fear of them nor they of
one another. Man was free to enjoy the
good and beautiful world that God had
made.

Moreover, and climactically, there
was also "the tree of life" that man
could partake of. For "the LORD God
made to grow . . . the tree of life also in
the midst of the garden" (Gen. 2:9).76
To eat of this tree would be to "live for
ever" (3:22); hence it could be called

"the tree of immortality. " Incidentally,
this shows that man was not made
immortal» but "immortable." by par
taking of this lifebearing tree. Man was
made free even to partake of immortali
ty by eating its fruit. Since it was placed
"in the midst" of Eden and not in some
hidden or far-away spot, God clearly
intended that man should refresh him
self by it and live forever on the good
earth that He had made.

Such was the freedom of man in the
beginning. It was essentially a positive
freedom-for fellowship with God, for
glad and productive labor, for partaking
of the good things of creation. There
was no obstacle in the way of man's
sharing in all of this.

What is especially marvelous is that
man originally was free from compul
sion, unhindered by the dominion of
sin, and therefore able to do all that he
had been created to do. There was a
vital communion with God, a harmoni
ous unity with all creation, a beautiful
relationship between man and woman.
This, we may add, is the only kind of
freedom that is true freedom, namely,
to be able to do all things without
barrier or hindrance. However, it is a
freedom man has not fully known since
Eden. As the apostle Paul comments,

"For I do not do the good I want, but
the evil I do not want is what I do"
(Rom. 7: 19). In Christ, we may praise
God that "the Spirit of life" has set us
"free from the law of sin and death"
(8:2). But even this freedom will not be
perfected until the end when all things
are fully complete.

True freedom is the freedom to func
tion according to God's intention; it is
for man to act in harmony with his own
created being. It is therefore a "struc
tured" or "oriented" freedorn.?s God
did not make man with a freedom that is
neutral or indifferent, but with a free
dom that is pointed toward genuine self
fulfillment. Moreover, this freedom in
cludes the ability to do that for which
man the creature is made: the ability to
do God's will. Thus man in his created
freedom was able not to sin;?? he was
free to fulfill his true God-given destiny.

A final note on this point: this is the
only kind of freedom that the Christian
ultimately is concerned with. It is to be
free from compulsion, unhindered by
sin's dominion, and able to do God's
will. All other "freedom" is still bond
age, no matter what the world may say.
Freedom, according to many people
who are outside the faith, is viewed as
the liberty to do "one's own thing," to
act according to one's own pleasure.
Indeed, by a strange and tragic quirk, to
do as God pleases is often viewed as
slavery, the surrender of freedom. Ac
cording to some, God must be denied so
that man may be free.w Such a view is
totally foreign to Christian faith, which

MAN

sees such "freedom from God" as
bondage-bondage to the self with the
whims and caprice of one's own will.
True freedom is liberation from this
bondage, which parades as freedom,
and finding genuine fulfillment in God's
will, God's Word,"! God's truth. It is
the genuine freedom for which Christ
has set us freels 2

B. A Freedom of Decision

Man in his original situation was
granted the freedom to decide in rela
tion to God's will. Although his free
dom was oriented toward God, there
was no compulsion. Man could move in
another direction. He had to decide for
God and His will. He could disobey
God and fracture his own created being
by doing what God forbade, namely,
eating of "the tree of knowledge of
good and evil" (Gen. 2:9). On the other
hand, he could spurn this tree and know
only the good by his continuing obedi
ence.

This shows that freedom cannot be a
coerced thing, else there is no sub
stance to it. Even though man is ori
ented toward God, and his God-given
freedom enables him to have fellowship
with God and to do His will, man is not
compelled by his orientation. For al
though he has that high freedom to obey
God's will, disobedience, however for
eign to genuine freedom, is not ruled
out. As surely as freedom is a fact, it
must contain within itself a genuine
decision. If there is no option but to do
God's will, freedom is a word only.
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We must, however, quickly empha
size that man was not so created in
freedom that he had equal options be
fore him: to obey or disobey. The "tree
of life," of which man might freely eat
in his obedience to God, was "in the
midst of the garden." The "tree of the
knowledge of good and evil," which
was forbidden to man was somewhere
present, but it is not said to have been
"in the midst. "81 It was eccentric (i.e.,
out of the center), and thus not an equal
option. Hence, there were not before
man two trees equally positioned, one
on the right and one on the left. No, the
tree of life was central. Thus the focus
of man's nature was oriented toward
communion with God. If he would
choose to obey God by eating of the
eccentric tree, he would turn from his
true end. Man was called to obedience
and not to disobedience. If he would
choose the latter, he would become
thereby as off-centered (as "ec-cen
tric") as the tree itself. He would be out
of God's will, and the consequence
finally would be the destruction of free
dom itself. To decide for God, accord
ingly, is to choose life rather than
death.s-

The freedom of decision is essential
to man, the creature of God. And as
surely as he passes by that which is not
central but peripheral and decides for
God, his freedom is thereby strength
ened. Thus it is not that God put man on

trial or that man had to pass a test to
incur God's favor, but that God desired
from man free, spontaneous obedi
ence.o God did not make man to be an
automaton who of necessity does His
will, but rather granted to him the
freedom to confirm what God had com
manded. Thereby does freedom take on
character.

We can now recognize that although
man has been made like his Creator in
righteousness and holiness, in goodness
and truth, he must confirm these with a
free decision for God. In this way, and
this way only, genuine character comes
about. Character is the result of deci
sion for the good, the true, the right. If
there is no opportunity for contrary
decision, as destructive as it is, there
can be no establishment of character.
By saying no to a deviant possibility,
man is confirmed in the truth.

One additional matter needs to be
noted, namely, that it was God's origi
nal intention that man should be aware
only of the good. Everything was good
that God had made, even "very good"
(Gen. 1:31). This included "the tree of
the knowledge of good and evil." The
reason man was forbidden to eat of that
tree was not that the tree itself was evil
or the fruit poisonous, but that by doing
what God forbade, man would know the
realm of evil. God intended rather that
man-by choosing solely to obey, to
walk only in His will, to live in perfect

communion with Himself, his neighbor,
and 'all creation-would know nothing
but goodness and truth. He would not
even be aware, as was God, that there
was another realm, a realm of evil. 86

Man would live wholly in the realm of
light, truth, and goodness both for now
and, by partaking of the tree of life, for
ever.

Some day the end will be like the
beginning. Partaking of the "tree of
life" in the city of God (Rev. 22:2), man
will totally focus on God Himself.

MAN

"They need no light of lamp or sun, for
the Lord God will be their light" (v. 5).
This is all that we will see or know or
want to know. "Outside are the dogs
and sorcerers and fornicators and mur
derers and idolaters, and everyone who
loves and practices falsehood" (v. 15).
But those "outside" will not be seen or
known in their final condition of wick
edness and hopelessness. For we will
behold only the LORD God-and in His
light see light alone-throughout all
eternity.

Xl Note Genesis 2:9- "And out of the ground the LORD God made to grow every tree that
is pleasant to the sight and good for food, the tree of life also in the midst of the garden, and
the tree of the knowledge of good and evil." The NIV reads: "In the middle of the garden
were the tree of life and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil" (similarly NEB). The RSV
(similarly KJV and NASB) seems more accurately to reflect the Hebrew. It is true that Eve
later spoke of the forbidden tree as being "in the midst of the garden" (Gen. 3:3), but this
statement is better viewed, I believe, as attributable to her confusioncaused by the serpent's
deception. For fuller discussion, see the next chapter: "Sin."

840bserve how this corresponds to the words of Moses to Israel: "See, I have set before
you this day life and good, death and evil [note the correspondence to the two trees in the
garden] ... therefore choose life, that you and your descendants may live" (Deut. 30:15,
19).

HI "If.He did call him to fellowship and union ... He had to give him freedom ... not to
tempt him or to test him, but to give him place for spontaneous obedience according to his
creation" (K. Barth, Church Dogmatics, 3.1.266).
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86 See the next chapter, "Sin," for a discussion of this matter.
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Sin

In coming to a consideration of the
Christian doctrine of sin, we have ar
rived at the basic problem within human
nature and society. Man the creature is
also man the sinner. It is the actuality of
sin that has blighted the human situa
tion since the beginning of history. It is
to this critical situation that Christian
faith primarily addresses itself, for
Christianity is at heart a way of salva
tion. Hence, we must now reflect care
fully on this aspect of the human condi
tion: the all-prevalent problem of hu
man sinfulness.

Before proceeding further we should
recognize that there are many other
views of the human situation. To the
question "What is man's problem?"
many answers are given. For example:
(I) Man basically has no problem. He
may have a few defects here and there,
but underneath it all his condition is
fine. Any dark view of man or human
nature is perverted and militates against
a normal and natural existence. The
more we believe that people are
"O.K.," the better the human situation
will be. (2) Man is on the way up. If his
condition is not altogether good, it is
because he is not yet mature. When one

considers his animal background, his
evolutionary past, it is not surprising
that it takes a long time to become fully
human. To be sure, there is something
of the animal still in him-a kind of
vestigial carry-over (like the human
appendix)-but he is gradually slough
ing it off. Man doubtless needs to attend
to these problems, but most of all he
should be encouraged to move ahead.
(3) Man is not sufficiently enlightened.
His problem is basically ignorance. He
does not know enough yet about what is
really good for him and society, about
human relations and how to improve
them, about the dangers of war and
things leading to it. If he only knew
more, he would also conduct himself
and his affairs properly. More educa
tion, please! (4) Man's problem is basi
cally his suppression of his own indivi
duality and personal needs. He needs to
become himself, unencumbered by au
thority patterns, ancient taboos, repres
sive guilt. When this happens, human
nature comes to full flower. (5) The
only real problem is that of a negative
attitude about life. If a person will think
affirmatively, feel positive about every
thing, and act with vigor and enthusi-
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asrn, he will soon overcome any prob
lem that has bedeviled him. The less
said ahout "sin" the better; rather let
us be on our way forward and upward!

One further view is sometimes ex
pressed, namely, that the prevailing
human condition is one of estrangement
and alienation. Beneath any surface
problems there is a deep sense of dislo
cation and unease-in relation to the
surrounding world, to other people,
even to oneself. Often this is manifested
as an undercurrent of anxiety. This may
eventuate in moods of pessimism, even
hopelessness and despair. For such an
"existential"l view of the human situa
tion, it seems apparent that none of the
preceding answers provides in-depth
help.

This brings us to the Christian per
spective on the human situation-a
perspective that sees the problem as a
serious one. Neither increased educa
tion, nor attainment of maturity, nor a
more affirmative attitude, nor fuller
self-expression sufficiently grapples
with this profound human problem. In
the light of Christian faith such optimis
tic evaluations of the human situation
avail little. The "existential" assess
ment (noted above) of the human situa
tion with its dark depiction of man's
estrangement, hopelessness, and anxi
ety more closely approximates the
Christian understanding. However,
Christian faith provides a more ade
quate perspective of the human plight
and, most importantly, shows the root
cause to be the fact of human sin-

fulness. Accordingly, let us now turn to
the consideration of sin.

I. DEFINITION

Sin may be defined as the personal
act of turning away from God and His
will. It is the transgression of God's
law, yet the act is ultimately not against
the law but against His person. David,
after his violation of God's law,' cried
out, "Against thee, thee only, have I
sinned, and done that which is evil in
thy sight" (Ps. 51:4). Sin is against
God-against His holiness, love, and
truth; it is deeply and profoundly per
sonal. The Lord Himself, in the words
of Isaiah, lamented concerning Israel:
"Sons have I reared and brought up,
but they have rebelled against me" (lsa.
I :2). Herein is the heart and tragedy of
sin: a personal spurning of the Lord of
love.

Simultaneously and concretely, sin is
the violation of God's command. It is
the turning away from God's expressed
will: indeed, in the spirit of "not Thy
will but mine be done." Against the
background of knowing God's com
mand, it is a matter of willful transgres
sion. Paul says of mankind in general
that "though they know God's decree"
(that is, His commandments concerning
wrong practices) ... they will not only
do them but approve those who practice
them" (Rom. I:32). Sin thus is to act
contrary to God's will either by action
or by consent.

In a definition of sin there are the
aspects of both deviation and rebellion.

On the one hand, there is the failure to
measure up to God's intention-a miss
ing of the mark.s There is a deviation, a
going astray, a turning aside from the
Lord God and His will. On the other
hand, there is the direct rebellion
against God's purpose or command.'
Hence, sin is an act of defiance for the
purpose of pursuing one's own will and
way. In summary, whether sin is devia
tion or rebellion, it is a personal act
against Almighty God.

It is precisely this turning away from
God and His will-a movement that
becomes habitual (the act becomes a
condition)-that has led to the human
situation earlier described. The inability
of man to resolve his problems through
either more optimistic affirmations and
efforts or more pessimistic assessments
and actions is grounded in the prevail
ing situation of contrariness to God.
Because mankind transgresses God's
declared will, the resulting human situa
tion is a hopeless one. Frustration,
alienation, guilt, and anxiety are en
demic, for permeating all human life is
the poison of sin. Such is the universal
condition.

II. ORIGIN

One of the most difficult of questions
concerns the origin of sin. First of all,
sin seems out of place both because of
the character of God and because of the
kind of world He has made. God Him
self, in whom there is nothing of evil
(for He is One of utter holiness, right
eousness, and truth) made a world in
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which everything including man was
good, indeed "very good" (Gen. 1:31).
Man was created at the climax and apex
of creation in God's own image and
likeness, thus in holiness and righteous
ness and truth.e What possible place
could there be in this good creation for
the slightest trace of sin or evil? Sec
ond, even after a consideration of the
biblical picture of the origin of sin (to be
discussed soon), mystery about it
doubtless will still remain. Paul speaks
of "the mystery of iniquity"? (2 Thess.
2:7 KJV) or sin. This surely applies to its
origin as well as to its final appearance.s
Sin inevitably points to the irrational
and is the utter antithesis of order and
sense. No matter how thoroughly it is
described or analyzed, it cannot be
fitted into any totally coherent scheme.
Third, the revelation in Scripture is
sparse in detail. There is some refer
ence to origin (as we will discuss), but
the concern of the biblical record is
much more with the nature and effects
of sin, what God has done to overcome
its power, and how believers are to
cope with it. Sin is a fact, indeed, the
dark fact of the human condition. But
there is hope, there is salvation, there is
victory!

Although the origin of sin is a difficult
question, there is still much value in
seeking to deal with it. For though we
are now concerned with sin in its ori
gin- "original sin" -our reflection
does not relate simply to primal history
but in some sense to the continuing
source of sin in every human Iife-

I Much of this mood of estrangement, alienation, and anxiety has been expressed by
twentieth-century existentialist writers such as Camus, Kafka, and Sartre. See.for example,
Camus' Stranger, Kafka's Castle, and Sartre.'s Wall. In addition to such novels and stories,
philosophical analysis has been carried out particularly in the writings of Jaspers and
Heldegger. See especially Jaspers' Reason and Existenz and Heidegger's Being and Time
(also Sartres Being and Nothingness).

21n my book Contemporary Existentialism and Christian Faith, I have summarized the
existentialisr thinking of Jaspers, Heidegger, Sartre, Tillich, and Bultmann and provided a
Chn~tlan critique, The book was written in response to the frequent question, "What is the
relationshij, of existentialism to Christian faith?"

'Through both adultery and murder.
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4In the Old Testament the most common word for sin is hat«, to "miss" or "fail." It is
equivalent to the most frequent New Testament word for sin: hamartia.

5Pasa' in the Old Testament is the most important term that expresses the note of
rebeIlion and revolt. New Testament terms that convey related ideas are paraptoma,
"trespass"; anomia, "lawlessness"; and asebeia, "impiety." Asebeia is often used in the
LXX to translate pasa".

6See the preceding chapter, "Man," pp. 206-8.
"The Greek word anomia is often translated "lawlessness" as in the RSV, NASB, and NIV

(see fn. 5). However, it also may be rendered "iniquity" and "wickedness" (Thayer). It also
connotes "wrongdoing" or "sin" (TDNT, 4:1085).

8The latter is Paul's concern in 2 Thessalonians.
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"actual sin."? Thus what is said con
cerning the origin of sin's first occur
rence will help us understand its contin
umg appearance.

As we reflect on the origin of sin, let
us begin with the narration in Genesis 3.
For as Paul declares, "Sin came into
the world through one man ... " (Rorn;
5:(2). Hence, it is the account of the sin
of original man, who is man and
woman, 10 and the first occurrence of sin
that must be our focus. The critical
question is, How did sin occur at the
beginning of human history?

A. The Temptation by Satan

As we turn to the opening account in
Genesis 3, it is apparent that the first
figure in the drama of sin's origin is
neither man nor God, but Satan: "Now
the serpent was more crafty than any
beast of the field which the LORD God
had made" (v. I NASB). "The serpent"
is obviously not simply a beast of the
field; he is said to be "more crafty"
than any of the others. Also the next
statement depicts the serpent as being
able to speak: "He said. '" " Al
though Genesis does not directly de
clare it, it is apparent from the overall
testimony of Scripture and specifically
the words in the Book of Revelation
about the "ancient serpent, who is
called the Devil and Satan" (12:9), that
the serpent of Genesis 3 is the disguise
and mouthpiece of Satan.

The story that unfolds, leading to the
entrance of sin into the world, depicts

the temptation by Satan. From the
opening words to the woman, "Did God
say ... T" (v. I) to his open declara
tion that they would "be like God,
knowing good and evil" (v. 5), there is
subtlety, craftiness, and deception
throughout. I I The woman finally suc
cumbed, as did her husband.

This account of the temptation by
Satan may raise questions concerning
both the identity of Satan and his rea
son for speaking through the serpent.
Actually, there is little biblical informa
tion on either matter. Regarding iden
tity, Satan is mentioned in the Old
Testament in only three passages:
I Chronicles 21:1; Job 1-2; and Zecha
riah 3:1-2. ' 2 In these he is the inciter of
David to take a census, the impugner of
Job's integrity, and the accuser of
Joshua as unfit to be high priest. In the
New Testament there are many refer
ences to Satan, or the Devil. I 3 His
activity continues to be that of tempta
tion, accusation, deception, and con
stant attack against all that is of God. In
the words of Jesus, the devil was "a
murderer from the beginning, and has
nothing to do with the truth, because
there is no truth in him. When he lies,
he speaks according to his own nature,
for he is a liar and the father of lies"
(John 8:44). From these words about
Satan in both the Old and New Testa
ments, the probable reason that he
speaks through the serpent is his Ull

ceasing opposition to all that is of God
and his determination at the outset to

pervert and destroy God's highest and
noblest creation in the physical uni
verse, namely, man.i-

A further question concerning Sa
tan's origin is raised; however, on this
matter nothing is said directly. We
might first observe that, according to
I John 3:8, "the devil has sinned"
from the beginning." This would sug
gest that prior to the sin of man, the
devil had already sinned, for he was the
provocation of man's sinning. Satan's
existence, doubtless, preceded the cre
ation of man. However, there is no
suggestion that Satan existed eternally,
for he has not always sinned or forever
been a sinner, but he sinned "from the
beginning. " This implies that before
"the beginning," that is, of creation,
there was no Satan. Hence he belongs
to the created order of reality. Satan
accordingly is not eternal; he is not God
or in any sense divine-not even a
fallen divinity-but is a creature of
God, however perverse he may be or
have become.i-

Does this then mean that God, in
addition to creating a "very good"
world, also created an evil world, Or at
least one evil creature, Satan? This, of
course, is impossible, since God is
totally holy and righteous in all His
actions. The only possible answer is
that Satan is a fallen creature, albeit of a
different order than that of man. That
such is the case is unmistakably implied
in such biblical language as "the dragon
[i.e., Satan] and his angels" (Rev. 12:7).
The Scriptures also affirm that there
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were "angels that did not keep their
own position but left their proper dwell
ing" (Jude 6). Moreover, God "did not
spare the angels when they sinned, but
cast them into hell" (2 Peter 2:4). Satan
could well have been their leader ("Sa
tan and his angels"), although it is
apparent that while now likely a deniz
en of the "pits of nether gI00m,"17 he
emerges to carryon warfare against
God's human creatures.

All of this concerning Satan's origin
may raise an additional and more perti
nent question concerning Satan's sin. If
he sinned "from the beginning," what
was-and continues to be-the nature
of that sin? If there is an answer here, it
may lead to a better understanding of
his temptation of man, since Satan is
likely to seek to warp creatures into his
own image and likeness. Actually, there
is no totally clear biblical teaching on
Satan's sin; however, from what there
is, the picture suggests pride to be at the
center of it. We have already noted that
the angels who fell "did not keep their
own position but left their proper dwell
ing. " This implies some kind of a revolt
against their God-given status. They
were seemingly cast down because of a
prideful rebellion in heaven, probably
with Satan at its head. A statement of
the apostle Paul that describes the qual
ifications of a bishop or overseer also
links pride with Satan's downfall: "He
must not be a recent convert, or he may
be puffed up with conceit and fall into
the condemnation of the devil" (I Tim.
3:6). Being "puffed up with conceit"-

9Both "original sin" and "actual sin" will be discussed in some detail later.
IORecall our discussion of "man" as "man and woman" in the previous chapter, pp. 203

6.
11 The accounts of Satan's temptation of Jesus display the same character of subtlety and

attempted deception (see Matt. 4: I - Il and Luke 4: 1-13).
" "In \~alm 109:6 the Hebrew satan is transliterated "Satan" (KJV) or translated

accuser (RSV. NIV, NASB). Cf. also Numbers 22:22; 1 Samuel 29:4; Psalm 38:20; 109:4,20,
29. ,In none of these. cases, however, does satan refer to the figure of Satan.

.' The na~e Satan IS found thirty-four times. The designation of "the devil" also OCCUrs
thirty-four limes. The later nomenclature does not appear in the Old Testament.
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14 According to the apocryphal book The Wisdom of Solomon, it was "the devil's envy"
that provoked the original temptation: "God created man for incorruption, and made him in
the image of his own eternity [or "nature"], but through the devil's envy death entered the
world" (2:23-24).

15 NASB translates "has sinned"; NIV has "has been sinning." The Greek verb hamartanei
is actually in the present tense, hence "sins" ("sinneth" KJV). However, because of the
expression "from the beginning," the RSV. NASB, and NIV translations seem appropriate.

16 In the biblical record there is no picture of an eternal dualism between good and evil,
God and Satan. Satan is not another god: he has not always existed, nor will he continue his
evil activities forever (see Rev. 20:10).

17These are the continuing words of 2 Peter 2:4.
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18The Hebrew word is helel, literally, "shining one." It is rendered "Day Star" in RSV,

"morning star" in NIV, "star of the morning" in NASH. "Lucifer" means "light-bringer."
19 "The dimensions of the God-defying ambition expressed in vv. 13, 14 surpass anything

~hat could be put in the mouth of a mere human being (even hyperbolically). No human king
IS ever represented in any ancient Semitic literature, either Hebrew or pagan, as vaunting
himself to set his throne above the heights of the clouds like the Most High God" (Harper
Study Bible, RSV, in loco, fn.).

20 A somewhat comparable passage to Isaiah 14 is Ezekiel 28: 1-19, a denunciation of the
king of .Tyre. The king, formerly "blameless," was "cast ... as a profane thing from the
~ountam of God ... your heart was proud" (vv. 15-17). Here, to say the least, is a similar
picture. In the pseudepigraphic writing known as the Slavonic Enoch there is a very vivid
picture of the fall of Satan that, while similar to the statements in Isaiah 14 and Ezekiel 28,
makes no refe~ence to an earthly king: "And one from out of the order of angels, having
t~rned away.wlth the order that was under him, conceived an impossible thought, to place
his t~rone higher than the clouds above the earth that he might become equal with my
[God s] power. And I threw him out from the height with his angels, and he was flying
continually above the bottomless [abyss]" (2 Enoch 29:4).

21 James I: 13- "God cannot be tempted with evil and he himself tempts no one."
22 Reinhold Niebuhr writes, "To believe that there is a devil is to believe that there is a

principle or force of evil antecedent to any human action.... The devil fell before man fell,
which is to say that man's rebellion against God is not an act of sheer perversity, nor does it
follow inevitably from the situation in which he stands" (The Nature and Destiny of Man,
1:180).

23 Remember that the original word and command of Genesis 2:16-17 was spoken by God
to Adam before Eve existed.

24The Greek word is epatethe.
25The Greek word is exapatetheisa.
26Eve's speaking to Adam is not mentioned at this point in the narrative. However, after

they both sinned and God was meting out punishment to Adam, He said, "Because you have
listened to the voice of your wife ... " (Gen. 3: 17).
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a vivid picture of pride-is to follow
the way of the devil into condemnation.
These words of Paul make rather spe
cific that pride, or conceit, is the sin
that led to Satan's downfall.

In this connection reference is some
times made to the passage in Isaiah that
reads, "How art thou fallen from
heaven, 0 Lucifer," son of the morn
ing! how art thou cut down to the
ground, which didst weaken the na
tions! For thou hast said in thine heart,
I will ascend into heaven, I will exalt
my throne above the stars of God ... I
will ascend above the heights of the
clouds; I will be like the Most High. Yet
thou shalt be brought down to hell"
(lsa. 14:12-15 KJV). This passage relates
specifically to the king of Babylon, his
pride, and his fall. Yet since in boast
fulness and pride the words seem to go
beyond what even the most arrogant of
earthly monarchs could declare, the
name of Lucifer and the words spoken
have been frequently applied to Satan in
church tradition. Thus Lucifer, often
also considered to be an archangel, was
viewed as the name of Satan prior to his
fall. Although it is common today to
score such tradition as a misrepresenta
tion of Isaiah 14, that chapter, not
unlike certain passages in the New
Testament previously noted, describes
an overweening pride and arrogance

that above all characterize Satan. Truly
Isaiah 14 presents the classic case of
one "puffed up with conceit," of one
who did not "keep [his] own position."
It seems difficult to construe such a
personage as less than the embodiment
of Satan."? This becomes even more
apparent when-as will be noted later
in more detail-the serpent's tempta
tion climaxes with the words "you will
be like God" (Gen. 3:5). How extraor
dinarily similar to the pompous declara
tion of "Lucifer": "I will be like the
Most High"! It is such haughtiness that
contributed to a tragic downfall.>e

As we look again at the account in
Genesis against the preceding back
ground, we realize that evil did not
begin with Adam and Eve. In the figure
of the serpent, it was already here. By
no means does this signify that evil is a
part of the world God made, because,
as we noted earlier, the serpent is the
disguise of Satan. Nonetheless, evil did
precede man's temptation, sin, and fall;
it searched out man as a target for its
deadly venom. This means, moreover,
that the origin of sin cannot be placed
simply in man's freedom or God's per
mission (both of which will be discussed
later). The temptation is not due either
to some tendency in human freedom
toward sin or to God's permission for
opening the door in that direction. Crea-

turely freedom is nothing but good, and
God Himself tempts no one.>' Hence,
though man is fully responsible for his
sinful action (also to be discussed later),
it is important to recognize that the
temptation comes from a third party
who is the very incarnation of evil.>?

Next we briefly observe that the way
of temptation is the way of deception.
The serpent, crafty and subtle (as be
comes apparent in the conversation to
follow), first raised a deceptive question
about God's word. After gaining a hear
ing, he flatly contradicted it. Observe
now his question to the woman: "Did
God really say, 'You must not eat from
any tree in the garden'?" (Gen. 3: I NIV).

God, of course, did not say that; His
word was: "You may freely eat of
every tree of the garden; but of the tree
of the knowledge of good and evil you
shall not eat" (2:16-17). The serpent's
question was loaded with craftiness and
deception: he questioned whether God
had spoken what had doubtless been
told to the woman by her husband,» he
perverted what God did say, and he
furthermore implied that if God were
good and just, He would not have
prohibited the man and woman from
enjoying the good fruit of any of the
trees He had placed in the garden. After
the woman's reply (which will be dis
cussed later), the serpent proceeded to
flatly contradict God's warning that
death would result from partaking of the
fruit of "the tree of knowledge of good
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and evil." God had said, "When you
eat of it you will surely die" (Gen. 2:17
NIV). Now Satan implied that not only is
God unjust, He is also a liar: "For God
knows [the serpent continued] that
when you eat of it your eyes will be
opened, and you will be like God"
(3:5). Thus the serpent blatantly de
clared that God is also determined to
keep mankind from still higher attain
ments and achievements. What a maze
of craftiness, deception, and lies on
Satan's part! How relevant these words
of Jesus: "[The devil] has nothing to do
with the truth. . . . When he lies, he
speaks according to his own nature, for
he is a liar and the father of lies" (John
8:44).

The result of this serpentine display
of subtlety and distortion is that the
woman was completely deceived. As
Paul puts it, "The serpent deceived Eve
by his craftiness" (2 Cor. 11:3 NASH).

Again, "it was not Adam who was
deceived.> but the woman being quite
deceived.o fell into transgression"
(l Tim. 2:14 NASH). She partook of the
forbidden fruit, spoke to her husband.t»
doubtless urging him to eat also, and he
ate.

The temptation by the serpent-Sa
tan himself-is the primary consider
ation in the origin of sin.

B. The Freedom of Man

It is important now to observe that
the primal sin was an act committed in
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27 Posse non peccare. See previous discussion in chapter 9, "Man," p. 217, fn. 79.
2' Further on in the narrative God addressed the woman: "What is this that you have

done?" (Gen. 3:13). She unquestionably was responsible before God.
29Recall the later words of God to the man: "Because you have listened to the voice of

your wife ... " (3: 17).

JOSuch consent may be echoed in Paul's words in Romans 1:32 about those who not only
"know God's decree" but also "approve [or "give consent to"] those who practice" what is
forbidden.

31 In Milton's Paradise Lost (Book III) Almighty God declares, "Whose fault? Whose but
his own. Ingrate, he had of me all he could have; I made him just and right, sufficient to have
stood though free to fall."

3 2And, it should be added, throughout history (see below under discussion of "actual
sin"). In 2 Esdras there is a statement about the continuing picture of people's deliberate
choice for evil: "Por they also received freedom, but they despised the Most High, and were
contemptuous of his law, and forsook his ways" (8:56).

3J Recall the earlier discussion of Job in relation to human suffering (see p. 137). Of
course, a major difference in the accounts of Satan's dealings with Adam and Eve and with
Job lies in the results: Adam and Eve fell into sin, Job did not.
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freedom. Although the woman was de
ceived by the serpent, there was no
compulsion involved; and although the
man listened to his wife, he did not have
to eat the fruit. The temptation did not
perforce lead to sin. Both the man and
the woman as free agents- "able not to
sin">' -were responsible for what
they had done.

Significantly and relevantly, they
both later tried to avoid responsibility
for their actions. When God questioned
Adam, he replied, "The woman whom
thou gavest to be with me, she gave me
fruit of the tree, and late" (Gen. 3:12).
The woman, in turn, replied to God's
question: "The serpent beguiled me,
and I ate" (v. 13). God, however, did
not accept the attempt of either to lay
the blame elsewhere. The serpent, to be
sure, was cursed by God (vv. 14-15-it
had no one else to blame!), but both the
man and the woman were punished by
God (vv. 16-19) for what they had
done. They were fully responsible for
their sinful actions.

Let us explore this a bit further. It
could be objected that the temptation of
the woman was so subtle and deceptive
that she could do little other than take
the fruit. Could she really have been
fully responsible? A threefold answer
may be suggested. First, the woman
freely entered into dialogue with the
serpent. She did not have to do so.
Moreover, this conversation seemingly
happened without her husband's partic
ipation. The woman, made as "a help
er" for him (Gen. 2:18), here acted on
her own; she was out of order. While
acting on her own was not a sin as such,
it led to disorder and deception. Sec
ond, no matter how severe the tempta
tion, the woman did not have to be

deceived. If she had immediately reject
ed the first insinuation of the serpent,
"Did God really say," with a firm
"No!" and had then quickly turned
away to the Lord God her Maker and
also to her husband, none of this would
have had to happen. She allowed her
self to be deceived. Third, it is the clear
witness of the Scriptures that, no matter
how strong the temptation, God is able
and willing to show a way out. For
example, hear Paul's words: "God is
faithful, and he will not allow you to be
tempted beyond your strength, but with
the temptation will also provide the way
of escape, that you may be able to
endure it" (l Cor. 10:13). If the woman
had looked to the faithful God as soon
as the serpent spoke, He would have
provided the way of escape. Alas, she
did not and was deceived. Hence, the
responsibility for the action was her
own. 28

What about the man? It could be
argued that although he was not de
ceived by the serpent, he could hardly
avoid following his wife's bidding. Ac
cording to the text in Genesis, "she
took of its fruit and ate; and she also
gave some to her husband and he ate"
(3:6). After giving some of the fruit to
her husband, she spoke to him.> What
she said is not recorded; however,
before this, the serpent had completed
his deception of her (see v. 5), and she
had now become convinced of several
things about the forbidden tree: "The
woman saw that the tree was to be
desired to make one wise" (v. 6).
Doubtless (the serpent having gone on),
she told her husband of these "marvel
ous" things about the tree. He listened
to her voice and was more and more
carried away by the beckoning tree,

coveting what was forbidden, and soon
was partaking. Since she had already
eaten, the man may also have felt that
he should stand by his helpmate: she
had been "taken from" him (2:21-22);
they had become "one flesh" (2:23
24). In any event, he approved of her
deed'v and, listening to her voice, took
the fatal plunge. There was no obliga
tion, however, to follow his wife's
example or bidding: the man sinned in
full responsibility.

Thus man (as man and woman) can
not be absolved of responsibility for
sin's entrance into the world.» The
action was wholly contrary to God's
command, and done in the freedom God
had granted. Nor was it a matter of
ignorance or naivete, but an actual
decision of the will to be deceived
rather than to follow God's bidding.
Such is the sad, indeed tragic, picture of
mankind's action in the beginning.»

C. God's Permissive Will

Finally, sin could not have occurred
without God's permissive will. It was a
matter both of God's permission and of
His will. God permitted it to happen,
yet also through its occurrence He
purposed to make it an instrument to
manifest His grace and glory.

First, let us speak of God's permis
sion. In the case of the temptation by
Satan, there is undoubtedly a parallel to
be found in the later story of Job that
depicts God as allowing Satan to per-
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form his deeds.» God at the beginning
permitted Satan to tempt man. Clearly
without God's permission, the serpent
could have had no contact in Paradise
with man. With regard to human free
dom-a freedom basically for God to
do His will-there is also the possibility
of turning from God, else it were a
freedom in name only. God permitted
man to spurn His command and thereby
to sin against Him. In sum, without
God's permission, there could have
been neither the temptation by Satan
nor the fatal decision by man.

Second, God's will was actively in
volved in what transpired. The occur
rence of sin was by no means a bare
permission, so that God, as it were,
simply allowed it to happen. Rather,
although sin is contrary to God, He
willed to fulfill through it His own
purpose. God is able to bring good out
of evil and to make the sin and fall of
man subserve that intention. In this
connection the words of Joseph to his
brothers, who had sold him into Egypt,
are apropos: "You meant evil against
me; but God meant it for good" (Gen.
50:20). Likewise, God, in spite of all the
evil of mankind's sin and fall, was
working out a good purpose in it.

There is undoubtedly a strange para
dox here. God surely did not will the sin
of man, else He would have been the
author of evil; yet He did will that
through sin and the fall His purpose
should be fulfilled. One aspect of this
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surely will be the demonstration of His
grace, for only through sin will the glory
of God's grace become utterly manifest.
Without the sin of the human race,
there would have been no Calvary and
no demonstration of the incredible love
of God. Thus it is through the very sin
and fall of man that the "amazing
grace" of God the Father in Jesus
Christ will be made known.>

Indeed, not only was the grace of
God to be gloriously manifest through
the Fall by the redemption that later
was to occur, but also the person who
experienced that redemption will know
a joy and blessedness beyond meas
ure-a "joy unspeakable and full of
glory" (I Peter 1:8 KJV). The saints of
God will sing not only the song of
creation but also the song of redemp
tionP5 Heaven itself will echo to those
strains, and God will be all the more
wondrously glorified.

The permissive will of God stands
ultimately behind the sin and fall of
mankind. This by no means mitigates
the heinousness of sin and evil nor the
ensuing misery of the human condition.
But it does say that through it all God is
sovereignly working out His purpose to
manifest the heights of His grace and
glory.

III. NATURE

We move now to a consideration of
the nature of sin. Our concern at this
juncture is to describe sin in its occur
rence with its various components or
elements. We will observe, in turn, sin

as unbelief, as pride, and as disobedi
ence.

A. Unbelief

The whole story of the first sin in
Genesis 3 is rooted in the shaking of
faith in God and His word, His
goodness, and His justice. It begins, as
noted, with the serpent's words: "Did
God say ... T" (v. I). The serpent was
by no means simply asking for informa
tion. Rather, he called into question
both God's word ("Did God really>
say?") and His goodness, namely, that
in all that beautiful garden, they should
"not eat of any tree?" God had said
something quite different: "You may
freely eat of every tree of the garden;
but of the tree of the knowledge of good
and evil you shall not eat, for in the day
that you eat of it you shall surely"? die"
(Gen. 2:16-17). It is apparent, how
ever, that the woman was shaken by the
serpentine question, for though she did
move to God's defense, saying, "We
may eat of the fruit of the trees of the
garden," -God is not that unjust-she
added, "But God said, 'You shall not
eat of the fruit of the tree which is in the
midst of the garden, neither shall you
touch it, lest you die' " (3:2-3). Here,
even as the serpent had subtly misstat
ed God's word, the woman under grow
ing deception likewise misstated what
God had said. There was nothing in
God's command about not touching the
forbidden tree or that touching it would
cause death. Moreover God did not
speak of that tree as being in the midst
of the garden.is Everything was becorn-

ing confused in the woman's mind, and
her words were a mixture of truth and
error; and of most serious significance,
the forbidden tree now was at the
center of her attention. The tree of life,
which was actually in the midst of the
garden, was forgotten; her only concern
was the forbidden tree, and the tempta
tion to partake of it grew rapidly. As a
result, the serpent was able to unleash a
direct and venomous attack on God's
word: "You surely shall not die!" (Gen.
3:4 NASB). There was no contradiction
by the woman, nor later by the man. A
lie, totally opposite from God's word.s?
was believed, and the entrance of sin
into the world began.

It is apparent from the narrative that
the root of mankind's sin and the ensu
ing fall is unbelief. Rather than standing
upon God's word in faith, the man and
the woman departed from it. Had the
one first tempted quietly but unmistak
ably reaffirmed what God had said, the
voice of temptation would have been
repelled. This should have begun when
God's word was first questioned: "Did
God really say?" It was too late when
the lie had been pronounced: "You
surely shall not die." The very moment
that the question was raised about God,
His word, His truth, and His goodness
was the crucial moment to strike back:
"No, God did not say that; He did say
this-and I am standing by His word."
By such a response of faith, the tempta
tion would have been driven away, and
no lie could possibly have been heeded.

Let us reflect a bit further on how all
this came about. Basically the issue is
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this: Why did the question that led to
sin and the fall, "Did God really say?"
emerge? The serpent, to be sure, spoke
it, but it had somehow to find a respon
sive chord. To get at an answer as to
why the question became so insistent,
observe that the whole setting of the
dialogue was not simply the garden, but
man and woman together in the proxim
ity of the forbidden tree.w This sug
gests that, in spite of all the good things
God had provided for them, including
eternal life, they were attracted to what
had been forbidden. Rather than rejoic
ing and delighting in God's gifts with a
subsequent disregard for anything else,
they stood as if transfixed by this one
thing forbidden.

Such is the way of temptation, we
may add, for when anyone allows a
forbidden thing to become the object of
direct attention, it may soon become so
attractive and compelling that all other
good things including God Himself are
simply bypassed under the growing
urgency to have it. In fancy, the thing
forbidden becomes the only important
thing; so, regardless of its prohibition,
the temptation is well-nigh overwhelm
ing. Moreover, one may not be long in
that situation before one is convinced
by a sinister voice intimating or insist
ing that there is no harm in partaking of
it. Regardless of what God may have
said, surely it must be the way of life,
not death.

Sin thus entered upon the stage of the
world when mankind turned from God
and His word and was carried away by
what God had forbidden. The forbidden

HMuch more could be added, for example, concerning the revelation of God's holiness
and righteousness. It is against the backdrop of sin and God's total opposition to it that
holiness is blazoned forth. In His dealing with evil righteousness is whoIly manifest.

35 Revelation 4: II; 5:9-10.
36The Hebrew word is 'apki, literaIly, "indeed really." The "indeed really" adds to the

sinister character of the serpent's question. Luther wrote that "the serpent uses the aph-ki
as though to tum up its nose and jeer and scoff at one" (quotation from von Rad's Genesis:
A Commentary, 83, fn.).

J7 As in KJV, NASB, and NIV; "certainly" in NEB.
38 Prior to God's command to man in Genesis 2:16-17, the Scripture declares that "out of

230

the ground the LORD God made to grow every tree that is pleasant to the sight and good for
food, the tree of life also in the midst of the garden, and the tree of the knowledge of good
and evil" (2:9). The tree of life, not the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, is specificaIly
said to be in the midst of the garden. See previous chapter 9, "Man," p. 218, fn. 83, (Also
see von Rad, Genesis, 76, where he states that "the prepositional phrase brtok haggiin, 'in
the midst of the garden' .. , refers back to the tree of life."),

39From God's "you shall die" to the serpent's "you will not die."
4°The "tree of the knowledge of good and evil" is immediately at hand. This is clear from

the fact that after the conversation with the serpent, the woman reached out and took some
of its fruit (v. 6), Also her husband was "with her" (v. 6 KJV, NASB, NIV).
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41The words of Jesus "the Counselor [the Holy Spirit) ... will convince [i.e., convict]
the world of sin ... because they do not believe in me" (JOhn 16:7-9) point up the tension
between sin and belief. The sin of the world is not vice, as ordinarily understood, but the
failure to believe.
. 42 Karl Barth puts it well: "Unbelief is the sin, the original form and source of all sins, and
In the last analysis the only sin, because it is the sin which embraces all other sins" (Church
Dogmatics, 4.1.414). Unbelief is the ultimate source of every sin of mankind.

4JThe Hebrew word is "elohim, which may also be read as plural, hence "gods" (as in

KJV and NEB). However, since' elohim in the overall context of Genesis 3 regularly refers to
"God," not "gods," and, quite importantly, since the significance of the satanic temptation
is diminished by the plural "gods," I am following the translation of "God" (as also in NASB

and NIV).
441saiah 14:14. Recall the previous discussion, pages 226-27.
45Calvin writes, "Hence infidelity was at the root of the revolt. From infidelity, again

sprang ambition and pride, together with ingratitude; because Adam, by longing for more
than was allotted him, manifested contempt for the great liberality with which God had
enriched him. It was surely monstrous impiety that a son of earth should deem it little to
have been made in the likeness, unless he were also made equal to God" (Institutes, 11.1.4,
Beveridge trans.).

46 I use the word "insinuate" to point to the whole subtlety of the serpent as previously
described. "Insinuate" also suggests the serpent's venom that gradually penetrates the
system of one succumbing to its attack.
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was not placed here to lure man from
God. but to give opportunity through
spurning it to freely decide for God. But
if and when the interdicted is focused
on. that very thing becomes a subtle
force of increasing temptation. No
longer is God's word heeded, His
goodness believed in, or His justice
recognized. Unbelief emerges full scale,
and the forbidden thing is wholly
embraced. Such is the dark and tragic
way of sin's emergence through unbe
lief.

It is important that we understand
this narrative of the occurrence of unbe
lief in its vast proportions. One may be
inclined to wonder why God should
attach such a terrible penalty-death
to the human race for partaking of a
forbidden tree. The basic point, how
ever, is this: to believe in God and do
His bidding, whatever may be His will
and command, is the only way of life.
To do anything else is to move away
from the living God and therefore most
surely to die. Death is not an arbitrary
penalty; it is the inevitable consequence
for all human existence that turns away
from God.

To this day all sin is grounded in
failure to believe in God and His word.
Sin is attraction to the false claims of
the world that offer something better
than God: excitement, adventure,
pleasure, and the like. To stay with the
things of God, the world declares, is to
be cramped and confined; whereas to
break free of Him is to know life and
liberation. And people, like the man and
the woman at the beginning, continue to
be deceived by the voice that offers

such alluring prospects. However,
nothing could be more of a delusion.
For to live contrary to God and His
word is no longer life; it is to walk the
way of disaster and death.

Here we may be reminded that if
faith is man's true response to God,
unbelief C'unfaith") is man's false re
sponse. According to Paul, "whatever
does not proceed from faith is sin"
(Rom. 14:23). Thus any action of a
person that springs from unbelief is
wrong. Faith, moreover, is essentially
trust; and if it is replaced by distrust,
every deed is off base and leads to
destruction. Faith is not blind or credu
lous, but at its heart is simple childlike
trust: an unwavering commitment to
Him who is the Father of all creation.

It follows that the two diametrical
opposites in the Scriptures are not vice
and virtue but sin and faith.s ' To be
sure, evil is the contrary of good, and
morality of immorality. But the deepest
cleavage lies between unbelief, which is
both the first appearance of sin as well
as its basic continuance, and the faith in
God that essentially affirms God and
His truth. Faith receives every blessing
that man can know from God and rests
in Him; from unbelief flows all that is
not of God. Unbelief, accordingly, is
the tragic root of the sin of the human
race.s-

B. Pride

In the Genesis narrative, after saying,
"You surely shall not die," the serpent
continued, "For God knows that when
you eat of it your eyes will be opened,
and you will be like God,43 knowing

good and evil" (3:5). Here is the temp
tation to pride. ambition and self-exalta
tion in the highest degree: to be "like
God."

I must make two comments immedi
ately: First, it is apparent that this is the
very essence of satanic evil, for it was
Lucifer who long before attempted to
be "like the Most High. "44 Second,
man made in God's image and already
like Him in so many ways is tempted to
be like Him in the wrong way by
exalting himself to the place of God. Of
all God's earthly creatures, only man
already set so high-could be tempted
to follow in Satan's path.

The background for this temptation
to pride is the failure to trust God and
His word-i.e., unbelief.45 Once the
woman had turned from heeding God's
word and had begun to question God's
goodness and justice, she was ready to
believe the lie about not dying. Now
that this blatant untruth had insinuat
ed46 itself into her system and taken full
possession, the promise of the serpent
became all the more irresistible. No
longer standing under God's word and
attracted by the forbidden, she was
ready to do exactly the opposite of what
God had commanded and to pridefully
exalt herself to the place of God. Thus
with scarcely a break does unbelief
eventuate in pride and ultimately in self
destruction.

Leaving the account in Genesis
briefly, we observe that pride is spoken
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of in many other Scriptures. The psalm
ist declares concerning the wicked: "In
the pride of his countenance the wicked
does not seek him [God]; all his
thoughts are, 'There is no God'"
(10:4). In Proverbs are these words:
"Pride goes before destruction, and a
haughty spirit before a fall" (16: 18).
According to the prophet Isaiah, "the
haughty looks of man shall be brought
low, and the pride of men shall be
humbled; and the LORD alone will be
exalted in that day" (2: II). God de
clared through Amos, "I abhor the
pride of Jacob, and hate his strong
holds" (6:8); similarly through Zecha
riah, "The pride of Assyria shall be laid
low" (10: II). In relation to Edom, God
spoke through Obadiah: "The pride of
your heart has deceived you. . . .
Though you soar aloft like the eagle,
though your nest is set among the stars,
thence I will bring you down" (1:3-4).
These are but a few of the Old Testa
ment passages where pride, haughti
ness, and self-exaltation are declared to
be at the heart of wickedness, and
despite the deception involved, will
assuredly lead to fall and destruction.

In the Gospels Jesus spoke against
Capernaum: "And you, Capernaum,
will you be exalted to heaven? You
shall be brought down to Hades" (Matt.
II :23; Luke 10:15). Further, Jesus de
clared on more than One occasion: "For
everyone who exalts himself will be
humbled, and he who humbles himself
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47 Jean-Paul Sartre has put it well in saying, "Man fundamentally is the desire to be God."
See, e.g., Sartres Being and Nothingness, 566.

48This is equally true of collectives-nations, ethnic groups, societies, etc.-as well as of
individuals.

49These are Swinburne's words in his poem "The Hymn of Man."
,0 Erich Fromm, psychologist, declares bluntly that "virtue is self-realization" (Psycho

analysis and Religion, 37). Such an emphasis is typical of much contemporary devotion to
self-realization or "self-actualization" (as in Abraham Maslow's writings). So-called "New
Age" thinking follows this pattern.

51 See, e.g., Robert Schuller's book Self-Esteem: the New Reformation. Schuller writes,
"Wh~re the sixteenth-century Reformation returned our focus to sacred Scriptures as the
only mf~llIble rule for faith and practice, the new reformation will return our focus to the
sacred right of every person to self-esteem! The fact is, the church will never succeed until it
satisfies the human being's hunger for self-value" (p. 38).

52Here the word "pride" may have a proper function, such as to take pride in one's work;
however, the word is risky because it so readily lends itself to a fal.se ,~elf-measure. Paul
urges a person "not to think of himself more highly than he ought to think (Rom. 12:3). The
word "pride" may suggest an exaggerated self-concern. .

»Colossians 3:5. For "covetousness," NASB and. NIV have "gr~,ed." The KJ~ (l~~e RSV)
has "covetousness." The Greek word pleoneXia connotes greedy desire, hence
"covetousness." . .

54Although only the woman is mentione.d thus far in this account: her husband cannot be
excluded from culpability. We have earlier noted that he was WIth her at ~he sc~ne of
temptation, and therefore is ~lso liable ~or whatever happens. T.he m~n IS obviously
consenting with her conversation and action, so shares h~r unbel!ef, pride, and .finall~
disobedience. Possibly Paul's words in Romans 1:32, earlier mentioned, are. applicable.
"Though they know God's decree that those who d~ such thin,gs deserve to die, they n?t
only do them but approve those who practice them. The man s approval of the woman s
actions makes him also "deserve to die."

55See, e.g., Matthew 5:28; Mark 7:21-23; Luke 12:15.
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will be exalted" (Luke 14: II; cf. Matt.
23: 12; Luke 18:14). Unmistakably Jesus
was saying that the proud and haughty
spirit will be brought low. Jesus, more
over, embodies in Himself the opposite
of the proud spirit, for He was "gentle
and lowly" (Matt. II :29) in His whole
life and ministry. Indeed, the very In
carnation, as Paul describes it, was of
Him who, "though he was in the form
of God ... emptied himself, taking the
form of a servant ... humbled himself
and became obedient unto unto death,
even death on a cross" (Phil. 2:6-8).
Here is the amazing and total antithesis
of pride and self-seeking: it is giving up
heaven's glories for the sake of a lost
human race.

Now as we reflect again on the ac
count in Genesis, it is all the more
apparent how perverse is the tempta
tion to be "like God." Nothing could be
more foreign to God's way (especially
as seen in Christ), nothing more diaboli
cal (especially as seen in Satan), noth
ing more destructive of man's own God
given nature. Man was not made to
"play God" but to worship Him, love
Him, and serve Him gladly and freely.
Anything else can but lead to a tragic
end.

Nonetheless it is sad to relate that the
human race continues to make the
impossible attempt at being God. Since
the first man and woman made the
effort, mankind has followed in their

footsteps, ever seeking not the glory of
God but of man. People pridefully de
sire to throw off any traces that bind
them to God, and to become their own
gods.s" They somehow imagine that to
serve God is bondage, whereas to do as
they please is freedom. Hence, we live
in a world of petty gods and goddesses
seeking their own ends, not Gods ,«

and going on their way to destruction.
Another way of describing the sin of

pride from the beginning and through
out history is to speak of it as self
centeredness or egocentricity. To "play
God" is to focus essentially on the
self-its interests, desires, and goals. It
is to say, "My nation, my people, my
business, my concerns" -anything of
which one is a part-and to make such
the ultimate devotion in life. It is to
declare, "Glory to Man in the high
est, "49 for all things focus on him. It is
to tum everything away from its true
center in God, to become off-centered
in man.

There is a special danger today, it
should be added, in the cult of self
realization.w Many within and without
the church are stressing that man's
chief need is for fulfilling his potential.
He needs primarily a higher self-es
teern,» a more vigorous pursuit of his
own goals, indeed, a fUller self-realiza
tion. But all this is extremely subtle and
misleading. To be sure, there is need for
a realistic self-affirmation and self-ex-

pression,5 2 but when self-realization,
rather than God and His purposes,
becomes the basic concern there is
nothing but destruction ahead. Man was
made to center his life in God, to seek
first His kingdom, to accomplish His
will. In such there is genuine human
fulfillment, not self-fulfillment, but a
fulfillment that comes from God Him
self.

Here we may also speak of pride as
selfish desire. For as the narrative con
tinues in Genesis, we read, "So when
the woman saw that the tree was good
for food, and that it was a delight to the
eyes, and that the tree was to be desired
to make one wise ... " (3:6). Let us
pause at this point. The woman, wholly
convinced that the serpent, not God,
was right and now totally focused upon
the forbidden tree, was filled with inor
dinate desire. In 1 John there is refer
ence to "the lust of the flesh and the
lust of the eyes and the pride of life"
(2: 16). These three parallel the scene in
Genesis (i.e., the fleshly craving for the
fruit, its enticement to the eyes, and the
pride of gaining what the serpent had
promised) and speak of selfish desire or
lust for that which is not of God.

Another word for desire of this kind
is covetousness. Covetousness contains
the note of strongly desiring what does
not belong to one. This is precisely the
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picture of the woman in Eden who,
more and more bedazzled by the forbid
den tree, began intensely to covet its
fruit. "Covetousness," says the apostle
Paul "is idolatry.">' Clearly this is the
case, for it is no longer God who is
heeded but only what the woman pas
sionately desires: it has become an idol.

With covetousness at the heart of
mankind's 54 first sin, it is little wonder
that the Scriptures speak so strongly
against it. The commandment "Thou
shalt not covet" (Exod. 20:17 KJV),

which stands as the climax of the Ten
Commandments, points to the internal
desire that brings evil in its train. Cov
etousness signifies the avarice and
greed that Jesus so frequently spoke
against.t" Covetousness, also some
times called lust, is a craving for what
does not belong to one and is the source
of much of the misery in the world.
Strife occurs when people covet other
people's things. James writes, "You
desire and do not have; so you kill. And
you covet and cannot obtain; so you
fight and wage war" (4:2). Covetous
ness is a desire that, coming to birth,
can only bring forth death.

Now we may recognize how closely
allied are pride and inordinate desire (or
covetousness). At the heart of both is
self-seeking and self-glorification. God
is no longer truly believed in, for every
thing centers in man. Surely, here is the
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heart of sin and the way of ultimate

destruction.

Before proceeding further, we should

comment on the fact that the forbidden

tree was the tree of the knowledge of

good and evil. Therefore, to eat of it

would be to gain a hitherto unknown

awareness of the realm of good and

evil. Accordingly, the temptation was

not only to be "like God" (which we

have discussed) but also to be "like

God, knowing good and evil" (Gen.

3:5). Here, quite significantly, the ser

pent apparently did not lie about this

rnatter,» because later God Himself

says, "The man has become like one of

us, knowing good and evil" (v. 22).

Another point: it is apparent that the

woman was by no means aware of what

that signified, for in the statement fol

lowing the serpent's words (as we have

noted) she viewed the tree "to be

desired to make one wise" (v. 6). How

ever, as the account unfolds, wisdom

according to God's purpose for man

was not to include the knowledge of
good and evil.

Here we may briefly restate some

th~ng of what has been previously
said.s ' namely, that it was God's inten

tion that man live out his life on earth

ignorant of the realm of evil. God, of

c~urse, fully knew it, having long dealt

With the evil of Satan; the angels in

heaven knew it, having experienced the

rebellion and casting down of a large

number of their own. The sovereign

God desired to have man know only the

good and to spare him from this realm

of knowledge that would have tragic

results if he participated in it. 5 8 God in

His grace would have the human race

e.xcluded from a knowledge of the irrup

tion of evil into the heavenly spheres

all its malice and perversity-and live

in a world that He had made "very

good" (Gen. 1:31), with nothing but

perfect fellowship with Himself and all

else in His creation. This would not

mean simple innocence but developed

character; as the . 'tree of the knowl

edge of good and evil" would be contin

uously spurned as man would partake

of the "tree of life," living in the

presence of God joyfully forever.

But such was not to be man's situa

tion. By partaking of a knowledge that

God would have foreclosed from him

and viewing this as wisdom-some

thing "to be desired to make one

wise" -man thereby became a partici

pant in the realm of darkness and evil.

Such, tragically, has been the lot of the

human race down through the ages.

C. Disobedience

Finally we read, "She took from its

fruit and ate; and she gave also to her

husband with her.>? and he ate" (Gen.

3:6 NASB). It would be hard to exagger

ate the tragic significance of this action

for through it sin now enters the human

race. So Paul writes, "By one man'sse

disobedience many were made sinners"

(Rom. 5: 19). "Many includes the total

ity of hurnankind.s ' all have received

the tincture of sin6 2 from this primeval

act of disobedience.
Disobedience is not the beginning of

the fall but its fruition in the will. The

progression, as we observed, is from

unbelief to pride to disobedience.s: Un

belief begins in the mind, then pride

pervades the heart, and finally disobedi

ence impels the will. Man disobeys by

failing to take God at His word and

thereby pridefully seeks to assume His

place. When this has happened, disobe

dience is quick to follow.
But here we may ask, Does not the

account in Genesis portray the man as

involved only in the act of disobedi

ence? Until the point when the woman

gives the fruit to him and he likewise

partakes, she alone is specified as in

conversation with the serpent. Was she

then the one who disbelieved and who

allowed pride to come in, whereas the

man entered the scene only at the point

of disobedience? Now it is true that

Paul later declares that "Adam was not

deceived, but the woman was de

ceived" (l Tim. 2:14); that is to say,

the woman was the focal point of be

guilement. Nonetheless-and here is

the critical matter-the woman's hus

band was with her. From the narrative

there is no suggestion that she went

somewhere else to give him the fruit;

no, he was already there in her com

pany. Further, as the God-given head of
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the woman (she was his "helper"

Gen. 2: 18) and the one whom he had

saluted as "bone of my bones and flesh

of my flesh" (v. 23), he shared respon

sibility for her actions. The very fact

that he so readily took the fruit (there is

no hint of hesitation or objection),

thereby deliberately disobeying God,

could scarcely have occurred without

his own turn from faith in God and His

word to pridefully elevate himself

above God. Deception was the

woman's, but participation was the

man's. If anything, his was the greater

sin and evil.
Sin in its issue, therefore, is the

deliberate act of disobedience. God had

spoken decisively: "Of the tree of the

knowledge of good and evil you shall

not eat" -but eat they did. They will

fully contravened the commandment of

God. Later when God spoke, He put

the question bluntly and unmistakably:

"Have you eaten of the tree of which I
commanded you not to eat?" (Gen.

3:11). However much they might try to

evade this devastating question.s- there

was really no escape: they were sinners

through and through.

In the Old Testament the call of God

for obedience ever and again sounds

forth. This is particularly the case in the

establishment of God's covenant with

Israel: •'Now therefore, if you will obey

my voice and keep my covenant, you

shall be my own possession" (Exod.

19:5). Thereafter, God spoke the "ten

'6 But see footnote 58.
"See chapter 9, "Man," p. 218.

Ki~~rom. the p'er~pective of ~an's having partaken of the forbidden knowledge, Derek

k Ir;ntes, HIS. new consciousness of good and evil was both like and unlike the divine

h?O~ ~ g~.~:22), differing from it and from innocence as a sick man's aching awareness of

h~~It~',YG I er~ both from the insight of the physician and the unconcern of the man of

k . ( en~sls, TOT.C, 69). Hence, the serpent's statement about man becoming like God

nO~,Ing. goo and evil was actually a distortion of the truth
'9 With her" (als '" .

Hebrew text T' O.KJ,v. N.IV) IS omitted I~ RSV. a~d N.EB; however, it is clearly in the

confrontatio' ~:~ °thmlsslOn IS unfortunate, SInce It implies that the woman was alone in

60 n WI . e serpent. See page 231, fn. 40.
In the GenesIs account t t"" . b

' 0 repea, man IS to e understood as man and woman or

236

male and female (recall Gen. 1:27). Also unmistakably, both the man and the woman were

disobedient: "She ... ate ... and he ate." Paul doubtless is thinking not of the male, but of

man generically.
61 The word "many" contains the idea of totality. See, e.g., Romans 5:15-"For if many

died through one man's trespass.... " There are no exceptions: "many" is "all," for all

have died-without exception.
62This will be discussed in more detail under "Original Sin."

63To quote Calvin again: "Lastly, faithlessness opened the door to ambition, and

ambition was indeed the mother of obstinate disobedience" (Institutes, 1.2.4, Battles trans.).

64 Further discussion of this evasion follows.
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71 Or "shut up all in" (NASB), Greek synekleisen ... tous pantas eis . The meaning may be
best expressed in saying, "God has given them over to disobedience" (one interpretation in
BAGD).

71I.e., the law given to Israel, particularly the Ten Commandments (as the verses
thereafter make clear, especially verses 21-22; also cf. 7:7-12; 13:8-10).

7J The Greek phrase is ta tou nomou, literally, "the things of the law."
74The Greek phrase is to ergon tou nomou, literally, "the work of the law."
75Specifically in the Ten Commandments (see fn. above).
76The fact that mankind in general recognizes such imperatives as those for example,

against killing (i.e., murder), adultery, lying, and stealing, points to a universal moral
consciousness. These are not merely social mores; they are basically aspects of man's nature
as a moral creature.
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words"h5 -the Ten Commandments- God's command is even more vigorous.
in the hearing of all Israel (Exod. 20:1- Jesus proclaimed in the Sermon on the
17; Deut. 5:4-22) and pronounced a Mount: "Till heaven and earth pass
great variety of ordinances and statues away, not an iota, not a dot, will pass
(Exod. 21-23; Deut. 6-26). Obedience from the law" (Matt. 5:18)69 Therefore,
to God was necessary if Israel was to he deepened and interiorized God's
live: "You shall walk in all the way command in these words: "You have
which the LORD your God has com- heard that it was said to the men of old,
manded you, that you may live" (Deut. 'You shall not kill' ... But I say to you
5:33). Although all commands of God that everyone who is angry with his
were to be fulfilled that Israel might brother shall be liable to judgment"
live, the central core was the Ten (5:21-22). Similarly, Jesus said, "You
Commandments because they are spe- have heard that it was said, 'You shall
cifically the words of the covenants- not commit adultery.' But I say to you
uttered by the voice of the living God.67 that everyone who looks at a woman
Israel, following the pattern of mankind lustfully has already committed adul
from the beginning, disobeyed God's tery with her in his heart" (5:27-28).
commandments and ordinances-not The summons to righteousness, there
just once but countless times-and, fore, is intense; no longer is the call to
accordingly, they were a sinful peo- outward obedience only (as in the gar
ple. 6 8 No matter how much Moses or den of Eden and in most of the com
Joshua or the later God-given leaders of mandments and ordinances to Israelj.t«
Israel called for obedience, there was but to inward: the motivation of the
only recurring failure and disobedience. heart. The climax is "You therefore

In the New Testament, declaration of must be perfect, as YOu~ heavenl;

. 65"And God spoke all these words, saying ... "(Exod. 20:1). This is the preface to what
I~ usually called the Ten Commandments. Thereafter "all these words" are spoken of
literally as "the ten words" (Exod, 34:28; Deut. 4:13; and 10:4 NEB) or "ten command
men.ts" (KJy, RSV, NASB. NIV; however, see margin in RSV and NASB). "The ten words" better
re!ams the.Important motif that what is commanded therein was spoken by the voice of God
Himself directly to the people. Only later are the words inscribed on tablets of stone

:~E.g., Exodus 34:28-"the words of the covenant, the ten commandments." .
The Ten Comm~ndments al?ne are spoken by God and later placed on tablets of stone.

Th;x statutes and ordmances, w~i1e c~l1"!ing frol1"! God, were spoken by Moses to the people.
Words spoken .t~ro~gh Isaiah VIVIdly depict Israel's situation: "Ah, sinful nation, a

people laden With imqurty, offspring of evildoers, sons who deal corruptly! They have
forsaken the LORD " (Isa. 1:4).
" h9Jesus' use of the word "law," as, for example, in the immediately preceding words'
.Think not tha.t I have come to abolish the law and the prophets" (v. 17), may refer to the
law of Moses in general, therefore including the Ten Commandments and all the various
ordinances and statutes. This is apparent in that the words of Jesus in Matthew 5 contain
~eferences to the Te~ Commandments in verses 21-30 and to ordinances/statutes in verses

