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PREFACE

’-[}‘16 theologian often suffers under the same burden
as the quick-draw shooter in the Old West. Just as young
gunslingers sought out famous veterans in order to give a
challenge and win a reputation, so some people (especially
students!) take almost diabolical glee in finding that one
theological stumper. No doubt the great medieval scholas-
tic debate on how many angels could dance on the head
of a pin had as its root a question posed by a mischievous
student.

Nearly ten years ago I set myself up for a plethora of
challenges. At Ligonier Ministries in the mid-1980s we
invited interested friends to join us in a recording studio
to ask whatever theological questions they wished. I did
not hear or read the questions in advance but had to try
to answer them in the space of four minutes each. The
questions and answers were recorded and broadcast on
assorted radio stations. The program was called simply
Ask R. C. Three hundred or so of those questions and
answers are now together in this book, nicely cleaned up
and missing assorted “uh’s” and “um’s.”

Perhaps the first good question we should ask is why I
would subject myself to such an ordeal. Unlike so many
of the questions in this book, this is an easy one to answer.
People have real, important, difficult questions. While
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answering insincere questions is a bane of my profession,
answering sincere ones is a joy.

Confusion in any endeavor can be debilitating. When we
begin to ask questions of great importance and when those
questions lead us to the character of God, confusion is natu-
ral. We should almost expect it. God, after all, is infinite,
while we are quite finite. Our confusion often flows from
this fundamental truth—the finite cannot grasp the infinite.

God, however, does not leave us in this precarious spot.
In his mercy and tenderness he has condescended to speak
with us, to teach us through his creation and his Word.
What an honor, then, to be of the profession that seeks to
help people learn what God has revealed. What I hope you
will find in this book is not R. C. Sproul’s thought on
assorted thorny questions, but God’s wisdom.

The real danger in taking up the challenge of answering
the questions of others is not that there might be questions
for which I have no answers. The true danger is that I might
give answers that aren’t true—that I might teach error.
This is the danger Scripture warns about when it promises
a strong judgment awaiting teachers who lead others astray.
My problem then is not only that I am finite but that I am
fallible. As a human being I do err; it’s possible that I have
erred even as I have answered the questions included in
this book.

You, though, can help alleviate my fear. As you read
through this book looking for answers, please do so with the
spirit of the Bereans. Please check the Scripture, for it alone is our
ultimate authority. It alone is infallible in all that it teaches. It
is our guide and our light. When we have a question, we can
always say of Scripture, “Now, that’s a good answer.”
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Knowing God

Questions in This Sectiomn:

Why does God love us so much?

What are the attributes of God?

What is the average Christian’s understanding of God?
Why does God remain invisible?

What is the "providence of God"?

What does it mean for us to call God our Father?

What are the characteristics of the Christian God that differentiate
him from other gods?

Among the other world religions, are there any that share the
Christian concept of the holiness of God?

Throughout the Bible we are told to fear God. What does that mean?
I'm told that the Bible says God makes himself known to all people
through his created world. In what way could the average person see

God and his attributes through nature?

Why did God need to send angels down to check out the evil of
Sodom and Gomorrah? Wouldn't he know these things already?

What is a miracle, and do you think God still performs them today?

Do you believe that God has audibly spoken to anyone since the
apostolic age?






Knowing God

Why does God love us so much?

That’s one of the most difficult questions to answer if we
think of it from God’s perspective.

Here we are, his creatures who have been made in his
image with the responsibility of mirroring and reflecting
his glory and his righteousness to the whole world. We
have disobeyed him countless times in every place and in
every way. In so doing we have misrepresented his char-
acter to the whole universe. The Bible tells us that nature
itself groans in travail, waiting for the day of the redemp-
tion of mankind, because nature suffers under our unrigh-
teousness (Rom. 8:22).

When we think of how disobedient and hostile we’ve
been toward God, we wonder what it is that would provoke
him to love us so much. In Romans 5:7, when Paul is
astonished by the love of Christ that was manifested in his
death, he says, “Scarcely for a righteous man will one lay
down his life, but imagine one who is perfect laying down
his life for those who are not perfect and praying for those
who are in the very act of killing him.” That’s the kind of
love that transcends anything we have been able to experi-
ence in this world. I guess the only thing I can conclude is
that it is the nature of God to be loving. This is part of his
internal and eternal character.

The New Testament says that God is love. That can be
one of the most misunderstood verses in the Scripture. We
remember a few years ago when it was fashionable to say
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that “happiness is a warm puppy.” We had these brief defi-
nitions of what happiness was, and the same thing was
applied to love—“Love means never having to say you're
sorry,” etc.—and we’re all very interested in what is
involved in the whole act of loving.

But when the Bible says God is love, that statement is not
what we would call an analytical statement whereby we can
reverse the subject and predicate, and say that therefore
love is God. That’s not what the Bible means. Rather, what
the Jewish form of expression says here is that God is so
loving and his love is so consistent, so profound, so deep,
so transcendent, and such an integral part of his character
that to express it in the maximum way possible, we say that
he is love. That is simply saying that God is the ultimate
standard of love.

What are the attributes of God?

When we talk about the attributes of God, we're referring
to those characteristics that describe God’s being. He is
one. He is holy. He is omniscient. He’s omnipresent. He’s
omnipotent.

Those are some of the different words that we use to
describe the nature and character of God; these are char-
acteristics we attribute to God’s being. When we describe
someone’s attributes, we usually make a distinction be-
tween a person and his attributes. For instance, you may
say your mother is patient, but you wouldn’t say that your
mother is patience. And you would say that your mother is
more than a mere list of traits. In the same way, God is not
Just a list of attributes. But God is different from your
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mother in that it was God’s being that defined attributes in
the first place. By gaining a better understanding of God,
we can learn more about what true kindness is, what truth,
beauty, patience, strength are. In this sense, God s his attri-
butes. It’s not that he’s a composite being—three pounds
of omniscience and three pounds of omnipresence, and
three pounds of self-existence, etc.—added together to
give us a concept of God. Rather, God in his essence, in his
very being, is holy, and that holiness is immutable. All of
God is immutable and all of God is holy. These attributes
cannot be heaped up like sand in a sandpile to give us a
composite portrait of God. .

By studying the individual attributes of God, however,
we’re not dissecting God into composite parts. We're sim-
ply focusing our attention for a moment on one dimension
or one aspect of his being. This can be very helpful to our
understanding of God because the only way we are able to
know God is through his attributes. The more we under-
stand them, the more we understand his being and his
character, and the more we are motivated to worship and
obey him.

For more information on God’s attributes, I'd like to
suggest a book I've written on that very subject, The Char-
acter of God (Servant, 1995), in which I discuss the attri-
butes of God for study by the layperson.

What is the average Christian’s understanding of God?

I don’t know what the majority view of God is in the Chris-
tian world. I can only guess from the small universe in
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which I live and the exposure that I have to various groups
of people. '

I certainly encounter a view of God that is widespread
in the Christian community whereby God is somewhat
reduced in scope from the biblical portrait that we have
of him. He is seen as a sort of celestial grandfather who
is benevolent in every respect and whose chief charac-
teristic—and sometimes only attribute—=is the attribute of
love. We know that the Bible certainly puts an emphasis
on the love of God and even goes so far as to say that God
is love.

But I think we are in grave danger of stripping God of
the fullness of his character as it is revealed in Scripture.
This becomes a not-so-subtle form of idolatry. For exam-
ple, if we obscure the holiness of God, or the sovereignty
of God, or the wrath of God, or the justice of God, and sort
of pick and choose those attributes of God that we like and
then deny those that frighten us or make us uncomfort-
able, we’ve exchanged the truth of God for a lie, and we |
are worshiping a god who is in fact an idol. It may be a
sophisticated idol—it’s not one made of wood or stone or
brass—but, nevertheless, the concept of God we worship
must be a concept that agrees with the God who is.

I've been on a crusade for years to focus attention on
the doctrine of God—the character of God. Three of my
books deal with the doctrine of God the Father: The Holi-
ness of God, Chosen by God (which focuses on God’s sover-
eignty), and the latest one, The Character of God (which
deals with the attributes of God). [ wrote them intention-
ally as a trilogy to emphasize the character of God the
Father because I think we are in grave danger of his being
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overlooked or distorted in the contemporary Christian
world.

We have some idea of who Jesus is, and the charismatic
: renewal has brought much more attention to the Holy
Spirit in recent years. But we almost systematically ignore
God the Father. You also find that many Christians ignore
the Old Testament. The whole history of the Old Testa-
ment is the revelation chiefly of God the Father. Every-
thing we read of God the Son and God the Holy
Spirit—so amplified in the New Testament—presupposes
the knowledge of God the Father that is given to us in the
Old Testament. I think it’s a priority for the Christian
community to develop a higher understanding of the
character of God.

Why does God remain invisible?

f I don’t think there’s anything that makes living the Chris-
tian life more difficult than the fact that the Lord we serve
is invisible to us. You know the expression in our culture
“Out of sight, out of mind.” It’s very, very difficult to live
your life dedicated to someone or something you cannot
see. Often you hear people say that when they can see it,
taste it, touch it, or smell it, they’ll believe and embrace it,
| but not before. This is one of the most difficult problems
of the Christian life: God is rarely perceived through our

| physical senses.

On the other side of the coin, I would say that one of the
greatest hopes set before the Christian church is the prom-
ise of what we call in theology the beatific vision, or the
vision of God. We think of John’s letter in which he said,
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“Beloved, now we are children of God; and it has not yet
been revealed what we shall be, but we know that when He
is revealed, we shall be like Him, for we shall see Him as
He is” (1 John 3:2). The Latin there means “as he is in him-
self.” That is to say, that which is totally concealed from our
eyes right now, namely the very substance and essence of
God, we will see in all of his glory and majesty and splen-
dor in heaven.

I've often wondered about the text that says we will be
like him, for we shall see him as he is. Does the Bible teach
us that we will be totally cleansed from sin, totally glori-
fied? Is this an experience that will eliminate sin from us
altogether? Will it be because we catch a direct glimpse of
the majesty of God? For example, if I see him—if he
becomes visible to me—is that going to be the cleansing
thing that rids all sin from my life; or is my seeing him
going to be a result of his first cleansing me? I suspect it’s
the latter.

Scriptures tell us uniformly that no person shall see God
and live; this is because God is holy, and we are not (see
Exod. 33:20 and 1 Tim. 6:15). Even Moses, as righteous as
he was, pleaded with God on the mountain to let him have
an unveiled look at God’s glory. God only allowed him to
catch a refracted glimpse of God’s back parts, but he said
to Moses, “My face shall not be seen.” Ever since Adam and
Eve fell and were driven from the Garden, God has been
invisible to human beings, but not because God is intrinsi-
cally incapable of being seen. The problem is not with our
eyes but with our hearts. In the hymn “Immortal, Invisible,
God Only Wise,” there is that wonderful phrase “All praise
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we would render: O help us to see / "Tis only the splendor
of light hideth Thee.”

In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus made the promise
that someday a certain group of people would see God.
Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted.
Those who hunger and thirst shall be filled. Blessed are the
pure in heart, for they shall see God. It’s because we’re not
pure in heart that God remains invisible, and only when
we’re purified will we see him.

What is the “"providence of God"”?

The word providence is a simple word made up of a prefix
and a root. It means “to see beforehand.” We could dismiss
the providence of God by saying that God sees everything
that happens in this world before it happens; he is the
great celestial observer of human history. But the doctrine
of providence involves so much more than God as a divine
onlooker.

There are basically only three ways in which we can look
at the relationship between God and this world. There is
the deistic view, in which God creates the world and winds
it up like a watch with built-in secondary causes, and the
world works like a machine. God steps out of the picture,
simply observes everything that takes place in this world,
and he never intervenes, never intrudes. Everything hap-
pens according to the built-in secondary causes in the uni-
verse. That view has certain advantages to it because then
nobody can blame God for anything that goes wrong. We

"can say that we as creatures are bringing about all of the
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tragedies and catastrophes in this world and that God is
absolved because his hands are tied.

Another viewpoint, which is an overreaction to deism,
claims that there are no real secondary causes in this
world. Everything that happens is a direct result of God’s
immediate intervention; God causes my hand to go up and
to go down. If there’s an automobile accident at the inter-
section, God directly caused that. Free will is a total illu-
sion, and there are no such things as secondary causes. We
think that we’re acting as responsible people, but we're
not. God does it all. That’s what we would call an ethical
monism, whereby God determines everything and he actu-
ally causes everything that takes place.

I believe that the biblical view, which in my judgment
is the classical historical Christian view, is a rejection of
both of those positions. We believe that God created the
universe and gave the power of secondary causality to
things and people within it so that we actually can do
things by our own volition, through our decisions, our
minds, our wills and activities. But at every single point of
our actions and of the secondary causes that are at work,
God remains sovereign. There are times he works
through secondary causes to bring about his will, and
there are times he works without those secondary causes.
Sometimes he just intrudes into the scene as he did in
the blaze of Jesus’ miracles in the New Testament; other
times he makes use of our decisions and our activities to
bring about his sovereign will. The providence of God
means that God is sovereign over everything that hap-
pens in this world.

12
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What does it mean for us to call God our Father?

One of the most well-known statements of the Christian
faith is the Lord’s Prayer, which begins with the words

“Our Father which art in heaven.” This is part of the univer-
sal treasury of Christendom. When I hear Christians in a
private gathering praying individually, almost every single
person begins their prayer by addressing God as Father.
There’s nothing more common among us than to address
God as our Father. So central is this to our Christian experi-
ence that in the nineteenth century, there were some who
said the basic essence of the whole Christian religion can
be reduced to two points: the universal brotherhood of
man and the universal fatherhood of God. In that context

I am afraid we have missed one of the most radical teach-
ings of Jesus.