1-47. However, sm.ce Jesus first spoke of the law in relation to two of the Ten
fommandments (the .slxth and seventh), the priority seems to be there. It is significant that
ater when Jesu~, said ~o an inquiring young man, "If you would enter life, keep the
~~~~and~ents, and hIS reply was "Which?" Jesus added, "You shall not kill, You shall

d mmu adultery, You shall not steal, You shall not bear false witness Honor your father
~~r~~~~~r, and, You shall love your neighbor as ~ourselr' (Matt. 19:17-19). (Parallels in

. 8-19 and Luke 18:19-20 do not contam the words about the neighbor.) It is
ap~I~Wrenththat for Jesus "the commandments" refers basically to the Ten Commandments

eave b d h .m b 0 serve, owever, that such a commandment as "Thou shalt not covet"
oves eyond external to internal obedience.

F<,lther is perfect" (5:48). It would be
impossible to imagine a higher com
mandment than that! Moreover, it is
apparent in the light of Jesus' words
here and elsewhere that none-except
Jesus Himself-can claim to be truly
obedient.

Without going into the many other
words-commands, injunctions-of
Jesus in the Gospels or those of the
writers in the various epistles, it is
apparent that the human race is a
disobedient race. Paul declares that
"God has consigned all men t071 dis
obedience" (Rom. II :32). Both Gentile
and Jew are equally given over to
disobedience. Elsewhere, Paul speaks
of mankind in general as "sons of
disobedience" (Eph. 2:2; 5:6). All man
kind, Jew and Gentile alike, have been
disobedient to God's command.

But how can this be? Israel received
God's law at Mount Sinai and was
unmistakably disobedient throughout
her history. Further, the intensification
of that law was given by Jesus to His
own disciples. But what of the Gen
tiles? How are they too "sons of dis
obedience"? We have already observed
that through the disobedience of "one
man"-the first man and woman
"many were made sinners." However,
the first man was given a law (or
command) not to eat the forbidden fruit.
Was there any law given after that for
man in general (i.e., outside Israel), or
is that disobedience simply, as it were,
handed down? A tendency toward such
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surely was passed on, but is not some
additional law or command necessary
for actual disobedience to occur? The
answer must be in the affirmative, and
that primarily in terms of the so-called
natural law.

Here we turn to Paul's discussion in
Romans 2. In this chapter Paul is de
claring both Jews and Gentiles to be
under God's judgment, the former by
the law God gave them. But also the
Gentiles have a law; it is that which by
nature is written within: "When Gen
tiles who have not the lawn do by
nature what the law requires.t ' they are
a law to themselves, even though they
do not have the law. They show that
what the law requirest- is written on
their hearts, while their conscience also
bears witness and their conflicting
thoughts accuse or perhaps excuse
them" (vv. 14-15). This natural law
("by nature") or moral law, as it is
sometimes called, is essentially the
same as the law given to Israel.75 It is
the moral consciousness engraved on
man's innermost being (the "heart")
and borne witness to by his conscience.
Hence, even though the Gentiles do not
have the law publicly given to Israel,
they have it in all essentials privately. 76
Thus their obedience (or disobedience)
is weighed against the moral law com
mon to all mankind.

However, the Gentiles come off no
better than the Jews. Although Paul
intimates that some may be excused at
the final judgment (for God surely will
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"The reason has become clearer. These words from Romans II :32 are in part a
finalization of what has been said in Romans 3:9-10. "

7HHere we reverse the order from our prior consideration (wherein we discussed the
~atur~IIaw last). Although mentioned later in the New Testament (i.e., in Romans), natural
a-:v has an actual pnonty over the law to Israel and that spoken by Christ. The human race,
pn~r to Moses and Christ, already knew the natural/moral law.
f An ancient legend declares that after God spoke the "ten words" and wrote them down
he Moses on table.ts of stone, they were also written in seventy different languages so that

tHey could be quickly and easily distributed throughout all the nations of the world
owever leg d h' '. . .

C en ary t IS story IS, It does pomt up the universal significance of the Tenommandments.

hi 80~ote the preface to the Sermon on the Mount (Matt. 5:1-2): "His disciples came to
tc oth nd hIe .. ~ taught them, saying.... " However, Jesus' words frequently are spoken

8~T~rsS see. lor examp!e, the words in Matt. 19: 17-19).
ds of e~mon closes WIth the statement beginning: "Everyone then who hears these

wor s 0 mille " (Matt. 7:24).

820ne might claim obedience to the laws/commandments against killing and adultery (as
declared through the natural law and the Ten Commandments), but who (except Christ)
could say, "I have never been angry with my brothe~ or lusted after a woman [or a man)"?

83!nstead of "honor" in RSV. The Greek word IS edoxasan.
R40ne may refer here back to the discussion of "General Revelation" in chapter 2, "The

Knowledge of God," pp. 33-36.
R5Le., from the law written on the heart (which Paul discusses later).
R6The first four commandments.
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honor any genuine witness to truth),
Paul proceeds to state in Romans 3 that
"all men, both Jews and Greeks, are
under the power of sin ... "None is
righteousness, no, not one'" (vv. 9
10). Like the first man and woman, all
mankind is disobedient to the law of
God; therefore, truly, as earlier quoted,
"God has consigned all men to disobe
dience. "77

A further word might be added about
the relationship between the natural
law, the law of Israel, and the com
mands of Christ. 78 First, the natural or
moral law, since it is an aspect of
human nature, is basic to everything
else. In the heart of all people there is a
sense of moral responsibility, of
rightness and wrongness, to which the
conscience bears witness. This sense is
by no means always clear, for a failure
to heed the voice of conscience often
means a lessening of sensitivity to the
inner moral demands. Nonetheless, no
person can escape the inward moral
imperatives that point the way to right
living and action, Failure here, accord
ingly, is disobedience to God's will just
as much as was the case for mankind in
the beginning. Accordingly, the human
race in general is disobedient to God's
will; it is "consigned to disobedience."

Second, the law to Israel, as en
shrined particularly in the Ten Com
mandments, may now be described as

the publication of the natural law. Isra
el, to be sure, received the command
ments and was bound to them in a
special way as "the words of the cove
nant" between God and Israel. How
ever, these commandments, spoken by
the voice of the living God to Israel, are
far more than statutes and ordinances
(given through Moses). Also they are
more than commandments for Israel
alone; they are God's moral will for all
mankind,"? corresponding to the moral
law on the heart. Failure in this regard
on the part of any person is likewise
disobedience to God's will. Indeed,
since the moral law has now been
published for everyone to read, disobe
dience becomes all the more reprehen
sible in God's sight.

Third, the commands of Christ, de
clared in the Sermon on the Mount and
elsewhere in the Gospels, move still
deeper into the center of God's will for
humanity. While they were spoken of
ten to His disciples,« they relate to all
peoples I and represent the moral law of
God as profoundly internalized. What
sounds forth in the heart of every
person (the natural law) and was de
clared to Israel now finds it climax in
the words of Jesus. Here truly is the
perfection of God, both outward and
inward, required of all mankind. It
scarcely need be added that under the
impact of the words of Jesus the disobe-

dicnce of all people is all the more
manifest. Some rare persons might
claim obedience in relation to the moral
law and the Ten Commandments, but
who dares make such a claim when
Jesus is truly heard?82 Verily, we are all
"sons of disobedience."

Finally, within all this area of disobe
dience there is either implicitly or ex
plicitly both unbelief and pride. We
have observed how such was explicitly
the case in relation to the beginning of
the human race. But also with mankind
generally throughout history there has
been a prevailing atmosphere of unbe
lief in the one true God and His Word.
In relation to God Himself, Paul writes:
"Ever since the creation of the world
his invisible nature, namely, his eternal
power and deity, has been clearly per
ceived in the things that have been
made. So they are without excuse; for
although they knew God they did not
glorifys ' him as God or give thanks to
him" (Rom. 1:20-21). This universal
failure to glorify and thank God signifies
unbelief, faithlessness, and lack of
trust, none of which is excusable, since
God has never ceased to reveal Himself
in His creation.s-

So it continues to this day: the sin of
mankind begins in turning from God in
unbelief. Pride follows upon unbelief.
Not glorifying God, men glorify them
selves: "They exchanged the truth
about God for a lie and worshiped and
served the creature rather than the
Creator, who is blessed for ever!
Amen" (v. 25). Serving the creature
means "playing God," as man did at
the beginning. It means self-worship,
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idolatry. Disobedience to God' s truth,
displayed through creation and rever
berating in the heart and conscience, is
the inevitable consequence. Paul lists a
wide array of human acts contrary to
God's law-for example, murder,
strife, deceit, slander (vv. 29-3l)-and
then adds, "Though they know God's
decrees that those who do such things
deserve to die, they not only do them
but approve those who practice them"
(v. 32).

We may summarily say in the case of
Israel that disobedience to the com
mandments of God also stemmed from
unbelief and pride. Israel, to be sure,
believed in God in the sense of affirming
His existence. However, their belief
again and again slipped into idolatry so
that, like mankind in general, they
"served the creature rather than the
Creator." The Ten Commandments, of
course, are more than a moral code;
they are primarily prohibitions against
everything that would pridefully exalt
the creature above God: no other gods,
no graven images, no taking of God's
name in vain, no desecration of the
Sabbath.ss For whenever people "play
God," disobedience to His moral pre
cepts is sure to follow.

Similarly Jesus' own teaching with its
deepening of the law was not acceptable
to most of His contemporaries. The
many who did not become His disciples
disobeyed primarily because they did
not believe Him. For example, Jesus
said to the Jews, "Because I tell the
truth, you do not believe me" (John
8:45). Unbelief, accordingly, is at the
root of disobedience. But then pride is
the middle piece: "How can you be-
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lieve , who receive glory from one an
other ... T" (John 5:44). Among Jesus'
own disciples there was a constant
struggle to obey and to keep His words
because, though they believed in Him
enough to follow Him, that belief often
withered under the heat of difficult
circumstances. Pride then could readily
set in, so that even at the Last Supper
the Twelve disputed among themselves
as to who was the greatest (Luke
22:24). Their desertion later that
night-hence disobedience-was inev
itable.

One further word: it was said earlier
in this chapter that sin is not primarily
against a law but against a person. This
needs to be reexamined in the context
of unbelief, pride, and disobedience,
which are sin agains the laws of God
(many of these we have observed from
the beginning of mankind to the time of
Jesus). This I unhesitatingly repeat.
However, the deepest dimension of
such sin is realized in its personal
alienation from God.

To put it more directly: sin in any of
its aspects of unbelief, pride, or disobe
dience is a betrayal of love. God in His
great love has placed man in the good
and beautiful world He made and has
given His immeasurable blessings. In
His great love God has made man as
male and female for sharing life and has
given him neighbors to bless and be
blessed by. Thus when man acts in
distrust, pride, and disobedience, it is
all against the incomparable love of
God.

It follows that, in terms of command
ments, the greatest is not to be found in
the Ten Commandments but in the

words that come shortly after their
declaration: "Hear, 0 Israel: the LORD
your God is one LORD; and you shall
love the LORD your God with all your
heart, and with all your soul, and with
all your might" (Deut. 6:4). According
to Jesus Himself, this is "the great and
first commandment" (Matt. 22:38). This
does not mean that love replaces the
other commandments, but that love is
chief. For surely if love for God is total,
there will be the intense desire of the
heart, the concentrated intention of the
soul (or mind), and the powerful exer
cise of the will to do what pleases Him,
namely to fulfill His will in every partic
ular and specifically in the command
ments He has laid down. But then Jesus
proceeded to add another dimension to
love: "And a second is like it, You shall
love your neighbor as yourself.8 7 On
these two commandments depend all
the law and the prophets" (Matt.
22:39-40). Similar to the love for God,
the love of one's neighbor will provide
the basic impulse for doing those things
the commandments of God call for.
How can one kill, steal, lie, covet, or
whatever else if there is a genuine love
for the neighbor? Truly, as Paul de
clares, love is "the fulfilling of the law"
(Rom. 13:10).

With love the controlling motif, it is
apparent that sin is not only an active
transgression of God's will; it is also a
coming short of what God intends. I
have spoken largely of sins of commis
sion, in which there is direct action
contrary to God's intention whether
outward (such as killing) or inward
(such as anger or lust). But also there
are sins of omission-the failure to do
God's will. According to James, "Who-

ever knows what is right to do and fails
to do it. for him it is sin" (4:17). In the
parable of the Good Samaritan there is,
of course, the sin of the robbers who
stripped, beat, and almost killed a man,
but there is also (and to this Jesus was
particularly speaking) the sin of failure
to show love by the priest and Levite
who simply passed by, leaving the man
in his misery (Luke 10:30-32).

Ultimately, lack of love toward God
is the heart of all sin. To be sure,
disbelieving His word, pridefully plac
ing oneself above Him, and actively
disobeying His commandments are the
very nature of sin. All such are active
transgressions of God's being and will.
But ultimately, there is no more heinous
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sin than that of utter and complete
coldness to God and the things of God.
"All day long I have held out my hands
to a disobedient and contrary people"
(Rom. 10:21).88 It is the love of God
met by coldness of heart that is the
inmost core of sin. It is Jesus crying
over Jerusalem, "How often would I
have gathered your children together as
a hen gathers her brood under her
wings, and you would not!" (Matt.
23:37; Luke 13:34). "You would not!"
is the great sin of mankind to this day.
For in spite of God's total self-giving in
His Son Jesus Christ, countless people
simply pass Him by. Sin truly in its very
essence is hardness of heart: it is to
spurn the unlimited love of God.

87.T~is is a quotation from Leviticus 19:18. The Old Testament injunction relates only to
the .attltude toward a fellow Israelite: "You shall not take vengeance or bear any grudge
against the sonsof your own people, but you shall love your neighbor as yourself." Jesus
~x~en~ed this to Include everyone, as is apparent from the parallel passage in Luke 10where
01 OWIng the commandment and the question, "And who is my neighbor?" (vv. 27-29),

Jesus told the parable of the Good Samaritan.
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88 Paul here quotes the LXX translation of Isaiah 65:2.
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11

The Effects of Sin

Now that we viewed the nature of sin
as unbelief, pride, and disobedience, we
come to a consideration of the effects or
results of sin. Here I will discuss, in
order: futility of mind and action; guilt
and punishment; then separation, es
trangement, and bondage.

I. FUTILITY OF MIND AND
ACTION

We continue briefly with the Genesis
narrative of man and woman in the
Garden of Eden. The lie of the serpent
(" Your eyes will be opened" [3:5])
promised a knowledge beyond what
God had given to man in his creation,
and the woman interpreted this to be a
higher wisdom ("The tree was to be
desired to make one wise" [3:6]). So it
was that both the man and the woman
ate the forbidden fruit. "Then the eyes
of both were opened," but the results
were scarcely what they had contem-

plated: "They knew that they were
naked" (3:7).

It is apparent that the thoughts of
Adam and Eve were no longer of God,
nor even of being like Him; and their
actions after that demonstrate increas
ing confusion of mind. The man and the
woman made aprons of fig leaves to
cover their nakedness; they sought to
hide themselves from God; they tried to
avoid His direct questioning about their
sinful deed (3:7-13). None of this
makes good sense: they were operating
out of a mind that had become vain and
futile in its thinking-and to this their
actions corresponded.

Here we may return to Paul and his
words in Romans. Just following the
statement concerning mankind in gen
eral that "although they knew God they
did not glorify' him as God or give
thanks to him," Paul writes, "They
became futile in their thinking- and

1 "Glorify" is the NASH translation in the margin. Cf. NIV; "neither glorified him"; KJV;

"glorified him not."
"The NASH reads, "futile in their speculations"; KJV has "vain in their imaginations." The

Greek expression is emataiothesan en tois dialogismois, which could also be rendered
"empty in their reasonings." According to Thayer, Romans 1:21 relates "to the reasoning of
those who think themselves to be wise" (see under dialogismos).
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IOSee my work The Ten Commandments, "The First Commandment," 5-9, where I
speak of the "other gods" as Possessions, Pleasure, Prestige, and Power.

IICf. Hosea 8:4- "With their silver and gold they made idols for their own destruction."
See also Herbert Schlossberg, Idols for Destruction, in which the author discusses idols of
history, humanity, mammon, nature, power, and religion (chaps. 1-6).

12 Charles Hartshorne and William L. Reese, eds., Philosophers Speak ofGod, contains a
helpful compilation of classical and modem views of God (from Plato and Aristotle to
Whitehead and Wieman). The concepts run the full range from theism to pantheism, with
many shades in between.

11Paul is speaking generally, but also he particularly says of the Greeks that they "seek
after wisdom" (I Cor. 1:22 KJv).

14 Also, cf. Paul's words to Timothy: "0 Timothy, guard what has been entrusted to you.
Avoid the godless chatter and contradictions of what is falsely called knowledge" (I Tim.
6:20).

I'The full range of philosophy also includes skepticism and atheism (e.g., in recent
philosophy: Hurne, Feuerbach, and Nietzsche). The tendency to nihilism seems implicit
Within the wisdom of the world.
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their senseless ' minds- were darkened. self-elevation)," but it is apparent in the
Claiming to be wise, they became history of mankind at large. The people
fools" (I :21-22). In relation to the of Israel are the outstanding example,
things of God because of sin, there is for, while God was giving the Ten
only futility, darkness, and folly. Commandments and various ordinances

It is a sad fact that the human race in to Moses, they made and worshiped a
turning from God through sin is plunged golden calf (Exod. 32:1-6)-a "four
into confusion and darkness. There are footed animal." Thus they "exchanged
vast numbers of people today who, the glory of the incorruptible God,"
seeking to forget God in their pursuit of which they had beheld at Mount Sinai,
every kind of human interest, become for an idol." How "futile" their think
greatly confused about life and its ing, how "senseless" their action! Yet
meaning. Most would not claim to be such was repeated again and again after
atheists, but, for all practical purposes, Israel entered the Promised Land, for
the basic tenor of their lives is away before long they were engaged in one
from God to the things of the world. act of idolatry after another. What
They hide themselves-or seek to do Israel did was to participate in the
so-in a multiplicity of human pur- universal idolatry of mankind, but all
suits.' Such, however, is futile, for God the more egregiously because she had
is always there and cannot really be been given the divine commandments:
shut out.e Sin blinds-and in that "You shall have no other gods before
blindness, in which God seems to be me" and "You shall not make for
less than real, perhaps even nonexis- yourself a graven image, or any likeness
tent, people often attempt the foolish, of anything ... " (Exod. 20:3-4). Truly
the impossible. they "became fools."

As a result idolatry becomes the Now let us view idolatry in the world
prevailing condition of mankind. Paul today. There is, to be sure, much
continues, after the words "they be- paganism in which idols are the focal
came fools" (I :22), thus: "and ex- point of worship. There is also within
changed the glory of the incorruptible Christendom itself the semi-idolatry of
God for an image in the form of corrupt- "graven images" and "likenesses" in
ible man and of birds and fourfooted various forms of worship.v However,
animals and crawling creatures" (Rom. the prevalent idolatry, particularly in
1:23 NASH). Now, of course, this did not Western culture, is not that of literal
happen immediately with the first man idols fashioned like men and women or
and woman (although idolatry was animals but such idols as mammon,
implicitly present in their attempted pleasure, power, success, knowledge,

'Or "foolish" (NIV, NASH); the Greek word is asynetos.
-The Greek word is kardia, often meaning "heart"; so KJV, NIV, and NASB translate.

Howev:r, ~ar~ia may also signify "th~ faculty of thought, of the thoughts themselves, of
understa~dmg (BAGD). The NEB vigorously translates: "Their misguided minds are
plunged in darkness."

S For example, in pseudo-sophistication, constant busyness or an incessant search for
pleasure. '

fn.6~e may recall again Francis Thompson's poem "The Hound of Heaven"; see page 48,

:~~e pm.y prior. discus.s~?n in chapter 10, .III, B, under "Pride."
exchar salm 106.19-20. They made a calfm Horeb and worshiped a molten image. They

9 anged the glory of God for the image of an ox that eats grass."
Particularly in many of the more liturgical traditions.

and farne.!" Whenever anything other
than God Himself becomes the chief
end in life, an idol (or idols) takes over.
In the long run the result is futility
about life, for idols serve only to de
stroy.' I In all the actions of people
there may be the pretense of knowing
what they are about; yet, in the words
of Paul again, they have become
"fools." For actually they are on the
way to destruction.

We might single out for particular
attention the idol of wisdom or knowl
edge. This idol is suggested in the
words of Paul: "Claiming to be wise,
they became fools" (Rom. 1:22). When
God is no longer truly glorified and
given thanks and as a result the true
knowledge of Him fades, there is then
the tendency to seek after worldly wis
dom. Such a search may follow upon a
long period of pagan idolatry (i.e., lit
eral worship of idols, polytheism), as,
for example, in Greek culture in which
the wisdom of the philosopher became
the ultimate way of truth. "God" may
even be included in the realm of philo
sophical thought, but as an intellectual
concept and not as a living reality.
Moreover, such concepts or ideas of
God from Greek philosophy to the
present day are as diverse and multiple
and often as contradictory to one an
other as the times and cultures each
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philosopher represents. I2 There is,
however, no agreement, no consensus.
Paul puts it quite bluntly: "The world
by wisdom knew not God" (I Cor. 1:21
KJV);13 hence all the talk about God
means absolutely nothing in terms of
genuine knowledge. The "god" of phi
losophy is an abstraction devised from
the world, and the wisdom that is
embraced as the ultimate way to truth is
foolishness: "Claiming to be wise, they
became fools." In another place Paul
warns, "See to it that no one takes you
captive through hollow and deceptive
philosophy, which depends on human
tradition and the basic principles of this
world.... " (Col. 2:8 NIV).14 Captivity
to philosophy is captivity to deception:
it is the way of worldly wisdom that
leads, not to God, but to confusion.
Wisdom has become an idol; knowl
edge, a fetish: both lead to vanity and
nothing" 5 To make an idol of them is
futility and senselessness.

Significantly, the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries have marked an
increasing departure from God through
the thought of such men as Karl Marx,
Charles Darwin, and Sigmund Freud.
The thought world of political revolu
tion, of evolutionary science, of psy
chological analysis all served to view
God, at best, as expendable, but more
often as a liability. Thus atheism has
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16 A statement in Marx's Communist Manifesto (1848).
1J I say "may be" in this sentence. True religion- i.e., Christianity_ provides the proper

balance between "hopes of heaven" and justice on earth.
IXThese are Jesus' words, quoting Deuteronomy 8:3.

. 19Thewor~ humanism has not always meant an exclusive preoccupation with man. There
I~ .a long tradition of so-called Christian humanism that seeks to uphold both true Christian
faith an.d genulOe human values. (See e.g., Joseph M. Shaw, ed., Readings in Christian
Humanism.; However, humanism has in our time become more and more identified with
~~cular humanisJ!l. Hence, in what follows I will often use the word "humanism" to signify

secular humamsm."
~oTh.e~e forms are illustrated, for example, in Julian Huxley (evolutionary), John Dewey

~ragmatIc), B. F. Skinner (behavioral), and Corliss Lamont (cultural). See Norman L.
e~~ler, h Man .the Me~sure? for an elaboration of these and other humanistic positions.

(H See Hum.anlst Manifestos 1 & II, ed. by Paul Kurtz. Signers have included Dewey
.M. n, Skinner, and Lamont (H.M. ll).
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22The word religious drops out of the second manifesto.
2) H.M. 1, Eighth affirmation.
24 H.M. II. Quotations from the opening sections of "Religion" and "Ethics." Italics are

those of the document itself.
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become the compelling philosophy in all
such systems of thought. Marxist com
munism has represented the most bla
tant form of atheism, for in this system
there is the avowed intent to remove
God from every arena of life. Any belief
in God is viewed as debarring concen
tration on man in his economic needs.
"Law, morality, religion are ... so
many bourgeois prejudices. "16 So God
as a "bourgeois prejudice" must be
totally set aside for the working class to
arise and win the world.

Now when we say that Marxist phi
losophy in its denial of God represents
"futility of mind," this, of course, does
not mean that there is no power or
significance in it. Indeed, the fact that
communism is now the dominant politi
co-economic force in much of the world
shows that it has engaged the loyalty
and hopes of millions of people. Fur
ther, Marxism has recognized that re
ligion may be "the opiate of the peo
ple," lulling them with hopes of heaven
and producing complacency about
earthly conditions." Nonetheless-and
this is the crucial point-there is futility
of thought at the vital center of Marx
ism, namely, in viewing the human need
as basically economic (e.g., the "class
less society," collective ownership of
all goods). But here the Scriptures
speak: "Man does not live on bread
alone, but on every word that comes
from the mouth of God" (Matt. 4:4 NIV

).IX When an economic concern is
viewed as the basic need in society and
God is neglected or, worse still, ruled
out, then whatever economic shifts
there may be, for better or worse, there
is abject failure. "Bread alone" cannot
suffice: man's working conditions may
be ideal, but his life is vain and empty
without God and His word. Marxist
philosophy ultimately therefore is also
"futility of mind."

I should add some word about the
rapid increase of secular humanism in
the twentieth century. By "secularism"
we mean various views of human exist
ence that have no place for God. "Sec
ular," by definition, excludes the sa
cred, and "humanism" signifies that the
object of concern is humanity.!s Marx
ism, as discussed, is one potent exam
ple; however, especially on the Ameri
can scene, even more pervasive is the
ever-increasing force of other forms of
secular humanism such as evolutionary
humanism, pragmatic humanism, psy
chological (behavioral) humanism, and
cultural humanism.w All together they
make up a composite of humanism that
has become increasingly vocal and ag
gressive.

As illustrations of the above, I will
mention the two "Humanist Manifes
tos," appearing in 1933 and the other in
1973, setting forth the views of a wide
range of secular humanists. 21 The first

manifesto contains fifteen affirmations,
the first being "Religious>? humanists
regard the universe as self-existing and
not created." There is no mention of
God throughout; rather, the whole con
cern is "the complete realization of
human personality."23 The second
manifesto in its preface declares, "As in
1933, humanists still believe that tradi
tional theism, especially faith in the
prayer-hearing God, assumed to love
and care for persons and understand
their prayers, and to be able to do
something about them, is an unproved
and outmoded faith." A few other state
ments: "As nontheists, we begin with
humans not God, nature not deity."
"We can discover no divine purpose or
providence for the human species."
"No deity will save us; we must save
ourselves." "Ethics is autonomous and
situational, needing no theological or
ideological sanction." "Reason and in
telligence are the most effective instru
ments that mankind possesses. There is
no substitute; neither faith nor passion
suffices in itself. "24 In this melange of
statements in the two "Humanist Mani
festos" it is apparent that God has been
eclipsed by a concentration on the
world and man: there is no creation by
God, no One to whom prayer may be
offered, no divine purpose or prov
idence, no deity to save man, and there
are no God-given ethical norms. Faith is
insufficient and misleading; there is
only reason and intelligence to guide.

What can we say to all this? Our
answer must be that such humanistic
thinking is again an exercise in futility.
It represents the deliberate attempt to
exclude God and thereby make man the
center and measure of all things. Such
thinking, such reasoning (which human
ists acclaim so highly as "reason" and
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"Intelligence't t has therefore become
futile.

To say that the universe is "self
existing" is sheer nonsense; to "begin
with humans not God" is the total
opposite of the way to truth; to claim to
be .unable to discover "divine purpose
or providence" betrays a turning from
God and His word, making such discov
ery impossible; to say that we must
"save ourselves" is a Promethean self
contradiction, since salvation by
definition must come from outside and
beyond the self; to claim that ethics is
"autonomous and situational" is ab
surd in light of the inner law written on
every person's heart. All of this is
"futility in thinking," the result of the
darkening of "senseless minds."

Why has humanism gone this way?
The answer simply is that God is miss
ing. To quote Paul again, in words also
applicable to humanists: "They did not
glorify him as God or give thanks to
him." And because they do neither,
God has become less and less real and
man inevitably the center of their con
cern. But since their philosophy is a
vast distortion of reality (not dissimilar
to the outmoded and distant view of the
earth being the center of the universe
and all things revolving around it), all
such thinking about both God and man
has become empty and vain.

One thing further: every God-deny
ing philosophy, ideology, or attitude
runs counter to the actual human situa
tion. Man is so made by God that at
every moment he is encountered by
Him and is responsible to Him. To deny
God, accordingly, is to close one's eyes
to reality and to run from truth. It is
actually to suppress the truth. Let us
look back again to Paul's words in
Romans I that led up to his declaration



25The Greek phrase is pathe atimias "vile affections" (KJV)

2I>Or "depraved" (NIV. NASB, NEB), "reprobate" (KJV). The G'reek word is adokimon.
27 In chapter 9, "Man," pp. 203-6.

28Genesis 2 includes both a beautiful picture of man intimately constituted by the breath
of God (v. 7) and made to be intimately "one flesh" as husband and wife (v. 24).

29Wooden images of a female Canaanite deity.
"ICf. also I Kings 15:12; 22:46; 2 Kings 23:7. These passages show kings Asa,

Jehoshaphat, and Josiah in turn seeking to get rid of male cult prostitutes. Josiah finally
destroyed their houses, which were in the house of the Lord!

31For reference to "female cult prostitutes," see Deuteronomy 23:17.
32 "Have intercourse with" (NEB), "have sex with" (NIV), "have relations with" (NASB).

The Hebrew word w neds'oh from the root ya4a', translated in RSV above (and KJV) as, e.g.,
in Genesis 4:1, as "know'" ("Adam knew his wife, and she conceived"), unmistakably
means "to have sexual relations with." One can by no means agree with D. S. Bailey's claim
in Homosexuality and the Western Tradition that the sin God punished on this occasion (and
also Judges 19:13-20:48) was a breach of hospitality etiquette without sexual overtones.
Such gross misreading of both passages is in keeping with the contemporary attempt by
many to remove homosexuality from biblical censure.

33 See also Leviticus 18:22.
34The Hebrew word is keleb, literally, "a dog." Reference here is made to both female
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about futility. Paul begins with a state
ment about how God's wrath is re
vealed in its opposition to those who
"by their wickedness suppress the
truth" (v. 18). Then Paul explains:
"For what can be known about God is
plain to them, because God has shown
it to them. Ever since the creation of
the world his invisible nature, namely,
his eternal power and deity, has been
clearly perceived in the things that have
been made. So they are without ex
cuse" (vv. 19-20). Then Paul adds (as
previously quoted): "For although they
knew God they did not glorify him as
God or give thanks to him, but they
became futile in their thinking ... " (v.
21). The whole picture is one of sup
pression of truth and denial of God's
own self-disclosure, shutting the eyes to
His manifestation through the created
world. Hence, when today-or at any
time in history-people proclaim the
nonexistence of God, they are without
excuse; they are actually denying the
evidence that constantly confronts
them. Is it any wonder that their think
ing becomes futile, nonsensical? If only
they would but glorify and thank Him
give honor to the Creator-all things
would come back into focus again! But
until then, they only continue to move
away into more and more folly. Thus
these devastating words of Paul:
"Claiming to be wise, they became
fools" (v. 22).

But now we move on to observe that
idolatry is followed by all kinds of
immoral actions. It is significant that
Paul, after speaking of idolatry (Rom.
I:23), next declares, "Therefore God
gave them up in the lusts of their hearts
to impurity, to the dishonoring of their
bodies among themselves, because they
exchanged the truth about God for a lie

and worshiped and served the creature
rather than the Creator" (vv. 24-25).
The worship and service of the crea
ture, whether through literal or spiritual
idolatry (i.e., making man the center of
all things-a lying phantasy) results in
God's delivering people over to the
perversions of the flesh. When people
do not truly honor God, honor of one
another rapidly degenerates into dis
honor. Perverseness toward God (aban
doning Him for a lie) leads to God's
abandonment of people and to their
perversion with one another.

It is striking that before Paul comes
to dealing with such evils as murder,
strife, covetousness, slander, and heart
lessness (I :29-31)-all of which are
contrary to God's word in the Ten
Commandments and the teaching of
Jesus-he focuses at length on the
matter of sexual perversion. We quote
in part: "For this reason [i.e., serving
the creature rather than the Creator]
God gave them up to dishonorable
passions.» Their women exchanged
natural relations for unnatural, and the
men likewise gave up natural relations
with women and were consumed with
passion for one another ... since they
did not see fit to acknowledge God, God
gave them up to a base-e mind and to
improper conduct" (vv. 26-28).

It is quite significant that futility of
mind not only includes a gross distor
tion about God-that man is to be
worshiped and served rather than the
Creator-but also generates a gross
distortion in human sexuality. I have
previously discussed>? how people,
male and female, are set by God in a
beautiful and symmetrical relationship
first to Himself and then to each other.
Indeed, we might add that the very
coming together of man and woman as
"one flesh" is a kind of parallel to the

spiritual relationship of man with his
Maker. 2 x When that spiritual relation
ship is distorted, distortion may set in
on the human level. The "natural"
toward God, which is fellowship with
Him, is changed to the "unnatural,"
namely, idolatry; the natural toward
one another becomes the unnatural
namely, sexual perversion.

Here we must be quick to add that
Paul is not saying that this condition of
perversion immediately occurs. "God
gave them up" has been called "judicial
abandonment" by God, with the result
that by their very idolatrous practices
the way is paved for them to become
sexually perverted.

This connection of perversion with
idolatry is shown in the Old Testament,
for example, when the people of Judah
"built for themselves high places, and
pillars, and Asherim> on every high hill
and under every green tree; and there
were also male cult prostitutes in the
land" (I Kings 14:23-24).30 Such "cult
[or "shrine" NIV] prostitutes" were at
the service of other males in relation to
the worship of the Asherim. There were
also female cult prostitutes.': This cult
prostitution was a regular aspect of
Canaanite worship with idolatry and
homosexuality closely linked. And Isra
el was frequently drawn into it. In any
event, all this illustrates the point that
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the obverse of idolatry, an unnatural
relation with God, is homosexuality, an
unnatural relation among men.

We should add immediately that ho
mosexuality is strongly spoken against
in both Old and New Testaments. Long
before the Law was given to Israel,
Scripture records the vivid story of
Sodom and Gomorrah. The male inhab
itants in their perversity attempted to
"know" the two angels (assumed to be
men) who visited Lot in Sodom: "Bring
them out to us, that we may know»
them" (Gen. 19:5). God had already
heard the "outcry" against the two
cities as "great" and that their sin was
"very ['exceedingly" NASH] grave"
(Gen. 18:20); this was its final abomina
ble proof. The result: "The LORD rained
on Sodom and Gomorrah brimstone and
fire" (19:24). No other cities were so
devastated in the Old Testament-a
further mark of the "exceedingly
grave" sin that they represented.

Very strong language is used in Le
viticus about homosexuality: "If a man
lies with a male as with a woman, both
of them have committed an abomina
tion; they shall be put to death, their
blood is upon them" (20:13).33 In Deu
teronomy there is the command: "You
must not bring the earnings of a female
prostitute or of a male prostitutes- into

250 251



and male homosexuality, with "dog" (a pejorative term suggesting the degraded character of
such a one) referring to the male.

15"Effeminate by perversion" (NASB mgn). The Greek word is malakoi. According to
BAGD this word is used "esp. of catamites, men and boys who allow themselves to be
misused homosexually."

3"The Greek word is arsenokoitai, "abusers of themselves with mankind" (KJV) or
"pederast, sodomite" (BAGD).

37 "Indulged in gross immorality" (NASB). The Greek word is ekporneusasai; "the prefix
'ek' seems to indicate a lust that gluts itself' (Thayer).

. 3RThe Greek phrase apelthousai opiso sarkos heretas literally means "going away after
different flesh." NASB has "went away after strange flesh."

391t is possible that this perversion also followed upon the idolatry of Israel with the
golden calf. After the calf had been made and the people had sacrificed various offerings,
"they ~at down to eat and drink and got up to indulge in revelry" (Exod. 32:6 NIV).
Ac~ordmg to the NBC, in loco, this "was not true holiness but the play, or orgiastic dance
whl~h characterized pagan religions." lB, in loco, makes reference, along with other
Scriptures, to I Kings 14:24 (which, as earlier noted.speaks of "male cult prostitutes").

'''This follows upon Paul's words concerning homosexual practices in Romans 1:24-27.
'lOr "loin coverings" (NASB), "loinclothes" (NEB). The Hebrew word is hiigora.
'~The sewing of fig leaves together and making loin coverings shows also that futility of

mind and action (see preceding section) that is the result of sin. What they were doing made
no sense; their "senseless minds were darkened" (recall Rom. I :21). Thus futility of mind
and guilt are closely associated.

430bviously the guilt here has nothing to do with nakedness as somehow in itself evil and
shameful. Before sin entered, man and woman were already together in complete nakedness
Without the least sense of there being anything wrong about it. Indeed, the last verse in
Genesis 2, andjust prior to the temptation and sin of Genesis 3, reads: "And the man and his
Wife were both naked, and were not ashamed" (Gen. 2:25).

RENEWAL THEOLOGY

the house of the LORD your God to pay
any vow, because the LORD your God
detests them both" (Deut. 23:18 NIV). In
the New Testament Paul speaks against
homosexuality not only in Romans but
also in I Corinthians 6:9-10: "Do you
not know that the unrighteous shall not
inherit the kingdom of God? Do not be
deceived; neither fornicators, nor idola
ters, nor adulterers, nor efferninate.s
nor hornosexuals.rs nor thieves, nor the
covetous, nor drunkards, nor revilers,
nor swindlers, shall inherit the kingdom
of God" (NASB). Note that Paul adds:
"Such were some of you; but you were
washed . . . sanctified ... justified in
the name of the Lord Jesus Christ, and
in the Spirit of our God" (v. II). We
may simply interject a note of thanks
giving; homosexuality need not be per
manent: "Such were some of you!"
Likewise, there is reference by Paul to
homosexuality in 1 Timothy 1:9-10
where "sodomites" (or "homosexu
als") are listed among "the ungodly and
sinners . . . the unholy and the pro
fane." Finally, the Book of Jude makes
reference to "Sodom and Gomorrah
and the surrounding cities, which ...
acted immorally-" and indulged in un
natural lust";38 they "serve as an ex
ample by undergoing a punishment of
eternal fire" (v. 7).

To summarize: from these biblical

pictures and statements it is unmistak
able that the biblical witness about
homosexuality is that it represents the
grossest of sins, the worst of perver
sions, and stands under the fierce judg
ment of God. There is hope, as Paul
declares, through forgiveness in Christ
and through purification by the Holy
Spirit. But it is an abomination, and if
not removed, can only lead to eternal
destruction.

We should also recall the earlier
point, namely, that such perversion is
particularly an offspring of idolatry.»
When God as the object of worship is
replaced by man, all things get out of
focus. Moreover, God's word in Scrip
ture no longer is seriously regarded, for
human thought has usurped its place.
Homosexuality becomes, then, a "via
ble lifestyle"-a valid option-along
with any other sexual expression be
tween "consenting partners." Along
this line the authors of Humanist Mani
festo II write: "A civilized society
should be a tolerant one. Short of
harming others or compelling them to
do likewise, individuals should be per
mitted to express their sexual proclivi
ties and pursue their life-styles as they
desire." Tolerance and permissiveness
replace truth and righteousness; man,
not God, is the measure of all things.

Idolatry, accordingly, IS the source of
human perversion.

The result of man's not acknowledg
ing God, as earlier mentioned, is actu
ally a whole spectrum of evil thoughts
and actions. Here are Paul's words
again: "And since they did not see fit to
acknowledge God, God gave them up to
a base mind and to improper conduct"
(Rom. I:28).40 The description that fol
lows is vivid indeed: "They were filled
with all manner of wickedness, evil,
covetousness, malice. Full of envy,
murder, strife, deceit, malignity, they
are gossips, slanderers, haters of God,
insolent, haughty, boastful, inventors of
evil, disobedient to parents, foolish,
faithless, heartless, ruthless" (l :29
31). It would be hard to imagine a
catalog of more heinous evil-all
springing from a base or depraved
mind. But such is the common lot of
mankind that has turned away from
God.

Futility of mind and action-this is
the primary and all-pervasive effect of
sin and evil.

II. GUILT AND PUNISHMENT

We turn to the account in Genesis 3
of the sin of the man and the woman
and now observe the next effect
namely, guilt and punishment. Let us
consider both aspects.

In the matter of guilt, it is apparent
that this immediately follows upon the
act of disobedience. Just after Adam
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and Eve ate the forbidden fruit, the
Scripture reads, "The eyes of both
were opened, and they knew that they
were naked; and they sewed fig leaves
together and made themselves aprons."
(Gen. 3:7).41 Here there is both irony
and tragedy. The serpent had told the
woman that when they ate of the forbid
den tree, their eyes would be opened.
And opened they were, but not to
beholding their divine status; rather,
ironically, they beheld their nakedness
and guilt. To be sure, they were naked
already, but in beautiful interrelat
edness and innocence. Now their na
kedness was a matter of shame. They
were exposed before God and each
other and so sought to cover'? their
profound sense of guilt.o

Guilt signifies a deep sense of wrong
fulness. Since sin is primarily an offense
against the personal relationship to
God, wrongdoing is no minor matter.
While sin is the breaking of a divine
law, prior to that it is the breaking of a
divine-human relationship. God gives
man a beautiful world and intends to
walk in fellowship with His human
creature. But man, disobedient to his
Creator, strikes at the very heart of that
relationship by pridefully seeking even
more. Since sin is ultimately against the
love and goodness of a holy God, it is
all the more heinous and the guilt all the
more profound.

A further vivid Old Testament illus
tration of this great sin occurred when
Israel made and worshiped the golden
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44 Recall our prior brief discussion of this. .
450r "These are your gods" (as in RSV, NIV, NEB, similarly KJV; NASB, NIV rngn, read: ""~hlS

is your God"). The Hebrew text, reading' elleh ' e!oheY!ia, suggests the plural translation.
Also "gods" would be in accord with Israel's long familiarity in Egypt with the many gods
there. Thus the plural wording would be a throwback to their Egyptian days. However, since
there is only one calf in the story, the singular translation seems in order.

46 Moses said to the people just before the words quoted above: "Perhaps I can make
atonement for your sin" (v. 30).

47 See the previous section.
4K Recall chapter 3, pp. 59-63.

490r "leave the guilty unpunished" (NASB, NIV). The KJV translates as RSV above. The
Hebrew phrase is /6' ymaqqeh,

\OThe same could also be said for failure to keep any of the other many statutes and
ordinances. However, since the Ten Commandments are the essence of God's word- "the
ten words' "-guilt is highlighted by their infraction,

'I The three instances of the use of "guilty" (Greek: enochos) with a preposition in this
verse are translated "liable to" in RSV, The RSV translates this word "guilty" in Mark 3:29
"guilty of an eternal sin"; also in 1 Corinthians II :27- "guilty of profaning the body and
blood of the Lord"; and James 2:10-"Whoever keeps the whole law but fails in one point
has become guilty of all of it." In Matthew 26:66 and Mark 14:64 it is translated "deserves"
and "deserving"; in Hebrews 2:15, "subject to." BAGD (with NASB) translates the last
clause above as "guilty enough to go into the hell of fire."

52 Aramaic term of contempt or abuse suggesting "empty-headed," "numbskull," "good
for nothing,"

5JTheGreek word is geennan, from which Gehenna is derived. The Hinnom Valley, south
of Jerusalem, was the site for pagan rites such as child sacrifice (2 Kings 16:3; 23:10).
Jeremiah prophesied that judgment would fall on Judah and Jerusalem there (Jer. 19:Iff).
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calf. 44 God had graciously redeemed
Israel from Egypt, had provided for
their every need in a barren wilderness,
and had personally spoken forth His
"ten words" (Ten Commandments) for
their keeping and direction. But even
before Moses could bring down from
the mountaintop the tablets containing
these words, the people were crying out
to the molten calf: "This is your God,45
o Israel, who brought you up out of the
land of Egypt" (Exod. 32:4). To be
sure, this act of idolatry flagrantly con
travenes both the first and second com
mandments, but it all the more signifies
a terrible breach of relationship with
Israel's own God. This is the apex of
sin, and the resulting guilt of Israel is so
great that Moses offers his own life as
an atonement for the evil done:«
"Alas, this people have sinned a great
sin. . . . But now, if thou wilt forgive
their sin-and if not, blot me, I pray
thee, out of thy book which thou hast
written" (Exod. 32:31-32). So guilty
was Israel-they had "sinned a great
sin," and the sin was against the holy
and loving God.

Note also the cry of God through
Isaiah the prophet at a later time:
"Hear, 0 heavens and give ear, 0
earth; for the LORD has spoken: 'Sons
have I reared and brought up, but they
have rebelled against me .... Ah, sin
ful nation, a people laden with iniquity,
offspring of evildoers, sons who deal
corruptly! They have forsaken the
LORD' " (lsa. 1:2, 4). The sin of Israel is
the sin against God as their Father: as
"sons" they had "forsaken" Him. This

is, again, the great sin-and the guilt all
the more odious. Indeed, Isaiah himself
in a dramatic vision of God in His
holiness (lsa. 6)-"Holy, holy, holy is
the LORD of hosts" (v. 3)-senses how
much he is a part of a sinful nation:
"Woe is me! For I am lost; for I am a
man of unclean lips, and I dwell in the
midst of a people of unclean lips; for my
eyes have seen the King, the LORD of
hosts!" (v. 5). Thereupon an angelic
being with a burning coal touched Isa
iah's mouth and said, "Behold this has
touched your lips; your guilt is taken
away, and your sin forgiven" (v. 7).
The prophet was made so strongly
aware of the personal holiness of God
that he sensed the sinfulness of all his
people and his own sinfulness. They
were a guilty people and so was the
prophet himself.

Let us emphasize again that guilt
from sin arises primarily out of the
breach of personal relationship. Earlier
this was spoken of as a betrayal of
Iove.:'? Surely it is centrally this, for
God is a God of love. But also it is a
violation of God's holiness and right
eousness. Hence, He cannot simply
overlook sin. Love betrayed is a tragic
thing because it is the wounding of the
very heart of God; holiness violated is a
heinous thing because it strikes at the
foundation of God's beiug.v Sin ac
cordingly is against the holy love of
God, and guilt is the result of that sin.
As surely as the God of love is a holy
and righteous God, guilt cannot be
readily done away. Here we may return
to Exodus and note the words of God

spoken to Moses not long after Israel's
sin of idolatry: "The LORD passed be
fore him and proclaimed, 'The LORD, the
LORD, a God merciful and gracious, slow
to anger, and abounding in steadfast
love and faithfulness, keeping steadfast
love for thousands, forgiving iniquity
and transgression and sin, but who will
by no means clear the guilty' "49 (34:6
7). Sin, the breach of personal relation
ship, brings profound guilt.

But now let us quickly add that even
as sin is not only against God personally
but also against His word, guilt results
from any infraction of God's word
His truth, His commandment, His law.
The guilt of the first man and woman, as
we have seen, was the result not only of
the rupture of a personal relationship
but also of the breaking of God's com
mand. And although the first is primary,
the second is also essential, for God
cannot be separated from His word.
Hence the breaking of God's command
also brings guilt. Israel sinned by be
traying and violating a personal rela
tionship as well as by breaking God's
law. It was an offense personally
against God in their making the golden
calf; but it was also a contravention of
His word declared by Him in His first
two commands. Thus we can by no
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means disregard the relation of guilt
also to the commandments of God.

We have previously observed how
the commandments of God are declared
in the Ten Commandments, in the word
of Christ, and in the natural law. Since
sin is the result of failure to observe the
commandments, guilt likewise follows.
In regard to the Ten Commandments,
the word spoken to Moses that God
"will by no means clear the guilty"
occurs as Moses is standing before God
with the two tablets of stone in his
hands and waiting to receive these
commandments for the second time.
Thus the breach of any of them will
result in guilt.w

In the Sermon on the Mount where
Jesus so deepens and interiorizes the
law that word and thought may be more
sinful than outward deed, guilt is all the
more pronounced. In relation to the
commandment "You shall not kill"
Jesus adds: "But I say to you that every
one who is angry with his brother shall
be guilty beforen the court; and who
ever shall say to his brother, 'Raca,'>?
shall be guilty before the supreme
court; and whoever shall say, 'You
fool,' shall be guilty enough to go into
the hell of fire" (Matt. 5:22 NASB).5 3
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The later association of "hell fire" resulted from the garbage fires that constantly burned in
the Valley.

54 "Blasphemy against the Holy Spirit," as the context shows, is the sin of attributing
what is of God to the devil. It is "a perversion of spirit which, in defiance of the truth,
chooses to call light darkness" (William Lane, The Gospel ofMark, NICNT, 145). Even the
grossest sins against the Ten Commandments or the words of Jesus-of thought, word, or
action-may receive forgiveness, but never this sin. Moreover, it is worse than atheism or
even denying Christ (both of which, upon repentance, may receive forgiveness), for it is the
ultimate, wholly deliberate, and utterly perverse ascription of the work of God to Satan. It
can still happen today.

55This would surely preclude the preceding sins mentioned-anger and lust (they warrant
hell ~ut do not necessarily lead to it). Of course, there is no carte blanche forgiveness for
any sin: there must also be repentance (as Jesus-and the New Testament at large-teaches
elsewhere).

56 Of course, there may be both. But the point here is that whether one knows the Ten
Commandments and/or the Sermon on the Mount or has never even heard of them there is
still the witness of conscience. '

57"All men, both Jews and Greeks, are under the power of sin, as it is written: 'None is
righteous, no, not one'" (Rom. 3:9-10).

58Max Warren in his book Interpreting the Cross speaks of "all-pervading guilt": 'The
recognition of an all-pervading guilt is the beginningof realism about oneself, about society,
about the nation, about the world-and about the Church" (p. 31).

59Paul Tournier, Swiss psychologist, in his book Guilt and Grace, uses this terminology.
For example, " 'false guilt' is that which comes as a result of the judgments and suggestions
of men. True guilt' is that which results from the divine judgment" (p. 67). The only hope
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Here guilt is not only a moral condition
resulting from sin but also a legal condi
tion: guilt sufficient to lead to hell itself.
Similarly, Jesus spoke about lust-a
matter of thought and feeling-whose
sin and guilt are so great as likewise to
merit hell (Matt. 5:28-30).

It cannot be overemphasized that
according to Jesus the word spoken
("You fool") or the thought ("lust") is
that which incurs the deepest guilt. This
does not mean that the outward act is
not also sinful and guilt-producing, for
surely it is. But the most heinous sins
are not those that would ordinarily
bring a person before an earthly court
of judgment or lead to a severe sentence
if one were taken to court. Yet these
sins could lead, not to a minor judg
ment, but to hell itself: "guilty enough
to go into the hell of fire." In the same
vein the worst sin of all, likewise of
thought and word, is that of "blasphe
my against the Holy Spirit": "Truly, I
say to you, all sins will be forgiven the
sons of men, and whatever blasphemies
they utter; but whoever blasphemes
against the Holy Spirits- never has
forgiveness, but is guilty of an eternal
sin-for they had said, 'He has an
unclean spirit''' (Mark 3:28-30). This
is sin so deep, so vicious, so demonic,
and the guilt so vast, that there can

never be forgiveness." Again, here is
sin of the spoken word and of the
malicious thought to the nth degree: it is
to be "guilty of an eternal sin."

Now let us turn again to the natural
law. I have been speaking of the guilt
that results from infraction of the Mosa
ic law and the words of Christ, but there
is also an inward guilt resulting from
failure to live up to the law written on
the heart of every person. Paul's words
concerning the Gentiles were earlier
quoted, to the effect that "their con
science also bears witness and their
conflicting thoughts accuse or perhaps
excuse them" (Rom. 2: 15). Since the
moral law is written on the heart
essentially the same as published in the
Ten Commandments and deepened by
the words of Christ-there will also be
a sense of guilt arising, not from out
ward words, but from the testimony of
conscience.s- "Conscience bears wit
ness" means that there is an inward
monitor, even an inner court of judg
ment ("conflicting thoughts" accusing
or excusing), that pronounces "Guilty"
or "Not Guilty." Since, as Paul later
shows, Gentiles (without knowledge of
the Ten Commandments and, by exten
sion, the words of Christ) are also

bereft of true righteousness.v then the
inner judge, the conscience, will again
and again be declaring, "Guilty."

Accordingly, there is universality of
guilt" But, one may rejoin, is that
actually the case? We may declare such
objectively (even as with the universal
ity of sin), but do people really know
and experience guilt? The answer is
yes, even if only to a minimal degree.
We have earlier observed that failure to
heed the inner law often leads to a
lessening of sensitivity to God's moral
demands. But since people by their
very nature are moral beings with a
conscience, they can never totally elude
the inner voice of righteousness. By
failing to live up to it, they are bound to
experience some inward guilt.

In looking at the contemporary
scene, we often behold an inadequate
view of guilt or an attempt to gloss over
it. Among some psychologists the view
has prevailed that any idea of sin and
guilt leads away from healthy and hap
py living. Guilt has been blamed for
countless cases of emotional misery,
inward confusion, and crippling of the
will. There may be guilt feelings, so it is
said, because of childhood experiences,
social constraints, and the like, but
these need to be recognized for what
they are, namely, neurotic. Perhaps
through therapy these guilt feelings can
be brought to awareness and thereby
relieved. Guilt then at most is a sign of
emotional inhibition and disturbance. It
certainly has nothing to do with sin;
rather, it is a sign of sickness. Conse
quently, from this viewpoint, the truly
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healthy person is one who is free of
guilt feelings and lives with no inhibi
tions whatever. Similarly, religion is
frequently viewed as a repressive and
guilt-producing force. By its regulations
and taboos many persons are held in
constraint, and if they try to break
loose, it is only at a fearful price of
anxiety and guilt. So, it is claimed,
religion serves to increase people's neu
rotic condition.

By way of response to this viewpoint
we may indeed agree that there is such
a thing as neurotic guilt that belongs to
the realm of mental and emotional ill
ness, and also that religion sometimes
exercises a repressive force. In the
former case, there can be, and often is,
a kind of pathological guilt that calls for
therapeutic help. Such guilt needs relief
so that a person may function more
freely. In regard to the latter, we recog
nize that there is an authoritarian form
of religion that demands consent to
dogma and ritual and often inculcates
fear to keep its devotees in line-put
ting unnatural constraints on normal
behavior. All such is deeply guilt pro
ducing. Such guilt needs help and may
call for counsel and therapy to bring
about relief.

But-and now we come to the criti
cal point-there is a guilt in all human
beings so deep that no psychological
techniques can avail to relieve it. This
guilt is due to man's running afoul of
God's law and order as set forth in
man's own being. Compared with neu
rotic guilt, which is false guilt, this is
true guilt.v It is the guilt that inheres in
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all people who as moral beings do not
live up to genuine moral demands.
Furthermore, true guilt is ever present
in human nature even if a person gives
no outward sign of any emotional or
psychological problem. The only possi
ble way to deal with it is through
confessionsv and divine forgiveness. 61
Guilt-true guilt, moral guilt-is coex
tensive with mankind. However, even
as with the first man and the first
woman, there continues to be the effort
largely to cover it over. This is primar
ily guilt before God, and, though they
may not sense it, people are ever seek
ing to protect themselves from that
guilt.s> But it is there as surely as all
people are sinners: there is no escape.

6JMan was "imrnortable" but not immortal. Recall our discussion in chapter 9, p. 216.
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from God! What a sad and sorry picture
this is: man and woman, created to
have fellowship with God, now running
from Him. Doubtless many times be
fore this, God had walked in the garden
"in the cool of the day" (a beautiful and
refreshing expression), and they had
been delighted in His presence as He
drew near. But suddenly all was differ
ent: they foolishly and vainly did every
thing possible to elude His presence.

Then came the unavoidable moment
with the searching, penetrating question
from God to the man: "Where are
you?" (3:9). Next, the sad, sad reply:
"I heard the sound of thee in the
garden, and I was afraid, because I was
naked; and I hid myself' (3:10). The
man (as we have observed) was not

This brings us back to the narrative in aware of his nakedness before, but now
Genesis and to the second aspect of there is a sense of shame and guilt and
punishment. Hardly had the man and fear. This is by no means the fear of
woman in their guilt sought to cover God that is reverential, awesome, and
their shame before they sensed the always proper in the presence of AI
coming judgment of God. "And they mighty God. Rather, it is the anxious
heard the sound of the LORD God walk- fear that springs from the heart of one
ing in the garden in the cool of the day, who senses the coming punishment of
and the man and his wife hid them- God and seeks to evade it.
selves from the presence of the LORD Momentarily there is the vain attempt
God among the trees of the garden" of both the man and the woman to put
(Gen. 3:8). They were seeking to hide the fault elsewhere-the man accusing

for t.he latter is the grace of God: "The answer ... comes from God, not from man, in the
forgiveness He grants to those who confess their inevitable guilt instead of justifying
themselves" (p. 121).

60~n Albert Cam~s' b.oo~ The Fall, Jean-Baptiste Clamence, the speaker throughout, is
co~tInually confessing his vices and at one point states that "we cannot assert the innocence
?f anyon~, where~s we can state .wlth certainty the guilt of all" (p. 110). What is interesting
IS that Cam~s wn~es as an atheist. but, at the same time (through Clamence) confesses
uhnIversal guilt. ThIS b~o~, ~ccor~ingly, is a severe indictment of contemporary 'viewpoints
~a~ ~ou.ld seek to mIn~mlze guilt. Incidentally, for Camus there is no forgiveness, no
the ~tlon, the onIY,?ope IS to get o.thers to confess their sin and guilt, so that all can be "in
er o~p tog~ther . (p: 140). Still the book is ~n extraordinary confession of the all

p 6~~~~enes~ of guilt slJ?ply on the human level, SInce God is not taken into consideration.
wo IS I WIll dlscu.ss In chapter 14, "Atonement." Guilt must be expiated (I recall the

h~d~ ~f a psychologist Who. spoke some years ago of "the hell of neurosis and psychosis to
w IC SIn and unexpiated guilt leads us" [0. O. Mowrer Time (Sept 14 1959) 69]) and this
OCcurs only through the s ifi f Chri . hi .' ""more! acn ce 0 nst In w ich SInS are totally forgiven and guilt is no

62Tournier speaks f "th f"I""ove' 0 e sense 0 gut t which IS so Intolerable that men feel an
befo7'eo~er~ng. need to. preserve .themselves from it" (Guilt and Grace, 127). This is guilt

o (and, incidentally, IS far deeper than that which Camus recognizes).

his wife: "The woman whom thou
gavest to be with me, she gave me fruit
of the tree, and I ate" (3: 12) and the
woman blaming the serpent: "The ser
pent beguiled me, and I ate" (v. 13).
But of course this is to no avail, for
immediately God's punishment (vv.
14-19) falls upon

I. The serpent-a curse plus contin
uing enmity between man and
serpent (representing Satan), with
man having the final victory.

2. The woman-multiplication of
pain in childbearing and domina
tion by her husband.

3. The man-the ground accursed
with thorns and thistles so that he
will have to toil throughout life for
his daily sustenance.

In all of this it is apparent that creation
was from that time on to bear a curse
upon it, that woman's joy in childbear
ing and in her role as helper to her
husband would be accompanied by suf
fering and domination, and that man's
delight in his work would be suffused
with toil and drudgery. Such is the
punishment of God upon the world and
mankind in the beginning of the human
race.

Now beyond this is the far more
severe punishment of physical death.
For after all the punishments and tied in
with the last about toil, God declared,
"In the sweat of your face you shall eat
bread till you return to the ground, for
out of it you were taken; you are dust,
and to dust you shall return" (Gen.
3:19). Man, who had been inbreathed
by his Maker with the breath of life and
had been invited to eternal life by
partaking of "the tree of life," was
instead to return to the ground. This
does not mean that man gave up immor
tality, for that he did not yet have e ' the
"tree of life" was indeed at hand, but
before he ate of it he had forfeited the
possibility of living forever. Man, invit-
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ed to an intimate communication with
God that. by its very nature. would be
unending. tragically chose rather the
way of death.

Let us be quite clear. Physical death
is by no means portrayed as the "natu
ral" issue of man's existence. "Return
ing to dust" is not the result of man's
being human and finite, rather it is the
result of finite man's failure to partake
of God's own self-offering and instead
to seek his own prideful ends.

But now we move on to recognize
that wherever and whenever sin occurs,
punishment is sure to follow. Subse
quent to the sin of the first man and
woman, Adam and Eve, their older son
Cain murdered his brother Abel, and
Cain was condemned to be "a fugitive
and a wanderer on the earth" (Gen.
4: 12). Several generations later, when
the wickedness of man had become so
great that "every imagination of the
thoughts of his heart was only evil
continually" (6:5), God sent the judg
ment of the Flood so that, except for
Noah and his family, no one survived.
Again, as people later arrogantly sought
to build a tower "with its top in the
heavens" (11 :4), God punished them by
confounding their language and scatter
ing them across the earth. Particularly
vivid is the still later account of Sodom
and Gomorrah's destruction by God for
their "gross sin" with "brimstone and
fire from the LORD out of heaven"
(19:24). Sin is inevitably followed by
punishment.

We need not continue this rehearsal
of the innumerable biblical accounts of
similar incidents. Although Israel was
chosen by God and called to be a holy
nation, the people sinned again and
again, with punishment invariably fol
lowing. It may be a brief punishment as
when Israel worshiped the golden calf
and three thousand men were put to
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6'The NIV has "chosen." The Hebrew word is yiiqa'ttl.
65The .background for this statement is God's judgment and punishment of many

surrounding natIOns (see Amos I and 2).
. 66Th~ NIV has "destruction." The Greek word is phthoran, "ruin destruction

dissolution, deterioration, corruption" (BAGD). "
67It is against the background of adultery, homosexuality, and prostitution (vv. 9-17) that

Paul makes the statement quoted above.

68This occurs particularly among persons indulging in carnal and multiple heterosexual
relationships .

69 AIDS occurs especially among practicing homosexuals.
70See Matthew 10:15; 11:22, 24; 12:36.
7] See Matthew 12:41-42; Luke 10:14; 11:31-32.
72See Matthew 7:22; 24:36; Mark 13:32; Luke 10:12, 17:31.
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death (Exod. 32:28); it may be forty
additional years of wandering in the
wilderness for their faithlessness (Num.
14:33-34); it may be prolonged captivi
ty by foreign powers because ofIsrael's
and Judah's many acts of disobedience
to God (Jer. 9: 13-16). God also brought
the other nations of the world into
judgment, but He was particularly se
vere with His own people: "You only
have I known-- of all the families of the
earth; therefore I will punish you for all
your iniquities" (Amos 3:2).65

The New Testament provides the
same picture. Some of the severest
strictures are against the church. Peter
speaks of judgment as beginning "with
the household of God" (I Peter 4:17);
in Hebrews are the words "the Lord
disciplines him whom he loves" (12:6);
and in Revelation there is this warning:
"Because you are lukewarm, and nei
ther cold nor hot, I will spew you out of
my mouth" (3: 16). This punishment is,
of course, by no means limited to the
church. Indeed, Peter adds that "if it
begins with us, what will be the end of
those who do not obey the gospel of
God?" (I Peter 4: 17). Similarly the
Book of Revelation, after focusing first
on the church, contains many a picture
of God's coming judgment upon the
world. God does-and will-punish sin
wherever it is found.

In the earlier discussion of guilt we
observed that, in relation to the law of
God-whether in the Decalogue, the
Sermon on the Mount, or man's own
God-given nature (the natural law)
people are profoundly guilty and even
gUilt-ridden. Now we need only to add
that punishment invariably follows. In
many cases when the moral law of God

is also a matter of civil law (e.g., in
cases of murder and stealing), society
will impose its own punishment. In
other instances where the contraven
tion of God's law belongs to inner
thoughts and motivations (e.g., through
idolatry or lust), the ensuing punish
ment may be less obvious or immediate.
Nonetheless, one simply cannot break
the commandments of God with impu
nity, for they belong to man's very
structure as a religious and moral being.
Man, whether he realizes it or not, is
always related to God (he was made in
God's image and is responsible to Him)
and to his neighbor. Thus when he sins
against God or his neighbor, he actually
brings judgment upon himself. In one
sense God visits him with punishment,
but in another sense man brings it on
himself by the reaction of his own God
given being. According to Paul, "God is
not mocked, for whatever a man sows,
that he will also reap" (Gal. 6:7).

Let us pursue this last statement a bit
further. Paul adds, "For he who sows
to his own flesh will from the flesh reap
corruption"66 (v. 8). This means that
sin, i.e., "sowing to the flesh," from
itself will bring about the deterioration
and destruction of a person. As an
illustration of this, we note the words of
Paul elsewhere: "He who sins sexually
sins against his own body" (I Cor. 6:18
NIV). It is not only that one sins against
another person-as in adulterous or
homosexual liaisons, or in relation to a
prostitutes? -but also that the sin
rebounds against one's own body. Cor
ruption, deterioration, destruction set
in-even if (we might add) the process
occurs over many years. The body was
made by God for proper and pure

sexual activity; hence when that is
breached, dysfunction and disease of
ten occur. In our present day perhaps
the most vivid representations of sexu
ally related diseases are genital herpess"
and AIDS (acquired immune deficiency
syndrome).69 "God is not mocked, for
whatever a man sows.... "

This is true on every level of human
existence. If a person's life, for exam
ple, is fraught with hostility and bit
terness there is frequently the external
result of impoverished human relation
ships and the internal effect of manifold
illnesses. It is well known today that the
constant drive by many for success,
money, and fame-with all the pres
sures such drives bring about-fre
quently leads to mental and physical
breakdowns. Man was simply not made
by God to center everything on his own
existence; hence the judgment of God
comes by way of man's self-destruc
tion. Punishment may be delayed for a
time, but the day of reckoning is ever at
hand.

Now we come to the final important
fact about punishment, namely, that it
is not only a reality in present life but
may also be experienced in the life to
come. Not only is there the punishment
that all mankind shares as sons and
daughters of Adam and Eve (the result
ing pain and labor in both the origina
tion of life and in the living of it). Not
only is there the punishment that is
received in daily existence when people
abuse God's laws. But there will also be
punishment for many in the life to
come.

We have already noted Jesus' words
about those who are "guilty enough to
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go into the hell of fire." Such a state
ment obviously means the severest pos
sible punishment in the world to come.
Jesus also frequently speaks of "the
day of judgment, "70 "the judgment, "71

or simply "that day."72 In one of His
strongest statements Jesus declares, "1
tell you, on the day of judgment men
will render account for every careless
word they utter; for by your words you
will be justified, and by your words you
will be condemned" (Matt. 12:36-37).
Paul speaks of "a day on which he
[God] will judge the world in righteous
ness by a man whom he has appointed"
(Acts 17:31). This will be the day when
"God's righteous judgment will be re
vealed": to some "he will give eternal
life" for others "there will be wrath
and fury" (Rom. 2:5, 7-8). As a result
of this judgment there will be both the
blessing of eternal life and the punish
ment of God's furious wrath.

Indeed, it needs to be said forcefully
that Scripture attests to a punishment
that is eternal. Jesus refers to this in His
portrayal of the final judgment scene in
which those at his left "go away into
eternal punishment," whereas "the
righteous [go] into eternal life" (Matt.
25:46). Paul speaks of "those who do
not know God and . . . do not obey the
gospel of our Lord Jesus." Then he
adds, "They shall suffer the punish
ment of eternal destruction" (2 Thess.
1:8-9).

We can scarcely leave this section on
guilt and punishment without a joyful
expression of thanks to Almighty God
that in His Son Jesus Christ He has
provided One who has vicariously re
ceived it all upon Himself. For those
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who belong to Him all guilt is removed,
all punishment done away. Thanks be
to God for the inexpressible gift of His
love!

III. SEPARATION,
ESTRANGEMENT, BONDAGE

In the account of the initial sin we
observe that the progenitors of the
human race were sent forth from Eden.
There is first a beautiful touch of the
Lord's mercy, for we read, "And the
LORD God made for Adam and for his
wife garments of skins, and clothed
them" (Gen. 3:21). Shortly afterward
came the banishment: "The LORD God
sent him forth from the garden of Eden
to till the ground from which he was
taken. He drove out the man;» and at
the east of the garden of Eden he placed
the cherubim, and a flaming sword
which turned every way, to guard the
wa y tt? the tree of life" (vv. 23- 24). The
Lord IS truly merciful, but there is also
an unmistakable sense of His righteous
ness and anger in driving man out of
Paradise.

It is apparent that man had now
become totally separated from "the tree
of life": "cherubim"> and a "flaming
sword" stood between them. There was
~o way for man to reenter. Hence life
Immortal life-was cut off from him.
T~e reason for this is stated by God just
pnor to the punishment: " 'Behold, the
~an has become like one of us, know
',ng good and evil; and now, lest he put
fort~ his hand and take also of the tree
of life , and eat, and live for ever'_"
(Gen. 3:22). God's intention for man
was that he know only the realm of

78The high priest alone once a year was allowed to enter, but even then only after many
careful preparations and precautions (see Lev. 16).

79 As proclaimed by Nietzsche in the nineteenth century and such successors as Altizer
and Hamilton in the twentieth century. See, e.g., the articles by William Hamilton and
Thomas Altizer in Radical Theology and the Death of God.

80 Paul Tillich has written significantly of' 'the anxiety of emptiness and meaninglessness"
in his book The Courage to Be, 46-51. "This anxiety is aroused by the loss of a spiritual
center, of an answer ... to the question of the meaning of existence" (p. 47).
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meaningful life except in relationship to
Him. There are, to be sure, multiple
temporary satisfactions in the things of
the world-various pursuits and ac
complishments-but none deeply sat
isfies.

Often underneath the surface of mod
em man's worldly orientation lurks a
sense of pervasive unhappiness. After
the development of "the death of
God"79 mentality, the liberation that
many assumed would occur has not
occurred. Rather the "passing" of God
has often led only to a deeper sense of
anxiety. There is a growing fear that life
is really without significance (despite
the manifold round of activities) and
that death is the only reward for life's
accomplishments. A sense of emptiness
and meaninglessnesssv operates not far
below the surface of contemporary hu
manistic culture, and the result often is
that of profound despair. Without God,
one is without hope.

But man is not only separated from
God, he is also estranged from his
neighbor. Here we return again to Gen
esis and move on from the narrative of
man's expulsion from Paradise to the
subsequent account of the murder of
Abel by his brother Cain (Gen. 4:8-16).
Cain and Abel, the first sons of Adam
and Eve, both brought offerings to the
Lord. Cain's was not accepted, and in
fierce anger he rose up and killed his
brother. Thus the parents' separation
from God was antecedent to the antago
nism of brother against brother that led
to murder. Moreover, even upon the
immediate questioning by God
"Where is Abel your brother?" -Cain
gave this harsh reply: "I do not know;

off78 from access to Israel. The later
physical exile of Israel and Judah to
foreign lands was a final concrete ex
pression of Israel's spiritual separation
from God.

If this was true of God's people, how
much more of mankind at large. Paul
speaks of the Gentiles as hitherto "sep
arated from Christ, alienated from the
commonwealth of Israel, and strangers
to the covenants of promise, having no
hope and without God in the world"
(Eph. 2: 12). The words "having no
hope and without God" are a graphic
portrayal of the universal human condi
tion. This is spiritual death indeed.

Now we need quickly to add that
man can never really be satisfied in this
separation from God. There remains in
the human race generally and each
person particularly a haunting sense
that things ought not to be that way.
Hence, there is the vast proliferation of
religions in the world, representing
mankind's search after God. Countless
gods and goddesses abound, idols of
multiple kinds, cultic practices of al
most endless variety: all are attempts to
relate to ultimate reality. Yet since the
primeval expulsion of man from Para
dise and "the flaming sword" turning
"every direction," there has been no
human way for man truly to get back to
God and to partake of the tree of life.

The fact that many people today
claim no religion at all does not alter the
basic situation. Secularism, namely, the
attempt to function in life without re
course to any religious faith, is a des
perate attempt to make do without God
and is also bound to fail. For man is so
constituted by God that there can be no

good,": but now that he had experi
enced evil as well, God did not want
man to live for ever in that condition.
The result: man has by his sin forfeited
the possibility of eternal life.t- His sin
has separated and alienated him from
the living God.

This separation means nothing less
than spiritual death. Recall that God
had said in regard to "the tree of
knowledge of good and evil": "In the
d~~,that you eat from it you shall surely
die (Gen. 2:17 NASH). The serpent in
turn had flatly contradicted God's as
sertion by declaring, "You surely shall
not die!" (3:4 NASH). From outward
appearances the serpent's counterclaim
was seemingly vindicated, since man
and woman continued to exist many
days and years after their fall into sin.
However, the basic matter was not
physical but spiritual death. To be sure
there was physical death at some point
after that as an aspect of the punish
ment of death» - "to dust you shall
return." But the ultimately critical mat
ter was the spiritual death that man
experienced the very day of his disobe
dience to God. For it was spiritual
death indeed to be shut away from the
life-giving presence of God.

The Old Testament is the continuing
story of man's alienation from God. An
abyss had been opened up by man's sin
and fall. God is shown as One who
revealed Himself to an Abraham a
Moses, an Isaiah, and many others, but
there was always distance. This is viv
idly iIl~strated by the fact that the Holy
of Holies of God's presence in taber
nacle and temple was virtually closed

;4)C"M
h

an
b".

is understood here, of course, as man and woman
eru 1m a ltd . d svrnholi .

discussion in c~=p~e~r8 ePlctel83s~m85bolIcallY as guardians of the Holy of Holies. Recall our
7'S .' pp. .
. ee our previous statement in ch t 9 "M" '.would not even be ap er ,on an, that the intention was that man

i« "Forfeit d" ~ aware, as was <!,?d, that th.ere was another realm of evil (p. 218).
viz:, he neve~ ater~t~~th:o~r~~ ~~~.~n~I~~~ God-gl~e?, possibility that man did not fulfill
ag~:n through t.he gospel of Jesu~ ~hrist. temal life does, however, become a possibility

See our pnor discussion.
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81 Such is implied in the words quoted above from Genesis 9:5-6.
82 Commandments five through ten, from "Honor your father and your mother" to "You

shall not covet."

83These quotations of Paul are from various Psalms and Isaiah.
84 "Natural" in this sense does not mean the original, God-given condition of man

righteousness, justice, goodwill, etc.-but what man has become; it refers to his nature as
sinful man.

85 1 think here of Sartres oft-quoted pronouncement: "Hell is-other people" (see his
play, No Exit, found in No Exit and Three Other Plays, 47). If "man is fundamentally the
desire to be God" (Sartre's words earlier quoted), other people only stand in the way of his
promethean desire: it follows that "hell is-other people."
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am I my brother's keeper?" (v. 9).
Indifference, estrangement, antagonism
so quickly enter the human situation.

Fratricide was soon followed by
homicide. Larnech, sixth in the line of
Cain, boasted to his wives: "I have
slain a man for wounding me, a young
man for striking me. If Cain is avenged
sevenfold, truly Lamech seventy-sev
enfold" (Gen. 4:23-24). This is unmis
takably murder-killing without due
cause (even as with Cain)-but added
to that is a spirit of vengeance and
vindictiveness that shows even more
vividly the increasing separation of man
from his neighbor.

By the time of Noah violence
abounded. According to Genesis 6,
"the wickedness of man was great in
the earth, and ... every imagination of
the thoughts of his heart was only evil
continually ... the earth was corrupt in
God's sight, and the earth was filled
with violence" (vv. 5, I I). That this
violence included murder is apparent
from words addressed by God to Noah
after the Flood: "For your lifeblood I
will surely require a reckoning ... of
every man's brother I will require the
life of man. Whoever sheds the blood of
man, by man shall his blood be shed;
for God made man in his own image"
(9:5-6). All murder is essentially fratri
cide, and anyone who takes another's
life thereby forfeits the right to his own.

These early accounts of violence,
with murder at the heart, vividly dem
onstrate man's estrangement from his
brother. And, of course, such estrange
ment does not end with the Flood ,8 I for
though Noah was a righteous man, he
was nonetheless of the seed of Adam
through whom sin had entered the hu
man race. Hence, the descendants of
Noah to the present day are a fallen
race-cut off from the life of God and

basically alienated one from another.
This, to be sure, does not always mean
murder, for there are many other sinful
acts such as stealing, adultery, and
lying that exhibit this condition of tragic
estrangement. There is also the multi
plication of human attitudes with no
necessary outward violence-some of
these being covetousness, jealousy, and
hatred-that on a still deeper level
demonstrate alienation. Moreover,
even where people seem to live in
harmony with one another, again and
again evidences of this deep-seated al
ienation emerge.

The Ten Commandments in their
ethical sections- are in themselves a
declaration of the darkened human con
dition, as are many of the statutes and
ordinances laid down for Israel. These
are all proscriptions relating to man's
negative relationship to his neighbor
and are restraints on the universal ten
dency to violence. Yet man's sinful
nature is still there-unchanged. So
does the psalmist cry forth: "Help,
LORD; for there is no longer any that is
godly .... Everyone utters lies to his
neighbor" (Ps. 12:1-2). The prophet
Jeremiah declares, "Everyone de
ceives his neighbor. ... with his mouth
each speaks peaceably to his neighbor,
but in his heart he plans an ambush for
him" (Jer. 9:5, 8). This human situation
is all the more highlighted in the New
Testament, especially in many of the
words of Jesus that go directly to the
inner source: "Out of the heart come
evil thoughts, murder, adultery, forni
cation, theft, false witness, slander"
(Matt. 15:19). Man is deeply at variance
with his neighbor. The apostle Paul,
quoting the Old Testament, declares,
"None is righteous, no, not one .... All
have turned aside .... Their throat is
an open grave, they use their tongues to

deceive Their feet are swift to shed
blood and the way of peace they do
not know" (Rom. 3:10-17).83 Espe
cially do the words "all have turned
aside" bespeak the alienated condition
of mankind since the fall of Adam and
Eve.

The naturals- human condition,
therefore, is that of aggressiveness
against one's neighbor. James writes,
"What causes wars, and what causes
fightings among you? Is it not your
passions that are at war in your mem
bers? You desire and do not have; so
you kill. And you covet and cannot
obtain; so you fight and wage war"
(4:1-2). Warfare, whether on a large
scale or small, is the history of man
kind. Times of peace tum out to be only
pauses between renewed fighting. Ag
gressiveness, rooted in alienation, is at
the heart of the human condition.

What then, one may inquire, of the
many forms of human association: is
this condition true of all? The answer
must be yes, even though persons may
find much value in them. For even
where people come together in various
fellowships and enterprises, there is still
an underlying alienation that at any time
may break out into overt antagonism
and negative action. Common interests
often bring about human associations
and mutual benefits, but since self-inter
est lies at the heart of all such, there is
ever present the lurking force of inner
destructiveness. Other people, even
those whom one has known for a long
time, may on occasion become a
threats' to personal satisfaction and
fulfillment. Hence, even the seemingly
most stable of human relationships-
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family and marriage in particular-are
interlarded with ego concerns that con
stantly threaten to bring into play vio
lent disruptive forces. As long as there
is individual satisfaction (that is, each
person finding personal advantage), re
lationships may hold up. But if this
mutuality wears thin, the natural condi
tion of alienation reemerges with all the
consequences of strife and warfare,

Hence, in all of this is demonstrated,
in addition to separation from God,
man's estrangement from his neighbor.
This is one of the tragic effects of sin,
namely, that man who was made by
God to live in fellowship with his neigh
bor is constantly riven by forces of
alienation. Nonetheless, he is com
manded by God to love his neighbor as
himself. In the words of Jesus, this is
next only to the command to love God:
"The second [commandment] is this,
'You shall love your neighbor as your
self" (Mark 12:31). Indeed, says Paul,
"the whole law is fulfilled in one word,
'You shall love your neighbor as your
self " (Gal. 5:14). Man is not com
manded to love himself; it is not neces
sary since he does that naturally (and
selfishly) as the result of sin, but he is
commanded to love his neighbor as
himself. The command in itself be
speaks the broken condition of human
life, for people are commanded to do
what should be the basic fact of human
existence, namely, to live in glad and
harmonious relationship with one an
other.

Finally, it needs to be emphasized
that man is totally incapable of restoring
himself to a right relationship with God
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<6 Recall that at Athens Paul said, "What ... you worship as unknown, this I proclaim to
you" (Acts 17:23). .

Xl Here I might mention, in passing, the many utopian attempts to achieve harmonious
forms of human society. Among the more recent was the "hippie" establishment of
communes in the 1960s and 1970s. Whatever the laudatory intentions to achieve true and
continuing fellowship, such efforts have never lasted for long.

"This, of course, does not apply to those who belong to Christ. In the same passage
where Jesus says, "Everyone who commits sin is a slave to sin," He adds shortly
thereafter, "if the Son makes you free, you will be free indeed" (John 8:36). A Christian has
a new Master and is in bondage no longer. Paul writes to the Romans that they "were once
slaves of sin ... [but] having been set free from sin, have become slaves of righteousness"
(6:17-18).

"In traditional theology this is often often spoken of as the situation of posse non
peccare, "able not to sin" (see p. 217, fn. 79).

90 Non posse non peccare, "not able not to sin."

EXCURSUS: ORIGINAL AND
ACTUAL SIN

It may be helpful to add some words
about the relation between the sin of
Adam and Eve and all subsequent sins.
Throughout what has b~en ~Titte? in
the previous pages on sin-i-ns origin ,
nature and effects-I have made clear
that there is a close connection between
them. Let us note several matters.

First and this by way of background,
sin is ~nmistakably universal. It is not
just that the first man and woman
sinned, but likewise do all those w~o
follow them. So does the psalmist
speak: "No man living is righ~eous

before thee" (143:2); in Proverbs IS the
question "Who can say, 'I have made
my heart clean; I am pure from my
sin''?'' (20:9); and Ecclesiastes declares,
"Surely there is not a righteous rna? o~

earth who does good and never sins
(7:20). In similar vein are the .wo~ds of
Solomon in his prayer of dedication of
the temple: "There is no man who does
not sin" (1 Kings 8:46). All such Ol?
Testament statements declare the urn
versal sinfulness of man: there is no
person who never sins,. no one ca.n
claim to be pure from sm, no one IS
finally righteous before God.92 Such
statements in God's Word undoubt~dly
are not only there by divine revelation,
but also represent the profoundest ap
prehensions of human experience.

To summarize this section on es
trangement and bondage: the final effect
of sin is that man is both alienated from
God and his neighbor and totally inca
pable of recovering what has been lost.
He can only follow the way of the
world, which is the way of slavery and
death. He is dominated by "the lust of
the flesh and the lust of the eyes and the
pride of life" (1 John 2: 16). E~en i~ ~e
should desire to alter his situation, It IS
impossible for him to do so. He cannot
by any act of will turn from the way of
self-serving and begin to love God and
his neighbor. The Edenic state is gon~,

and man on his own can never find It
again.

. . II h d Thus Paul writes Titus: "For we
91 Again, for the Christia~ all th.ls has ?asIC~e~ ca~~;; .slaves to various passions and

ourselves were. once foohs~, dls?bedl~nt, v hated by men and hating one another; but
pleasures, passing our days. m m~hce an fe~ Yd our Savior appeared, he saved us" (Titus
when the goodness and loving kindness or 0

3:3-5). f Genesis 6'9 records that "Noah was a
92Such men as Noah an.d Jt?b are not.exc'~Pa~~n~·ver against' the world around him ("the

righteous man, blameless m h~s generatt~n, d every imagination of the thoughts of his
wickedness of ma~ was ~reat m,!he eart ,a~ ~~s· surely the case. Yet after the Flood he
heart was only evil continually [v. ?])i/h1t t' (9'20) Job was described by God as "a
"became drunk, and lay uncovered m IS en . . f '1" (Job 1'8' 2"3) but

. who fears God and turns away rom eVI ., , . ,
blameless and upright man, "f ltfi d r" ("one who contends with the Almighty"
later (40:2) he was called by G?d a"I ~u .n ~yself and repent in dust and ashes" (42:6).
NIV). Finally Job repented, saying, espise ,

emancipation and self-fulfillment. Why
not give vent to one's own d~sires a?d
concerns and live freely'? ThIS, despite
outward show, is the real attitude of
natural man. But it is the attitude actu
ally of a slave, not a free pers?n, for
such a one is in bondage to hIS own
passions. Peter speaks about those who
"entice [others] with licentious pas
sions of the flesh .... They promise
them freedom, but they themselves are
slaves of corruption." He then adds,
"For whatever overcomes a man, to
that he is enslaved" (2 Peter 2:18-19).
There is no freedom in giving vent to
desires and passions, for in so doing a
person is enslaved by them and is in. no
sense a free person. It is folly to think
otherwise."

mits sin is a slave to sin" (John 8:34).
Sin cannot be committed and then eas
ily turned away from: it quickly be
comes the master. Cain was warned by
God: "Sin is crouching at the door; and
its desire is for you, but you must
master it" (Gen. 4:7 NASB). Cain did not
master it; he proceeded to kill his
brother, and thereby the "crouching"
sin immediately overmastered him. Or
looking back again at Adam and Eve, it
is apparent that sin in the guise of a
serpent was likewise "crouching" in
wait for them. But they did not, any
more than Cain did later, master it. So
sin became master, and both the man
and the woman became its bondser
vants, even to this present day.88

Accordingly, man as sinner is no
longer a truly free person. Before the
Fall, Adam and Eve knew no bondage
of any kind. They were free for God,
free for each other, free to work with
out toil-even free not to sin. They
were able to do God's will, able not to
sin. 89 But when they sinned, they were
no longer able not to sin?": their free
dom had become bondage.

One of the saddest illusions is the
attitude of many people that freedom is
to be found in breaking way from God
and His commands and living as they
please. It is often assumed that if we
deliberately set out to "do our own
thing" -regardless of God and His will
or our effects upon others-we will find

and his neighbor. We have already
observed that when the man and the
woman were driven from Eden, "cher
ubim" and "a flaming sword" barred
the way to their return. Now unavail
able to them and likewise to all people
thereafter is the life of continuing fel
lowship with God and with one another.
Shut out by their sin from what they
had formerly known, there is no human
way of returning.

Now we may view this in terms of
bondage. For the human situation is not
only one of exile from Paradise but also
one of human bondage. Any and every
attempt on the part of man to restore
what has been lost only meets with
failure. The human search after God,
though it is world-wide, never really
achieves success: God always remains
unknown.t- The effort for true commu
nity, despite many a hopeful beginning,
never obtains the desired results.s ' The
basic fact is that man has fallen into
bondage. This bondage of the will has
incapacitated man from truly turning to
God and his neighbor. The bondage,
most apparent in the inability of the
will, is rooted however in the whole of
human nature. Through sin that nature
has become futile in thought and action,
guilty in heart and conscience, and now
is utterly incapable of turning back to
its pristine condition.

This verily is bondage to sin. In the
words of Jesus, "Everyone who com-
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::The Greek phrase is poneroi hyparchontes, literally, "being evil" (as in KJV. NAsa).
These are quotations, freely translated by Paul, from the LXX of Psalm 14'1-3 (or Ps

53: 1-3). . .
95 E.g. '. Jesus ~poke of a "greater sin" in John 19: II. Also according to I John 5:16-17

there IS sm that IS :'m.ortal" (lit. "unto death"), also sins that are not "mortal." The sin of
the betray~~ of Chnst IS so heinous that "it would have been better for that man if he had not
bee~ born (Mark 14:21). There are clearly different degrees of sin and it follows of
punishmem. ' ,

96 Recall my earlier reference to this.
97 Here of co~r~e I do not refer to man in the beginning(Adam and Eve), for sin was not a

pr~;edmg c~~dltlo~. OU~, conc~rn. is ~ith man in his continuing history.
. Though the WIcked are distinguished from "the righteous" in this Psalm (see v. 10)

t~IS hardly ~~.ans th~t only wicked persons are "estranged from the womb." Derek Kidne;
~~~s It well. The difference between such people and David himself, as he confessed in

72
.5, was one of degree rather than kind. He too was a sinner from the womb" (Psalms 1
. TOTC, 208).

99"Nature" here refers to man's "fallen" nature. This will be discussed further below.
looJesus' words, earlier quoted, about "being evil" are relevant here.
10 IRecall our earlier discussion. . .
I02 Pascal in his Pensees (Thoughts, 434) has written of the offense of this kmd of

statement: "For it is beyond doubt that there is nothing which more.shocks our reason th~n
to say that the sin of the first man has rendered guilty th.ose who,.bemg so removed from Its
source, seem incapable of participating in it. ... Certainly .nothmg offen~s us more rudely
than this doctrine, and yet without this mystery, the most incomprehensible of all, we are
incomprehensible to ourselves." " . . . ."

'03Martin Heidegger, existentialist philosopher, speaks of a primordial Being-guilty
that inheres in all human existence (Being and Time. 329).

I04See below.
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In the New Testament the universal
sinfulness of people is everywhere
shown. For example, we are told in
John's Gospel that though many be
lieved in Jesus as a result of His
"signs," He "did not trust himself to
them ... for he himself knew what was
in man" (2:23-25). Jesus knew that evil
was "in man" -any person, every per
son. He also addressed His own disci
ples as "evil": "you then, who are evil
... " (Luke II: 13).93 Most dramati
cally, this evil (with implications for all
generations to come) is shown forth in
the death of Jesus. For by His own
closest disciples He was betrayed, de
nied, and deserted; by the Jews and
Romans He was tortured and crucified;
no one stood with Him at the end. Paul
later writes in reference to Jew and
Gentile alike: "None is righteous, no,
not one.. " All have turned aside
together they have gone wrong: no one
does good, not even one" (Rom. 3:11
12).94 Verily (as the NIV vividly trans
lates), "the whole world is a prisoner of
sin" (Gal. 3:22).

We hardly need belabor the declara
tion of universal sinfulness. This, of
course, does not mean that man is a
sinner by virtue of his creation (only
good can come from the hand of God)
or that there are not degrees of sin
fulness.v> But it does mean that wher
ever man is found, sin will also be

present. The most upright of persons is
"a prisoner of sin" in the sense that
even his outwardly good acts are deriv
ative of an a ego-centered concern. Sin
is as universal as the human race.

Second, sin is clearly a disposition or
state of mankind. It is not only that men
everywhere sin but also that they are
sinners. In one sense this may be de
scribed as a habitual mode-the act
becoming a way of life or condition.se in
another sense it is an endemic fact of
the human situation-the condition
preceding and prompting the act.s:
Both of these statements represent as
pects of the complexity of sin in relation
to man, but now our focus is on sin as
an inherent condition. The psalmist
declares, "Behold, I was brought forth
in iniquity, and in sin did my mother
conceive me" (51:5). Such a statement,
probably by David, points to the fact
that from birth a person has the mark of
sin upon him. Also we may note the
words of another Psalm: "The wickedvs
are estranged from the womb; These
who speak lies go astray from birth"
(58:3 NAsa). Man who is "brought forth
in iniquity" is "estranged from the
womb," which is to say that his natural
condition is that of sinfulness. In a
similar vein Paul writes that we are "by
nature children of wrath" (Eph. 2:3). It
is not that we have become such simply
by our actions, but it is a given fact of

nature.99 It is a matter of being's» not
only of action. Sin and evil are the
prevailing condition of mankind.

We might add that this is further
underscored by the fact that natural
man is spiritually dead-as Paul puts it,
"dead in ... trespasses and sins"
(Eph. 2:1 NAsa). Again, due to the "sin
which dwells within," the body is a
"body of death" (Rom. 7:20, 24). Ac
cordingly, sin and death are already
present in the human condition as a
predilection for all that people do. The
fact also that the New Testament
speaks the language of a new birth
("You must be born anew" [John 3:7]),
of a new creature ("if anyone is in
Christ, he is a new creation" [2 Cor.
5:17]), and of a new life ("new life of
the Spirit" [Rom. 7:6])-all this signifies
that the natural person needs a radical
alteration. Why? The answer is unmis
takable: the "old" person is a sinner,
not simply one who sins; he must
become new.

Third, and here we come specifically
to original sin, this condition or state of
sin and death that inheres in all man
kind goes back to the action of the first
man. In the words of Paul, "Sin came
into the world through one man and
death through sin" (Rom. 5:12). Again,
"Because of one man's trespass, death
reigned through that one man" (v. 17).
Paul is undoubtedly referring to Adam,
for, as Paul further specifies elsewhere,
"in Adam all die" (I Cor. 15:22). The
condition of sin and death in all man-
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kind is the result of the primal sin of one
man. Through this sin all people experi
ence sin and death.

Here also the word condemnation
should be mentioned. Paul teaches that
the sin of Adam brought condemnation
not only on himself but also on all
people who were to come after him:
"For the judgment following one tres
pass brought condemnation [i.e., upon
Adam]" (Rom. 5:16); also "one man's
trespass led to condemnation for all
men" (v. 18). Hence, the sense of
condemnation and guilt that is univer
sal!" I finds its ultimate root in the sin
and condemnation of the original one
man.w- Although actual sins may and
do compound this sense of guilt and
condemnation, it is there in primordial
fashion I 03 in all human existence.

Consequently sin and death, guilt and
condemnation, are not, first of all, reali
ties because of the actions of individ
uals after Adam who bring it on them
selves. Rather, they inhere in the very
existence of every person. No one is
born without the taint of sin, the reality
of guilt, the mark of death upon him. To
be sure, there may not be conscious
awareness of these things, but they are
nonetheless there. And, of course, the
fact that this is true of everyone means
that all people need salvation. This is
the case regardless of actual sins, 104 for
"in Adam all die." So it is, to quote
Paul further, "through the disobedience
of the one man the many were made
sinners" (Rom. 5:19 NIV). All people
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1<"Donald Bloesch writes in this vein, "Original sin is not a biological taint but a spiritual
contagion which is nevertheless, in some inexplicable way, passed on through biological
generation" (Essentials of Evangelical Theology, 1:107).

1<l6 Accordingly, it is not only that like Adam we have sinned, but also that as Adam we
have sinned.

I07"Adam and his posterity are one, and, by virtue of their organic unity, the sin of Adam
is the sin of the race" (A. H. Strong, Systematic Theology, 593). Recall that "Adam" (Heb,
'adam) is the name both of an individual and of man in general. In Genesis 2 and 3, where
the word occurs a number of times, it is often difficult to know which is the better
translation. This is the case because both ideas are included: mankind and a particular man.

I<'"Christ is called by Paul "the last Adam [who] became a life-giving spirit" (I Cor.
15:45). The very use of the word "Adam" in connection with Christ suggests that even as
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man in his sin. However depicted, the
important feature is that man does not
come into the world as an innocent or
neutral creature l l l but is affected by sin
in all aspects of his being. Indeed, by
virtue of this fact, man is vitiated 10

every area of his nature-body, soul,
spirit!'? -so that he is utterly incapa
ble himself of restoration and salvation.
His only hope is in Jesus Christ.

One further word about original sin:
this is by no means a doctrine that is
limited to a few verses in Paul's writ
ing.' ' J It is actually implied, even if not
always directly stated, throughout the
Scriptures. We have earlier noted n~
merous biblical references to the urn
versality of sin and to sin as a disposi
tion or state of mankind, both of
which-if nothing else-point in the
direction of original sin. If all people are
sinners (universality) and sin is a matter
of being (state), whence did all .this
derive? It cannot be from God, smce
He is the Author only of good; it cannot
be the result of His creation of ma~,

since God could not make an e~I1
creature. It can be understood only 10

terms of a fall of primal man-a fall that
has radically affected all those who
derive from it. Moreover, it becomes
increasingly apparent in the Ol~ T~sta
ment that the sin of Israel, WhICh IS so
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have been constituted sinners by the
original act of sinful disobedience of
Adam. Obviously mankind was not
made sinful by the Creator, but has
become that through the disobedience
of the first man. For when Adam shut
himself off from God by his disobedient
action, all who are children of Adam are
born into that condition of separation
and lostness from God. We have been
"made sinners" through the primal act
of disobedience.

This may be understood, first, in the
fact that we are all heirs of Adam, and
thereby inherit his sinful nature. What
Adam became through the Fall has been
passed down to all his successors. It is
not simply a matter of biological trans
mission, for sin and fall belong primar
ily to the spiritual and ethical realm; it is
a spiritual condition I 05 that is passed on
to everyone. There is in all mankind
from birth both the taint of sin and the
bent to sin, so that neither infant nor
child is innocent any more than is a
youth or an adult. There is a perverted
tendency in human nature that does not
rise out of a person's own actions but
lies behind and affects all his deeds.

It is more, however, than the first
man Adam making others sinners
through his disobedience. For although
we have all descended from Adam, we
are also in a real sense in Adam. Hence,
it is not only because of Adam that we
sin and die, but also because we exist in
him. "In Adam all die"; or, as the old

saying puts it: "In Adam's fall we
sinned all." When Adam sinned, we
sinned; when Adam fell, we fell; when
Adam was condemned, we were con
demned.tvs It is not only that we have
inherited Adam's sinful, fallen, guilty
nature but also that we are that very
nature. There is an organic unity be
tween Adam and the entire human
race.tv?

We may, accordingly, speak of the
solidarity of mankind, and this becomes
even more apparent when we look
ahead to Jesus Christ. For even as there
is a union between Adam and all other
people (we all have the Adamic nature),
there is also a union of all believers with
Christ. We earlier quoted Paul's words
that "in Adam all die"; now we are
ready to add his further words: "in
Christ shall all be made alive" (l Cor.
15:22). The word "all" applies to both
cases, and in each instance there is the
preposition "in." Hence, in Adam
there is solidarity in sin and death; in
Christ there is solidarity in righteous
ness and life. A further word from Paul
relates to solidarity: "For just as
through the disobedience of the one
man the many were made sinners [pre
viously quoted], so also through the
obedience of the one man the many will
be made righteous" (Rom. 5: 19 NIV).
Thus even as our sin stems from union
with Adam in his disobedience, so is
our righteousness found in Christ's act
of obedience. There is solidarity in both
Adam and Christ.u«
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A further word might be added about
our solidarity also with all other pe~

sons. No one exists alone- "No man IS
~n island" (Donne). Not only do I
participate in the ~in of AdaI?' but als? I
am ineluctably involved 10 the sin
fulness of the human race. We are .co
sinners as human beings. Sin is ~ot.J~st
something committed through individ
~al acts; rather, we share in it together.
Every person's sin in some sense IS my
sin: his guilt, my guilt; his condemna
tion, my condemnation. I 09 "None.ofus
lives to himself, and none of us dies to
himself' (Rom. 14:7). For we are all
human beings possessing the same hu
manity and basically the same sins. ¥Ie
are, as a human race, sinners one With
another.

In the several preceding paragraphs
we have been discussing "original sin"
in its various aspects. If we now w~r~ to
seek, by way of sUI?mary, a d~,fin~tI.on,
we might suggest simply that original
sin" refers to the fact that the human
race is sinful in nature. This by no
means refers to human nature as God
made it-or makes it-but to the fa~t
that before man commits any sin he IS
already a sinner.'!" This situation h~s
been described in terms both of ~m
(death, guilt, condemnation) being
passed on to all peopl~ fro~ the .first
man and our identificatIOn WIth primal

. . Ad m brought death. And in each case we
Christ was one who brought hfe; so the, prevlO~s ":d mOO with whom we are in solidarity.
participate in that life o~ death in relation ~o ~n e. "I w~lI take it for granted that no one is so

109Jonathan Edwards IS. quoted as o?ce say g. d t as if their evil were my own, as If I
evil as myself; I will identify myself With all m~n;n ities so that the knowledge of their sins
had committed the same. sins and had ther:e m"r~lt;on~ Systematic Theology, 594). Th.is
will provoke m me nothing but. a sense 0 s a~e lidarity ~ith mankind in its sin and evil.
is surely a profound an? movmg statement 0 ~o ~as not a sinner before committing sin.

II 0 Adam, of course, IS the lone exception. P lagian interpretations, all of which view
III Reference here could be made to. various ~ t as Adam was. From this perspective

man as being born in an uncorrupted. mnocen
t
t sllya ecommit. we sin like Adam, but not in

. .. I' ly sm that we ac ua· . Ithere IS no ongina sm-o~. [ 360-420] whose views were vigorous y
Adam. (Pelagius w~s a Bntlst4m~~~] i~:\~'~any anti-Pelagian writings.)
attacked by Augustme [A.D. - "tal de ravity" of human nature.

112 This is often spoken of as the to h P ticed have come from Romans and
f t ti you may ave no ,

I I J Most 0 my quo a I~ns,. ith t Paul the doctrine would never have
1 Corinthians. It is sometimes said that WI ou
developed.
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114Jeremiah, for example, speaks of "the sin of Judah" as "written with a pen of iron;
with a point of diamond it is engraved on the point of their heart" (Jer. 17:1).

I I' Karl Barth puts the sense of this well: "There never was a time when he [man] was not
proud. He is proud to the depths of his being. He always was" (Church Dogmatics, 4.1.495).

1160r "passed" (KJV). The Greek word is dielthen, literally, "went through."
I I 7Recall our precious discussion on these matters.
118This we have done in our earlier presentation.
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.' d D stin of Man vol. I, chap. 9, sect. 5, has an
119Reinhoid Niebuhr, III his Natur~ ~~ e -/ Inevitability" Niebuhr is concerned not

interesting se.ctio.n. entitled "ResponslblhtYb~~sP~~thOUgh I wo~ld prefer to speak of man as
to allow inevitability to attenuate r~spo~s~/ I YNiebuhr sets forth in marked fashion the
invariably a sinner rather than inevtta y,

"dialectical truth" (p. 26:1 of both ehml
P
Ihastes~ffer for the iniquity of the father, nor the

'20Ezekiel 18:20 adds: The son s a ~o s
father suffer for the iniquity of the son.

12 I As previously defined.
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deeply ingrainedr!- is not something
that has newly arrived on the scene; it
goes far back even to the beginning of
human history. Sin, whether of Israel or
peoples of earth at large, is not only
universal and endemic-going to the
roots-but it also goes far back into the
past. Unfaith, pride, disobedience (the
very components of sin): when was
there a time that man did not manifest
all these things?"! j It has to be from the
first appearance of man-and from
there on somehow pervading the whole
human race. A doctrine of original sin
(in light of the preceding factors) is
inevitably called for.

Fourth, everyone is responsible for
his sins. However true it is that every
one is a sinner from birth, it is also
important to emphasize that this does
not deny personal responsibility. Man is
a sinner not only because of his Adamic
nature but also because he knowingly
and freely commits sins. Actual sins, it
is important to add, arise from the state
of original sin but are not necessitated
by it. There doubtless is a paradox here,
for man is unable not to sin and at the
same time willfully sins. Accordingly,
such an effect of sin as death, while
inhering in original sin, is also a reality
transmitted through actual sins. We
have already observed the words of
Paul that "sin came into the world
through one man and death through
sin," hence death is due to the "one
man." But Paul then adds, "and so
death spreadus to all men because all
men sinned" (Rom. 5:12). In other
words, although death-physical and
spiritual-is the result of original sin, it
is conveyed by man's sinful activity.
Thus every person is responsible for the

results of sin, in this case the spreading
of death, in his own life.

In this matter of actual sin it is
significant to observe that mankind at
large repeats in varying ways the fall of
primal man. What Adam did, so do all
people of their own volition. Here we
refer to that other account of the origin
of sin in Romans I: 18-32 where, not
Adam, but people in general are men
tioned. To summarize briefly: Paul
speaks of the "ungodliness and wick
edness of men [all people] who by their
wickedness suppress the truth" (v. 18).
This truth is the knowledge of God that
He Himself has manifest; for "ever
since the creation of the world his
invisible nature, namely, his eternal
power and deity, has been clearly per
ceived in the things that have been
made" (v. 20). Hence people are
"without excuse, for although they
knew God they did not honor him as
God or give thanks to him" (vv. 20-21).
As a result futility of thinking, sense
lessness of heart, and immorality of
action occur with divine judgments fol
lowing.u ' Now all of this is a parallel to
the sin of Adam and Eve, so much so
that the account in Romans may be
properly used to explicate in various
ways the Genesis narrative.i» Yet the
Scripture in Romans I (unlike Romans
5) does not assign responsibility to
Adam but to mankind at large: they are
"without excuse." These are people of
all times and places, who on their own
account and to their own guilt and
judgment, tum away from the living
God. Paul later (in Romans 5) speaks of
original sin, tracing all things back to
Adam. But this is not to excuse peo
pie's actual sins, for on the basis of

their own sins they are "without ex
cuse." Perhaps Paul first discusses ac
tual sins before original sin lest his
readers seek to blame it all on Adam!

We must underscore, then, that no
one is judged or punished for any si~
other than his own. The fact that man IS

a sinner, and invariably sins because of
original sin, must not be allowed to
undercut human responsibility. 119 In
the word of the Lord spoken through
Ezekiel the message is emphatic: "The
soul that sins shall die" (Ezek. 18:4,
20).120 We are responsible as a human
race for what happened in Adam; we
are also responsible for the sins we
commit in our own life and activity.

Finally, since sin is the personal act
of turning away from God,121 both
original and actual sin are to be under
stood as profoundly personal. Although
it is proper to say that man is a sinner
(his sinfulness being in that sense a
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universal condition), it is never a static
fact of man's creaturely existence: man
is one who sins. For mankind's sin from
the beginning has been, and contin.ues
to be, a violation of a personal relation
ship to God. It is always, .no ma~ter

what the exact nature of the sin, against
God.

Thus we may appropriately close
with the psalmist's personal confession
"Against thee, thee only, have I sinned,
and done that which is evil in thy sight"
(51:4), but let us also add some of his
further words as our own:

Purge me with hyssop, and I shall
be clean;

wash me, and I shall be whiter
than snow.

Create in me a clean heart, 0 God,
and put a

new and right spirit within me.
o LORD. open thou my lips, and my

mouth shall
show forth thy praise" (51:7, 10, 15).

Amen.
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Covenant

I. INTRODUCTION

At the beginning of a study of Jesus
Christ and salvation, we need first to
consider the meaning and significance
of covenant. For it was Christ Himself
who at the last Supper said concerning
the cup: "This is my blood of the
covenant,' which is poured out for
many for the forgiveness of sins" (Matt.
26:28). Christ is described as "the medi
ator of a new covenant, so that those
who are called may receive the prom
ised eternal inheritance" (Heb. 9:15; cr.
12:24). Thus clearly the concept of
covenant is related to Jesus Christ and
His work of salvation.

The importance of the term "cove
nant" is apparent from the very fact
that the Scriptures are divided into two
main sections: the Old Testament (or
Covenant) and the New Testament (or

Covenant).? The word "covenant," fur
thermore, is found 286 times in the Old
Testament, 33 times in the New Testa
ment.' It would be no exaggeration to
say that a proper understanding of
covenant is essential both to an appre
hension of the whole Bible and spe
cifically as preparation for a study of
the work of Christ in salvation.

II. MEANING

The word "covenant" may be
defined as a formal, solemn, and bind
ing contract between two parties. The
essential elements are those of two
parties. a promise solemnly given, and
an obligation in the covenant's mainte
nance and fulfillment. Because of the
solemnity and binding character of the
promise, a seal or ratification of the
covenant is often attached. The

I The KJV reads "new testament." The word "new" is not found in most of the ancient
transcripts, and therefore is not included in the RSV (quoted above), NASB, NIV, NEB and many
other modem translations. The word translated "testament" in KJV. diatheke, is uniformly
translated "covenant" in modem versions.

2See below for a discussion of how the more inclusive word "covenant" contains within
itself also the meaning of "testament." Although "covenant" is generally a more adequate
translation than "testament," I will use the traditional terminology when referring to the
Bible itself as composed of Old and New "Testaments."

"The Hebrew word is berij, the Greek. diatheke,
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;As noted in chapte~ 9, ,"Adam" and "man" are the same Hebrew word, 'iigiim.

The !;Iebrew phrase IS k- iigiim. The KJV reads "like men," RSV "at Adam," the NEB "at

Adma~. The footno~e of the NEB. however, states that the Hebrew is "like Adam." We will

stay With t~at rendenng of the text, despite the apparent difficulty of the verse suggesting a

place .10~atIOn- "there." I submit that both person and place are contained in the
estabhshmg of the first covenant.

fulfillment of the covenant may there
after be described.

III. KINDS OF COVENANTS

There are basically two kinds of
covenants. Let us observe each of them
in turn.

COVENANT

ence to the second, the covenant prom

ises continuing life: the "tree of life" is

included among the trees of which man

may eat. If he does eat of it, he will

"live for ever" (Gen. 3:22).8 Hence,

there is the promise of eternal life. True

life is to be found outside man in God.

As man partakes of this life, physically

represented or sealed? in the tree of life,

he will never die. This then is the "law

of life. "10 Regarding the third, the

covenant calls for obedience on man's

part: he is commanded not to eat of the

"tree of knowledge of good and evil."

Disobedience will result in death, for

God said, "In the day you eat of it you

shall die." Disobedience to God's will,

here represented in the partaking of

another tree, is thus to cut oneself off

from God with the inevitable result:

eternal death.
This original covenant of God with

man may be called the covenant of life.

For life-eternal life-is the promise.

Moreover, it is to be understood that

such is not earned by man's efforts; it is

there, available to man for his partak

ing. To be sure, man may forfeit that

life by his disobedience, but his obedi

ence does not earn it or merit it. Thus it

is not a "covenant of works" in the

sense that man is granted life on condi

tion of obedience, I I as if to say that

ing passage is found in the apocryphal

Book of Sirach (Ecclus.) where the

creation of man is described: "He be

stowed knowledge upon them, and al

lotted to them the law of life. He

established with theme an eternal cove

nant, and showed them his judgments

["decrees" -NEB]" (l7:11-12). Thus it

seems clear from both canonical and

noncanonical texts that the primary

covenant of God was with original

man-Adam.
That this iL~ divine covenant is

show-B.Q.Q!ll in thefaCiJ1iaI(]odHtmself
sets all the terms {see below).:...:::Irtan in

no way participates in what God estab

lishes-and that it is His covenant with

Adam. One translation of Hosea 6:7

reads: " ... they have broken my

covenant."? The covenant of course

includes Adam, but it is not Adam's or

man's covenant: it is God's covenant

with man.
Moreover, the components of a cove

nant are present. First, there are two

parties: God and man; ~econd, t?er~ is
a promise; third, there IS an obligation

or demand. Concerning the first of

these we may now further observe that

this i~ a universal covenant. Although it
is made with a particular man, Adam, it

is universal in that Adam is man and the

progenitor of the human race. Thus the
covenant affects all mankind. In refer-

6"Them" includes man and woman, or mankind ~t large, Sirach 17 begins: ."The L~rd

created man out of the earth, and turned him back to It agam. He gave to men [literally, to

them"] few days" (v. 1). . ltd

"This is the wording of the NEB. The word "my" is implied how~~er the text IS tra~~ a e ,

since the continuation reads, "They were unfaithful to me there. The NEB reads, There

they played me false." ..h f Ed

8The quoted words follow the sin and fall of man, wherem God banis .es man ro~ en

"lest he put forth his hand and take also of the tree of life, a~d eat, and hve for ever (Gen.

3:22). Hence, the "tree of life" was the tree of et~~al hfe. "." .

9The "tree of life" is sometimes also spoken of as a sacr~ment . In paradise ~he tree o~

life stood out eminently ... as a splendid sacrament particularly of heavenly hfe and 0

Christ Himself, the author of life" (Heinrich Heppe, Reformed Dogmatics, 297).

IOTo use the language of Sirach quoted earher. .

II The Westminster Confession of Faith teaches that "the first co~en~nt ma~e With ~an

was a covenant of works, wherein life was promised to Adam, and mGhl; t~hlS pos~en~rh

upon condition of perfect and personal obedience" (chap. VII, "Of 0 s ovenan WI
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may not carry a human obligation. God
may obligate Himself to fulfill all the
terms of the contract, with man obliged

to do nothing. In that situation there is

no way man can break the covenant. In
other cases there is an obligation that
man is required to fulfill. If he fails, he

thereby breaks the covenant and con

sequently does not receive the promise
offered by God.

Divine covenants always contain
some blessing of God. They declare His

goodness and benevolence to His cre

ation, and His unswerving intention to

fulfill what He promises. God's cove
nants, while they are essentially His

C'my covenant"), invariably are for

mankind's benefit. God is always for
man, never against him, and seeks only
his well-being.

IV. COVENANTS OF GOD

XA. The Covenant With Adam

The first covenant in history is the
covenant of God with Adam, or man.s

God spoke to Adam saying, "You may

freely eat of every tree of the garden;

but of the tree of knowledge of good

and evil you shall not eat, for in the day
you eat of it you shall die" (Gen. 2:16

17). The first part of the statement,
"You may freely eat ... ." included

"the tree of life . . . in the midst of the
garden" (Gen. 2:9).

The word "covenant" is not found in
the Genesis account in reference to
God's relation with Adam. However,

the word is used in a later passage in

Hosea where, regarding the transgres
sion of Ephraim and Judah, the prophet
says, "Like Adam,' they have broken

the covenant-they were unfaithful to

me there" (Hosea 6:7 NIV). An interest-

A. Human Covenants

Human covenants are mutual, volun
tary promises or agreements, usually

between two persons. Illustrations of

this may be found in the covenant
between Abraham and Abimelech

(Gen. 21:31), Jacob and Laban (31:44),

David and Jonathan (I Sam. 20:8). In
another instance, the covenant is be

tween one man and a people-Joshua
with the Israelites (Josh. 24:25). In all
these cases, there is a mutual agree

ment, a contract of commitment, freely
entered into by both parties of the

covenant. Further, both sides obligate
themselves to fulfill all the terms of the
contract faithfully.

B. Divine Covenants

A divine covenant is a binding con
tract sovereignly established by God.

There are, as in human covenants, two
parties; however, there is no mutual

agreement of terms. A divine covenant

is a one-way matter: God Himself total

ly makes the promise and sets the

terms. It is essentially God's covenant
with man, not God and man covenant
ing with each other. Thus in Scripture
the language frequently is "my cove

nant." The covenant is still bilateral,
even though the covenant itself is God's
sovereign disposition.

Divine covenants also differ from

human covenants in that they mayor
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Man," sect. 2). The emphasis is, I believe, misplaced, as if man earned life by obedience to
the command "You shall not eat." To be sure, such "eating" of the forbidden tree meant
the forfeiture of life, but the "not eating" of it was not the condition or requirement for life.
Indeed, life was there already for the taking and partaking-all this freely given by the
goodness of God. This mistaken emphasis is repeated in such a work of Reformed theology
as Herman Bavinck's Our Reasonable Faith, wherein he writes: "Before the fall the rule
was: through works to eternal life" (p. 272).

12" ... man as a creature in God's image was created for covenant communion with
God" (Heppe, Reformed Dogmatics, 281). Heppe adds, "The doctrine of God's covenant
with man is thus the inmost heart and soul of the whole of revealed truth" (ibid.).

13" . . . creation is the outward basis of the covenant, covenant the inward basis of
creation" (Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, 4.11.27).

14 "God's fundamental act in history is the establishment of a covenant. His will is a will
to community" (Emil Brunner, The Christian Doctrine of Creation and Redemption
[Dogmatics, II], 215).

15TheHebrew word is sup. The NASB, like KJV and RSV. reads "bruise" but has "crush" in
the margin. The translation of "bruise" is time-honored; nonetheless it does not seem
adequate to express the full force of the text. The NEB and the Anchor Bible read "strike at."
While this conveys a strong action (perhaps more than "bruise"), it does not sufficiently
convey the note of accomplishment, much less that of victory, that is found in the translation
"crush." The 18 also reads "crush."
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walked with God" (6:9). Noah's walk
with God-which is God's desire for all
mankind!" -and his faith whereby he
built the ark!" resulted in the physical
salvation of man and all the living
creatures (birds, cattle, and beasts).
After the Flood God then made the
covenant with Noah and all creation.

Note that the covenant is God's
covenant-"my covenant" (see
above). Furthermore, the ,~lements of
the covenant are as follows:
(1) parties-God with Noah, his de
scendants, and all living creatures (9:9
10); (2) promise-never again will the
earth be destroyed by a flood (9:11);
(3) ratification-th~r~n1:>?w, "I set
my bow in the clouds, and It shall be a
sign of the covenant between me and
the earth" (9:13); (4) obligation-none
on man's part, for God binds Himself to
maintain the covenant regardless of
what man mayor may not do (9:15-16);
(5) fulfillment-the cove~ant is con
stantly being fulfilled as rams come ~nd
go but never to the extent of destroymg
the earth.

Like the Adamic covenant, the
Noachic covenant shows forth G~d's
goodness and proclaims a blessing,
even if in this case it is a negative one:
never a total deluge again. But, to be
sure this is a blessing, for it implies
posi~ivelY that physical life will con-

B. The Covenant With Noah

The second covenant in history is
with Noah and all creation. Following
the Flood, God spoke to Noah and his
sons: "Behold, I establish my covenant
with you, and your descendants after
you, and with every living creature ...
that never again shall there be a flood to
destroy the earth" (Gen. 9:8).

Now that sin and death had entered
through Adam's defection, the human
race despite some instances to the
contrary, moved increasingly in an evil
direction. So by the time of Noah
Scripture records "that the wickedness
of man was great in the earth and th~t
every imagination of the thoughts of hIS
heart was only evil continually" (Gen.
6:5). Noah alone was "a righteous man,
blameless in his generation; Noah

16Although the MT of Genesis 3:15Jea~s :'it .s~all ~~~~o~ou;h~ea$~I~:~e~~~J.~~I~
masculine pronoun "he," a clear esstamc. 10 erp oman Catholic view of Mary.
translated the pronoun as "she," thUdS suggdesNtmght~eas~t said that he walked with God-

170f only one other man between A am an oa d k hi "
Enoch. Genesis 5:24 reads, "Enoch walked with Go:; and ~~ ;~: ~~t~~~~I~~ott~~e d~~h;
According to Hebrews 11:5, "~~~h~n~~~~: t~o~ ~~fore he was taken he was attested
and he was not found, because 0 a a . . . walk with God (see Gen. 5:21-
as having pleadsed G~." ~ssuT~~~~~;~i:~ ~:: ~~it~~rin a world of increasing ev.i1 that
24) represente sue ~ um9ue . "t k" him Enoch's father Jared and hIS son
God would not let him die: He simply o~ h h '. ally died Enoch at the relatively
Methuselah lived ov~r 900 years, but kthey totf p ~S}~I and dyi~g world. Enoch was the
young age (for that time) of 365 was ta en ou 0 a sm

great-grandfather o.f ~o~~., "B faith Noah being warned by God concerning events y~t
18 Hebrews puts It VIVI ,r y " '] constructed an ark for the saving of hIS

unseen, took he~dhand [dm revdetrheen~orl~A::d became an heir of the righteousness which
household; by this e con emne
comes by faith" (11:7).

life at last fulfilled. In the promise of th.e
"crushing" of the serpent's head IS
found God's immediate response to the
inroad of death. Already the "seed" of
WOl11an .is .promised to be victorious,
and the gospel thereby prefigured. T.his
is the proto-evangelium, t~e firstghm
mer of a coming vsalvation thr0':lgh
Himl6 who will restore man to hfe.
Thus the later so-called "covenant of
grace" is foreshadowed, even though
distinctive lineaments have yet to be
marked. out.

for then a voice will ring forth: "Be
hold, the dwelling of God is with men.
He will dwell with them, and they shall
be his people" (Rev. 21:3), and once
more the "tree of life" will be there
(22:2). Thus is God's covenant com
pleted in the glory of the eternal city.

Hence from Genesis to Revelation
there is one overarching covenant of
God: the covenant of life. There can be
no adequate understanding of the Bible
as a whole or of the intervening cove
nants unless this covenant is constantly
recognized. God will not abrogate this
covenant, no matter what man maYoo:-
Even man's sinful disobedience
wherein he succumbed to Satan's temp
tation and was disfellowshiped from
God, driven out of Eden, and thus
became a creature of death, by no
means alters God's intention. Indeed,
just after man's sin but before he was
driven out, God pronounced a curse
upon the serpent (Satan's disguise), and
declared that the seed of woman would
"crush"!' his head (Gen. -3:15 Niv).
Thus the evil force to which man has
succumbed, with ensuing spiritual and
physical death, will some day be de
stroyed and God's promise of eternal
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eternal life would be achieved by not
eating of the forbidden tree. Rather, this
life is granted to man through his con
tinuance in fellowship with God and
partaking of the "tree of life."

It is important to recognize that
y through Adam the human race as a

whole is in a covenant relationship to
GQd. Long before there was a covenant
with Israel or Abraham or even Noah,
God had already entered into a cove
nant with man in which life was prom
ised through fellowship with Him.'?
Thus creation itself is the outward form,
of which covenant is the inward sub
stance.n God's entering into a cove
nant of life with man is His primary
action on the stage of the world.t- the
declaration of His will to have eternal
fellowship with man. It is for this that
the world was made and man placed
within it.

Since it is God Himself who has
made the covenant, it will surely be
fulfilled. Man may-and tragically
does-prove faithless on his part, and
punishment follows, but God's inten
tion for life in communion with Himself
remains the same. At the consumma
tion of history it will at last be fulfilled,
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19The KJV reading. Most modem translations read "descendants." However the Hebrew
is in the singular and thu~ suggests a collective, not individuals. Hence "offspring" might be
the best modem translation, Nonetheless, I am retaining "seed" here and in the verses to
follow as quite adequate (cf. Gal. 3:16, where a translation in the singular stands at the very
heart of what Paul is teaching).

20The RSV margin; similarly KJV. NIV, and NASB. The RSV read.s "will ble~s thems~lves."
The Hebrew word ni!2rkil here and in 18:18 may have reflexive force hke the hlthp~el
hitbiirekil in 22:18 and 26:4b. However, the LXX translates both tenses as a passive
e~ulogethesontai, and it is the reading "be blessed" that Paul follows in Galatians 3:8. See
F. F. Bruce, Commentary of Galatians. NIGTC, 156, 171.

210r literally, "believed in" (so KJV, NASB).
22Recall similar words about Enoch and Noah.
23The relation between faith and works (or obedience) is dramatically set forth in James

2:14-26 where Abraham is the focal figure. The climax comes in verse 26: "For as the body
apart from the spirit is dead, so faith apart from ,,:or~s is dead." It was "faith .. ; completed
by works" (v, 22) that is the glory of Abraham s life, the background for God s covenant
with him-and the paradigm for true Christian living.
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tinue through the ages. In that sense the
covenant with Noah and all the earth is,
like the covenant with Adam, a cove
nant of life.

The Noachic covenant is unlike the
Adamic in that there is no obligation on
man's part. Adam was under obligation
to keep God's command; if he did not,
death would ensue. But neither Noah
nor his descendants were obligated to
do anything to carry out their side of the
covenant. God took the total obligation
to fulfill the covenant, regardless of
what rrulnklod might do.

Truly this Noachic covenant is a
blessing for the whole human race.
Torrential rains may, and do, come;
rivers overflow their banks; tidal waves
and hurricanes sweep in; but we know
with absolute certainty that no flood
will ever again devastate the earth. For
God Himself has assumed the total
obligation to fulfill the covenant. And
even though the whole world becomes
evil again, there will be no destruction
by water.

But it is also an omen of something
else. Just as a flood will never occur
again, destruction by fire is sure to
happen. Peter writes "that by the word
of God heavens existed long ago, and
an earth formed out of water and by
means of water, through which the
world that then existed was deluged
with water and perished." He con
tinues: "But by the same word the
heavens and earth that now exist have
been stored up for fire, being kept unto
the day of judgment and destruction of
ungodly men" (2 Peter 3:5-7). The
destruction by water of an evil world is
a portent of the destruction by fire that
will occur on the day of judgment.
Again, on the positive side, even as the

Flood brought in a clean and fresh
earth, so the destruction by fire will be
the dawn of "new heavens and a new
earth in which righteousness dwells"
(2 Peter 3:13). Even amid the certainty
of fire to come, we may rejoice in this
realization: although the rejuvenated
world after the Flood was soon polluted
by man again, the world after the de
struction by fire will be totally new. It
will be the dwelling place of God and
redeemed people throughout the ages to
come.

C. The Covenant With Abraham

The third covenant in biblical history
is with Abraham. The first explicit
reference is found in Genesis 15:18:
"On that day the LORD made a covenant
with Abram, saying, 'To your seedt? I
give this land [Canaan], from the river
of Egypt to the great river, the river
Euphrates.''' Later God again said to
Abraham,

I am God Almighty; walk before me,
and be blameless. And I will make my
covenant between me and you, and will
multiply you exceedingly. . .. Behold,
my covenant is with you, and you shall be
the father of a multitude of nations. No
longer shall your name be Abram, but
your name shall be Abraham. . .. I will
make you exceedingly fruitful; and I will
make nations of you, and kings shall
come forth from you. And I will establish
my covenant between me and you and
your seed after you throughout their
generations for an everlasting covenant,
to be God to you and to your seed after
you. And I will give to you, and to your
seed after you, the land of your sojoum
ings, all the land of Canaan, for an
everlasting possession; and I will be their
God (Gen. 17:1-8).

The human. background (or God's
initiatiouQ{'iills . covenant in Canaan
was the faith and obedience of Abra
ham, Many years prior, God had com
manded Abraham: "Go from your
country and your kindred and your
father's house to the land that I will
show you. And I will make of you a
great nation, and I will bless you, and
make your name great, so that you will
be a blessing . . . by you all the families
of the earth shall be blessed"20 (Gen.
12:1-3). The next words reveal
Abram's single-minded response: "So
Abram went, as the LORD had told him"
(Gen. 12:4). Here is obedience, ground
ed in faith-faith-obedience or the obe
dience of faith. The writer of Hebrews
later depicts the result: "By faith Abra
ham obeyed . . . and he went out not
knowing where he was to go" (11:8).
On the evening before the covenant was
made, God said to Abraham, "Look
toward heaven, and number the stars, if
you are able to number them. . . . So
shall your seed be" (Gen. 15:5). The
response of Abraham was again that of
complete faith: "And he believed'! the
LORD; and he reckoned it to him as
righteousness" (15:6). Against that
background God made His covenant
with Abraham, saying, "To your seed I
give this land .... " Previously noted
were God's words of preface to the
covenant: "Walk before and be blame
less. And I will make my covenant
between me and you. . .. " Hence,
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walking before (or with) God22 and
living blamelessly (or obediently) is a
demonstration of faith and is essential
for the covenant God was to make with
Abraham. Abraham's faith-obedience
(with the emphasis on obedience) is
climactically demonstrated in his will
ingness to offer up his only son Isaac.
God responded to Abraham, saying,
"Because you have done this, and have
not withheld your son, your only son, I
will indeed bless you, and I will multi
ply your seed as the stars of heaven and
as the sand which is on the seashore ...
and by your seed shall all the nations of
the earth be blessed, because you have
obeyed my voice" (Gen. 22: 16-18).
According to Hebrews, "by faith Abra
ham, when he was tested, offered up
Isaac" (11:17). Thus here again is dem
onstrated the marvelous unity of faith
and obedience.

One final word about God's promise
to Abraham later spoken to Isaac: "I
will multiply your seed as the stars of
heaven, and will give to your seed all
these lands; and by your seed all the
nations of the earth shall be blessed:
because Abraham obeyed my voice and
kept my charge, my commandments,
my statutes, and my laws" (Gen. 26:4
5). The promise to Abraham was
against the background of a faith that
demonstrated itself in obedience.»

As we move on to a consideration of
various elements in God's covenant
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G
24T~e Hebrew word is lrrttt, The expression, "my covenant" is used nine times in

enesis 17. '

25 "Offspring" in.the RSV. The Greek word sperma is translated "seed" in KJV NIV and
NASB; NEB reads "Issue." . .

26S0 NEB. similarly NIV. The KJV and RSV have "desire." The Greekword otego contains
the deeper note of "longing for."
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("my covenant"),« we will again ob
serve parties, promises, ratification
obligation, and fulfillment. '

1. Parties

The parties in the covenant are God
and Abraham: "The LORD made a cove
nant with Abram;' (Gen. 15:18). We
need to add, however, that the cove
nant was made not only with Abraham
butalso with Isaac, Jacob, and Abra
ham's physical seed thereafter and
with !esus Christ and those who belong
to HIm Abraham's spiritual seed.

The biblical record emphasizes that
the covenant was also with Isaac and
J~cob. Abraham, having no son by his
wife Sarah at the time when God prom
ised that he would be "the father of a
multitude of nations," pleaded for his
son Ishmael, born of Sarah's maid,
Hagar, to carry the covenant promise.
However, God replied, "No, but Sarah
your wife shall bear you a son, and you
shall call his name Isaac. I will establish
my covenant with him as an everlasting
covenant for his seed after him" (Gen.
17:19). Abraham later had other sons
(Gen. 25:1-2), but it is only through
Isaac that the covenant line continued.
Then Isaac had twin sons, Esau and
Jacob, but it was through the second
son Jacob that the covenant was contin
ued (Gen. 25-28). Thus the covenant is
also with Jacob, later to be known as
Israel (Gen. 32:28). As the Book of
Exodus later sums it up, the covenant is
with all three-Abraham, Isaac, and
Jacob: "God remembered his covenant
with Abraham, with Isaac, and Jacob"
(2:24).

Thus it is apparent that the covenant
is not with all the sons or grandsons of
Abraham; God made a selection. As
Paul writes: "Not all are children of

Abraham because they are his
seed .... This means that it is not the
children of the flesh who are the chil
dren of God, but the children of the
promise are reckoned as seed" (Rom.
9:7 -~). Hence, it is through the children
of promise-the line of Abraham
Isaac, and Jacob-and therefor~
through the Israelites (the sons of Ja
cob) that the promise continues and the
covenant is maintained.

The covenant is also with Abraham's
seed in generations to come. "I will
establish my covenant between me and
you and your seed afteryou throughout
their generations for all everlasting cov
enant" (Gen. 17:7). Thus the heirs of
Abraham through the line of Isaac and
Jacob are likewise those with whom
God made His covenant. They are also
"the children of promise."

But this means, even more, that
children of promise are actuallychil
dren .of faith. Although the promise is
carried through a select physical line of
descent-Abraham, Isaac, and Ja
cob-the true sons are those who, like
Abraham, possess faith. So Paul writes
to the Galatians: "Abraham 'believed
God, and it was reckoned to him as
righteousness' [quoting Gen. 15:6]. So
you see that it is men of faith who are
the sons of Abraham" (3:6-7). Hence
the true line is not exclusively racial; it
broadens out to include .allwho believe."

Finally and climactically, the COVe
nant is made with Jesus Christ and
t~ose who belong to Him. Palliempha
SIzes, first, the singularity of the word
"seed" in God's promises to Abraham;
second, that the one to whom reference
is . ultimately intt:!!c.le<ijs Christ; ..and
third, that all who are Christ's are
Abraham's heirs .. "Now the promises
were made to Abraham and his seed,25

It does not say, .And to seeds' referring
to many; but, referring to one, 'And to
your seed,' which is Christ. ... And if
you are Christ's, you are Abraham's
seed, heirs according to promise" (Gal.
3:16, 29). Hence, the amazing climax is
that the covenant of God with Abraham
finds its fulfillment in Jesus Christ and
all who belong to Him. Thus any racial
distinctive is totally abandoned.
Whether one be Jew or Gentile, to
belong to Christ is to share in the
covenant of God with Abraham!

2. Promises

The covenantal promises to Abraham
are several. We may observe, in order,
the promise of a multiplicity of descend
ants, the land of Canaan as an inheri
tance, and spiritual blessings.

We have already noted God's word
concerning multiplicity of descendants:
"I will make my covenant between me
and you, and will multiply you exceed
ingly" (Gen. 17:2). Earlier God had said
to Abraham: "Look toward heaven,
and number the stars, if you are able to
number them. . . . So shall your seed
be" (15:5). Still earlier God promised,
"I will make your seed as the dust of
the earth; so that if you can count the
dust of the earth, your seed also can be
counted" (13:16). Later God said, "I
will multiply your seed as the stars of
heaven and as the sand which is on the
seashore" (22:17). Similar words were
stated to Isaac (26:4) and Jacob (28:14).
Whatever the imagery, whether stars,
dust, or sand, the multiplicity of Abra
ham's seed is vividly declared.

The second promise concerns land.
This refers, in the first place, to physi
calland. In announcing the covenant to
Abraham, God declared: "To your seed
I give this land, from the river of Egypt
to the great river, the river Euphrates"
(Gen. 15:18). Later He reiterated the
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promise: "I will give to you, and to
your seed after you, the land of your
sojournings, all the land of Canaan, for
an everlasting possession" (Gen. 17:8).
Similar words were spoken to Isaac
(Gen. 26:3) and Jacob (28:13). Years
later when the Israelites were in Egyp
tian bondage, God spoke to Moses
about the land: "I also established my
covenant with them, to give them the
land of Canaan. . . . I will bring you
into the land which I swore to give to
Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob"
(Exod. 6:4, 8). At the very heart of
God's covenant promise is the land
the land of Canaan.

But something else must be added.
For although physical land is undoubt
edly intended in God's promise, there is
also a deeper intimation-a spiritual
land or realm. This is clear from the
Book of Hebrews where it is said that
Abraham, "living in tents with Isaac
and Jacob ... looked forward to the
city which has foundations, whose
builder and maker is God" (11:9-10).
This signifies more than an earthly land.
That it does so becomes clear in the
verses that follow: "They [the patri
archs] were strangers and exiles on the
earth ... seeking a homeland ... they
long for26 a better country, that is, a
heavenly one" (11:13-14, 16). No
physical land of Canaan, no earthly city
could ever fulfill that longing, for it is
profoundly spiritual. One can, and
does, prepare the way for the other, but
since man's deepest nature is spiritual,
all earthly satisfactions must fall short.
Hence the climax of the promise is not
an earthly realm or city but a heavenly
one-the homeland of the spirit. Fur
ther, only this homeland, this heavenly
city, has foundations that will endure.
While all others may be ravaged and
destroyed, its "builder and maker is
God."
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27Thus NIV. The Hebrew word is mispahah. Although the translation "families" (KJV,
NEB. RSV, NASB) is possible, it obscures the universal scope of the promise in the present
context (see BDB, 1046-47).

28Jeremiah 34:8ff., particularly vv. 18-19, describes a similar covenant ceremony. See
Nahum Sarna, Understanding Genesis, 125-27, for the historical background of the ritual.

29 Circumcision did not originate withAbraham but wasan ancientritualalso practiced by
the Moabites, Ammonites, Edomites, and Egyptians (see Jer. 9:25-26).
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Thus the promise of God to Abra
ham, while pointing to the land of
Canaan, goes far beyond into the spirit
ual realm. This does not mean simply
beyond this life into a future heaven,
but into a realm promised to Abraham
and his seed that may be entered now.

Accordingly, we must guard against
any idea that this spiritual land is simply
"otherworldly." Viewed from a slightly
different perspective, what Abraham
and his seed were promised is a spirit
ual realm that transcends the physical
or natural world. Thus Paul speaks of
"the promise to Abraham and his seed,
that they should inherit the world"
(Rom. 4:13). The expression "inherit
the world" is lacking in God's original
statements to Abraham; however, when
understood spiritually, such was un
doubtedly God's covenant promise. For
the whole world will be possessed in the
spiritual realm. Paul could triumphantly
say to the spiritual sons of Abraham
who belong to Christ: "All things are
yours, whether Paul or Apollos or Ce
phas or the world or life or death or the
present or the future, all are yours; and
you are Christ's; and Christ is God's"
(l Cor. 3:21-23)!

The third promise, though it might
well have been listed first, is the prom
ise of spiritual blessing. The first words
spoken to Abraham were: "Go from
your country ... to the land that I will
show you. And I will make of you a
great nation, and I will bless you ...
and by you all the peoples?" of the earth
will be blessed" (Gen. 12:1-3). Hence,
the blessing will be to Abraham, then
through him to all the peoples of the
earth.

How may this spiritual blessing be
described? Primarily it is the blessing of
God's own personal commitment. To
the promise "I will establish my cove-

nant between me and you and your seed
after you ... " He adds, "to be God to
you and to your seed after you" (Gen.
17:7). The God of the whole universe
and of all creation thereby makes the
stupendous promise of being in a spe
cial way Abraham's God and the God of
his seed. Thus the Abrahamic covenant
is a covenant of God's continuing pres
ence and commitment to Abraham and
his seed through the generations to
come.

Again, the promise is that through
Abraham and his seed all peoples of
earth will be blessed. While the promise
focuses first on God's own special com
mitment to Abraham and his seed, a
fact that might seem to narrow God's
sphere of concern, it is for the intention
of providing a blessing to all mankind.
Initially it was through Abraham him-·
self that all people will be blessed (Gen.
12:3), subsequently it will be through
the seed of Abraham (22:18), of Isaac
(26:4), and of Jacob (28:14).

It is wondrous that the ultimate inten
tion of God's covenant with Abraham
and his seed is not only their own
blessedness but also that of all man
kind.

3. Ratification

God announced on the day of His
covenant with Abraham: "I am the
LORD who brought you from Dr of the
Chaldeans, to give you this land to
possess" (Gen. 15:7). When Abraham
then asked for some assurance that this
would happen-"How am I to know
that I shall possess it?" (v. 8)-God
instructed him to bring various animals
and cut them in half, laying the halves
opposite each other. Then while Abra
ham fell into a deep sleep, with a
dreadful and great darkness coming
upon him, God spoke to him of the

oppression his descendants would en
dure in Egypt. After the sun had gone
down, in the darkness an extraordinary
event occurred: "Behold, a smoking
fire pot and a flaming torch passed
between these pieces" (v. 17).28 There
upon God announced for the first time
his covenant with Abraham: "To your
seed I give this land. . . . "

Thus Abraham was granted an awe
some certification that God would fulfill
His promise. The dreadfulness of God's
own personal presence, with the
strange and mysterious smoking fire pot
and flaming torch moving among the
tom pieces, doubtless representing
God's immediate presence in coming
sufferings and privations-such was
the vivid ratification of the covenant
God made with Abraham. God's an
swer to Abraham's "How am I to
know?" was not a word but a presence.
God was to be in it-all the way.

4. Obligation

The obligation of the covenant con
sisted of one thing: circumcision. At the
conclusion of the second announcement
of the covenant (Gen. 17:1-8), God
declared to Abraham: "As for you, you
shall keep my covenant, you and your
seed after you throughout their genera
tions. This is my covenant which you
shall keep .... Every male among you
shall be circumcised . . . it shall be a
sign of the covenant between me and
you.... So shall my covenant be in
your flesh an everlasting covenant"
(17:9-11, 13).

Circumcision was the requirement. If
there was failure in this regard, such a
person had to be "cut off from his
people"; he had broken God's covenant
(v. 14). Thus there would be no place
for him in the land, no inheritance of
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God's promise, no blessing for him or
his offspring. God would not renege on
His covenant, but man by disobedience
could break it and forfeit his place in the
land. He would be tragically cut off.

It is significant that God did require
this one thing to keep the covenant. In
regard to the Noachic covenant, there
was no obligation on man's part; in
regard to the Sinaitic covenant (which
will be discussed next) there were many
ethical requirements. The sole obliga
tion with Abraham-but unmistakably
crucial-is circumcision.

Such circumcision represented a pe
culiar, personal, perpetual sign of God's
covenant with Abraham and his seed.
The Israelite thereby bore the mark in
his flesh that he was an heir to the land
God had promised and to all the spirit
ual blessings God would share with him
and his seed."

But we must also bear in mind that
ultimately what God intends in His
covenant with Abraham is not material
blessing but spiritual, not the land of
Canaan but a spiritual realm (see
above). To inhabit this land calls for a
circumcision, not of the flesh, but of the
heart. To the Israelites in the wilderness
Moses later said, "Circumcise there
fore the foreskin of your heart, and be
no longer stubborn" (Deut. 10:16).
Jeremiah the prophet much later spoke
similarly: "Circumcise yourselves to
the LORD, remove the foreskin of your
hearts, 0 men of Judah and inhabitants
of Jerusalem" (Jer. 4:4). However, it is
not until the New Testament that such
spiritual circumcision became a fact
through Jesus Christ: "In him also you
were circumcised with a circumcision
made without hands, by putting off the
body of flesh" (Col. 2:11). Without such
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30 "From the Euphrates ... to the border of Egypt" is, accordingly, the fulfillment of the
promise to Abraham in Genesis 15:18-"from the river of Egypt to the great river, the river
Euphrates." If "the river of Egypt" means the Nile, as some have supposed, then the
prophecy of Genesis 15:18 would need to be understood in general terms (since the Nile is
not on the border but in the center). That is to say, Abraham's heirs possess the land from
the Euphrates to Egypt (the Nile), hence the fulfillment according to I Kings 4:21 (cf.
2 Chron. 9:26) in Solomon's reigning "from the Euphrates ... to the border of Egypt." In
regard to the Euphrates, Solomon's kingdom extended over the region of Hamath to the
northwest Euphrates.

Another more specific understanding views the Nile in terms of its easternmost arm in the
delta region, namely, the Shihor (see e.g., Isa. 23:3 for a parallelism of "Shihor" and
"Nile"; cf. Jer. 2:18 KJV, NIV, NEB). The Shihor, according to Joshua 13:3 is described as
"east of Egypt" (literally, "before Egypt"), hence its easternmost border, and also as a
boundary for the land yet to be possessed by Israel. By the time of David's reign, the
boundary of Israel did reach to the Shihor: he "assembled all Israel from the Shihor of Egypt
to the entrance of Hamath" (I Chron. 13:5), i.e., the Euphrates. Hence, if the "Shihor of
Egypt" is the "river of Egypt" referred to in Genesis 15:18, then by David's time the
promise of God to Abraham had been fulfilled. Further, Solomon's rule over "all the
kingdoms from the Euphrates. , . to the border of Egypt" (understood as the Shihor Nile)
completes the fulfillment of God's promise.

Another (perhaps best) understanding of the "border of Egypt" identifies the "Brook [or
"river" KJv] of Egypt" with the Wadi el-Arish (which often becomes a torrential river)
about ninety miles east of the most populated Nile area. The "Brook of Egypt" is depicted
several times as the southwestern boundary of the land promised to Israel (see, e.g., Num.
34:5; Josh. 15:4, 47; 1 Kings 8:65; cf. Isa. 27:12 for a future promise). It is possible that the
"Brook of Egypt" and the "river of Egypt" (as in Gen. 15:18) are the same (NIV here
footnotes its translation of "river" suggested also "wadi"). From this perspective, the
promise to Abraham about the land extending "from the river of Egypt ... to the river
Euphrates" is clearly fulfilled in Solomon's time (see, e.g., I Kings 8:65, where Solomon
holds a "great assembly, from the entrance of Hamath to the Brook of Egypt.").

In conclusion, whether the "river of Egypt" is to be understood as representing Egypt in
general, the Shihor-Nile, or the brook of Egypt, God's promise to Abraham was completely
fulfilled in Israel's land occupation during the Davidic-Solomonic period.

31 That is, the line of Isaac rather than Ishmael, Jacob rather than Esau.
32This does not mean that physical Israel is without promise, but the promise is the same

as for all other people: a spiritual inheritance through Jesus Christ (see especially Rom. 11).
33 "Real" and "true" are not in the Greek text. They have been added to that verse by

RSV (similarly NEB, which has "true" in each instance) to draw out Paul's clear
differentiation between a racial Jew and a spiritual Jew, namely a Christian, and between
physical and spiritual circumcision. However, there is much to be said for not using "re.al"
and "true," since Paul is deliberately making a break from any and every physical
connotation and thus radically affirming that to be a Jew is to be one "inwardly," in the
heart. Hence a Christian is a Jew spiritually! We may note also that Paul speaks of "the
Israel of God" in Galatians 6:16, where the "new creation" context points to Christians.
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a circumcision there is no place in
God's spiritual realm.

Circumcision truly is the one require
ment for God's covenant promise to be
carried out. Circumcision in the flesh is
completed in the circumcision of the
heart. Thus it continues to be "an
everlasting covenant."

5. Fulfillment

We may observe, first, the fulfillment
of God's covenant with Abraham con
cerning both a multiplicity of descend
ants and the land of Canaan. Moses
addressed Israel after forty years of
wilderness wanderings: "Go in and take
possession of the land which the LORD
swore to your fathers, to Abraham, to
Isaac, and to Jacob ... the LORD your
God has multiplied you, and behold,

you are this day as the stars of heaven
for multitude" (Deut. I:8-9). Later,
after the land was occupied and Solo
mon was king, "Judah and Israel were
as many as the sand by the sea; they ate
and drank and were happy. Solomon
ruled over all the kingdoms from the
Euphrates to the border of
Egypt"30 (l Kings 4:20-21). Thus were
fulfilled both promises given to Abra
ham when God made a covenant with
him.

We do well to pause for a moment to
reflect on the marvelous faithfulness of
God to His promise. When the cove
nant was made with Abraham, he was
childless and living in tents as a nomad.
Although a multitude of descendants
and ownership of land seemed only
remote possibilities, Abraham through

his seed became a vast multitude, ruling
over the land and its kingdoms from the
Euphrates to Egypt!

However, this is only the physical or
material aspect of God's covenant with
Abraham. For the land of Canaan, no
matter how wide its extent or how
happy its people, cannot satisfy the
deep longings of an Abraham or his
seed for a spiritual homeland. Thus the
covenant of God with Abraham extends
far beyond Canaan: indeed, according
to Romans (as we have noted), the
promise to Abraham and his seed is
"that they should inherit the world."
As we have observed in Hebrews,
Abraham was looking for more than an
earthly place; rather, he was looking for
a "city which has foundations, whose
builder and maker is God" -hence
eternal foundations; he was seeking an
enduring "homeland ... a better coun
try . . . a heavenly one." Thus "the I
world" that Abraham and his seed were,
to inherit was not primarily a physical I

realm but a spiritual one. Furthermore,
this was to happen through Christ, the I

seed of Abraham (Gal. 3:16) and those
who belonged to him. Thus the great i
climax: "And if you are Christ's, then!
you are Abraham's seed, heirs accord
ing to promise" (v. 29).

Heirs according to promise! It is\
those in Christ to whom the promise \
belongs. No longer are the heirs those .
who descend from Abraham according
to the flesh, not even from a selected
line within Abraham's seed.» No
longer is it physical Israel that inherits
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the promise,» but it is those from any
race and people who have faith in Jesus
Christ, An extraordinary thing has hap
pened. The true Israelite (or Jew) is no
longer a racial figure; no longer is
circumcision of the flesh the means
whereby the covenant obligation is ex
ercised. Let us hear Paul gain: "For he
is not a real Jew who is one outwardly,
nor is true circumcision something ex
ternal and physical. He is a Jew who is
one inwardly, and real circumcision is a
matter of the heart, spiritual and not
literal"33 (Rom. 2:28-29). TJrn.s.Jhose
who belong to Christ whether Jew- or
Gtmtile are- "A6iihiin's seed:~fieirs

according tOPI'9iiti!>e.' 'We=Jew or
Gentile, whatey~r QULrace and nation
ality~are inheritors of thepromise; it
is fulfilled' ill us. We have become "the
Israel ofGod" in the truest and deepest
sense, and to us in Christ belongs the
world! What an extraordinary and
amazing fulfillment of the ancient prom
ise to Abraham!

EXCURSUS: THE QUESTION
OF THE STATE OF ISRAEL
One of the frequent questions about

the Abrahamic covenant concerns the
land of Canaan. Does this covenant
continue until the present day? If so, is
the existence of the modern state of
Israel a fulfillment of God's promise to
Abraham?

Several factors seem to argue against
this viewpoint. First, there is recogni-
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34 Indeed, quite the opposite, for Ezra concluded his prayer by makinga "firm covenant"
with the princes, Levites, and priests to walk again according to God's law. He does not
thank God for bringing them back to the land as if it were assured by God's covenant with
Abraham. No, according to Ezra, that promise had long ago been fulfilled.

35 Although the deliverance of which Zechariah initially spoke might seem to refer to
political enemies, Romein particular, the goal offearlessness, holiness,and righteousness is
surely a spiritual estate. Also the succeeding verses (76-79) point clearly to a spiritual
fulfillment. Norval Geldenhuyswrites, "In this, therefore, we have one indicationgiven by
the Holy Ghost Himself that the Old Testament prophecies and promises regarding Christ
are to be taken by us not in a literal and materialist sense but in a spiritual sense" (NICNT,
The Gospel of Luke, 94).

36E.g., "But the promise of the land is obviously related to the temporal and will be
fUlfilled as long as the present earth lasts" John Walvoord, Israel in Prophecy, 40. See also
pages 25-26, 48.

37The Greek words are prot« diatheke. In Hebrews 8:7; 9:1, 18 he prote has clearly a
Substantive meaning of "first covenant" and is so translated in the RSV.
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tion in the Old Testament that the
promise of the land to Abraham was
fulfilled in the conquest and occupation
of Canaan. A climactic statement in the
Book of Joshua reads: "Thus the LORD
gave to Israel all the land which he
swore to give their fathers.... Not one
of all the good promises which the LORD
had made to the house of Israel had
failed; all came to pass" (21:43, 45).
Much later at the time of Israel's return
from capacity and exile, the priest Ezra
prayed to God concerning Abraham:
"Thou didst find his heart faithful be
fore thee, and didst make with him the
covenant to give to his descendants the
land of the Canaanite ... and thou hast
fulfilled thy promise, for thou art right
eous" (Neh. 9:8). Ezra continued his
prayer, rehearsing Israel's disobedience
to the laws given at Sinai (see below),
their later captivity by Assyria, and
their return to Palestine. It is significant
that he does not speak of this return to
the land as a continuing fulfillment of
the covenant with Abraham (see vv. 9
27).34

Second, in the New Testament we
find not a single reference to the Abra
hamic covenant continuing through Is
rael and Judah's present or future living
in the land. The emphasis is totally
shifted from a physical to a spiritual
fulfillment. Zechariah, the father of
John the Baptist, rejoiced in the Christ
soon to be born and prophesied that
Christ's birth would be the fulfillment of
God's intention "to perform the mercy
promised to our fathers, and to remem-

ber his holy covenant, the oath which
he swore to our father Abraham, to
grant us, that we, being delivered from
the hand of our enemies, might serve
him without fear, in holiness and right
eousness before him all the days of our
life" (Luke 1:72-75). Thus the ultimate
fulfillment of the covenant with Abra
ham will not be a physical land but a
spiritual estate: the estate of fear
lessness, holiness, and righteousness.»
Also Simon Peter, looking back on the
coming of Christ, said to an audience of
Israelites, "You are the sons of the
prophets and of the covenant which
God gave to your fathers, saying to
Abraham, 'And in your seed shall all
the families of the earth be blessed.'
God having raised up his servant, sent
him to you first, to bless you in turning
everyone of you away from your
wickedness" (Acts 3:25-26). Thus
God's covenant with Abraham again is
fulfilled, not by an earthly, but by a
spiritual blessing-namely, to be at last
turned away from evil and accordingly
(as Zechariah prophesied) to holiness
and righteousness.

Third, other Scriptures we have al
ready cited in Paul's letters and, partic
ularly, in the Book of Hebrews, unmis
takably point to a spiritual or heavenly
fulfillment. It is not a single country but
the whole world that is the land inheri
tance of the covenant with Abraham.
Nowhere, it should be added, does any
New Testament reference to the cove
nant with Abraham even suggest an
earthly fulfillment. I have previously

commented on all the relevant New
Testament passages. All others that
speak of covenant relate to either the
"old covenant" made at Sinai or the
"new covenant" in Christ. The conclu
sion seems unmistakable: the New Tes
tament simply assumes that the land
aspect of the Abrahamic covenant has
long been fulfilled (as the Old Testa
ment had already affirmed). The spirit
ual, however, is an unending covenant
and is continuously fulfilled through the
blessings found in Jesus Christ.

Because in the covenant with Abra
ham God promised the land of Canaan
as an "everlasting possession" (Gen.
17:8), some conclude that it must con
tinue beyond Israel's initial occupation
after the Exodus from Egypt.» How
ever in the same chapter (actually the
same address of God to Abraham),
circumcision is also said to be "ever
lasting": "So shall my covenant be in
your flesh an everlasting covenant"
(v. 13). But, as all would agree, what is
"everlasting" in regard to circumcision
is not the physical but the spiritual-a
possession therefore not of a limited
earthly blessing, but of spiritual bless
ings untold in Jesus Christ!

To conclude: If there are Scriptures
that point to a final possession of "the
land of Canaan" by Israel as in the
present day, they are not to be found
relative to God's covenant with Abra
ham. In regard to the latter covenant,
Jew and Gentile-and Arab, for that
matter-all stand on the same ground.
Together, in Christ Jesus, we are the
heirs of this everlasting covenant.

A. Covenant With Israel
The fourth divine covenant described

in the Scriptures is the covenant with
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Israel. Since it was made through
Moses as God's spokesman, this cove
nant may also be termed the Mosaic;
since it was made at Mount Sinai, it
may also be called the Sinaitic. More
broadly still, it is this covenant from
which the Old Testament or Covenant
derives its name. Hence, in a special
sense it is the Old Covenant. It is the
"old covenant" (2 Cor. 3:14) when
compared with the "new covenant" in
Jesus Christ; it is also the "first cove
nant" (Heb. 9:15)37 when viewed in
relation to the covenant in Christ.

The first declaration of the covenant
with Israel occurred upon Israel's ar
rival at Mount Sinai. God spoke to
Moses from the mountain: "Thus you
shall say to the house of Jacob, and tell
the people of Israel: You have seen
what I did to the Egyptians, and how I
bore you on eagles' wings and brought
you to myself. Now therefore, if you
will obey my voice and keep my cove
nant, you shall be my own possession
among all peoples; for all the earth is
mine, and you shall be to me a kingdom
of priests and a holy nation" (Exod.
19:3-6). The covenant was renewed by
Moses forty years later upon Israel's
preparation to enter the promised land:
"The LORD our God made a covenant
with us at Horeb [Sinai]. Not with our
fathers did the LORD make this cove
nant, but with us, who are all of us here
alive this day" (Deut. 5:2-3).

Before considering the various ele
ments of the covenant, it is important to
note the background of God's goodness
and lovingkindness. This is already un
derscored in the words preceding the
covenant: "You have seen what I did to
the Egyptians," referring to the plagues
upon Egypt and the destruction of Phar-
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38Cf. Genesis 15:13; Exodus 12:40-41; and Acts 7:6. Galatians 3:17 has "four hundred
and thirty years."

39The Hebrew phrase is It srguild. The KJV reads "a peculiar treasure unto me"; NIV. "my
treasured possession"; NEB, "my special possession." Such translations seek to express the
special quality of God's attachment to Israel. "My own possession" (RSV and NASB) is the
more literal Hebrew; however, the other translations doubtless convey the. particular
significance of God's commitment to Israel beyond all other peoples and nations.

4°The Hebrew phrase is 'aserel ad·f2.arim, literally, "the ten words."
41 Moses had previously broken in pieces the two tablets inscribed with the command

ments when he came down the mountain and found Israel committing idolatry with the
golden calf (Exod. 32:19).
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aoh's army in the Red Sea-all totally
God's doing for Israel's benefit. The
verse movingly continues: "I bore you
on eagles' wings and brought you to
myself' -the vivid imagery of a living
God who, like a parent eagle, brought
Israel safely to Himself at Mount Sinai.
Thus it is God's love for Israel that
stood behind the covenant. Moses
spoke at the covenant renewal: "It was
not because you were more in number
than any other people . . . for you were
the fewest of all peoples; but it is
because the LORD loves you, and is
keeping the oath which he swore to
your fathers, that the LORD has brought
you out with a mighty hand, and re
deemed you from the house of bondage,
from the hand of Pharaoh king of
Egypt" (Deut. 7:7-8). Reference is also
made here to the oath sworn to their
"fathers"- the covenant made with
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. But the
prevailing note is God's love for Israel.
This is the background not only for His
deliverance of Israel from Egypt but
also for the covenant He made with
them.

Let us now turn to the various ele
ments of the covenant, considering
again parties, promises, obligation,
ratification, and fulfillment.

1. Parties

The parties of the covenant are God
and the people of Israel. The people of
Israel are the lineal descendants of
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, who for
some four hundred years'! were bond
servants in Egypt. After their deliver
ance God entered into covenant with
them at Mount Sinai and with their
children forty years later at the border

of the promised land. Thus it was
continuing covenant with all Israel.

2. Promises

The promises of God in the covenant
are essentially twofold. First, Israel was
to be God's "own possession'? among
all peoples." Israel was to be a special
possession unto God, a people peculiar
ly His own, having a place occupied by
no other nation or people. God, to be
sure, is God of all the earth and thus has
a concern for all mankind, but His own
"possession" was Israel. The reason is
clear: God promised Abraham that
through his seed all the nations of the
earth will be blessed. Israel was God's
own possession not for her own sake
but for the sake of the world.

Second, Israel was to be to God a
"kingdom of priests and a holy nation. "
Israel was to have a special place before
God, namely, to offer sacrifices to Him,
to stand in a unique relationship to God,
to be set apart as a holy people. The
existence of an official priesthood (as
with Aaron and his descendants) did not
thereby exclude the rest of Israel from a
special relationship to God; indeed it
only confirmed that relationship. Nor
was holiness the mark of a few set
apart; it was to be the hallmark of an
entire nation. In a world where evil and
corruption, idolatry and wickedness ex
isted on every hand-including the land
of promise-Israel was to stand forth
as a holy and righteous people. Israel
was chosen to be kings and priests
before God and to the world.

3. Obligation

There was, however, an obligation on
the part of Israel. For the promise was

preceded by a condition: "if you will
obey my voice and keep my covenant. "
The promises of God, pledged on His
part, were to be realized through Isra
el's obedience. When Moses came
down from the mountain and spoke the
words about the covenant, the people
responded, "All that the Lord has spo
ken we will do" (Exod. 19:8). Thus the
covenant was consummated through
Israel's acceptance of God's words and
their response of obedience.

Two days after the Israelites had
consecrated themselves, an awesome
divine theophany occurred atop Mount
Sinai. God spoke forth the Ten Com
mandments (Exod. 20:1-17). By means
of this law Israel's covenant obligation
was to be particularly carried out. As is
stated elsewhere, the Ten Command
ments (the Decalogue) were the way by
which God's covenant was to be
fulfilled: "And he [God] declared to you
his covenant, which he commanded you
to perform, that is, the ten command
ments"40 (Deut. 4:13). These words
inscribed on the two tablets are later
called "the words of the covenant":
"And he [Moses] wrote upon the tables
the words of the covenant, the ten
commandments" (Exod. 34:28). God
also gave various ordinances (Exod.
21-23) related to the Ten Command
ments. But the Ten Commandments are
peculiarly the words of the covenant
that had to be performed if the people of
Israel were to maintain their part in the
covenantal obligation.

The Ten Commandments are to be
understood as an expression of God's
Own holy and righteous character and
are thus the very foundation of a king
dom of priests and a holy people. The
loving God is also a God of consuming
fire against any infraction of His holy
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word. For example, the second com
mandment prohibits graven images, and
Moses later says, "Take heed ... lest
you forget the covenant of the Lord
your God, which he made with you, and
make a graven image.... For the LORD
your God is a devouring fire, a jealous
God" (Deut. 4:23-24).

Let it be emphasized again that the
love of God is the primary fact in God's
relation to Israel. But as the holy and
righteous One, He will not and cannot
overlook evil. One of the most memor
able statements in this connection is
made just prior to God's renewing the
covenant. Moses for the second time-t
had tablets of stone in hand for the
writing of the commandments when
suddenly "The LORD passed before him,
and proclaimed, 'The LORD, the LORD, a
God merciful and gracious, slow to
anger, and abounding in steadfast love
and faithfulness, keeping steadfast love
for thousands, forgiving iniquity and
transgression and sin, but who will by
no means clear the guilty'" (Exod.
34:6-7). The covenant accordingly was
set against the background of God's
redemptive love for Israel, His mercy,
and graciousness. But since He is holy,
He cannot "clear the guilty": Israel had
to fulfill His commandments.

Recall that there was no obligation on
Noah's part for God to carry out His
promise of never again sending a flood
of total desolation: God Himself sol
emnly pledged to carry out the obliga
tion. In the covenant with Abraham, to
inherit the land of Canaan the sole
obligation was circumcision. If circum
cision was not performed, an Israelite
would be cut off from any right to the
land. But now much more was required
of Israel: a faithful fulfilling of God's
words. If this were not done, Israel
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42It is a mistake, I believe, to call this a "covenant of grace" (as does, for example,
Herbert M. Carson in Basic Christian Doctrines, 119). It is true, as I have emphasized, that
God's love of Israel lay behind the covenant, and God is also loving and gracious in all His
ways. But it confuses the old covenant and the new covenant to speak of both as covenants
of grace. As the Gospel of John emphasizes: "The law was given through Moses; grace and
truth came through Jesus Christ" (l:17).

43 The Ten Commandments, as earlier noted, are literally "the ten words." The preface to
the Ten Commandments in Exodus reads, "And God spoke all these words, saying ... "
(20: 1). Hence, the people's reply to Moses, "All the words ... ." seems to focus on the Ten
Commandments.

44The Greek word is enkekainistai, translated "put into effect" (NIV), "inaugurated"
(NASB. NEB), "dedicated" (KJv). All these translations in addition to "ratified" (RSV), reveal
various aspects that are helpful to keep in mind.

45We may recall God's presence moving as the smoking pot and flaming torch among the
sacrificial animals in the ratification of the covenant with Abraham.
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would forfeit the extraordinary promise
of God that they would be His own
treasured possession, a holy kingdom
and nation, and would be cast away
from His presence.

Thus the covenant with Israel is truly
a covenant of law.v Unless Israel were
obedient to God's commandments,
there would be no possibility of receiv
ing what God has promised. There is no
suggestion that this was an onerous
imposition upon Israel, for if Israel truly
responded in faith and gratitude, she
would be zealous to carry out the
LORD'S commands. Nonetheless-to
repeat-it was a covenant of law. And
the "bottom line" is this: "It will be
righteousness for us, if we are careful to
do all this commandment before the
LORD our God, as he has commanded
us" (Deut. 6:25). It is the righteousness
of law-the righteousness of works.

4. Ratification

The ratification of the covenant is by
blood. After God had given the Ten
Commandments (Exod. 20) and ordi
nances (Exod. 21-23) to Israel, the
people replied: "All the words-> which
the LORD has spoken we will do" (24:3).
Thereupon Moses built an altar at the
foot of Mount Sinai and erected twelve
pillars (representing the twelve tribes).
Oxen were offered up as burnt offerings
and peace offerings. Then he threw half
of the blood against the altar and half

upon the people, saying to them: "Be
hold the blood of the covenant which
the LORD has made with you in accord
ance with all these words" (v. 8).