A few years ago, a German scholar was doing research
in New Testament literature and discovered that in the
entire history of Judaism—in all existing books of the
Old Testament and all existing books of extrabiblical
Jewish writings dating from the beginning of Judaism
until the tenth century A.p. in Italy—there is not a single
reference of a Jewish person addressing God directly in
the first person as Father. There were appropriate forms

', of address that were used by Jewish people in the Old
Testament, and the children were trained to address God
| in proper phrases of respect. All these titles were memo-
rized, and the term Father was not among them.

The first Jewish rabbi to call God “Father” directly was
. Jesus of Nazareth. It was a radical departure from tradi-
tion, and in fact, in every recorded prayer we have from
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the lips of Jesus save one, he calls God “Father.” It was for
that reason that many of Jesus’ enemies sought to destroy
him; he assumed to have this intimate, personal relation-
ship with the sovereign God of heaven and the creator of
all things, and he dared to speak in such intimate terms
with God. What’s even more radical is that Jesus says to his |
people, “When you pray, you say, ‘Our Father.”” He has
given to us the right and privilege to come into the pres-
ence of the majesty of God and address him as Father
because indeed he is our Father. He has adopted us into
his family and made us coheirs with his only begotten Son
(Rom. 8:17).

What are the characteristics of the Christian God that
differentiate him from other gods?

Perhaps the most unique characteristic of the Christian
God is that he exists. The other ones don’t. Of course, that
is a matter of profound debate, as we all know.

I would say the chief and most critical differences have to
do, ultimately, with the Christian God’s character of holi-
ness. You're going to get an argument on this from other
people who will say that their gods are holy, too. What is
unique about Christianity among all the world religions is its
central doctrine of a once-for-all atonement that is offered
to people to grant them salvation. Old Testament Judaism
had a provision for the atonement of sin, but most religions
have no provision for an atonement, basically because they
do not consider it to be a prerequisite for redemption.

My question is, Why would a world religion not consider
an atonement necessary for redemption unless, in their
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view, God is less than holy? If God is perfectly just and
people are not perfectly just, yet those people are trying to
be in a vital relationship with God, you have a basic, over-
whelming problem. How would a God who is holy and just
accept in his presence unjust creatures? That’s what Juda-
ism and Christianity understand as the vital problem.
Human beings who are unjust must be justified somehow
to enter the presence of a holy God. That’s why the whole
focus of Judeo-Christianity is at the point of atonement,
which brings about reconciliation. But if you don’t believe
that God is all that holy, there’s no need for any concept of
reconciliation. We can live however we want because this
kind of god is a cosmic bellhop who will overlook all of our
sins and do whatever we want him to do for us. I would say
the holiness of God is the vital difference.

Among the other world religions, are there any that
share the Christian concept of the holiness of God?

There are no other religions that have a concept of God’s
holiness identical to the Christian concept. However, some
other religions maintain a kind of parallel and approxi-
mate view of the matter, and certainly they have a concept
of the holiness of God.

Insofar as Judaism in its various forms embraces the
Old Testament, it would certainly embrace the concept of
holiness we find there. We know that though there’s an
expansion of revelation as to the nature of God’s holiness
in the New Testament, it’s certainly not an esoteric idea
[ in the Old Testament. In fact, some of the most vivid dis-
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plays of God’s majesty and holiness are found in the Old
Testament. <

There are two ways in which the Bible speaks of God’s holi-
ness. The most commonly understood meaning of holiness
in our culture is with respect to God’s purity or his moral vir-
tue—nhis righteousness. Certainly the Bible does use holy at
times to describe the righteous, moral, pure character of
God, but that’s the secondary meaning of holiness. The pri-
mary meaning of holiness refers to God’s apartness—other-
ness, transcendence—that sense in which he is much more
majestic in all of his being than is any creaturely being. The
transcendence of God is a dominant motif in the Old Testa-
ment and is certainly a part of the creeds of classical Judaism
and Islam, insofar as Islamic religion builds upon much that
was taken from the Old Testament. They see Muhammad as
a descendant of Ishmael. They give certain allegiance to the
patriarchs, and they deal with that concept of holiness.

The great difference between Christianity and other
world religions regarding God’s holiness is found in the
concept of atonement. Judaism’s view of atonement in the
Old Testament was the sacrificial system that was part of
their worship. The Christian view sees atonement as the
once-for-all sacrifice made by a Savior, a suffering Savior,
who died for the sins of the people. That concept is absent
in other world religions, and it has always distressed me.

I don’t see how the other world religions could be com-
ortable with the fact of human sinfulness and the fact of
the holiness of God without a mediator, without a Savior.

It seems that they would have to negotiate either the
sinfulness of man or the holiness of God to be comfortable
where they are.
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Throughout the Bible we are told to fear God.
What does that mean? Can you give an example?

We need to make some important distinctions about the
biblical meaning of “fearing” God. These distinctions can
be helpful, but they can also be a little dangerous.

When Luther struggled with that, he made this distinc-
tion, which has since become somewhat famous: He distin-
guished between what he called a servile fear and a filial
fear. The servile fear is a kind of fear that a prisoner in a
torture chamber has for his tormentor, the jailer, or the
executioner. It’s that kind of dreadful anxiety in which
someone is frightened by the clear and present danger
that is represented by another person. Or it’s the kind of
fear that a slave would have at the hands of a malicious
master who would come with the whip and torment the
slave. Servile refers to a posture of servitude toward a
malevolent owner.

Luther distinguished between that and what he called
filial fear, drawing from the Latin concept from which we
get the idea of family. It refers to the fear that a child has
for his father. In this regard, Luther is thinking of a child
who has tremendous respect and love for his father or
mother and who dearly wants to please them. He has a fear
or an anxiety of offending the one he loves, not because
he’s afraid of torture or even of punishment, but rather
because he’s afraid of displeasing the one who is, in that
child’s world, the source of security and love.

I think this distinction is helpful because the basic mean-
ing of fearing the Lord that we read about in Deutero-
nomy is also in the Wisdom Literature, where we're told
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that “the fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom.” The
focus here is on a sense of awe and respect for the majesty
of God. That’s often lacking in contemporary evangelical
Christianity. We get very flippant and cavalier with God, as
if we had a casual relationship with the Father. We are
invited to call him Abba, Father, and to have the personal
intimacy promised to us, but still we’re not to be flippant
with God. We’re always to maintain a healthy respect and
adoration for him.

One last point: If we really have a healthy adoration for
God, we still should have an element of the knowledge that
God can be frightening. “Itis a frightening thing to fall
into the hands of the living God” (Heb. 10:31). As sinful
people, we have every reason to fear God’s judgment; it is
part of our motivation to be reconciled with God.

I'm told that the Bible says God makes himself known
to all people through his created world. In what way
could the average person see God and his attributes :
through nature?

Romans 1 speaks plainly of this universal revelation that God
makes to the world even as it’s hinted at in other places, such
as the psalm that tells us, “The heavens declare the glory of
God, and the firmament shows his handiwork.” In writing to
the Romans, Paul says that ever since the creation of the
world, the existence of God is not only revealed but is clearly
perceived through the things that are made. He speaks of
the invisible qualities of God being understood or known
through the visible things of creation. In light of this revela-
tion, the whole world is without excuse if they reject God. No
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one can claim ignorance of God as an excuse for refusing to
honor him or to be grateful to him. That’s the burden of the
first chapter of Romans.

Now, how would the average person see this? I recall a
conversation I heard once on a talk show in which three
very sophisticated theologians debated the question of the
existence of God. One was Jewish, one was Roman Catholic,
and one was Protestant. They were arguing whether or not
you could prove the existence of God. It was a very technical
level of debate, and then they opened up the telephone
lines and allowed the “average person” to get involved. A
woman called in whose poor grammar indicated she wasn’t
very highly educated. She said, “I don’t know what’s wrong
with you guys. Why don’t you just open your eyes and look
out the window?” She set these trained theologians on their
ears with a very direct and straightforward appeal to nature
itself as proof of the existence of God.

In theology there’s a historical question of whether or
not this revelation that God makes in nature is what we call
immediate or mediate. In this sense, these terms don’t refer
to time, but to whether God reveals himself directly to you
and me or makes himself known through some intermedi-
ate person or thing, respectively. For example, we see a
clock, and that suggests that a clockmaker made it. This
clock is an example of mediate revelation. We don’t have
to have a Ph.D. to recognize that a clock didn’t create
itself. It was produced by somebody in an intelligent way
with some kind of design. I think the Bible teaches that we
have both an immediate and a mediate knowledge of the
existence of God.

What Paul talks about in Romans 1 is what we would
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call mediate. He says that we know God through the
things that are made. That does require some thinking. I
see something out there that has order and harmony and
organization to it, and I have to reason that there’s some
cause for this, and I assign this cause for all that exists out
there to the great Author of creation. I think this is how
the average person would make the connection.

When the Lord was talking to Abraham about Sodom
and Gomorrah, he said, "I will go down and see if they
have done entirely as it has been told to Me.” Why
does God say he needs to go down to see these cities?
Wouldn't he know these things already?

God would know it without having to go down and check
it out personally because God is omniscient. He knows all
things; the hairs on the heads of the people of Sodom and
Gomorrah were numbered. He knew everything they had
ever done, every idle word they had ever spoken. He didn’t
need to canvass them with a new census to see how wicked
they were.

There are two ways of approaching this difficult verse
(Gen. 18:20). Often these conversations with God were
really conversations with angelic messengers who were rep-
resenting God. The angelic messengers themselves do not
have the omniscience that we attribute to God. It may be
in this case that the angelic visitor who was going to check
out the situation was speaking for himself.

Even in Abraham’s test at Mount Moriah, where he was
told to offer Isaac on the altar and at the very last minute
as he stretched out his arm to plunge the knife into the
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chest of his son, the voice of the Angel of God stopped
him and said, “Lay not thy hand now upon your son,
Abraham, because now I know that you love me.” The
suggestion is that God didn’t know of Abraham’s love
before this happened. It’s as if God were a celestial spec-
tator pacing back and forth, wringing his hands, hoping
that Abraham would make the right decision and do the
right thing, but he was helpless to do anything about it
until the outcome.

A'lot of people think of God in those terms, as if he is
just a cosmic spectator of what’s going on and he doesn’t
know the end before the beginning. They make God finite,
dependent, derived, everything less than the God who is
revealed in Scripture.

The second approach to this passage takes into account
that every time the Bible describes anything about God,
whether it’s in a narrative or a didactic passage, whether
it’s abstract or concrete, the only language available to
the biblical writers was human language. We can’t talk as
fish, we can’t talk as snails, because we’re not snails and
we’re not fish. Nor can we talk as God. When God speaks
to us and reveals himself to us, the only language we can
understand is human language. When the Bible uses
what we call phenomenological language, or the lan-
guage of appearances, the Bible speaks of God’s learning.
It describes very crude images, such as God having his
feet on the couch. At the same time, the Bible tells us
that even though it uses human language, God is not a
human who can be contained or fully described by these
figures of speech.

I think that in the situation of Sodom and Gommorah,
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either the angel was speaking for himself—he did have to
go see what the cities were like—or this was God’s way of
explaining the situation to Abraham, letting Abraham
know what would happen and that God was in charge.

Please define a miracle and state whether or not you
think God still performs them today.

There is a tremendous difference between the popular def-
inition of a miracle in our culture and the narrow techni-
cal definition of a miracle that theologians work with in
their science. We can often have serious communication
problems when people ask me whether I believe that God
is doing miracles today.

If by a miracle we mean that God is alive and well and
running his world by his providence, affecting the course
of human events, then by all means God is doing those
things. If the question is asking whether or not God is
answering prayers, then I would say emphatically, yes, God
is answering prayers. If people are asking whether the
providence of God is bringing extraordinary things to pass
today, I would say absolutely. Does God heal people in
response to prayer? I would say yes to all of those questions
because I'm convinced that God is alive and well and
doing all of those things.

If we define a miracle as a supernatural work of God,
then I would say that God certainly does supernatural
works today. The rebirth of a human soul cannot be done
by natural means; only God can do it through his power,
and God is certainly doing that every day. If that’s what
people mean by a miracle, then God is doing miracles
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today. Some people define a miracle so broadly as to say
that even the birth of a child is a miracle because it’s a
marvelous thing that couldn’t happen apart from the
- power of God. So they would define a miracle as any won-
derful thing that happens by the power of God. If that’s
the definition of miracle, then again I would say that,
absolutely, God is performing them today.

However, we may be speaking of miracle in the technical
sense of an action performed against the laws of nature—
God circumventing the very laws he put into motion—for
example, bringing life out of death or something out of noth-
ing, such as Jesus raising Lazarus from the dead when his
body was in a state of decomposition after four days in the
tomb. No, I don’t think that God is doing that kind of
miracle today.

I certainly believe God could raise every human being
in every cemetery in this world today if he wanted to. But
I don’t think he is performing those kinds of miracles
today. The chief reason he did those things in biblical
days was to certify revelation as divine—to back up what
he spoke with evidence of his authority. Since we now
have the Bible, other, miraculous sources of revelation
are no longer necessary.

Do you believe that God has audibly spoken to
anyone since the apostolic age?

I don’t know for sure whether God has or not. Certainly

there are abundant cases in church history where people
claim to have heard voices that were the audible voice of
God. Joan of Arc would be Exhibit A. That testimony has
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come more than once from people whom we generally
recognize as being reputable saints, and so I hesitate to
cast aspersions on their testimony.

On the other hand, we find that even in sacred Scrip-
ture, during a time when God was giving direct communi-
cation of divine revelation, the occurrences of an audible
voice of God were extremely rare. I can only think of three
times in the New Testament that there’s a record of God
speaking audibly, and all three of them were occasions
where the Father made a public declaration about his Son,
who incidentally is no longer with us on this planetin the
flesh. There’s no other record of anyone being talked to by
God audibly, with the exception of Saul (Paul) on the road
to Damascus.

Even in the Old Testament, though it happens with
those who are agents of revelation, those occurrences are
very rare indeed. In biblical times, even at the height of
divine revelation, audible revelation direct from heaven
was rare. .

I don’t think we are in a period of redemptive histor‘y
in which we’re getting special revelation from God. It
would seem to me it would be even less likely that you
would get that kind of audible expression from God
today. Add to that a factor that many Christians don’t like
to consider: Hearing voices when there’s no discernible
source can be a manifestation of a psychosis. I'm not say-
ing it is, but it can be. There are people who do suffer
from hallucinatory experiences in which they hear voices
as a result of chemical imbalances and so on. I can’t think
of anyone who has ever told me they actually heard the
audible voice of God, but if they did, I would be con-
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cerned about their mental state. I wouldn’t conclude im-
mediately that they were crazy, but I don’t think it’s nor-
mal or expected in the devout Christian life to be hearing
the audible voice of God.

How would you define the sovereignty of God?

I have a close friend who came to this country from
England. His name is John Guest. He is an Episcopalian
priest in Pittsburgh. When he first came to the United
States, he visited an antiquarian in Philadelphia, and there
he saw some slogans and mementoes and poster boards
that actually date back to the eighteenth century, during
the American Revolution. He saw signs like “Don’t tread
on me” and “No taxation without representation,” but the
one that caught his eye was the one that said in bold let-
ters, “We serve no sovereign here.” When John looked at
that, as an Englishman, he said, “How can I possibly com-
municate the idea of the kingdom of God in a nation that
has a built-in allergy to sovereignty?”

As Americans we’re used to a democratic process of
rule. When you're talking about sovereignty, you're talking
about government and about authority. From a biblical per-
spective, when the Scriptures speak of God’s sovereignty,
they reveal God’s governmental authority and power over
his entire universe.

In my classes in the seminary, I raise questions like, “Is
God in control of every single molecule in the universe?”
| When I raise that question, I say, “T'he answer to that ques-
tion will not determine whether you are a Christian or a
Moslem, a Calvinist or an Arminian, but it will determine
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whether you are a theist or an atheist.” Sometimes the stu-
dents can’t see the connection. And I say to them, “Don’t
you realize that if there is one molecule in this universe
running around loose outside the scope or the sphere of
God’s divine control and authority and power, then that
single maverick molecule may be the grain of sand that
changes the entire course of human history, that blocks
God from keeping the promises he has made to his
people?” It may be that one maverick molecule that will
prevent Christ from the consummation of his kingdom.
For if there is one maverick molecule, it would mean that
God is not sovereign. If God is not sovereign, then God is
not God. If there is any element of the universe that is out-
side of his authority, then he no longer is God over all. In
other words, sovereignty belongs to deity. Sovereignty is a
natural attribute of the Creator. God owns what he makes,
and he rules what he owns.

How do we reconcile the fact that God is sovereign
with the fact that he has given us free will as persons?

I don’t see any problem in reconciling the sovereignty of
God with man’s free will as long as we understand the bibli-
cal concept of freedom. With respect to mankind, human
beings are given the ability to make free choices, but our
freedom is a limited freedom. We are not absolutely free.
Remember, God said to Adam and Eve, “You may eat of all
of the trees in the Garden.” But then he added a restric-
tion: “Of this tree you may not eat. If you do, you will
surely die.”

Now, God is a being who has the ability to make free
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choices, and I am a being who has the ability to make free
choices. The difference, however, is that I am not sover-
eign. God is sovereign. God has more authority than I do.
God has the right and the power and the authority to do
whatsoever he pleases. I have the power and the ability and
the freedom to do those things that I can do, but my free-
dom can never override the power or the authority of God.
My freedom is always limited by the higher freedom of
God. What is a contradiction is God’s sovereignty and human
autonomy. Autonomy means that man can do whatever he
wants without being worried about judgment from on
high. Obviously those two are incompatible, and we do not
believe that man is autonomous. We say that he is free, but
his freedom is within limits, and those limits are defined by
the sovereignty of God. This is a simple analogy: In my
house I have more freedom than my son. We both have
freedom, but mine is greater.

In reference to John 6:44, does God compel people
to come to him?

That passage, of course, is very controversial. In an older
translation of it, Jesus says, “No man can come to me
unless the Father draws him.” The dispute about that
passage has to do with the meaning of the word translated
“to draw.” What does it mean? There are those biblical
scholars and Christians who believe that it means to entice,
to woo, or to seek to persuade. For them, then, what Jesus
is saying is, “People, if left to themselves, are not going to
seek me out; there has to be something added to their
normal inclinations before they would be moved to come
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in my direction.” Jesus is saying that God has to do some-
thing. And the old translation is that he has to draw them
just as the Siren voices drew Ulysses to the sea. They tried
to entice him, persuade him, and woo him to come by
being as attractive as possible in granting the invitation.
Some people hold the strong opinion that wooing is the
very opposite of compulsion, that God doesn’t compel
people to come to Jesus but he does eniice them and
encourage them and try to woo them and show them how
attractive Jesus is so that they will incline themselves to
respond to Jesus.

I once had a debate on this subject with a professor of
New Testament studies who was an expert in the biblical
languages. I was taking the position that God does more
than invite and entice and woo. I think the word here is
very strong because it is the same word that is used in the
book of Acts when Paul and Silas are dragged into prison.
It’s not like the jailer went inside the bars and tried to woo
Paul and Silas, saying, “Come on, fellows, please come on
in here.” He compelled them to go inside that jail. I think
the word there is strong, and I pointed that out to the New
Testament professor. Then he surprised me somewhat
because he quoted the use of the same verb that he found
in some other Greek literature where the verb was used to
describe the human activity of drawing water from a well.
And the professor went on to say, “Now, you don’t compel
water to come up out of a well.” And I said, “But I have to
say you don’t woo it either. You don’t stand up there and
say, ‘Here, water, water, water,” and expect the water on its
own power to jump up out of the well into your bucket.
You have to go down with your bucket and take that water.”
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I think the force of that verb is to say that we are in desper-
ate need of the assistance of God to come to Christ, and we
will not come to Christ unless the Father brings us to him.

What is predestination?

When the Bible speaks of predestination, it speaks of God’s
sovereign involvement in certain things before they hap-
pen. He chooses in advance certain things to take place.
For example, he predestined creation. Before God created
the world, he decided to do it.

Usually when people think of predestination, they think
about whether or not somebody was hit by an automobile
on a given day because God had decided ahead of time
that that should happen on that day.

Theologically, the principal issue of predestination in
the Bible has to do with God selecting people for salvation
beforehand. The Bible clearly does teach that somehow
God chooses people for salvation before they’re even
born. Virtually every Christian church believes that,
because this concept is so clearly taught in Scripture.

Paul refers to Jacob and Esau. Before they were even
born, before they had done any good or evil, God decreed
in advance that the elder would serve the younger: “Jacob
have I loved; Esau have I hated.” The point there is that
God had chosen certain benefits for one of those two
before they were even born.

The real debate is, On what basis does God predestine?
We know that he predestines, but why does he predestine,
and what is the basis for his choices? Many Christians
believe that God knows in advance what people are going

29



R.C. SPROUL

to do, what choices they're going to make, and what activi-
ties they’re going to be involved in. As he looks through
the corridor of time and knows what choices you will
make, for example, he knows that you will hear the gospel.
He knows whether you will say yes or no. If he knows that
you are going to say yes, then he chooses you for salvation
on the basis of his prior knowledge. I don’t hold that posi-
tion. I think that God does this sovereignly, not arbitrarily,
not whimsically. The only basis I see for predestination in
the Bible is the good pleasure of his own will. The only
other reason is to honor his only begotten Son. The reason
for his selection is not in me and not in you and not in
some foreseen good or evil, but in his own sovereignty.

Why does God let random shootings, fatal accidents,
and other horrible things occur?

Since we believe that God is the author of this planet and
is sovereign over it, it’s inevitable that we ask where he is,
when these terrible things take place.

I think the Bible answers that over and over again from
different angles and in different ways. We find our first
answer, of course, in the book of Genesis, in which we’re
told of the fall of humanity. God’s immediate response to
the transgression of the human race against his rule and
authority was to curse the earth and human life. Death and
suffering entered the world as a direct result of sin. We see
the concrete manifestation of this in the realm of nature,
where thorns become part of the garden and human life is
now characterized by the sweat of the brow and the pain
that attends even the birth of a baby. This illustrates the
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fact that the world in which we live is a place that is full of
sorrows and tragedy.

But we must never conclude that there’s a one-to-one
correlation in this life between suffering and the guilt of
the people on whom tragedies fall. If there were no sin in
the world, there would be no suffering. There would be no
fatal accidents, no random shootings. Because sin is pres-
ent in the world, suffering is present in the world, but it
doesn’t always work out that if you have five pounds of
guilt, you're going to get five pounds of suffering. That’s
the perception that the book of Job labors to dispel, as
does Jesus’ answer to the question about the man born
blind (John 9:1-11).

On the other hand, the Bible makes it clear that God
lets these things happen and in a certain sense ordains
that they come to pass as part of the present situation that
is under judgment. He has not removed death from this
world. Whether it’s what we would consider an untimely
death or a violent death, death is part of the nature of
things. The only promise is that there will come a day
when suffering will cease altogether.

The disciples asked Jesus about similar instances—for
example, the Galileans’ blood that was mingled with the
sacrifices by Pilate or the eighteen people who were killed
when a temple collapsed. The disciples asked how this
could be. Jesus’ response was almost severe. He said,
“Unless you repent, you will all likewise perish,” again
bringing the question back to the fact that moral wicked-
ness makes it feasible for God to allow these kinds of dread-
ful things to take place in a fallen world.
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In the Old Testament, God brought judgment against
Israel and other nations through catastrophic events.
Does this still happen?

Is God still God? Is God still the Lord of history? The differ-
ence is this: When God used a catastrophe as an arm of
judgment in the Old Testament, we know that his judg-
ment was behind the catastrophic event because we have
the benefit of the written revelation telling us that this was
God’s hand in history. As we live out our lives and see
nations suffer catastrophes and calamity strike people, we
don’t know exactly what the relationship is between those
catastrophes and the judgment of God.

Let me construct a biblical parallel here. In the ninth
chapter of John’s Gospel, the Pharisees raised this question
about a man born blind: Was this man born blind because
he was a sinner or because his parents were sinners? Jesus’
answer: It was neither one of them. He was born blind for
another reason altogether. It wasn’t done as a matter of *
course, as an expression of divine judgment. That text and
the whole book of Job should restrain us in the case of indi-
viduals from ever assuming that a person’s tragedy or catas-
trophe or calamity is a direct act of divine judgment. Now,
it may be. We see countless cases in Holy Scripture where
God does, in fact, bring calamity upon the house of a per-
son who has been flagrant in disobedience toward God.
The Bible is saying that if we are guilty, God may withhold
judgment until later, or we may receive temporal judgment
in this world right now at his hands. We never know for
sure whether the calamity we experience as individuals is a
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Who Is Jesus?

Questions in This Sectiomn:

The prophecy concerning the birth of Christ comes from Isaiah 7:14:
"Behold, a virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and his name shall be
called Immanuel.” Why was he then called Jesus?

How can a person have a divine nature and a human nature at the
same time in the way that we believe Jesus Christ did?

When Paul wrote that Jesus emptied himself and became a servant
and yet he was God, in what ways did he retain or not retain his
powers of being God?

In the Gospel of John, Jesus says, "The Father is greater than I.” What
does he mean by that?

Was Christ capable of sinning?

Why did jesus say some people wouldn't die before he came back?
What did Jesus mean when he said we would do greater work than
he did?

What was God's answer to Jesus’ question "My God, my God, why
hast thou forsaken me?”

Did jesus ever laugh?
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The prophecy concerning the birth of Christ comes
from Isaiah 7:14: "Behold, a virgin shall conceive and
bear a son, and his name shall be called Immanuel.”
Why was he then called Jesus?

That does, on the surface, seem like a flat-out contradic-
tion, doesn’t it? The prophecy in the Old Testament is that
his name will be Immanuel, and then we go to the New
Testament, and they don’t name him Immanuel; they
name him Jesus. How do we deal with that?

First of all, let’s not assume that Isaiah is radically mis-
taken. If we look at the full import of his prophecy, we
stand in utter amazement at the detailed way in which the
prophecies of Isaiah do in fact come to pass in the life of
Jesus. If we go just two chapters past the “Immanuel”
prophecy, we find another familiar passage that we repeat
virtually every Christmas during our times of worship.
Isaiah went on to say that the Messiah who would be born
would be given the name “Wonderful, Counselor, Mighty
God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.” How many
names does he have? In chapter 7 he says his name is
going to be Immanuel, and in chapter 9 he says it’s going
to be Prince of Peace, or Mighty God, or Everlasting
Father. So in his own writing, Isaiah was calling attention to
the fact that the Messiah would have a multitude of names.
He does not reduce Jesus’ titles to one, so I don’t think he
is using the word “name” to refer to the family name or the
proper name of Jesus, but he is referring to a crucial title
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that would be given to Jesus, and in fact it was. Immanuel
is one of his titles in the New Testament—Immanuel,
“God with us.”

The name Jesus is given to him by God by means of the
evangelical messenger who announced the Father’s choice
to name the Son, and he’s called Jesus because that name
means “Savior”—one who will save his people. His name
indicates his mission, his ministry. I think one of the most
fascinating studies is to go through the Scriptures and list
the names that are attributed to Jesus.