By sprinkling blood on the altar and
the people, there was the expression of
a deep covenantal relationship between
God and the people of Israel. Thus
there was a solemn establishment and
ratification of the covenant. As the
Book of Hebrews says, "Hence even
the first covenant was not ratifled-s
without blood" (9:18). Moreover the
very sprinkling of blood also signified
both purification and forgiveness. As
Hebrews continues: "Indeed, under the
law almost everything is purified with
blood, and without the shedding of
blood there is no forgiveness of sins"
(9:22).

Thus in God's covenant with Israel
there was the sacrifice of animals and
the sprinkling of their blood. Thereby
the covenant of God with His people
was confirmed. God Himself was
deeply involved-the sprinkled blood
on the altar-> and also on the people.
Subsequently God established the sac
rificial system with Israel (see espe
cially the Book of Leviticus), a system
that culminated in the Day of Atone
ment, whose purpose is purification and
forgiveness.

Returning to the scene at the foot of
Mount Sinai, we observe that the sprin
kling of the blood followed upon the

commitment of the people to do all the
words the Lord has spoken. Doubtless
they meant what they said and were
surprised when Moses did the extraor
dinary thing of building an altar, killing
oxen, and sprinkling blood. But they
were ignorant of how soon they would
be turning away from God's word, of
how much they would need purification
and forgiveness, sin offering and atone
ment. For the heart of Israel's need
(here representing all nations) would be
the need for salvation.

5. Fulfillment
From God's side the covenant He

made with Israel would never be bro
ken. God is faithful to His covenant
("my covenant"), even if Israel should
prove faithless and disobedient and be
punished by going into captivity again.
One of the most beautiful statements to
this effect reads thus: "Yet for all that,
when they are in the land of their
enemies, I will not spurn them, neither
will I abhor them so as to destroy them
utterly and break my covenant with
them; for I am the LORD their God; but I
will for their sake remember the cove
nant with their forefathers, whom I
brought forth out of the land of Egypt in
the sight of the nations, that I might be
their God: I am the LORD " (Lev.
26:44-45).

There would also come a time after
disobedience and exile when, said the
Lord speaking to Israel, "you will re
turn to the LORD your God and obey his
voice, for the LORD your God is a
merciful God; he will not fail you or
destroy you or forget the covenant with
your fathers which he swore to them"
(Deut, 4:30-31).

God is a God of covenant; He will
remain faithful to his promises. Eventu
ally His people will be obedient and His
covenant fulfilled. "I am the LORD"!

On Israel's side the covenant would
be broken. Prior to the passage quoted
above from Leviticus, God says, "If
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you spurn my statutes, and if your soul
abhors my ordinances, so that you will
not do all my commandments, but
break my covenant ... " (26: 15). Thus
it was possible for Israel to break the
covenant.

The course of Israel's history, de
spite periodic reforms, was one of in
creasing disobedience. Hosea later
cried out on behalf of the Lord: "Set
the trumpet to your lips, for a vulture is
over the house of the LORD, because
they have broken my covenant, and
transgressed my law" (Hosea 8:1).
Nehemiah spoke to God of how the
people of Israel "were disobedient":
They "rebelled against thee and cast
thy law behind their back" (Neh. 9:26).
The words of the Lord, spoken through
Jeremiah, represent the sad climax:
"The house of Israel and the house of
Judah have broken my covenant which
I made with their fathers" (Jer. II: 10).
Indeed, the situation was so far gone
that God said, "Though they cry to me
I will not listen to them.... Therefore
do not pray for this people, or lift up a
cry or prayer on their behalf' (vv. II,
14).

Perhaps one can but wonder at Isra
el's perfidy. Did she not sincerely prom
ise to do "all the words" of the Lord?
Had she not seen God work on her
behalf in ways beyond that of any other
nation or people? Was she not miracu
lously delivered from misery in Egypt?
Was she not granted the blessings of the
land previously promised to Abraham,
Isaac, and Jacob? Were not God's laws
so clearly spelled out that none could
fail to understand? Yes, all this is true,
but Israel did not have a heart to do the
will of the Lord.

An extraordinary passage in Deuter
onomy illustrates this point. Following
Moses' rehearsal of the Ten Command
ments and the people's vow of obedi
ence, God said, "I have heard the
words of this people '" they have
rightly said all that they have spoken.
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46Thus KJV, NEB, NIV, NASB. The Hebrew word is le!l.ii!l.. The RSV has "mind," which is
possible, but the deeper meaning of "heart" is preferable.

47Cf. I Chronicles 17:11-14. The word "covenant" is not used here (or in 2 Sam. 7);
however, such is unmistakably implied. As will be noted, "covenant" appears in other
related passages.

48 A clear connection with the previous Sinaitic covenant is shown in David's prayer of
response: "And thou didst establish for thyself thy people Israel to be thy people for ever;
and thou, 0 LORD, didst become their God. And now, 0 LORD God, confirmfor ever the
word which thou hast spoken concerning thy servant and concerning his house" (2 Sam.
7:24-25). The covenant of God with Israel to be His continuingpeople now extends to the
Davidic kingship. Both are assured "for ever."

49It is interesting that Peter on the Day of Pentecost spoke of David's "knowing that God
had sworn on an oath with him" (Acts 2:30). However, in Peter's messagethe oath is seen to
relate more to a specific descendant, namely, "that he [God] would set one of his
descendants upon his throne." Peter, of course, referred to Christ. See infra.

SOThe fact that David was a man very close to God-whose heart was "wholly true"
(note I Kings II :4; 15:3) to the Lord-doubtless provided important background for God's
covenantal action. However, there is no suggestion in the covenant that God required
anything of David.
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Oh that they had such a heart-s as this
always, to fear me and to keep all my
commandments" (5:28-29). The prob
lem lies in the heart, echoed in the
words following shortly thereafter:
"Hear, 0 Israel? The LORD our God is
one LORD: and you shall love the LORD
your God with all your heart, and with
all your soul, and with all your might.
And these words which I command you
this day shall be upon your heart" (6:4
6). This truly was the answer to Israel's
keeping God's commandments. For if
the Lord God was totally loved, then
Israel would keep His commandments:
they would "have a heart" to do so.
But this they did not have and thus
would surely break God's covenant. As
the psalmist later says, "Their heart
was not steadfast toward him; they
were not true to his covenant" (78:37).

In closing this discussion of God's
covenant with Israel, it is important to
say three things: first, regardless of
Israel's failure, even to breaking God's
covenant, they could not annul the
covenant; for it was God's covenant,
not Israel's. Israel might, and did, vio
late the conditions, but the covenant
remained firm. Second, since God's
covenant remains firm and the problem
rests basically in the heart, God will
provide a way for the changing of the
heart. Much else will be needed, includ
ing a remission of sins that animal
sacrifices cannot mediate and a deeper
knowledge of God, but God as the LORD
will surely bring it about. Third, since
Israel as a nation finally proved intrac-

tably disobedient, God did not hesitate
to move beyond national Israel to claim
a people out of all races and nations.
The time has come-as the New Cove
nant unfolds-for the unveiling of a
new Israel of God!

B. The Covenant With David

The fifth divine covenant is the cove
nant with David. God spoke to David
through Nathan the prophet: "When
your days are fulfilled and you lie down
with your fathers, I will raise up your
offspring after you ... and I will estab
lish the throne of his kingdom for
ever. . .. And your house and your
kingdom shall be made sure for ever
before me; your throne shall be estab
lished for ever" (2 Sam. 7:12, 13, 16).47
This covenant was made soon after
David had become king over all Isra
el.48

1. Parties

The covenant was obviously between
God and David. Throughout the years
of his kingship David had this covenant
assurance from God, for among David's
last words spoken were these: "He has
made with me an everlasting covenant,
ordered in all things and secure"
(2 Sam. 23:5). "He"-God, with
"me"-David. Many generations later
God spoke through the prophet Jere
miah of this covenant as "my covenant
with David my servant" (Jer. 33:21).

27 Promise ",

The promise is that of an everlasting
kingship. To put it more inclusively: it
is the establishment of a perpetual
dynasty, a throne, a kingdom. Much of
this is set forth in Psalm 89. The psalm
ist declares: "Thou hast said, 'I have
made a covenant with my chosen one, I
have sworn to David my servant: "I
will establish your descendants for
ever, and build your throne for all
generations" '" (89:3-4). Later are
these words: "My steadfast love I will
keep for him for ever, and my covenant
will stand firm for him. I will establish
his line for ever and his throne as the
days of the heavens.... His line shall
endure for ever, his throne as long as
the sun before me. Like the moon it
shall be established for ever; it shall
stand firm while the skies endure"
(89:28-29, 36-37).

Words of God through Jeremiah are
further confirmation: "David shall
never lack a man to sit on the throne of
the house of Israel. . .. If you can
break my covenant with the day and my
covenant with the night, so that day and
night will not come at their appointed
time, then also my covenant with David
my servant may be broken, so that he
shall not have a son to reign on his
throne" (Jer. 33:17, 20-21).

These passages unmistakably prom
ise a continuing kingship, indeed, one
that will forever endure.

3. Ratification

The ratification of this covenant is by
God Himself. In Psalm 89 (just quoted)
is also this promise: "I will not violate
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my covenant, or alter the word that
went forth from my lips. Once for all I
have sworn by my holiness; I will not
lie to David" (vv. 34-35). God swore
by Himself, His holiness, and thus by
an oath. In another Psalm are these
words: "The LORD swore to David a
sure oath from which he will not tum
back" (132:11). The ratification of the
covenant could not possibly be any
higher or more certain, since it is God
who swears by Himself.49

4. Obligation

In a basic sense the covenant obliga
tion was wholly of God. From the
Scriptures already cited it is apparent
that the covenant with David was en
tirely God's doing. He asked nothing
from David5 0 by way of response, He
declared the perpetuation of David's
kingship, and He confirmed this in
swearing by Himself.

We may observe several other fac
tors. First, this covenant is firm, regard
less of any possible default by David's
son Solomon. Just after saying to
David, "I will raise up your offspring
after you . . . and I will establish the
throne of his kingdom for ever" (supra),
God added: "I will be his father, and he
shall be my son. When he commits
iniquity, I will chasten him . . . but I
will not take my steadfast love from
him, as I took it from Saul, whom I put
away from before you" (2 Sam. 7:14
15). Then the Lord continued: "And
your house and your kingdom shall be
made sure for ever before me; your
throne shall be established for ever"
(v. 16). Thus no matter what Solomon
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51 Twonotable examples ofapostasyare Ahaz,who"did notdo whatwas rightin the eyes
of the Lord, likehisfatherDavid" (2 Chron.28: I), and Manasseh, "who seduced Judah ...
so that they did more evil than the nations whom the LORD destroyed before the people of
Israel" (2 Chron. 33:9).

52These words, quoted by David, wereoriginally spoken by God when the covenantwas
established. However, the record in 1 Samuel 7 does not include this obligation and
condition. (This will be further discussed later.)

53Similarly 2 Chronicles 6:16.

54 Also in Luke 2:4, Joseph, Jesus' legal father, is described as being "of the house and
lineage of David."

55See chapter 15, "The Exaltation of Christ," for more extensive consideration.
56 Peter quoted the LXX of Psalm 16:8.
57The Greek phrase is ek karpou tes sosphyos autou, literally, "of the fruit of his loins."

A literaltranslation is morein accordwiththe OldTestamentpromise given to David, which
Peter here freely quoted from the LXX of Psalm 132:11 and 2 Samuel 7:12-13.
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might do, either good or ill, the perpetu
ity of kingship was forever assured.

Second, the kingship would endure
regardless of how far David's later
descendants might depart from God.51
After God had promised, "I will estab
lish his [David's] line for ever and his
throne as the days of the heavens," He
immediately added these words: "If his
children forsake my law and do not
walk according to my ordinances, if
they violate my statutes and do not
keep my commandments, then I will
punish their transgressions with the rod
and their iniquity with scourges; but I
will not remove from him my steadfast
love, or be false to my faithfulness. I
will not violate my covenant, or alter
the word that went forth from my lips"
(Ps. 89:30-34).

From all the Scriptures thus far quot
ed it is evident that God assumes the
full responsibility for maintenance of
the covenant. Hence the everlasting
kingship-the dynasty, the throne, the
kingdom-is absolutely assured. This
will be the case regardless of the good
or evil in David's sons after him. The
throne of David will endure forever.
But (and here we come to a critical
matter) this assurance by no means
rules out human obligation. We have
earlier noted the words of covenant
spoken to David early in his reign: God
promises an eternal kingship and de
clares that regardless of any iniquity in
David's son Solomon the promise will
not be voided. However, many years
later in his final charge to Solomon
David included these words: " 'If your
sons take heed to their way, to walk
before me in faithfulness with all their

heart and with all their soul, there shall
not fail you a man on the throne of
Israel' "52 (l Kings 2:4). In these words
a definite obligation is stated; further
more, a condition is set forth for the
first time: "If your sons.... " Psalm
132 similarly declares, "The LORD
swore to David a sure oath from which
he will not tum back: 'One of the sons
of your body I will set on your throne.
If your sons keep my covenant and my
testimonies which I shall teach them,
their sons also for ever shall sit upon
your throne" (vv. 11-12). Again, that
condition: "if your sons .... "

Solomon later expressed this same
conditional obligation. While dedicating
the temple, he prayed these words: "0
LORD, God of Israel, keep with thy
servant David my father what thou hast
promised him, saying, 'There shall
never fail you a man before me to sit
upon the throne of Israel, if only your
sons take heed to their way, to walk
before me as you have walked before
me' "(l Kings 8:25)53 Here too are the
words "If only your sons .... "

Clearly both aspects of the covenant
are true: first, David's kingship will
endure forever regardless of what man
may do; second, David's sons are obli
gated to walk in God's ways or else
they will no longer sit on David's
throne. But, one may inquire, is there
not a contradiction here? If the kingship
is eternally secure, how can David's
sons-his continuing line-fail to obey
God, since disobedience means the for
feiture of the throne? Or, contrariwise,
if the sons of David should tum away
from God with the resultant abdication
of the throne, then would not God's

sworn promise of an everlasting king
ship be invalidated?

In any event (without yet seeking to
answer these questions) there is both
the promise of an everlasting kingship
that will endure regardless of what man
may do, and the requirement of faithful
ness to God for the continuance of men
upon the throne.

5. Fulfillment

The fulfillment of the promise is to be
found in Jesus Christ. Surpassing all the
other Old Testament statements thus
far recounted are the memorable words
of Isaiah the prophet:

For a child will be born to us, a son
will be given to us;

And the government will rest on His
shoulders;

And His name will be called
Wonderful Counselor,
Mighty God,

Eternal Father, Prince of Peace.
There will be no end to the increase

of His government or of peace,
On the throne of David and over

his kingdom,
To establish it and to uphold it with

justice and righteousness
From then on and forevermore

(Isa. 9:6-7 NASB).

Extraordinarily, the One to come
would do something no son of David
had ever before done: He Himself
would "establish" and "uphold" the
throne of David "from then on and
forevermore." He Himself will reign
forever! There will be no need for
further kings after Him. His will be an
everlasting kingship. Moreover-and
even more amazing-the One who is to
come will be called "Mighty God"! He
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who is to reign on the throne of David
will be the Lord Himself.

But how then does all this fit in with
the line of David? The promise of God
had been made to David thathis house,
his throne, his kingship would be estab
lished forever. How can One to be
called "Mighty God" -for all His
amazing character-fulfill this prom
ise? For that answer, of course, we
must tum to the New Testament, and
there the message is clear: the One to
be born will at the same time be of the
lineage of David andth€ Son of God!
Jesus the Christ by genealogy was of
the line of David (as, for example, the
genealogy in Matthew 1 specifles)> and
also "the Son of the Most High." In the
words of the angel Gabriel to Mary:
"He will be great, and will be called the
Son of the Most High; and the Lord
God will give Him the throne. of His
fatIler-DavId;anaHe will reigii-overthe
house ofJacob forever; and His king
dom will have no end" (Luke;: 1:32-33
NASB):- --

As the New Testament unfolds, it is
apparent that the fulfillment of this
promise occurred climactically with the
resurrection and exaltation» of Christ
when Jesus entered fully into His king
ship. Peter in his Pentecost message
spoke of David as foreseeing the ulti
mate fulfillment of the promise to him in
the resurrection of Christ and declared
regarding Jesus: "For David says con
cerning him, 'I saw the Lord always
before me. . . . '56 Being therefore a
prophet and knowing that God had
sworn with an oath to him that he would
set one of his descendants'? upon his
throne, he foresaw and spoke of the
resurrection of the Christ, that he was
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58Psalm 16continues (in v. 10): "For thou dost not give me up to Sheol, or let thy godly
one see the Pit." In this Messianic Psalm David (according to Peter) first sees the Lord
"always before" him (v. 8), and then the Messiah Himself speaks in v. 10.

59In the OldTestament passages earliercited there is apparently no suggestion of David's
foreseeing such. However, according to Peter, since David was also a prophet, he actually
foresaw more than the historical narrative suggests. It is in Psalm 16 (not a historical
narrative) that the vision is contained.

60See supra, pp. 296-97.
61 This verse is not included in the main text of the RSV and NEB. It is retained in the KJV.

NIV, and NASB.

62Cf. also Jeremiah 32:40; 50:5; Ezekiel 16:60; 37:26.
63From the LXX of Jeremiah 31 (38):33.
64S0 NIV and NASB. The KJV, RSV, NEB have "spirit." Sincethe text unmistakably refers to

God, His Spirit, the capitalized S is preferable.
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not abandoned to Hades, nor did his
flesh see corruption"58 (Acts 2:25, 30
31). David, accordingly, looked beyond
his own earthly line for the fulfillment of
the covenantv-c-even to the Lord who
was yet to come.

One further question, however, re
mains. Since the sons of David (as the
Old Testament record later shows) did
tum from God's ways, and the line of
kings did therefore come to an end (the
last king being Zedekiah [597-587
B.C.]), how can it be said that David's
kingship was a perpetual one? The
answer is clear, namely, that during
these six centuries, although no de
scendant of David was on the throne,
there was still the continuation of the
line as the genealogies demonstrate.
Hence, there was never lacking a man
(we may recall the words: "David shall
never lack a man.... "); the potential
was always there. Of far more impor
tance is the fact that God's covenant
with David C'your throne shall be es
tablished for ever") was fulfilled
through Jesus Christ in a way that no
earthly kingdom ever could be. No
merely human kingdom can be estab
lished forever, because all things earth
ly and human are limited by time and
circumstances.

This also enables us to give reply to
two earlier questionsw thus: David's
sons could (and did) disobey God and
thereby forfeit the earthly line, since the
eternal kingdom does not depend on
human faithfulness. Accordingly, we
may say that the continuation of the

earthly line was conditional, based on
David's sons' obedience and disobedi
ence, but the ultimate fulfillment was
unconditional, based on the covenant
promise of God.

We can but marvel at the amazing
way God moved to fulfill the covenant
with David. But even more, we can but
rejoice in the fact that since His resur
rection from the grave, Jesus Christ,
Son of David and Son of God, has been
exalted to the right hand of God and
reigns over the kingdoms of the world.

C. The New Covenant

The fifth and climactic divine cove
nant is the covenant of which Jesus
Christ is the mediator. He is "the
mediator of a new covenant" (Reb.
9:15; 12:24). It is the covenant in His
blood: "the new covenant irimybioed"
(Luke 22:2()61; 1 C6r. 11:25), Ihe new
covenant is centered in Jesus Christ.

1. Parties

The parties in the new covenant may
be viewed in various ways. Preliminari
ly, they are God with Israel (or Israel
and Judah)-the same parties as in the
prior Sinaitic covenant. Here we return
to the Old Testament, particularly to
the words spoken through Jeremiah:
"Behold, the days are coming, says the
LORD, when I will make a new covenant
with the house of Israel and the house
of Judah, not like the covenant which I
made with their fathers when I took
them by the hand to bring them out of
the land of Egypt, my covenant which

they broke ... " (Jer. 31:31-32).62
Hence, it will be the same people, but
God promises to make a new covenant
with them.

When we tum to the New Testament,
however, it becomes apparent that Isra
el's relation to the new covenant is
understood as extending far beyond
national or ethnic Israel. The words of
Jeremiah 31 are quoted in Hebrews 8
"a new covenant with the house of
Israel and with the house of Judah" (v.
8)-but it is clear from the whole
context of the passage that this cove
nant relates to all who are called. For
Hebrews later speaks of "those who are
called" as the ones related to the new
covenant: "he [Christ] is the mediator
of a new covenant, so that those who
are called may receive ... " (9:15). The
New Testament unmistakably affirms
that the "called" include Jews and
Gentiles alike: " ... those who are
called, both Jews and Greeks" (1 Cor.
1:24). Truly the marvel of the New
Testament is that the Gentiles are now
included. Formerly, they were "alien
ated from the commonwealth of Israel,
and strangers to the covenants of prom
ise" (Eph, 2:12)-even the promise of
the new covenant as declared in Jere
miah. Now the "called" Gentiles of
every nation, race, and culture receive
the promise of the new covenant.

Hence the new covenant is not with
Israel according to the flesh but with
Israel according to the Spirit. It is not
for the few but for the many. In the
words of Christ, His "blood of the
covenant ... is poured out for many"
(Matt. 26:28). Thus the covenant
reaches out to include a vast multitude
from all races and nations.
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2. Promises

The promises of the new covenant
may be summarized in a fivefold man
ner. Among the references cited, we
will particularly note the language in
Jeremiah 31 and Hebrews 8.

First, there is the promise of the law
within the heart: "I will put my law
within them ["into their minds" -Heb.
8:1()63 ], and I will write it upon their
hearts" (Jer, 31:33). The law will no
longer be an external matter written on
tablets of stone but inscribed on the
mind and heart. The compulsion to do
God's command will no longer be from
without but from within: it will stem
from a willing heart.

All of this means, therefore, that a
critical alteration is promised in the new
covenant. Instead of God's law being
written upon the heart, sin was en
graved there. As Jeremiah earlier said:
"the sin of Judah is written with a pen
of iron; with a point of diamond it is
engraved on the tablet of their heart"
(17:1). A new engraving is needed, and
this calls for radical surgery.

On a deeper level, what is really
called for is a new mind, a new heart, a
new spirit: and such is the promise.
This stands out especially in the proph
ecy of Ezekiel: "A new heart I will give
you, and a new spirit I will put within
you; and I will take out of your flesh the
heart of stone and give you a heart of
flesh. And I will put my Spirits- within
you, and cause you to walk in my
statutes ... " (36:26-27). The proph
ecy goes one step beyond a new heart
and a new spirit, as extraordinary as
that is; God places His own Spirit
within.

This radical spiritual surgery also
implants the law within a new heart to
be indwelt by the Spirit of God! God
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65The LXX reading is quoted in Hebrews 8:11.
66See chapter 2, "The Knowledge of God."
67 Again the LXX is followed in Hebrews 8:12.
68We will consider this in more detail in chapter 14, "The Atonement."

69The RSV has "the promised eternal inheritance" (similarly NIV). The Greek is ten
epangelian . , . tes aioniou kleronomias. Hence, the translation above (found in NEB and
NASB, similarly in KJv) is more accurate. It is not that those in the new covenant receive the
promised inheritance but the promise of the inheritance.

70The Greek word is diatheke for both "covenant" and "will."
71 See footnote 44 for comment on the Greek word translated "ratified."
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will place His Spirit within so that the
new heart will ever be strengthened and
directed to do the will of God.

Second, there is the promise of a
unique relationship between God and a
people: "I will be their God, and they
shall be my people" (Jer. 31:33; Heb.
8:10). In the covenant at Mount Sinai
God promised that Israel would be His
special possession if they obeyed His
voice and kept His covenant (Exod.
19:5). Israel, as we have recounted,
failed to obey; they broke God's cove
nant. Thus the promise in the new
covenant of a unique relationship is no
longer to the Israelite nation or race but
to those-whoever they may be-who
are called by God.

These people will have the law within
their hearts as the people of God who
fulfill His purpose and His commands
willingly and gladly.

Third, there is the promise of the
knowledge of the Lord. "And no longer
shall each man teach his neighbor and
each his brother, saying, 'Know the
LORD, ' for they shall all know me, from
the least of them to the greatest" (Jer.
31:34; Heb. 8:1165 ). In the Old Testa
ment there is the oft-stated grievance of
God that Israel does not really know
Him. Although He has revealed Him
self to the people of Israel in manifold
ways and although there has been con
tinuing instruction about Him, the peo
ple remain ignorant. "The ox knows its
owner, and the ass its master's crib; but
Israel does not know, my people does
not understand" (Isa. 1:3). "There is
. .. no knowledge of God in the
land .... My people are destroyed for
lack of knowledge" (Hos. 4:1,6).

I have earlier discussed the vast
importance of this knowledge.s» What
has been so grievously lacking in the

old covenant will be totally present in
the new. The people of God will be a
people of knowledge: all will know
"from the least . . . to the greatest."
Nor will it be basically knowledge
through instruction-teaching one's
"neighbor and brother" -but
knowledge as an immediate certainty.
In such a direct and personal knowledge
of God, all of life will find its profound
est meaning and fulfillment.

Fourth, there is the promise of the
forgiveness of sin. "For I will forgive
their iniquity, and I will remember their
sin no more" (Jer. 31:34; Heb. 8:12).67
The great barrier between man and God
is sin. As Isaiah declares to Israel,
"Your iniquities have made a separa
tion between you and your God, and
your sins have hid his face from you"
(Isa. 59:2). Although God is merciful
and compassionate, "forgiving iniquity
and transgression and sin" (Exod.
34:7), there is no forgiveness and re
moval of sin without expiation. Under
the old covenant God established a
pattern of animal sacrifice as a channel
for the cleansing and forgiveness of sin.
However, the very repetition of these
sacrifices plus the fact that animals
were the offering for sin signified that
there was no full cleansing and abolition
of sin. 6 8

The promise of forgiveness of sins is
a glorious promise. Jeremiah does not
state how this will be done. But that it
stands at the heart of the new covenant
is unmistakably declared.

Fifth, there is the promise of an
eternal inheritance. Here we must tum
to the New Testament since the prom
ise is not specifically included in Jere
miah. Hebrews 9:15 reads, "He is the
mediator of a new covenant, so that
those who are called may receive the

promise of an eternal inheritance" .69

Hence the climax of the new covenant
is the promise of an eternal inheritance.

In this connection the word "cove
nant" takes on the further significance
of "testament" or "will." Hebrews
9:15-16 continues: " ... since a death
has occurred which redeems them from
the transgressions under the first cove
nant. For where a will is involved, the
death of the one who made it must be
established. "70 Because the terms of a
will cannot go into effect until the
testator has died, the same is true in the
covenant (will, testament) mediated by
Jesus Christ. The vast difference, of
course, is that His covenant or will has
to do with far more than earthly posses
sions: it is the promise of an eternal
inheritance.

3. Ratification

The ratification of the new covenant
is in the blood of Jesus Christ. Christ
Himself affirmed this at the Last Sup
per: "This cup is the new covenant in
my blood" (1 Cor. 11:25). The cup of
wine that the apostles drank signified
His outpoured blood and His coming
death. Hence, in the blood of Christ
was the ratification of the new cove
nant.

Once more, continuing words from
Hebrews: "For a will takes effect only
at death, since it is not in force as long
as the one who made it is alive. Hence
even the first covenant was not
ratified"! without blood" (9:17-18). But
here it is not the blood of animals as in
the first or old covenant, but the blood
of Jesus Christ-His death on the
cross-that ratifies and puts into effect
the new covenant.
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Thus in extraordinary manner we
behold the mercy of God in Jesus
Christ. It is wholly God's doing. With
out any participation or contribution on
man's part, God establishes the cove
nant and then seals it through the blood
of His own Son. Truly here is an act of
sovereign grace that beggars the imagi
nation-the ratification of the new cov
enant in the death-blood of the Lord
Jesus Christ.

4. Obligation

The one obligation for the fulfillment
of the new covenant is faith in Jesus
Christ. Paul writes of how "what was
promised to faith in Jesus Christ might
be given to those who believe" (Gal.
3:22); nothing else is required. The
Book of Hebrews speaks of "those who
through faith and patience inherit the
promises" (6:12). Thus faith is a contin
uing reality-persevering, longsuffer
ing-in those who inherit the promises:
it is the one requirement.

This does not mean that by faith we
achieve what God has promised; rather
we receive the blessings He has in
store. Faith is not a work or activity by
which we lay claim to God's promise. It
is rather a laying aside of all claims and
looking totally to Jesus Christ.

Through faith in Jesus Christ all the
promises of God are fulfilled. "For all
the promises of God find their Yes in
him" (2 Cor. 1:20). By looking to
Christ and Him only, we find the
fulfillment of every promise in God's
Word.

5. Fulfillment

In reviewing the promises of the new
covenant we may now observe how all
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of them are completely fulfilled. Let us
note these briefly.

First, there is the promise concerning
the law within the heart (or the new
heart and spirit). This is fulfilled
through the Spirit of God. Paul told the
Corinthians that they were "a letter
from Christ delivered by us, written not
with ink but with the Spirit of the living
God, not on tablets of stone but on
tablets of human hearts" (2 Cor. 3:3).
Thus through Christ and faith in Him,
the question is no longer of tablets of
stone (as in the old coveriant) on which
the law is written but of tablets of the
heart inscribed by the Holy Spirit.
Thus-to continue-it is "a new cove
nant, not in a written code but in the
Spirit; for the written code kills, but the
Spirit gives life" (3:6). This signifies in
the new covenant an inner compulsion
to do God's command, no longer an
external constraint. The result is life
rather than death.

Another description of the new cove
nant is that of a "new birth," which
includes a new heart and spirit. Jesus
declares, "You must be born anew"
(John 3:7). This is to be "born of the
Spirit" (v. 8). In the language ofPaul,
it is a matter of "regeneration and
renewal in the Holy Spirit" (Titus 3:5).
This' 'new birth" may also be described
as a birth "from above,"72 which de
picts the action of the Spirit as coming
from above to indwell the person of
faith in Jesus Christ. So Paul can write:
"The law of the Spirit of life in Christ
Jesus has set me free from the law of sin
and death" (Rom. 8:2).

This brings us full circle: the promise
is fulfilled in the new covenant. The law
truly is within the heart, but it is no
longer a law that leads only to sin and

death. It is a fresh engraving of the
Spirit, a new birth from above. It is the
Spirit of life indeed!

Second, there is the promise con
cerning a unique relationship between
God and people. The fulfillment again is
to be found in the New Testament. Paul
quotes Hosea thus: "Those who were
not my people I will call 'my people,'
and her who was not beloved I will call
'my beloved' " (Rom. 9:25),73 and Paul
sees the fulfillment in the Gentiles com
ing to salvation. Peter writes, "You are
a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a
holy nation, God's own people ....
Once you were no people but now you
are God's people" (l Peter 2:9-10).
These are "exiles" scattered through
Asia Minor, persons "born anew"
(l Peter 1:3)-thus a new people of
God. It matters not whether they are
Jew or Gentile; what counts is that
through faith in Jesus Christ there is a
new birth, a new relationship. God is
their God and they are His people.

Third, there is the promise concern
ing the knowledge of God. This is
beautifully fulfilled in the coming of
Jesus Christ who in His own person
makes God known. Jesus said to His
disciples in the Upper Room: "Hence
forth you know him and have seen
him.... He who has seen me has seen
the Father" (John 14:7, 9). Paul writes,
"[God has] shone in our hearts to give
the light of the knowledge of the glory
of God in the face of Christ" (2 Cor.
4:6).

Hence, through Jesus Christ all who
belong to Him through faith have a true
knowledge of God. All "from the least
to the greatest" now share in this
firsthand knowledge of God.

Fourth, there is the promise concern-

ing forgiveness of sins. The fulfillment
of this great promise is vividly declared
in the new covenant in Jesus' own
words: "This is my blood of the [new]
covenant, which is poured out for many
for the forgiveness of sins" (Matt.
26:28). It is through the redemption'
wrought by Jesus Christ that sins are
totally forgiven- "we have redemption
through his blood, the forgiveness of
our trespasses" (Eph. 1:7).

Thus the great barrier of sin between
God and man is overcome. Sins are
fully forgiven-cleansed and removed
through the sacrifice of Jesus Christ. It
all happens out of God's vast mercy and
grace. This truly is the heart of the
gospel.
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Fifth, there is the promise of an
eternal inheritance. All other promises
we have discussed-the law in the
heart, a new relationship and a new
people, the knowledge of God, and the
forgiveness of sins-are immediately
fulfilled in the new covenant in Jesus
Christ. We have noted each in turn. The
eternal inheritance, however, is a future
promise of the new covenant: it cannot
be fulfilled for the individual until after
this life. To be sure, a person has
eternal life through faith in Jesus Christ
(e.g., John 3:16)-he has passed from
death to life (e.g., 1 John 3:14)-but
the inheritance itself remains yet to be
received.

72The Greek word translated "anew" in John 3:7 is anothen. It may also be translated
"above." This may be preferable in light ofJohn 3:31-"He who comes from above ... ."
where the Greek for "above" is anothen.

73Paul is quoting freely from Hosea 2:23 (LXX), a passage that speaks of the restoration of
Israel (cf. also Hosea I: 10), and views this in much broader perspective.
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74The method of this redemption will be discussed in chapter 14, "The Atonement."
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The Incarnation

We may appropriately begin our
study of the Incarnation with the words
in the Gospel according to John: "The
Word became flesh" (l:14). This is the
mystery of the Incarnation,' namely,
that the Word who was "with God, and
... was God" (1:1), took upon Himself
flesh: He became man. Without ceasing
to be God through whom all things were
made, He concurrently became man by
assuming our flesh. Thus is He Emman
uel-"God with us" (Matt. 1:23)-in
the person of Jesus Christ.

Before proceeding further, we must
pause a moment to reflect on the won
der, the awesomeness, the utterly
amazing character of the Incarnation.
This event is a fact of such proportions
as to transcend human imagination: the
God of the universe, the Creator of all
things invisible and visible-angelic
hosts as well as countless galaxies and
stars-has in Jesus Christ come to this
minute planet called Earth and taken

upon Himself our human existence. If
the original creation of the universe out
of nothing is an immeasurably vast and
incomprehensible act of Almighty God,
the Incarnation is surely no less stupen
dous. Superlatives will not suffice. Per
haps best are the words of Paul: "Great
indeed, we confess, is the mystery of
our religion.t He was manifested in the
flesh" (1 Tim. 3:16). Great indeed!

And the purpose of the Incarnation
(again one is carried beyond adequate
words to declare it) is the redemption of
the human race. Jesus was born to die
and in dying to bear the awful weight
and punishment of the sins of all man
kind. He came as the Mediator of the
covenant of grace,' the "one mediator
between God and men, the man Christ
Jesus, who gave himself as a ransom for
all" (1 Tim. 2:5). In the words of the
Fourth Gospel, the Word who "became
flesh" was "full of grace and truth"
(John 1:14) and "from his fulness have

'The word "incarnation" means literally "en-ffeshment" (from Latin in- + carn-, caro,
"flesh").

2The Greek word is eusebeias, translated "godliness" in KJV. NASB. NIV. Whether we use
the word "religion" (RSV. NEB) or "godliness," the greatness of the mystery cannot be
exaggerated.

3 See the preceding chapter for a discussion of this covenant.
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4So!"e ancient manuscripts do not contain the phrase "the Son of God." However as
EGT, 10 loco, says, "It is every way likely to have formed a part of the original text." The
KJV. RSV, NASB, NEB, and NIV aJl retain the expression. Note also Mark 1:11.

5 As specificaJly noted in the Gospel of Mark. Also in the Gospel of John the Word that
"became flesh" is described as "the only Son from the Father" (1:14), hence the Son of
God.

. 6T~e "if" is by no means an expression of uncertainty. Satan had no doubts about Jesus'
Identity!

"Likewise in the other synoptic Gospels. In John's Gospel Jesus rarely refers to Himself
as "the Son of God" (5:25; 10:36; 1l:4 are the only instances), though "the Son" and "the
Son of man" are frequently used.

8The NIV translates, "You are right in saying I am." Cf. Mark 14:62, where the answer is
simply, "I am." .

9This declaration does not speak directly of Jesus as "the Son of God"; however, 10 the
context of John's Gospel, it points definitely in that direction. .

10 After Andrew and John had inquired, "Where are you staying?", Jesus said to them,
"Come and see" (vv. 38-39). The result of the "coming" and "seeing" was surely more
than to view a place of residence: they "came" and "saw" Him. In that experience Jesus
revealed enough of Himself for them to declare: "We have found the Messiah."

IIJesus had earlier said to Nathanael, "Because I said to you, I saw you under the fig tree
[in answer to Nathanael's 'How do you know me?'], do you believe?" (1:50). This cannot
mean only that Nathanael's faith stemmed from Jesus' recognition ?f where he. was. ~n

addition it is who Nathanael was-an Israelite without guile-that basically undergirded his
recognition of Jesus' divine identity. One thinks of these words of Jesus elsewhere: "Blessed
are the pure in heart, for they shaJl see God" (Matt. 5:8).
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we 'all received, grace upon grace"
(1:16). Verily, it is the unfathomable
grace of God bringing eternal salvation.

It will be our concern in this chapter
on the Incarnation to reflect on the
conjunction in Jesus Christ of both God
and man, deity and humanity. We will
first discuss His deity, Christ "the Son
of God," then His humanity, Christ
"the Son of man," and finally we will
consider how Christ is both deity and
humanity in one person.

That this matter of the personhood of
Christ is of signal importance is evi
denced by the fact that Jesus inquired
of His own disciples, "Who do you say.
that I am?" (Matt. 16:IS). How one
answers this question is far more than
theoretical or of little practical conse
quence. Rather, it relates to the ulti
mate issues of life and eternity.

I. THE SON OF GOD

The opening verse of the Gospel
according to Mark reads: "The begin
ning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, the
Son of God."« This is surely the place
to begin, for the gospel, the good news,
is primarily that God has come in Jesus
Christ for mankind's salvation. Christ is
first of all God manifest in the flesh. He
is the eternal Word who in conjunction
with humanity is the Son of God and as
such is the Savior of the world.

A. Factuality

One of the continuing emphases in
the Gospel accounts is that Christ's
being the Son of God is a basic fact of

His existence. It is attested at the outset
of the Gospel,' is declared thereafter by
supernatural forces, is made known
through personal revelation, and is per
ceived in faith.

1. Supernatural Declaration

The Gospel according to Luke, par
ticularly in the early chapters, sets forth
the truth of Jesus being the Son of God
by supernatural declaration. First, it
was an angel who said (to Mary): " ...
the child to be born will be called holy,
the Son of God" (I:35). Second, at the
baptism of Jesus, God the Father de
clared: "Thou art my beloved
Son ... " (3:22). Third, Satan twice
addressed Jesus in the wilderness: "1f6
you are the Son of God ... " (4:3, 9).
Fourth, as Jesus in the beginning of his
ministry cast out many demons, they
"came out of many, crying, 'You are
the Son of God'" (v. 41). All these
declarations were from the supernatural
realm: whether good (the angel and God
the Father) or evil (Satan and demons).
There is no question about Jesus' being
"the Son of God"-the divine dimen
sion of His person-from the vantage
point of the supernatural.

What about Jesus Himself? Sig
nificantly, in this Gospel account He
does not directly declare Himself to be
the Son of God.? However, in the last
week of His ministry Jesus told a par
able about the owner of a vineyard who
sent his "beloved son" (Luke 20:13),
who was put to death; thus Jesus indi
rectly identified Himself as the Son of

God . And finally, upon the persistent
questioning of the chief priests and
scribes, "Are you the Son of God,
then?" Jesus replied, "You say that I
am," meaning "Yes" (22:70).8 Hence,
we have the final supernatural author
ity, Jesus Himself, declaring that He is
the Son of God.

2. Personal Revelation

The fact that Jesus is the Son of God
is personally made known in the Gos
pels to Jesus' contemporaries through
His own self-revelation. Early in Jesus'
ministry John the Baptist declared, "I
have seen and have borne witness that
this is the Son of God" (John 1:34).
When he baptized Jesus, John heard
God the Father declare of Jesus, "Thou
art my beloved Son," and he also saw
the Holy Spirit descend and remain.
Thus John's witness to the divine Son
ship of Jesus is based on a revelation he
had experienced. Shortly after that at
John's behest, two of his disciples,
Andrew and John, followed Jesus.
After staying with Him for a time,
Andrew found his brother Simon Peter
and said to him, "We have found the
Messiah"? (v. 41). Thus Jesus had re
vealed Himself to them.tv On the next
day Jesus summoned Philip, who, after
following Him for a time, declared to
Nathanael, "We have found him of
whom Moses in the law and also the
prophets wrote ... " (v. 45). Thus
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again Jesus had made Himself known to
one who followed after Him; He re
vealed Himself by His own presence.
These early encounters culminate with
Nathanael to whom Jesus declared,
"Behold, an Israelite indeed, in whom
is no guile!" (v. 47). Following Jesus'
next statement, Nathanael responded,
"Rabbi, you are the Son of God! You
are the king of Israel!" (v. 49). To this
guileless Israelite, there was a clear and
immediate disclosure by Jesus that He
is truly the Son of GOd.1 1

Later in His ministry Jesus disclosed
Himself as the Son of God when His
disciples were in a boat on a storm
tossed sea and several extraordinary
events occurred. First, Jesus came
walking on the sea to them; second,
Peter at Jesus' invitation walked mo
mentarily on the water; and, third, the
storm suddenly ceased. The result of all
these events was that "those in the boat
worshipped him, saying, 'Truly you are
the Son of God'" (Matt. 14:33). This
recognition and affirmation of Jesus as
the Son of God sprang clearly from
events so supernatural as to be unmis
takable disclosures of His divine Son
ship.

The climax was reached at Caesearea
Philippi where Jesus asked the question
(earlier mentioned) of his disciples,
"Who do you say that I am?" To this
Simon Peter replied: "You are the
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12The shorter forms of Peter's reply in Mark 8:29, "You are the Christ," and Luke 9:20,
"The Christ of God," point to the same affirmation of Jesus' divine Sonship.

13It was Peter's brother Andrew who first testified to Peter that Jesus was the Messiah
(see above).

14The Greek word is en, translated "in" in KJV. NASB. and NIV.
15 The repeated word "true" is a translation of the Greek phrase ton alethinon, literally,

"the true [one]."
16We could have noted this in the prior section, "Personal Revelation"; however, since

this narrative goes beyond accounts of revelations to the early disciples into an emphasis on
the faith of later believers, it seems appropriate to consider it at this point.

17Peter, in one of his letters, wrote, "Without having seen him you love him; though you
do not now see him you believe in him and rejoice with unutterable and exalted joy"
(I Peter I :8). Peter, of course, had seen Jesus and had come to believe in Him as the Son of
God through personal revelation (see above); but here he 'speaks of the blessing on those

who have not seen but who have believed: they indeed "rejoice with unutterable and exalted
joy." I like the KJV wording: "joy unspeakable and full of glory"!

I 8 Recall the earlier discussion of this matter.
19Especially in John's Gospel (see 5:19, 20, 22, 23, 26; 6:40; 8:36; 14:13; 17:1). Also see

Matthew 11:27. . 58 "b f
20The Greek phrase is ego eimi. This is the same language as m John 8: - e ore

Abraham was, lam." Leon Morris writes that" 'I am' may be meant to recall the style of
deity," The Gospel According to John, NICNT, 442. . '

2\ Jesus had just said, "If I do bear witness to myself, my testlmon.y IS t~e, for I know
whence I have come and whither I am going" (v. 14). He also added, Im~edIately after !,he
words quoted from John 8:18, "And the Father .who ~ent me bears ~lt!1ess to me..

22The adversative "but" (de) in the verses mentioned IS not a contradiction to or setting
aside of the ancient commandments, but a "fulfilling" of them. Jesus, befo~e any of these
statements were made, had already said, "Think not that I have come ,1,0 abolish the law and
the prophets' I have come not to abolish them but to fulfill them (Matt. 5:17).

23That is, the sayings above quoted plus all the others in the Sermon on the Mount (Matt.
5-7).
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Christ, the Son of the living God." 12
Jesus thereupon significantly declared:
"Blessed are you, Simon Bar-Jona! For
flesh and blood has not revealed this to
you, but my Father who is in heaven"
(Matt. 16:15-17). In other words, this
was not a fact or a truth somebody else
stated ;13 it was more than a declaration
arising out of a miraculous occasion: it
was an affirmation stemming from im
mediate personal revelation. Other
events had doubtless prepared the way,
but ultimately the recognition of Jesus
as the Son of God came only by revela
tion from God the Father.

Finally, in this connection we may
call to mind the words of Paul that God
"was pleased to reveal his Son to" 14
him (Gal. I: 16). Paul, of course, was
referring to his experience on the road
to Damascus when he fell to the ground
under the impact of a brilliant light from
heaven, whereupon Jesus spoke
directly to him (Acts 9:1-6). Thus did
God "reveal His Son" to Paul. Three
days later at Damascus Paul was "filled
with the Holy Spirit" for the ministry of
the gospel (9:8-19), and "in the syna
gogues immediately he proclaimed
Jesus, saying, 'He is the Son of God' "
(v. 20). Hence it is clear that Paul, like
Peter and others before him, came to
know Jesus as the Son of God by
personal revelation.

An excellent summary statement is
set forth by John the apostle: 'We know
that the Son of God has come and has

given us understanding, to know him
who is true; and we are in him who is
true"15 (1 John 5:20). This is knowl
edge that has come from God Himself,
a revelation of the Son of God that is
profoundly personal.

3. Perception of Faith

The preceding quotation from I John
leads to the next point, namely, that the
knowledge of Jesus Christ as the Son of
God is a perception of faith. If faith is
present, there is the inner certitude that
Jesus is the Son of God: "He who
believes in the Son of God has the
testimony in himself' (1 John 5: 10).
Where there is vital faith, there is
inward assurance.

We may here recall the personal
revelation of the risen Jesus to doubting
Thomas.r- "Put your finger here, and
see my hands; and put out your hand,
and place it in my side; do not be
faithless, but believing" (John 20:27).
Thomas replied in exclamation: "My
Lord and my God!" (v. 28). All his
doubts were gone, for Jesus had made
Himself known. But the account does
not end there; rather, Jesus rejoined
immediately: "Have you believed be
cause you have seen me? Blessed are
those who have not seen and yet be
lieve" (v. 29). The blessing is on those
to whom there is no visible disclosure
of Jesus, but who rather accept Him in
faith," for they know with the inner

certitude born of faith that Jesus is the
Son of God.

But how, one may inquire, does this
faith come about? Is it merely a
"plunge in the dark," a decision of
mind and will perchance to acclaim
Jesus as the Son of God? No, we have
not left the sphere of revelation behind,
for faith is possible only through God's
disclosure. However, it is important to
observe, the disclosure is through
God's Word and Spirit.

We speak, first, of the Scriptures as
God's Word. Jesus Himself said, "The
scriptures ... bear witness to me"
(John 5:39). Reference here of course is
made to the Old Testament. On another
occasion Jesus spoke of "everything
written about [Him] in the law of Moses
and the prophets and the psalms"
(Luke 24:44), the divisions of the
Hebrew Old Testament. Indeed, there
is more than enough evidence in God's
ancient Word to identify Jesus as the
Christ, the Son of God. In the New
Testament, the word of witness is far
more weighty, almost everywhere pres
ent. As the epilogue of the Fourth
Gospel puts it: " ... these [words] are
written that you may believe that Jesus
is the Christ, the Son of God" (John
20:31). What the Gospel writer says
about his purpose would apply gener
ally throughout the New Testament: all
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that is written are testimonies of, and
to, faith in Jesus Christ as God's Son.

There are also the words of Jesus in
the New Testament, and they are strong
testimony. Although Jesus seldom
spoke of Himself as the Son of God,18
there are occasional references to Him
self as "the Son," 19 and one instance
when Jesus said, "I am20 He who bears
witness of Myself' (John 8:18 NASB).

The context clearly shows that Jesus
was referring to His divine origin and
nature.>' In addition to statements that
refer to or imply His divine Sonship,
Jesus' very utterance throughout His
ministry conveys a weight and an au
thority that is more than human. Jesus
did not hesitate to say, "You have
heard that it was said ... but-? I say to
you" (Matt. 5:21-22, 27-28, 31-32,
33-34, 38-39, 43-44). In such state
ments Jesus commandingly spoke out
and placed His word on no lower a level
than that of the ancient words-indeed
even placing them on a higher level.
Jesus does this with a sovereignty and
freedom that can belong to no one who
stands merely on the human level.
"When Jesus finished these sayings.P
the crowds were astonished at his
teaching, for he taught them as one who
had authority, and not as their scribes"
(Matt. 7:28-29). On another occasion it
was said of Jesus, "No man ever spoke

308
309



RENEWAL THEOLOGY

like this man" (John 7:46).24 Truly,
Jesus' every word came freighted with
sovereign authority from beyond.

So it is today that any open reading of
the scriptural testimony about Jesus,
Jesus' own self-witness, or the author
ity coming through His words should
prepare the way for an affirmation of
faith. Such biblical testimony cannot
itself create faith (one can always refuse
to accept the evidence given), but it
does provide a firm basis.

Now we should quickly add that in
Scripture there is also the testimony of
Jesus' works: His mighty deeds climax
ing with His resurrection from the dead.
On one occasion Jesus spoke of the
testimony of John the Baptist and then
added: "But the testimony which I have
is greater than that of John; for the
works which the Father has granted me
to accomplish, these very works which
I am doing, bear me witness that the
Father has sent me" (John 5:36).25 In a
similar vein Jesus replied to John (who
had been imprisoned and was asking,
"Are you he who is to come.> or shall
we look for another?") thus: "Go and
tell John what you hear and see: the
blind receive their sight and the lame
walk, lepers are cleansed and the deaf
hear, and the dead are raised up, and
the poor have good news preached to
them" (Matt. 11 :2-5),27 These mighty
works bear witness to Jesus as the
Coming One, the One "the Father has
sent" -to Jesus as the Son of God.

But the greatest testimony is Jesus'
own resurrection from the dead.>e In
the words of Paul, Jesus "was declared
with power-v to be the Son of God by30
the resurrection from the dead, accord
ing to the Spirit of holiness" (Rom. 1:4
NASB). This is the climactic declaration
through an utterly unprecedented dis
play of power: He was raised from the
dead never to die again. Moreover, it
was not simply a resurrection brought
about by God the Father' ' or by God
the Holy Spirit,» but by Jesus Himself.
By referring to His body as a temple,
He early asserted, "Destroy this tem
ple, and in three days I will raise it up"
(John 2:19). Only He who is equal to
Father and the Holy Spirit could pos
sibly make such an astounding state
ment.

The resurrection of Jesus Christ from
the dead is affirmed with unambiguous
certainty throughout the New Testa
ment: in all four Gospels, many times in
the Book of Acts, and repeatedly in the
Epistles and the Book of Revelation.
Peter's declaration on the Day ofPente
cost regarding Christ's resurrection
"of that we all are witnesses" (Acts
2:32)-is a continuing theme. Although
such witness does not-indeed can
not-automatically bring about belief,
it undoubtedly does provide a very solid
foundation.

Next we recognize that in addition to
the testimony of Scripture to Jesus'
divine Sonship set forth through word

and deed, there is the further testimony
of the Holy Spirit. Shortly before Jesus'
death and resurrection He spoke of the
coming of the Holy Spirit and declared:
"When the Counselor'? comes, whom I
shall send to you from the Father, even
the Spirit of truth, who proceeds from
the Father, he will bear witness to me"
(John 15:26). Again, "He [the Holy
Spirit] will glorify me, for he will take
what is mine and declare it to you"
(John 16:14). Thus the Holy Spirit in
unique fashion bears witness to the
reality of Christ. Finally, in 1 John
there is this summary statement: "The
Spirit is the witness, because the Spirit
is the truth" (5:7). In the context this
refers clearly to Jesus as the Son of
God. 34

What is significant about the witness
of the Holy Spirit is that it is the divine
means of confirming communication
through the Word. The first epistle of
John speaks of "three witnesses, the
Spirit, the water, and the blood"
(5:8);35 but it is the Spirit who inwardly
confirms what water and blood out
wardly show forth. Indeed, as 1 John
adds and as we earlier observed, "He
who believes in the Son of God has the
testimony in himself" (5:10). It is now
fully apparent that this inward testi
mony is none other than that of the
Holy Spirit.

The point, then, is this: for all that
may be said (and has been said previ
ously) about the Word as basis and
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foundation of faith, faith is truly awak
ened only when the Holy Spirit comes
on the scene. Paul declares that 'no one
can say 'Jesus is Lord'36 except by the
Holy Spirit" (1 Cor. 12:3). Even as it
required a personal revelation in the
presence of the living Jesus for the early
disciples to recognize the hidden divin
ity of Jesus," so for all subsequent
disciples it takes the illumination of the
Holy Spirit. It is He who makes effec
tive the word relating to Jesus by open
ing the eyes and sensitizing the heart so
that the deity of Christ is truly appre
hended.

Moreover, it is not only that the Holy
Spirit applies the Word so that faith
may be awakened, but, in addition, He
deepens and confirms faith by His inter
nal witness. Jesus also said concerning
the Holy Spirit, the Counselor, the
Spirit of truth who was to come: "You
know him, for he dwells with you, and
will be in you" (John 14:17). The Spirit
dwelt "with" the disciples in the pres
ence of Jesus as the Christ, but He was
to dwell "in" them after that. When at
last they came to a full faith in Christ as
the Lord, the One who died and was
alive again, He breathed into them the
Holy Spirit, saying, i'Receive the Holy
Spirit" (John 20:22). In this action the
Holy Spirit, dwelling without but stead
ily quickening their faith, now came to
dwell within as the abiding internal
witness. It is the Spirit dwelling within

24These are the words of the officers who were sent by the chief priests and Pharisees to
capture Jesus. Their words echo the impact of Jesus on all who were open to His message.

25Cf. also John 10:25, 38; 14:11.
26The Greek phrase is ho erchomenos, "the coming one" (NASB).
27Cf. Luke 7:18-22.
28Jesus, as stated, raised the dead Himself, but these "resurrections" were only

temporary: the persons raised were to die again (until the final resurrection).
29The Greek phrase is en dynamei, "in an act of power" (NASB margin).
30The Greek word is ex, "as a result of' (NASB margin).
31 As, e.g., according to Acts 2:32-"This Jesus God raised up. . . . "
32 As, e.g., according to Romans 8:11-"If the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the

dead .... " Also Romans 1:4 (quoted above)- "according to the Spirit of holiness"
probably refers to the same thing.
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33The Greek word is parakletos, "Paraclete," which is translated, in addition to
"Counselor" (also in NIV), "Comforter" (KJV), "Helper" (NASB), "Advocate" (NEB).
"Paraclete" literally means "one called alongside to help" (NASB margin).

34See particularly verse 5. . .
35 "The water, and the blood" may refer either to the whole of the Incarnation-s- VIZ..from

Jesus' baptism in water to His death in blood-or to the symbolism of water and blood III the
ordinances of water baptism and the Lord's Supper. Either way, they are the outward
testimony of what is inwardly witnessed by the Holy Spirit. (See F. F. Bruce, The Epistles of
John, 120-21). . ..

36The Greek title is Kyrios Iesous. The word "Lord" doubtless bespeaks HIS divine
status.

37Recall what was earlier said about John the Baptist, Andrew, John the apostle, Philip,
Nathanael, Peter, and Paul.
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38Paul earlier in his letter to the Corinthians spoke of how the body of the believer is "a
temple of the Holy Spirit ... "(l Cor. 6:19). Thus it is this same indwelling Spirit by whom
the declaration "Jesus is Lord" is made.

J9The Greek word is elenchos, "certainty" (LB).
40 Rational "p~oo~s" for the deity of Christ (which we have not attempted above) always

come short of bringing about faith. Faith itself, realized through Word and Spirit, is its own
proof. The word elenchos (translated "conviction" or "certainty") may also be translated
"proof' (see BAGD). Faith is (and alone is) "the proof of things not seen."

41 Spoken (as we earlier observed) on the Mount of Transfiguration.
42The word translated "Chosen" (in Luke 9:35) is eklelegmenos, a form of eklegomai

from which the English word "elect" comes.

43 As in Adoptionism. Adoptionism refers to the view, held at various times in church
history, that Jesus became the Son of God by adoption at some point in His life: either at His
baptism, His transfiguration, or His resurrection. Ebionism (ca. A.D. 107) is an early form of
Adoptionism, viewing Jesus as chosen to be the Messiah-hence endowed with divinity
because of His moral and spiritual preeminence. Adoptionism fails to recognize Jesus'
essential deity as the Son of God.

44 Matthew 3:17 reads: "This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased."
45Moses and Elijah, doubtless representing the Old Testament law and prophets, departed

from the scene despite Peter's attempts to detain them. After that came the voice out of an
overshadowing cloud: "This is my Son, my Chosen; listen [only] to him!"

46The passage in Romans 1:4 has sometimes been viewed adoptionistically, viz.,
"declared ... to be the Son of God by the resurrection from the dead" being understood as
a declaration of adoption. Since the word translated "declared" (horisthentos) may also be
rendered "designated" (RSV) or "appointed," an adoptionist reading might seem feasible.
However, as mentioned earlier, the proper understanding is that this is the climactic "with
power" declaration of the sonship of Jesus.
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who makes possible the aforementioned
declaration of faith, "Jesus is Lord. "38

To sum up: the knowledge that Jesus
Christ is the Son of God belongs finally
to the perception of faith. This percep
tion is by no means the result of a
human activity such as a decision to
believe, but stems from the activity of
the Word and the Spirit. What the Word
begins to awaken, the Spirit brings to
full consciousness. Faith is not sight,
but it is "the conviction» of things not
seen" (Heb. 11:1). It is a certitude more
compelling than any visible perception,
surely far more compelling than that
resulting from any attempted logical
proof.w By faith we know for a cer
tainty that Jesus Christ is the Son of
God.

B. Meaning

Now that we have recognized the
factuality of Christ as the Son of God,
we proceed to the consideration of the
meaning of His divine Sonship. This
may be done by highlighting, in turn,
three words in the title of "the Son of
God. "

1. The Son of God

Christ is the Son of God, first of all,
in the sense that He is God the Father's
Chosen One. God the Father spoke
from heaven: "This is my Son, my
Chosen"41 (Luke 9:35). "Chosen"
therefore is an implication of the phrase
"my Son." Jesus Christ is the "Cho
sen" Son in the sense here of being

God's "Elect-s One," God's "Called
One."

There is, accordingly, a vital connec
tion with Old Testament Israel. Israel
was God's "Son" in a particular sense:
"Thus says the LORD, 'Israel is my first
born son' " (Exod. 4:22). Also Israel is
frequently referred to as a "chosen"
people; for example, "the LORD your
God has chosen you to be a people for
his own possession, out of all the peo
ples that are on the face of the earth"
(Deut. 7:6). Thus Israel is God's "son,"
His "first-born," God's "chosen," His
"own possession." There is clearly a
parallel between Israel and Christ. As
an illustration, certain words of God
through Hosea the prophet that unmis
takably refer to Israel- "When Israel
was a child, I loved him, and out of
Egypt I called my son" (Hosea 11:1)
are also applied in the New Testament
to Christ. For at the conclusion of the
account in Matthew about the flight of
Joseph, Mary, and the Christ child to
Egypt are these words: "[They] re
mained there until the death of Herod
. ; . to fulfil what the Lord had spoken
by the prophet, 'Out of Egypt have I
called my son'" (2:15). Israel and
Christ are both God's son/Son in the
sense of being "chosen" by God to
fulfill His purposes.

There is, of course, a great difference
between Israel and Christ. Israel at best
proved invariably to be wayward. The
Lord speaks of them as "faithless
sons" (Jer. 3:22), but Jesus is the Son
who is constantly faithful: "I always do

what is pleasing to him" (John 8:29). So
does Jesus throughout His years fulfill
His vocation as One chosen of God.

Jesus Christ, we need to add immedi
ately, does not become God's Son at a
particular point in His life and ministry.
It has sometimes been assumed that
Jesus at His baptism was chosen or
adoptedo as God's Son since the voice
from heaven declared, "Thou art my
beloved Son; with thee I am well
pleased" (Mark 1:11; Luke 3:22).44
However, this is patently not an occa
sion of bp~ng chosen or adopted, but
one of disclosure or revelation. John the
Baptist declared, "I came baptizing
with water, that he might be revealed to
Israel" (John 1:31). Thereafter John
adds, "I have seen and have borne
witness that this is the Son of God"
(v. 34). There is no suggestion here, or
elsewhere, that Jesus at some point
along the way became the Son of God.
Likewise, the Transfiguration scene
with the words from heaven, "This is
my Son, my Chosen," obviously can
not be the occasion of Jesus' choice or
adoption by God the Father. Indeed,
the reason for this proclamation is not
to announce an adoption but to declare
that Jesus, who is already God's Son
(as attested at His baptism), is alone to
be listened to; for the next words are:
"listen to him!"45 To return to the time
before Jesus' baptism and His
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transfiguration-to His very birth-we
recall that the angel had already de
clared that the One to be born of the
Virgin would be even then the Son of
God: "The child to be born will be
called holy, the Son of God" (Luke
1:35). Hence, all later statements refer
ring to divine Sonship, whether at bap
tism or transfiguration or resurrec
tion,46 are to be understood not as
announcements of a new stage of son
ship in Jesus' life and ministry, but as
declarations concerning Him who is
already the Son of God.

But now let us return to the matter of
the Son being the "Chosen One." It is
significant that in the parallel passages
to Luke 9:35 with its reading "This is
my Son, my Chosen," both Matthew
and Mark have "This is my beloved
Son" (Matt. 17:5; Mark 9:7). Since the
word "chosen" is not used in these
parallel passages, it seems apparent that
the aspect of "chosenness" inheres in
the word "Son." God's "beloved Son"
is God's "Chosen One." The two are
inseparable in that to come into the
world as the Son of God is to come as
One who is not only God's beloved Son
but also as One to fulfill a mission.

This brings us back again to the
connection with Israel of old. Israel
among all the peoples of earth was
singularly God's beloved. Just follow
ing Moses' words "the LORD your God
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has chosen you to be a people for his
own possession, out of all the peoples
that are on the face of the earth"47 is
this statement: "It was not because you
were more in number than any other
people that the Lord set His love upon
you and chose you . . . but it is because
the LORD loves you" (Deut. 7:7-8).
Israel then was God's "son," His "be
loved," and commissioned to be a holy
people, a nation obedient to His will
and purpose, His law and command
ments. But Israel tragically failed. Jesus
Christ, accordingly, in His own person
is the bearer of the calling of Israel, and
as the Son-the Beloved, the Cho
sen-He does not fail. As Son He
perfectly and completely fulfills the high
calling of God the Father.

To be the Son of God is to be the
Chosen One of God: "This is my Son,
my Chosen." The Son is God's Elect
One, fulfilling in Himself the Father's
ancient purpose for Israel and preparing
the way for a people who are chosen in
Him.48 The Son stands at the center,
between the chosen people of old and
new: He is the Chosen One of God.

2. The Son of God

Second, Christ is the Son of God in
that He is God the Father's unique Son:

He is the Son of God. According to the
memorable words of John 3:16, "God
so loved the world that he gave his
only-? Son." Jesus Christ is uniquely
the Son of God: He is God's one and
only Son.

It is true that believers in Christ are
also called "sons of God." So Paul
writes: "In Christ Jesus you are all sons
of God, through faith" (Gal. 3:26).
However, the sonship of believers is a
matter of adoption.w "But when the
time had fully come, God sent forth his
Son ...that we might receive adoption
as sons" (Gal. 4:4-5). Thus it is not
correct to say that both Christ and
believers are sons of God in the same
way. He was born as the Son of God,51
for believers it is a matter of becoming
sons or children» of God. But even
then there is a qualitative difference.»
For Christ is uniquely the Son of God
and therefore related to the Father as
no other person is. In the Gospels He
frequently speaks of "my Father" and
"your Father" but never "our Father"
in the sense of including himself in the
"our. "54 For even though His disciples
were "sons," none of them was "the
son."

This all points up the singularity of
Jesus Christ. Superlatives by no means

can reach Him. To speak of Jesus as the
greatest of the prophets, or the supreme
teacher, or the noblest of all mankind,
while indeed tributes of an unparalleled
kind, actually fall far short of the
mark.t> He is indeed all of these and
more; yet, strangely perhaps, in His
case superlatives seem like diminutives.
The reason is clear: Christ is the Son of
God; hence there is a transcendence
about Him that goes beyond the highest
of earthly designations.

Thus, here we move to a level be
yond this world. In the preceding sec
tion we noted the parallel between
Israel and Christ as son/Son of God.
Also we observed that Christ's sonship
did not begin at a certain point in His
ministry but was a basic fact from His
birth onward. He was, as noted, born
the Son of God. But now we take the
additional step of viewing Him as the
Son of God far above and beyond His
life on earth. Let us examine this fur
ther.

First, Christ is the preexistent Son of
God. John 3:16 undoubtedly implies
this: God "gave" His Son for the sake
of the world; hence the Son must have
existed prior to this world. That such is
the case is clearly stated in the opening
chapter of John: "The only Son from
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the Father" was "the Word [who]
became flesh" (v. 14). Through this
"Word" all things originally had been
made: "All things were made through
him, and without him was not anything
made that was made" (v. 3). Hence the
Son (or Word)56 existed before all cre
ation. This is also stated in similar
fashion in Hebrews: "In these last days
he [God] has spoken to us by a Son,
whom he appointed the heir of all
things, through whom also he created
the world" (l :2). In Colossians, after a
statement about our having been
"transferred ... to the kingdom of his
beloved Son" (l: 13), Paul proceeds to
say, "In him all things were created, in
heaven and on earth . . . all things were
created through him and for him"
(v. 16). Finally, in language referring
directly to Christ, Paul speaks in I Co
rinthians of "one God, the Father, from
whom are all things and for whom we
exist, and one Lord, Jesus Christ,
through whom are all things and
through whom we exist" (8:6). In sum:
the preexistence of Christ, the Son, the
Word, is an assured teaching of Scrip
ture.

This preexistence of the Son of God,
moreover, is to be understood as eter
nal. There never was a time when the

47See above, p. 312.
48Paul writes that God "chose us in him [Christ] before the foundation of the world"

(Eph. 1:4).
49The Greek word monogene is translated as "only begotten" in KJV. The NASB also has

"only begotten," but in the margin "or, unique, only one of His kind." The Nlvtranslates it
"one and only." The NEB (like RSV) has "only." Cf. John 1:14, 18; 3:18; I John 4:9.

50This is true "adoptionism." We, not Jesus, are sons of God by adoption.
5I E.g., according to Luke 1:35, "the child [Jesus] to be born will be called holy, the Son

of God."
52According to John 1:12, "to all who received him [Christ), who believed in his name, he

gave power to become the children of God."
53 I recall hearing a Unitarian minister saying, "Certainly Christ is the son of God, but so

are we all." While this statement contains an element of truth, it badly errs in failing to
recognize the qualitative difference between Christ and us.

54Theonly biblical instance of Jesus saying "our Father" is in Matthew 6:9 where He tells
His disciples, "Pray then like this: Our Father who art in heaven .... " Jesus does not
include Himself in the prayer. Later in Matthew are these words, "No one knows the Father
except the Son and anyone to whom the Son chooses to reveal him" (11:27). This statement
further underscores the uniqueness of Jesus' relationship to the Father.
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55Weare dealing with incarnation, not apotheosis. The singularity of Christ is not a matter
of elevation to unique status but of His being that from the beginning.

56Itwould be a mistake to assume that only the Word but not the Son preexisted. "Word"
is the expression used in the Fourth Gospel until the statement in 1:14 that "the Word
became flesh." Since "the Son" is used thereafter, some have viewed preexistence as
belonging only to the Word or Logos, who, when incarnate, is only then properly referred to
as "the Son." However such a view is mistaken for several reasons: (I) Since the statement
in v. 14, "the Word became flesh," continues "and dwelt among us, full of grace and truth;
we have beheld his glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father," it is clear that the Word
did not become the Son, for the Son was (even as the Word) "from the Father." (2) Only
personal pronouns are appropriate to translate the activity of the Word in verses 2-4: "He
was in the beginning ... all things were made through him . . . in him was life." Since the
Word (ho logos) is masculine gender, "he" and "him" make for a natural transition to "the
Son." (3) Later statements in John's Gospel imply or forthrightly declare the Son's
preexistence; e.g., Jesus said, "Before Abraham was, I am" (8:58), and later He prayed,
"Father, glorify thou me in thy own presence with the glory which I had with thee before the
world was made" (17:5).
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57Arianism, a fourth-century heresy, declared that there was a time when the Son did not
exist: "There was a time when the Son was not." Arius did not deny Christ's preexistence
insofar as the world and man were concerned, but he did hold that at some time prior to
creation He came into being.. The very nature of sonship, Arius held, implies a preexisting
Father. Christ, accordingly, was "first among creatures" and the one through whom the
Father created all else. The Creed of Nicaea (A.D. 325) declared in opposition to Arius and
his followers: "Those who say, Once he was not, or he was not before his generation, or
came to be out of nothing ... or that he is a creature ... the Catholic and Apostolic Church
anathematizes them." Contemporary Arianism is most clearly represented by Jehovah's
Witnesses who speak of Christ as "the first and direct creation of Jehovah God" (The
Kingdom Is at Hand, 46).

58"Begotten not created" is the language both of the Nicene Creed and the later
Constantinopolitan Creed (A.D. 381).

59For a more detailed discussion of this, see chapter 4, "The Holy Trinity."
6°The Greek word is harpagmon. The RSV and NASB translate it "a thing to be grasped." I

will use this translation later.
6I See below for a discussion of this phrase.
62Gnosticism (an early Christian heresy) generally viewed Christ, the Logos, as an

intermediary between God and man and therefore not on a par with God the Father.

630f course also as a man, in our flesh (as will be discussed a little later). The only point
now is that it was not the Father who suffered and died but the Son. A doctrine known as
"patripassianism" [literally, "father-suffering"] was held by some early third-century
theologians who, viewing the Son and Father as identical, asserted that it was thus proper to
say that the Father was born, suffered, and died. This doctrine did not long retain favor, for
though it upheld God's activity in the Incarnation and Atonement, it confused the persons of
Father and Son.

64 E.g., Romans 8:34- "Christ Jesus ... is at the right hand of God." Also see Act 2:33
34; 7:55-56; Ephesians 1:20; Colossians 3:1; Hebrews 1:3; 8:1; 10:12; 12:2; 1 Peter 3:22.

65Recall the preceding section.
66 As in "rnodalism." Sabellius (also in the early third century) held that "Father,"

"Son," and "Holy Spirit" were merely names applying to successive modes of revelation of
the one God, rather than signifying eternal and intrinsic distinctions within the godhead.

67The Greek phrase is theos en ho logos. This is to be translated not as "God was the
Word," but "the Word was God" (the subject has the article, the predicate nominative does
not). Neither should the translation be "the Word was divine" (as in the Goodspeed and
Moffatt Bibles), for the word is theos, "God," not theios, "divine" (cf. 2 Peter 1:3 where
theios is used in the expression "His divine power"). Nor should the translation be "the
Word was a god" (as in the New World Translation of the Jehovah's Witnesses). Theos
without the article occurs thereafter in John 1:6 ("There was a man sent from God" -para
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Son was not:» He exists from eternity.
His sonship to the Father does not
mean that at some moment prior to
creation He came into being. Rather the
Son is the eternally begotten (not ere
ated)» Son of the Father. 59 As surely
as God is eternal, He is the great "I
AM" (Exod, 3:14); likewise Christ said,
"Before Abraham was, I am" (John
8:58). The "I am" points to eternal
preexistence.

Second, Christ, the Son of God, is
equal to God the Father. Although He
is the Son of God, sonship does not
imply subordination. According to John
5:18, Jesus "called God his Father,
making himself equal with God." Thus
Son and Father are equal. Christ's
equality with God the Father is set forth
in vivid manner by Paul: "who [Christ],
being in the form of God, thought it not
robbery» to be equal with God" (Phil.
2:6 KJV). For anyone else except Christ
it would be "robbery"-stealing from
God and His glory-but not so for Him
who was already "in the form of
God. "61 Christ, the Son of God, is
equal to God the Father.s!

The equality of Christ with God is
apparent also through His ministry.
This is especially shown in the Fourth
Gospel by such statements as this: "For

as the Father raises the dead and gives
them life, so also the Son gives life to
whom he will" (John 5:21). Thus equal
ly do Father and Son give life. In regard
to the final resurrection it is not only the
Father who does this, but several times
Jesus declares that He Himself will do
it: "I will raise him [one who believes]
up at the last day" (6:40, 44, 54).
Hence, again, there is equality in activ
ity between Father and Son. Jesus also
speaks of equality in honor: "The
Father judges no one, but has given all
judgment to the Son, that all may honor
the Son, even as they honor the
Father" (5:22-23).

One further illustration of the equali
ty of Christ with God the Father is
found in the words of the Great Com
mission at the close of Matthew's Gos
pel: " ... baptizing them in the name of
the Father and of the Son and of the
Holy Spirit" (28:19). Herein is declared
total equality of all persons in the triune
godhead.

Third, Christ is distinct from God the
Father. He is the Son of God, unique
and equal to the Father, but is not to be
identified with Him. The Son is not the
Father but is distinct from Him. Al
though the Son is God (see hereafter),
He is also "with God" - "In the begin-

ning was the Word, and the Word was
with God" (John 1:I)-hence a sepa
rate person. When our world of space
and time began- "the beginning" (as
in Gen. 1:I)-the Son was "with God."
Before there was a world, the same was
true, for Jesus speaks elsewhere to the
Father about "the glory which I had
with thee before the world was made"
(John 17:5). Hence, eternally the Son is
with the Father in His own distinctness
and personhood.

This means also that the Incarnation
was of the Son in distinction from the
Father. ' 'The Word became flesh and
... we have beheld his glory, glory as
of the only Son from the Father" (John
1:14). It was not the Father who be
came flesh but the Son. Moreover, it
was the Son who died on the cross;63
for even in His last moments He cried
out: "Father into thy hands I commit
my spirit!" (Luke 23:46). Again, since
Jesus has returned to heaven, He still
remains distinct from the Father-in
deed at His right hand.s ' As the Apos
tles' Creed declares it: "He ascended
into heaven, and sitteth on the right
hand of God the Father Almighty. " The
same Christ will some day return from
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there for the final judgment and after
that will occupy the throne with the
Father through all ages to come. Ac
cording to Hebrews, "of the Son he
[God] says, 'Thy throne, 0 God, is for
ever and ever'" (1:8).

This eternal distinction that exists
between Father and Son means that
whereas the Son is equal to the
Fathet.s> He does not equal the Father;
whereas the Son reveals the Father, He
is not the Father He reveals; and
whereas the Son is (again according to
the Book of Hebrews) "the exact repre
sentation of his [God's] being" (1:3
NIV), He is not merely a mode of being
or action of the Father.s-

Christ was, is, and will be the Son of
God forever.

3. The Son of God

Third, Christ is the Son of God in that
He is God. He is God the Father's
personal embodiment. We have just
emphasized that the Son (the Word) is
forever "with God" (the Father). Now
we move on to the climactic statement,
namely, that the Son is identical with
God: "The Word was God"67 (John
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theou), 12, 13, and 18-in none of which could the word possibly be translated "a god."
(Refer also to a brief discussion of this in chapter 4, "The Holy Trinity," n. 15.)