I attended a convocation at a theological seminary
once at which a Swiss theologian gave an address. At an
academic occasion like that, one expects to hear a very
technical, sophisticated, boring piece of theology. This
professor simply got up before the assembly and began to
recite the names of Jesus, saying, “Alpha and Omega, Son
of Man, Lion of Judah, Lamb without Blemish, the Mes-
siah, the Son of God, the Rose of Sharon . ..” He went on
for forty-five minutes and still didn’t exhaust all of the
names and titles that the New Testament attributes to
Jesus—]Jesus, the most titled man in human history.

How can a person have a divine nature and a human
nature at the same time in the way that we believe
Jesus Christ did?

One of the great crises in evangelical Christianity today

1s a lack of understanding about the person of Christ.
Almost every time I watch Christian television, I hear one of
the classical creeds of the Christian faith being denied bla-
tantly, unknowingly, unwittingly. And of course, part of the
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reason is that it is so difficult for us to understand how one
person can have two natures. You are asking me the ques-
tion “How?” I don’t know how; I know that Jesus is one per-
son with two natures. How can that be? Long before there
was a human nature, there was a second person of the Trin-
ity. Here the second person of the Trinity, very God of very
God, God himself, was able to take upon himself a human
nature. No human being could reverse the process and take
upon himself a divine nature. I cannot add deity to my
humanity. It’s not as if Christ changed from deity into
humanity. That’s what I hear all the time. I hear that there
was this great eternal God who suddenly stopped being God
and became a man. That’s not what the Bible teaches. The
divine person took upon himself a human nature. We really
can’t understand the mystery of how this happened. But it is
conceivable, certainly, that God, with his power, can add to
himself a human nature and do it in such a way as to unite
two natures in one person.

The most important council about this in the history of
the church, whose decision has stood for centuries as the
model of Christian orthodoxy and is embraced by Luther-
ans, Presbyterians, Methodists, Roman Catholics, Baptists—
virtually every branch of Christendom—is the Council of
Chalcedon. It was held in the year 451, in which the
church confessed its belief about Jesus in this way: They
said that we believe that Jesus is verus homus, verus Deus—
truly man, truly God. Then they went on to set boundaries
for how we’re to think about the way in which these two
natures relate to each other. They said that these two
natures are in perfect unity, without mixture, division,
confusion, or separation. When we think about the Incar-
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nation, we don’t want to get the two natures mixed up and
think that Jesus had a deified human nature or a human-
ized divine nature. We can distinguish them, but we can’t
tear them apart because they exist in perfect unity.

When Paul wrote that Jesus emptied himself and
became a servant and yet he was God, in what ways
did he retain or not retain his powers of being God?

The concept of “emptying” was a raging controversy in the
nineteenth century, and elements of it remain today. The
Greek word used by Paul in the second chapter of Philip-
pians, kenosis, is translated as “emptying” in most Bible ver-
sions. The question is, Of what did Jesus, in his human
(incarnate) state, empty himself?

The popular view in certain circles in the nineteenth
century was that at the time of the Incarnation, the eternal
God, the second person of the Trinity, laid aside—emptied
himself of—his divine attributes so that he could become a
man. And in becoming a man in the very real sense, he ;
stopped being God. And so there is the transformation
from deity to humanity because he set aside his omni-
science, his omnipotence, his self-existence, and all of
those other attributes that are proper to the nature of God.

There was one orthodox theologian during the middle
of that controversy who said somewhat caustically that the
only emptying that theory proved was the emptying of the
minds of theologians who would teach such a thing as God
stopping for one second to be God. If God laid aside one
of his attributes, the immutable undergoes a mutation; the
infinite suddenly stops being infinite; it would be the end
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of the universe. God cannot stop being God and still be
God. So we can’t talk properly of God laying aside his deity
to take humanity upon himself. That is why orthodox
Christianity has always declared that Jesus was verus homus,
verus Deus—truly man, truly God; fully man and fully God.
His human nature was fully human, and his divine nature
always and everywhere was fully divine.

Nevertheless, the apostle Paul does speak of Christ emp-
tying himself of something. I think the context of Philippi-
ans 2 makes it very clear that what he emptied himself of
was not his deity, not his divine attributes, but his preroga-
tives—his glory and his privileges. He willingly cloaked his
glory under the veil of this human nature that he took
upon himself. It’s not that the divine nature stops being
divine in order to become human. In the Transfiguration,
for example (Matt. 17:1-13), we see the invisible divine
nature break through and become visible, and Jesus is
transfigured before the eyes of his disciples. But for the
most part, Jesus concealed that glory. I think Paul is saying
in Philippians 2 that we’re to imitate a willingness to relin-
quish our own glory and our own privileges and preroga-
tives.

In the Gospel of John, Jesus says, "The Father is greater
than 1.” What does he mean by that?

Sometimes when Jesus makes straightforward statements
that appear to mean one thing on the surface, they require
that we go a bit beneath the surface to resolve the appar-
ent difficulty. In this case, that kind of extra labor is not
required. Jesus meant exactly what he said: “The Father is
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greater than 1.” That’s somewhat distressing for Christians
because we have this sacred doctrine of the Trinity that
describes the unity of the three persons of the Trinity—
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Here the Son of God is saying
that the Father is greater than he is. This is one of the rea-
sons the church has always confessed a doctrine called the
subordination of Christ. Notice that it’s not called the infe-
riority of Christ. I stress that because in our culture some
people conclude that subordination necessarily implies
inferiority.

The reason Christian theology contains a doctrine about
the subordination of Christ is that even though the second
person of the Trinity is coessential with the Father (he’s of
the same essence, “very God of very God,” eternal in his
being) there is a distinction among the persons of the God-
head. In the economy of redemption and even of creation,
we see certain works attributed to the Father, others to the
Son, and others to the Holy Spirit.

The traditional view is that the Son is begotten of the
Father—not created, but eternally begotten. The Father'is
not begotten of the Son. The Son is sent into the world by
the Father; the Son does not send the Father. Jesus said,

“l do nothing on My own authority, only that which the
Father tells me to do.” His meat and his drink were to do
the will of the Father. He was commissioned by the Father
to come into the world for the work of redemption. In that
plan of redemption in the Godhead itself, one sends the
other, and the one who sends is said to be greater than the
one who is sent in terms of the economic distinctions and
the structure by which the Godhead works.

By the same token, the church historically, except for
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the filioque dissenters, has stated that, as the Father sends
the Son, so the Holy Spirit is sent by both the Father and
the Son. As the Son is subordinate to the Father in the
work of redemption, so the Spirit is subordinate to both
the Father and the Son. But again, that does not mean

an inequality of being or dignity or divine attributes. The
second person of the Trinity is fully God; the third person
of the Trinity is fully God. In that work of redemption we
see the expression of superordination and subordination.

Was Christ capable of sinning?

Did Jesus have the ability to sin? The problem hidden in
that question is that if Jesus did have the ability to sin, does
that mean he had original sin and participated in a fallen
nature? If that were the case, he wouldn’t even be qualified
to save himself, let alone us. If he did not have the ability
to sin, was his temptation (so central to God’s giving him
the crown of glory for his obedience) just a charade—was
he really not subjected to real temptation?

The New Testament tells us that Jesus was like us at every
point save one: He was without sin. It tells us that Jesus
became incarnate and took upon himself sinful nature. It
also tells us that he is the second Adam. Generally, classical
Christology teaches that when Jesus was incarnate and
became the new Adam, he came born with the same
nature that Adam had before the Fall. Adam didn’t have
original sin when he was created. So Jesus did not have
original sin. So we would ask the same question: Was Adam
capable of sinning? Yes, he was. Christ, the second Adam,
was also capable of sinning in the sense that he had all of
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the faculties and all of the equipment necessary to sin if
that’s what he chose to do. -

Could Jesus have sinned if he had wanted tor Absolutely.
Of course, he didn’t want to. So if you ask it a different
way, could Jesus sin if he didn’t want to? No, he couldn’t
sin if he didn’t want to any more than God could sin
because God doesn’t want to sin. Wanting to sin is a pre-
requisite for sinning.

But then we have to push it one step further: Could
Jesus have wanted to sin? Theologians are divided on this
point. I would say yes, I think he could have. I think that’s
part of being made after the likeness of Adam. When we're
in heaven and are totally glorified, then we will no longer
have the power and ability to sin. That’s what we look for-
ward to; that’s what Jesus earned for himself and for us
through his perfect obedience. Christ’s perfect obedience
was not a charade. He actually was victorious over every
conceivable temptation that was thrown his way.

Why did Jesus say some people wouldn’t die
before he came back?

This question had a dramatic influence on Albert Schweitzer
when he was studying New Testament theology. Jesus said,
“This generation will not pass away until all of these things
come to pass. . . . You will not go over all the cities of Israel
until all of these things come to pass. . . . Some of you will
not taste death until all of these things come to pass.”
Schweitzer looked at those passages, and he thought of
them as obvious cases where Jesus blew it, where Jesus
expected his return in the first century. Schweitzer saw this
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expectation of the early return of Jesus in early writings of
Paul. Then there was an adjustment in the later writings of
the Bible to account for the great disappointment that
Jesus didn’t show up in that first generation. That’s been a
matter of great consternation for many people.

Jesus didn’t say, “Some of you aren’t going to die until I
come back.” He said, “Some of you will not taste death
until all of these things come to pass.” The difficulty lies in
the structure of the language. The disciples are asking
Jesus about the establishment of the kingdom. Jesus talks
about two distinct issues. He talks about what obviously
involved the destruction of Jerusalem when he said that
the temple would be destroyed. Then at the end of the Oli-
vet discourse, he talks about his return on clouds of glory.

Some of the best New Testament scholarship that I've
seen is on the meaning of the Greek words translated “all
of these things.” An excellent case can be made that when
Jesus used that phrase, “these things” of which he was
speaking pertained to the destruction of the temple and of
Jerusalem. It’s amazing that Jesus of Nazareth clearly and
undeniably predicted one of the most important historical
events in Jewish history before it took place. This wasn’t
just a vague Nostradamus or Oracle of Delphi type of
future prediction; Jesus vividly predicted the fall of Jerusa-
lem and the destruction of the temple, which indeed took
place in A.D. 70, while many of his disciples were still alive.
It was also before the missionary outreach had reached all
of the cities of Israel and before that generation had, in
fact, passed away. Those cataclysmic events that Jesus had
predicted on the Mount of Olives did, indeed, take place
in the first century.
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What did Jesus mean when he said we would do
greater work than he did?

First of all, he said that to his disciples and only to us indi-
rectly, if at all. He is speaking to the first-century church,
and he makes the statement that the works they do will be
greater than the works that he performed.

Let me tell you what I don’t think it means. There are
many today who believe that there are people running
around this world right now who are performing greater
miracles, performing miracles in greater abundance, and
actually doing more incredible acts of divine healing than
Jesus himself did. I can’t think of any more serious delu-
sion than that, that somebody would actually think they
have exceeded Jesus in terms of the works he has done.
There’s nobody who comes close to the work that Jesus
did. Some say that perhaps we can’t do greater works than
Jesus individually but that corporately we are able to
exceed in power the things that Jesus did.

We see amazing things happening in the first-century’
church through the power that Christ gave to his apostles.
We see people raised from the dead through Peter and
Paul. But at the same time I would challenge people by tell-
ing them to add up all of the miracles that, according to
New Testament records, were wrought through the hands
of Paul, Peter, and the rest of the disciples corporately, put
them all together, and see if they measure a greater degree
than those which our Lord performed.

If Jesus meant that people would do greater miracles
than he performed in the sense of displaying more power
and more astonishing things than he did, then obviously
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one of the works that Jesus failed to perform was sound
prophecy, because that just didn’t happen. Nobody
exceeded Jesus’ works. That’s what leads me to believe
that’s not what he meant.

I think he’s using the term “greater” in a different way.

I heard a church historian say that he was convinced that
when Jesus made the statement “Greater works than these
will you do,” he was referring to the whole scope of the
impact of Christ’s people and his church on the world
throughout history.

I know a lot of people look at the history of Western civi-
lization and say that the bulk of the church’s influence has
been negative—the black eye of the Crusades, the Galileo
episode, and holy wars, etc. If you look at the record, you
will see that it was the Christian church that spearheaded
the abolition of slavery, the end of the Roman arena, the
whole concept of education, the concept of charitable hos-
pitals and orphanages, and a host of other humanitarian
activities. I think, personally, that that’s what Jesus meant
when he talked about greater works.

What was God’s answer to Jesus’ question
"My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?”

We can look at this in two ways. On the one hand, there
was no answer. Jesus screamed that question to heaven. He
screamed it audibly, and there was no audible reply. As far
as the New Testament indicates, there are only three occa-
sions on which God speaks audibly, and this was not one of
them. The Son of God was screaming in agony, and the
Father remained silent.
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On the other hand, we could say that three days later
God screamed an answer with the empty tomb, bringing
forth the Holy One. I think that plaintive cry from Jesus
on the cross is one of the most important and misunder-
stood verses in all of sacred Scripture. The explanations
for it have run the gamut. Albert Schweitzer was filled
with consternation and saw in it a clue that Jesus died in
a spirit of bitter disillusionment, that he had spent his
ministry expecting God to bring the kingdom of God
dramatically through Jesus’ ministry—and God did not
do it. Schweitzer believed that Jesus allowed himself to be
arrested and led right to Golgotha, expecting that God
was going to rescue him at the last moment from the
cross. Suddenly, when Jesus realized that there was not
going to be a rescue, he screamed in bitter disillusion-
ment and died a heroic death, but with an embittered
spirit nevertheless. That was Schweitzer’s view, but others
have taken a different one.

We realize that the words Jesus cried on the cross are an
exact quotation of what David penned in Psalm 22. Some
people say that here in his agony Jesus fell back on his
knowledge of Scripture by reciting it. I don’t think Jesus
was just quoting Bible verses on the cross, but it certainly
would have been appropriate for him to use a statement of
Scripture to express the depth of his agony.

When I was ordained, I was given the opportunity to
choose my own ordination hymn. I chose “’Tis Midnight;
and on Olive’s Brow.” There’s a verse in that hymn that
says that the Son of Man was not forsaken by his God. As
much as I love the hymn, I hate that verse because it’s not
right. Jesus didn’t just feel forsaken on the cross; he was
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totally forsaken by God while he hung on the cross because
that’s exactly what the penalty for sin is. As the apostle Paul
elaborates, sin cuts us off from the presence and benefits
of God. Christ screamed, “Why have I been forsaken?” It
wasn’t just a question; it was a cry of agony. Christ knew the
answer. The answer was given to him the night before, in
Gethsemane, when the Father made it clear that it was
necessary for him to drink that cup.

Did Jesus ever laugh? What do the Scriptures tell us
about his character and sense of humor?

I've heard some people answer this question in the nega-
tive by saying that laughter is always a sign of frivolity and a
thinly veiled attempt to make light of things that are sober.
They say life is a sober matter; Jesus is described as a man
of sorrows. He’s described as one who was acquainted with
grief. He walked around with enormous burdens upon
him. Add to that the fact that there’s not a single text in
the New Testament that explicitly says Jesus laughed.
There are texts, of course, that tell us he cried. For exam-
ple, John 13 tells us that in the upper room Jesus was
deeply troubled in his spirit. We know that he experienced
those emotions, and yet it’s strange that nowhere does it
tell us that he actually laughed.

You also asked if he had a sense of humor. When we
translate any language into another, we will often miss sub-
tle nuances of speech. If we don’t have a knowledge of the
original language and its idioms, we might miss the humor.
Also, different cultures have different ways of being humor-
ous. Jesus used one form of humor we call sarcasm. In his

-
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responses to Herod, for example, he called him a fox and
made other statements that I think had a touch of oriental
humor to them. It’s purely speculative whether or not
Jesus laughed, but I can’t imagine that he didn’t laugh for
this reason: He was fully human, and he was perfect. We
certainly wouldn’t attribute to Jesus any sinful emotions or
forms of behavior, and it would seem to me the only rea-
son to think he didn’t laugh would be if we first came to
the conclusion that laughter is evil.

The Bible does say that God laughs. In the Psalms it’s a
derisive laugh. When the kings of the world set themselves
against God and take counsel against God, it says that he
who sits in the heavens shall laugh. God will hold them in
derision. It’s sort of a “huh!” kind of laughter. It’s not a
jovial response of happiness, but nevertheless it’s laughter.

In the Wisdom Literature of the Old Testament—for
example, in Ecclesiastes—we’re told that certain things are
appropriate at certain times. There’s a time to plant, a
time to reap, a time to build, a time to tear down; there’s a
time to dance, a time to sing, a time to laugh, a time to cry.
Since God has, in his seasons, appointed appropriate times
for laughter, and Jesus always did what was appropriate, it
would seem to me that when it was time to laugh, he
laughed.
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The Work of the Holy Spirit

Questions in This Sectiomn:

Does every human being have the potential to receive the Holy Spirit?

What was the role of the Holy Spirit in the Old Testament?

Is there a difference between being baptized with the Holy Spirit and
being filled with the Holy Spirit?

Is there a difference between the Holy Spirit being with someone and
in someone?

Could you explain the baptism of the Holy Spirit that came upon the
hundred and twenty in the upper room after the ascension of Christ?

In Galatians 5, Paul makes the statement "Walk by the Spirit, and
you will not carry out the desire of the flesh.” What does this mean?

What does the Bible mean when it talks about quenching the
Holy Spirit?

Does the Spirit ever lead in a way that's contrary to biblically
revealed ethics?

Scripture says that Christ stated the unforgivable sin as being
blasphemy against the Holy Spirit. Can you expand on that? How
should I pray for someone committing that sin?

Acts 13:52 says, "And the disciples were continually filled with joy and
with the Holy Spirit.” Why is it that most Christians today aren't
“continually” in this state?






The Work of the Holy Spirit

Does every human being have the potential to receive
the Holy Spirit?

There is a certain sense in which every human being already
has the Holy Spirit. Not in the redemptive sense—the sense
in which Christians normally speak about having the Holy
Spirit—but in the sense that they are alive. The Bible tells us
that the power for life itself is grounded in the Holy Spirit.
Paul said to those philosophers at Mars Hill, “In him we live
and move and have our being.” In the history of Christian
theology it’s been a virtually universal idea that the life princi-
ple in the world is the Holy Spirit, and no one can even be
alive without at least having the life source of God, the Holy
Spirit. But that’s not the redemptive sense in which we talk
about having the Spirit by conversion or regeneration or
being indwelt with the Holy Spirit or baptized in the Holy
Spirit—these are distinguishable works of God the Holy
Spirit.

You ask, “Does every human being have the potential to
receive the Holy Spirit?” Let’s talk about the Holy Spirit in
terms of his entering into a life to regenerate—to convert
a person and to dwell in that person in a saving way. Does
every human being have the potential to receive the Spirit
in that regard? Well, now let me sound like a confused
modern theologian by saying yes and no.

Yes, in the sense that every human being has the poten-
tial to receive the Holy Spirit insofar as human beings are
made in the image of God. Even though we’re fallen, every
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human being has the capacity to be a receptacle of the
indwelling Holy Spirit. There’s nothing about one person
or one group of people or one race or one sex that makes
them lack the potential to be visited by the Holy Spirit.
God the Holy Spirit can come and regenerate and dwell
within any human being he so desires.

Yes, there is this innate or intrinsic potential for every
human being to be filled with the Holy Spirit or regener-
ated by the Holy Spirit. But the Holy Spirit goes where he
wills and where the Father sends him and where the Son
sends him, and I don’t believe that God sends the Holy
Spirit to regenerate everybody. They will not be regener-
ated whom the Holy Spirit is not sent to regenerate. And
so if God does not choose to indwell a person by the Holy
Spirit, that person will not be indwelt by the Holy Spirit.

What was the role of the Holy Spirit in the Old Testament?

The role of the Holy Spirit in the Old Testament was not
principally different from the role of the Holy Spirit in the
New Testament. While there are some differences, there’s
an essential unity between the two Testaments.

The Holy Spirit was active in many ways in Old Testa-
ment times. First and foremost was the Trinity’s part of the
work of creation. In the act of creation itself, the Father,
the Son, and the Spirit were all involved. The Spirit
brooded over the water and brought order and structure
out of the yet unordered universe that we find in the open-
ing chapters of Genesis. People were regenerated in the
Old Testament just as they are regenerated in the New
Testament, and one cannot be regenerated except
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through the influence of God the Holy Spirit. David
needed the regenerating power of God just as much as the
apostle Paul needed it in the New Testament.

We also know that the Spirit was very active charismatic-
ally; that is, by gifting certain people in the Old Testament
and equipping them for specific tasks. For example, the king
of Israel was anointed with oil, symbolizing his being
anointed by the Holy Spirit to be empowered to carry out
his vocation in a godly way. The same was true of priests.
The prophets of Israel, who were agents of revelation, were
inspired by God the Holy Spirit and equipped to be the
messengers of God to the people and to give us sacred
Scripture in the same basic manner that the apostles in the
New Testament were so endowed and superintended by
the Holy Spirit. So we see that the Spirit was active—regen-
erating, sanctifying, preserving, interceding for—doing all
of those things in the Old Testament that he does in the
New Testament.

What’s the difference? In the Old Testament book of
Numbers, when Moses was complaining because the bur-
den of leading all the people had become so weighty it was
about to crush him, he pled for relief from God. God told
him to gather seventy of the elders of Israel in order to
take from the Spirit that was upon Moses and distribute it
to the seventy so they could help him lead the people of
Israel. That’s exactly what the text said happened. God
then gave this charismatic empowering, this special gift, to
seventy other people, not just Moses, so that they could all
participate in ministry. That was not regeneration or sancti-
fication, it was an empowering for ministry given only to
select individuals. Moses’ prayer was, “Oh, that all the
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Lord’s people were prophets and that the Lord would put
His Spirit upon them!” (Num. 11:29). What Moses prayed
for became a prophecy in the pen of the prophet Joel,
who said that in the latter days that’s exactly what would
happen. And on the Day of Pentecost it did happen. The
apostle Peter said that it was about this that Joel was writ-
ing, that now the Spirit to empower the church for minis-
try is given to everybody, not just to thic leaders.

Is there a difference between being baptized with the
Holy Spirit and being filled with the Holy Spirit? If so,
what is that difference?

At times when we read the New Testament record of those
who are baptized in the Spirit or filled with the Spirit, it
seems that these terms are used interchangeably, that they
refer to the same phenomenon. At other times there’s a
little distinction that is not altogether clear in the text.
Sometimes it seems that to discern the difference requires
a knife sharper than the one I own.

Let’s just go back and ask this question: What does the
Bible mean by the term “baptized in the Holy Spirit™? In
the New Testament there’s a distinction between being
born of the Spirit—which is the work of the Holy Spirit to
regenerate us, to change the disposition of our hearts and
make us alive spiritually—and to baptize us in the Holy
Spirit. We read about the baptism of the Holy Spirit princi-
pally on the Day of Pentecost and subsequent events sim-
ilar to the Day of Pentecost in which those who were
gathered were baptized in the Holy Spirit. We understand
that the people who were baptized in the Holy Spirit were

60




The Work of the Holy Spirit

already believers and they were already regenerated. So we
must distinguish between the Spirit’s work in making us
spiritually alive and the Spirit’s work in baptizing us, what-
ever baptizing means. Most churches would affirm that the
primary meaning of the concept of baptism in the Holy
Spirit is the work of the Spirit upon a human being to
endow that person with the power necessary to carry out
their mission and vocation as a Christian.

In the Old Testament that charisma, the gift of the
empowering of the Holy Spirit, was limited to certain indi-
viduals such as priests and prophets and mediators like
Moses. But the point of the New Testament is that the
whole body of the people of God is now being equipped
and empowered from on high to carry out its task. Notice
that Pentecost is tied very closely to the great commission.
Jesus said, “Go into Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria, and the out-
ermost parts of the earth, but before you go, tarry in Jeru-
salem. After the Holy Spirit comes upon you, then you can
go and carry out this mandate.”

The “baptism of the Spirit” refers to being equipped or
empowered by God’s Spirit to carry out the task that Jesus
has given the church. When the Spirit equips us or baptizes
us, we are immersed, as it were, in the Holy Spirit; some-
times the Scriptures refer to this as being filled with the
Holy Spirit. Other times the term “being filled with the Holy
Spirit” is used in the same way as being filled with love or
filled with joy—there’s this sensation of superabundance of
the presence of God. I think that sometimes the Scripture is
speaking of something more than simply being equipped
for ministry, but having an awareness, a keen awareness and
consciousness, of the powerful presence of the Spirit.
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Is there a difference between the Holy Spirit being
with someone and in someone?

There is a difference, but I want to be careful about how

I explain it for this reason: I think too many people make
far too much out of the difference in the preposition. The
Bible is not precise enough to give us a whole doctrine that
is to be developed on the basis of “with” and “in.”

The Holy Spirit can be said to be with a person who is
not regenerate; that is, he’s not born of the Spirit, but the
Spirit can work with that person or be in that person’s pres-
ence for a season—just as he used Cyrus in the Old Testa-
ment, who was presumably not a believer. The Holy Spirit
can come and assist people in a common grace way in
many forms and functions in this world without indwelling
them as part of his permanent residency.

When we talk about the indwelling of the Holy Spirit,
we're talking about his actually coming into the very being
of a Christian in a salvific way that is a result of spiritual
rebirth. '

However—and this may confuse everybody—in a certain
sense the Holy Spirit is in everybody. The Holy Spirit is not
only the Spirit of God dwelling in us for the purpose of
sanctification and redemption, but the Holy Spirit is also
ultimately the power source of a/l life. Without a certain
participation in the power and presence of the Spirit of
God, nothing in this world would exist. The world hangs
together through the power of the Spirit of God. If God
were to withdraw his Holy Spirit totally, everything would
die—Dbelievers and unbelievers alike.

Insofar as the Holy Spirit is the power supply or the
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source of life itself, he’s in everybody. We're making a dis-
tinction here between creation and redemption. He’s not
working in people who are unregenerate in a spiritual way
to bring about their sanctification and their consequent
ultimate redemption; these activities happen only in those
whom he has regenerated. This is the basic difference.

Could you explain the baptism of the Holy Spirit that
came upon the hundred and twenty in the upper room
after the ascension of Christ?

To do that briefly would be to do a severe injustice to a
very important concept in the New Testament, but I will
try to give an adequate summary.

The New Testament interpreted that experience
through Peter’s speech. The people asked what was going
on when they saw and heard the tongues of fire, the sound
of the mighty rushing wind, and the people preaching the
gospel in their own languages. Some people thought they
were witnessing a mass experience of drunkenness. Peter
responded by saying, “These are not drunk as you suppose.
This is that of which the prophet Joel spoke.” Then he
referred them back to a prophecy in the Old Testament
that was written by the prophet Joel, in which he stated
that in the latter days God would pour out his Spirit upon
all flesh.