68Walter Wessel writes, "In Jewish teaching even the Messiah could not forgive sins.
That was the prerogative of God alone. Their [the scribes'] fatal error was in not recognizing
who Jesus really was-the Son of God who has authority to forgive sins" (EBC, 8:633).

69Some have held Jesus' words to represent not a unity of essence with the Father but
only a unity of will. I agree, however, with Donald Guthrie that "it is insufficient to regard
the meaning as moral agreement. The identity of security in both the Son and the Father
bears witness to a more basic identity" (NBC, 952).

7°The fact that Jesus later in the Fourth Gospel says, "The Father is greater than I"
(14:28), should not be understood to derogate from His oneness of essence with the Father
but rather to emphasize that the Begotten is secondary to the Begetter. Jesus' words in John
14:28 are also in accord with those in John 13:16-"Nor is he who is sent greater than he
who sent him."

71 Also cf. Revelation 2:8- "The words of the first and the last, who died and came to
life" and 22:13-"1 am the Alpha and the Omega, the first and the last, the beginning and
the end."

nOne further word about Jesus' actions in regard to His resurrection, might be added.
Not only did Jesus rise from the dead, but also, as we have earlier noted, He spoke of raising
Himself up: "Destroy this temple [i.e., the temple of His body], and in three days I will raise
it up" (John 2:19). Such a prerogative and power can belong only to God Himself.

7JThe Greek word for Lord, kyrios, in a given situation may also be used of any person in
a superior position, e.g. a master or nobleman. The word may even be used to signify little
more than respectful address such as our "sir.' The context in which kyrios occurs is
therefore decisive in determining its proper meaning.

74 Leon Morris puts it well: "Peter's words remind us of the experience of great saints in
the immediate presence of God, such as Abraham (Gen. 18:27), Job (Job 42:6), or Isaiah (Isa.
6:5). Cf. also Israel's 'Let not God speak to us lest we die (Exod. 20:19).' " (The Gospel
According to St. Luke, TNTC, 113.)

75This does not mean that Peter at this juncture had a full understanding of the deity of
Christ (especially since he did not until later affirm Jesus, in Luke's words, to be "the Christ
of God" [9:20]); however, Peter's sudden realization of sinfulness in the presence of Jesus
and calling Him Lord strongly suggests that he was aware of God's holy presence in Him.

76See verse 24 that begins, "0 my God.. , . "
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I: I). Hence we may now speak of the
deity of the Son of God.

First, it is apparent that many of the
words and actions of Jesus bear testi
mony to His deity. In the Sermon on
the Mount (as we have observed) Jesus
quoted certain of the Old Testament
commandments given by God and then
forthrightly declared, "But I say to
you .... " He unmistakably spoke with
the authority of God, indeed exercising
a divine prerogative. Early in His minis
try, Jesus pronounced forgiveness of
sins to a paralytic: "My son, your sins
are forgiven" (Mark 2:5). Such a pro
nouncement in the eyes of the scribes
sitting by was blasphemous because it
could be made by none but God: "It is
blasphemy! Who can forgive sins but
God alone?" (v. 7). Thus indirectly the
scribes bore witness to the divinity of
Jesus.ss Again, at a later time when
Jesus' disciples in a boat were storm
tossed, He came to them, walking on
the sea, and then "those in the boat
worshiped him, saying, 'Truly you are
the Son of God' " (Matt. 14:33). Jesus
did what no mere man could possibly
do, and He also accepted worship that
only God may rightly receive. The most
direct expression by Jesus Himself of
His own deity is found in the Fourth
Gospel where He declared, "I and the
Father are one" (10:30).69 That this is a
declaration of His own essential deity is
apparent from the fact that when they

heard it, the Jews took up stones to
stone him, proclaiming it "blasphemy;
because you, being a man, make your
self God" (10:33). This was more than
declaring Himself "equal with God" (as
in John 5:18); this was indeed, in Jewish
eyes, the ultimate blasphemy: it was to
"make" Himself God. 70

It is also significant to observe that
Jesus did not hesitate to use such
expressions about Himself as the Bride
groom, the Light, the Good Shepherd,
even the First and the Last-all related
to Old Testament designations of God.
In Isaiah 62:5 are these words: "As the
bridegroom rejoices over the bride, so
shall your God rejoice over you." Ac
cording to Mark 2:]9, Jesus said "Can
the wedding guests fast while the bride
groom is with them?" Jesus of course is
the bridegroom-as is God in Old Tes
tament language. In Psalm 27:1 the
psalmist says, "The LORD is my light
and my salvation". In John 8:12 Jesus
said of Himself: "I am the light of the
world." According to Psalm 23:1, "the
LORD is my shepherd," and in Ezekiel
34:15 God declared, "I myself will be
the shepherd of my sheep." Jesus took
up the Old Testament words by saying,
"I am the good shepherd" (John 10:11).
Thus again Jesus identified Himself
with God. On three occasions in Isaiah
God speaks of Himself as "the first"
and "the last" (41:4; 44:6; 48:12); like
wise Jesus declares of Himself in the

Book of Revelation, "I am the first and
the last" (1:17).71

One further instance of an iden
tification of an action of Jesus with that
of God is to be found by comparing Joel
3:12, where the LORD says, "I will sit to
judge all the nations round about," with
Matthew 25:3]-32, where Jesus de
clares that' 'the Son of man ... will sit
on his glorious throne. Before him will
be gathered all the nations." The Judge
is the LORD, whether understood as God
or Jesus Christ.

In both words and actions" there is
the unmistakable New Testament wit
ness that Jesus truly is God.

Second, various titles of Jesus are
evidence of His being divine. Here we
may observe particularly the title
"Lord." Although the word "Lord"
does not necessarily refer to God,73
there are instances in regard to Jesus
where it clearly does. At the very outset
of Jesus' ministry are the words "Pre
pare the way of the Lord, make his
paths straight" (Matt. 3:3), quoted from
the Greek version of Isaiah 40:3- "In
the wilderness prepare the way of the
LORD. make straight in the desert a
highway for our God." The "Lord,"
referring to Jesus, and the "LORD."
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referring to God, are one and the same.
Later the words of Simon Peter to
Jesus, "Depart from me, for I am a
sinful man, 0 Lord" (Luke 5:8), be
speak the realization that somehow the
Holy God is confronting man in the
person of Jesus.t- "0 Lord" here
means no less than "0 God. "75 A
further striking example of this is found
in Hebrews 1:10, which reads: "Thou,
Lord, didst found the earth in the
beginning, and the heavens are the
work of thy hands." This is a quotation
from Psalm 102:25-"Of old thou didst
lay the foundation of the earth, and the
heavens are the work of thy hands"
which unmistakably refers to God. 76

The background for Hebrews 1:10 is
"But of the Son he says ... " (v. 8).
Hence the Son is called God, and,
referring back to Psalm 102, the Lord is
God.

Actually there is no need to give
other specific examples in which the
designation of Jesus as Lord points
directly to His deity. For there is the
even more impressive fact that by the
title of Lord-as in "the Lord Jesus
Christ" -there is implicit recognition
of Him as one with God. For under that
title, there is the transference to Christ
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770f course, "LORD" in the Old Testament stands for" YHWH" or "Yahweh." Because
of the sacredness of the name Yahweh, what was written (the ketib) was read as "Adonai"
(the qere) or "Lord." "LORD," with all four letters usually capitalized in English, carries
forward the tetragrammaton of "YHWH."

78 "One consequence of the application of the Kyrios ["Lord"] title to Jesus is that the
New Testament can in principle apply to him all the Old Testament passages which speak of
God ... on the basis of the designation kyrios early Christianity does not hesitate to transfer
to Jesus everything the Old Testament says about God" (Oscar Cullmann, The Christology
of the New Testament, 234).

79Cf. also 2 Samuel 22:3; Psalm 106:21; Isaiah 45:15,21; 49:26; 60:16; 63:8; Jeremiah
14:8; Hosea 13:4. In her Magnificat Mary also says, "My spirit rejoices in God my Savior"
(Luke 1:47).

8°E.g., John 4:42; Acts 5:31; 13:23; Ephesians 5:23; Philippians 3:20; 2 Timothy 1:10;
Titus 1:4; 3:6; 2 Peter 1:1, 11; 2:20; 3:2, 18; 1 John 4:14. Interestingly, God Himself
continues to be called "Savior" in certain New Testament passages. See 1 Timothy I:1; 2:3;
4:10; Titus 1:3; 2:10; 3:4; Jude 25.

8JThere are thirteen references to God as Redeemer in Isaiah alone. Also see Job 19:25;
Psalm 19:14; 78:35; Proverbs 23:11; Jeremiah 50:34.

82Also cf. Romans 3:24; I Corinthians 1:30; Colossians 1:4; Hebrews 9:12.
83See chapter 3, "God," Epilogue: "The Glory of God."
84See also the discussion of this matter in chapter 4, "The Holy Trinity."

85 However, as we have already observed, by the use of such expressions as "Son of
God" and "Lord," there is clear implication of divinity.

86 Language of the Nicene Creed (as enlarged in A.D. 381): "We believe, in one Lord Jesus
Christ, the only-begotten Son of God, begotten of the Father before all worlds God of God
Light of Light, Very God of Very God, begotten, not made, being of one substance with the
Father. ... " Both the original Nicene Creed of A.D. 325 and the enlarged Creed (sometimes
called the Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed) of A.D. 381, which speak of Christ not only as
"Very God of Very God" but also as one substance or one essence (homoousios), stood
over against the Arianists' claim that Christ was only similar in substance or essence
(homoiousios). Thereby the essential deity of Christ was vigorously affirmed. See chapter 4,
"The Holy Trinity."

87The RSV renders "only begotten God" as "only Son"; however, the Greek text is
monogenes theos.

88The KJV and NIV similarly translate. The RSV renders "God blessed for ever" as a
separate sentence: "God who is over all be blessed for ever." John Murray states that "the
most natural rendering ... [is] 'who is over all, God blessed for ever' so that 'God blessed
for ever' stands in apposition to what precedes" (The Epistle to the Romans, NICNT, 248).
Cullmann in Christology of the New Testament, 312-13, and F. F. Bruce in The Epistle to
the Romans, TNTC, 186-87, adopt generally the same position, namely, viewing "God
blessed for ever" as referring to Christ.

89The Greek phrase is en morphe theou.
90The NIV translates thus: "being in very nature God." EGT, in loco, states that morphe

"always signifies a form which truly and fully expresses the being which underlies it," hence
the being of God.

91 Colossians 2:2-3 also suggests this same fullness or totality in speaking of "God's
mystery, of Christ, in whom are hid all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge." If all these
"treasures" are in Christ, we may add, He can be no less than God.

92 Similarly NASB, NIV, NEB. The KJV translates the phrase in this way: "the great God and
our Savior Jesus Christ." Although the Greek text may also be rendered as the KJV does, the
Context in two ways makes such rendition unlikely: first, "God our Savior" is an expression
often used in reference to God in the Pastoral Letters (see I Timothy I: I; 2:3; 4:10; Titus 1:3;
2:10; 3:4), hence "God" should not be distinguished from "Savior Jesus Christ" here;
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of whatever is said in the Old Testa
ment about God Himself as "the
LORD. "77 Christ is recognized in the
New Testament as the continuing Lord
and therefore God.78

This may further be observed in
relation to such Old Testament titles of
God as "Savior" and "Redeemer" in
that they are also applicable to Christ.
Frequently in the Old Testament God is
referred to as Savior; e.g., "I am the
LORD your God, the Holy One of Israel,
your Savior" (Isa. 43:3).79 Of course,
the title also applies to Jesus as in the
words "for to you is born this day in the
city of David a Savior, who is Christ the
Lord" (Luke 2:11). The recurring New
Testament title of Jesus as "Savior"80
accordingly identifies Him with God. In
regard to God as Redeemer, there are
also a number of Old Testament refer
ences, e.g., "Your Redeemer is the
Holy One of Israel" (lsa.41:14).81
Christ is not directly called "Redeem
er"; however, the many passages that
refer to redemption through Him-such
as "in him [Christ] we have redemption
through his blood" (Eph. 1:7)82-point
unmistakably to Him as Redeemer.
Thus, again, there is the identification
of Christ with God.

One further word on titles. There is
no higher statement about God than
that He is "the God of glory" (Ps. 29:3;
Acts 7:2), for such is the splendor and
majesty of His being.s ' Moreover as
God, He will not share this glory: "I
will not give My glory to another" (Isa.
42:8 NASB; cf. 48:11). Yet in the New
Testament Christ is shown to share in
that glory, for He prays to the Father:
"And now, Father, glorify thou me in
thy own presence with the glory which I
had with thee before the world was
made" (John 17:5). Moreover, both
Paul and James call Jesus Himself "the
Lord of glory" (l Cor. 2:8; James 2:1).
Thus in extraordinary manner Christ is
identified with the supreme word about
God: glory. He and the Father truly are
one.

Third, in the New Testament there
are a number of references to Christ in
which He is directly identified with
God.84 By way of background there is
the prophecy in Isaiah that the Messiah
to come will be "Mighty God"-"His
name will be called Wonderful Coun
selor, Mighty God" (9:6). In turning to
the Gospels we find no specific designa-

tion of Christ as God in the Synoptics;s 5

however, we do find such designation in
the Fourth Gospel. According to John
I: I, not only was the Word "with God"
but also "the Word was God."
Whereas "with God" indicates equali
ty, "was God" expresses identity. He
was, therefore, "very God of very
God. "86 John I: 18 further emphasizes
this: "No man has seen God at any
time; the only begotten God, who is in
the bosom of the Father, He has ex
plained Him" (NASB).87 Finally, in the
climax of this Gospel there is again the
assertion of Christ's deity as spoken by
Thomas to Jesus-an assertion that
Jesus accepted: "My Lord and my
God!" (20:28). Christ verily is declared
to be God.

THE INCARNATION

In turning to the Epistles, we find a
number of declarations relating to the
deity of Christ. Paul writes in Romans
about "the Christ ... who is over all,
God blessed forever" (9:5 NASB).88 In
Philippians Paul speaks of Christ as
being "in the form of God"89 - "Christ
Jesus, who, though he was in the form
of God, did not count equality with God
a thing to be grasped, but emptied
himself' (2:5-7). In the latter statement
"form" suggests "nature;"?» hence the
nature of God Himself. According to
Colossians 2:9, "in him [Christ] the
whole fulness of deity dwells bodily";
thus Christ is fully divine.v! Titus 2:13
speaks of "our blessed hope, the ap
pearing of our great God and Savior
Jesus Christ"92 -thus God and Jesus
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second, eschatologically, God and Jesus Christ are never depicted in Scri~ture as both
appearing, or appearing simultaneously. (See Ib, in loco, on this latter point.) .

9JThe RSV margin does read "Or God is thy throne." F. F. Bruce, as I have noted In

chapter 4, footnote 14, calls such a reading "quite unconvincing" (The Epistle to the
Hebrews NICNT in loco). See also Cullmann's Christology of The New Testament. 310,
for the ;tatment that "Hebrews unequivocally applies the title 'God' to Jesus."

94The KJV reads "the righteousness of God and our Savior Jesus Christ." The N~SB. NIV.
and NEB are similar to RSV. "The grammar leaves little doubt that ... Peter IS calhng Jesus
Christ both God and Savior" (EBC, 12:267).

95 See under the heading "The Son of Man" for a discussion of Jesus' sinlessness, pages
336-38.

96 According to EGT (l :248), the case is parallel to the unwillingness of Jesus to be called
Christ indiscriminately: "He wished no man to give him any title of honor till he knew what
he was doing." William Lane writes, in regard to Mark 1.0: 18, that "Jesus' intentio~ is not to
pose the question of his own sinlessness or oneness With the Father, but to set In correct
perspective the honor of God" (The Gospel of Mark. NICNT, 366).

97Thayer suggests "to be held fast."
98The Greek word is ekenosen.
99 As earlier noted, the Incarnation means that God became man ("the Word became

flesh") without ceasing to be God.
looAccording to John 17:5, Jesus in His prayer to the Father used these words: "the glory

which I had with thee before the world was made." It is that glory that He gave up in coming
to earth.

10lNote Paul's words in 2 Corinthians 8:9, where he speaks of "the grace of our Lord
Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sake he became poor." This is surely
another aspect of Christ's self-emptying.

102The Greek word translated "servant" in RSV is doulos, basically meaning "slave." The
NASB renders doulos "bondservant."

10JIn nineteenth-century so-called Kenotic theology, there were various attempts to
define the kenosis of Christ in terms of a surrender of such divine attributes as omnipotence,
omniscience, and omnipresence (see article "Kenosis, Kenotic Theology" in EDT).
However, it seems unlikely that Paul in Philippians2:7 is speaking of such attributes. It is far
more a matter of His eternal glory. Philippians 2:9-11 suggests this also, stressing His
exaltation to the glory of God the Father. (For further discussion of Christ's kenosis see page
342, note 184, below.)

104Recall again Mark 1:1-"The beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of
God."

105I.e., from a mere human being to an exalted Christ.
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Christ are one in essence. In Hebrews
are the words, "But of the Son he says,
'Thy throne, 0 God is for ever and
ever' " (I :8). This unambiguous decla
ration'" underscores the essential deity
of Christ. Peter, in his second epistle
(I: I), attests to "the righteousness of
our God and Savior Jesus Christ,"?"
thus again pointing to Christ as both
God and Savior. We may also note
these words in 1 John 5:20-"We are in
him who is true, in his Son Jesus Christ.
This is the true God and eternal life."
The deity of Christ is again roundly
declared.

Finally, in the Book of Revelation
there is striking testimony to the deity
of Jesus Christ. In the opening chapter
it is God who declares Himself to be
"the Alpha and the Omega" (I :8); in
the last chapter, however, it is Christ
who declares, "Behold, I am coming
soon. . .. I am the Alpha and the
Omega" (22: 12-13). In Revelation 3:21
Christ says of Himself, "I myself con
quered and sat down with my Father on
his throne"; in Revelation 22:1, 3 there
is the eschatological picture of only one
throne: it is "the throne of God and the
Lamb." The Father and the Son-God
and the Lamb-while distinct in person
are ultimately the one God occupying
the one throne.

Some statements in Scripture, how
ever, might seem to contravene the

deity of Christ. In this connection the
words of Jesus in Mark's Gospel are
often noted: "Why do you call me
good? No one is good but God alone"
(Mark 10:18). Jesus seems to deny his
own goodness, even sinlessness." and
points beyond Himself to another who
is God. However, Jesus' statement is a
denial neither of His goodness nor of
His divinity; indeed, it is quite the
contrary: to call Him good is an ascrip
tion that belongs only to God. To call
Jesus "good" as a mere title is an
affront to God unless Jesus be God
Himseltl'"

Another statement that might suggest
lack of divinity in Jesus is His cry from
the cross, "My God, my God, why hast
thou forsaken me?" (Matt. 27:46; Mark
15:34). How could God forsake Jesus if
Jesus is also the Son of God, God
Himself? Here I can say only briefly
that this outcry is no denial of His
divinity. Rather, in the moment of this
awful cry of dereliction from the cross
He became so totally identified with
human sin and evil as to be forsaken by
the holy God. There is unfathomable
mystery in this, but in some very real
sense Jesus was forsaken by the God
above Him and the God who He was in
the depth of His being.

In the Pauline letters reference may
be made to such statements in 1 Corin
thians as "The head of Christ is God"

(II :3) and "When all things are subject
ed to him, then the Son himself will also
be subjected to him who put all things
under him, that God may be everything
to everyone" (15:28). Do not such
texts imply subordination of Jesus to
God? Yes, but not in the sense of
ontological subordination, for Paul is
speaking of relationship, not being. The
Son as Son is eternally subject to the
Father yet without in any way dis
affirming His essential deity. The same
holds true for these Pauline statements.
A further declaration of Paul in Philip
pians may be noted again: " ... who,
though he was in the form of God, did
not count equality with God a thing to
be grasped.?" but emptiedw himself,
taking the form of a servant" (2:6-7).
Would these words suggest that Christ
in his self-emptying (or kenosis) gave up
His divinity? Such, of course, would in
fact be a denial of the Incarnation.t?
Paul's words rather are to be under
stood as the surrender of His heavenly
glory'vv and riches'v' and the taking on
of the form of a menial servant or
slave.rw The Incarnation, far from be
ing a surrender, a kenosis, of deity,l°3
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actually was a profound expression of
the love and compassion that is the
central reality of God's nature.

In sum, it is apparent that the New
Testament throughout bears witness to
the deity of Christ. Moreover it should
be added that there is no suggestion of
deification-the gradual movement
from a purely human Jesus to a divine
being. There is, to be sure, in the
synoptic Gospels an increasing human
recognition of Jesus' divinity, but this
by no means signifies a growing divini
zation of Christ. He is the Son of God
from the beginningI 04 with all that this
implies about His divine nature. There
is not the development from a "low" to
a "high" Christology.rvs For if such
later New Testament books as John and
Hebrews do contain many references to
Christ's deity, there are also, as we
have seen, many references in the Syn
optics and in Paul's letters to His being
God or the Son of God. Accordingly,
Christian faith, as founded on the bibli
cal witness, at no point speaks of apoth
eosis, but in its total perspective it
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106James D. G. Dunn in his book, Christology in the Making, states that "only in the
Fourth Gospel can we speak ofa doctrine ofthe incarnation" (italics his), 259. Although this
may be true in so many words, I would urge that the doctrine is implied throughout the New
Testament.

107Recall the earlier citation from Luke 4:41-"demons also came out of many, crying,
'You are the Son of God!' "Cf. also Mark 1:24 where a man with "an unclean spirit" cried
out, "Have you come to destroy us? I know who you are, the Holy One of God.". ~he
demons know that Christ is the Son of God, but that knowledge is a long way from a living
faith.

108The Greek word is charakter. The KJV reads "express image"; NASH and NIV translate
as "exact representation."

109There come to mind the eloquent words of David to Saul in Browning's poem, "Saul":
'Tis the weakness in strength, that I cry for! My flesh, that I seek
In the Godhead! I seek and I find it. 0 Saul, it shall be
A Face like my face that receives thee; a Man like to me,
Thou shalt love and be loved by, forever: a Hand like this hand
Shall throw open the gates of new life to thee! See the Christ stand!

\I 0Also cf. 2 Corinthians 4:4, where Christ is spoken of as "the image of God" (KJV. NIV.
NASB). The NEB has "very image."

I II Or, in the even more concrete words of I John I: 1-2: "That which was from the
beginning, which we have heard, which we have seen with our eyes, which we have looked
upon and touched with our hands . . . the life was made manifest, and we saw it."

112This is in line with Paul's concern for the Galatians that Christ be "formed" in them
(Gal. 4:19).
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affirms incarnation. I 06 Jesus Christ was
Emmanuel-"God with us"-from the
moment of His conception. It was the
Word become flesh all the way.

A further word before proceeding.
We need to emphasize that what has
been said in the preceding pages about
Jesus Christ as the Son of God is
universally corroborated by Christian
experience. As we earlier observed, the
fact that Jesus is the Son of God, while
grounded in Scripture, is received and
confirmed in faith. Hence, while it is of
first importance to know that the Scrip
tures declare the fullness of deity in
Christ and to recognize that His words
(including His mighty resurrection from
the dead) are bedrock evidence of His
divine Sonship, it is of consummate
importance that this biblical witness
also become a matter of living experi
ence.

One may hear all of these things
about Jesus Christ, even give mental
assent to them, and still not really know
Christ as the Son of the living God. It is
at this point that the activity of the Holy
Spirit in opening both mind and heart to
a vital realization and creating the faith
that truly perceives is unquestionably
needed.

To believe that Christ is the Son of
God is the foundation of Christian faith.
This belief, however, is far more than a
matter of affirming with the mind, for
even the demons can do that. I 07 It is the
recognition and trust of the heart.

C. Significance

In our consideration of the sig
nificance of Jesus' being the Son of
God, let us observe the following three
points ..

1. Jesus is the Revelation of
the Nature of God

Since Christ is the Son of God (in all
that this means in terms of oneness with
God), He is the very representation of
God in His incarnation. According to
Hebrews 1:3, Christ as Son "reflects
the glory of God and bears the very
stamp':" of his nature." God's com
plete character-His holiness, love,
and truth-is expressly imaged in Jesus
Christ. In human flesh Christ is the
exhibition of God's righteousness and
justice, His grace and mercy, His con
stancy and faithfulness. Whatever may
be said about the nature of God is
shown forth in the person of Jesus
Christ.

One of mankind's persistent ques
tions has been and continues to be:
"What is God like?" The answer of
Christian faith is simple and direct: He
is like Christ. Nowhere is this more
vividly stated than in the Fourth Gospel
where in reply to Philip's request,
"Lord, show us the Father, and we
shall be satisfied," Jesus says, "Have I
been with you so long, and yet you do
not know me, Philip? He who has seen
me has seen the Father" (John 14:8-9).
The desire of Philip, as one speaking for
all the disciples-and beyond that for
all men-to behold God is satisfied at

long last in the figure and person of
Jesus Christ.' 09

The fact that God is invisible to
mortal man makes the revelation in
Christ all the more meaningful. John
declares in the prologue of his Gospel,
"No one has seen God at any time,"
but then he immediately added, "The
only begotten God, who is in the bosom
of the Father, He has explained Him"
(l: 18 NASH). Paul speaks similarly of
Christ as "the image of the invisible
God" (Col. 1:15);110 thus the invisible
God has His visible manifestation in the
Word made flesh in Jesus Christ.

To this we should surely add that the
revelation of the nature of God in Christ
is not only in His person, which of
course is primary, but also in His words
and deeds. Whatever Jesus said in His
earthly ministry, whether in teaching, in
commands given, or in response to
questions, was the completely faithful
declaration of the mind of God. What
ever Jesus did, whether in compassion
ate ministry to others, in anger and
wrath against the enemies of truth (for
example, in cleansing the temple), or in
suffering and dying on the cross, was
the exact and compelling representation
of the will of His Father.

Accordingly, even though we do not
have Christ in His incarnation present
with us now and thus cannot behold
Him face to face as Philip and the
others did, we do have the New Testa
ment that gives us the essential record
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of Christ's life and ministry. In this
portrayal of His words and deeds we
have the delineation of the very activity
of God. Thus to the possible question,
"What does God will?" the answer is
centrally given in the words and deeds
of Jesus Christ.

One further and important comment.
This revelation of the nature and char

.acter of God through Jesus Christ is not
only something that happened almost
two thousand years ago among those
who could say, "We have beheld his
glory" II I (John 1:14). It is not only to
be found in the gospel record, which we
may read and seek to comprehend. It is
also profoundly a matter of this revela
tion occurring within believers' hearts.
In the memorable words of Paul, "God
who said, 'Let light shine out of
darkness' ... has shone in our hearts to
give the light of the knowledge of the
glory of God in the face of Christ"
(2 Cor. 4:6). For as surely as God has
illumined our hearts and Christ now
dwells within us, there is the inward,
continued revelation through Christ of
the glory of God.

Truly, the more that Christ is
"formed"112 in us, the more we will
know of the very nature of God. There
in is the climactic disclosure of God in
His ineffable glory.

2. Makes Redemption a Possibility

Because Christ is the Son of God, the
salvation of mankind can take place.
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II J See below: "The Son of Man."
114The Nicene Creed shortly after speaking of Jesus as "Very God of Very God" adds

that "for us men, and for our salvation, [He] came down from heaven, and was
incarnate.... " If Christ is not "Very God of Very God," if He is only a lesser divinity (as
Arius held), then "our salvation" is impossible. Only God can redeem man from His lost
condition of sin and misery.

115 It has become tragically fashionable in some theological circles to view the whole
matter of the Incarnation as a myth. Rudolf Bultmann some years ago wrote, "What a
primitive mythology it is, that a divine Being should become incarnate, and atone for the sins
of men through his own blood!" (Kerygma and Myth, 7). In John Hick, ed., The Myth of
God Incarnate, a number of British theologians, in a little less flagrant manner than
Bultmann's, described the incarnation as "a mythological or poetic way of expressing
[Jesus'] significance for us," but declared that it is not a literal truth. The tragic fact,
however, is that if the Incarnation is a myth, we remain locked in our sinful estate. (For an
excellent reply to The Myth of God Incarnate see Michael Green, ed., The Truth of God
Incarnate. One valuable statement among many is that of Stephen Neill who declares that in
The Myth of God Incarnate "we are being offered a God who loved us a little, but not
enough to wish to become one of us," 68.)

116 Hence the significance of the New Testament references that not only speak of God as
Savior but also declare Christ to be Savior. (For a list of these references, see note 80.) The
two come together in such affirmations as "our great God and Savior Jesus Christ" (Titus
2:13) and "our God and Savior, Jesus Christ" (2 Peter 1:1 NASS).

117 In the language of John 1: I (to reverse the order) He "was God" and was also "with
God."

I 18 "Father" is implied in this statement. This is evident from Paul's opening salutation in
Galatians: "Grace to you and peace from God the Father and our Lord Jesus Christ" (l :3).

1 I 9 See chapter 4, "The Holy Trinity," for a discussion of God's internal properties and
external acts.

12°Calvin held that in the Incarnation the Son of God also remained outside human flesh:
"For although the boundless essence of the Word was united with human nature into one
person, we have no idea of any enclosing. The Son of God descended miraculously from
heaven, yet without abandoning heaven ... to live on the earth, and hang upon the cross,
and yet always filled the world as it the beginning" (Institutes 11.8.4). Calvin's view of Christ
"outside" (later to be called the extra Calvinisticum) hardly seems to do justice to the fact
that the Word wholly became flesh, that the Son was wholly sent by the Father. If He did not
"abandon heaven," the kenosis is no longer a full "self-emptying." Despite the difficulties in
comprehending the inner-Trinitarian realities during the Incarnation, it is a critical error to
fail to recognize a total incarnation of the Son of God.

12 I The KJV. following a weaker manuscript tradition, reads "God." All modem
translations concur with the RSV in reading "He."

I 22There is, to be sure, another chapter in the Gospel of John; however, John 21 is largely
epilogue.
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Because He is the eternal Son, one with
the Father yet also distinct from Him,
the Incarnation can happen and re
demption be brought about.

Let us observe this more closely. We
will consider later the essentiality of
Christ's being a man for salvation to be
accomplished.t n but now we empha
size first that if Christ is not one with
God, man cannot be redeemed. Only
one who is equal to God, indeed identi
cal with God, can enter into the human
plight and bear the the imponderable
weight of all the sins of the world. The
one who saves from sin must be no less
than God Himself. This has been
brought out dramatically in Matthew's
Gospel when the angel said to Joseph
about the child to be born of Mary:
"You shall call his name Jesus, for he
will save his people from their sins"
(1:21). Later Matthew, quoting from
Isaiah, wrote, "His name shall be called
Emmanuel" and added "(which means,
God with us)" (1:23). The Savior will be
"God with us," in the person of Jesus.

Because Jesus is "very God," there can
be salvation.':"

This is basically why the Incarnation
is so important. If the Son of God as
God Himself did not actually come from
heaven and take upon Himself our
flesh,lls then we are still in our sins. No
matter how noble or spiritual or emi
nent He might be as a man, even a man
raised up to divine status, there could
be no accomplishment of salvation.
Only one who is eternally God can
save.t!-

It is also important to affirm that
redemption was possible because
Christ, though God, was also the Son of
the Father.u ' Hence it was not the
Father who was incarnate but the Son.
According to Paul, "when the time had
fully come, God [the Fatherlu- sent
forth his Son" (Gal. 4:4). God the
Father did not Himself become flesh,
for He indeed is the fountainhead and
source of all things both internally (as
begetter of the Son and emanator of the
Holy Spirit) and externally (as creator

and sustainerj.i w In that sense it seems
proper to say that God the Father could
not have become incarnate; hence it
was the Son who was "sent forth" by
the Father. There is without doubt an
unsearchable mystery here because the
Son is also God; yet the mystery be
comes utterly confused if we do not
recognize that the Incarnation was of
the Second Person (not the First) of the
Triune God. Hence, it follows that even
while the Son of God was on earth, the
Father was still in heaven with all things
under His control. Thus the Son of God
could become wholly incarnateuv and
in the person of Jesus be the Savior of
mankind.

Accordingly, it is to be recognized
that because Jesus was the Son of God
and thus distinct from the Father, the
Incarnation could occur and Christ
could become the Redeemer of man
kind. "God sent forth his Son . . . to
redeem" (as Paul continues in Gal. 4:4
5). For it is through the mysterious and
marvelous interrelationship between
Father and Son, in both their heavenly
and earthly activity, that redemption is
accomplished.

To conclude: The fact that the Son of
God is both God and Son and that it is
He, the Son of God, who became flesh
sets the stage for the outworking of
salvation.
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With Paul we can but say, "Great
indeed, we confess, is the mystery of
our religion: He l 2 1 was manifested in
the flesh" (1 Tim. 3:16). There is mys
tery to be sure, but it is the reality
springing forth from the mystery that is
the heart of the Christian faith.

3. By Faith in the Son of God There
Is Salvation

Finally, unless one recognizes that
Jesus is the Son of God and not merely
a human being, there can be no salva
tion for him. This is why the Fourth
Gospel with its opening stress on the
Incarnation- "the Word became
flesh" -climaxes in John 20:31122 with
these words: "These are written that
you may believe that Jesus is the
Christ, the Son of God, and that believ
ing you may have life in his name." By
believing that Christ is the Son of God,
there is entrance into eternal life.

In one sense this is an intellectual
affirmation-that "Jesus is ... the Son
of God." And such is basically impor
tant. For unless there is recognition of
Him as the Son of God and therefore as
God able to save, there can be no
opening up to receive Him as Savior
and Redeemer. This is why there is no
more serious damage to Christian faith
than that of denying that Jesus Christ
came in the flesh; indeed, according to
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123This statement occurs against the background of John's words: "Every spirit which
confesses that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is of God" (l John 4:2). John puts it even
more strongly in 2 John 7 than 1 John 4:3 (above) in speaking of "deceivers, who do not
acknowledge Jesus Christ as coming in the flesh" by adding that "any such person is the
deceiver and the antichrist" (NIV).

124The Greek phrase is ho huios tou anthropou.
125 Sixty-nine times in the Synoptics and thirteen in the Fourth Gospel.
126 Luke 24:7 and John 12:34 are apparent exceptions. However, in both instances, though

Jesus does not himself speak the words, others use them only in reference to Jesus' self
declaration.

I27Recall the previous discussion under "the Son of God" heading.
128However, in the Book of Revelation the phrase is "a son of man" (the definite article is

absent).

I29InMark 3:28 Jesus speaks of "the sons of men" - "all sins will be forgiven the sons of
men"-clearly referring to mankind in general. Cf. Paul's words in Ephesians 3:5 where he
refers to "the sons of men in other generations."

I30Cullmann comments that the phrase huios tou anthropou (Son of man) is the
translation of the Aramaic expression barnasha. Bar = son, e.g., in such names as
Barnabas, Bartholomew, and Barsabbas. Cullman adds, "barnasha refers to one who
belongs to the human classification; that is, it means simply 'man'.... barnasha should be
translated simply as anthropos" (Christology of the New Testament, 138).

13 I Anthropos = man as a human being, not man as a male.
132F. F. Bruce writes, "The phrase 'son of man' is a Hebrew and Aramaic idiom meaning

simply 'a man,' 'a human being.' In Aramaic, the language which Jesus appears normally to
have spoken, 'the Son of man' would have meant 'the Man' " (The Gospel of John, 67).

133It may be observed that Jesus refers to Himself as "a man" (or simply "man") in John
8:40- "You seek to kill me, a man who has told you the truth."
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1 John 4:3- "This is the spirit of anti
christ. "/2 J Hence (to change the word
ing a bit) faith begins with the recogni
tion that we have to deal with God in
the person of Jesus Christ.

But the word "believing" also con
tains the note of commitment and trust:
it is a "believing in." Again to quote
from the Fourth Gospel: "For God so
loved the world that he gave his only
Son, that whoever believes in him
should not perish but have eternal life"
(John 3:16). It is a believing "in" God's
Son, a trusting, that is more than a
matter of intellectual recognition. In
deed, to refer to a still earlier verse in
John's Gospel, it is also a "receiving":
"To all who received him, who believed
in his name, he gave power to become
children of God" (1:12). To believe in
Christ as the Son of God is to receive
Him into one's total life.

To believe is also to confess. Turning
again to 1 John, we find this statement:
"Whoever confesses that Jesus is the
Son of God, God abides in Him, and he
in God" (4:15). Paul puts it a little
differently by saying, "If you confess
with your lips that Jesus is Lord and
believe in your heart that God raised
him from the dead, you will be saved"
(Rom. 10:9). To confess Jesus is to
confess Him as the Son of God, the
Lord, who, because of who He is, is
able to save to the uttermost.

One final word: We began with this
question of Jesus, "Who do you say

that I am?" And the answer of true faith
cannot be put in more compelling words
than those of Simon Peter: "You are
the Christ, the Son of the living God."

By faith in Christ as the Son of God
there is eternal salvation.

II. THE SON OF MAN

Under this heading we now come to a
consideration of the humanity of Jesus
Christ. For it is the assured witness of
the biblical record and of Christian faith
that He who came in the Incarnation
was not only divine but also a human
being. He was "the man Christ Jesus"
(1 Tim. 2:5). Let us first consider the
biblical expression "the Son of man."

A. Jesus' Self-designation

The expression "the Son of man"!>
occurs frequently in the four Gospels as
a reference of Jesus to Himself. Eighty
two times the phrase occursi> and on
more than forty occasions. It is used
invariably as Jesus' own self-designa
tion. No one else ever addresses him by
that title. 126 It is as open a statement
about Jesus' identity as "the Son of
God" was a hidden one made known
supernaturally by revelation.u? Beyond
the four Gospels the expression is found
only three times: Acts 7:56; Revelation
1:13; 14:14.128 It is apparent that "the
Son of man" is largely Jesus' own self
declaration.

So close is this identification of Jesus
with "the Son of man" terminology that

on occasion it simply represents an
other way of saying "I" or "me." For
example, Jesus asks His disciples on
one occasion, "Who do men say that
the Son of man is?" (Matt. 16:13).
Following their reply, He questions,
"But who do you say that I am?"
(16:15). Obviously in this account, "the
Son of man" and "I" are interchange
able. The person of Jesus seems to
merge with the nomenclature of "the
Son of man."

J. The Basic Meaning

The phrase "the Son of man" means
basically "the man" or "man." All men
are "sons of rnen.:">s that is, mankind.
Even so Jesus "the Son of man" is a
man,IJO a human, a member of the
human race.P ' "Son of man" and
"man" basically are equivalent
terms.P?

This equivalence may also be ob
served in several Old Testament pas
sages. Best known perhaps is Psalm
8:4- "What is man that thou art mind
ful of him, and the son of man that thou
dost care for him?" Also we may note
Psalm 80:17-"But let thy hand be
upon the man of thy right hand, the son
of man whom thou hast made strong for
thyself!" Isaiah 51:12 has similar
words: "Who are you that are afraid of
man who dies, of the son of man who is
made like grass?" "Man" and "the son
of man" are obviously Hebrew parallel
isms with identical meaning.
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Also in the Book of Ezekiel God
frequently addresses the prophet as
"son of man." Beginning with Ezekiel
2:1-"Son of man, stand upon your
feet, and I will speak with you"-the
expression is used over ninety times. It
is apparent that the prophet is ad
dressed by God as a man.

Such Old Testament usages of "son
of man" language serve to reinforce the
fact that Jesus used the same expres
sion basically to refer to his own reality
as a human being. He is likewise a
man. I H

2. Mystery

There is also a certain mystery about
the way Jesus used the phrase "the Son
of man." Although He thereby unmis
takably identified Himself with all man
kind, there is often an enigmatic charac
ter in Jesus' use of the expression.

This may be illustrated from the
Fourth Gospel. "The crowd" asked
Jesus, "How can you say that the Son
of man must be lifted up? Who is this
Son of man?" (John 12:34). These ques
tions are raised against the background
of certain statements of Jesus: "The
hour has come for the Son of man to be
glorified" (12:23) and "I, when I am
lifted up from the earth, will draw all
men to myself' (12:32). Although it
seems obvious to us that Jesus was
speaking about Himself, the crowd was
baffled by His words about glorification
and being lifted up. Accordingly, they
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I34As, before noted, in Mark 3:28.
135As we have previously observed.
136See also Matthew 26:63-64 where Jesus answered the accusation that He claimed to

be the Christ, the Son of God, by referring to the Daniel passage (along with Psalm Ito: I).
1J 7Albert Schweitzer, at the end of his book The Quest of the Historical Jesus, writes

movingly: "He comes to us as One unknown, without a name, as of old, by the lake-side, He
came to those men who knew Him not. He speaks to us the same word: 'Follow thou me!'
and sets us to tasks which He has to fulfill for our time. He commands. And to those who
obey Him, whether they be wise or simple, He will reveal Himself in the toils, the conflicts,

the sufferingswhich they shall pass through in His fellowship, and, as an ineffable mystery,
they shall learn in their own experience Who He is" (p. 403).

138 As in the preceding section.
139David F. Wells writes, "As 'Son of Man' he affirmed his essential solidarity with

mankind" (The Person of Christ. 80).
'4°As, for example, Cullmann does: "According to its deepest meaning, which is clear

from the word itself, 'Son of man' represents humanity" (Christology ofthe New Testament,
161).

141 It is noteworthy that in some of the early noncanonical church writings this is
recognized. Ignatius in his letter to the Ephesians speaks of "the one Jesus Christ, who after
the flesh was of David's race, who is Son of Man and Son of God" (J. B. Lightfoot, ed., The
Apostolic Fathers, 68). Similar references may be found, inter alia, in Barnabas, Justin, and
Irenaeus (see Dunn, Christology in the Making, 65, for specific references).

'42Asthe genealogical table in Luke 3:23-38 shows. The climaxis "the son of God," but
this is not without first denoting Jesus as "the son of Adam."
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were not able to relate them to Jesus as
"the Son of man." There is bewilder
ment an around.

Often in the Gospels Jesus' language
about "the Son of man" carries with it
this overtone of mystery. Others may
be called by Him "the sons of men, "134

but He calls none "the Son of man"
except Himself. Hence, although Jesus
identified Himself as a man in His use of
the phrase "the Son of man," there is a
certain aura of mystery, an inexplicable
uniqueness, to which this expression
points.

Here we do well to turn back to the
Book of Daniel and observe another use
of "son of man" terminology. Whereas
"the son of man" expression means
simply "man" elsewhere in the Old
Testament.!» it is clear that in Daniel
there is a heightened picture. Daniel
writes, "I saw in the night visions, and
behold, with the clouds of heaven there
came one like a son of man, and he
came to the Ancient of Days and was
presented before him. And to him was
given dominion and glory and king
dom" (7:13-14). In Daniel's vision the
one "like a SOn of man" is an eschato
logical figure who, after dominion has
been taken away from earthly kingdoms
and powers, is given dominion, indeed
(as the Scripture continues) "an ever
lasting dominion, which shall not pass
away, and his kingdom one that shall
not be destroyed" (7: 14). Doubtless,
this heavenly "son of man" is also
represented in "the Son of man" lan
guage of Jesus, since Jesus speaks of

"the Son of man" (i.e., Himself) as
likewise coming "with the clouds of
heaven." Note, for example, Matthew
24:30- "They will see the Son of man
coming on the clouds of heaven with
power and great glory."136 Jesus, ac
cordingly, is no ordinary human being,
but is the mysterious and unique Son of
man, who will be given an everlasting
kingdom.

Now we may go one step further by
observing that in the Fourth Gospel
Jesus' use of the phrase "the Son of
man" takes on additional significance;
it refers also to Jesus' preexistence.
Two passages stand out: "No one has
ascended into heaven but he who de
scended from heaven" (John 3:13) and
"Then what if you were to see the Son
of man ascending where he was be
fore?" (6:62). In these cases Jesus was
not saying that His human nature exist
ed prior to the Incarnation, for it was
not until Jesus came from heaven that
"the Word became flesh" (John 1:14).
Rather, Jesus was declaring that He,
"the Son of man," existed prior to His
Incarnation.

In spite of all that we may say On this
subject, there remains a certain enig
matic quality about Jesus' many refer
ences to Himself as "the Son of man."
While the phrase is a simple one, and
may (as noted) refer simply to Jesus as
man, there are overtones of mystery in
this expression. He never ceases to be
the Mysterious One in all of His earthly
existence. I37

3. Identification With Others

From the overall consideration of the
biblical texts we may conclude that by
speaking of Himself as "the Son of
man" Jesus identified Himself with all
mankind. Whatever else may and must
be said about Him as "the Son of
God,138 He is verily One who has
voluntarily taken upon Himself human
existence: He is likewise "the Son of
man."

Thereby Jesus expresses His One
ness, indeed His solidarity,139 with all
people. He did not come simply to
minister to mankind, but He came as a
human being giving Himself wholly to
His fellow human beings. "He himself
likewise partook of the same nature"
(Heb. 2: 14), and in so partaking and so
ministering was able to devote Himself
totally to all humanity. With this under
standing, some words of Jesus take on
all the more meaning: "the Son of man
came not to be ministered unto, but to
minister, and to give his life a ransom
for many" (Mark 10:45 KJv). He was the
Man for all men.

We may conclude this section about
Jesus' self-designation by emphasizing
that the phrase "the Son of man"
underscores Jesus' humanity. Indeed,
this could be called its deepest mean
ing.140 Even as the expression "the Son
of God" underscores Jesus' deity, so
the expression "the Son of man"
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underscores His humanity.r-! Hence,
we shall proceed in the following pages
with a fuller discussion of the humanity
of Jesus Christ.

B. The Humanity of Jesus
the Man Christ Jesus

Under this heading I will make a
number of observations toward further
definition and specification of the hu
manity of Jesus Christ. In dealing with
His manhood our Concern will also be
to guard against various misunderstand
ings.

I. Representative Man

We observe, first, that Jesus repre
sents all mankind. In Him as "the Son
of man" all people are represented. He
is not only the son of David, the son of
Abraham, He is also the son of
Adam,142 Indeed, according to Paul,
Jesus was "the last Adam," "the sec
ond man" (1 Cor. 15:45, 47). Hence
even as Adam (= "man") represented
the human race, so does Jesus Christ,
the second man (= "Adam"), repre
sent all humanity. The priority actually
belongs with Christ, since, in Paul's
further words, He 18 "the man of
heaven" (v. 48). Thus does His person
exemplify manhood as God originally
intended it to be. In that sense Jesus,
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143 Cullmann stresses that "the idea of the Son of Man at its ultimate source ... includes
the idea that the figure of the Man represents all men" (Christology of the New Testament,
161).

144See chapter 9, "Man."
145The Greek phrase is idou ho anthropos, The asv and NIV read, "Here is the man!" This

is also a possible translation; however, the NASB (similarly KJV and NEB) seems to capture
John's meaning better. As Leon Morris puts it.r'The expression need mean no more than
'Here is the accused,' but it is likely that John saw more in it than that. Jesus is THE man,
and in this dramatic scene gives expression to this truth' (The Gospel According to John,
NICNT, 793).

'46There is no description of Jesus' appearance in the New Testament. This may seem
strange in light of all that the four Gospels have to say about Him. However, the fact that
such details are not included all the more underscores the point that He is universal man.

147The Greek word for "flesh" is sarx. Sarx has a number of meanings, ranging from mere
"body" (physical nature) to "sin" (sinful nature). However, it may also mean "human
nature" (as in all the Scriptures above quoted). See BAGD, sarx 4: "human and mortal
nature. "

148As was discussed in the previous section.
'49Gnosticism of the first century viewed all matter as evil; therefore, an actual

assumption of flesh by a good and holy God was impossible. God could have no contact with
matter. The earliest Gnostic known by name was Cerinthus, a man vigorously opposed by
the apostle John. John's epithet "such a one is the deceiver and the antichrist" may have
been meant to describe Cerinthus and his followers. Gnosticism flourished for many
centuries in opposition to genuine Christian faith.

15°Docetism, a form of Gnosticism, held that the humanity of Christ was only apparent:
he seemed to be human ("docetism" is from the Greek word dokeo, "to seem"). He had no
real human body. Some later Docetics held Christ's body to be a phantom, a mask of a man
(e.g., Marcionites in the second century), and a celestial or aerial body despite its apparent
earthiness (e.g., Manichaeans in the third century). Docetists had no basic problem with the
divinity of Christ: it was his humanity they could not accept.

151This would be true Docetism! The seemingness is not the flesh, but the sinfulness of
that flesh.
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though relatively late in time, is the true
representative of the human race.r-r

Jesus Christ, accordingly, is arche
typal man. In Him is the pattern or
model of genuine humanity. To be sure,
Jesus is a particular human being
born of Mary, growing up in Nazareth,
ministering in Judea and Galilee. But
also, and of profound importance, He is
the prototype of true manhood. We
may, and do, speak of the first Adam in
Eden's paradise as manhood in its pris
tine reality reflecting God's dominion,
being, and character.r-« But this man
hood is far distant, brief of description,
and quickly distorted by sin. Now that
the "last Adam" has come, He is truly
the first; for in Him God's original
pattern for human existence stands
forth.

Here we call to mind the scene of
Jesus standing before Pontius Pilate.
Jesus had been scourged, a crown of
thorns placed on his head, and then was
brought out to the frenzied crowd.
Pilate then said, "Behold, the Man!"
(John 19:5 NASB).145 Here for all the
world to see stands the Man, showing
forth the majesty of true manhood.
This, of course, is the climax; for
throughout His life and ministry, at
every turn and on every occasion, He
demonstrated what it meant to be a
man. In Him was the confluence of
dignity and humility, of righteousness
and compassion, of forthrightness and
longsuffering: all of this, and more, that

makes up a truly human existence.
"Behold, the Man!" In so beholding,
we see man as given by the hand of
God.

Let us add one further word about
Jesus as representative man. Although
He was a first-century Jew, growing up
in a particular culture, and ministering
in a limited area, it is apparent that
Jesus totally transcended His own time
and age. He seems to belong to all
people, the whole human race, so that
people throughout the ages have again
and again identified Him as one of their
own. Jesus has often been portrayed
with slant eyes by Orientals, with a
black face by Africans, with blond hair
by Caucasians, etc. All such is a re
markable demonstration of the fact that
Jesus belongs to all mankind. In such a
way Jesus is universal man146 with no
limits in His outreach to the whole
human race.

Jesus Christ •'took upon Himself
man's nature": verily He is the man for
all men.

2. Real Man

We next observe that Jesus Christ is
a real man. Although He is the Son of
God, hence divine, he is also truly a
man. One of the most striking New
Testament statements to this effect is
found in the opening words of 1 John:
"What was from the beginning, what
we have heard, what we have seen with
our eyes, what we beheld and our hands

handled, concerning the Word of Life
• 0 • "(vo 1 NASB). This hearing, seeing,
and handling Him- "the Word of
Life" -is a vivid underscoring of
Jesus' truly human nature.

This is another way of saying that
"the Word became flesh" (John 1:14).
Although He was the Word "with God"
and the Word that "was God" (John
1:I), nonetheless that same Word "be
came flesh," that is, a true human
being. Whatever the difficulties in com
prehending such an occurrence, the
biblical witness is clear. Paul spoke of
Jesus as "descended from David ac
cording to the flesh" (Rom. 1:3);
Hebrews refers to "the days of his
flesh" (5:7); and in 1 Timothy is the
statement: "Great indeed, we confess,
is the mystery of our religion: He was
manifested in the flesh" (3:16). In all
these cases "flesh" means human na
turei-" and hence a truly human Incar
nation.

It is important to emphasize this
matter, first, because of the opposition
of many even in New Testament times
to the truth that the Son of God had
actually come in the flesh. John in his
second epistle strongly speaks against
them: "For many deceivers have gone
out into the world, men who will not
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acknowledge the coming of Jesus Christ
in the flesh; such a one is the deceiver
and the antichrist" (v. 7). On the one
hand this is a denial of Jesus Christ's
coming as the Son of God, 148 but it is
also a denial that in coming he took
upon Himself a real human nature.
"Flesh," so it was claimed by these
"deceivers," was like all matter-in
trinsically evil-and so could not have
been assumed in the coming of
ChrisLI49 At most his coming was a
"seeming'v-v Incarnation: the Word of
God could not actually have become
flesh.

What must be emphasized here is the
true corporeality of "the Son of man. "
To be sure, in Paul's language Christ
was "the man from heaven." But this
does not mean that his human nature
was heavenly. Two other Pauline pas
sages must also be properly under
stood: Romans 8:3 and Philippians 2:7
8. In Romans Paul speaks of God
"sending his own Son in the likeness of
sinful flesh," but this does not mean
that He had only a likeness to flesh.
Rather, it was a likeness to sinful flesh,
in that Christ so identified Himself with
all people that His flesh even seemed 15 I

to be sinful. In Philippians Paul speaks
of Christ's "being born in the likeness
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152Literally, "in form as a man," the Greek phrase is schemati ... hos anthropos. The
translation of the NASB and NIV, "in appearance as a man," while possible from the word
schema, may mislead in a Docetic direction. (Cf. 1 Cor. 7:31, the only other use in the New
Testament of schema, where the translation "form" is obviously more accurate than
"appearance" would be.)

15 J Many of the emotions mentioned are, of course, not simply human. For example, God
Himself may rejoice and express anger; however, the sum total of Jesus' emotional
expressions belongs to real human existence.

154Apollinarianism, a heresy of the fourth century A.D., claimed. that whereas Jesus had
the soul and body of a man, His spirit was divine. Apollinaris and his followers held that the
infinite and perfect God could only have existed in.human flesh if someh~w t~e central core
of man's being, his spirit, was occupied by the divine Log.os. Hence C.h~st, m.a s.~nse, .was
viewed as two-thirds man (body and soul) and one-third God (spirit), This modified
Docetism" is contrary to a complete Incarnation, misrepresents Jesus' humanly spi~tual

expressions (as illustrated in the quotations above from Mark 8, John 11 and 13), and falls to
recognize Jesus as totally man.

155 Jesus asked the father of the demon-possessed son, "How long has he had this?" The
question implies that Jesus was asking about something He did not know. (To say th~t Jesus
already knew and was simply carrying on conversation with the father would be a distorted
reading of the text.)

1560n one occasion it is recorded that Jesus' disciples said to Him, "Now we know that
you know all things" (John 16:30). This was said against the background of Jesus' profound
Upper Room discourses (John 13-16) and expressed the dis~i~les' convicti~n of His full
spiritual knowledge. However, it would be a mistake to tum this into a theological statement
of Jesus' omniscience in every matter, a claim Jesus Himself !!ever ~ade..

157Ignorance should by no means be viewed as error. There IS no witness m the New
Testament that Jesus was ever wrong about anything. Limitation in knowledge does not
equal error. For a good discussion of this see Leon Morris, The Lord from Heaven, chapter
3: "Jesus the Man."

I58Cf. also Hebrews 2:18.
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of men, and being found in human
form.... " Whereas "likeness" might
suggest only an apparent Incarnation, it
is clear from the addition of "in human
forrn"!» that His humanity was no
illusion. Indeed, Paul's whole point is
the amazing self-humbling of Christ
whereby (as the verse continues) He
"became obedient unto death, even
death on a cross." If Christ had not
become truly a man, He could not have
known death on the cross.

The true humanity of Jesus Christ
needs continual emphasis. Sometimes
even today, well-intentioned believers
lay such stress on the deity of Christ as
to derogate from His humanity. This
may be due to such devotion to Him as
the Son of God, Savior, and Lord, that
the fact of His humanity is almost
totally ignored. In some instances this
overemphasis is a kind of defensive
reaction against the liberal view of
Christ as only a man: "You say he was
just a human being; we say He is truly
God." Over against such seemingly
pious exaggeration, we much need to
reclaim the biblical and Christian under
standing of the real humanity of Jesus
Christ.

That Christ was and is a real man has
too often been neglected in the history
of the church. Many an artist has de
picted Christ in heavenly terms (halo
and alll), but seldom has there been the
portrayal also of His genuine humanity.
He was no wimp of a man, no pale
Galilean; He did not play second fiddle
to the real men of the world. Far from
it: In Jesus Christ true manhood has
once and for all been realized on earth.

Indeed, measured by His humanity, all
others fall far short. Truly, He is "the
man," namely, "Christ Jesus."

3. Total Man

The last statements above lead next
to the affirmation of the total humanity
of Jesus Christ. He was completely
human, just as much a man as any other
who ever lived. According to Hebrews
2:14, "since therefore the children
share in flesh and blood, he himself
likewise partook of the same nature. " It
was a human "flesh and blood" nature
in its totality.

In every way Jesus lived a fully
human life. He came into the world by a
human birth. As Paul says, He was
"born of a woman" (Gal. 4:4 NASB, NIV).

There was human growth from child
hood to manhood: "Jesus increased in
wisdom and in stature, and in favor
with God and man" (Luke 2:52). There
were human activities: He became hun
gry (Luke 4:2) and ate (Luke 5:30); He
became thirsty (John 19:28) and drank
(John 4:7); He became tired (John 4:6)
and slept (Mark 4:38); He worked first
as a carpenter (Mark 6:3) and then
throughout His ministry (John 9:4); He
paid taxes (Matt. 17:24-25); He prayed
(e.g., Mark 1:35; Luke 3:21); He cared
for His mother (John 19:27). He had
human emotions: He experienced joy
(Luke 10:21), sorrow (Matt. 26:37-38),
anger (Mark 3:5), grief (John 11 :35),
indignation (Mark 10:14), astonishment
(Luke 7:9), great pain and anguish
(Matt. 27:46).153 On one occasion Jesus

groaned deeply in His spirit">' (Mark
8:12); on another, He was deeply
moved (John 11:33); on still another, He
was much troubled (John 13:21).

A word should be added about Jesus'
knowledge. The scriptural record shows
Him growing in wisdom (Luke 2:52) and
inquiring for information (Mark
9:21).155 On one occasion He stated His
ignorance about a matter-His future
return: "But of that day or that hour no
one knows, not even the angels in
heaven, nor the Son, but only the
Father" (Mark 13:32). It is also true
that Jesus is frequently depicted as
knowing the thoughts of people (see,
e.g., Luke 6:8; 9:47), of knowing some
one without introduction (John 1:48),
indeed of knowing what was in every
man: He "knew all men and needed no
one to bear witness of man; for he
himself knew what was in man" (John
2:25). However, it is apparent, as we
have observed, that there were limita
tions to Jesus' knowledge. In His hu
man existence He did not know all
things,'56 and thus He shared fully in
our human and finite existence.i "

One further aspect of Jesus' total
humanity is found in His being subject
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to temptation. As Jesus began His min
istry just following His baptism, He was
led by the Spirit into the wilderness,
and for forty days He was tempted by
Satan (Mark 1:13; cf. Matt 4:1; Luke
4:1-2). His temptations were not lim
ited to those He experienced on that
occasion, for, according to Hebrews,
Jesus was "one who in every respect
has been tempted as we are" (4:15).158
The very fact that Jesus experienced
temptation is a further evidence of his
humanity, for according to James,
"God cannot be tempted with evil"
(James 1:13). Hence if Jesus were only
God or the Son of God, He could not
possibly have known temptation.

It should be emphasized that the
temptations for Jesus were very real.
The fact that He was also the Son of
God does not alter the fact that as the
Son of man He was sorely tempted and
tried. Significantly, Mark 1:13 con
cludes, "And the angels ministered to
him." The ministry of angels implied
that Jesus experienced physical and
emotional wear in the wilderness strug
gle with Satan's temptations. A similar
picture is found later in Luke 22:43,
which, in the midst of Jesus' travail in
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159Jesus had prayed, "Father, if thou art willing, remove this cup from me; nevertheless
not my will, but thine, be done" (Luke 22:42).

16°lnchapter 9, "Man," I wrote, "Man is not truly man unless he is open to both God and
his neighbor in a continuing relationship of receiving and giving, obeying and blessing. As
man rejoices both in God and in the one set besides him, he fulfills his true humanity"
(p, 206).

161 Such pride and haughtiness invariably result in self-destruction and fall. As Proverbs
16:18 puts it: "Pride goes before destruction, and a haughty spirit before a fall."

J62 At the outset of His ministry (as we have noted) He suffered the attac~~ of Sata~ in the
wilderness (Luke 4: 1-13). Shortly after that there was the bitter OPPOSltl!?~ of HIs. own
townspeople who sought to kill Him (Luke 4:16-30). Such attacks and opposition continued
throughout Jesus' ministry. .

16J"A Son" here clearly means God's Son. The background of verses 5-7 makes thiS

apparent. . . "dd' "I b t k164Morris writes about this "staggering assertion of sinlessness, a mg, t e.o ~ns a
clear and serene consciousness. Only one who was in the closest and most intimate
communion with the Father could have spoken such words. It is impossible to envisage any
other figure in history making such a claim [italics mine]" (Gospel according to John, 465).

165Jesus' words in John 14:30 are also noteworthy. There He declared t~at."the ruler of
the world [i.e., Satan] is coming, and he has nothing in Me" (NASB). This IS the second
notable assertion by Jesus of His own sinlessness.
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Gethsernane, declares: "And there ap
peared to him an angel from heaven,
strengthening him." This evidently oc
curred in relation to Satan's last-ditch
effort to turn Jesus from the way of the
cross (the drinking of "the CUp")J59 
the horrible way of bearing in His death
the full weight of sin and punishment
for the whole world. The temptation
must have been vast, beyond all imagi
nation, for the stakes of success or
failure were so incredibly high. Indeed
no other man who ever lived was so
terribly tempted as this one man Christ
Jesus.

In summary: Jesus from birth to
death was total man. He was "made
like His brethren in all things" (Heb.
2:17 NASB). Jesus was man in every
dimension of His human nature: body,
soul, and spirit.

4. Perfect Man

Jesus Christ was also perfect man. In
His human nature He was the perfec
tion of manhood.

If the perfection of humanity may be
described as a person in proper relation
to God and fellow human beings.iw
Jesus demonstrated this to the ultimate
degree. His whole life was that of
unwavering devotion to His Father and
of limitless concern for all persons. On
the one hand Jesus could say, "I always
do the things that are pleasing to Him"
(John 8:29 NASB); on the other, "The
Son of man [came] ... to serve, and to
give His life a ransom for many" (Mark
10:45 NASB). Love of God and love of
neighbor-the two great command
ments for all mankind-were perfectly
fulfilled in Jesus Christ.

A special word should be said about
the humility of Jesus. We call to mind
one of the great prophetic sayings of the
Old Testament: "He has showed you,
o man, what is good; and what does the
LORD require of you but to do justice,
and to love kindness [or "mercy"], and
to walk humbly with your God" (Micah
6:8). Jesus surely embodied justice in
every relationship, showed mercy to all
in need, and walked constantly in hu
mility. This last-walking humbly with
God-lies at the very heart of a truly
human existence; pride is precisely its
opposite and brings destruction. This
was first demonstrated in Eden when
man and woman, rather than walking
humbly with God, pridefully sought to
be "like God" (Gen. 3:5) and in so
doing brought on their own tragic
fall. 16J Jesus, on the contrary, walked a
lowly human road, at no time vaunting
Himself, never seeking the praise of
men, but every giving all glory to His
Father in heaven. Indeed, already in the
original act of Incarnation, Christ had
taken the initial step; in the words of
Paul, "Though he was in the form of
God ... [he] emptied himself, taking
the form of a servant, being born in the
likeness of men." And now in His
actual life on earth, "being found in
human form he humbled himself and
became obedient unto death, even
death on a cross" (Phil. 2:6-8). "He
humbled himself' -self-humbling is
the expression of the profoundest act of
a genuinely human existence. Indeed,
in the very act of His incarnation was
demonstrated the perfection of man
hood.

This leads to the observation that the

perfection of Jesus was not simply a
given fact of His earthly existence, but
it came through suffering. According to
Hebrews, "For it was fitting for Him
[God], for whom are all things, and
through whom are all things, in bringing
many sons to glory, to perfect the
author of their salvation through suffer
ings" (2:10 NASB). Hence the perfection
of Christ was a matter of continuous
development-a perfection-as He
went through many sufferings. This
does not mean that He was at one time
imperfect or sinful and only later came
to perfection through the endurance of
suffering. Quite the opposite, it was
much more a matter of maturation in
perfection that came about as He suf
fered. Moreover, He did not suffer only
during His last days; suffering was a
part of His life and ministry from the
beginning.o- Through Christ's lifelong
process of suffering, God was perfect
ing the Author of our salvation.

Here I should add a word about Jesus
and obedience. A mark of His perfect
manhood was His total obedience to the
will of God. The words "he was obe
dient unto death," imply obedience
throughout His lifetime. However,
there was nothing automatic about His
obedience, as if by virtue of His being
the Son of God it was a simple matter.
No, He had to learn obedience. Ac
cording to Hebrews, "although He was
a Son 163 He learned obedience from
the things which He suffered" (5:8
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NASB). Obedience truly was a costly
matter, often occurring through "loud
crying and tears" (5:7 NASB), but He
remained faithful to the end.

We may now speak of the sinlessness
of the man Jesus Christ. All that has
been said thus far about the perfection
of His love, humility, and obedience
points to a life with no touch of sin on
it. Jesus was without sin. One of the
most extraordinary questions in the
Bible is that of Jesus Himself to His
adversaries: "Which one of you con
victs Me of sin?" (John 8:46 NASB). The
question is extraordinary not only be
cause of its implicit claim to sin
lessness' 64 but also because of its chal
lenge to His opponents to come up with
a valid charge against him. None came;
His claim was basically indisputable.!"

Elsewhere in the New Testament
there is the continuing witness to Jesus'
sinlessness. Paul writes, "God made
him who had no sin to be sin for us" (2
Cor. 5:21 NIV); Peter declares, "He
committed no sin; no guile was found
on his lips" (l Peter 2:22); John tes
tifies, "In him there is no sin" (l John
3:5). All these statements, made so
unambiguously, point up the amazing
fact that in a world of sin and evil Jesus
stands forth in utter purity and right
eousness.

I have previously quoted the state
ment about Jesus that He was "one
who in every respect has been tempted
as we are" (Heb. 4:15). Now we note
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166Th~re is, to be sure, a paradox here. In one sense it is correct to say that Jesus was not

able ~o sm because ~e was God or the S~>n of God; but, to repeat, the biblicalemphasis is on

th~ smlessnes~ of vIctory over temptation rather than divinity essentially untouchable by

evil. The Latin expression non posse peccare, "not able to sin," has sometimes been

understood as applying to Jesus' inability to sin because of His being the Son of God.

J:lowever, non posse peccare may also refer to the inability of One who in His human life

lived .so close to <:Jod .a!1d man that He could not actualIy sin against either. This may be

descnbed as the inability of perfect love to violate either God or man.

167James says that "the anger of man does not work the righteousness of God" (l :20).

Such anger IS not the anger of God.
Ib8The poet Sidney Lanier writes vividly of Jesus the man in "The Crystal"

o man's best Man, 0 love's best love .

o perfect life in perfect labor writ, '
o alI men's Comrade, Servant, King, or Priest
What if or yet, what mole, what flaw, what lapse,
What least defect or shadow of defect
Wh~t rumor, tattled by an enemy, '
Of inference loose, what lack of grace
Even in torture's grasp, or sleep's, or death's
Oh, what amiss may I forgive in Thee,
Jesus, good Paragon, Thou Crystal Christ?

Ib9The word "Christ" derives from the Greek word chrio, "to anoint."

17°In regard to healing Luke 5:17 reads, "The power of the Lord was with him [Jesus] to

heal." This is a further reference to Jesus' anointing by the Spirit.

1710n one occasion, after Jesus had brought deliverance to a demon-possessed man, He

spoke of this as being done by the Holy Spirit: "If it is by the Spirit of God that I cast out

demons ... " (Matt. 12:28).
172LiteralIy, "Jesus the Nazarene" (as in NASB).

17JThe Greek word is dynamesi, "miracles" NASB, NIV, KJV. NEB.

174This is not to deny that there were works of Jesus accomplishedby Him in His divine

nature. A clear instance of this may be seen in His walkingon the water and stilling a storm.

After this "those in the boat worshiped him, saying, 'Truly you are the Son of God' " (Matt.

14:33).
175James D. G. Dunn in his book Jesus and the Spirit writes: "He [Jesus] was charismatic

in the sense that he manifesteda power and authority which was not his own, which he had

neither achieved nor conjured up, but which was given him, his by virtue of the Spirit/power

of God upon him" (p. 87).
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that these words are added: "yet with

out sinning. " Here is another testimony

to the sinlessness of Jesus; however,

the additional point is made that His

sinlessness was no light matter. It is too

simple to say that, of course, Jesus did

not sin because he was the Son of God,

and since the holy God cannot sin,

neither could Jesus. Contrariwise, the

New Testament never depicts Jesus as

sinless because He was God and there

fore could not sin. Rather, His sin

lessness is shown to be a continuing

victory over every kind of temptation.

The fact that Jesus never sinned is not

portrayed as deriving from His divine

naturere« but as a continuing fact of His

human life and action. Sinlessness was
His deed.

But now there may be some remain

ing questions about the facts of Jesus'

life. Even though He attested to His

own sinlessness (as we have observed),

what is to be said, first, about His

baptism by John? Was not John's bap

tism for the forgiveness of sins? Truly it

was, for John the Baptist came

"preaching a baptism of repentance for

the forgiveness of sins" (Mark 1:4).

However, when Jesus came for bap-

tisrn, John tried to prevent him and

consented only when Jesus said, "Let it

be so now; for thus it is fitting for us to

fulfill all righteousness" (Matt. 3:15). In

other words, Jesus was not coming to

be baptized for His own sins, but to

identify Himself with sinful humanity in

its need for repentance and salvation.

Second, it is sometimes alleged that

there are some undeniable evidences of

sin in Jesus' life. For example, at times

Jesus became quite angry (Mark 3:5; cf.

11:15), and yet did He Himself not

speak against anger as an evil worse

than murder (Matt. 5:21-22)? The an

swer to this is simply that the anger of

Jesus was a righteous anger against

sin-an anger that God Himself often

expresses. It was not the anger of sinful

man.rs? an anger that springs out of an

evil heart, but the anger of a righteous

One whose whole being cannot tolerate
evil.

We need not pursue this matter fur

ther. There is simply no way of ascrib

ing sin and evil to Jesus. He shines forth

in His person, speech, and action as the

transparently168 sinless Jesus Christ:

the beauty of true holiness and right
eousness.

Jesus Christ: the perfection of God in

the perfection of manhood.

5. Anointed Man

Finally, Jesus Christ was an anointed

man. Indeed the very word "Christ"

means "the Anointed One." 169
Here we observe that as Jesus began

his ministry in Nazareth, He affirmed

an anointing from God: "The Spirit of

the Lord is upon me, because he has

anointed me to preach good news"

(Luke 4: 18). This anointing had oc

curred earlier just following His bap

tism by John. We read, "Now when all

the people were baptized, and when

Jesus also had been baptized and was

praying, the heaven was opened, and

the Holy Spirit descended upon Him"

(Luke 3:21-22). Thus at the very begin

ning of His ministry Jesus was anointed

by the Spirit of God.
It is important to recognize that this

anointing was basically for power to

minister. Peter, in a sermon many years

later to the Gentiles at Caesarea, de

clares that "God anointed Jesus of

Nazareth with the Holy Spirit and with

power . . . he went about doing good

and healing all that were oppressed by

the devil" (Acts 10:38). These words of

Peter point back to the day when the

anointing of the Spirit came upon Jesus,

so that thereafter He "went about"

ministering in the power of the Spirit.
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Hence the preaching of Jesus, His heal

ings.l?" the various deliverances from

Satan's oppressiont"! -all resulted

from this spiritual anointing.
The anointing described relates spe

cifically to the man Jesus. Peter in his

first sermon at Pentecost had also spo

ken of "Jesus of Nazareth," but then

he further called Him "a man": "Men

of Israel, hear these words: Jesus of

Nazareth.r"? a man attested to you by

God with mighty works!"! and wonders

and signs which God did through him in

your midst" (Acts 2:22). It was Jesus

the man who was anointed with the

Spirit of God, and in the power result

ing from that anointing He wrought

manifold wondrous works of God.

We now emphasize that the ministry

of Jesus, in terms of His preaching the

Good News, healings, deliverances,

and many miraculous deeds, flowed out

of His anointing by the Holy Spirit. It

would be a mistake, therefore, to as

sume that Jesus did such mighty works

because He was the Son of God.. 74

Rather, it was His Spirit-anointed hu

manity and the power resting on that

humanity that lay behind His ministry

in word and deed.
In a real sense Jesus as the Anointed

One may be spoken of as "charis

matic." 17 5 He moved constantly in the

power of the Spirit, and, as noted,

frequently there were spiritual opera-
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. 176Later Paul spok~ of these gifts as "the manifestation of the Spirit" (v. 7) and then
listed a nu.mber of gifts (or manifestations) including healings and miracles (vv. 8-10).

'77The title ~f chapter 12, book 2, of Calvin's Institutes reads: "Christ, to Perform the
Office of Mediator, Behoved to Become Man" (Beveridge tr.).
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178For a discussion of this "ransom" see the next chap~er, ."The At~nement."
1790r "make atonement" (as in NIV). The Greek wor~ IS. hlla~kestha~." .
180The Greek phrase is eis dikaiosin zoes, literally, "to JustificatIOn of life (as 1D NASB

mg.). . " . d"181The Greek word is phroneite; attitu e in NASB. NIV.
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tions such as healings, miracles, deliv
erances. Paul later called such opera
tions "gifts" (charismata) of the Spirit:
"There are varieties of gifts, but the
same Spirit" (I Cor. 12:4).176 Jesus,
accordingly, through the anointing of
the Spirit moved in the gifts of the Holy
Spirit. Because of the fullness of His
anointing and this continuous spiritual
outworking, Jesus could be called "the
charismatic Christ."

The man Jesus truly was the
Anointed One of God.

C. Significance

Now let us reflect on the significance
of Jesus Christ as the Son of man. We
may observe three things.

1. Jesus Reveals the Nature of Man

We have previously noted that Jesus
Christ as the Son of God is the revela
tion of the nature of God. As the Son of
man He is also the revelation of the
nature of man. This may be viewed
from the perspective of man as created
as well as man as sinner.

First, when we speak of man as
created, this means man in his original
God-given nature. This refers, accord
ingly, not only to Adam but also to all
human beings since the beginning. Al
though sin has perverted the human
race, there is still a basic humanity that
is not destroyed by sin (a person is still
a human being even though wholly a
sinner). What that basic nature is, Jesus
Christ fully embodies in Himself. Jesus
Christ is the Man.

Now this means that in Him is the
total definition of manhood. Everyone
has within himself a vague, somewhat
confused notion of what human nature
truly is, but it is only when confronted
by Jesus Christ that this is finally re-

vealed. Here is Man as the "last
Adam" fulfilling man's original na
ture-i.e., our true nature, walking in
holiness and righteousness, love and
mercy, truth and faithfulness. The great
persons of history may manifest many
such traits, but in comparison with
Jesus Christ they are dim lights in the
presence of the noonday sun.

Second-and this follows from the
first-the humanity of Jesus makes us
all the more aware of our sinfulness,
indeed, our inhumanity. When Jesus
stood before Pilate, who said, "Behold,
the Man," it was actually Pilate and the
world in its gross inhumanity-jeal
ousy, bitterness, hardness of heart-on
trial before Jesus. In the presence of the
Man Jesus-a Person of majestic nobil
ity, profound compassion, total self
sacrifice-the horrible darkness of per
verted human nature was forever ex
posed.