We have to understand this experience also in light of
Jesus’ preparatory remarks before his ascension as he com-
missioned his disciples to go into the world and preach the
gospel to every living creature, to go “first to Jerusalem,
then to Judea, Samaria, and to the outermost parts of the
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earth.” He told them, however, that before they embarked
on that task, they should tarry in Jerusalem to await the
outpouring of the Holy Spirit. He said, “You shall receive
power after the Holy Spirit has come upon you.”

Historically every Christian denomination has had some
doctrine of the meaning of the baptism of the Holy Spirit.
For the most part, the different churches agree that the sig-
nificance of the baptism of the Holy Spirit is an empower-
ing of the people of God to perform the ministry that
Christ has assigned to his church.

In the Old Testament the Spirit was given only to a
handful of people, namely the priests and prophets. The
rank and file did not participate. Even in the case of
Moses, as we read in Numbers 11, God came to Moses
and took of the Spirit that was upon Moses and distrib-
uted it to seventy other people. He gave it to the seventy
elders so that they could participate in the power to per-
form the ministry that was necessary. At that time Moses
uttered a prayer. He said, “Would to God that all of the
Lord’s people were prophets and that the Lord would put
His Spirit upon them.” That prayer became a prophecy in
Joel, and I think the book of Acts interprets that event,
saying that God has kept his promise. He has not just
poured out his Spirit upon the clergy, the priests, the
prophets, or the kings, but he has given his Spirit and
gifted all one hundred and twenty. All of the people of
God now receive the Holy Spirit not only in regeneration,
in rebirth, and in indwelling but also in the gift of the
ability to participate and function in the body of Christ in
Christ’s ministry.
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In Galatians 5, Paul makes the statement "Walk by the
Spirit, and you will not carry out the desire of the
flesh.” It sounds so simple, but what does it actually
mean?

Whenever you see spirit and flesh set side by side in a
passage (“the spirit is willing, but the flesh is weak” or “the
spirit wars against the flesh,” as Paul says here), we’re talk-
ing about, not the warfare between the physical body of
man and his internal, mental, or spiritual inclinations, but
rather the conflict that every Christian experiences be-
tween his old nature—his fallen nature, which is corrupt
and is filled with desires that are not pleasing to God—and
the new nature within him that has been brought to pass
by the indwelling power of the Holy Spirit.

Now, life becomes complicated once we are renewed by
the Holy Spirit (when we become a Christian); now we
have two principles at war within ourselves: the old inclina-
tions and the new inclinations. The old inclination is
against God, and the new inclination is to obey God and to
do that which is pleasing to him. In this Galatians passage,
Paul discusses the ongoing battle that all Christians experi-
ence. He admonishes us at one point and says, “Follow the
new principle; follow the new spirit, not the old pattern
that was characteristic of your original state of fallenness.”
He’s not saying that your physical body is at war with your
soul, but that your natural inclinations are at war with the
transformation toward which the Holy Spirit is constantly
moving you as a child of God. And that does involve a deci-
sion and an act of the will.
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What does the Bible mean when it talks about
quenching the Holy Spirit?

I think, first of all, we need to understand that the term to
quench in the New Testament is a metaphor; it involves a
figurative use of language. So often, the Spirit is conveyed
with the image of the burning, consuming flame of fire.
We know that the Holy Spirit is not fire. He is the third
person of the Holy Trinity and is not to be identified ulti-
mately with fire itself. We don’t worship fire. But the New
Testament uses this imagery to describe the Spirit coming
upon us and indwelling us as Christian people. We are to
be, as it were, set aflame with a holy passion for the things
of God. Whatever it is that hinders or stifles our internal
cooperation with the indwelling Spirit of God is a kind of
quenching of the Spirit. Just as we would take a garden
hose to put out a fire in the backyard, we quench the
flames by smothering them under that water.

When the Holy Spirit initially comes upon us—when we
are born of the Spirit—I’m convinced that the first act of
the Holy Spirit is to come into our lives in a sovereign,
instantaneous, effective moment by which the Spirit brings
us to spiritual life. We don’t cooperate with it. We are as
passive in it as we were when we were conceived and born
biologically. I'm convinced that this work of life by which
we are born of the Spirit (which the New Testament calls
quickening) is the sovereign work of God.

I once had the marvelous experience of meeting with
Billy Graham. We talked about many things in that meet-
ing. Billy told me how he came to Christ the first time.
Here’s the greatest evangelist probably in the history of
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the world—at least in terms of the number of people he’s
reached—telling his conversion story to me with the same
excitement as if it had happened yesterday afternoon.
When he explained how God began to work in his life and
move in his heart, when he talked about being brought
from the kingdom of darkness into the kingdom of light,
his final words were these: “The Holy Spirit did it all.” I
couldn’t agree more.

After that moment of being quickened to new life, of
regeneration, the rest of the Christian life is a cooperative
venture between the new person in Christ and the power
of the Holy Spirit, who dwells inside him or her. The more
we cooperate with the Spirit, the more we grow in grace,
but we can retard and hinder that growth by doing those
things that would put out the fire.

Does the Spirit ever lead in a way that’s contrary to
biblically revealed ethics?

No, of course not. The Holy Spirit couldn’t possibly lead
somebody to disobey the Holy Spirit’s teaching. That
would be God acting against himself. I would think it
would be elementary and manifestly obvious to every
Christian that God the Holy Spirit will not give you as
an individual a leading to act in defiance of the written
Word of God.

I speak so strongly about this precisely because I run
into people all the time who tell me that God has given
them an inclination or a private leading that excuses
them from the moral obligations God has set forth. I've
had people tell me that they prayed about committing
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adultery and that God the Holy Spirit gave them peace
about it. How much lower can you gor That’s not blas-
phemy against the Holy Spirit, but that certainly grieves
the Holy Spirit. It also comes perilously close to blas-
phemy against the Holy Spirit to not only refuse to
repent of sin but to attribute the motivation and the
license for it to God himself. This is the propensity we
have, to call good evil and evil good.

I've seen otherwise devout and earnest Christians talk
in this manner. I've had biblical scholars look me straight
in the eye and tell me that the Holy Spirit gave them per-
mission to do something that God clearly prohibits in his
Word. This is one of the reasons the Scriptures tell us to
test the spirits to see if they are from God. How do we test
a spirit? How do I know if I have the leading of the Holy
Spirit? That can be a very whimsical and subjective type
of thing. I do believe that God the Spirit inclines our
hearts in certain directions and will help to lead us in the
living of this life, but we have to be very careful lest we
confuse the leading of the Spirit with indigestion or,
what’s worse, the leading of the anti-Spirit, the leading
of the enemy himself, who would seek to lead us astray.
Remember that Satan disguises himself as an angel of
light.

If you believe that the Scriptures come through the
inspiration of God the Holy Spirit and that he is the Spirit
of truth and it is that truth that is embodied in the sacred
Scripture, then the easiest way to test any private inclina-
tion or group leaning that you get from other people is
with the written Word of God. I'm confident that there we
have the leading of the Spirit. There the Spirit is inspired.
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The Spirit of truth has set forth for us in the propositions
of Scripture what is pleasing to God and in keeping with
his perfect will. I can’t conceive of God the Spirit telling
me to disobey what God has spoken.

Scripture says that Christ stated the unforgivable sin
as being blasphemy against the Holy Spirit. Can you

expand on that, and how should I pray for someone
committing that sin?

There’s a lot of confusion over the sin that Jesus says
cannot be forgiven either in this world or in the world to
come. Some people think that the unforgivable sin is
murder because the Old Testament gives us such strong
sanctions against murder and says that if a person has
committed murder, even if he repents, he is still to be
executed. Others believe that it’s adultery because adul-
tery violates the union of two people. As gross as these sins
may be, I don’t think they fit the description here because
we see that King David, for example, who is guilty of both
adultery and murder, is forgiven.

I think Jesus is clear. He does identify it. He says that
the sin is blasphemy against the Holy Spirit. What does
that mean? First of all, let’s understand that blasphemy is
a sin that can only be done with words. It’s a sin that you
commit with your mouth or with your pen—it’s a verbal
sin. It has to do with saying something against the Holy
Spirit. You remember that the religious leaders—the
clergy, the Pharisees, and the Sadducees—were the ones
who were constantly being hostile toward Jesus and stir-
ring up a conspiracy to do him in. They plotted to kill
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Jesus, and they were constantly attacking him and charg-
ing him with this and that:On one occasion they said
that Jesus was casting out Satan by the power of Satan. It’s
almost as if Jesus said, “Hold it right there, guys. I've been
patient with you, I've been tolerant with you, I’ve been
long-suffering, but you are coming perilously close now
to making an accusation against me that’s going to wipe
you out now and forever.” He said that any sin against the
Son of Man can be forgiven, but if you blaspheme against
the Holy Spirit (to ascribe the work of the Holy Spirit to
Satan, or to equate them), you've had it. Notice also that
when Jesus is on the cross, he prays for those very men
who have put him there: “Father, forgive them—" Why?
“—for they know not what they have done.” And on the
Day of Pentecost when Peter gave his ripsnorting sermon,
he talks about those who killed Jesus, that they would not
have done it had they known. After the Resurrection, the
Holy Spirit raised Jesus up and declared him to be the
Christ with power. If you read the book of Hebrews, yo‘u’ll
see that the distinction between blaspheming Christ and
blaspheming the Holy Spirit falls away.

As for those who have committed “the sin unto death,”
the Bible says that we are not required to pray for those
people. We are to pray for people who are committing
any other sin, but if we see a person committing the sin
unto death, we are not required to pray for them. The
Bible doesn’t say we are not allowed to pray for them, but
we're not required to, and I would think that would apply
to this sin.
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Acts 13:52 says, "And the disciples were continually
filled with joy and with the Holy Spirit.” Why is it that
most Christians today aren’t “continually” in this state?

First of all, when we read a statement like that in the
book of Acts, it describes the attitude and posture of the
disciples at a particular time in redemptive history. I
think we would be remiss if we actually thought that the
book of Acts was trying to tell us that throughout their
entire lives, under all circumstances, in every moment,
the early church Christians were always constantly bub-
| bling over with joy. We read the letters of the apostle Paul
in which he is expressing profound anguish and sorrow
| and grief at different points in his ministry. He talks
| about the fact that he has learned how to be content in
whatever state he’s in and that there is an undercurrent,
a supporting system, of joy that is basic to his whole Chris-
tian life. However, that joy regularly suffers the intrusions
of sorrow, disappointment, and frustration. In fact, he
says that he is at times perplexed but not in despair, he is
cast down but not destroyed, he has to struggle just as
you and I have to struggle.

One particular short period of time in the early church
when there was much about which to be happy and to
rejoice occurred when the Holy Spirit was being poured
out and there was one triumph after another of the out-
pouring of God’s Spirit. Of course, this was a time of cele-
bration, a time of jubilation as the Spirit was being poured
out on the church and the church was seeing the remark-
able expansion of growth and development that went with
its early years.
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It may be that in general Christians today are not as
happy or as joyful as they were in the first century. I'm not
sure that’s the case, butif it is, I think it’s something we
could normally expect after two thousand years of being
removed from the immediate presence of the ministry of
Jesus. The early church did have the advantage of being
eyewitnesses to Jesus, which is why he said, “More blessed
are those who believe having not seen” than those who
enjoyed the privilege of being part of the original church.
Obviously, if people in the Christian church today had the
same experiences as those had by the fathers and mothers
of our Christian church in the first century, I think we
would see a deeper level of zeal and commitment and joy.

We must be careful not to idealize the early Christian
community described in Acts because at times it was not
pure. There were lots of problems, and in his letters Paul
addresses many problems and struggles that were going on
in the early church. But there was a spirit there that we
need to have infect the church today, a spirit of joy and a
sense of power in the presence of the Spirit of God.
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The Book of Books

Questions in This Sectiomn:

How do you know the Bible is true?
How were the books of the Bible selected and compiled?
What was the process the church councils went through in deciding
what manuscripts would be included in the Bible? What criteria did
they use in deciding which books to put into the Canon?
" We talk of the Bible as being the inspired Word of God. Would the
men who chose the books to be included in the Bible also have been
inspired by God?

How does the resurrection of Jesus validate the authority of the New
Testament Scriptures?

How can we know that the Bible is the true Word of God after so
many interpretations?

Why do Christians—people filled with the Spirit of truth—disagree
about what the Bible says?

There are so many different interpretations of what the Bible is
saying. How do | know which one is right?

When I discuss biblical concepts with my friends, I'm often met with
the reply "That's your interpretation.” How should I respond?

I recently obtained a Living Bible arranged for daily Bible readings.
Do we need to be wary of this version?

Does the Bible claim authority over the life of a believer?
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How do you know the Bible is true?

That’s an excellent question because so much is at stake in
the Christian faith in terms of the truthfulness of Scrip-
ture. The Bible is our primary source of information about
Jesus and about all of those things we embrace as elements
of our faith. Of course, if the Bible isn’t true, then profess-
ing Christians are in serious trouble. I believe the Bible is
true. I believe it is the Word of God. As Jesus himself
declared of the Scripture, “Your word is truth.” But why am
I persuaded that the Bible is the truth?

We need to ask a broader question first. How do we know
that anything is true? We’re asking a technical question in
epistemology. How do we test claims of truth? There is a
certain kind of truth that we test through observation,
experimentation, eyewitness, examination, and scientific
evidence. As far as the history of Jesus is concerned, as far as
we know any history, we want to check the stories of Scrip-
ture using those means by which historical evidence can be
tested—through archaeology, for example. There are cer-
tain elements of the Scripture, such as historical claims, that
are to be measured by the common standards of histori-
ography. I invite people to do that—to check it out.

Second, we want to test the claims of truth through the
test of rationality. Is it logically consistent, or does it speak
with a “forked tongue”? We examine the content of Scrip-
ture to see if it is coherent. That’s another test of truth.
One of the most astonishing things, of course, is that the
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Bible has literally thousands of testable historical prophe-
cies, cases in which events were clearly foretold, and both
the foretelling and the fulfillment are a matter of historical
record. The very dimension of the sheer fulfillment of
prophecy of the Old Testament Scriptures should be
enough to convince anyone that we are dealing with a
supernatural piece of literature.

Of course, some theologians have said that with all of
the evidence there is that Scripture is true, we can truly
embrace it only with the Holy Spirit working in us to over-
come our biases and prejudices against Scripture, against
God. In theology, this is called the internal testimony of
the Holy Spirit. I want to stress at this point that when the
Holy Spirit helps me to see the truth of Scripture and to
embrace the truth of Scripture, it’s not because the Holy
Spirit is giving me some special insight that he doesn’t give
to somebody else or is giving me special information that
nobody else can have. All the Holy Spirit does is change
my heart, change my disposition toward the evidence that
is already there. I think that God himself has planted
within the Scriptures an internal consistency that bears
witness that this is his Word.

How were the books of the Bible selected and
compiled, and how were the decisions made as to
what would be distributed as the Word of God?

Even though we think of the Bible as being one book, it’s
actually a collection of sixty-six books, and we realize that
there was a historical process by which those particular

books were gathered together and placed in one volume
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that we now know as the Bible. In fact, we call the Bible the
canon of sacred Scripture. Canon is taken from the Greek
word canon, which means “measuring rod.” That means it
is the standard of truth by which all other truth is to be
judged in the Christian life.

There have been many different theories set forth over
the history of the church as to exactly how God’s hand was
involved in this selection process. Skeptics have pointed
out that over three thousand books were candidates for
inclusion in the New Testament canon alone, and only a
handful (twenty-some books) were selected. Doesn’t that
raise some serious questions? Isn’t it possible that certain
books that are in the Bible should not be there and others
that were excluded by human evaluation and human judg-
ment should have been included? We need to keep in
mind, however, that of those not included in the last analy-
sis, there were at the most three or four that were given
serious consideration. So to speak in terms of two or three
thousand being boiled down to twenty-seven or something
like that is a distortion of historical reality.

Some people take the position that the church is a
higher authority than the Bible because the only reason
the Bible has any authority is that the church declared
what books the Bible would contain. Most Protestants,
however, take a different view of the matter and point out
that when the decision was made as to what books were
canonical, they used the Latin term recipemus, which means
“we receive.” What the church said is that we receive these
particular books as being canonical, as being apostolic in
authority and in origin, and therefore we submit to their
authority. It’s one thing to make something authoritative,
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and it’s another thing to recognize something that already
is authoritative. Those hunian decisions did not make
something that was not authoritative suddenly authorita-
tive, but rather the church was bowing, acquiescing to that
which they recognized to be sacred Scripture. We cannot
avoid the reality that though God’s invisible hand of provi-
dence was certainly at work in the process, there was a his-
torical sifting process and human judgments were made
that could have been mistaken. But I don’t think this was
the case.

What was the process the church councils went
through in deciding which manuscripts would be
included in the Bible?

The church met in various historic councils, in which the
representatives of the church examined the documents that
were up for possible inclusion. I might mention that a few of
those that were not to be included involved one of the early
letters of Clement of Rome, who was the bishop of Rome
around AD. 95. One of the reasons Clement’s letter was not
included in the Canon was that Clement, in his own writing,
acknowledged the superiority of the apostles’ writings.

By what criteria did the church councils evaluate those
candidates for admission into the church canon? One was
apostolic origin; that is, if it could be shown that a book
was written by an apostle of Jesus Christ, that book was
accepted into the Canon. For example, we see that the
Gospel of Matthew was written by one of the twelve disci-
ples and a member of the apostolic body, so his book was
accepted as canonical from the very beginning. It didn’t
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take until the final council at the end of the fourth century
for Matthew to be included. It was there from day one.

You also have books like Mark. Mark was not an apostle,
but Mark was the writer for Peter, and we know that
Peter’s authority stood behind Mark, so Mark’s Gospel was
accepted very early in the Christian church. Paul’s letters
were accepted from the very beginning; even Peter’s let-
ters call Paul’s letters “scripture.”

Another criterion was a book’s acceptance in the early
church community. Also required was conformity with that
core of books about which there was never any doubt. The
handful of books that were debated went against what was
already clearly established as Scripture.

We talk of the Bible as being the inspired Word of God.
Would the men who chose the books to be included in
the Bible also have been inspired by God?

-This is one important point of dispute between historic
Roman Catholic theology and classical Protestant theology.
The Roman Catholic Church has gone on record, particu-
larly at the Council of Trent in the sixteenth century, to
declare that not only were the individual authors inspired
in the writing of the individual books but that the church
operated and functioned infallibly in the sifting and sort-
ing process by which the canon of the New Testament, for
example, was established.

To put it briefly, Rome believes that the New Testament
is an infallible collection of infallible books. That’s one
perspective. Modern critical scholarship, which rejects the
infallibility of the individual volumes of Scripture and like-
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wise the whole of Scripture, would say that the canon of
Scripture is a fallible collection of fallible books.

The historic Protestant position shared by Lutherans,
Methodists, Episcopalians, Presbyterians, and so on, has
been that the canon of Scripture is a fallible collection of
infallible books. This is the reasoning: At the time of the
Reformation, one of the most important issues in the six-
teenth century was the issue of authority. We’ve seen the
central issue of justification by faith alone, which was cap-
tured by the slogan the Reformers used: sola fide, “by faith
alone [we are justified].” Also there was the issue of author-
ity, and the principle that emerged among Protestants was
that of sola scriptura, which means that Scripture alone has
the authority to bind our conscience. Scripture alone is
infallible because God is infallible. The church receives the
Scripture as God’s Word, and the church is not infallible.
That is the view of all Protestant churches.

The church has a rich tradition, and we respect the
church fathers and even our creed. However, we grant the
possibility that they may err at various points; we don’t
believe in the infallibility of the church. I will say that there
are some Protestants who believe that there was a special
work of divine providence and a special work of the Holy
Spirit that protected the Canon and the sorting process
from mistakes. I don’t hold that position myself. I think it’s
possible that wrong books could have been selected, but I
don’t believe for a minute that that’s the case. I think that
the task the church faced and did was remarkably well
done and that we have every book that should be in the
New Testament.
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How does the resurrection of Jesus validate the
authority of the New Testament Scriptures?

The only way that the resurrection of Jesus can validate the
authority of the New Testament Scriptures is indirectly.
Some New Testament authors claim that what they are writ-
ing is not composed out of their own insight, but is actually
written under the supervision and superintendence of the
Holy Spirit. That is a radical claim to truth that requires
some form of verification for most people.

The only way the Resurrection would verify the
Scriptures is this: The Resurrection validates Jesus. The Res-
urrection, as the New Testament claims, shows Jesus as one
who does miracles and is seen to be vindicated as an agent
of revelation by the very fact that God gives him the power

‘ to perform these miracles.

| For example, Nicodemus came to Jesus and said,

! “Teacher, we know that you are a teacher sent from God or
. you would not be able to do these miracles.” Nicodemus
was thinking soundly at that point. His line of reasoning
went like this: He couldn’t conceive of God granting the
power to perform bona fide miracles to a false prophet.
The very presence of miracles indicated the authorization
of what we would call the credit of the proposer. It showed
God’s endorsement of this particular teacher.

No higher endorsement could have been given than
that Jesus was raised from the dead and vindicated and
shown to be the Son of God, whom he claimed to be—
fulfilling the very predictions he had made. In Acts, Paul
makes the statement that God has proven Jesus to be the
Christ through the Resurrection. What does that have to
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do with the Scripture? If indeed Christ is proven by resur-
rection to be the Son of God and then we discover that
Christ, who is the Son of God, a prophet of God, a true
teacher verified through the miracle, teaches that the
Bible is the Word of God, then his verification of the Bible
is what verifies the claims of the apostles.

The only way we know of the resurrection of Jesus is
through the Bible. If the resurrection of Jesus proves Jesus,
and Jesus proves the Bible, how do we get to the resurrec-
tion of Jesus except through the Bible? We don’t have to
have an inspired Bible to be persuaded of the evidence of
the historical activity of the Resurrection. I don’t believe in
the Resurrection because an infallible Bible tells me about
a resurrection. I believe that the Bible is infallible because
the Resurrection authenticates Jesus as an infallible source
about the Bible.

How can we know that the Bible is the true Word of
God after so many interpretations?

The multiplicity and variety and even contradictory inter-
pretations of Scripture really have little or nothing to do
with the question of its origin. Let me give you an analogy.

We’ve seen all kinds of interpretations of the United
States Constitution, but even though political parties and
different judges have different views of what the Constitu-
tion says and means, and what it intended, none of that
difference of opinion casts a shadow on the source of the
Constitution. We know who wrote the Constitution. We
know where it came from and what it is.

People get dismayed by the differences of opinion as to
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what the Bible teaches. If we establish that the Bible is the
Word of God, only half the battle is over. The next thing
we have to figure out is, What does it say? Can we agree on
what it teaches? The assumption is, if I can convince you
that what I think the Bible teaches is in fact what the Bible
teaches, and you agree, then you will change your view
because you believe that that is the Word of God.

Many people are troubled by the fact that the Bible has
been interpreted in so many ways and, as a result, have
fallen into a view of relativism, which completely destroys
the real significance of Scripture. It may be extremely difti-
cult for us to find the proper interpretation, and we may
be discouraged by all the disagreement about it, but part
of the reason we fight so much among ourselves on mat-
ters of biblical interpretation is that we all agree that it’s
crucial to understand the Word of God correctly.

Why do Christians—people filled with the Spirit of
truth—disagree about what the Bible says?

In an earlier book I wrote titled Psychology of Atheism (later
released under the title If There Is a God, Why Ave There
Atheists?), I had a whole chapter about why scholars dis-
agree. Not only do we find Christians disagreeing about
what the Bible teaches, but some of the greatest minds in
history disagree on some very significant points. I would
say that there are three primary reasons great minds dis-
agree on fundamental issues.

One is that we are prone to logical errors. We are given
the capacity to reason, but we are not perfect in our reason-
ing powers. We will make illegitimate inferences. We will
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commit errors that violate the laws of logic. I remember
when I studied the introduction to logic in college and was
given examples of fallacies. The examples printed in our
textbooks were not drawn from tabloid newspapers or
comics but from the writings of some of the most brilliant
people in history: Plato, John Stuart Mill, and David
Hume. These men are universally recognized as some of
the most brilliant people who ever walked the face of the
earth. They made glaring logical errors that served as illus-
trations of how not to reason in an “Introduction to Logic”
textbook. Mental errors are the first reason.

The second reason is empirical errors. Every one of us is
limited in our perspective and field of experience. Not one
of us has been able to survey all of the data. Sometimes
our eyesight or our hearing fails us. We are limited in the
senses we use to perceive reality around us. Limitations of
sense perception add to making mistakes.

And the third great cause for error, whether it’s in under-
standing the Bible or in understanding science, is bias.
We’re prejudiced. Sometimes we come to a problem or to
a study biased against the data. We don’t want to believe
what the data will tell us. When we become Christians, we
are not cleansed of the ability to sin. We don’t always want
to believe what the Bible teaches, and so we will make
errors of interpretation as a result of our clouded thinking
because of the hardness of our own hearts or because we
don’t know the tools of biblical study. We haven’t learned
the language sufficiently, or we have not been skilled or
trained in legitimate inferences or the laws of immediate
inferences, and so on.

The main reason Christians disagree on what the Bible
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teaches is that we are sinners. It’s a sin to misunderstand
the Bible and to misinterpret the Bible because ultimately
it’s a result of our being less than fully diligent in applying
ourselves to seeking the truth of God’s Word. We have the
assistance of the Holy Spirit, and we’re called to love God
with all of our minds. The person who loves God with all of
his mind is not casual in how he handles the Scriptures.

P ——— SN

There are so many different interpretations of what
the Bible is saying. How do I know which one is right?

That’s a problem that plagues all of us. There are some the-
oretical things we can say about it, but I'd rather spend
time on the practical.

The Roman Catholic Church believes that one function
of the church is to be the authorized interpreter of Scrip-
ture. They believe that not only do we have an infallible
Bible but we also have an infallible interpretation of the
Bible. That somewhat ameliorates the problem, although it
doesn’t eliminate it altogether. You still have those of us
who have to interpret the infallible interpretations of the
Bible. Sooner or later it gets down to those of us who are
not infallible to sort it out. We have this dilemma because
there are hosts of differences in interpretations of what the
popes say and of what the church councils say, just as there
are hosts of different interpretations of what the Bible says.

Some people almost despair, saying that “if the theolo-
gians can’t agree on this, how am I, a simple Christian,
going to be able to understand who’s telling me the truth?”

We find these same differences of opinion in medicine.
One doctor says you need an operation, and the other
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doctor says you don’t. How will I find out which doctor is
telling me the truth? I'm betting my life on which doctor I
trust at this point. It’s troublesome to have experts differ
on important matters, and these matters of biblical inter-
pretation are far more important than whether or not I
need my appendix out. What do you do when you have a
case like that with variant opinions rendered by physicians?
You go to a third physician. You try to investigate, try to
look at their credentials to see who has the best training,
who’s the most reliable doctor; then you listen to the case
that the doctor presents for his position and judge which
you are persuaded is more cogent. I'd say the same thing
goes with differences of biblical interpretations.