In the person of Jesus Christ, Man
has finally arrived on the scene. We
need never ask again what it is like to be
truly human, or to pretend that any man
outside of Christ is fully human: Christ
is the Son of Man-for all mankind.

2. Jesus Prepares the Way
for Salvation

Jesus Christ, in taking on Himself our
human nature, makes salvation a possi
bility. If He is to be truly the Mediator,
He must be human as well as divine.

Here we emphasize His humanity as
Paul does in 1 Timothy 2:5-6: "For
there is one God, and there is one
mediator between God and men, the
man Christ Jesus, who gave himself a
ransom for all." "The man Christ
Jesus": He cannot be a mediator if He
does not become one of us; 177 more-

over, since at the heart of salvation is
the paying of a ransom.l" He will
accomplish this in His own flesh.

The basic point is that only one who
shares in humanity is able to offer a
sufficient sacrifice. In the words of
Hebrews: "He had to be made like his
brethren in every respect, so that he
might become a merciful and faithful
high priest in the service of God, to
make expiation!"? for the sins of the
people" (2:17). Christ could not be a
"high priest" to make atonement if he
were not totally a man, a human being.
Only one who is a man in all respects
can totally identify Himself with our
humanity and offer the appropriate sac
rifice. Nothing less than a man will do,
for as Hebrews further says, "it is
impossible that the blood of bulls and
goats should take away sins" (10:4).

Since the first man fell by His disobe
dience and brought the human race
under condemnation, only another hu
man being living in full obedience could
alter this tragic situation. So Paul
writes, "As one man's trespass led to
condemnation for all men, so one man's
act of righteousness leads to acquittal
and life for all men. For as by one man's
disobedience many were made sinners,
so by one man's obedience many will
be made righteous" (Rom. 5:18-19). It
was the life-long obedience of the man
Jesus even to the final act on the cross
that brought about our "acquittal and
life,"'80 Hence, again it is clear that
only by Jesus being wholly a man could
our salvation be accomplished.

One further word: it was necessary
that Jesus Christ be a man in order to
bear man's punishment and receive the
judgment of God upon Himself. Only
One in human flesh- "in every re-
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spect" a human person-can vicarious
ly represent other men. He could die in
man's place as only a man can do. So
by His coming in human flesh the way is
prepared for the salvation of mankind.

3. Jesus Affords an Example for
Christian Living

Finally, the human life of Jesus is a
continuing example for all believers.
Many times during Jesus' ministry He
said to people, "Follow me." Whereas
this meant a literal following at that
time, it also implies that the true disci
ple is one who ever seeks to follow
Jesus' example.

Doubtless the most memorable por
trayal of Jesus giving His followers an
example is that of the Upper Room
where he washed the feet of His twelve
disciples. At the conclusion Jesus said,
"I have given you an example, that you
also should do as I have done to you"
(John 13:15). In this scene there is a
marvelous demonstration of both hu
mility and love. But Jesus' basic pur
pose was to give such a vivid example
to His disciples that they would feel
compelled to do likewise.

Earlier I commented on the words of
Paul about the self-emptying of Jesus,
how He took the form of a servant and
"being found in human form he hum
bled himself and became obedient unto
death" (Phil. 2:8). What we now note is
that this whole statement is preceded by
the words "Have this mind'<' among
yourselves, which you have in Christ
Jesus" (v. 5). The entire drama of the
Incarnation from heaven to earth even
to the Cross, while it is essentially the
bringing about of man's salvation, is
also (and in this passage primarily) the
example of the way true believers are



182The Christian classic by Charles Sheldon, In His Steps, is based on this principle.
I 83Donald M. Baillie in his book God Was in Christ writes, "The Incarnation presents us

indeed with the supreme paradox" (p. 106).
184The self-emptying of Christ, He "emptied himself' (Phil. 2:7), His kenosis, shouldnot

be understood to mean that Jesus emptied Himselfof His divinity or of such attributes as
omnipotence, omniscience, and omnipresence (see earlier footnote). In regard to these
attributes, it would be better to say that there was a limitation in their use by Christ in His
humanity. Millard J. Erickson calls such "functional limitations" (see Christian Theology,
2:735).

185 Eutychianism, a fifth-century heresy, held to a mingling (confusing, confoundi~g~ of
the two natures of Christ with the result that the human w~s absorbed by the. divine.
Eutyches taught that Christ was of two natures before the union, but after the un~on one
nature. Over against Eutychianismthe Councilof Chalcedon(A.D. 451) declared Chnst to ~e
"perfect in Godhead and perfect in manhood; truly God a~~ t~l~ man ... to e
acknowledged in two natures, inconfusedly, unchangeably. .. (Philip Schaff, ed., The

Creeds of Christendom 2:62). ." h (lik
1860pponents of Chalcedon came to be called "Monophysites. those w 0 I e

Eutyches) affirmed "one nature" (monos, "one," physis, "nature"). Although they gave~p
the Eutychian viewof absorption, the Monophysites held that there was. only one composite
nature of Christ, namely, His divinity. Similar..t0 t~~ M~nophxsl~e~, were the .I~ter
"Monothelites" who held to only one will (monos, one, thelema, will ). MonothehtIsm
was declared heretical by the Third Council of Constantinople (A.D. 681~. (AI~o see t~e
Second Council of Constantinople [A.D. 553] for pri~r ~nathemas agaIn.s~, inter ~lla,
Arianism, Apollinarianism, Nestorianism, and Euty.chl~msm.) Monophysitism survl~es
today among the Syrian Jacobites, the Coptic and Ethiopian churches, and some Armeman

churches. . f E hi
187Nestorianism another fifth-century heresy, was the opposite 0 utyc la~~s~.

Whereas Eutyche~ mingled the two natures, Nestorius divided the .one perso~. . n~t
became in effect a double person. The Council of Chalcedon spoke against Nest~na.msm In
words immediately after "inconfusedly, unchangeably" (in reference to Eutyc.hlamsm) by
adding "indivisibly, inseparably . . . concurring in one P~~son ~nd on,~ ~ubslste~ce~kn~~
arted or divided into two persons. . . . " The wo~d s~b~l,stence In the re

~ypostasis. From that term the expression "hypostatIc umon ha~ often been used to
express a union so intense that the two natures are one hypostasis or person.
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expected to live. Jesus, by humbling
Himself, "in human form," is the ex
ample for all who follow Him.

We may properly close this section
with some words from Peter. Peter,
speaking first about the need of the
believer to endure suffering with pa
tience, adds, "For to this you have
been called, because Christ also suf
fered for you, leaving you an example,
that you should follow in his steps"
(I Peter 2:21). To "follow in his
steps" -whatever the cost-is the
challenge to every disciple of the Mas
ter. 182

III. THE SON OF GOD AND THE
SON OF MAN

We come to the final consideration
that Jesus Christ is both the Son of God
and the Son of man. He is God and man
in the one person of Jesus Christ.

At the outset we should recognize
how the Scriptures maintain this em
phasis. One of the best-known prophe
cies of Isaiah reads, "For unto us a
child is born, unto us a son is given: and
the government shall be upon his
shoulder: and his name shall be called
Wonderful, Counsellor, The mighty
God ... " (9:6 KJV). The Messiah to
come will be from human stock-a
child to be born-and at the same time
Almighty God. The New Testament in
many places stresses the same. Exam
ples include John 1:1, 14-"The Word
was God.... The Word became
flesh"; Romans 1:3-" ... the gospel
concerning his [God's] Son, who was
descended from David according to the
flesh"; Galatians 4:4-"When the time

had fully come, God sent forth his Son,
born of woman"; Philippians 2:6, 8
"though he was in the form of God ...
found in human form"; Hebrews 1:2;
2:14-"in these last days he [God] has
spoken to us by a Son.... Since
therefore the children share in flesh and
blood, he himself likewise partook of
the same nature." In all of these pas
sages there is unmistakable reference to
both the humanity and the deity of
Jesus Christ.

A. The Ultimate Paradox

We may speak of this as the ultimate
paradox.w' It is a paradox in that the
statement declaring both Christ's deity
and His humanity is a seeming contra
diction; it is ultimate in that there can
be no higher paradox than the union of
the infinite God and finite man in one
person.

1. Two lVatures

One side of the paradox is that Jesus
Christ is both God and man, divine and
human. This is to be understood as a
fact of the Incarnation from the begin
ning. "The Word became flesh" does
not mean that the Word ceased to be
the Word and became ftesh.n- Such
would be metamorphosis rather than
incarnation. The Word, the eternal Son,
remains the Son of God. Nor, on the
other hand, did the human Jesus, the
Son of man, at some point become
more than human, that is add to Him
self deity. Such would be divinization
rather than incarnation. Throughout
His whole ministry Jesus remained God
and man.

A striking illustration of Jesus' con
current humanity and divinity may be
found in His own words in John 8. In
the same conversation with certain
Jews, Jesus first spoke of Himself as
both man and God. He said, "You seek
to kill me, a man who has told you the
truth which I heard from God" (v. 40)
and shortly after that He said, "Truly,
truly, I say to you, before Abraham
was, I am" (v. 58). Jesus Christ is at
the same time "a man" and the eternal
"I am."

It is important, therefore, to empha
size that Jesus Christ indeed has two
natures: deity and humanity. There is
no confusing of the two natures nor is
one ever absorbed into the other.!"
The fact that Jesus Christ is one Person
does not mean He has only one na
ture.v- Rather, in the Scriptures the
integrity and separateness of the two
natures is emphasized throughout.
Jesus Christ is both fully God and fully
man.
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2. One Person

The other side of the paradox is that
Jesus Christ is one person. Throughout
His life and ministry it is apparent that
Christ was not two persons. He spoke
always as an "I," not a "we." In
everything He did there was a unity of
will and purpose. There is no biblical
evidence of His being two persons.

Thus, though there were two natures
in Christ, there was only one person.
The two natures did not exist alongside
each other so that Christ was in effect
two persons.P? He did not operate as a
divine Person at one moment and as a
human person at another. Rather, ever
ything flowed out of one personal c~n

ter, expressing itself through the umon
of the two natures. Hence there was
more than a conjunction of the Word,
the eternal Son, with the man Jesus:
they came together in the unity of
personhood. Jesus Christ was not God
and a man-two persons, but the God
man-one person.
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188Peter speaks of our becoming "partakers of the divine nature" (2 Peter 1:4).
189Baillie makes use of this expression and writes that "this paradox in its fragmentary

form in our own Christian lives is a reflection of that perfect union of God and man in the
Incarnation ... and may therefore be our best clue to the understanding of it" (God was in
Christ, 117).

19°It is important neither to confound (confuse, mingle) the natures nor to divide
(separate) the person. Hence, the Chalcedonian "inconfusedly" and "unchangeably"
relatm~ to.the natures, and the '.'indivisibly" and "inseparably" relating to the person must
be mamt~m~d: Ac~ually, one might add, the Chalcedonian formula does not really express
who Chnst ~s ~n HIS nature and person, but what He is not. However, these four negative
words remain Important as protections and guidelinesfor the church through the ages. G. C.
Berkouwer write.s, "The four negatives of Chalcedon are the riches of a believingchurch. Its
pronouncement IS comparable to a double row of light beacons that mark off the navigable
watefl~ between and warn of dangers to the left and to the right" (The Person a/Christ, 85).
Operating within these negatives there is much "navigable water" for the church to reflect
again and again on the reality of Jesus Christ.

19 I We will discuss this later.

192 Literally, "since I know not a man" (as KJv). . .
193J. K. S. Reid writes, "The really improbable thing is not that the Son of God m taking

flesh should be born of a virgin. It is rather that the Son of God should take flesh at all" (A
Theological Word Book of the Bible, article on "Virgin [Birth]"). Reid is not questioning the
reality of either the Incarnation or the Virgin Birth, but is sayin~ that the greater. marvel
("the really improbable thing") is that God would take upon HImself human eXI.stence.

194 Bethrothal at that time constituted a marriage relationship though the sexual umon had
not yet been consummated. Note that Joseph took Mary as his wife (but without sexu~l
relationship prior to Jesus' birth), so that when Jesus was born, Joseph was legally HI~
father. Of course in the eyes of people at large Joseph was both legally and actually Jesus
father. This is doubtless why Luke in his genealogyof Jesus writes of His "being supposedly
the son of Joseph" (Luke 3:23 NASH). Although Jesus was not a physical or natural son of
Joseph, He was a legitimate and legal son. ..

195The Greek word for "overshadow" is episkiazo, The same word IS also used later m
regard to the cloud that "overshadowed" those on the Mount of Transfiguration(Luke 9:34;
see also Matt. 17:5; Mark 9:7).

196This does not mean that the Holy Spirit was the father of Jesus. Jesus had but OI~e
Father in heaven. The Holy Spirit did not impregnate the womb of Mary but by HIS
overshadowing power brought about the miraculous conception. Jesus Christ, therefore,
was conceived, not begotten, by the Holy Spirit.
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Thus do we emphasize the uniperson
ality of Jesus Christ.

3. The Continuing Paradox

No matter how concerted the effort,
there is no way of truly apprehending
the unity of the divine nature and the
human nature in one person. It would
be easier perhaps to view a third reality
as emerging from the Incarnation,
namely, a being who is neither wholly
God nor wholly man but, as a compos
ite of the two, a kind of semidivine,
semihuman entity. However, this
would be no real Incarnation-that is to
say, the eternal Word while remaining
the Word becoming a true human being.

One possible help toward under
standing this paradox is to reflect on the
operation of God's grace in a Chris
tian's life. Paul writes, "I have been
crucified with Christ; it is no longer I
who live, but Christ who lives in me;
and the life I now live in the flesh I live
by faith in the Son of God" (Gal. 2:20).
On the one hand, the believer can say
that he is dead and by grace Christ now
"lives in" him (hence, he partakes of
the divine nature) ,188 but, paradoxi
cally, by grace the believer "in the
flesh" (his human nature) is alive and
lives by faith in Christ. In a sense there
are two natures operating in the be
liever; however, he is only one person.

This "paradox of grace, "189 while only
an analogy, may help us to appreciate
the Incarnation, since at every moment
Jesus as one person functions through
both a divine and a human nature.

The essential matter is to maintain
the full paradox of the Incarnation.
Jesus Christ is truly God and truly man
in one person.w« Any abridgment of
either His divinity or His humanity, or
any dilution of His personhood, only
brings about distortion. The paradox
must be maintained not only for a
proper appreciation of the reality of
Jesus Christ but also for a true under
standing of His work in redemption.m

We should always remember that we
are dealing with a paradox that, no
matter how much it is described, dis
cussed, and analyzed, is ultimately be
yond all human comprehension. For in
the Incarnation a new reality has en
tered the world-the God-man, Jesus
Christ. As human beings this is too high
for us: it is finally a paradox of mystery.

B. The Marvel of the Incarnation

We come now to a consideration of
the biblical witness that the birth of
Jesus Christ came about through His
conception by the Holy Spirit in the
womb of the Virgin Mary. It is to this
marvel that we now turn.

The basic scriptural texts are Mat-

thew I: 18-25 and Luke I :26-35. The
narrative in Matthew reads (in part):
"Now the birth of Jesus Christ took
place in this way. When his mother
Mary had been betrothed to Joseph,
before they came together she was
found to be with child of the Holy Spirit
... behold, an angel of the Lord ap
peared to him [Joseph] in a dream,
saying, 'Joseph, son of David, do not
fear to take Mary your wife, for that
which is conceived in her is of the Holy
Spirit. . . . ' All this took place to fulfil
what the Lord had spoken by the
prophet: 'Behold, a virgin shall con
ceive and bear a son, and his name shall
be called Emmanuel' (which means,
God with us) ... he [Joseph] took his
wife, but knew her not until she had
borne a son." In the Lukan account the
angel Gabriel addresses Mary: "And
behold, you will conceive in your
womb, and bear a son, and you shall
call his name Jesus.... And Mary said
to the angel, 'How can this be, since I
am a virgin?' I 92 And the angel an
swered and said to her, 'The Holy Spirit
will come upon you, and the power of
the Most High will overshadow you;
and for that reason the holy offspring
shall be called the Son of God' " (vv.
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31, 34-35 NASH). In both Matthew and
Luke there is clear testimony that Jesus
Christ was born of the Holy Spirit and
the Virgin Mary.

These accounts are affirmations of
the marvelous way in which the Incar
nation occurred. The primary marvel is
that the Son of God became flesh; now
follows the marvel that it happened by
way of the Holy Spirit and the Virgin
Mary.193

1. Conceived by the Holy Spirit

We begin with the conception by the
Holy Spirit. According to the Scriptures
quoted, Jesus Christ has no human
paternity. Although Joseph was be
trothed'v' (engaged) to Mary, and Mary
was with child, the child conceived in
her womb was not from him but from
the Holy Spirit. It was by the "over
shadowing"!" of the Holy Spirit that
this came about. Hence, it was by the
power of the Holy Spirit that Mary was
enabled to conceive the Son of God. 196

This is the same Holy Spirit who at
the beginning hovered over the waters
(Gen. 1:2 NIV) in the bringing forth of
creation, who now hovered over the
human form, that of Mary, to bring
forth the Son of God. Previously it was
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'97There is no parallel to this in pagan religions. Many are the accounts of conceptions
occurring through gods copulating with women. The offspring are depicted, however as
prodigies, half-gods and half-men. Jesus Christ, contrariwise, is wholly God and wholly
man.

198It would be a mistake to say that Joseph could not be the father of Jesus because sin is
passed down from the father rather than the mother. Calvin puts it well: "We do not hold
Christ to be free from all taint, merely because he was born of a woman unconnected with a
man but because he was sanctified by the Spirit, so that the generation was pure and
spotless, such as it would have been before Adam's fall" (Institutes, 11.13.4, Beveridge
trans.).

'99The Greek word is hes, feminine gender. According to Robert H. Gundry, "The
feminine gender of hes prepares for the virgin birth by shifting attention from Joseph to
Mary" (Matthew: A Commentary on His Literary and Theological Art, 18).

200Recall these words: "He [Joseph] took his wife [or "took her as his wife" NASB], but
knew her not ["kept her as a virgin" NASB] until she had borne a son" (Matt. 1:24-25).

201 Isaiah 7:14 in RSV and NEB reads "young woman" rather than "virgin" but KJV, NASB,

and NIV have "virgin." The Hebrew word 'alma in the Old Testament means "young
woman," but, according to TWOT, "one of whose characteristics is virginity" (see, e.g.,
Gen. 24:43, where'alma, translated "young woman" in RSV and "maiden" in NASB and NIV,
doubtless refers to a young woman who is still a virgin [so KJV translates it]). Incidentally,
the LXX renders 'alma as parthenos in Isaiah 7:14, a Greek word that invariably means
"virgin." This is the same Greek word used in Matthew 1 for "virgin."

202William Lane says that this text is "an important piece of evidence in support of the
historicity of the Virgin Birth" (The Gospel of Mark, NICNT, 203n.).

203Some commentators have seen in Paul's words a reference to the Virgin Birth. The
Greek word translated "born" in reference to Christ is ginomai. Later in Galatians 4:23, 29
where Paul speaks of Hagar's son as "born according to the flesh" the Greek word is
gennao, Paul never says Jesus was generated. (However, gennao is used in Matthew I:20of
Christ.)

204This is the language of Docetism. Docetism held that Jesus was just apparently born;
i.e., He received nothing from His mother, but merely passed through her. Contrariwise,
Jesus was born a genuinely human being of the substance of true humanity.

205For all her extraordinary qualities there is no suggestionof Mary's being sinless. She
spoke of God as her "Savior"; hence she herself needed salvation. The Roman Catholic
dogma of Mary's "Immaculate Conception," stating that Mary herself was conceived
without sin (hence immaculately) and so was sinless when she bore Jesus, has no basis in
Scripture. Incidentally, the Roman Catholic dogma of the "Blessed Assumption of Mary,"
that at death she was assumed body and soul into heavenly glory, flows from the idea of her
sinlessness. These Roman Catholic dogmas do serious disservice to the biblical picture of
Mary. Even more radical terms such as "Mary, Queen of Heaven" and "Mary, Co
Redernptrix" are likewise prevalent. It is obvious that such departures from Scripture also
have a critical negative effect on the place and work of Jesus Christ.

206Adam and Eve had no human parentage; however, neither of them was born.
2071n the ChalcedonianCreed (A.D. 451) the VirginMary is described as Theotokos, "God
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the mighty work of the Holy Spirit in
creation; now in a still more marvelous
way the Holy Spirit is at work in the
Incarnation.

God alone was able to accomplish
this through the Holy Spirit. Man is
obviously not capable of procreating
one who is the Son of God. Even if man
were as sinless as Adam in the begin
ning, this would still by no means be a
possibility. Here, accordingly, in the
Incarnation is a radically new event in
history: the conception by the Holy
Spirit of the Son of God. 197

This means that Jesus Christ is not
the Son of God by adoption or achieve
ment, but by original endowment. He
was from the beginning what in some
sense through Him we may become:
"To all who received him ... he gave
power to become children of God; who
were born, not of blood nor of the will
of the flesh nor of the will of man, but of
God" (John 1:12-13). However, Christ
is the unique Son of God both by virtue
of His eternal being and in the Incarna
tion through His conception by the
Holy Spirit.

Furthermore, since the human race is
sinful, it took the Holy Spirit to bring
forth a holy Child. Man can bring forth
only sinful, rebellious man who needs
salvation. Hence, by the action of the
Holy Spirit not only is the Son of God

conceived but also the human egg of
Mary is sanctified at the moment of
conception. Thus, as the angel said, she
will bring forth a "holy offspring. "198

All of this means that, on the divine
side and in terms of a given holy nature,
Jesus Christ is other than the rest of
mankind. In this sense there is disconti
nuity between Him and all other per
sons. He is the holy Son of God.

2. Born of the Virgin Mary

In the Gospel accounts of Matthew
and Luke there is express testimony to
the Virgin Birth of Jesus. It is sig
nificant also that the genealogy of Jesus
in Matthew (1:1-16) concludes: "And
Jacob begat Joseph the husband of
Mary, of whom'vv was born Jesus, who
is called Christ" (v. 16 KJv). Although
Jesus is in the legal line of Joseph (back
to David and Abraham), Joseph was not
said to have "begotten" Jesus;200
rather, He was born only of Mary.
Hence this is a further affirmation of the
Virgin Birth.

Matthew also (as we have noted) says
that what took place was to fulfill a
prophecy: "Behold a virgin shall con
ceive and bear a son." The reference is
to Isaiah 7:14. Hence, there is also Old
Testament preparation for the Virgin
Birth of Jesus.w' It may be significant

also that in Mark 6:3 Jesus is called
"the carpenter, the son of Mary."
Since there is no reference to Joseph,
this text may imply the Virgin Birth. 202

First, we may reflect upon the fact
that Jesus Christ was born of Mary. As
Paul puts it simply, "born of woman"
(Gal. 4:4).203 This serves to emphasize
that Christ had a true human birth. He
was the Son of man born of the sub
stance of humanity. He did not come
into the world as an aerial man or
simply pass through Mary "as water
through an aqueduct. "204 He was the
real son of a real mother.

Mary is shown on the occasion of the
Annunciation to be a person of humble
and receptive faith. At the conclusion of
the angel's message to Mary, she re
plied: "Behold, I am the handmaid of
the Lord; let it be to me according to
your word" (Luke 1:38). Elizabeth,
mother-to-be of John the Baptist, later
addressed Mary: "Blessed is she who
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believed that there would be a fulfilment
of what was spoken to her from the
Lord" (Luke 1:45). Mary thereupon
replied: "My soul magnifies the Lord,
and my spirit rejoices in God my Sav
ior, for he has regarded the low estate
of his handmaiden" (vv. 46-48). It is
such a humble, receptive, joyful, and
believing person that becomes the hu
man vessel for the marvel of the Incar
nation.205

Second, let us consider the fact that
Jesus Christ was born of the Virgin
Mary. This means, for one thing, that
Christ was uniquely born. For although
He had a truly human birth (sharing
such with all mankind), His birth was
unique. No other person has ever been
born without parentage by both male
and female.206 Hence whereas Jesus
was totally human, He was also
uniquely human: He alone was born of
a virgin.w"
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bearer" or, as often translated, "Mother of God": "born of the Virgin Mary, the Mother of
God, according to the Manhood" (Creeds of Christendom, 62). The intention of the
Theotokos terminology was both to emphasize the deity of Christ (that Christ was God from
the moment of His conception, hence Mary "the Mother of God") and the fact that it was
not the eternal God whom the Virgin mothered but God incarnate in human flesh, hence,
"according to the Manhood." This statement about Mary, not originally intending to exalt
her, has unfortunately led to increased veneration and exaltation (see n. 210). It is far better
and less misleading, I might add, to speak of Mary as mother of "the Son of God" (Luke
I:35), "mother of the Lord" (see Luke 1:43), or simply "the mother of Jesus" (John 2:1, 3;
Acts 1:14).

208To be sure, according to Scripture, a person may choose to remain a virgin; indeed
celibacy may be God's calling for someone (see Matt. 19:12; 1 Cor. 7:7). But such a status is
not more religious, holy, or honorable than marriage. In the words of Hebrews, "Marriage is
honourable in all, and the bed undefiled" (13:4 KJv).

209These words are used as a basis for Roman Catholicism's "Hail, Mary, full of grace."
The critical Greek word, however, is charitoo, meaning "bestow favor upon, favor highly,
bless" (BAGD). Mary therefore is a recipient of grace, not one who is herself "full of
grace." "Full of grace" leads to the misconception that Mary is a bestower of grace and
therefore occupies a place between God and man to bestow blessings. Mary undoubtedly
was highly favored by God to become the mother of Jesus Christ, but she was not thereby
"full of grace."

210Here a word may be added about Mary as "ever-virgin." In the Creed of the Second
Council of Constantinople (A.D. 553) Mary is described as "the holy, glorious, Theotokos,
ever-virgin Mary." Thus within approximately a century (from Chalcedon, A.D. 451), there
is creedal development from Theotokos "Mother of God" to "ever-virgin" (aeiparthenos).
Here a rapid growth in Mariology is already evident. Mary as "Mother of God" is now seen
as too "holy" and "glorious" to have other children, indeed, even to enter into a sexual
relationship; hence she is "ever-virgin." That Mary was "ever-virgin" is flatly contradicted
by Scripture. As was earlier quoted, Joseph "knew her not [that is, had no sexual relations
with her) until she had borne a son" (Matt. 1:25). Further, there are a number of New
Testament references to Jesus' brothers and sisters (Matt. 12:46; 13:55-56; Mark 3:31; 6:3;
Luke 8:19-20; John 2:12; 7:3-5,10; Acts 1:14; Gal 1:19). Roman Catholics teach with no
real biblical justification that these were cousins of Jesus (e.g., see JB footnotes on Matt.

12:46 and Acts I: 14). Such misinterpretation (obviously to shore up Mary's supposed
perpetual virginity) is unconscionable.

21 I There are those who claim that the biblical evidence is largely, if not wholly, drawn
from portions of Scripture that are poetic, even legendary, hence should not be understood
literally. Bultmann, e.g., speaks of "the legend of the Virgin birth" (Kerygma and Myth,
35), claiming that the Gospel accounts of such a birth are wholly mythological. These are
nonhistorical stories that cry out for "demythologizing" in our scientific time. Contra
Bultmann (and other similar writers), there is no suggestion in the Gospels that such
accounts were written as legend or myth (Luke specifically claims his Gospel was based
throughout on eyewitness accounts and careful investigation [1:1-4)). To be sure, there is
mystery in these accounts, but mystery is by no means legend.

212 "So-called" because it was not written by the apostles. It probably dates to the sixth or
seventh century in its final formulation.

21JThe Fourth Gospel lays total emphasis on the eternal Word (John 1:1) becoming flesh
(John 1:14). There is nothing said about the role of the Holy Spirit and Mary. Incidentally,
this does not mean that John gives another way of viewing the Incarnation (as some have
thought) but it emphasizes the eternal background and the historical fact of its occurrence.

214 Barth puts it thus: "The man Jesus is not the true Son of God because He was
conceived by the Holy Spirit and born of the Virgin Mary. On the contrary, because He is
the true Son of God ... He is conceived by the Holy Spirit and born of the Virgin Mary"
(Church Dogmatics 1.2.202).

21l For faith and salvation what basically counts is belief that God sent His Son (John
3:16), that God has come in the flesh (I John 4:2-"every spirit which confesses that Jesus
Christ has come in the flesh is of God"). In New Testament preaching (the kerygma) there is
no statement that belief in the miraculous birth is essential to salvation; indeed it is not
mentioned at alI. This is not to deny the importance of the doctrine, for it is surely biblical
and important (as the next paragraph in the text above will stress), but it is not essential to
the proclamation of the gospel.
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Thus we are again in the realm of
marvel. Prior to the birth of Jesus, the
Scripture records the miraculous birth
of John the Baptist from the barren and
aged womb of Elizabeth. But Jesus'
birth is of a still higher order: it is not
birth of a barren womb but of a virgin
womb! Hence this is the climactic
marvel in human birth. This does not
make Jesus other than human (for He is
fully that), but because of the virgin
birth, it does emphasize His extraordi
nary position within all humanity. He is
"the Son of man" in a unique manner
for the sake of all mankind.

It is important to add that Christ's
having been born of the Virgin Mary
does not bestow some special blessing
on virginity, as if, so to speak, it were a
higher spiritual level appropriate for the

bearing of the Son of God. Such a
misunderstanding may be the result of
the idea that the sexual relationship is in
itself either sinful or somehow less than
proper and therefore necessitated
Christ's birth of a virgin. We need to
emphasize that there is no suggestion in
the Scriptures that virginity is a holier
or higher status than marriage.oe or
that virginity is a special status for the
operation of divine grace. It was not
Mary's virginity as such, but God's own
gracious decision-shown by the an
gel's greeting to her, "Hail, 0 favored
one,209 the Lord is with you!" (Luke
1:28), and her subsequent reception of
God's word in faith that prepared the
way for her conception of Christ.nv

Perhaps the most important thing to
say about Christ's being born of the
Virgin Mary is that it points to the
mystery of the Incarnation. It is a sign
of God's having done something radi
cally new in the history of the world.
The Virgin Birth is the affirmation of
miracle and wonder but, most of all, of
the mystery of God's coming in human
flesh. "A virgin shall conceive . . . "!
Such is the grand affirmation on the
human level of God's mysterious and
wondrous deed.

3. Conclusion

I conclude by emphasizing that the
conception of Jesus Christ by the Holy
Spirit and His birth of the Virgin Mary
are important facts of Christian faith.
The biblical evidence is unmistak
able ,2 I I and the church universal in her
creeds and confessions has continued to
affirm these truths. The best-known
declaration, the so-called Apostles'
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Creed.o ' contains this simple state
ment about Jesus: He was "conceived
by the Holy Ghost, born of the Virgin
Mary." This creed-regularly repeated
in countless churches, especially
throughout Western Christendom-is
continuing evidence of the importance
of this truth of faith.

The Incarnation, however, it should
be added, does not depend on the
Spirit's conception and the Virgin
Birth. The Word becoming flesh is the
primary reality.n» whereas the means
whereby this is accomplished is the
supernatural conception and birth.
Christ did not become the Son of God
through a marvelous birth but already
as the Son of God He was conceived by
the Holy Spirit in the womb of the
Virgin Mary.214 Thus the mystery of the
Incarnation does not rest on the marvel
of the birth but the marvel on the
mystery. The Incarnation itself is the
primary mystery: it is fundamental to
Christian faith. 215

348 349



216Contrariwise, to deny the miraculous conc~pt!on accou~ts (now that they are .declar7d
in the biblical record) is not only to deny clear biblical teachmg but also to jeopardize ~ehef

in the Incarnation. One who claims that the miraculous birth accounts are legend IS not hkely
to believe in the Incarnation (e.g., Bultmann again: "What a primitive mythology it is, that a
divine being should become incarnate" [Kery~ma and M.yth, 7]).. .

217 In what follows I am not saying that there IS only a unity of relatlOnsh~pth~t ml;lkes up
the person of Christ. He is not merely a man perfectly related to God; .He IS pnmanly God
and man, one person. However, Christ also as the Son of God discloses the perfect
relationship with God the Father and as the Son of man with all men.

218Jesus on one occasion declared: "My food ["meat" KJv] is to do the will of him who
sent me" (John 4:34).

219 See the next chapter, "Atonement," for a more detailed study.
220 As discussed in prior pages.
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The importance of the affirmation
about Christ's conception by the Spirit
and birth of the Virgin Mary is that of
underscoring the reality of the Incarna
tion. On the one hand, the deity of
Christ is attested by the Holy Spirit's
activity; on the other, His humanity is
asserted through the role filled by Mary.
It is through the marvel of this twofold
operation that the one person of Jesus
Christ, the Son of God and the Son of
man, appears on the earthly scene. For
those who truly believe that Jesus
Christ has come in the flesh, the biblical
testimony of the marvelous birth is a
further confirmation.u-

Jesus Christ "conceived by the Holy
Ghost, born of the Virgin Mary": this
we gladly and joyously affirm-and
give God the glory!

C. Significance

Finally, let us consider the sig
nificance of Jesus Christ being both the
Son of God and the Son of man.

1. The Revelation of the Nature of
the Relationship Between

God and Man

We have previously observed how
Christ as the Son of God reveals the
nature of God and, as the Son of man,
the nature of man. Now we are ready to
observe that through the unity of the
two natures in one person there is the
ultimate disclosure of the God-man re
lationship.t!?

Jesus Christ in his total existence as
Son of Go!! and Son of man, first of all,

reveals the beauty of a life totally
committed to the will of God. He could
say (and demonstrate His statement),
"I seek not my own will but the will of
him who sent me" (John 5:30). Thus
His relationship to the Father was that
of constantly doing His will: "I always
do what is pleasing to him" (John 8:29).
Even in the anguish of Gethsemane He
did not falter but cried forth, "Not my
will, but thine, be done" (Luke 22:42).
Such devotion to the will of God the
Father was also declared by Christ to
be the goal of those who follow Him.
He spoke of His own spiritual family
thus: "Whoever does the will of God is
my brother, and sister, and mother"
(Mark 3:35). Furthermore, He taught
His disciples to pray, "Thy kingdom
come. Thy will be done" (Matt. 6:10).
So Jesus demonstrated in His own life
and ministry the perfect relationship
between God and man. His constant
fulfillment of God's will is the model for
every divine-human relationship.

We may put it thus: God directs, and
man freely responds, God guides, and
man gladly follows; Jesus shows this to
be the true way of living. Paul states it
variously: "doing the will of God from
the heart" (Eph. 6:6) and being "ma
ture and fully assured in all the will of
God" (Col. 4:12). John declares that
"he who does the will of God abides for
ever" (l John 2:17). With Jesus as the
exemplar of all this, it is clear that we
find our highest fulfillment in making
the staple-u of our life doing the will of
God.

Second, Christ in His total existence
as Son of God and Son of man reveals a
life wholly devoted to the service of
others. He declared about himself, "the
Son of man came not to be served but to
serve" (Matt. 20:28) and "I am among
you as one who serves" (Luke 22:27).
Christ's entire life was that of ministry,
of service-so much so that Paul writes
about His' 'taking the form of a servant,
being born in the likeness of men"
(Phil. 2:7). Christ's servant form was so
basic that Paul lists it even prior to
listing His human existence!

Corresponding to this, Jesus sum
moned His disciples to a life of servant
hood. This was dramatized particularly
in the incident where, after assuming
the low and menial place of washing His
disciples' feet, He said: "I have given
you an example, that you also should
do as I have done to you" (John 13:15).
Hence, to be a servant is our highest
calling in relation to people around us.
In the words of the apostle Paul:
"Through love be servants of one an
other" (Gal. 5: 13).

Thus, in summary, the ultimate rela
tionship between God and man dis
played by Christ is that of unlimited
devotion to the will of God and to the
service of other people. As the Son of
God and the Son of man He was the
perfect example of both. It was the life
of God in the life of man-the fullness
of life; and for all who walk that way it
is, indeed, life abundant.

2. The Accomplishing of
Reconciliation Between

God and Man

We have previously discussed how
Christ's being the Son of God makes
redemption a possibility and His being
the Son of man prepares the way for
salvation. Now we may view these two
together and recognize that through the
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operation of the two natures in the one
person reconciliation between God and
man is accomplished.o ?

The Incarnation was basically for
only one purpose, namely, to effect
reconciliation. Revelation of the nature
of God, of the true nature of man, or the
dynamic relationship between God and
man22 0 is undoubtedly important, but
Christ came for the central purpose of
reuniting God and man. The wonder is
that He came as God and man in one
person, and in that one person He
restores the harmony of a broken and
divided creation.

In the words of Paul, "God '"
through Christ reconciled us to himself
and gave us the ministry of reconcilia
tion" (2 Cor. 5:18). This reconciliation
and this ministry are the gracious and
glorious goal of the Incarnation!

3. The Establishment of
God's Kingdom

Finally, Jesus Christ as both God and
man thereby is able to bring in God's
kingdom. It was the Incarnate Christ
both Son of God and Son of man-who
declared at the beginning of His minis
try: "The kingdom of God is at hand"
(Matt. 4:17; Mark 1:15). The kingdom
of God was a constantly recurring
theme even to the last days with His
disciples (see Acts 1:3).

It is important to realize that the
kingdom of God, which means primar
ily God's rule in the hearts and affairs of
men, could be established only through
One who was both God and man. On
the one hand, God who rules over all
things through His eternal Son is capa
ble of subjecting men and nations to
Himself. On the other, it could be done
only by His Son's entrance on the
human scene, taking upon Himself flesh
(as the Son of man), winning the battle
against Satan, and rising triumphant
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from the grave. Now exalted at the right
hand of the Father, as Son of God and
Son of man, He exercises kingdom rule
until all His enemies are subdued and
God's reign is forever established.

There can surely be no better way to
close this chapter on the Incarnation

than to hear the triumphant words of
Revelation 11:15:

"The kingdom of the world has become
the kingdom of our Lord and of his
Christ, and he shall reign for ever and
ever"!

14

The Atonement

At the heart of the Christian faith is
the doctrine of the Atonement. All that
has been said about the Incarnation
now points in the direction of the
Atonement, for "Christ Jesus came into
the world to save sinners" (l Tim.
1:15)-and the way by which that sal
vation became possible was through
atonement.

I. MEANING

Quite literally and truly, the word
atonement is "at-one-ment.": It means
to be, or cause to be, at one. It may
refer to the end realized, an accom
plished oneness, or the process
whereby oneness is achieved. It is the
latter which is more clearly the focus of
the doctrine, namely, how the oneness
is brought about. Certain obstacles
stand in the way: it is only by their
removal through some "at-one-ing" ac
tion that oneness can again be a reality.

To look a bit further: atonement is
related particularly to overcoming a

serious breach between two parties. It
signifies taking some action that can
make satisfactory reparation for an of
fense or injury and to cancel out the evil
effects so that the two parties can be
together again.

Atonement thus means "reconcilia
tion." For to reconcile is to restore to
harmony; it is to bring together those
who are estranged from each other.

The word "atonement" takes on its
profoundest meaning only when it re
fers to the relationship between God
and man. There is a wide and deep
separation, brought about by man's sin,
that man cannot overcome. God Him
self at fearful cost stepped into the
situation and through His Son Jesus
Christ provides the way to restoration
of unity. In this way He brings about
atonement or reconciliation.

Thus the apostle Paul writes, "God
was in Christ reconciling the world to
himself' (2 Cor. 5:19). Again, "when
we were enemies, we were reconciled
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"The word "atonement" is an Anglo-Saxon term deriving from the sixteenth century.
According to the New Oxford Dictionary it first appeared as two separate words, "at
onernent," and referred only to harmonious personal relationships. By the seventeenth
century the one word "atonement" had come increasingly to be used as a quasi-theological
term (e.g., as frequently in the KJV of the Bible [1611]).
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2Modem translations generally have "reconciliation" rather than "atonement." This
would seem proper in light of the fact that the Greek word is katallage which, in verbal form,
is translated "reconciled" in the prior verse above and elsewhere in the New Testament. I
have retained the KJV translation to show how interchangeable the two terms are.

3 In what follows, the sequence of God as love and mercy, holiness and righteousness,
truth and faithfulness is different from what I wrote in chapter 3, "God," in that I dealt with
God's holiness before God's love. The shift in my present chapter does not mean less
emphasis on holiness (this will be apparent from what follows); rather it highlights love as
the central thrust of the Atonement. As was said in the former chapter, "God is centrally the
God of love," p. 63.

4The Greek words orge and thymos, translated as "wrath" ("the wrath of God," "the
wrath of the Lamb," etc.), occur sixteen times in Revelation.

SFor a much fuller elaboration of this section see chapter II, "The Effects of Sin,"
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to God by the death of his Son . . . not
only so, but we also joy in God through
our Lord Jesus Christ, by whom we
have now received the atonement"?
(Rom. 5:10-11 KJV). Atonement, recon
ciliation through Jesus Christ, is indeed
reason for great rejoicing!

II. PROBLEM

The basic problem to which atone
ment is related is twofold: who God is
and what man has become. A careful
consideration of each aspect is essential
in viewing the wonder of the Atone
ment.

A. Who God Is3

God is a God of love and mercy in
Himself and in all His ways. Hence, He
looks with great compassion on His
sinful creatures, feels all their weak
nesses and infirmities, and takes no
delight in their punishment. This divine
love and mercy has been evidenced
from the beginning when, after the first
sin and fall, God Himself clothed the
man and the woman with "garments of
skins" (Gen. 3:21); this was a token of
His tender love and care. In relation to
Israel God declared Himself through
Moses: "The LORD, the LORD, a God
merciful and gracious, slow to anger,
and abounding in steadfast love and
faithfulness" (Exod. 34:6). Later, de
spite His punishment of Israel even to
their foreign captivity, God cried out
through the prophet Hosea: "How can I
give you up, a Ephraim! How can I
hand you over, a Israel! ... My heart
recoils within me, my compassion

grows warm and tender.... I will not
again destroy Ephraim" (Hosea 11:8
9). God is ever loving and merciful
toward His sinful and disobedient peo
ple.

In the New Testament God's love is
further emphasized in that it relates to
all mankind. The climactic statement of
this undoubtedly is John 3:16-"For
God so loved the world that he gave his
only Son, that whoever believes in him
should not perish but have eternal life. "
This love is all the more shown in that
the world God loved is sinful and evil.
In the words of Paul: "God demon
strates his own love for us in this: While
we were still sinners, Christ died for
us" (Rom. 5:8 NIV). God's love is
beyond all comprehension.

The love of God in relation to sinful
man reaches out across the chasm to
embrace all people. Yet how is that
possible, since God is also holy and
righteous? Let us tum to this next.

God is a God of holiness and right
eousness in Himself and in all His
ways. He finds sin and evil intolerable.
He is "of purer eyes than to behold
evil" (Hab. 1:13); hence He cannot
overlook sin. When man and woman
originally sinned, though they were
clothed by Him after their fall, they
were severely punished and removed
from His presence: God "drove out the
man [= man and woman]" (Gen. 3:24).
As the Old Testament unfolds, God is
shown to act in vengeance against a
world filled with violence by sending a
flood; in relation to Israel He at times
was angered to the point of nearly

destroying them. Also there is frequent
reference in both the Old and New
Testaments to God's fierce judgments
coming on sinful nations and peoples.

In this sense God is a God of wrath.
Paul writes in Romans: "The wrath of
God is revealed from heaven against all
ungodliness and wickedness of men"
(1:18). So it is that all mankind stands
under God's wrath, for as Paul later
declares: "None is righteous, no, not
one" (3:10). Indeed, as Paul says in
Ephesians, "We were by nature chil
dren of wrath" (2:3), and "The wrath of
God comes upon the sons of disobedi
ence" (5:6). The Book of Revelation
again and again depicts the wrath of
God being poured out upon an evil and
unrepentant race.s The wrath of God is
the continuing expression of God's holi
ness and righteousness against sin and
evil.

The holiness of God over against the
sinfulness of man has created a vast
breach. Hence, despite God's love and
mercy, reconciliation would seem all
the more impossible.

God is a God of truth andfaithfulness
in Himself and in all His ways. Accord
ingly, He does nothing in relation to
man that is out of conformity with His
own character and the sinful condition
of man. As the God of truth He cannot
minimize either love or holiness. He
acts in total integrity and is faithful to
maintain every promise.

Therefore, when God provides an
atonement for the human race, there is
no compromise. He does not hold back
His love because of His own purity and
righteousness, nor does He slight His
holiness (for example, by winking at
sin) in order to embrace His sinful
creatures. Rather, God acts true to
Himself in total love and holiness.
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How God does this is the wonder of
the Atonement.

B. What Man Has Becomes

Man is a sinner before God. In rela
tion to God, man's thoughts and actions
are futile, his heart is insensitive, and
he walks in disobedience. He is prey to
innumerable sicknesses and infirmities,
to many worldly harassments, and there
hangs over him the ever-present threat
of death. Hence, despite the many
positive things in life, there is a deep
undercurrent of anxiety and fear, root
ed in man's sinful situation.

Man has become an idolater-one
who, whatever the lip service to God, is
deeply committed to the things of this
world. Likewise, there is an ingrained
self-centeredness that, whatever the
show of concern for others, pervades
his every action. Man neither truly
loves God nor his neighbor, and so
again and again breaks the command
ments in relation to both. Dishonoring
God-having other gods before him
and making use of other people: such is
mankind's continuing situation. Out of
this prevailing condition flows every
manner of evil: from hostility toward
God to violence against humanity.

Man is a guilty sinner meriting pun
ishment. As soon as the first man and
woman had sinned against God, they
felt shame and guilt, seeking to cover
their nakedness (Gen. 3:7) and hiding
themselves from God (v. 8). Immedi
ately after the Fall they were punished:
the woman was subjected to pain in
childbearing and the man to toil on
cursed ground (Gen. 3:16-19). Later
God declared about Himself: "He will
by no means leave the guilty unpun
ished" (Exod. 34:7 NASB). Guilt and
punishment go together.

Deep within the human race is a
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sense of guilt and condemnation that is
ineradicable. Man knows, however
much he may try to cover it up, that he
is deeply in the wrong before God and
stands under God's fierce judgment.

Physical death is in itself an aspect of
God's punishment. God's words to man
after the first sin also include the decla
ration "You are dust, and to dust you
shall return" (Gen. 3:19). Beyond phys
ical death is the far worse punishment
of spiritual death, which results in eter
nal punishment. 6 Death, physical and
spiritual, grips all mankind.

Man is a sinner in bondage. He is
actually a slave of sin, subject to its
dictates and unable to be freed from its
domination. The exile of the first man
and woman from Eden with the "flam
ing sword" (Gen. 3:24) barring reen
trance points up their estrangement
from God and the impossibility of re
turn. The Old Testament is the continu
ing record of a human race that is
totally corrupt (Gen. 6-at the time of
the Flood) and vain (Gen. ll-the
tower of Babel), and of a people (Israel)
who, despite deliverance from earthly
bondage in Egypt, constantly turned
from God and His commandments.
Thus are they in spiritual bondage.
Accordingly, even the law that God
gave them was, because of their bond
age to sin, not a way of life but of death.

It is increasingly apparent that the
root of bondage is the evil power,
Satan, that first tempted the man and
the woman. By succumbing to tempta
tion then and thereafter, the human race
lives under his dominion. In the New
Testament Jesus calls Satan "the ruler
of this world" (John 12:31), signifying
that humanity was under Satan's au
thority.

Man as sinful and fallen is man
helplessly in bondage.

The problem that emerges from who
God is and what man has become is

great indeed. First, God, who is loving
and gracious, does not desire the pun
ishment and death of any of His crea
tures. Yet in His holiness and righteous
ness He cannot tolerate their sin and
evil. This does not mean a tension
within God, as if there was a conflict
between love and holiness, for God is
wholly love and wholly righteousness.
Hence when He acts, He does so
without conflict or compromise. So is
He also wholly true in His every action
toward sinful man. Second, man cannot
change his sinful condition, cleanse his
guilt, or overcome his bondage. He
cannot truly keep God's command
ments-or return to His presence.
Death, both temporal and eternal, is his
tragic destiny. The human situation is
utterly hopeless unless God provides a
way out.

Thus the way that God does act to
bring about at-one-ment-the reconcili
ation of the world-is beyond all hu
man devising. For in it is displayed the
infinite wisdom of God, in which mercy
and righteousness and truth are con
joined; the eternal power of God, by
which the act of atonement is put into
operation; and the unaltering presence
of God that carries His plan through to
ultimate fulfillment.

III. METHOD

The way God worked out the recon
ciliation of the world was through the
death ofJesus Christ. I repeat again the
words of Paul: "We were reconciled by
the death of his Son." In this simple
statement is found the amazing, human
ly inconceivable way that God has
taken to bring about atonement. In the
death of Christ is our at-one-ment with
God.

The death of Christ is the primary
focus of the gospel, the good news of
salvation. "For I delivered to you as of
first importance what I also received,"

says Paul, "that Christ died for our sins
in accordance with the scriptures"
(I Cor. 15:3). For it is in Christ's death
for our sins that God brought about our
reconciliation to Himself.

Let us recall for a moment who it was
who died. On the one hand it was the
eternal Son of God, who had become
flesh; on the other hand, it was the Son
of man totally identical with all mankind
except for sin. As the one person, Jesus
Christ, He lived a life of complete
obedience to the Father's will so that
His death was that of One who is holy
and righteous. Hence, His death was
not the result of His sin, as with all
others of mankind; it was, as Paul says,
"for our sins."

Thus we come to the critical center of
the death of Christ. Since it was for our
sins, His death was a sacrifice. It could
not be for His sins, for He had none,
but for ours; thus it was a sacrificial
death. The New Testament rings with
the note of this sacrifice. John the
Baptist, at the beginning of Jesus' min
istry, cried: "Behold, the Lamb of God,
who takes away the sin of the world!"
(John 1:29). In the Book of Revelation
myriad voices in heaven acclaim,
"Worthy is the Lamb who was slain"
(5:12). Paul speaks of Christ as "our
Passover Lamb [who] has been sac
rificed" (l Cor. 5:7 NIV). Hebrews iden
tifies Christ as our great High Priest
who "has appeared once for all at the
end of the age to put away sin by the
sacrifice of himself" (9:26). Christ as
the Lamb who was slain and Christ as
the High Priest who offered Himself:
such representations are images of sac
rifice.

Let us look more closely at several
aspects of Christ's sacrifice. It was once
for all. In the figure of the great High
Priest, "he entered once for all into the
Holy Place" (Heb. 9:12); He "appeared
once for all at the end of the age to put
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away sin by the sacrifice of himself'
(v. 26). Paul writes, "The death he died
he died to sin, once for all" (Rom.
6:10). Thus the yearly repetition of
sacrifices called for in the Old Testa
ment is no longer necessary. The Day
of Atonement (Lev. 16) on which the
high priest annually entered into the
holy place to make sacrifices has been
replaced by the one great sacrifice of
our Lord Jesus Christ! It has been
done, and no further sacrifice for sin
can ever be in order again.

It was the sacrifice ofHimself. Again
Hebrews declares, "He has no need,
like those [Old Testament] high priests
to offer sacrifices daily, first for his own
sins and then for those of the people: he
did this once for all when he offered up
himself' (7:27). The amazing, incred
ible fact is that Christ was both priest
and victim, both sacrificer and sacrifice.
Thus even as days of sacrifice are no
more, so animal sacrifices have been
eliminated. Christ, the eternal Son of
God in human flesh, died on our behalf.

It was a sacrifice without blemish.
Christ "through the eternal Spirit of
fered himself without blemish to God"
(Heb. 9:14). He was "a lamb without
blemish or spot" (l Peter 1:19).7 This
was the climax of His whole life of
obedience and purity: His death was the
offering of a holy and perfect sacrifice.

Finally, we may observe the biblical
emphasis on the blood of Christ. It is
"the blood of the Lamb" (Rev. 7:14); it
is the high priest "taking not the blood
of goats and calves but his own blood"
(Heb. 9:12). Indeed, it is "by the blood
of the cross" that God has made recon
ciliation: "For in him all the fullness of
God was pleased to dwell, and through
him to reconcile to himself all things,
whether on earth or in heaven, making
peace by the blood of his cross" (Col.
1:19-20).

Through the blood of Christ's sac-

6In Matthew 25:46 Jesus referred to "eternal punishment" (see also 2 Thess. 1:9; Jude 7).
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"This is prefigured in the unblemished paschal lamb of Exodus 12:5 (cf. 1 Cor. 5:7).
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... 8The. !febrew word is iJ-oldyenu. "sicknesses" (RSV mg.), cf. NASB; the NIV reads
infirmities, "
9The Hebrt?w word is.mak obenu. "pains" (asv and NASB mg.). Both translations in this

vers~ are lexically possible, because as BDB notes, the word may be understood either
physically or mentally.

IOCr. Luke 22:37.

II The Hebrew word is mrholal, "pierced through" (NASB).
12The Hebrew word is mequkkd, "tortured" (NEB).
11The Hebrew word is yesupkd. "he will crush your head" (NIV).
14 In the Heidelberg Catechism, Q. 44, the reply to the question "Why is there added: 'He

descendedinto hell' [in the Apostles' Creed]?" is given: "That in my severest tribulations I
may be assured that Christ my Lord redeemed me from hellish anxieties and torment by the
unspeakable anguish, pains, and terrors which he suffered in his soul both on the cross and
before." Not all would agree that this is the meaning of the statement, "He descended into
hell"; however, I believe that the Heidelberg Catechism's interpretation showsdeep insight
into the significance of Christ's anguish on the cross for us.
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rificial death God has wrought the
mighty work of reconciliation.

IV. CONTENT

What happened in the death of Jesus
Christ that made possible the reconcili
ation of all things? How through
Christ's sacrifice was atonement
brought about? In answering these
questions, we will observe three things.

A. Identification-He Shared Our Lot

Christ was identified with all of sinful
mankind in His death. Paul writes that
"for our sake he [God] made him
[Christ] to be sin who knew no sin, so
that in him we might become the right
eousness of God" (2 Cor. 5:21). Again
Christ became "a curse for us-for it is
written, 'Cursed be everyone who
hangs on a tree'" (Gal. 3:13). All of this
was voluntary on Christ's part-to be
identified with sin, to become a curse
for all mankind.

We may look back before the death
of Christ through the Gospels and ob
serve how Jesus was constantly identi
fying Himself with people. Love and
compassion were the keynote of His
life. "When he saw the crowds, he had
compassion for them, because they
were harassed and helpless, like sheep
without a shepherd" (Matt. 9:36). He
reached out to the sorrowing, the dis
eased, the blind, the lame-sensing
their deep need, sharing their pain,
becoming one with them. The prophet
Isaiah spoke of the coming Messiah:
"Surely he has borne our griefs" and
carried our sorrows"? (Isa. 53:4). This
was true not only in His death on the
cross but also throughout His life. He
reached out to physical and spiritual

infirmities, touching blind eyes, deaf
ears, withered hands. As He identified
with their misery, His healing was
poured into them.

Moreover, He was always where the
sinners (the tax collectors, the harlots
etc.) were, feeling their sin and sham~
in Himself. To the woman taken in
adultery He declared, "Neither do I
condemn you; go, and do not sin again"
(John 8: II). Without approving her sin,
He identified with her situation, her
self-condemnation and guilt, and for
gave her. He was "numbered with the
transgressors" (Isa. 53:12)10 not only in
death but also throughout life.

Doubtless, the most incredible iden
tification of all was with His enemies:
hailing Judas as "friend" (Matt. 26:50)
even in the hour of Jesus' betrayal,
healing the ear of the high priest's
servant at His arrest (Luke 22:50-51),
and climactically crying out from the
cross concerning those who tortured
him; "Father, forgive them; for they
know not what they do" (Luke 23:34).
The very moment of their most intense
hostility was the supreme moment of
His identification with them.

But it was in His death on the cross
that He became totally identified with
all the sin of the human race. He died as
a criminal between two thieves as a
token of His identification with all the
evil and wickedness of the world. Christ
became the one great Sinner. As the
Son of God He could reach out to the
whole world in its sinfulness and death
and embrace it as His own; as the Son
of man He could do this not from afar
but in our own flesh.

All of this means that Christ in His
great love and compassion was taking

the place of the evildoer. Thus it was
incredible to relate-Christ in our
place, Christ our substitute, Christ dy
ing for you and for me. It was Christ a
vicarious sacrifice for the sins of the
whole world. There was nothing me
chanical or forced about this. In one
sense "the LORD has laid on him the
iniquity of us all" (Isa. 53:6), but in
another He was voluntarily taking it to
Himself. "He himself bore our sins in
his body on the tree" (l Peter 2:24).

For herein God in His infinite love
and mercy, and in our flesh, was made a
curse for us that we might be forever
blessed.

B. Subjection-He Bore Our
Punishment

As we focus yet more intensely on
the cross, we recognize that it was not
simply Christ's sharing our sin but also
bearing our punishment. Is this possible
to believe? Listen: "He was pierced11
for our transgressions, he was
crushed!' for our iniquities; the punish
ment that brought us peace was upon
him" (Isa. 53:5 NIV). One step more: "it
was the LORD'S will to crush him"
(53:10 NIV). But how could this be? The
answer is unmistakable. As the one
great Sinner-the one who had become
sin, the one who was accursed beyond
all that ever lived-all the wrath of God
Almighty was poured out upon Him.
The head of the serpent was someday to
be crushed (Gen. 3:15),13 but at this
moment Christ had become so iden
tified with evil that the crushing was on
Him. This weight of the divine fury
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directed against sin at the cross is
humanly inconceivable. For at Calvary
all the sin of all the world was receiving
the outpoured vials of divine wrath. It
was for Christ alone to bear that awe
some punishment and to experience its
indescribable torment and anguish.

So did He cry forth the most agoniz
ing cry the world has ever heard: "My
God, my God, why hast thou forsaken
me?" (Matt. 27:46; Mark 15:34). The
Son of God, having so become sin that
the Father could not look upon Him,
now experienced the horrible God-for
sakenness that belongs to hell itself.
Please, this was not a bloody sacrifice
to placate a vengeful deity who in
sadistic evil was venting His malice
upon an innocent victim. But (listen!)
this was God in Christ reconciling the
world to Himself, enduring our con
demnation and punishment, dying for
the sins of all mankind.

Christ bore our punishment! Our
wholly deserved judgment and death
He has fully borne. This is vicarious
punishment-beyond all human meas
ure. Christ experienced (who can com
prehend it?) the full consequences of
our sinful condition-forsakenness,
abandonment by God, damnation it
self. 14 He has taken our place, He has
received the judgment upon Himself,
He has gone all the way.

Hence, there is no longer need for
anyone to live in fear or anxiety about
the judgments of God. To be sure, He is
a God of holiness, righteousness, and
purity who cannot tolerate even an iota
of sin, whose wrath is a consuming fire
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'5lnstitutes, IJ.xvi.5 (Beveridge trans.).
16Recall Tournier's words about "the sense of guilt which is so intolerable that men feel

an overpowering need to preserve themselves from it," chap. l l , n.62.
17The Hebrew word is nif!.metl, "ruined" (NIV. NASB), "undone" (KJv). Isaiah had just

beheld the Lord, "high and lifted up," heard the angelic cry of "Holy, holy, holy is the
LORD of hosts," and felt the foundations of the temple shake.

18The Greek word is hilasterion. It may also be translated "propitiation" (as in KJV,

NASB). "Pr~pi~iation" connotes making things right with God, perhaps of appeasing His
anger;."~~platlOn," that of extinguishing the guilt and payingthe penalty for sin. Since God
IS the Initiator C.'God put forward"), "expiation" seems a better translation-although, to
be sure, there IS the aspect of the outpouring of God's wrath against sin. The word
"propitiation" may suggest that God becomes gracious by the blood of Christ, turningfrom
wrath to mercy. "Expiation" better depicts the fact that God Himself is already gracious,
an~ th~t the..sacri~ce is His action in Christ to change the human situation. According to
Fne~nch Bu.chseh~, .TDNT, "For Paul lAmrrT,pWV is not something which makes God
gracious, ThIS expration for human sin presupposes the grace of God" (3.322). The word
hilasterion may also be translated "mercy seat" (as in Heb. 9:5), referring to the Old
Testament ark of the covenant. The ark was sprinkled with blood on the Day of Atonement
for the expiationofsin (see Lev. 16). Thus the word speaks of both the means and the place
of atonement.

19God declared, "The lifeof the flesh is in the blood; and I have given it for you upon the
altar to.m~ke atonement for your souls; for it is the blood that makes atonement, by reason
of .thehfe (Lev. 17: II). The Old Testament context is that of animal sacrifice: its lifeblood
being poured out. How much more is Christ's life blood the way of complete atonement!

20The Greek word here is hilasmos (also in 4:10); "lAO".O'I-tO" does not imply the
propitiationof God.... It rests on the fact that God is gracious, i.e., on His love, cr. 4:10.
The meaning, then, is the setting aside of sin as guilt against God" (TDNT, 3:317). The KJV

and NASB translate this word as "propitiation." Although "propitiation" conveys an
important element of truth, it is less satisfactory. (For a defense of "propitiation" as the
better translation of both hilasterion and hilasmos, see Leon Morris, New Testament
Theology, 34, 73; also Colin Brown and H. G. Link, NIDNTT, 3:148-66.)

21"An animalis brought and slain, and its bloodis shed. But the animalis not the old man
which has to be made to disappear." Barth, Church Dogmatics, 4:279.

22The Greek word is lytron.
23The Greek word is antilytron.
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against all evil, and who will not allow
sin to go unpunished. But now out of
His great mercy and love shown
through His Son, He has totally re
ceived upon Himself the punishment
that is our due. Thus we need have no
fear. As Calvin has put it: "We must
especially remember this substitution
that we may not live out our lives in
anxiety and trepidation." 15

All people know deep inside, if they
are honest with themselves, that they
are in the wrong with God. There is an
inescapable sense of guilt and condem
nation leading to death and judgment.
They may seek to cover it over.!» try to
forget it, or run from it, but it is there in
all its inward torment. This is far more
than a psychological matter; it is pro
foundly spiritual. They feel themselves
to be on the verge of hopelessness and
despair. There is no way out, humanly
speaking, from the oppressing guilt and
its accompanying judgment and con
demnation. Something is wrong deep
inside.

Nor does it help to speak offollowing
God's commandments, doing His will,

as a possible solution. Realizing who
God is in all His awesome holiness and
righteousness can only make one cry
out as the prophet Isaiah did: "Woe is
me! For I am lost!"17 (Isa 6:5). Nothing
a person may do will suffice; for he is
guilty through and through, and on the
way to condemnation and death.

Here, then, we return to the astound
ing message of the Bible, spoken to man
in his misery and despair: There is One,
like unto all of us, a man, verily "the
Son of God" but also "the Son of
man," who has assumed our guilt (in all
its staggering proportions-every sin
gle bit of it), taken upon himself our
condemnation, and received the awful
punishment that is our due. God in His
grace through Jesus Christ has done all
this that we might be saved.

We now arrive at the biblical term
that vividly sums up this whole divine
action: expiation. Paul writes of how
"God put forward [Christ] as an expia
tion l 8 by his blood"19 (Rom. 3:25). In
Christ's death there is both the extin
guishing of the guilt of sin and the
payment of the penalty. There is cleans-

ing in Christ's blood-Our guilt and
pollution are done away-and the re
ception of God's just judgment and His
condemnation on sin and evil. The
letter to the Hebrews speaks of Christ
as great high priest "to make expiation
for the sins of the people" (2:17).
According to I John, Christ is "the
expiation" for our sins, and not for
ours only but also for the sins of the
whole world" (2:2; cf. 4:10). In the Old
Testament an animal was slain as a
vicarious substitute, thus receiving the
penalty of death that was due the Israel
ite. But such a sacrifice was inadequate
to deal with the totality and depth of
human sin-' -something only Christ
representing both God and man-could
accomplish.

How amazing the New Testament
message! In the words of Paul, God
"did not spare his own Son but gave
him up for us all" (Rom. 8:32). It is
grace all the way! Christ Himself has
borne the full weight of my sin. The sin
is no longer mine; it is His. He has
taken my guilt to Himself; my punish
ment He has received. Christ in my
place has done it all. Hence, the won
drous message of the gospel: "There is
therefore now no condemnation for
those who are in Christ Jesus" (Rom.
8: I). To God be the glory and thanks
giving!

C. Completion-He Took Away
Our Sin

We now press on to the climax. Not
only did Christ identify with our lost
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condition, not only did He receive the
just punishment our sins deserved, but
also in His death He freed us from our
sin. John the Baptist proclaimed, "Be
hold, the Lamb of God, who takes away
the sin of the world!" (John 1:29). John
prophetically announced Christ's
mighty work to be wrought at Calvary's
cross. In His death not only did He
endure the curse and receive the divine
judgment on our behalf, but also He set
us free from our bondage to sin and
evil.

Here we may first note the word
ransom. During His ministry Jesus pro
claimed that "the Son of man came not
to be served but to serve, and to give
His life as a ransom» for many" (Matt.
20:28; cf. Mark 10:45). Hence his life
poured out in death ransomed those in
bondage; it was the price paid that
people might be set free. Paul writes
that "there is one God, and there is one
mediator between God and men, the
man Christ Jesus, who gave himself as a
ransoms! for us all" (l Tim. 2:5-6).
The death of Him who was Son of God
and Son of man was the price paid to set
us free from captivity.

The bondage of the sinner is a tragic
thing indeed. He is enslaved to the
ways of the world, to the power of
Satan, and to death itself. There is
utterly no way he can liberate himself.
Since the fall of Adam man has known
no freedom from the domination of his
own impulses and the seductions of the
world. His will leaves him powerless to
live a righteous and a holy life. Without
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24The biblical picture ofransom is at some distance from certain views of the Atonement
i~ the ear~y church t~at .depicted the ransom as wholly related to Satan. For example, in one
view Chn~t offers HIS life to Satan as a ransom for man, Satan accepts but falls into a trap,
not knowing that Christ's divinity makes it impossible to hold Him. (See Excursus.)
. 25 "Redemption" is frequently the English translation for apolytrosis, even as "ransom"
IS the usual translation of lytron. Whereas lytron concerns the price of release, apolytrosis
concerns the effect of the rans~m payment. The idea of ransom may be superseded by the
more general note of redemption or release conveyed in apolytrosis,

26The ~r~ek word is exodon. Jesus, like Moses but far greater, would lead forth people
from captivity.

27TheGreek word is katargese, "break the power of' (NEB). "Destroy" (KJv.RSV, NIV) is

also a possible translation, but perhaps says too much. Satan is not destroyed by Christ's
death, but his power is broken.

28The Greek word is apallaxe , "liberate" (NEB), 'free" (NIV).
29The Greek word is lyse, "undoing" (NEB). The "undoing" of the devil's work, which

causes the fear of death, was brought about by Christ's death.
301t is important to recognize that the victory over Satan was won in Christ's death on the

cross. The teaching, held in some circles, that the victory occurred only after a three-day
and-night struggle with Satan in hell is wholly contrary to Scripture. E. W. Kenyon, for
example, speaks of Colossians 2:15 as "a description of a battle that took place in Hades
before Jesus arose from the dead" (What Happened from the Cross to the Throne, 65). Such
teaching flatly contradicts Colossians 2:14, which specifies that the victory occurred through
Christ's death on the cross. Kenyon also teaches that Christ "suffered Hell's agonies for
three days and three nights" (ibid., p. 89). This even more blatantly goes counter to the
biblical testimony that Christ's agony ended at the cross. With His words "It is finished"
(John 19:30), the suffering of Christ was over. He had endured hell's fury, Satan was
rendered powerless, and Christ had wrought redemption for all mankind.

What happened "from the cross to the throne" may better be understood in two ways.
First, in the words of Peter at Pentecost, Christ "was neither abandoned to Hades, nor did
his flesh suffer decay" (Acts 2:31 NASB). Against the background of Jesus' declaration that
"as Jonah was three days and three nights in the belly of the whale, so will the Son of man
be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth" (Matt. 12:40), Peter's words indicate
that during the three days and nights there was neither abandonment of Christ to Hades nor
any decaying of His flesh. Accordingly, Christ was preserved intact from His death on the
cross until the day of His resurrection. Second, Peter in his first epistle further affirms that
Christ was "put to death in the flesh, but made alive in the spirit; in which also He went and
made proclamation to the spirits now in prison, who once were disobedient ... in the d~ys
of Noah" (3:18-20 NASB). Hence though Christ was dead in His flesh, He was made alive
("quickened" KJv) in His spirit, and in .H~s spirit He ~ade procla~~ti?n t~ other spi~ts in
prison. Whatever the significance of Chnst s proclamation to the spirits III pnson, He did not
suffer in hell during these three days and nights; rather in His spirit He "went and made
proclamation. "

RENEWAL THEOLOGY

the grace of God surely man is utterly
lost. The gospel message is truly glori
ous news: Christ has come for the one
purpose of ransoming mankind by His
death on the cross. No longer, there
fore, are we in bondage to the past. As
Peter graphically puts it: "You were
ransomed from the futile ways inherited
from your fathers . . . with the precious
blood of Christ, like that of a lamb
without blemish or spot" (l Peter
1:18-19).

Truly, in the language of Paul, we
have been "bought with a price" (l
Cor. 6:20; 7:23). The price was the
death of Christ, His very blood. The
heavenly song in the Book of Revela
tion rings forth: "Worthy art Thou ...
for Thou was slain, and didst purchase
for God with Thy blood men from every
tribe and tongue and people and na
tion" (5:9 NASB). Such was the purchase
price-our ransom: the blood of
Christ.>

Another expression similar to ransom
is redemption.i» Christ by His death on
the cross has not only ransomed man
kind and paid the price of sin's captivity
but He has also brought about release.
The opening words of Jesus' ministry
contain the statement "He has sent me
to proclaim release to the captives"
(Luke 4:18). On the Mount of
Transfiguration when Moses and Elijah
appeared, they spoke of Jesus' "depar
ture [literally "exodus">" -hence de
liverance] which he was to accomplish

at Jerusalem" (Luke 9:31). Accord
ingly, at the cross Christ accomplished
that exodus, that vast deliverance and
release. In the words of Paul, "He has
delivered us from the dominion of
darkness and transferred us to the king
dom of his beloved Son, in whom we
have redemption" (Col. 1:13-14). How
great the deliverance, the release, the
redemption not only from but also to:
from the domain of darkness to the
kingdom of Christ!

Moreover, the death of Christ
brought this all about. He not only bore
the just judgment of God for our sin so
that we do not have to receive it, but He
has also delivered us from our bondage
to sin. And it results from expiation in
the blood of Christ. Paul speaks of "the
redemption which is in Christ Jesus,
whom God put forward as an expiation
by his blood" (Rom. 3:24-25). For, to
say it again, not only has God in Christ
cleansed away our guilt and endured
our punishment and condemnation
through expiation in His blood, but also
He has wrought our deliverance. He
has redeemed us at vast cost, the bond
age is no more-we are free in Christ
Jesus!

In this connection it is important to
emphasize that the death of Christ was
a victory over the dominion of Satan.
In the Book of Hebrews is the strong
statement that Christ partook of our
human nature "that through death He
might render powerless>? him who had

the power of death, that is, the devil;
and might deliver> those who through
fear of death were subject to slavery all
their lives" (2:14-15 NASB). According
to 1 John, "the reason the Son of God
appeared was to destroys? the works of
the devil" (3:8). Thus the death of
Christ was a victory over Satan.w Al
though Christ's death was a seeming
defeat, He actually broke Satan's pow
er over death. For in Christ's vicarious
death the fear of death was removed for
all men. He submitted Himself to what
had awaited every person at death-all
hell's fury. Having borne that fury
totally, He nullified the devil's power so
that mankind thereafter may be re
leased from all fear.

Let us speak further of the great
importance of this release from the fear
of death. Everywhere people are haunt
ed by the realization that they are
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moment by moment moving toward
death and the grave. However, what
really disturbs them-even though they
may seek to cover it over-is not death
itself, but the deep fear about what it
means, what may await them "on the
other side." It is Death and Hades, the
grave and "him who had the power of
death," that causes profound, often
deeply hidden, anxiety and foreboding.
What a glorious realization-what free
dom and joy- to know and believe that
in Christ there is nothing, absolutely
nothing, to fear. On the other side of the
grave it is Christ who awaits us, who
has gone ahead to prepare a place for
us. Satan has been rendered powerless;
he no longer can grasp us at death to
escort the soul to his abode. All fear is
gone, because Christ has in His death
received all hell's fury, and there is
nothing left to vent upon us. To God, to
Christ, be eternal praise and glory!
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31 The Greek word is exegorasen, literally, "acquired out of the agora [the marketplace]"
hence "brought us freedom" (NEB). '

" 32The ~ree~ phrase is cheirographon tois dogmasin ho en hypenantion hemin, literally,
h~ndwntmg In ordinances which was contrary to us." The term cheirographon is "a hand

written document, specifically a certificate of indebtedness, bond" (BAGD) and one that
accordingly, contained "the decrees of the law." '

33 See RSV translation.
34 Paul speaks of the Old Testament "written code" as "the dispensation [or "ministry"

NASB. NIV] of death" (2 Cor. 3:6-7).
35More will be said later about the Christian's relationship to the law. For the Christian

the law is now un~er him, not over him, and by the Holy Spirit the law may be fulfilled (see
Ro~. 8:3-4). It IS the curse of the law, the bondage (the "bond") of the law that is
abolished, not the law itself. What was a demand before becomes for the Christian an
occasion for joyful obedience!

36 A side issue concerns the relation of the Atonement to sickness and disease. Christ took
away our sins in His death; did He also take away our diseases? We earlier noted the words
of Isaiah 53:4, "Surely he has borne our griefs and carried our sorrows" and observed in the
related footnote that "griefs" and "sorrows" are literally "sicknesses" and "pains." This
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text in Isaiah is interpreted by Matthew 8:16-17 to refer to C~rist's ~ctivity in His ministry:
"He cast out the spirits with a word and heal~d all ~.ho were Sick. ThiS.was to !~~fil what ~~s
spoken by the prophet Isaiah, 'He took our infirmities and bore our diseases. Hence,~t IS
primarily through the life ofChrist that healing occurred. But does not 1 Pe!er 2:24 say, By
his wounds ["stripes" KJV] you have been healed"? This statement might suggest that
healing of disease occurred through Ch~ist's ~eath on the ~ross. Howev:~, the. context of
I Peter 2:24 relates only to sin, for the Imm~dIate~y preceding ~ords ar~ He hlmsel~ bore
our sins in his body on the tree, that we might die to sin and hve to nghteousness. The
context is the same for the words in Isaiah 53:5: "by his stripes we are ~ealed" (words P~ter
was quoting), for verse 5 begins, "He w~s ~ounde~ for our transgresslOn.s; he was bruised
for our iniquities." Hence, to conclude, It IS unscnp!ural to say th~t Chnst took away our
diseases in His death or that physical healing as such IS to be ~ound I~ the Atonement. To be
sure, the death of Christ that delivers from sin and tran~gresslOn~ will often make for bett~r
health to the body; but the focal point of the Atonement IS nO~,dehverance from disease. T~IS
is by no means to discount the fact that God does heal (e.g., I am the L<.>~ your h:~l~r 
Exod. 15:26), that Christ often ministers healing, and that the Holy Spirit makes gifts of
healing" available (l Cor. 12:9). Indeed, it may we.1l ~e sa~d that we have scarcely b~gun to
realize God's available healing power. However, this IS a different matter fr?m assuming that
Christ's redeeming death delivers us from sickness and disease. J~sus Himself came both
proclaiming the gospel of salvation and healing those who were Sick (see, e.g., Matthew
4:23- "he went about ... preaching the gospel of the kingdom and healing ever~ disease
and every infirmity among the people"). w.e ought not t~erefore conf~se the salvation ~~de
possible through Christ's atonement With the heahng also available through divine

resources. . . .
37 According to the superscription, David spoke this after his SInS of adultery With

Bathsheba and murder of Uriah.

every need, and shows him the way to
abundant life. It is a spurning of the vast
love of God when man turns against his
Maker-like an arrow that plunges into
the very heart of God. The cry of God
through the prophet Isaiah- "Sons
have I reared and brought up, but they
have rebelled against me. The ox knows
its owner, and the ass its master's crib;
but Israel does not know, my people
does not understand" (l :2-3)-is also
the cry of the God of love over the
whole human race. God-we cannot
stress it too much-is the One who is
sinned against in all mankind's sin and
evil.

Man as a result carries within himself
a fearful load of guilt and misery. This is
due to the fact that there is no sin
greater than that against love. Since
sin-every sin-is a breach of faith
with infinite love, man can but contain
deep within himself a huge deposit of
guilt. This may not always be recog
nized, for people usually do almost
anything to avoid the truth about them-

A. The Situation

God Himself is the One sinned
against in all the actions of mankind.
Man may, and does, commit many an
evil against his fellow man, but ulti
mately every sin is against God. The
psalmist captures this profound truth:
"Against thee, thee only, have I sinned,
and done that which is evil in thy
sight"37 (Ps. 51:4). Sin is heinous in
deed, since basically it is faithlessness
and rebellion against the God of holy
love. Each sin is a betrayal of the God
who has made man, provides for his

V. SUMMARY

Thus "God was in Christ reconciling
the world to himself." He has per
formed a mighty work by which the
world is restored to unity and oneness
with Him. This was made possible
through the death of our Lord Jesus
Christ.

Let us briefly summarize the whole
picture: in terms of the situation, the
solution, and the cost of forgiveness.

demands of the law, thereby bringing
freedom and salvation for all people.

All of this is cause for great rejoicing!
The law given by God, whether en
graved on the conscience of man, en
shrined in the Old Testament command
ments, or even spoken by Jesus in the
Sermon of the Mount, is truly God's
way of righteousness for all mankind.
However, man, because of his sin
fulness, is unable to live up to the
demand of the law. And so the law,
which is God's way of life, becomes the
way of death.i- Hence, what is good
has become a curse, a threatening bond,
a demanding taskmaster. No matter
how hard one tries-and people have
often striven mightily-there is no way
to measure up. How amazing then the
message of the gospel! Christ in His
death on the cross has become the
curse, canceled the bond, and set us
free!»

So in all these ways, Christ has taken
away our sin. The price of our captivity
to sin has been paid, we have been
released from the chains of evil, and
have been set free from bondage to
Satan, the power of death, and the
demands of the law. Such is the great
deliverance wrought through the aton
ing death of our Lord Jesus Christ.w

There is yet a further word about the
freedom that Christ's death has brought
about. By His death Christ has set us
free from the demands of the law. Paul
wrote the Galatians: "Christ re
deemed» us from the curse of the law,
having become a curse for us" (3: 13).
The law is thereby depicted as a curse
from which Christ has redeemed us (or
bought our freedom), Himselfbecoming
a curse in His death. Or to change the
imagery somewhat, Paul speaks in Co
lossians about how Christ has "can
celled the bond which pledged us to the
decrees of the law.» It stood against us,
but he has set it aside, nailing it to the
cross" (2:14 NEB). The picture is that of
the law and its decrees as a bond
hence a bond with "legal demands"33
- that has been nailed to the cross in
the death of Christ. No longer does the
bond threaten us, demand payment,
and thus enslave us. The bond has been
canceled by the death of Christ. In
Ephesians Paul speaks of how Christ
"is our peace who has made us both
one [referring to Jew and Gentile] ...
by abolishing in his flesh the law of
commandments and ordinances"
(2:14-15). Although the imagery of a
"bond" is not used here, the idea is the
same. Christ has set aside the accursed
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J8See chapter II, "The Effects of SI'n," section II "Guilt d Pu . h ", an ms ment.

receive this total attack. If there was to
be forgiveness, it could come only from
Him. But it would be at a terrifying
cost.

Second, Christ in His great love
received the assault of mankind's sin
and evil without fighting back. In the
fulfilled words of Isaiah 53: "He was
oppressed, and he was afflicted, yet he
opened not his mouth" (v. 7). He
accepted the gibes and mockery of
those around the cross, He suffered the
pain and anguish of the crown of thorns
and the spikes of nails, He did not call
down legions of angels from heaven to
scatter and destroy the vicious foe. He
simply took it all-all the evil of man
kind reinforced by the powers of
darkness. The agony of Christ dying on
the cross therefore is beyond all com
prehension; His affliction without retali
ation transcends all that mankind has
ever known.

Third, not only did Christ receive all
of evil's bitter onslaught, but He also
reached out in compassion to bear evil's
shame, guilt, and condemnation. Al
though He was wounded by the trans
gressions of the world, His even greater
anguish was that of sensing the utter
loss, misery, even damnation of those
attacking Him, and (marvel beyond
marvels) in infinite compassion receiv
ing that misery and condemnation as if
it were His own. "He was pierced for
our transgressions; he was crushed for
our iniquities; the punishment that
brought us peace was upon him . . . "
(Isa. 53:5 NIV). As a result, in His great
love and mercy He took away the sin,
the guilt, the punishment of the world
and gave us His peace and salvation.

J9The word "new" (as in KJv) is found in some ancient manuscripts. It seems appropriate
to include "new" in light of I Corinthians II :25: "This cup is the new covenant in my
blood" (cf. Luke 22:20), and the fact that the covenant in Christ's blood is "the new
covenant" prophesied in Jeremiah 31:31 and confirmed in Hebrews 8:8. For "new
covenant" see also Hebrews 9:15; 12:24.

4°As in the KJV. The Greek word here, ekchynnomenon, suggests violent death.
410ne may recall the words of John Dryden: "Forgiveness to the injured does belong"

(The Conquest of Granada. Pt. I, Act I, se. I),

C. The Cost of Forgiveness

Another way of summarizing the
whole matter of atonement is to view it
in terms of divine forgiveness. Here we
begin by recalling the words of Jesus:
"This is my blood of the [new]» cove
nant, which is poured out for many for
the forgiveness of sins" (Matt. 26:28).
The pouring out, or shedding.w of
Jesus' blood was for forgiveness of sins.
We may, accordingly, speak of the
death of Jesus-the shedding of His
blood-as the cost of God's forgive
ness. Let us observe several things.

First, it is important to recognize that
only the one sinned against is in a
position to forgive.s ' Christ was su
premely sinned against because in His
suffering and dying on the cross He
endured the attack of evil, not only of
those who directly put Him to death but
of sinful man of every race and age. As
God in human flesh He could and did

He-the Lord Jesus Christ-suffer our
sin, our judgment, our condemnation,
our death, our destruction.

The glorious result: in Christ and
through Christ we have been set free!
Jesus Christ in our place has done it all.
In bearing our judgment and condemna
tion we have been liberated-ran
somed, redeemed, bought with a
price-from the ravages ofsin and evil.
Through the blood of Christ our guilt
has been expunged, our sin taken away.
We no longer are in bondage to death,
the devil, or the curse of the law.
Throughout time and eternity we will
ever sing: "Thanks be to God for his
inexpressible gift" (2 Cor. 9:15) in our
Lord Jesus Christ.

co~e, far transcends all human imagi
natIon.

B. The Solution

God in Jesus Christ by His sacrificial
death on the cross-the shedding of
His blood-has made atonement. For
we behold in His agony on Calvary,
first, the figure of One who receives to
~imself all the bitterness, the antago
rusm, the malice of the world without
fighting back. The greatness of God's
love is yet further shown in that Christ
reaches out in mercy to His tormentors
calling for the Father's forgiveness of
their wicked deeds. He even (marvel
ous to relate) shares their lostness their
guilt; and their misery by becoming so
identified with them in His humanity
that their guilt, their lostness and their
misery become His own. The world's
agony is the agony of Jesus Christ!

Next is the very heart of the atone
ment: Christ our Lord on the cross with
!ove .incom'pre~ensible so voluntarily
identified WIth sm and evil on the Cross
as actually to become sin (2 Cor. 5:21),
thereby willingly subjecting Himself to
the wrath of Almighty God. For the
God of infinite love and compassion
who receives man's vicious attacks and
yet goes on loving, the God who iden
tifies Himself with the agony of the
world, is at the same time the God of
holiness and righteousness. Therefore
~he": His ~nly Son becomes wholly
identified WIth the sin of all mankind
with its accompanying guilt and misery,
the God of "purer eyes than to behold
evil" (Hab. 1:13) pours out on Him the
judgment and condemnation that all
people deserve. Jesus Christ as the Son
of man-man of every time and
place-alone could take the place of
every man who ever lived. As the Son
of God and therefore one with Almighty
God, He alone could receive the total
weight of the divine judgment. So did

~elves. Hence many a palliative for guilt
IS sought after,« but the guilt remains,
for to betray love is the ultimate evil.
But also man is in a miserable plight
because in his sin he has contravened
the holiness and righteousness of Al
mighty God. His every sin, no matter
how small or how large, is utterly
contrary to the holy God and therefore
stands under His wrath and judgment.
Ma~ consequently not only has deep
feelings of guilt within but also a pro
found sense of condemnation. "Woe is
me; for I am lost!" Again he may, and
often does, seek to avoid this condem
nation-to excuse himself, to blame
?the~,s, to pretend it is "only psycholog
ical, and on and on-but it is still
there. If he is honest with himself, man
knows that he deserves only the fires of
th~ divine wrath against sin: the penalty
ofJudgment and death. He is doomed to
destruction.

God and man therefore are separated
by the vast gulf brought about by hu
man sin. God in His infinite love and
compassion, despite His constant
wounding by man, yearns to save His
creature. But in His infinite holiness
and righteousness He hates and con
demns the sin that has pervaded His
creature's being. Man on his part can
do nothing to alter his situation: he is a
sinner through and through. He con
tinues to spurn and betray the God of
holy love, he carries a heavy inward
weight of guilt and misery, and he is
under an unrelievable weight of con
demnation. It is in this seemingly im
possible situation-from both the di
vine side and the human side-that
God in His great wisdom moves to
bring about reconciliation. We can but
cry ~ith the apostle: "0 the depth of
the nches and wisdom and knowledge
of God!" (Rom. 11:33). God's way of
atonement, in which the breach is over-
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again the words of Paul: "God was in

Christ reconciling the world to him

self'; also the words of I John: "He is

the expiation for our sins, and not for

ours only but also for the sins of the

whole world" (2:2).46 Hence any idea of

a "limited atonement"47 is contrary to

the teaching of Scripture, for Christ

"came into the world to save sinners"

(1 Tim. 1:15)-notjust a few, or many,

but all. This, of course, does not mean

universal salvation, for what Christ has

done for the whole world must become

a matter of faith: "God so loved the

world . . . that whoever believes in him

[Jesus Christ] should not perish but

have eternal life. "48 Hence, while the

Atonement is unlimited, salvation is

limited to those who come to faith in

Jesus Christ.
This leads to a second point, often

called "the finished work" of Christ. In

regard to this, we vigorously affirm that

in the Atonement the separation, the

breach between God and man, has been

overcome through Jesus Christ. What

God has done through the death of

Christ in sharing our lostness, expiating

our guilt and punishment, and carrying

away our sin is a finished work. The last

word of Jesus from the cross as re

corded in John, "It is finished!"49

(19:30 NASB), is the triumphant

Now a few closing statements about

reconciliation. It is important first to

emphasize that Christ has wrought

atonement for the sins of all mankind. It

is not limited to the few but includes

everyone in the entire world. We recall

45 "Forgiveness ... is the one way in which the power of sin in the world can be

absorbed, neutralized and brought to nothing." So writes Leonard Hodgson in The Doctrine

of the Atonement, 64.
46 Recall likewise the words in John's Gospel: "Behold, the Lamb of God, who takes

away the sin of the world!" (l :29).
47 As, e.g., in L. Berkhofs Systematic Theology, "Proof for the Doctrine of a Limited

Atonement," 394-99. It is sometimes assumed that "for many" (Mark 10:45-"to give his

life as a ransom for many"; Mark 14:24-"my blood ... poured out for many") points to a

limited atonement. However, "for many" should not be viewed in a limited or particular

sense. Calvin, in regard to Mark 14:24, puts it well: "By the word many he means not a part

of the world only, but the whole human race" (Calvin's Commentaries, Harmony of

Matthew, Mark, and Luke, 3.214).
48The role of faith in salvation will be discussed in a later chapter.

49The Greek word is tetelestai. This word spoken just before Jesus' death doubtless

means, first of all, that He has done everything necessary for mankind's salvation (note also

John 19:28-"knowing that all was now finished"-the same Greek word as in v. 30).

However, it also suggests strongly that in Jesus' death, which immediately follows, there is

the finalizing of redemption.

makes it actual. In his death our sins are

forgiven and taken away.o
This means one further thing, name

ly, that forgiveness is the way of total

release. Since Christ in forgiveness has

taken upon himself the full weight of

human sin and evil, mankind no longer

has to carry it. Let me speak person

ally. Our sin is no longer our own; at

infinite cost He has taken it to Himself.

Our guilt and condemnation are no

longer on us; at infinite cost He has

suffered their full consequences.

Through forgiveness it is totally Christ

in our place, and we are wholly set freet
But we could not stop here without

adding that the knowledge of such cost

ly freedom must surely bring about

profound joy and thanksgiving. He did

all that on our behalf; in forgiveness He

reached out to assume our guilt, even to

enduring our punishment to the depths

of hell itself. Such boundless love, such

amazing grace! Let us continually re

joice and express thanksgiving now; we

will certainly do so throughout eternity.

I~ the latter point the full meaning of

forgiveness now stands out. Forgive

ness. IS the way of love that not only

receives every attack without fighting

back but, even more, it actively reaches

o~t to the transgressor to identify with

~IS lostness, his guilt and condemna

tion, and to make that its own. Love

may indeed suffer much from the as

saults of evil even to anguish and death

but love is the more fully demonstrated

when its concern is for the inward

torment of those perpetrating the as
saults.

A loving earthly father, for example,

may be deeply hurt by a son who turns

against him and attacks him. But if that

father is full of compassion, he will

suffer most of all for the son's own

re~ulting condition of bitterness and

guilt, Indeed, the father deep within will

b~ar it as his own and take upon himself

hIS. s~n's resulting self-condemnation.

This IS the meaning of forgiveness 42

And it occurred supremely at the cro~s

for there Christ endured the attack, not

of one person, but of all mankind.

~ather than retaliate, He assumed to

hlm~elf the world's misery, guilt, and
punishrnenj

Through the forgiveness of Christ

His blood "poured out" -there is

atonement. God has thereby reconciled

the world to Himself. We earlier quoted

~a~l's words "God was in Christ recon
ciling the world to himself." Now we

hear Paul as he continues: " ... not

counting their trespasses against them"

(2 ~o~. 5:19). "Not counting" means

forgiving. Indeed, Paul's further state

ment that "for our sake he [God] made

him [Christ] to be sin who knew no sin"

(v. 21) expresses what happens in not

counting, that is, in forgiveness. For

~od in Christ totally identifies with the

sIn~ers, not counting their trespasses

a~aInst them but against Himself. Thus

did Christ in forgiving become sin

suffering its hideous effects of guilt and

p~nIshment "so that [as Paul adds] We

might become the righteousness of
God. "

. It is apparent that forgiveness is no

light-hearted indulgence or winking at

sin .. It i,~ not some .casual "you are

forgiven that costs little or nothing to

say and has little or no results. God's

gift offorgiveness, quite the contrary, is

costly beyond measure because its

price was Christ's enduring our tor
ments.o

Nor does forgiveness replace the

wrath of God. Indeed it endures that

wrath, the wrath a sinful world knows

in its guilt and condemnation and which

Ch.ris experienced in His suffering and

dying on the cross. Forgiveness bears

the ~eight of God's fierce judgment on
the SIn of mankind.

Forgiveness, we should add is not

something made possible by th~ death

of Christ. It was not as if Christ had to

die to appease God's anger so that as a

result God could forgive.e- Rather in

Christ's very death on the cross the:e is

forgiveness- His blood "poured out

... for the forgiveness of sins." For

given~s.s in~ludes bearing the weight of

the divine Judgment on a sinful world.

Hence, the death of Christ does not

make forgiveness only possible; it

42H. R. Mackintosh writes "Let the b f d
experience of ard ni blv man e oun who has undergone the shattering

beloved by hrm, ~n~gh;Owirr a~~dt:~~:~~, tsome aWf~1 wrong to himself, still more to one

theologians in the world" (The Chri E he ~eanmg of Calvary better than all the
430n the cost f f . nstw'! xpertence of Forgiveness, 193).

o lorglveness see especially Do Id M B '11'
Why Atonement?", 171-79. na . ar re, God Was in Christ, "But

4~We must always bear in mind that it was not Ch . . . .
Chnst reconciling man C'the world") A . nst reconciling G?d, but It was God in

changing God's attitude is foreign to' th~Yt~:h~ suggestmg that Christ's role was that of
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50By "objective atonement" is meant what God has accomplished outside man. Our(subjective) participation has nothing to do with its accomplishment. To be sure, we mustreceive what God has done (as will be noted), but the reception itself is not a part of God'satoning action. "Subjective" views such as those of the "moral influence" theory ofAbelard (12th c.) and Bushnell (19th c.) hold that the Atonement has no effect outside thebeliever.The Atonementis what happens in us through the influence of Christ's love. Suchaview, unfortunately, evacuates the Atonementof its power and significance. (See Excursusbeginning on this page.)
51 Particularly those of Nicaea (A.D. 325), Constantinople (A.D. 381), and Chalcedon(A.D.451). Recall references to these creeds in the previous chapter, "The Incarnation." Thesecreeds established orthodoxy not only for the undivided early church but also for the laterEastern Orthodox, Roman Catholic,and Protestant churches. The Christological formulas ofthe early church have not been basically altered.
52Wording in the creeds of Nicaea, Constantinople, and Chalcedon.
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Looking back at this ransom-to-Satan
view expressed in varying. ways. over
many centuries,55 we may Immediately
be put off by certain aspects. For one
thing, there is no suggestl~n in the New
Testament that Jesus Chnst was a ran
som paid to Satan. Surely Christ spoke
of giving His life as a ransom, for
through His death man would be re
leased from total bondage to s!n, dea~h,
the law-indeed from Satan s dornin-
. However "ransom" is better unIOn., . fderstood to express the costlIness. 0
salvation than to view it as a vast P?~e
paid to the adversary. F~rt~ermore, It I~
hard to imagine God tricking the d~vtl
into thinking he would gain posseSSIon
of Christ. Trickery is Sat~n's own
game, not the Lord's! Most Importa~t
ly, however, relating the death of Chnst
exclusively to Satan hardly tou~~es. on
the more basic theme of reconcilIatlO~.
Men may be set free from Sat~n s
power, but are they thereby reconCIled
to God?

Despite the faultiness, even. crude-
ness, of this ransom t~ Satan. vIe.w, we
should not deny that It co~tam~ Impor
tant strands of truth. Chnst dI~ ,~ome
"to destroy the works of the devil ; He
did win a victory over all the forces of
darkness; mankind is no longer held fast

A. Ransom to Satan

Many of the early chur~h fathers
viewed the atonement as a victory over
Satan procured through the ~ansom of
Christ." Since Jesus had said that he
came to "give his life as a ransom for
many," there must have been s?meone
to whom the ransom was paid. The
answer, these churchmen held, ~as
Satan, since he held humanity captive
until Christ came.

From this perspective the death of
Christ was a kind of deal worked out
between God and the devil: namely,
that He would tum over HIS Son to
Satan in exchange for the ~elease of all
the souls held captive by him. I.twas an
arrangement that Satan was delighted to
accept because in his mind th~ value of
the Son of God far out~eIghed all
humanity in his possession Hence
when Christ died on the cross and
descended into hell, Satan thought he
had his prize at last. H~wever (an~ here
Satan the ancient decetver was .hImself
deceived), try as hard as he mIght: ~e
could not hold Christ fast. Chnst.s
humanity he sought to destroy, but H:~
divinity Satan coul~ no~ overcome.
When Christ rose vIctonous. from the
dead, Satan lost not only hIS .ransom
prize but also all th~ vast multitude of
souls in his possessIOn.

. . set forward this view were Origen (c. 185-254),53 Among those who, In varying w.ays,C rt) (345 430) and Pope Gregory the GreatGregory of Nyssa (331-%), Augustine ~n i/ McDon~ld, The Atonement of the Death.of(640-604). For a helpful summary, see ''''0 Augustine see SydneyCave The DoctrmeChrist, chap. 12,"The Paymentof Ransom. n ,
of the Work of Christ. 1~0-41. ., anit as fishing bait that Satan devouredonly to54 A bizarre analogy depicts Chnst ~ h:;nChri~t's divinity inside. Gregory of ~yssa, forbe hopelessly caught by .the fiShhh~~ der the veil of our nature, that so, as IS,~one byexample, wrote, "The Deity. was. I en un n alon with the bait of flesh (Gre~treedy fish the hook of deity might b~ gulped d~~he mo~setrap metaphor. In one of his~atechism: 24). Augustine ~ade occaJIOnal u~e ~o our captor?" Then he replied, "As oursermons he asked, ".What did our Re ~eme~n;set as bait upon it His own blood" (Sermonrice, He held out HIS cross as a ~ouse rap the Two Fishes"). .~xxx. 2, "The Miracle of the Five Loave;at~~~s but as late as the twelfth century In the55Not only among several early ChurCh) See McDonald, Atonement, 143-44. Manywritings of Peter Lombard (c. 11~-1164. d the ransom-to-Satan view; nonetheless, Itchurchmen during the early centunes opp;se
frequently recurred for almost a thousan years.

EXCURSUS: THEORIES OF THE
ATONEMENT

Whereas the orthodox view concern
ing Jesus Christ as one person in two
natures was established in the early
creeds of Christendom,>t there was at
no time the elaboration of an official
view of the Atonement. The most that
was said in this regard was that Christ
"for us men and for our salvation came
down from heaven."52 How this salva
tion was accomplished is nowhere
stated. The result is that no one view of
the Atonement to the present time has
commanded the full consent of Chris
tendom.

Briefly I will now sketch the three
main theories of the Atonement set
forth at different times in the history of
the church. While not inclusive, they
demonstate something of the variety of
approaches to the Atonement. I will
also make some evaluative comments.

me. We can never be thankful enough
that our Lord was willing to go all the
way, even to bearing our condemna
tion, that we might be saved. Let us
together rejoice with joy unspeakable
that through His great act of reconcilia
tion we will live eternally in His pres
ence.

affirmation of a work completed, a
victory won. We can add nothing to it:
it is an objective atonement.>? He has
ransomed us, He has redeemed us, He
has defeated Satan. It is a finished
work.

Third, it is important to add that the
reconciliation God has accomplished
needs to be received. Paul writes (as
earlier quoted) that "while we were
enemies we were reconciled to God by
the death of his Son" (this is a finished
work), and he adds that by Christ "we
have now received our reconciliation"
(Rom. 5: 10-11). God has bridged the
gap and reconciled us to Himself. Yet
we must receive it, else despite God's
completed work, we are still unrecon
ciled to Him. Shortly after his statement
"God was in Christ reconciling the
world to himself," Paul continues: "We
beseech you on behalf of Christ, be
reconciled to God" (2 Cor. 5:20). Our
part is to receive-and that again
means faith (as earlier mentioned). By
faith we receive what God in Christ has
done for us, and in Him by His won
drous grace we enter into total reconcil
iation.

As we conclude this chapter on the
Atonement, we may have many feelings
of amazement, thanksgiving, and joy
for what God has done. We may well
stand awed and amazed at a love and
grace in Jesus Christ so immeasurable
as to compel Him to suffer and die for a
sinful world- for people like you and
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56Christus Victor by Gustav Aulen is a twentieth-century attempt to underscore the
relevance of this early-church thinking. Aulen speaks of Christ Victorious as the "classic"
or "dramatic" view of the Atonement (see e.g., pp. 20-23) and deplores its neglect in the
recent history of the church. Aulen admits that the ransom-to-Satan idea is grotesque in
imagery, but even so, it contains the critical truth that God "overcomes evil not by an
almightyfiat, but by putting in something of His own, through a Divine self-oblation" (p.
70).

57 As in some forms of the later satisfaction-to-God theory (see below).
58 Moral-influence theories of the Atonement (see pages 376-79) view the change as

occurring wholly within man. Hence such theories are not objective but subjective in
character.

59Regarding satisfaction Anselm writes: "Everyone who sins ought to pay back the
honor of which he has robbed God; and this is the satisfaction which every sinner owes to
God," Cur Deus Homo, 1.11.

60"Upon whom would he [Christ] more properly bestow the reward accruing from his
death, than upon those for whose salvation ... he became man ... ?" (ibid. 2.19).
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Anselm's stress on satisfaction to
God shorn of many of its negative
features, has continued variously in
both Roman Catholicism and Protestan
tism. Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274),
whose theology is normative for Roman
Catholicism spoke like Anselm of
Christ's death as a work of sacrifice and
declared that sacrifice "properly so
called is something done for that honor
which is properly due God in order to
appease him. "63 Aquinas also ~poke. of
the abundance of Christ's satisfaction
as "not only a sufficient but a super
abundant satisfaction for the sins of the
human race."64 Thomas Aquinas, how
ever was much broader than Anselm in
his ~iew of satisfaction: it relates n~t
only to God's honor but also to his
justice and mercy.v

This brings us now to the Reforma
tion. Martin Luther (1483-1546) may ~e
categorized as representing a certain
kinship to the early church concerns
about Satan. Although Luther did not
espouse a ransom-~o-Satan ~ie~ of t~e
Atonement, there 1S much 10 his writ
ings that points to Christ's involvement
with Satan in procuring man's salva
tion.w However, Luther's view was

ransom theories) and demonstrated a
way of its remission, there is still no
removal of sin itself. Indeed, the Atone
ment is so much a transaction between
God and Christ that man seems scarcely
touched at all.

61 Anselm lived at the time when ~eudaflism w~sdC~~:~?c~~~~~~~~~' ~~~:~' of the
62 Accordingly, Anselm's theory IS 0 ten ca e

Atonement.
63Summa Theologica, III, Q. 48, A. 3. . f Christ's work brings about this

Ibid II Q 48 A 2 The supererogation 0 .64 I., . . .' :'" h Id b added that Aquinas also Viewed man as
"superabundant sa~lsfactlOn. I~ s o~ e. wn contrition and confession. This opens
contributing something to that ~atdlsfact~on b

f
Y his once and man's own contribution through

the door to the Roman Catholic octnne 0 pena
works to salvation. h Id b delivered by Christ's passion was in keeping

65Ibid., II, Q. 46. A. 1. "T~at .ma~ s ~u e
with both His mercy and HIs Justice. . II used "ransom to

66 Aulen in his Christus Victor shows that Luther even occasiona y

quirement of God and not Satan: satis
faction to God rather than payment to
the devil. Also there is much more
stress on the seriousness of sin: God
will not pass over it and leave it unpun
ished. When God is not honored, peo
ple merit punishment and death. Sin has
infinite consequences. Further, An
selm's theory emphasized that this is a
moral universe wherein the Atonement
is the central piece in setting things
right between God and man. . .

However, we must offer some cnti
cisrn of Anselm's theory. The most
obvious is that his basic focus is on
God's honor. God seems much like a
magnified feudal lord,"! offend~d by t?e
failure of His vassals to give H1m
proper respect. Further, there. is an
undoubted commercial flavor" m the
whole scheme: the worth of Christ's
death is compared with the worth of
God's honor and the negative worth of
man's sins. This leads to an additional
criticism. Because Anselm views this
quantitatively, the superabun~ance of
Christ's achievement may simply be
passed on to people for their salvation.
Accordingly-and here we o~er .an
other serious criticism-man 1S little
more than a passive spectator of the
whole drama that goes on outside him.
Since there is an external transfer of
merits faith has little vital significance.

Fin~llY, although A~selm ~id, focus
properly on the necesstty of sm s p~n

ishment (an advance beyond the pnor

tion on the part of the sinner.>? How
ever, if punishment is not to occur and
satisfaction instead is to be made and
sin put away, that satisfaction cannot be
accomplished by man because his sin
against the infinite God is infinite in
character. Accordingly, only one who is
God can provide this vast satisfaction.
But since man owes it, it must also
come from within humanity. This is
why God became man in Jesus Christ:
to make an offering sufficient to satisfy
God's honor.

How then was this satisfaction ren
dered by the God-man? The answer of
Anselm was that because Christ was
both the great God and a sinless human
being who accordingly did not have to
die, His very death brought infinite
glory to God, vindicated His honor, and
restored order in creation. The infinite
value of Christ's death equalized the
infinite dishonor man's sin had
wrought. God accepted the sacrifice of
Christ as satisfaction to His affronted
honor. Since Christ's work went far
beyond what God required of Him-a
work therefore of supererogation
Christ was granted as a reward the
salvation of all those for whom He
died.w

Anselm's theory of the Atonement in
many ways is an improvement on the
previous ransom theory. For one thing,
it connects the Atonement with a re-

B. Satisfaction to God

In the high Middle Ages, Anselm of
Canterbury (1033-1109) wrote a book
entitled Cur Deus Homo (Why God
Became Man). In this small volume
Anselm presented a quite different view
of the Atonement from that of ransom
to Satan, claiming that God became
man in Jesus Christ to render proper
satisfaction to the impugned honor of
God. Sin, according to Anselm, dis
honors the majesty of an infinitely great
God and brings disorder into the uni
verse. This dishonor of God cannot
simply be overlooked or forgiven; it
calls for either punishment or satisfac-
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by Satan's power: Christ is victor!' 6
Moreover in this view the Atonement is
a continuous work of God through
Christ; it is God in action all the way.
Christ, accordingly, is not engaged in a
work of reconciling or appeasing God
the Father," but He is totally the
avenue by whom God wins the victory.
Further, in this view of the Atonement
an objective changess in relationship
between God and the world has oc
curred. This is a fact whether one
believes it or not. Hence even if ransom
to Satan is an inadequate way of putting
it, the joyous fact remains that the price
of all mankind's salvation has been
paid. The world after Calvary can never
really be the same.
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Satan" language (pp. 119-20). However, Aulen's main point is that Luther's view of the
Atonement was essentially the "classic" or "dramatic" view. While Aulen may have
overstated Luther's position, he has undoubtedly brought to light an important motif in the
Reformer's thinking.

~7Paul Althaus, a Lutheran scholar, declares Luther's dominant view to be thus: "The
satl~f~ctio.n "."hich God's ri%hteousness demands constitutes [for Luther] the primary and
declsl.ve sl~mfic~nce .of Ch~st's work and particularly of his death. Everything else depends
on this satisfaction, including the destruction of the might and authenticity of the demonic
powers" (The Theology of Martin Luther, 220).

68 Luther speaks of "the forgiveness obtained for us" in his Epistle Sermon, Twenty
fourth Sunday After Trinity.

69Luther's Larger Catechism, ii.3.
70Cave, in regard to Luther, puts it well: "Before God's love can do its work the claims of

Law and Wrath must be satisfied" (Work of Christ, 181).
71lnstitutes, 11.15.6 (Beveridge trans.).
72Ibid., 11.16.2.
73 Ibid., IV.14.21.
74 Ibid., 11.12.4.
75 Ibid., 11.17.4.
76 Ibid., 11.16.1.
77Ibid., 11.16.2. 375

78lbid. 11.16.4. I" heolozi )'n The
79This'is the language of Francis Turretin (~7t~-century Ca vmis.. ~ eo ogian I if the

Atonement of Christ, 27. I take this with appreclatlO; fr?m M~~on~ldb01~0~:7;::a~ and
Death of Christ, 192. McDonald shows how the omodlllant.1 dea I(n 186 192 95)

. C I . ist) rth doxy becomes that of G as JU ge see pp. , - .
Reformed (i.e., a virus 0 0 . h t fW G T Shedd (19th-century Calvinist
One striking example, as McDonald shows, IS tao . . . ot exercise mercy
[Presbyterian] theologian) saying that "the eternal Judge mayor may n '
but he must exercise justice" (ibid., 194). . ' ' h d ). C .t: . (17th century representatIOn of Calvinist ort 0 oxy

80The Westminster onjesston - . ' If h th
declares that "the Lor~ Jesus, by his perfect o~ed(i~nce ~~ sa~2fi~~\ ofS~~~s: ~t~t~m:nt
fully satisfied the justtc~ of hiS. F.ather . . . c .ap. , sec, .
underscores the satisfactIOn motif III post-ReformatIOn theology.

81 Systematic Theology, 373.
82 Ibid.
83 Ibid. 375. . ' 1 h resses
84Chu;ch Dogmatics, 2.1.413. Barth la~er III C~urc.h D~gmattcs 4. , ow~~er, ::fheless

some discomfort wkith the ifd~ta o:y~~tgiS~~~::,i~~~:~I~C~ o~~~~~~~~~f~~:~ce~tOthat i,n t~~
he proceeds to rna e use 0 I ,s'. h G d h d ne that which IS
passion of Jesus Chris,t, in. thehgivi.ng up of fiHghlSt~ogno~s?:~~ 'ma~e t:: vi~tory radical and
'satisfactory' or sufficient III t e victonous
total" (p. 254).

85Christian Theology, 2:815.
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more centrally that of satisfaction, not
to God's honor (as with Anselm) but to
God's righteousness.s" The righteous
God needs to be reconciled to sinful
man, and by the Atonement this occurs.
By Christ's death forgiveness has been
obtainedse for man. Luther had a strong
sense of the love and grace of God, but
there was also in the background the
dark and "hidden God" (the deus ab
sconditus) who without Christ would be
a terrifying figure: "Without Him
[Christ] we should see nothing but an
angry and terrible judge. "69 Hence,
Christ's work in atonement was primar
ily a satisfying of the wrath of God and
the demands of His law.?v We may
speak, then, of Luther's view of the
atonement as basically that of Penal
Satisfaction.

John Calvin (1509-1564), like Lu
ther, spoke often of satisfaction. For
example, "By the sacrifice of his
[Christ's] death, he wiped away our
guilt and made satisfaction for sin";' I

Christ "by this expiation satisfied and
duly propitiated God the Father."72 In
regard to the necessity of Christ's work
of atonement, "there must be some
mediator between God and man, to

satisfy God by the shedding of blood,
and the immolation of a victim which
might suffice for the remission of
sins."73 The necessity of appropriate
satisfaction-a satisfaction that propiti
ates God the Father-is apparent. Cal
vin frequently also spoke of this propiti
ation as an appeasement of God's
wrath. Two examples may suffice: "He
[Christ] declared the cause of his advent
to be, that by appeasing God he might
bring us from death to life";74 "had not
Christ satisfied for our sins, he could
not be said to have appeased God by
taking upon himself the penalty which
we had incurred."? 5 Calvin in such
statements viewed God as "a just judge
who cannot permit his law to be violat
ed with impunity, but is armed with
vengeance. "76 It seems that in Calvin's
view God in His holiness and righteous
ness can be placated only by the death
of Christ: thus his language of propitia
tion and appeasement. Yet, we must
quickly add, Calvin in one place asks,
"How can it be said that God who
prevents [that is, "precedes"] us with
his mercy, was our enemy until he was
reconciled to us by Christ."?" Later
Calvin strikingly answers: "Our being

reconciled by the death of Christ must
not be understood as if the Son recon
ciled us, in order that the Father, then
hating, might begin to love us, but that
we were reconciled to him already,
loving, though at enmity with us be
cause of sin. "78 Such a statement of
Calvin's indicates a break with the
satisfaction view wherein Christ recon
ciles the sinner to God, His love fending
off the wrath of God. Rather, God's
love is operational throughout, and in
Christ He brings about salvation.

With the successors of Luther and
Calvin, there was a growing tendency to
view the Atonement as essentially satis
faction to God's justice. God's love was
increasingly subordinated to His justice
so that the all-important thing becomes
that of "the vindicatory justice of
God. "79 In such thinking the critical
matter is that the Atonement so sat
isfied God's justice that He could as a
result forgive mankind. Forgiveness
can occur only when judgment has been
meted out. While God may show love,
He must execute justice. Hence, the
Atonement from this viewpoint is the
full satisfaction of God's justice;"
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thereupon God may embrace man in
love.

Twentieth-century theologians in the
Reformed tradition have frequently
spoken of the Atonement in terms of
satisfaction. Louis Berkhof writes that
the penal substitutionary or satisfaction
doctrine is "the doctrine clearly taught
by the Word of God. "81 The primary
importance of satisfaction lies in the
fact "that the atonement was intended
to propitiate God and to reconcile him
to the sinner. "82 This means further
that "the demands of the law are met
and that God is satisfied."! 3 Karl Barth
writes, "In His own word made flesh,
God hears that satisfaction has been
done to His righteousness, that the
consequences of human sin have been
borne and expiated... , "84 Millard
Erickson also writes, "It is the satisfac
tion theory which seizes upon the es
sential aspect of Christ's atoning work.
Christ died to satisfy the justice of
God's nature."!' Satisfaction to God's
righteousness, God's laws, God's jus
tice-however stated-lies at the heart
of the Atonement.

Let me add a few reflective com-
ments. First, this post-Anselmian view
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:~The G~eek word is edoxasan, "glorified" KJV, NIV.
Essentials of Evangelical Theology, 159.

88 Exposition of the Epistle to the Romans, II (LCC. vol. 4, A Scholastic Miscellany), 278.
89Ibid.
9oIbid., 284. . f
91 I refer here to views of ransom to Satan and satisfaction to God's honor. Later views 0

satisfaction to God's justice frequently suffer from much the same lack: justice must be
satisfied before love can function. Calvin, as has been noted, seeks a better balance between
the two.
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of the Atonement as satisfaction to
God's righteousness (or justice) is
surely much closer to the heart of the
gospel than Anselm's view is. What is
at stake in the Atonement is the right
eousness of God. Paul writes that in the
gospel "the righteousness of God is
revealed" (Rom. 1:17). To be sure, as
Anselm saw it, God has not been given
his due honor by mankind (' 'they did
not honorse him as God" [Rom. 1:21]),
and as the result of God's work in
Christ people again may truly honor and
glorify God. However, the Atonement
as such is concerned with God's right
eousness. Again, the post-Anselmian
(especially Reformation) picture of
Christ's death on the cross as vicarious
and penal-Christ our Substitute and
bearing the penalty of our sin-is
surely in accord with the deepest mean
ing of the Atonement. Once more, a
particular strength of this view is its
powerful objectivity. The Atonement is
a work of God-a finished work; it has
been accomplished in Jesus Christ.

Some critical weaknesses in the satis
faction viewpoint, however, must be
n.oted. For one thing, in many expres
sions of this viewpoint there is the
suggestion that the righteousness or
justice of God is more basic than His
love and mercy: God must execute
justice, He may show forth mercy. Yet
from the biblical perspective, God is
?oth wholly righteous and wholly lov
mg; there can be no "mays" and
"musts." Again, in the satisfaction pic
ture there is frequently a split between
God and Christ in that God is seen as
wrathful and Christ as loving (recall
especially Luther's view of the "hidden
God"). It follows that the work of
Chri~t is seen primarily as that of ap
peasing the Father's fierce anger against
sin so that His wrath can turn to mercy.
However, we must reply: the whole

work of redemption is grounded in the
love of God- "God so loved the world
that he gave His only Son." "Satisfac
tion thinking" is too much oriented to
God's being reconciled, whereas the
essential thrust of the New Testament is
that of man's' being reconciled: "God
was in Christ reconciling [not being
reconciled] the world to himself'
(2 Cor. 5: 19). The Atonement was a
continuous work of God the Father
through the Son-not discontinuous (as
if Christ had to set things right before
the Father could proceed)-wherein
the sins of mankind were expiated.

Perhaps the most serious criticism of
"satisfaction" thinking is its failure to
recognize the nature of free grace.
Donald Bloesch, for example, writes
that "atonement ... is an act of God to
satisfy his holiness before it is a decla
ration offorgiveness. "87 The word "be
fore" sets satisfaction prior to forgive
ness, thus making forgiveness the con
sequence of God's holiness being sat
isfied. This is an unfortunate error
since the grace, the forgiving grace, of
God is operational throughout the work
of Atonement. To be sure, the central
fact in the Atonement is Christ as our
vicarious Substitute. But this very sub
stitution, this vicarious sacrifice, is the
way of forgiveness. Atonement did not
occur to make possible the forgiveness
of sins; rather the Atonement is itself
the expression of the divine forgive
ness.

C. Moral Influence on Man

A generation after Anselm wrote his
book on the Atonement, Abelard
(1079- 1142) set forth a view generally
called the moral influence theory. Abe
lard's view was, in fact, a reaction
against both the ransom-to-Satan and
satisfaction-to-God's-honor theories of
the Atonement. Abelard's view of the

atonement had little influence at the
time and for some centuries thereafter;
however, it has been adopted in many
liberal circles since the Reformation.

For Abelard the suffering and death
of Christ is the ultimate demonstration
of God's love and mercy which intends
to evoke from us the response of love.
Abelard wrote, "God in Christ has
united our human nature to himself and,
by suffering in that same nature, has
demonstrated to us that perfection of
love .... So we, through his grace, are
joined to him as closely as to our
neighbor by an indissoluble bond of
affection. "88 We are "impartially just
ified by this manifestation of God's
grace. "89 Again, "our redemption
through Christ's suffering is that deeper
affection in us which not only frees us
from slavery to sin, but also wins for us
the true liberty of sons of God, so that
we do all things out of love rather than
fear. . .. "90 So by the divine
influence-the influence of God's love
and compassion-we enter into salva
tion.

From all the passages quoted above
(many more could be added), it is
apparent that in Abelard's view the
exhibition of Christ's love has the pow
er to elicit a corresponding love in man.
It is not that God has somehow altered
the human situation by the death of
Christ; the change rather must take
place in a the human heart. Through
Christ's passion it is God's intention to
woo man back to Himself: it is Love
seeking to enkindle love. The obstacle
between God and man is not that man is
in bondage to Satan or that some satis
faction needs to be made to God
through the death of Christ; the obsta-
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c1e rests entirely in man. All that is
needed is for man truly to behold the
love and benevolence of God and allow
his hardened heart to be transformed
thereby.

Hence Christ's death on the cross is
neither propitiatory nor expiative: it is
altogether demonstrative. No objective
change is needed in God's relation to
man: only a subjective one in man
himself. The force of Christ's vast love
can bring about such a change. We may
be moved by it in gratitude to repent
and to love Him in return. Thus Christ
does nothing in His death to alter the
human situation; the alteration is totally
within the heart of the one who in
responsive love turns both to God and
to his neighbor.

Surely there is much of value in
Abelard's thinking about the Atone
ment. Over against exaggerated pic
tures of Satan's dominant place and
God's impugned honor, Abelard seems
refreshing. The love of God that had
played almost no part in these previous
views now occupies center stage."! Ac
cordingly, with Abelard there is much
more of a sense of the personal, ethical,
and spiritual character of the work of
God in Christ. Such a Scripture as "we
love, because he first loved us" (1 John
4:19) accords well with Abelard's per
spective. There is a definite sense in
Abelard's writing of the human impact
of what God has done in Christ: the
atonement affects man at his vital cen
ter. Perhaps the most important
affirmative thing to say about Abelard's
view is that the Atonement is seen as a
continuous action of God in Christ to
man. It is neither a matter of Christ's
life as ransom to Satan nor as satisfac-

376 377



THE ATONEMENT

influence views properly stress that t~e
love of God is the controlling factor In
the occurrence of the Atonement. The
idea that God's righteousness must be
appeased is totally missing. Accord
ingly, influence theories downplay,
'even overlook, God's wrath and holi
ness but they do have the value of
seei~g the unity and continuity of the
action of God in Christ.

In all of this there is obviously a
tension in theory between God's right
eousness and His love. Satisfaction
thinking will not allow any min~mi~ing
of God's righteousness and Justice;
moral influence thinking invariably
counters with the stress on God's love
and compassion. Both are right: !he
problem arises when one is emphaSized
above the other. God is a God of
holiness and love; righteousness and
grace; justice and mercy. ....

Since the act of atonement IS Initiated
by God's love ("God so loved the ~orld
... "), then the primary ~atter.tn the
Atonement is not the satisfactIOn ~f
God's justice but the action of HIS
mercy wherein He rec~ives the full
weight of His justice and judgment ~pon
Himself. In this event love and ngh~
eousness have both been totally. In
operation. This is the way of the dlvll~e
forgiveness, this is the Atonement, this
is the reconciliation of the world to
God.

A word may be added by way of
comparing the satisfaction and moral
influence theories of the Atonement. On
the one hand, satisfaction views prop
erly understand the Atonement as ~n
objective act of God: the Atonement IS
an accomplished fact. In the occurrence
of Christ's passion and death the re
demption of mankind ha~ .been
wrought. Moral influence thIn~Ing
that Christ by His demonstration of
loving sacrifice can change our hves
is far too anemic to probe the depths of
the Atonement. On the other hand,

impact of God's sacrificial l~ve.9
5 Hast

ings Rashdall is a twentlet~-century
representative of the moral Influence
idea, stressing the example and effect of
Jesus' obedience at Calvary to change
human lives. 96

The critique made earlier of Abe-
lard's moral influence theory of the
Atonement applies on the wh~le to the
developments since that time. Of
course as was noted, Abelard wrote
directl~ in response to Ans~lm's view?f
the Atonement as sausfacuon to God s
honor. Writers since Abelard who gen
erally follow his thinking have more
directly opposed the later ?e,:elo~ed
views of satisfaction to God s justl~e.
Basically the Abelardian perspective
has not essentially changed over the
centuries.

more than that took place. For the cross
was a costly expiation wherein the sins
of the world were carried by God in
Jesus Christ, and through that very
action our redemption was accom
plished. All that a person can do and
must do is to receive what God has
wondrously wrought.

Various forms of the moral influence
theory have continued since Abelard's
time. Just following Luther and Calvin,
Faustus Socinus (1539-1604) depicted
the Atonement altogether in terms of
the example of Christ, namely, that in
His life and death Christ shows us the
way of true living. Christ's death has no
special atoning value; rather, God par
dons whom He wills and calls us simply
to follow in the way of Christ. Christ,
accordingly, is supremely the moral
teacher and example for all mankind.s
and the Atonement is the change in us
that Christ brings about. In the early
nineteenth century Friedrich Schleier
macher (1768-1834) likewise viewed
the Atonement as an event within our
human experience. Christ, according to
Schleiermacher, was a man in whom
"God-consciousness" was complete,
and through faith in Him we may enter
into this blessed condition.s: Hence,
again, it is the influences- of Christ that
brings about a change in man; in no
sense is there need for an objective
atonement. Later in the same century
Horace Bushnell (1801-1876) spoke of
the death of Christ as the supreme
manifestation of the vicarious love of
God whereby He softens human hearts
and brings men to repentance. The
Atonement, accordingly, is the change
within man resulting from the powerful

tion to God that is the dynamic of the
Atonement. In both such cases it was
only after the way has been cleared by
Christ-Satan-ward or God-ward
that God was free to move in, bringing
man to salvation. Abelard by his stress
on the love of God in Christ was able to
make important modification of previ
ous reflections on the Atonement.

On the other hand, Abelard's view
suffers a number of inadequacies. First
of all, this is a wholly subjective under
standing of the Atonement. Until man
responds in gratitude and love, there is
no reconciliation. To be sure, in the
suffering and death of Christ there is a
marvelous demonstration of God's
love, but, according to Abelard, it is
nothing more. Nothing objective has
happened, no atonement has been
wrought: all this awaits the human
response. Such a view is overly spec
tacular, as if God needed to prove His
love by the death of Christ. Again, the
Abelardian stress on God's love leaves
almost totally untouched the matter of
His holiness and righteousness, and
thus also His radical opposition to evil.
The suffering and death of Christ may
awaken a response of love, but how
does this action and response deal with
such critical matters as sin, guilt, and
punishment? The love of God so re
places holiness as actually to make no
atonement necessary. Once more-and
this follows-Abelard's kind of think
ing minimizes, even disregards the
whole area of expiation. God's love
may have been shown forth in the
suffering and death of Christ, but was it
demonstration and nothing more? The
answer must surely be that much, much
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92Socinus denied the essential deity of Christ and thereby laid the foundation for laterunitarian movements. The Racovian Catechism (1605), prepared by the foIlowers ofSocinus, is openly antitrinitarian.
93See especially Schleiermacher's Christian Faith, published in 1821.94Berkhof speaks of Schleiermacher's view of the Atonement as "the mystical theory"(Systematic Theology, 389). StiIl, in a broad sense, we may viewit under the moral influenceumbreIla, since, to use Berkhofs words, "it conceives of the atonement exclusively asexercising influence on man and bringing about a change in him" (ibid.).

9lSee especiaIly BushneIl's Vicarious Sacr~c~ ~~~~l;ian Theology (1920). Also R. S.96See Ra~hdall's The Idea of the A(:;;:)m~~fi~7teIY espouses a moral influence theory.Franks in his book, The Atonement ,
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The Exaltation of Christ

We come now to a consideration of
the exaltation of Jesus Christ. By this,
reference is made to what happened
following His self-humbling (or "humil
iation"). In the words of Paul, "He
humbled himself and became obedient
unto death, even death on a cross.
Therefore God has highly exalted him"
(Phil. 2:8-9). Because of Christ's will-

ingness to humble Himself, even from
the heights and glory of heaven to the
lowliness of death on a cross, He has
been highly exalted.

The exaltation of Christ may be spo
ken of as occurring in three stages:
resurrection, ascension, and session.
This may be compared with stages of
His humiliation in the diagram below.

HEAVEN Kenosis
(self-emptying)

Birth

Life

Session

Ascension

Resurrection

HEAVEN

Death
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I "Christianity stand.s or falI.s with the reality of the raising of Jesus from the dead. In the

(NJ ~w Testament there IS no faith that does not start a priori with the resurrection of Jesus"
urgen Moltmann, The Theology of Hope. 165).
2Th~ KJV re~~s. "infallib.le proofs"; NIV and NASB have "convincing proofs." The Greek

~ord Is"tekmenols, meaning "convincing, decisive proof' (BAGD). For some of these
proofs see Luke 24:30-43. Cf. John 20-21.

3See also Acts 22:6-11; 26:13-18. Cf. Galatians 1:16-"[God] was pleased to reveal his
Son to me."

4 Floyd Filson, Jesus Christ the Risen Lord. 31. .
5Paul Tillich: "Death was not able to push him into the past" (Systematic Theology.

2:157).
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In discussing the exaltation of Christ
we will view in turn each of the latter
three stages.

I. RESURRECTION

It needs to be affirmed vigorously at
the outset that the resurrection of Jesus
Christ is an essential fact in Christian
fait~. As Paul puts it unequivocally, "If
Chnst has not been raised, then our
preaching is in vain and your faith is in
vain" (I Cor. 15:14). The Christian
faith is null and void, empty of all
significance, if Jesus Christ was not
raised from the dead.'

A. Actuality

The actuality of the resurrection of
Christ must be our first concern. Since
the validity of Christian faith is based
on the resurrection, we must turn im
mediately to the matter of its actual
occurrence. No one seriously disputes
the question of Jesus' death on a cross,
but the same cannot be said for his
resurrection. What then is the evidence
that Christ arose?

1. The Unmistakable Witness in
Scripture

. We note, first, that all four Gospels
vigorously affirm the resurrection of
Christ. The stone had been rolled away
from the tomb where Christ was buried
the grave was empty, and the angelic
message was proclaimed: "He has ris
en!" (Matt. 28; Mark 16; Luke 24; John
20). The four Gospels give various
details related to the event, but they are
at one in declaring Christ's resurrection
from the dead.

Moreover, in all four Gospels not
only is there the angelic announcement

but also the record of appearances of
the resurrected Jesus to a number of the
disciples. He appeared to certain
women, to disciples on the road, and on
different occasions to the eleven apos
tles. All these appearances are set forth
as personal and direct confirmations by
Jesus Himself of the angelic proclama
tion.

When we move from the Gospels to
the account of the early church in Acts
the resurrection of Christ is likewis~
unambiguously declared. The narrative
early relates Jesus' presence with the
eleven apostles thus: "To them he
presented himself alive after his passion
by many proofs ,2 appearing to them
during forty days" (I :3). It was impor
tant that the apostles should be totally
convinced of Jesus' resurrection from
the dead. Shortly after Jesus was taken
up into heaven, a new apostle was
chosen to replace Judas, one whose
role, says Peter, is to "become with us
a witness to his resurrection" (I :22).
Thereafter in Acts the resurrection is
continually proclaimed: "Christ ...
was not abandoned to Hades, nor did
his flesh see corruption. This Jesus God
raised up, and of that we are all wit
nesses" (2:31-32); "You ... killed the
Author of life, whom God raised from
the dead. To this we are witnesses"
(3:14, 15); "with great power the apos
tles gave their testimony to the resur
rection of the Lord Jesus" (4:33). Paul,
later to become an apostle, likewise in
Acts proclaimed the resurrection: "God
raised him from the dead" (13:30) and
"he preached Jesus and the resurrec
tion" 07:18). The Book of Acts rings
with the proclamation of Christ's resur
rection.

When we turn to Paul's letters, it is of
utmost significance to observe that in
I Corinthians he gives a list of wit
nesses to the resurrection, including
himself. Paul writes: "he was raised on
the third day . . . he appeared to Ce
phas [Peter], then to the twelve. Then
he appeared to more than five hundred
brethren at one time.... Then he ap
peared to James [the brother of Jesus],
then to all the apostles. Last of all, as to
one untimely born, he appeared also to
me" (15:4-8). This personal appear
ance to Paul refers to the encounter on
the road to Damascus when he was
temporarily blinded by the brilliance of
the revelation of the risen Lord (Acts
9: 1-9).3 So Paul was one among many
who had beheld the risen Jesus. In all
his letters there are numerous refer
ences to the resurrection.

All those to whom Jesus appeared
after His resurrection were called to be
witnesses. In Peter's message to the
Gentiles in Caesarea a number of years
later, Peter says: "God raised him on
the third day and made him manifest;
not to all the people but to us who were
chosen by God as witnesses, who ate
and drank with him after he rose from
the dead" (Acts 10:40-41). Thus there
were no resurrection appearances to
people at large-as, for example, to the
Jewish leaders or Roman authorities
who put him to death-but only to
those who were called to be His wit
nesses. The one purpose of these ap
pearances was that they might know
they were proclaiming the Gospel of a
living God!

But back to the main point: there can
be no doubt that the Scriptures bear
unmistakable witness to the resurrec
tion of Jesus Christ. Indeed, as one
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New Testament scholar has put it,
"The entire New Testament is written
in the light of the resurrection fact.":'
Utterly no doubt exists among any of
the New Testament writers that Christ
rose from the dead.

2. Best Possible Explanation of
All the Data

Still there are those who question the
New Testament witness. Perhaps it is
all a legend or a misunderstanding that
Christ rose from the dead. I may men
tion, in passing, a few alternative expla
nations: (I) Jesus did not really die on
the cross, He only fainted or swooned;
hence, there was no resurrection from
death, only a revival of consciousness,
(2) Jesus died, but He really did not
rise; the disciples stole the body from
the tomb and then declared a resurrec
tion-it was all a hoax, a deception,
(3) The resurrection story is a myth,
similar to many pagan stories of gods
dying and rising again, derived from the
imagination that often indulges in flights
of fancy, (4) The disciples thought they
saw the risen Jesus, but it was a subjec
tive vision at best, possibly a hallucina
tion, produced by wishful thinking and
their yearning for His continuing pres
ence, (5) The resurrection of Jesus
"from the dead" is a manner of speak
ing of a life so significant that despite
deaths He continues to live in influence
and power in the world today. I will not
speak seriatim to these alternative ex
planations, but they will be addressed
variously in what follows.

A number of things point to a resur
rection from the dead as the best possi
ble explanation of the data.

a. Eyewitness accounts. The eyewit
ness accounts that have already been

382
383



6E.g., the two disciples on the road to Emmaus: "We had hoped that he was the one to
redeem Israel" (Luke 24:21).

7 E.g., .the ~isc!ples hidingbehind closed doors "for fear of the Jews" (John 20:19). James
Dunn wntes In his book The Evidence for Jesus: "If men were transformed from frightened
~e.n .cowering indoors 'for fear of the Jews' (John 20:19) to men who could not be
Intimidated even by the leadingJewish authorities, something must have happened to them.
There must be an adequate explanation for such an outcome. The 'resurrection of Jesus' is
part ~f that expl~nation in Christian sources" (p. 60).

8It IS apparen~ In the Gospel record that the disciples neither understood Jesus' statements
that He woul~ nse fro1!1 t~e dead, nor believed it would happen. Accordingto Mark 16, after
th~ resurrection the disciples believed neither Mary nor the Emmaus disciples when they
said th~y had s~en Jesus alive. WhenJesus later appeared to the Eleven "he upbraided them
for their unbelief and hardness of heart" (v. 14).

9The swoon theory, ment.ion~d.earlier, holds that Jesus did not reallydie on the cross, but
o~ly lost consciousness. This similarlywould have led to a search for His whereabouts after
H.ls reported resurrection. Agai~, no one searched for Jesus, for the simple reason that both
friend and foe knew He had died. Hugh Schoenfield popularized the swoon theory in his
book The Passover Plot.

lOSee, e.g., the myth of Er in Plato's Republic ,\Bk. 10):,. . "
II The Greek word is elenchos, a "proof, proving, hence a provmg of unseen things

(BAGD); KJV has "evidence." . .
I 2 Later words in Hebrews II regarding Moses are apropos: "He endured as seeing him

who is invisible" (v. 27). .
11Some lines from a familiar gospel hymn "He Lives" by Alfred H. Ackley express this

assurance:
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mentioned are strong evidence. It is not
simply that the New Testament pro
claims the resurrection, but that it as
serts this proclamation to be based on
the account of eyewitnesses. An eye
witness account always occupies a high
level of evidence for the veridicality of
an occurrence. According to the New
Testament, there were many eyewit
nesses. As noted, Paul speaks of an
appearance of the risen Christ to over
five hundred people at one time, adding,
"most of whom are still alive" (I Cor.
15:6). Thus many years later a large
number of eyewitnesses were still living
who could testify to any inquirer. It is
quite unlikely that so many people
could have been misled about a matter
of such critical importance.

b. Transformed disciples. It would
seem almost impossible to explain the
transformation of the disciples from
disillusionment, fear, even unbelief, to
a bold and courageous faith without
Jesus' resurrection from the dead. The
prevailing picture of the disciples imme
diately following Jesus' crucifixion and
death was one of disillusionment,s
fear," and disbelief.! What possibly
could have changed this defeatism to
courageous faith except Christ's unmis
takable resurrected appearance? The
mood after Jesus' death precluded any

wishful thinking; thus the resurrection
was no product of their imagination.
Everything pointed to the end-it was
all over. Finis.

c. Ease of disproof Assuming, how
ever, that the disciples for some reason
fabricated the whole matter of Jesus'
resurrection, disbelievers or enemies
could easily have disproved their testi
mony with a corpse from the grave. It is
significant that there is utterly no sug
gestion in the New Testament record
that even the foes of Jesus assumed the
body to be still in the grave. Indeed,
quite the contrary, as is evident from
the fact that the Jewish chief priests and
elders paid the soldiers who had
guarded the tomb to tell people, "His
disciples came by night and stole him
away while we were asleep" (Matt.
28: 13). No record exists of anyone so
much as suggesting a search for Jesus'
body.?

d. Survival ofChristianity. If Jesus did
not rise from the dead, the basis of
Christian faith is either an illusion of a
lie. If the early disciples really believed
in Jesus' resurrection but were in error
and only fantasizing, then Christianity
is based on wishful thinking and self
delusion. If they did not believe He rose
but claimed it to be so, then the basis of

Christian faith is falsehood and decep
tion. It is hard to believe that Christian
ity could have survived so long if either
an illusion or a lie constituted its foun
dation.

e. Continuation of Christ's presence.
That the witness of the early disciples
to the resurrection of Jesus belongs to
the realm of mythology, or that it is
only a statement about a highly sig
nificant life whose influence is perpet
ual, seems utterly contrary to the bibli
cal records. Mythological resurrection
motifs having little or no concern for
concrete evidence of their factuality are
totally lacking.!? That the resurrection
of Jesus is only a way of speaking about
the continuing influence of a highly
significant life again has absolutely no
New Testament basis. Jesus Christ is
experienced, not as a Socrates of
blessed memory whose influence lives
on, but as a real and continuing pres
ence three days after His death.

3. The Certification of Faith
and Experience

While the affirmation that Jesus rose
from the dead is based on the biblical
witness and surely makes the best sense
of available data, it is also confirmed in
faith and experience. There is an exis
tential confirmation and verification.

It is of profound significance that just
after Jesus offered doubting Thomas
visible proof of His resurrection, He
added, "Have you believed because
you have seen me? Blessed are those
who have not seen and yet believe"
(John 20:29). Jesus pronounced blessing
on faith-believing without seeing-in
His resurrection, and this blessing has
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continued through the generations. This
does not mean that faith is blind, a kind
of "leap in the dark" or wishful think
ing, but has about it an inner certitude
that makes for a richer blessing than
any visible and tangible evidence.

Faith, according to the Book of
Hebrews, is "the convictionl ! of things
not seen" (11: I). Thus faith is not a
lower level of certitude than visible
proof, for it is the proving of things not
seen. Faith has its own "eyes" to
behold the invisible I 2 and therefore
knows for a certainty that Jesus rose
from the dead.

This does not mean that faith is sight.
It is not to share the experience of the
early disciples to whom Jesus appeared
nor is it to have a special revelation
from heaven such as came to Paul:
those events belong to sight. Yet faith is
knowledge-a knowledge that occurs
when and where genuine faith exists. It
is God's doing in us, opening our eyes
to His truth.

Countless Christian believers through
the centuries have come to know that
Christ is alive. They have not only
accepted the testimony of Scripture
regarding His resurrection but in faith
have also received Him into their
hearts. The invitation of Christ, "Be
hold, I stand at the door and knock; if
anyone hears my voice and opens the
door, I will come in to him" (Rev.
3:20), has been accepted, so that they
know for a certainty that Christ is not
dead but alive. "Christ in you," says
Paul, is "the hope of glory" (Col. 1:27).
It is also the certitude of His resurrec
tion from the dead and His continuing
reality. I 3
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He lives, He lives,
Christ Jesus lives today!

You ask me how 1 know He lives?
He lives within my heart.

14TheGreek phrase ptoethentes de kai emphoboi maybe translated even stronger as in the
KJV: "terrified and affrighted."

15The Greek phrase is autos aphantos egeneto ap' auton, literally, "he became invisible
from them."

16"Jesus is not awakened again to physical life ... but to a spiritual corporeality" (Emil
Brunner, Eternal Hope, 149). It is "the new life of a new body, not a return of life into ~he
physical body that died but has not yet decayed" (Wolfhart Pannenberg, Dialog 4 [Spong
1965], "Did Jesus Really Rise From the Dead?").

17The Greek for "physical body" is soma psychikon, for "spiritual bo~y': is soma
pneumatikon, Psychikon is translated "natural" in KJV. NASH. NIV. 1 believe the RSV

translation of "physical" sets forth better the antithesis with "spiritual."
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B. Form

We next consider the form of Christ's
resurrected person. What was Jesus
like in His resurrection appearance?

1. Corporeal

The resurrection of Jesus Christ was
corporeal or bodily. He did not appear
as a spectral or disembodied form. In
Jesus' first appearance to the disciples
"he showed them his hands and his
side" (John 20:20). Later He told
Thomas to touch His body: "Put your
finger here, and see myhands; and put
out your hand, and place it in my side"
(v. 27). Unmistakably, Jesus' appear
ance was in bodily form.

According to Luke's account, not
only did Jesus make the same offer but
He also strongly disclaimed being a
spirit, and He ate a fish in their pres
ence. At first when Jesus appeared,
they were "startled and frightened, and
supposed that they saw a spirit." Then
after seeking to calm them, He said,
"See my hands and my feet, that it is I
myself; handle me, and see; for a spirit
has not flesh and bones as you see that I
have. And while they still disbelieved
for joy, and wondered, he said to them,
'Have you anything here to eat?' They
gave him a piece of broiled fish, and he
took it and ate before them" (24:37, 39
43).

Thus Jesus emphasized that He was
not a different Jesus from whom they
had known before but that in His whole
person-which included the body-He
was totally alive again. Resurrection
could not have occurred if the body had
been missing, since the body is insepa
rable from the total person. He just as

firmly denied being a spirit-"a spirit
has not flesh and bones" - by demon
strating his bodily presence through a
willingness to be handled and by eating
a fish before their startled eyes. It was
the same Jesus who had walked among
them, shared with them the Last Sup
per, and was crucified on Calvary that
was again in their midst.

We may, then, properly speak of the
essential identity of Jesus' resurrected
life with His life before. He had not
been changed from body into spirit, but
was the same Jesus they had known in
the flesh.

2. Spiritual

The resurrection of Christ was also
spiritual. Although He was not a spirit
in His resurrection and while his body
was quite substantial, there was also a
new spiritual quality or dimension to
Him.

In His first resurrection appearance
to the disciples Christ suddenly stood in
their midst. He was absent, then "Jesus
himself stood among them" (Luke
24:36). Little wonder they were "star
tled and frightened" (v. 37)14 and
thought they saw a spirit. John records
that the doors were shut (20:19) and
that suddenly without opening the
doors He was standing in the room.
There was obviously a new spiritual
dimension in His bodily resurrection.

On another occasion Jesus suddenly
vanished. After He spent time with the
two Emmaus-road disciples in their
home and breaking bread with them,
the Scripture reads, "He vanished out

of their sight." I j Something was quite
different about Jesus' resurrection ex
istence.

Indeed, a transformation had unmis
takably occurred. There was something
unique here. Other resurrections are
reported in the Gospels but none
such-for all their wonder-signify a
new mode of spiritual existence. They
were only resuscitations of corporeal
existence. They represent transitory
returns to physical life, and in due time
the resuscitated person died once more.
Jesus, on the contrary, was raised not
to die again but to continue living. Thus
the resurrection, though it is bodily, is
not a continuing physical life but a
spiritual one" 6

What we therefore behold in the
resurrection of Jesus, to use the lan
guage of Paul, is no longer a physical or
natural body but a spiritual body. In 1
Corinthians 15 Paul describes the na
ture of the future resurrection body
against the background of Christ's res
urrection as "the first fruits" (v. 20);
hence what he says here would also
seem applicable to Christ's resurrection
body. Several verses are pertinent:
"What is sown is perishable, what is
raised in imperishable. It is sown in
dishonor; it is raised in glory. It is sown
in weakness, it is raised in power. It is
sown a physical body, it is raised a
spiritual body. If there is a physical
body, there is also a spiritual body" 17
(vv. 42-44). It is proper therefore to
speak of the body of Jesus in His
resurrection not as a physical or natural
body but as a spiritual body.

Thus while there is an essential iden-
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tity and a continuity between Jesus'
existence prior to and after His resur
rection (there is no transition into a
disembodied state), there is also an
otherness and a certain discontinuity
from what has preceded.

3. Mysterious

There is mystery in the resurrection.
We simply do not know what spiritual
corporeality means: it is strange to us.

Two examples of strangeness in
Jesus' resurrection appearances may be
noted. First, there was the appearance
of Jesus to Mary Magdalene near the
tomb; "she turned round and saw Jesus
standing, but she did not know that it
was Jesus" (John 20:14). Even after
Jesus spoke to her, she supposed Him
to be "the gardener" (v. 15). This is
quite strange in that she had followed
Jesus for a long time. She knew His
face well, and His voice was very
familiar to her. There was something
mysterious about the form and manner
of His resurrection body.

Second, Jesus joined two disciples on
the road to Emmaus and walked with
them, but "their eyes were kept from
recognizing him" (Luke 24:16). These
disciples belonged to the company of
those around Jesus (see vv. 22-24), and
so doubtless they knew Him well. But
they did not recognize Him even though
He talked with them at some length
both on the road and in the village.
According to the Gospel of Mark, Jesus
"appeared in another form" (16:12) to
these two, which signifies that there
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18 Although Mark 16:12 is a part of Mark's so-called Long Ending(vv. 9-20), which is not
found in many early manuscripts, the verses belong to the canon of accepted Scripture.
C. E. Graham Swift writes that "although the question of literary authenticity must remain
uncertain, all scholars agree that these verses are canonically authentic. They are part of the
'Canon of Holy Scripture'" (NBC, revised, 886).

19 In chapter 13, "The Incarnation."
2°The Greek phrase is ek anastaseos nekron. The NASB margin suggests "as a result of'

as an alternate translation of ek.

21 Thus Peter at the climaxof his sermon says, "God has made him both Lord and Christ,
this Jesus whom you crucified" (Acts 2:36). To be sure Jesus was already Lord and Christ,
but by His resurrection from the dead He has been "made" in the sense of constituted or
declared Lord and Christ. See JB footnote on this verse.

22Calvin writes, "How could he have obtained the victory for us, if he had fallen in the
contest?" (Institutes, 11.16.12, Beveridge trans.).

BThis will be discussed in volume 2.
24 Or death which is the result of sin- "sin when it is full-grown brings forth death"

(James 1:15).
25 "Broken the power of' is preferable to "abolished" (KJV, RSV, NASB) or "destroyed"

(NIV). The Greek verb katargeo means "to make completely inoperative" or "to put out of
use," according to TDNT (1.453). Since death is still a fact in human life and thus has not
actually been abolished, the NEB rendering is more accurate.

26The Greek word is katargese, See preceding footnote. See also chapter 14, note 27.

RENEWAL THEOLOGY

was a different form-namely, spm
tual-to His resurrection body.!e

What is also interesting in these ac
counts about Mary Magdalene and the
Emmaus disciples is that after their lack
of perception they did come to recog
nize Him. Jesus simply called her name:
"Mary" (John 20: 16). Something in His
voice brought about sudden recogni
tion. On the other occasion, as Jesus
took bread, blessed it, broke it, and
gave it to the Emmaus disciples, "their
eyes were opened and they recognized
him" (Luke 24:31). Whether they saw
his wounded hands or detected some
familiar mannerism when He served the
bread-something caused them to
know it was Jesus.

Thus all the resurrection narratives
are on the mysterious borderline be
tween the commonplace and the un
usual, the natural and the supernatural.
Another dimension of human reality is
for the first time becoming manifest.
There is both identity and otherness,
continuity and discontinuity, familiarity
and unfamiliarity. It all suggests that
something new and inexplicable has for
the first time come about. This is the
transformation of physical human exist
ence into a higher order of spiritual
existence: the spiritual body of the
resurrection!

C. Significance

We turn next to reflection on the
significance of Christ's resurrection.
Earlier I quoted these words of Paul:
"If Christ has not been raised, then our
preaching is in vain, and your faith is in
vain." Why this is true is now the
matter for our consideration.

I. Declaration of Jesus' Sonship,
Deity, and Lordship

Throughout the ministry of Jesus His
divine sonship was largely hidden. As
we have noted,w Jesus' being the Son
of God was not His own self-designa
tion nor did it come readily from the lips
of His disciples. But with His resurrec
tion there was the removal of the veil; it
can no longer be seriously questioned
that He is the Son of God. Paul writes
that Jesus was "declared with power to
be the Son of God by the resurrection
from the dead" (Rom. 1:4 NASB).20 He
was, of course, already the Son of God,
but the resurrection was its powerful
declaration.

Hence the Resurrection is an
affirmation of His deity. Thomas, no
longer the doubter, cries out, "My Lord
and my God!" (John 20:28). If there had
been any question before about His
divine nature, it is now dispelled. It has
been said that the best apologetic for
the deity of Christ is His resurrection,
the reason being that there is no other
sufficient explanation for its occur
rence. It is a different order of resurrec
tion from anything that had ever before
happened. Moreover it is not simply a
passive matter of His being raised up.
Jesus says on one occasion: "Destroy
this temple [the temple of His body],
and in three days I will raise it up"
(John 2:19). The resurrection from the
dead accordingly is a declaration of the
divine power, the divine reality of Jesus
Christ.

Also Christ's resurrection from the
dead affirms His lordship: death could
not hold Him fast. As Peter says in his

first sermon: "God raised him up, hav
ing loosed the pangs of death, because
it was not possible for him to be held by
it" (Acts 2:24). Moreover, not only was
it impossible for death to contain Him,
but by being raised up He will never
know death again. Two beautiful pas
sages illustrate this: "Christ being
raised from the dead will never die
again; death no longer has dominion
over him" (Rom. 6:9), and "I am the
first and the last, and the living one; I
died, and behold I am alive for ever
more" (Rev. 1:17-18). Christ is the
Lord of life ("the living one") and
death ("alive for evermore"). By His
resurrection from the dead the lordship
of Christ is gloriously declared.v'

2. Climax of Our Salvation

Now we come to a central and criti
cal point: if Christ had not been raised
from the dead, our salvation would not
have been consummated. As Paul says,
"If Christ has not been raised, your
faith is futile and you are still in your
sins" (l Cor. 15:17). For despite God's
act of reconciliation in Christ, if Christ
had remained locked in the grave, there
would have been no life and no salva
tion. 22 Paul says elsewhere that Christ
was "put to death for our trespasses
and raised for our justification" (Rom.
4:25). Justification, the free gift of right
eousness, is the very heart of salva
tion23 and is made possible through the
death of Christ. But unless Christ had
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been raised, justification would literally
have been a dead matter. Hence
through the resurrection of Christ our
salvation has been completed.

Let us observe more closely that the
problem of mankind is not only sin but
also deaths- -so salvation means vic
tory over both sin and death.

Thus did Christ in His great saving
act deal decisively not only with sin at
the cross but also with death through
His resurrection. For truly He has also
broken the power of death. In the
words of Paul, our "Savior Jesus Christ
... has broken the power of death and
brought life and immortality to light"25
(2 Tim. I: to NEB). However, we need to
add immediately, death does not inher
ently have power but derives its power
from Satan who brought it into human
existence. And the marvel of what
Christ has done is that He partook of
our nature that "through death he might
break the power 0[26 him who has death
at his command, that is, the devil; and
might liberate those who, through fear
of death, had all their lifetime been in
servitude" (Heb. 2:14-15 NEB). Thus
Satan's power over death has been
broken. Not only did Christ rise victori
ous over Satan and death, but He also
has wrought this victory for all who
belong to Him.

We may now state it more spe
cifically: By rising from the dead Christ
has won the victory over both sin and
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27The RSV has "nature" after both "perishable" and "mortal." However that is not in
the Greek text and is misleading because Paul is talking about the resurrection of the body
(see I Cor. 15:35ff.).

28 Ascension Day is, of course, reckoned as ten days before Pentecost Sunday
(Whitsunday), hence on Thursday.

29For example, Emil Brunner writes, "For Paul the Exaltation of Jesus is identical with
His Resurrection, and the same is true of John: only in John, still more plainly than in Paul,
resurrection and crucifixion, and therefore resurrection and exaltation are regarded as a
unity. While the exaltation of Christ and his session at the Right Hand of God belong to the
fundamental kerygma of the witnesses in the New Testament, the exaltation as 'Ascension'
plays no part in the teaching of the Apostles" (The Christian Doctrine of Creation and
Redemption, 373).

30 Jesus appeared to the apostles "during forty days" (Acts 1:3). Thereafter the Ascension
occurred.

31 Some have thought that Jesus' words imply an immediate ascension. However, such an
ascension on the day of Christ's resurrection would be contrary to the overall New
Testament witness. Concerning the words here, Leon Morris writes that they "must be
understood in the light of a future ascension. It is as though Jesus were saying, 'Stop clinging
to Me. There is no need for this, as I am not yet at the point of permanent ascension. You
will have opportunity of seeing me' " (NICNT, The Gospel According to John, 841).

32The Greek word is eusebeias, also "godliness" (KJV, NIV, NASB).
J3See, e.g., "Ascension Day Charade" (article in The Christian Century [May 24, 1967],

675-76), which describes an Ascension Day parody on the campus of an unnamed "highly
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death. Thereby our justification is com
plete, and life has been raised up.

Beyond forgiveness and reconcilia
tion is a new life in Jesus Christ-to be
with Him alive for evermore! For in
Christ's resurrection we are raised to
eternal life with Him.

3. Assurance of Our Future
Resurrection

Christ's resurrection from the dead
assures our resurrection in the age to
come. For not only are we raised from
the dead spiritually now, as I have
noted, but we will also be raised bodily
in the coming age. Paul writes that "if
for this life only we have hoped in
Christ, we are of all men most to be
pitied." Then he adds, "But in fact
Christ has been raised from the dead,
the first fruits of those who have fallen
asleep. For as by a man came death, by
a man has come also the resurrection 'of
the dead" (1 Cor. 15:19-21). Since the
raising of Christ is the "first fruits,"
other fruit is sure to follow, namely, our
resurrection from the dead. Thus, as
was earlier quoted, Christ has brought
life and immortality to light!

This means that some day-"at the
last trumpet" - "the dead will be raised
imperishable .... For this perishable
must put on the imperishable and this
mortal must put on immortality"
(1 Cor. 15:52-53 NASB).27 This is not
some natural immortality but an immor
tality to be "put on" -and it all comes
through Jesus Christ. Paul climactically
cries forth, " 'Death is swallowed up in
victory' '" thanks be to God who
gives us the victory through our Lord
Jesus Christ" (1 Cor. 15:54, 56).

Because of Christ's resurrection from

the dead we have assurance of our
resurrection to come. With Paul and the
saints of all ages, we may rejoice in
what God has done through Jesus
Christ. Another declaration of Paul pro
vides a fitting summary word of the
Christian testimony:

If we live, we live to the Lord, and if we
die, we die to the Lord; so then, whether
we live or whether we die, we are the
Lord's. For to this end Christ died and
lived again, that he might be Lord both of
the dead and of the living (Rom. 14:8-9).

II. ASCENSION

We now come to the second stage in
Christ's exaltation: His ascension. For
not only did Christ rise from the dead
but He also ascended into heaven.

Before proceeding to discuss the as
cension of Jesus, we should recognize
that the church at large has paid little
attention to this aspect of Christ's exal
tation. Easter-the celebration of
Christ's resurrection-is universally
observed, but Ascension Day in most
church traditions is little recognized. In
a few countries Ascension Thursday-s
is a holiday, but this is increasingly a
rarity. Such little attention would sug
gest that the ascension of Christ has
only minimal importance.

The witness of the early New Testa
ment church seems to reinforce that
view. The apostles in the Book of Acts
constantly proclaim the resurrection of
Jesus, but nowhere do they give testi
mony to the Ascension. Further, it is
claimed by some that the Ascension has
no place in the apostles' writings and
therefore ought to be viewed as identi
cal with the resurrection or the session

of Jesus.t? This last statement is clearly
in error-as we will note-and also
though the apostles in Acts do not
proclaim the Ascension, it is unques
tionably and importantly in the back
ground of their total witness.

A. Actuality

Let us then speak of the actuality of
the Ascension and begin with the Book
of Acts. Its author Luke states that the
ascension of Jesus (I :9-11) occurred
forty days after the Resurrection'? and
that the apostles witnessed it. Indeed
when an apostle was chosen to replace
Judas, a prerequisite, according to
Peter, was that he have been with the
other apostles "beginning from the bap
tism of John until the day when he
[Jesus] was taken up from us" (1:22).
Such a one, Peter continues, "must
become with us a witness to the resur
rection" (1:22). Hence, though the wit
ness is to the Resurrection and not the
Ascension, the Ascension provides es
sential and necessary background.

An overview of the rest of the New
Testament shows many references to
the Ascension. Let us note several, first
in the Gospels. Mark 16:19-"So then
the Lord Jesus, after he had spoken to
them, was taken up into heaven." In
the Fourth Gospel Jesus asked those
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who were offended at His discourse
about eating His flesh and drinking His
blood: "Do you take offense at this?
Then what if you were to see the Son of
man ascending where he was before?"
(John 6:62). After His resurrection
Jesus said to Mary Magdalene, "Do not
hold me, for I have not yet ascended to
the Father; but go to my brethren and
say to them, I am ascending» to my
Father and your Father, to my God and
your God" (John 20:17). Second, we
turn to the Epistles and note a number
of similar references: Ephesians 4:10
"He who descended is he who ascend
ed far above all the heavens"; 1 Tim
othy 3:16-"Great indeed, we confess
is the mystery of our religion:» He was
manifested in the flesh, vindicated in
the Spirit, seen by angels, preached
among the nations, believed on in the
world, taken up in glory"; Hebrews
4:14-"We have a great high priest
who has passed through the heavens";
1 Peter 3:22;-"[He] has gone into
heaven and is at the right hand of God."

Although the language varies some
what in the above statements, it is
surely significant that six or seven New
Testament writers speak of the Ascen
sion. The idea of an ascension was
surely just as offensive in Jesus' day as
to many in our day.' ' Further, the
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respected seminary." A number of seminarians with a shout of "blast off" released gas
inflated balloons tied to an effigy of Christ. As the effigy floated upward, one student read
derisively from the account of the Ascension in Acts 1.

34 'The hypostatic union is no passing phenomenon but an abiding reality" (J. G. Davis,
He Ascended into Heaven, p. 180).

35Which is a wholly spiritual reality. Angels are "spirits," pneumata (see Heb. 1:14).

C. Significance 2. Our Elevation in Christ

We come now to a consideration of The ascension of Christ refers not
the significance of the ascension of only to the height of Christ's victory but

36 Psalm 68:18 from which the words of Paul are basically taken, says:. "Th.ou didst
ascend the holy' mount, leading captives in thy train." It is important to Identify ~hese
captives as enemies in both Psalms and Ephesians. " ... the captives are the enemies of
Christ; just as in the Psalms they are the enemies of Israel and Israel's God" (EGT on Eph.

4:8l;one may here recall a stanza from the hymn by Arthur T. Russell, "The Lord
Ascendeth Upon High":

The Lord ascendeth up on high,
The Lord hath triumphed gloriously,
In power and might excelling;
The grave and hell are captive led,
Lo! He returns, our glorious Head,
To His eternal dwelling.
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Ascension was the climactic statement
in one of the earliest doctrinal formulas
(I Tim. 3: 16). It is obvious that the
ascension of Jesus occupies a place of
critical importance in the New Testa
ment record.

Aside from the Scriptures, logic dic
tates that if Jesus rose from the dead,
there had to be an ascension. Since He
rose not to die again and is nowhere
today bodily on the face of the earth, he
must have gone somewhere else. Being
the Son of God, He surely would have
returned whence He came-to heaven.

B. Form

As we consider the form or manner
of Christ's departure at the Ascension,
we are unquestionably in the realm of
mystery (cf. 1 Tim. 3:16 above) and
faith. Only believers beheld the Ascen
sion, and only believers can adequately
comprehend it. The essential descrip
tion is found in Acts 1:9-11. We will
note this in conjunction with other
references.

i. A Parting

"While he blessed them, he parted
from them" (Luke 24:51). This hap
pened, according to the record in Acts,
"as they were looking on" (1:9). Thus it
was an experienced departure. Christ
did not just disappear; they saw Him
go. Thus He did not rise to die again
(like Lazarus and others). He is not still
wandering around the earth; they be
held Him return to heaven.

Hence, it was also a corporeal depar
ture. And this means that the Word who
became flesh did not discard that flesh
in leaving the earth behind. In His
resurrection there was, to be sure, the

transition from a physical body to a
spiritual body, but in the Ascension
there was not a further transition into a
wholly spiritual entity.> He did not
become an angel» to prepare for this
departure. Thus it was a parting, not
from the flesh, but from the disciples.

This parting, finally, was a leave-tak
ing. Christ was not going to be gone
forever. It was an "auf Wiedersehen, "
an "au revoir," an "until I see you
again." For at the close of the incident
of His ascension, two angels declared
that He "will come [again]" (l: II). He
left them-to return.

2. An Elevation

Jesus was "taken up" (Mark 16:19;
Luke 24:51 NIV) or "lifted up" (Acts
1:9). This is comparable to "raised up"
in His resurrection; note the passive
voice in each instance. In regard to this
recall the words of Paul in Philippians
2:9: "God has highly exalted him."
This is in accord with the words Jesus
Himself had spoken: "He that humbles
himself will be exalted" (Matt. 23:12).
Jesus' being exalted to the heavens is
consequent to His willingness to abase
Himself to the uttermost.

As He was lifted up, "a cloud took
him out of their sight" (Acts 1:9). This
would seem to be parallel to the
Transfiguration where "a cloud came
and overshadowed them [Jesus, Peter,
John, and James]" (Luke 9:34) except
that this time none of the disciples
shared the cloud: it was for Jesus alone.
This was truly a cloud of heaven not
earth, a cloud of glory that seems most
closely to parallel the cloud on Mount
Sinai in which God came to Israel
"the cloud covered the mountain. The

glory of the Lord settled on Mount
Sinai" (Exod. 13:21-22).

But the important matter here is that
of Jesus' elevation. It was the next
stage in the exaltation of Christ: the
glorious action in which He who had
never sought to elevate Himself was
lifted up by God the Father.

3. into Heaven

He was taken up "into heaven"
(Mark 16:19; Luke 24:51 NIV;Acts 1:11)
or "in glory" (1 Tim. 3:16). Jesus was
now lifted up to the exalted place
whence He came. He was received
back into the Father's presence. What a
glorious picture this is!

Paul writes that "he ascended far
above all the heavens" (Eph. 4:10)
that is, far above all the spheres of
heaven we know. It would surely be a
mistake to view this as a trip like that of
an astronaut or cosmonaut journeying
into outer space, past moon, other
planets, sun, and stars. This was a trip
into glory, which can be reached
through no mere spatial journey. He
went to an absolutely inaccessible
sphere that no telescope however pow
erful can see and that no space vehicle
regardless of its speed can ever reach.
He went up in a cloud of glory into
heaven.
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Jesus Christ. Of what importance is it
that Christ not only rose from the dead
but that He also ascended into heaven?

1. The Height of Christ's victory
It is one thing to say that Christ is

alive; another that He is also victorious.
The height of that victory is shown
forth in His ascension. The key state
ment in this connection is found in
Ephesians: "When he ascended on high
he led a host of captives" (4:8). The
picture here is of the captured enemy
following in Christ's train,» and seems
to be related to the words in Colossians
2:15-"He disarmed the principalities
and powers, and made a public example
of them triumphing over them." The
heavens through which Christ ascended
are also depicted as the realm of Sa
tan- "the prince of the power of the
air" (Eph. 2:2)-and of various other
evil forces- "the spiritual hosts of
wickedness in the heavenly places"
(Eph. 6:12). But Christ has ascended
above them, leading them captive in his
triumphal train. Thus Christ's move
ment toward heaven with the captives
beneath Him dramatizes the height of
His victory. 37

Christ has won a total victory over
sin and death and over all evil forces
Satan and his minions. Jesus Christ has
ascended on high!
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38The manner of this existence is suggested in Hebrews 12:23 that speaks of "the spirits
of just men made perfect" in heaven.

39This is "the bringing of humanity to God ... the conclusion of the days of humiliation
and the consummation of the process of glorification whereby man, in whose nature God had
become participant through the Incarnation, was made participant in the glory of the
Godhead" (Davis, He Ascended into Heaven, 171).

40"We too are directly elevated and exalted in the elevation and exaltation of the
humiliated Servant of God to be Lord and King. Apart from Him we are still below, but in
Him we are already above" (Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, 4.2.271).

41 "Our home is in heaven, and here on earth we are a colony of heavenly citizens,"
Martin Dibelius, quoted in BAGD, "politeuma," ("commonwealth" or "citizenship").

42Words of the chorus "Turn Your Eyes upon Jesus," by Helen H. Lernmel, come to
mind:

Turn your eyes upon Jesus,
Look full in His wonderful face,
And the things of earth will grow strangely dim
In the light of His glory and grace. " . ." ,,' "

43The word "session" is used here in the sense of sittmg or being seated. See
section B. I, footnote 52, for further comment.
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also to the fact that we are lifted up in
Him.

a. Human Nature Elevated. Since
Christ did not surrender His human
nature in returning to heaven but as
cended in our flesh, this signifies, first,
the extraordinary fact that human na
ture has already been elevated into the
glory of heaven. All persons in Christ
who have lived and died are now
present with Him in heaven.w but not
in their flesh or body: such must await
the resurrection at the end of history. It
also signifies, secondly, that human
nature-in a way totally inexplicable
has also in Christ become participant in
the godhead.t? Never was human na
ture more glorious; for, in a sense far
beyond anything before, God is now
united to our manhood, not on earth,
but in heaven!

This is surely the ultimate glo
rification of man. It is not that some
day, as Paul says, "[Christ] will change
our lowly body to be like his glorious
body" (Phil. 3:2l)-as glorious as that
will be. It is rather that His body is
already glorious, and that in Him hu
man nature has attained its zenith. The
ultimate glorification of man is the glo
rification of the body of Jesus Christ.

b. Believers Elevated. This leads to
another extraordinary truth, namely,
that those who are in Christ have al
ready spiritually been elevated to
heaven. For, says Paul, "you have died
and your life is hid with Christ in God"
(Col. 3:3). This refers only to our life in

Christ. Without Him we remain very
much a part of earth; with Him we are
elevated to heaven.w

However, our true life is no longer a
thing of earth: our home is above.
Verily "our commonwealth is [not
"will be"] in heaven" (Phil. 3:20).41

From such a vantage point all of life
should take on a different cast. It does
not mean that this earthly life is unim
portant or to be despised-indeed it has
much value-but we should never al
low it to dominate us. Indeed, from the
perspective of our heavenly common
wealth we can look down upon the
things of earth, see them in their limited
worth, and surely not be overcome by
them.

Such a life might even be called "The
Ascended Life." It is a victorious life
by virtue of claiming our heavenly
status and constantly living out of its
reality.

c. Thoughts and Affections Elevated.
Climactically, since we are also crea
tures of earth, the challenge of our
heavenly status is that we should be
constantly elevating thoughts and affec
tions to things above.

I have earlier quoted the words,
"You have died, and your life is hid
with Christ in God," and stressed the
importance of realizing our heavenly
status. But Paul in immediately preced
ing words says, "Set your minds on
things that are above, not on things that
are on earth. [For you have died ... I"
(Col. 3:2). It is actually unreal to set
one's mind on the low things if one has

died. Still the earthly reality remains as
an ongoing temptation to slip away from
this heavenly focus.

The solution clearly for the person in
Christ who knows his heavenly status is
to turn deliberately from the things of
earth and to set his mind, his heart, his
affections on things above. By so ele
vating the life heavenward and fixing it
supremely on Christ in whom our lives
are hid, things of earth that otherwise
seem so alluring and tempting can but
fade away.v To Him be the glory!

3. The Beginning of a New Period
in History

With the ascension of Jesus Christ
there is the beginning of a new period in
history. It is the period between His
ascending into heaven and His future
return from there.

It is a period of hiddenness: His
disciples beheld Him in the days of His
presence on earth, and all will behold
him in His return (Rev. I :7). But in
between, He is not corporeally present;
hence the walk with Him must be by
faith and not by sight. But in this very
hiddenness there is blessedness:
"Blessed are those who have not seen
and yet believe" (John 20:29). Indeed,
there can be love and joy. In the words
of Peter, "Without having seen him you
love him; though you do not see him
now you believe in him and rejoice with
unutterable and exalted joy" (l Peter
I :8). Until He returns this is to be the
Christian walk-and in hiddenness
there is great blessing!

It is a time of His spiritual presence.
For the hiddenness does not mean
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absence, but presence in a more total
manner. Indeed, according to Paul,
Christ "ascended far above all the
heavens, that he might fill all things"
(Eph. 4:10). From heaven His presence
radiates through heaven and earth.
Then in a special way His presence is
with His disciples: for the last words He
spoke, according to the Gospel of Mat
thew, were "Lo, I am with you always,
to the close of the age" (28:20). Such is
the spiritual presence of the ascended
Lord.

It is a time of expectation. Although
the believer knows Christ's hidden
presence in the walk of faith, he also
looks forward to the day when Christ
will return in His glorious body. Even
while the ascending Jesus was disap
pearing from the apostles' sight, angelic
voices spoke to them: "Men of Galilee,
why do you stand looking into heaven?
This Jesus, who was taken up from you
into heaven, will come in the same way
as you saw him go into heaven" (Acts
I: 11). Thus from the very moment of
the Ascension and thereafter through
however many days, years, even centu
ries there may be to come, the true
posture of the believer is that of looking
forward to the glorious event of Christ's
return.

Even so, Come, Lord Jesus!

III. SESSION

The climactic stage in the exaltation
of Christ is His session.O He who
humbled Himself to the depths has now
been exalted to the heights. Christ who
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44 From. the human point of view, Karl Barth writes, "It is as if we had made the ascent of
a ~ountam an~ had n0:-V reached the summit" (Dogmatics in Outline, 124).
. The summit (preceding footnote) is, so to speak, hidden by a cloud. We cannot behold
It-or break through to it.

46Cf. Peter's words in Acts 5:30-31.
47 Hebrews 4: 14 speaks indirectly of the Ascension: "We have a great high priest who has

passed through the heavens."

48The Greek word is synekathisen, "seated us" NASB, NIV.
49The Greek word is epouraniois, "the heavenlies," translated by NIV and NEB "the

heavenly realms."
50In section II, page 394.
51 The meaning of this wiII become more apparent in sec. C below. . .
51The word "session" in the sense of "sitting" is used frequently to refer to the sitting

together of persons composing a judicial, a deliberative, or .an ~dministrative body for the
transaction of business. In the Presbyterian church the Session IS the Board of Elders who
"sit" regularly to discuss and direct the affairs of the church.
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has ascended into heaven is now seated
in glory.s-

The Session is the present tense of
the exalted Lord. To use the language
of the Apostles' Creed: "He sitteth on
the right hand of God the Father Al
mighty. " The preceding statement in
the creed, "he ascended into heaven,"
is past tense: it has happened; the
following statement, "from thence he
shall come to judge the quick and the
dead" is future: it has yet to occur.
Now, during the interim, between His
ascension and His final coming, Christ
is seated in heaven.

Hence the session of Christ is highly
important in our consideration, for it
concerns the present locus and sphere
of the exalted Lord. Although this is
hidden from our eyes.s> we may
through the guidance of Scripture and
the apprehension of faith find much that
is significant for the understanding of
our world and age.

A. Actuality

When Christ ascended into heaven,
He immediately entered upon His ses
sion. According to Peter (who saw Him
go), Christ "has gone into heaven and is
at the right hand of God" (1 Peter
3:22). One follows immediately upon
the other without some period in be
tween. The climax of the Ascension is
the Session of the exalted Lord.

The session of Christ is frequently
spoken of in immediate conjunction
with His death and resurrection. On the
day of Pentecost Peter, after speaking
of the death and burial of Jesus, pro
claimed, "This Jesus God raised up,
and of that we all are witnesses. Being
therefore exalted at the right hand of

God ... " (Acts 2:32-33).46 Paul him
self declares, "Christ Jesus, who
died-more than that, who was raised
to life-is at the right hand of God"
(Rom. 8:34 NIV). Elsewhere Paul says
that God has "raised him from the dead
and made him sit at his [God's] right
hand in the heavenly places" (Eph.
I :20). The Book of Hebrews, with its
pronounced focus on the high priestly
sacrifice of Christ, moves directly from
this act to the Session: "When he had
made purification for sins, he sat down
at the right hand of the Majesty on
high" (Heb. 1:3); again, "when Christ
had offered for all time a single sacrifice
for sins, he sat down at the right hand of
God" (10:12). While no direct mention
of the Ascension is made in these
Scriptures-? -even the Resurrection
being omitted in the Hebrews pas
sages-this does not imply the unim
portance of various stages. It only sig
nifies that everything from Christ's self
humbling death on the cross points
forward to the height of His exaltation:
the session of our Lord Jesus Christ.

The actuality of the session of Christ
is primarily a datum of biblical revela
tion. We accept it first of all on the basis
of the testimony of Scripture. Further
more, unlike the Resurrection and As
cension, there were no eyewitnesses to
whom we may tum, for even those who
beheld Jesus in His resurrection and
ascension saw Him no further. For, as
we have noted, "a cloud took him out
of their sight" (Acts 1:9). Thus the
climax of Jesus' exaltation was hidden
from their eyes. It could not have been
otherwise, because Jesus had left earth
for heaven-the realm presently inac
cessible to human reach. Hence, the

arrival of Jesus and the entrance upon
His session basically is a fact to be
recognized from the above quoted
Scriptures.

Quite significantly two further scrip
tural accounts portray a beholding
through the Holy Spirit, not of the
commencement of Jesus' session, but
of its continuation. The first is found in
the extraordinary climax to the testi
mony of Stephen just before his martyr
dom: "But he, full of the Holy Spirit,
gazed into heaven and saw the glory of
God, and Jesus standing at the right
hand of God; and he said, 'Behold, I see
the heavens opened, and the Son of
man standing at the right hand of
God' " (Acts 7:55-56). Second, there is
the account of John who entered
heaven "in the Spirit" (Rev. 4:1-2) and
beheld the throne of God surrounded by
four living creatures and the thrones of
elders (Rev. 4:4-11). Thereafter, John
"saw between the throne [with the four
living creatures] and the elders a Lamb
standing, as if slain" (Rev. 5:6 NASB).

While neither is a physical (or natural)
eyewitness account-Stephen was
"full of the Holy Spirit" and John was
"in the Spirit" -they do bear vivid
testimony to the continuing session of
Christ at the right hand of God.

Now that we have noted the biblical
witness to Christ's session, is there
anything further that can be said in
terms of Christian experience? The an
swer to this question is yes. For Paul
writes these extraordinary words:
"[God] made us alive together with
Christ (by grace you have been saved),
and raised us up with him and made us
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sit48 with him in the heavenly places in
Christ Jesus" (Eph, 2:6). Hence,
through the grace of salvation not only
have we been made alive and raised up
but we have also been made to sit
together with Christ. God, says Paul
earlier, "has blessed us in Christ with
every spiritual blessing in the heavenly
places"49 (Eph. 1:3). Surely this is a
glorious blessing that we are now spiri
tually seated in heaven with Christ.
This, of course, is a further advance
ment of the truth, earlier discussed.w
that our lives are "hid with Christ in
God"-for not only are we ascended in
Him to this high place but we also sit
with Him!

Whether or not we have such a vision
through the Spirit of the exalted Christ
as Stephen or John did (a possibility
that is by no means to be ruled out), the
true believer is even now spiritually
seated with Christ in the "heavenly
places." Although we do not perceive
Christ in His exaltation, we know in
faith that He is there, for in some
profound sense' I we share this high
place with Him.

B. Form

We come next to a brief statement
concerning the form or manner of the
session of Christ.

1. It Is by Definition a "Sitting "52

This sitting is both Christ's own
action and also that accomplished by
God the Father. I have quoted biblical
statements that refer to the former: "He
sat down"; and to the latter: "[God]
made him to sit" (or "seated him"). In
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.53Similarly, KJV, NASB. The RSV and NEB have "Leader" (or "leader"). The Greek word in
this context means "leader, ruler, prince" (BAGD). In light of Peter's words about the
throne of David, the translation of archegon as "prince" would seem best.

54 Acts 7:55-56; Revelation 5:6.
55~ome re~ent popular teaching suggests that Christ was giving Stephen a standing

ovation ~or his ~anng. witness. While the suggestion may have some appeal today, the
thought IS certainly ahen to the cultural milieu of Stephen's time!

56"Whatever prosperity or defeat may occur in our space, whatever may become and
pass ~way, there IS one constant, one thing that remains and continues, this sitting of His at
the right hand of the Father" (Barth, Dogmatics in Outline, 126).

57 Recall Romans 8:34; I Peter 3:22.
58!0 recall Hebrews I:3, the language is "the right hand of the Majesty on high"

Obviously "the Majesty on high" is God. .
59 As in Hebrews 12:2. Hebrews 8: I speaks of Christ the high priest as "seated at the right

hand of the throne of the Majesty in heaven."

60These words have earlier been quoted in another context.
6\Previously, following the RSV. I quoted this phrase !o ~ea~ "between the throne." Such

is also possible, and when it is so translated, a differentlatl~n IS made between the throne of
God and that of the Lamb (in line with Christ being at the nght .hand of God). However,. the
Greek word mesos can also be-and indeed in most cases 10 the Ne~ Testament IS
translated "midst." The NEB here reads "in the very middle of'; NIV "10 the center of';
NASB margin "in the middle of."
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either event, it is a divine action and
clearly represents an installation or,
more particularly, an enthronement.

In the Book of Revelation John heard
the Lord Christ say, "He who con
quers, I will grant him to sit with me on
my throne, as I myself conquered and
sat down with my Father on his throne"
(3:21). Thus this "sitting down" was an
enthronement, hence a royal investi
ture. He who humbled Himself to be
come a lowly bondservant has now
been exalted to the place of royalty.
Peter, on the Day of Pentecost, before
speaking of Christ's resurrection and
exaltation (Acts 2:31-33), gave as the
background God's oath that He "would
set one of his [David's] descendants
upon his throne" (v. 30). Hence when
Jesus was exalted on high and was
seated, this was the fulfillment of the
oath to David: it is the enthronement of
the Messiah. When Peter and the other
apostles were later brought before the
council, they declared about Jesus that
"God exalted him to his own right hand
as Princes: and Savior" (Acts 5:31 NIV),

thus as One invested with royal prerog
atives.

In two instances-as previous quota
tions have shown-Jesus is depicted
not as "sitting" but as "standing. "54
Reference is not being made, however,
to His original enthronement, but to an
action or stance since this occurred. In
the case of Stephen who was about to

be martyred, Christ may have arisen
from His throne to show His love and
concern, perhaps even to receive Ste
phen's spirit when he died.» One scene
in the Book of Revelation depicts Christ
the Lamb as standing to go and receive
a scroll: "He went and took the scroll
from the right hand of him who was
seated on the throne" (5:7).

The "sitting" of Christ accordingly is
a continuing reality. It refers not only to
His original enthronement but also to
his present activity.s- A number of the
Scriptures speak of Christ as being "at
the right hand of God" with no direct
reference to sitting.i? So whether He
stands, or no reference is made to His
activity, Christ continues to "sit" in the
heavens.

2. The Session Is "at the
Right Hand"

This is the prevailing picture through
out the New Testament. For whether
Christ is described as "sitting," "stand
ing," or no reference is made to either,
His location or sphere is ordinarily
depicted as "the right hand of God"58
or "the right hand of the throne of
God. "59

Thus in returning to heaven Christ in
some sense was positioned alongside
God. His glorified humanity was not
merged into the Godhead, but Jesus as
the exalted One in both His divinity and
humanity was placed at God's right

hand. This is an amazing fact to con
template and demonstrates that the In
carnation was not simply an earthly
matter. It continues on a yet higher
level in the session of Jesus Christ. He
was raised in our humanity, ascended in
our humanity, and His enthronement is
likewise in our humanity! When Jesus
returned to the Father, as God and man
He was at the Father's right hand.

Hence, once more Christ is "with
God" (John 1:I). This was the case
before His incarnation, and now in His
session He has resumed His former
position. He as the Son is somehow
alongside the Father: He did not lose
His identity or distinct personal reality
when He returned to heaven. But the
new feature-in all its extraordinari
ness-is that His humanity is also
there. Jesus Christ, Son of God and Son
of man is at the right hand of God the
Father Almighty!

3. The Session of Christ Is at the
Right Hand "of God"

Here we must examine more closely
this mystery: since the Son of God is
also God, the right hand of God cannot
ultimately mean separation from God.

J'o seek some understanding of this
matter, let us observe the relationship
between the session of Christ and the
throne of God. Scripture has already
been quoted that Christ is not only "at
the right hand of God" but also "at the
right hand of the throne of God."
Hence "the throne of God" is seem
ingly distinct from where Christ "sits."
Yet-and here is the mystery-the
throne of God can also be applied to
Christ Himself! Hebrews 1:8 reads:
"But ofthe Son he says, 'Thy throne, 0
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God, is for ever and ever.' " Unmistak
ably, the throne of God is here depicted
as the throne of "the Son"-or is this
perhaps a separate throne? Are there
two thrones: one for the Father and
another for the Son? No, the Scripture
never so represents it. In the Book of
Revelation where both the throne of
Christ and the throne of the Father are
mentioned, it is significant that they are
actually identified as the same throne.
For example, Christ Himself said, "He
who conquers, I will grant him to sit
with me on my throne, as I myself
conquered and sat down with my
Father on his throne" (3:21).60 There is
a throne of Christ- "my throne" -but
Christ does not sit on it, but on "his
throne" -the throne of the Father!
Revelation 4:2-11 contains the mag
nificent portrayal of the throne of "the
Lord God Almighty" (v. 8) without any
direct reference to Christ. However, in
Revelation 5:6, which refers to the
Lamb (Christ), the text may be read as
"in the midst of the thrones: ... stood
a Lamb" (KJV). Again, in Revelation 7
where "the throne of God" is men
tioned (v. 15), the Lamb is said to be
"in the midst of the throne" (v. 17).
Still farther on, in the glorious portrayal
of "the new heaven and the new earth"
(Rev. 21-22) the throne of God is
unmistakably also the throne of Christ:
it is "the throne of God and of the
Lamb" (22:1, 3). From all such descrip
tions it is apparent that Christ not only
stands "at the right hand of God"
hence has separate identity from the
Father-but also occupies the same
throne as the Father or the same throne
as God.

This further signifies, to use the lan-
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done totally the opposite. He had given
Jesus the highest honor heaven could
afford: the Father had placed Him at
His right hand! He was "crowned with
glory and honor. "67 It is important to
emphasize that this glory and honor did
not simply belong to Jesus by virtue of
who He was. As the Son of God He had
undoubtedly already known glory and
honor.se and also as the Son of man.s"
But there is yet a higher glory and
honor given to Christ after His kenosis:
"though he was in the form of God,
[He] did not count equality with God a
thing to be grasped.iv but emptied him
self, taking the form of a slave,": being
born in the likeness of men . . . he
humbled himself and became obedient
unto death, even death on a cross.
Therefore God has highly exalted him
and bestowed on him the name which is
above every name" (Phil. 2:6-9).
Christ gave up all honor and glory.
Although He was equal with God, He
became a bondservant; it was a total act
of self-humbling. He sought nothing for
Himself, but only for His fellow man.
Increasingly He was dishonored, all the
way to the ignominy of the cross. This
was the One-the slave who had died
as a criminal-whom God exalted to
His right hand. The One of utter self-

66The RSV reads, "Did you not know that I must be in my Father's house?" (similarlyNIV,
NEB, NASB). The Greek text of the last phrase is en tois tau patros mou, literally, "in the
[things] of my Father" (as with NASB marginal reading); hence, "about the things [affairs,
matters] of my Father." The KJV seems to come closest to catching the meaning of the
original text.

67 In the words of Isaiah 52: 13: "Behold, my servant shall prosper, he shall be exalted and
lifted up, and shall be very high." This is the background for all that is said in Isaiah 52:13
53:12 about the servant (the Messiah) who was despised and rejected by men.

68 About the eternal Son of God Hebrews says, "He reflects the glory of God" (1:3); and
about the Incarnate Son is added, "Let all God's angels worship Him" (1:6). Thus glory and
honor were Christ's already,

69Note that the expression "crowned with glory and honor" (Heb. 2:9 above) refers
originally in Psalm 8 to man in general. Referring to man (or the son of man), the psalmist
adds, "Thou hast made him little less than God, and dost crown him with glory and honor"
(8:5). Jesus as the Son of man was especially "crowned with glory and honor because of the
suffering of death" (Heb. 2:9).

7°The Greek word is harpagmon, doubtless here meaning to "hold fast."
71 Instead of RSV "servant." The Greek word is doulos, basically meaning a slave (so NEB

translates.)

about my Father's business?" (Luke
2:49 KJV).66 These words spoken to His
parents when He was twelve years old
are the background for the statement
about Jesus' increasing "in favor with
God. "

We may rightly say that the climax of
the expression of God's favor was that
supreme moment when, at long last, He
placed His beloved Son at His right
hand.

b. A Place of Honor. To be placed at
the right hand also means honor. In the
case of Christ this is His coronation
after passing through unimaginable suf
fering and death. According to
Hebrews, "we see Jesus, who for a
little while was made lower than the
angels, crowned with glory and honor
because of the suffering of death" (2:9).
In His suffering and death on the cross
Christ knew nothing but dishonor, for
the cross itself was the very emblem of
shame; only the vilest criminals were
put there. Moreover, the soldiers and
spectators mocked at and spit on Him.
"He was despised" (Isa. 53:3)-no
other statement in Scripture puts it
more poignantly. Surely none so inno
cent, so undeserving had ever been so
abused, so little esteemed. Now after
Jesus' humiliation, God the Father had

the exaltation of Christ to the Father's
right hand was His "beatification. "63

c. Significance

guage of the Fourth Gospel, that the
Word (Christ) is not only with God but
also is God (John I: I). Accordingly,
when Christ is exalted to the right hand
of God (hence with God), He is also
exalted to the very throne of God
(hence is God). These are not two
thrones, two Gods, but only one throne,
one God. For though the Son and the
Father are distinct (the Son at the
Father's right hand), they are both the
one God (occupying the same throne).

Here, of course, is mystery incom
prehensible 162 Yet we must always
keep before us both perspectives of this
mystery as we reflect on the wonder of
Christ's exaltation. Hence, though we
may properly see Him at the Father's
right h~nd .a~d so offer Him worship
and praise, It IS not as if He is a separate
focus for our devotion (so that we
worship two deities). Rather, we praise
the one God-who surely also is Father
a~d Son (and Holy SpiriO-and glorify
HIS Name both now and forever!

. Next we will consider the sig
nificance of the session of Christ. What
I~ the import of Christ's sitting at the
nght hand of God?

1. The Blessedness of Christ

The place of Christ at God's right
hand, first of all, signifies His blessed
ness. I~ is a place of supreme happiness
or beatitude. In a very meaningful sense

a. A Place ofFavor. The right hand is a
place of favor.e- As a boy growing to
manhood, Jesus "increased in wisdom
and in stature, and in favor with God
~nd man" (Luke 2:52). At Jesus' bap
tisrn the Father spoke from heaven
"Thou art my beloved Son; with thee i
am well pleased" (Luke 3:22). In humil
ity Jesus "became obedient unto death
even death on a cross" with the result
that "God has highly exalted him"
(Phil. 2:8-9). All of this suggests that
Jesus in His humanity every grew in
favor with God (whatever the increas
ing disfavor of His enemies) and that
the climactic evidence of this was His
exaltation following His death on the
cross.

To be favored of God does not mean
~ha~,God, so to speak, "plays favor
ites (people may do this, not God).
But surely He does delight in those who
are receptive and obedient to His will
and purpose. Recall the words of the
angel to Mary: "Do not be afraid,
Mary, for you have found favor with
Go~" (Luke 1:30). It is apparent, as the
Scnpture unfolds, that Mary's favor
resulted from her humility and faith.»
h~r receptivity to God's intention. If
this was true of Mary, how much more
of her Son Jesus who from His earliest
days sought nothing but the Father's
will. The first statement of Jesus re
corded in the New Testament was
"[Did you not know] that I must be

62 In the spirit of Paul we say again- "G t i d d .
religion"! (I Tim. 3:16). . rea In ee , we confess, IS the mystery of our

63This term is used in the Rom C th li Ch

~~ta~~:~ :~eh~Iess~dness of he~vena~n~tt~~ ~~urc~~~~~~h~~~~t~~nao~etcheea~~te~~~~~~s~~~i~~
beyond all ~:h~;s, e~~~~~:::?fin~d~!,hls IS the first step to "canonization. ") Surely Christ,

64 This is true in many cult F I
show special favor and ireciati or examp e, a guest may be seated at one's right hand toapprecia Ion.

65 Recall Mary's words after th .
the Holy Spirit: "Behold I am the ~nn~unc.~mer of her Impe~ding conception of Jesus by
word" (Luk 1'38) , e an mal 0 the Lord; let It be to me according to your
that there w~uid b~~s~I~~lte th~ wfordhs of Elizabeth to Mary: "Blessed is she who believed

men 0 w at was spoken to her from the Lord" (Luke 1:45).
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72See also Matthew 23:12; Luke 14:11.
73 "Hades" here, like "Sheol," refers simply to the realm of the dead.
:?he Greek phrase .is i1ein diaphthoran, "undergo decay" (NASB).

The Greek phrase I.S aischynes kataphronesas, "making light of its disgrace" (NEB).
:~!he Greek phrase IS ar~hegon kai teleioten, "author and finisher" (KJv).

Jesus 0 •• suffered outside the gate.... Therefore let us go forth to him outside the
camp and bear the abuse he endured" (Heb. 13:12-13).

78How true are these words of Paul: "Blessed be the God a~d ~ather of our Lord Jesu.~
Christ, who has blessed us in Christ with every spiritual blessing In the heavenly places

(Eph. 1:3). . h h d f P " (M tt79Jesus Himself speaks of "the Son of man seated at the ng t an 0 ower a.

26:64). h . h I f thi80In the words of L. Berkhof, "His human nature was made to s are In t e gory 0 IS

royal dominion" (Systematic Theology, 411). ..
81 These words at the end of the Gospel of Matthew reflect the exaltatIon of Chnst.
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abasement and total dishonor was
raised to the place of ultimate honor!

The relevance of this for Christian
living should not be overlooked. Even
as Jesus humbled Himself, so must His
disciples also. Indeed, on several occa
sions our Lord spoke forth: "everyone
who exalts himself will be humbled, but
he who humbles himself will be exalt
ed" (Luke 18:14).72 Those who belong
to Jesus are called to suffer dishonor
humiliation, and even shame as He did:
Such ones God truly will lift up on high.

c. A Place ofJoy and Pleasure. At the
right hand of God there is also joy and
pleasure. In the words of the psalmist:
"In thy presence is fulness of joy; at thy
right hand there are pleasures for ever
more" (16:II KJV). To be in the pres
ence of God, indeed at His right hand,
is to know fullness of joy and pleasures
that never end. For God Himself is One
whose being is a veritable fountain of
life and light and happiness. Truly He,
in the words of the psalmist, is our
"exceeding joy" (43:4). The ultimate
felicity is to be where God is.

This joy and pleasure is all the more
intensified against the background of
God's faithfulness at death. Immedi
ately preceding the words about joy and
pleasure the psalmist declares, "Thou
wilt not abandon my soul to Sheol;
Neither wilt Thou allow Thy Holy One
to undergo decay" (16:10 NASB). These
words are quoted by Peter and applied
particularly to Jesus Himself: "Thou
wilt not abandon my soul to Hades,»
nor let thy Holy One see corruption"74
(Acts 2:27). Then come the words:
"Thou wilt make me full of gladness
with thy presence" (2:28). Beyond the

joylessness of Sheol (or Hades) and the
grave is the fullness of joy and gladness
at God's right hand.

One further observation: it was be
cause of this joy ahead that our Lord
was able to endure the cross and under
go the shame. In the vivid words of
Hebrews, Christ "for the joy that was
set before him endured the cross, de
spising the shame,» and is seated at the
right hand of the throne of God" (12:2).
Because Jesus looked forward to the
fullness of joy at the Father's right
hand, He could endure the intensity of
suffering at the cross; indeed, He could
even make light of its disgrace. For
Jesus knew in the midst of terrifying
suffering and abysmal shame what lay
ahead: heaven's highest joy.

What a testimony this is! For the
challenge to every believer is to follow
in Jesus' steps. The words just quoted
about Jesus- "for the joy that was set
before him" -are preceded by the ex
hortation "Let us run with persever
ance the race that is set before us,
looking to Jesus the pioneer and per
fecterts of our faith, who for the joy
... " (Heb. 12:1-2). Our faith is per
fected, that is, brought to a finish, in the
fires of suffering and abuse for the sake
of Christ.tr But, praise God! Looking to
Jesus, we may even make light of it
despise it-because of the joy that lies
ahead! For "in thy presence is fulness
of joy, at thy right hand are pleasures
for evermore."

As we conclude this discussion of the
blessedness of Christ-His favor with
God, His honor and glory, His joy and
pleasure at the Father's right hand-we
need to emphasize that all this applies
(though, to be sure, in lesser measure)

to those who belong to Christ, those
who are "in Him." Let us call to mind
the beautiful words of Paul: "[God]
raised us up with him, and made us sit
with him in the heavenly places in
Christ Jesus" (Eph. 2:6). If even now
we sit with Christ in heavenly places,
then already in Him we have begun to
share His blessedness. For Christ is
seated at the right hand of God. There
is-to God be the glory-much more
yet to come. For Paul's words continue:
"That in the coming ages he might
show the immeasurable riches of his
grace in kindness toward us in Christ
Jesus" (v. 7). Such a future would be
utterly unimaginable except for the fact
that even now in anticipatory fashion,
we are sitting with Christ in the heaven
lies. But let us rejoice that already we
have been given to participate in His
rich blessings: of favor, of honor, of
joy. For truly they are ours in Christ
Jesus,78

2. Investment With Total Power
and Dominion

The session of Christ at the right
hand of God means, second, the invest
ment of power and authority, dominion
and rule. Truly the place is one of
blessedness, but Christ does not sit only
to enjoy beatitude. It is also for the sake
of exercising power and dominion. The
"seating" is a symbol of installation,
even as the "sitting" is for rule (not for
rest). To be at the right hand of God is
to be at the right hand of power"? and to
enter upon an administration that will
climax in His final coming.

We may ask, But did not Christ as
the eternal Son of God already have
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total power and dominion? The answer
of course is yes: there can be no
increase in His essential authority.
However, this investment of power is of
a different order. First, this is the power
of Christ, the Son of God and the Son of
man-the God-man. His human nature
accordingly is now participating in His
power and rule.80 Christ now reigns as
both God and man. Second, this is the
power and authority of One who has
won a vast victory. The eternal Son of
God is described in Hebrews as "up
holding the universe by his word of
power" (I :3), but the God-man is He
who has conquered every foe and now
rules supreme. The fullness of power
has now come to One who gave up all
power, the lordship of One who sought
nothing but to be a slave, the victory of
One who allowed Himself to be over
come in death by all the forces of
darkness. He who claimed nothing for
Himself has now been awarded every
thing: "All authority in heaven and on
earth has been given to me" (Matt.
28:18).81

Christ seated at the right hand of God
is, therefore, given by the Father this
vast power and authority. He is now the
Father's co-regent, and on His behalf
exercises total dominion.

a. Over All Things. The power and
dominion of the exalted Christ is over
all things. In the words of Paul: "He
[God] raised him from the dead and
made him sit at his right hand in the
heavenly places, far above all rule and
authority and power and dominion, and
above every name that is named, not
only in this age but also in that which is
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82Th G k h .
83p el, ~ee p rase. IS panta hypetaxen hypo. literally "all things subjected under"

au s ree quotation from Psalm 8:6 begins panta hypetaxen hypo '
84The wo d" Id" (G k .

creat d r wor r. osmos) in the New Testament often refers simply to the
the e ordefr, the w~~ld as man's place of existence. However, here it refers to the worldas

arena 0 OPPOSItion to God.
1.,8~~e~;~~.our briefdiscussion ofthis in the sectionon the significance of the Ascension (C.

de:~;hisdis an expression used by Moffatt in his vivid translation of this verse' "the
one powers who rule this world." In the language of Visser t'Hooft, "The inimical

powers are no longer on the throne and that throne is occupied"! (The Kingship of Christ
81).

87The Greek word is basileia. It may be translated "kingship" (RSV) or "kingdom" (KJV,
NASB. NEB, NIV) depending on the context. Pilate hasjust asked Jesus the question "Are you
the King [basileus) of the Jews?" (v. 33). Hence the note of kingship is doubtless contained
in Jesus' answer. However, there can be little doubt that the idea of kingdom is also
included.

88The kingdoms of earth are surely included in the "all things" of I Corinthians 15:27
"For God has put all things in subjection under his feet." Subjection is one thing, willing
subjection another.

89The Greek word is katargese. Here "destroy" (or "abolish" NASB) seems preferable to
"break the power of' (as in 2 Tim. 1:10 NEB; see footnotes 25 and 26 above).

90The Greek phrase is to loipon ekdechomenos, literally "henceforth awaiting." The KJV
translation "henceforth expecting" conveys, though the terminology seems awkward, the
notes of eschatological waiting or expectation. TDNT refers to ekdedechomai as here
expressing "eschatological expectation" (2.56).

910r "put" as in 1 Corinthians 15:25. A form of the verb tithemi is used in both
1 Corinthians 15 and Hebrews 10.

92In addition to these New Testament references(in 1 Corinthians and Hebrews) we may
also call to mind the messianic words of Psalm 110:1-"The LORD says to my Lord: .Sit at
my right hand, until I make your enemies a footstool for your feet''' (NIV). Jesus
unmistakably applies these words to Himself (see Matt. 22:41-45; Mark 12:35-37; Luke
20:41-44; also cf. Acts 2:34-35).

93 In the Bookof Revelation such a consummate force of evilas the beast "out of the sea"
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to come; and he has put all things un
derR 2 his feet" (Eph. 1:20-22). Because
of Christ's position C'right hand") and
high place ("far above all"), truly He is
now over all things. Again Paul writes,
"For God has put all things in subjec
tion under his feet" (I Cor. 15:27).83
Peter similarly declares, "Jesus Christ.
. . has gone into heaven and is at the
right hand of God with angels, authori
ties, and powers subject to him"
(I Peter 3:22). Christ so rules both now
"in this age" and "in that which is to
come. "

"All things," by definition, has no
limitation. This means everything in
heaven and earth: authorities in heaven
and rulers on earth, angels and men.
The nations of the world, civilizations
that rise and fall, the peoples of the
earth, are all under Him. Because
Christ knows this world from within
having shared its flesh and blood-and
has overcome, indeed conquered, this
world, He also rules over its destiny.
One of the most vivid scenes in the
Book of Revelation shows God on the
throne with a scroll in His "right hand"
containing the pattern of the consum
mation of history, but no one is able to
open it. Then a voice is heard saying
that "the Lion of the tribe of Judah ...
has conquered, so that he can open the
scroll" (5:5). But then instead of a Lion
~e behold "a Lamb standing, as though
It had been slain" (v. 6), that goes to
the throne, takes the scroll, and thereaf
ter opens the seals one by one. Christ
the "Lion-Lamb," rules over the desti-

nies of men and nations. All things thus
lie under His disposition and direction.

We may now fully speak of the
lordship of Jesus Christ. At the close of
Peter's sermon on the Day of Pentecost
he declared, "Let all the house of Israel
therefore know assuredly that God has
made him both Lord and Christ, this
Jesus whom you crucified" (Acts 2:36).
He who is the Son of God has been
"made" Lord by virtue of His exalta
tion to the right hand of God and so
rules supremely as God and man over
all things. In the words of Paul, He is
"Lord of all" (Rom. 10:12).

We observe further that the lordship
of Christ is over the forces of evil. It is
the rule of One who has been victorious
over them. As Jesus approached death,
He could already say, "I have over
come the world"84 (John 16:33). He had
not surrendered to the ways of the
world, He had not fallen into its sins
and transgressions, He had foiled Satan
at every tum. Indeed, Christ's going all
the way to suffering and death was
judgment upon the world and victory
ov.er Satan. For Christ previously had
said about the coming hour of His
death: "Now is the judgment of this
world, now shall the ruler of this world
be cast out" (John 12:31). Then at His
death, as Paul puts it, Christ "disarmed
the principaliti;;s and powers . . . tri
umphing over them" (Col. 2:15).85
Thus "the rulers of this age . . . are
doomed '" to pass away" (I Cor.
2:6), for they are already "dethroned
powers. "86 Hence the world was over-

come, Satan cast out, and the evil
principalities and powers disarmed. So
did Christ come into His lordship over
evil, indeed over all things.

This brings us to the high point of
recognizing the kingship of Jesus
Christ. For in so winning the victory
over sin and evil, the kingdom of
darkness, Christ thereby established
His own kingdom. It is a kingship and
kingdom supreme over all the forces of
evil. As Jesus declared to Pontius Pi
late: "My kingship [or kingdomp ' is
not of this world" (John 18:36). To
Christ now belongs the kingship, the
royal rule, the kingdom. As such, ac
cording to the Book of Revelation,
Christ is now "the ruler of the kings of
the earth" (1:5 NASB). They may not
know it, indeed usually do not. None
theless He rules over them, and His
kingdom is supreme above every earth
ly kingdom.

This, of course, does not mean that
the kingdoms of earth are willingly
subject to Christ.v During the present
era of His reign they are constantly in
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rebellion and waywardness, and it will
only be at the Parousia that all their
power will be abolished and their au
thority totally subjugated. Paul speaks
of "the end, when he delivers the
kingdom to God the Father after de
stroyingss every rule and every author
ity and power. For he must reign until
he has put all enemies under his feet" (I
Cor. 15:24-25). Christ's reign now con
tinues until the final destruction and
subjugation of every contrary power at
the end. In the words of Hebrews,
"When Christ had offered for all time a
single sacrifice for sins, he sat down at
the right hand of God, then to wait9 0

until his enemies should be mades: a
stool for his feet" (10:12-13).92

I must emphasize, however, that ever
since Christ's exaltation to the Father's
right hand, He has been reigning over
the kingdoms of earth. Whatever the
rebelliousness of evil forces, even their
vicious attacks against Him and His
kingdom, they cannot get out from
under Him. Whatever they do, it is by
His leave-even to the final fury.» But
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(often called "the Antichrist") who conquers Christians and has authority over every tribe
and nation can exercise this force only by the leave of Christ: "It was given to him to make
war with the saints and to overcome them; and authority over every tribe and people and
tongue and nation was given to him" (13:7 NASB).

94These words are spoken against the backdrop of the kings of earth giving over their
authority to the beast and are preceded by "they will make war on the Lamb." However,
the Lamb will conquer them because His lordshiphas been established. Climactically, when
Christ returns with "a sharp sword ... to smite the nations," He is depicted as having "on
his robe and on his thigh ... a name inscribed, King of kings and Lord of lords" (Rev.
19:15-16). Hence He is King now, not in the future and will fully manifest his kingship at
His return.

950r "for" as in RSV, NIV. The dative case in Greek can be translated either way. The NEB
translates the latter part of the verse above as "and appointed him as supreme head to the
church."

96As, e.g., in Romans 10:9 and 1 Corinthians 12:3.
97Commenting on pleroma, translated "fullness" EGT adds: " ... this plenitude of the

Divine powers and qualities which are in Christ is imparted by Him to His Church, so that
the latter is pervaded by His presence, animated by His life, filled with all His gifts and
energies and graces" (3.282). In the words of F. F. Bruce, "the fullness of deity resides in
him [Christ], and out of that fullness his church is being constantly supplied" (The Epistles
to the Colossians, to Philemon, and to the Ephesians, NICNT, 277).

98The Greek word for gifts here is domata (not the same as charismata as in Rom. 12:6
and 1 Cor. 12:4).

990r the "equipping" (NASB).
looFor further comment on these offices see volume 2.
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Christ has everything under control.
Satan has been cast down from his
former authority and dominion over the
world, and though he continues to
storm against Christ and His kingdom,
his doom is sure. He may still be "the
god of this world" (as Paul speaks of
him in 2 Cor. 4:4), but "this world" has
been overcome by Christ and its "god"
stripped of his power. Jesus Christ "is
Lord of lords and King of kings"94
(Rev. 17:14) now!

b. Over the Church. The power and
dominion of Christ is also over the
church. According to Paul, God "put all
things in subjection under His [Christ's]
feet, and gave Him as head over all
things t095 the church" (Eph. 1:22
NASB). Christ who is head of all things
(as we have discussed) has a particular
relationship to the church. For, as Paul
adds, the church "is his body, the
fulness of him who fills all in all" (Eph.
1:23).

Thus the exalted Christ in a special
sense is head of the church, for the
church is His body. In this regard, two
other statements may be noted: "Christ
is head of the church, his body" (Eph.
5:23), and "He is the head of the body,

the church" (Col. I: 18). As the head of
the body, Christ exercises full power
and authority over the church.

Hence a difference is apparent be
tween Christ's lordship over the world
and His lordship over the church. In the
former case it is the lordship of unwill
ing subjection-all things have been
"put under" Christ; in the latter it is the
lordship of glad acknowledgment. The
church acknowledges Jesus as Lord
"Jesus is Lord" being its foundational
credo'" -and is gladly obedient to Him
in all things. The church is a body
whose only function is to sub serve its
Head, Jesus Christ.

Yet in an extraordinary way, the
church is the fullness of Christ; as
noted, "the fulness of him who fills all
in all." Christ, who has gone to the
right hand of the Father and who fills all
things, has His fullness in the churchl??
Here in His body is the fullness of His
expression on earth, the disclosure of
His majesty and grace, the representa
tion of His humility and love before the
world. If the church in history often
falls short of these things, Christ will
ever seek to purify and cleanse it until
His fullness shines forth in beauty and
splendor.

Now let us go on to observe that
Christ who fills all things and is the
Head of the church directs His people
through various gifts. Paul writes,
"When he [Christ] ascended on high he
led a host of captives, and he gave
gifts98 to men . . . [he] ascended far
above the heavens, that he might fill all
things. And his gifts were that some
should be apostles, some prophets,
some evangelists, some pastors and
teachers for the equipment"? of the
saints" (Eph. 4:8, 10-12). Hence, these
are gifts of office to "equip" the saints.
Christ, the great Head of the church,
rules over His people through His
equipping gifts.

It is important to recognize that the
exalted Christ continues to rule and
guide His church through these given
offices.wv All are essential; by and
through the proper function of each the
body of Christ is built up. A church
without such offices is no church at all;
however, these offices cannot be
achieved by people. They are each and
all gifts of the exalted Christ for the
sake of His church.

The climactic intention of these gifts
is that we mature into Christ who is our
Head. We are not to be like children
"tossed to and fro and carried about
with every wind of doctrine....
Rather, speaking the truth in love, we
are to grow up in every way into Him
who is the head, into Christ" (Eph.
4:14-15). Christ our Head desires
maturity in His body!

Next we observe that Christ as Lord
over the church sends His people forth
to carry forward His ministry. While it
is important for the church to mature in
faith and love, the intention of Christ is
that the church carry the gospel to all
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the world. The same Lord who said,
"All authority in heaven and on earth
has been given to me," immediately
added, "Go therefore and make disci
ples of all nations, baptizing them ...
teaching them ... " (Matt. 28:18-20).
These words spoken to the apostles are
a commission to the whole church.
They place on the church a vast respon
sibility to go-witnessing, baptizing,
teaching-to all peoples. However, the
commission comes from the Lord who,
by virtue of His victory over all the
powers of sin, death, and evil, has been
given all authority both in heaven and
on earth. Hence, the church cannot fail
if it remains obedient to this command.
Moreover, the Lord who commissions
the church will not be a distant, unin
volved person, for He adds climactical
ly, "Lo, I am with you always, to the
close of the age" (Matt. 28:20). So with
His assured presence and His unlimited
power, the church is to move out to
execute His Great Commission.

Accordingly, a church that exists
only for itself-its own edification and
concerns (even though these be deeply
spiritual)-is a church that is disobedi
ent to the exalted Lord. Indeed, al
though such a church may even seem
strong and healthy, it is inwardly weak
and impotent because it is not operating
out of the resources made available
only to those who are carrying out
Christ's missionary command.

One further word in this connection:
the Gospel of Matthew closes with the
Great Commission, "Go therefore
. . .. " Nothing is said in Matthew
about the disciples executing this com
mand. The Gospel of Mark, however,
after stating that "the Lord Jesus, after
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IOIThe commission in Mark while beginning with "Go" (16:15), differs somewhat in
terminology from Matthew's version; however, it is essentially the same commission.

102 The word translated "signs," semeion, doubtless means" miracles." SO NEB translates
the word; also NASB has this reading in the margin.

I03The Greek phrase is pulai hadou, literally, "the gates of Hades" (so in NASB. NIV). The
NEB, like RSV, has "the powers of death." The KJV has "the gates of hell."

I04The verb here is katischusousin, also translated "overpower" (NASB), "overcome"
(NIV), "conquer" (NEB). The marginal reading in the NIV of "not prove stronger than"
(which suggests that "the powers of death" rather than being unable to conquer the c?urch
are not able to hold out against it) seems inadequate. The other two uses of katischuo in the
New Testament, Luke 21:36 and 23:23, unquestionablyconvey the idea of positive activity.
This is especially clear in Luke 23:23- "their voices prevailed" (katischuon).

I05The word "Hades," while often simplymeaningthe realm ofthe dead (like Sheol, the
"shades"), may also contain the more fearful note of the abode of the ungodl~, hence a
place of torment (cf. Luke 16:23): the realm of the power of Satan. Accordingly, KJV,
translating "Hades" as "hell" in Matthew 16:18, does so with real justification.

h II ". taken from Joel 2:32. It is significant
106Paul's quotation "E~ery one w 0 cal s ..h ~s f Pentecost Peter likewise quotes

that in the first proclamation of the gospe on t e ay 0 ,

these words from Joel (see Acts 2:21).

:::C.l.:, pa,~es 400-42~eek manuscripts vary between kai ("and") a~d eis ("~or").
I09~~e :~~tio<:~~~~een the divine gift and the human activity will be discussed m more

detail in volume 2.
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he had spoken to them10 I was taken up
into heaven, and sat down at the right
hand of God," adds: "And they went
forth and preached everywhere while
the Lord worked with them and
confirmed the message by the signs that
attended it" (16:20).102

To be the church of the Lord Jesus,
who sits at the right hand of God, is to
be a church that goes forth and
preaches everywhere! Moreover, not
only are we never alone ("Lo, I am
with you always") but also the Lord is
working with us ("the Lord worked
with them"). And He, if we are faithful,
continues to confirm the message by
"signs" (i.e., miracles)! For it is the
Lord's church: a church of His power,
His presence and activity, and His
wondrous deeds.

Finally, since Christ is the Lord of
the church, He is therefore the church's
defense against all evil. We may here
recall that the first words in the New
Testament about the church are those
of Jesus in Matthew 16:18-"1 will
build my church, and the powers of
death'v- shall not prevail against'v- it."
The church is the Lord's ("my")
church and, accordingly, the powers of
death-Hades, hell,l°5 all the forces of
darkness-shall not be able to over
come or defeat it.

Let us note carefully. This does not
mean that there will be no attacks

against the church. Indeed, quite the
contrary, the church will go through
much suffering, persecution, and even
seeming destruction, for this was the
way the Lord of the church Himself
went. His church, His people, cannot
expect less-or more. The New Testa
ment itself-in Acts, in the Epistles, in
the Book of Revelation-is a continu
ing record of bitter assaults of enemy
forces against the church. So it has
continued to the present day and will
until the Lord returns. But in all this
attack, persecution, even death, the
church cannot be overcome. In the
victorious words of Paul: "No, in all
these things [persecution, famine, na
kedness, peril, sword] we are more than
conquerors through him who loved us"
(Rom. 8:37)!

c. Over the Believer. The power and
dominion of Christ is over the individ
ual believer. Exalted to the right hand
of the Father, Christ is not only Lord
over the world and over the church but
He is also Lord over the person who
turns to Him in true acknowledgment
and faith.

Paul writes, "If you confess with
your lips that Jesus is Lord and believe
in your heart that God raised him from
the dead, you will be saved.... For,
'everyone who calls upon the name of
the Lord will be saved'" (Rom. 10:9,

13).106 Prior to this Paul declared that it
is not a matter of trying to ascend to
heaven to bring Christ down or de
scending into the abyss to bring Him up
from the dead; Christ is Lord above.
Rather, one must acknowledge that
lordship and believe in His resuITe~

tion: so does salvation come. To put It
another way: to believe in Christ as
risen from the dead and to acknowledge
Him as Lord now is the entry door to a
new life.

Having recognized and accepted
Jesus as Lord, the believer lives under
that lordship. Jesus is both Savior from
sin and Lord of one's life. We have
been redeemed from sin and bondage
bondage to the world, the flesh, and the
devil-and have a new Master. No
longer are we enslaved to the tyranny of
self, but set free to belong to Christ. In
such devotion there is perfect freedom,
for "where the Spirit of the Lord is.
there is liberty" (2 Cor. 3:17 NASB). The
only concern of the true believer is to
perform his Master's will. Daily ~e asks
the question, "Lord, what will you
have me to do?" For Christ has become
the Lord of everything the believer is,
or has, or hopes to be.

3. Source of Manifold Blessings

Christ, seated at the right hand of the
Father, is the source of manifold bless
ings. We have earlier observed the
blessedness of Christ Himself and how
we share much of that blessedness with
Him.iv? Now we proceed to consider a
number of blessings He imparts.

a. Repentance and Forgiveness ofSins.
The first blessing of Christ the exalted

Lord is that He gives repentance and

THE EXALTATION OF CHRIST

forgiveness of sins. In an address to the
Jews in Jerusalem Peter proclaimed,
"The God of our fathers raised Jesus
whom you killed by hanging him on a
tree. God exalted him at his right hand
as Leader and Savior, to give repent
ance to Israel and forgiveness of sins"
(Acts 5:30-31). This indeed is a blessed
gift from the Lord above.

For truly the heart of the Christian
message is repentance and forgiveness
of sins. Jesus the risen Christ had
declared, "Thus it is written, that the
Christ should suffer and on the third
day rise from the dead, and that repent
ance andlo8 forgiveness of sins should
be preached in his name to all nations,
beginning from Jerusalem" (Lu~e

24:46-47). On the Day of Pentecost III

Jerusalem Peter, faithful to Christ's
words, proclaimed: "Repent, and be
baptized everyone of you in the name
of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of
your sins" (Acts 2:38). Some three
thousand people responded to the mes
sage of repentance and forgiveness .and
were baptized, and thus, they received
salvation (Acts 2:41-42). And the
marvel is that behind it all, indeed
above it, stands the Lord Jesus Christ,
who has made this possible, the One
whom "God exalted at his right hand
... to give repentance ... and forgive
ness of sins."

So we emphasize at this point that
repentance and forgiveness (~r repent
ance for forgiveness), by WhICh salva
tion comes .is a gift from the exalted
Lord. Indeed, it is His primary gift, for
He is exalted to give repentance and
forgiveness. This does not. ~~a?o9that
there is no human responsibility
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II oT~e co~text is Paul's instruction to Timothy about being "an apt teacher, forbearing,
correcting his opponents with gentleness"; and then Paul adds the words quoted above.

III The Greek phrase is eis to panteles, literally, "to the entire." This can have either a
temporal meaning: "forever" (as in NASB above), "for all time' (RSV); or a quantitative
'!1eanIng: "to the uttermost" (KJV), "completely" (NIV), "absolutely" (NEB) (see BAGD). In
light of the temporal context (a permanent priesthood, continuing forever), I am inclined to
the NASB and ~sv re':ld~ngs. (This, however, does not rule out the other meaning of
completeness, SInce this Idea may also be contained in the translation "forever" or "for all
time.")

112The Greek word is proserchomenous, literally, "coming to." "Come unto" (KJv),
"approach" (NEB), "draw near" (RSV, NASB) are also possible.

I I ] Jesus' prayer in John 17for His disciples that the Father would "keep them from the
evil one" (v. 15) is doubtless His continuing prayer in heaven for all believers.

114The words of Jesus to Peter "Satan demanded to have you ... but I have prayed for
you that your faith may not fail" (Luke 22:32) are surely a beautiful preview of the heavenly
prayers of Jesus for all believers whom Satan would seek to lead away.

115See volume 2, chapter 20, "Perseverance," for a discussion of this.
I 16 In Revelation 12:10 Satan is called "The accuser of our brethren ... who accuses

them night and day before our God" (cf. Zech. 3:1).
I I 7NEB. instead of "intercedes" in Romans8:34, has "pleads our cause." The Greek word

entynchanei also contains this note.
118The Greek word is parakleton. The literal meaning (as NASB mg. states) is "one called

alongside to help." The NIV translates parakleton as "one who speaks ... in our defense";
the NEB reads: "one to plead our cause." Parakletos is also used several times in the Fourth
Gospel to refer to the Holy Spirit.

I I 9 Calvin puts it thus: "Having entered the temple not made with hands, he constantly
appears as our advocate and intercessor in the presence of the Father; directs attention to his
own righteousness, so as to turn it away from our sins; so reconciles him to us, as by his
intercession to pave for us a way of access to his throne ... " Institutes, 11.16.16.
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people do the repenting, not God-but
repentance/forgiveness is not a work: it
is Christ's gift from above.

It is not possible, of course, to sepa
rate a gift of Christ from a gift of God.
Thus on a later occasion when the
Gentiles first heard the gospel and be
lieved, the apostles declared, "Then to
the Gentiles also God has granted re
pentance unto life" (Acts II: 18). Paul
himself likewise spoke of God granting
repentance: "God may perhaps grant
that they will repent. . .. " (2 Tim.
2:25).110

Therefore, when a person truly re
pents and enters into salvation and life,
this occurs by virtue of the grace of God
in and through the exalted Lord Jesus
Christ. It is the primary gift-eternal
salvation.

b. The Fruits of Christ's Continuing
Intercession. The second blessing of
the exalted Lord is that of the benefits
of His continuing intercession. The
Christ of John 17, who on earth suppli
cated the Father in heaven, continues
His prayers of intercession. We may be
sure they are heard, for He who offers
the prayers is the Son of His love,
exalted at His right hand. And so we
receive the fruits of Christ's interces
sion.

The first fruit of Christ's intercession
relates to the matter of salvation. The
Book of Hebrews in its depiction of
Christ as "a great high priest who has
passed through the heavens" (4:14) and

"who is seated at the right hand of the
throne of the Majesty in heaven" (8: I).
also declares that Christ "holds his
priesthood permanently, because he
continues for ever" (7:24). "Hence,"
Hebrews adds, "He is able to save
forever' I I those who draw near' 12 to
God through him since he always lives
to make intercession for them" (7:25
NASB). Truly this is a beautiful and
moving picture of Christ at the Father's
right hand ever living to intercede for
those who through Him come to God.

Hence, the first role of Christ as
heavenly intercessor is that of praying
constantly for the continuation of salva
tion. The same Lord who gives repent
ance and forgiveness of sins, that is,
salvation, never ceases to pray for the
enduring of that salvation. Because
Christ "continues for ever," He can so
intercede for all who come to God
through Him. Indeed, Christ "always
lives" for that purpose, the picture is
not only that of temporal continuation
but also of constant concern. The mar
vel, the wonder of such unceasing love
and compassion is utterly beyond de
scription.

The comfort is that amid all the
temptations and trials that can lure us
from the path of salvation there is One
in heaven who is able to save forever
and is constantly in prayer that we may
maintain our course. How good it is to
know that when the way seems difficult
and evil sorely besets us, Christ is

praying that the Father will keep US I I ]

and that our faith will not fail. I 14
This does not necessarily mean that

no believer will ever depart from the
way of salvation;' 15 but it does mean
that Christ never ceases to pray for all
who come to Him. This is comfort
indeed!

The Lord Jesus, who has wrought
our salvation, does not forsake us. As
the great high priest He died for us; now
He ever lives to intercede on our be
half. How vastly important this is, for if
we had to make it on our own, who
would arrive at the final goal?

The other role of Christ's heavenly
intercession relates to our ongoing
Christian walk. Let us hear what Paul
says: "Who will bring a charge against
God's elect? God is the one who just
ifies; who is the one who condemns?
Christ Jesus is he who died, yes, rather
who was raised, who is at the right hand
of God, who also intercedes for us"
(Rom. 8:33-34 NASB).

Truly this is another vivid picture of
Christ's intercessory work. For here it
relates to the Christian life and the fact
that at times the believer, despite what
Christ has done, may allow guilt and
condemnation to return. Satan himself,
though having had his power broken,
nonetheless often seeks to gain a hold
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again by false accusation I 16 ("You are
still a guilty sinner" et al.). But, praise
God, Christ Himself is ever at the right
hand of the Father to "plead our
cause,"117 to re-present His atoning
sacrifice that continues to remove all
guilt and condemnation.

Two related Scriptures may be noted.
According to Hebrews, "Christ has
entered ... into heaven itself, now to
appear in the presence of God on our
behalf' (9:24). And in his first letter
John says, "My little children, I am
writing this to you so that you may not
sin; but if anyone does sin, we have an
advocate I 18 with the Father, Jesus
Christ the righteous" (2: I). These
Scriptures further enrich the picture of
Christ's making intercession at the right
hand of the Father as One who never
ceases to appear in God's presence as
our Advocate. I 19

Verily, who can bring any charge,
who is there to condemn? No one. For
Christ Himself, our great sin-bearer,
also bears every accusation against us.
He whose love was so great that He lay
down His life for us and suffered in our
place does not cease loving us. He
continues to intercede for us at the right
hand of the Father.

Let us ever be aware of His continu
ing intercession on our behalf, thank
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120Although the language of Acts 10:45 is used in regard to the Gentiles it also refers to
what was given to the original disciples on the Day of Pentecost. It was '''the same gift"
(Acts II: 17), according to Peter.

121 "~he gift ofthe Holy Spirit" contains an objective genitive, i.e., the Holy Spirit as gift,
not subjective, i.e., the Holy Spirit as giver.

I22See particularly Joel 2:28-29; Isaiah 44:2-3; Ezekiel 39:29.
123 Acts 2:33 (as quoted above).
124See footnote 120 re Acts 10:45 (and II: 17).
I25See above, pages 409-10.
I26See parallels in Matthew 3:11; Luke 3:16; John 1:33.
127Two very important additions, however, should be noted: it is to be "in his name"

(thus bringing salvation) and "to all nations" (John spoke only to the Jewish nation).

I28As before quoted, the language of Acts 2:4 is that of being "filled"; however, this
unmistakably is a fulfillment of the promise of being "baptized with the Holy Spirit" as
declared in Acts 1:4-5. See also Acts 11:16-17.

I29See volume 2, chapter 16, "Calling."
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Him daily for His never failing love,
and give to Him the fresh devotion of
our hearts. What a glorious Savior and
Lord!

c. The Gift of the Holy Spirit. The
climactic blessing of the exalted Lord is
the gift of the Holy Spirit. On the Day
of Pentecost Peter declared about
Christ: "Being therefore exalted at the
right hand of God, and having received
from the Father the promise of the Holy
Spirit, he has poured out this which you
see and hear" (Acts 2:33). The Father
had promised the Holy Spirit, and
through the exalted Christ the Spirit had
been "poured" forth; so it was that the
Holy Spirit was given. This was later
referred to as "the gift of the Holy
Spirit" (Acts 10:45).120

Before proceeding further, let us
pause to reflect on the extraordinary
nature of this gift. This is the gift of the
Holy Spirit Himself: this means God,
the third Person in the Holy Trinity. It
is the Holy Spirit who is given, not
something that the Holy Spirit gives.!»
The Holy Spirit, to be sure, does give,
or make available, many things such as
power for witness, mighty works, and
various charismata. But as important as
these gifts are and however closely
related they are to the Holy Spirit, none
of them is the gift of the Holy Spirit.
For it is the Holy Spirit Himself who is
"poured out" or given.

The promise of this gift goes back to
the Old Testamentuz and had its initial
fulfillment in Jerusalem on the Day of

Pentecost when "a sound came from
heaven like the rush of a mighty wind
. . . there appeared to them tongues as
of fire.... And they were all filled with
the Holy Spirit" (Acts 2:2-4). Later
Peter, in identifying what had hap
pened, declared: "This is what was
spoken by the prophet Joel: 'And in the
last days it shall be, God declares, that I
will pour out my Spirit upon all flesh' "
(Acts 2:16-17). It is significant to note
that God does this through the exalted
Christ: "he has poured out this ....
"123 This is unmistakably the gift of the
Holy Spirit.i>

Hence the same exalted Jesus who
gives repentance and forgiveness of
sins l 2 5 also gives the Holy Spirit. In this
connection we may look at the earlier
New Testament witness of John the
Baptist. He came "preaching a baptism
of repentance for the forgiveness of
sins' (Mark I :4), and multitudes came
to be baptized in the river Jordan,
making confession of their sins. But
then John added, "After me comes he
who is mightier than I, the thong of
whose sandals I am not worthy to stoop
down and untie. I have baptized you
with water; but he will baptize you with
the Holy Spirit" (Mark 1:7-8).126 Next
we observe the words of the risen Jesus
that "repentance and forgiveness of
sins should be preached in his name to
all nations" (Luke 24:47), thus affirming
the primary message of John the Bap
tist. 127 Thereafter Jesus said to the
disciples who are to preach the gospel:

"You are witnesses of these things.
And behold, I send the promise of my
Father upon you; but stay in the city,
until you are clothed with power from
on high" (Luke 24:49). Hence against
the background of the proclamation of
repentance and forgiveness, the Holy
Spirit- "the promise of my Father"
was sent. Jesus, speaking shortly be
fore the event, again referred to "the
promise of the Father," adding, "John
baptized with water, but before many
days you shall be baptized with the
Holy Spirit" (Acts 1:4, 5). Later Jesus
stated, "you shall receive power when
the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and
you shall be my witnesses ... " (Acts
I:8). Then came the Day of Pentecost
when the Spirit was poured out. The
Spirit thus came upon them: they were
"filled" or "baptized" with the Holy
Spirit.ns It was on this day that the
Holy Spirit was first given.

From the words of Jesus in the
preceding accounts it is apparent that
the proclamation of repentance and the
forgiveness of sin is closely related to
the gift of the Holy Spirit. Indeed, the
disciples were not to proclaim that basic
gospel message until they had received
the gift of the Spirit. Once they had
received this, they were enabled to
proclaim the message: "Repent, and be
baptized everyone of you in the name
of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of
your sins" (Acts 2:38). And this they
did with great power and effectiveness.
For upon hearing this proclamation,
some three thousand souls believed,
acted on the message, and came into
salvation. What an amazing result was
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made possible through the gift of the
Holy Spirit!

The story is not over, for the same
gift was also promised to those who
repent and believe. Peter concluded his
message: "For the promise is to you
and to your children and to all that are
far off, everyone whom the Lord our
God calls to him" (Acts 2:38-39). The
gift follows repentance and forgiveness
and is promised to all generations.

Hence we may rejoice greatly that
the gift of the Holy Spirit from the
exalted Lord is still promised and there
fore available to us today. And what a
promise that is! To repeat-for it can
not be emphasized too much-the Holy
Spirit Himself is given. This had never
happened before the exaltation of
Christ, indeed, according to the Fourth
Gospel, it could not; "for as yet the
Spirit had not been given, because
Jesus was not yet glorified" (John 7:39).
But with the climax of glorification, the
exaltation of Jesus to the Father's right
hand, the Spirit could at last be given.
So even today, as in all past years since
Christ's exaltation and until He returns,
the promise of the Holy Spirit remains.

And the promise is "to every one
whom the Lord our God calls to him."
If we know the call of God, the call that
brings about repentance and forgive
ness of sins, 12 9 then the promise is to
us. Truly this is a glorious promise to all
who believe in Jesus Christ.

The gift of the Holy Spirit climaxes
the manifold blessings of God that come
from the Lord Jesus at the right hand of
the Father. Let us not fail to be open to
this blessed gift and receive it through
the exalted Christ.
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