The first thing I want to know is, Who’s giving the inter-
pretation? Is he educated? I turn on the television and see
all kinds of teaching going on from television preachers
who, quite frankly, simply are not trained in technical the-
ology or biblical studies. They don’t have the academic
qualifications. I know that people without academic qualifi-
cations can have a sound interpretation of the Bible, but
they’re not as likely to be as accurate as those who have
spent years and years of careful research and disciplined
training in order to deal with the difficult matters of bibli-
cal interpretation.

The Bible is an open book for everybody, and everybody
has a fair shot of coming up with whatever they want to find
in it. We’ve got to see the credentials of the teachers. Not
only that, but we don’t want to rely on just one person’s
opinion. That’s why when it comes to a biblical interpreta-
tion, I often counsel people to check as many sound sources
as they can and then not just contemporary sources, but the
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great minds, the recognized minds of Christian history. It’s
amazing to me the tremendous amount of agreement there
is among Augustine, Aquinas, Anselm, Luther, Calvin, and
Edwards—the recognized titans of church history. I always
consult those because they’re the best. If you want to know
something, go to the pros.

When I discuss biblical concepts with my friends, I'm
often met with the reply "That’s your interpretation.”
How do I respond?

That is such a common response. You labor over a passage
and do your homework, then present the passage, and
somebody looks at you and says, “Well, that’s your inter-
pretation.”

What do they really mean when they say that? That any-
thing you say must be wrong, and since this is your inter-
pretation, then it must be an incorrect one? I don’t think
people are trying to insult us. The real issue here is
whether or not there is a correct and incorrect interpre-
tation of Scripture. When many people say, “That’s your
interpretation,” what they really mean is, “I'll interpret it
my way, and you interpret it your way. Everybody has the
right to interpret the Bible however they want to. Our fore-
fathers died for the right of what we call private interpreta-
tion: that every Christian has the right to read the Bible for
themselves and to interpret it for themselves.”

When interpretation became an issue in the sixteenth
century at the Council of Trent, the Roman Catholic
Church took a dim view of it. One of their canons at the
fourth session said that nobody has the right to distort the
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Scriptures by applying private interpretations to them. In-
sofar as that statement is recorded at Trent, I agree with it
with all of my heart because it’s exactly right. Though I
have the right to read the Bible for myself and the responsi-
bility to interpret it accurately, nobody ever has the right to
interpret the Bible incorrectly.

I believe there is only one correct interpretation of the
Bible. There may be a thousand different applications of
one verse, but only one correct interpretation. My interpre-
tation may not be right and yours may not be right, but if
they’re different, they can’t both be right. That’s relativism
taken to its ridiculous extreme. When someone says, “Well,
that’s your interpretation,” I would respond, “Let’s try to
get at the objective meaning of the text and beyond our
own private prejudices.”

I recently obtained a Living Bible arranged for daily
Bible readings. I have found this version to be very
enjoyable, and I hate for the day’s reading to end.
Do we need to be wary of this version?

It seems that every time a new translation of the Bible
appears in the bookstores, there’s a certain degree of con-
troversy that attends its appearance. People tend to prefer
some tried-and-true translation. The first translation of the
Bible from the original languages into the vernacular
became such a controversial matter that those who dared
to translate the Bible into German or English were, in
many cases, executed.

For many years the authorized version in English was the
King James Version. When a more up-to-date translation
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took place, such as the Revised Standard Version, there was
a tremendous cry of protest against it. That protest goes on
even today from those who prefer the King James edition.

There are basically two reasons we have this prolifera-
tion of new translations. One is that in the twentieth cen-
tury we’ve experienced an explosion of knowledge and
data about ancient lexicography, or word meaning. We've
had so many more discoveries that shed light on the pre-
cise meaning of Hebrew and Greek words that our ability
to translate the original documents accurately has been
sharply increased. When that happens, it calls for a new
translation. When you translate a document from one lan-
guage to another, you run the risk of losing some of the
precision that’s in the original. Whenever you have a bet-
ter grasp of the original, you want to reflect that in the
next edition of your translation.

Second, we’ve discovered many more texts of the Greek
New Testament, and to be very frank, the Greek manu-
scripts from which the King James Version was translated
were not the best Greek manuscripts. Since the King James
was first introduced, we’ve had great progress in recon-
structing the original manuscripts of the Bible, and that’s
another reason for an update.

There’s still another reason, and that is that language
changes and words that once meant one thing in a culture
now mean another. Gay meant “happy” twenty years ago;
that’s not what it means now. Cute meant “bow-legged” two
hundred years ago; that’s not what it means now. Words do
undergo an evolution, and that has to be reflected in new
translations. There are also different types of translations.
Some try to be very accurate, word for word, and others try
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to give more of a paraphrase. I see The Living Bible as an
attempt to simplify and pairaphrase and speak in general
terms. People find it a delightful help. I wouldn’t recom-
mend it as the most strictly accurate version for careful
technical study, but in simplifying the often arcane mes-
sage of Scripture, I think it has done a tremendous service
to the people of God.

Does the Bible claim authority over the life of a believer?

I think it does, obviously, in what the Bible says about itself.
And what the Bible says about itself is very important to
the modern debate about its authority in the life of the
church and in the life of the individual believer.

One of the greatest debates in our age is this question of
biblical authority. Even if the Bible didn’t claim authority
over us, the church might still recognize it as a primary
source and say, “This is the original information that we
have of the teachings of Jesus.” Jesus obviously has a claim
of authority over every believer inasmuch as he is the Lord
of the church and the Lord of every believer. And we
might still attribute that kind of authority to the Scriptures.

But the authority of the Bible is not proven by its claim.
It is very significant, however, that it makes the claim to be
the Word of God. Now anything that is the Word of God, it
would seem to me, carries with it automatically nothing
less than the authority of God. The great debate in our day
is whether or not the Bible is inspired or infallible or iner-
rant. These are the kinds of controversies about which
denominations are fighting in the Christian world today.
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And behind all of that debate, really, is the question of the
extent of the Bible’s authority.

To illustrate it, let me share a brief anecdote about a
friend of mine who said he had abandoned any confidence
of the Bible’s inspiration or of its infallibility. He said, “But
I've still maintained my belief in Christ as my Lord.” I said
to him, point-blank, “How does Jesus exercise his lordship
over you?” And he said, “What do you mean?” I replied,

“A lord is somebody who has the authority to bind your
conscience, to give you marching orders, to say, ‘You
must,” “You ought,” ‘“This is required of you.” How does
Jesus become your Lord? How does he speak to your Does
he speak audibly, directly, or what?” Finally he realized that
the only message that we ever have from Jesus comes to us
through the medium of the Scripture.

So the authority that the Bible has over me is the author-
ity that Christ has over me, because when he sent out his
apostles he said to them, “Those who receive you, receive
me.” And it’s the authority of Christ given to his apostles
that we find in Scripture. And if it comes from Christ and
hence from God, then, of course, all of the authority of
God stands behind it and over me.

Does the Bible claim authority over the life
of an unbeliever?

We divide the Bible into two sections, what we call the Old
Testament and the New Testament, or the book of the old
covenant and the book of the new covenant. In one very
real sense, historically, the writings of Scripture are part of
the written documents of a covenant agreement between
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God and certain people. In the Old Testament it is a
covenant agreement between God and the Jewish people.
And the new covenant is called the covenant of Christ for
his people.

Insofar as the nonbeliever has not entered into a cove-
nant relationship with God, there is a sense in which he
becomes an alien to the commonwealth of Israel or to the
new covenant community of Christ and therefore is not for-
mally bound by oath to the stipulations of that covenant
agreement, part of which are the writings of sacred Scrip-
ture. However, we also have to recognize that every human
being is created in the image of God. By virtue of a person’s
humanness, he or she is inextricably bound into a covenant
relationship with the Creator. So if I choose not to believe in
God or not to serve God or not to be involved in religion in
any way, that does not destroy God or his existence, or
change the fact that I have been created by God and am ac-
countable to God and am required by God to obey him and
to worship him and to heed his voice. So coming at it from
that angle, we would say that the unbeliever, in spite of his
unbelief, is still responsible to heed whatever God says. And
if the Scriptures are the Word of God, then they carry the
authority of God. If you were to ask, “Does God have author-
ity over the unbeliever?” I would say, “Of course he does.”
And anything that God says is authoritative to all people.

What can a Christian learn from the Old Testament?
Is it as pertinent to my growth as the New Testament is?

The Scriptures are not a single book but a collection of
books made up of sixty-six volumes in the particular
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library that we call the Bible. The New Testament covers
a period of time in human history of about thirty-five
years, and all but five of those years for the most part are
covered in the first couple of chapters. So the bulk of the
New Testament covers about a five-year period in human
history. It is the most important period in human history
of God’s dealing with the human race because it covers
the earthly ministry of Jesus and the expansion of the
early church.

The Old Testament, beginning around Genesis 11 and
throughout the rest of the Old Testament, covers a period
of about two thousand years of redemptive history. That is
a wealth of information of how God has acted on behalf of
his people and for the redemption of this world.

I don’t think we can say that one is more pertinent than
the other. There is a widespread feeling that a Christian is
only to be concerned with the New Testament, that the
Old Testament is antiquated, no longer truly relevant. In
fact, there is more and more the feeling that there are two
different Gods. There is the God of the Old Testament and
the God of the New Testament. The God of the Old Testa-
ment is a God of anger, wrath, justice, and holiness. The
New Testament God focuses on love, mercy, and grace.
That, of course, is a radical distortion. There is a continu-
ity between the two Testaments. We can distinguish them,
but we dare not separate them. The same God is revealed
to us both in the Old Testament and in the New Testa-
ment. Saint Augustine said, “The Old is in the New
revealed; the New is in the Old concealed.”

The Old Testament is preparation for the coming of
the Messiah and the revelation that we receive in the New
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Testament. It’s like asking, “Is the foundation of a house
important? Is it pertinent to the house?” It’s essential to
the house. The structure stands upon that foundation, and
that’s what the Old Testament does for our faith. There
are many elements of Old Testament history that are not
to be applied directly to the Christian life today, such as
the sacrificial system, but even the dimension of the sacri-
ficing of bulls and goats and the like that we find in the
Old Testament reveals something that points to the com-
ing of Christ and enriches our understanding of what was
accomplished by Christ. About three-fourths of the infor-
mation in the New Testament is either a quotation of, an
allusion to, or a fulfillment of something that was already
found in the Old Testament.

How does the Old Testament apply to Christians today?

One of the great weaknesses of today’s church is a ten-
dency to denigrate and neglect the Old Testament. It’s a
much more sizable piece of literature than the New Testa-
ment, and it covers an enormous period of history, the
history of redemption from the creation of the world until
the appearance of the Messiah. All of that is a revelation of
God’s activity on this planet, and I believe it was inspired
by the Holy Spirit and given to the church for the church’s
instruction and for the church’s edification.

I also think that one of the great problems in today’s
church is an abysmal ignorance of God the Father. We
relate to Jesus. He’s our Redeemer. He’s God in the flesh,
so we have a way in which we can understand Jesus. It is
more difficult when we look at God the Father and also
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the Holy Spirit. The history of the Old Testament
certainly calls forth something of the Messiah who is to
come, but it is constantly revealing the character of God
the Father, the one who sends Jesus into this world, the
one whom Jesus calls Father, the one from whom Jesus
says he has been sent, that person to whom we are being
reconciled and redeemed. So how can we possibly justify
neglecting such an enormous body of literature that
communicates to us the character, nature, and will of our
Creator and the one who has sent our Redeemer to this
planet?

Saint Augustine is the one who said that the New Tes-
tament is concealed in the Old Testament and the Old
Testament is revealed by the New Testament. In fact,
about three-fourths of the material of the New Testament
is either a quotation from or allusion to what went before
it. I don’t think we can really understand the New Testa-
ment until we have made a very serious study of the Old
Testament.

Obviously there are things in the Old Testament that do
not apply to the Christian in our day. For example, we are
not to continue the ceremonies that were required of the
Jewish people; those ceremonies were “types” that antici-
pated the once-for-all fulfillment of them in the work of
Christ. So for us to offer animals as sacrifices would be an
insult to the completion of Jesus’ work on the cross. That
doesn’t mean that since that part of the Old Testament is
fulfilled we are to neglect it altogether. The Old Testament
is a treasure-house of knowledge for the Christian who will
seek to investigate it.
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What should Christians think about evolution?

There is no single view of evolution out there. We make
one distinction, for example, between macroevolution and
microevolution. Macroevolution claims that all of life
evolved fortuitously from a single cell—one little pulsating
cell of life made up of amino acids and RNA and DNA and
all of that, and then through chance, explosions, or what-
ever, there were mutations. First, a lower, simplistic form of
life came about, and then from that came more complex
things, and we all emerged, as it were, from the slime,
through oozing, into our present humanity. That’s the
radical view of evolution that sees life occurring as sort of
a cosmic accident.

This view of evolution—the one I hear discussed publicly
so often in the secular world—is unmitigated nonsense
and will be totally rejected by the secular scientific commu-
nity within the next generation. My objections to it are not
so much theological as they are rational and logical. I
mean, the doctrine of macroevolution is one of the most
unsubstantiated myths that I've ever seen perpetuated in
an academic environment.

But there are other varieties much less radical that sim-
ply indicate that there is a change, a progression involving
different directions among various species that we can
even track historically. The kind of evolution of the latter
sort is of no consequence with respect to biblical Christian-
ity. The big issue is with the former view, and this is the
basic question: Is man in his origin the product of a pur-
posive act of divine intelligence, or is man a cosmic acci-
dent? In other words, am I a creature of dignity or a
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creature of cosmic insignificance? That’s a pretty heavy
issue because if I just sort of popped into being or
emerged from the slime and I'm destined for annihilation,
I can only fantasize that somehow in between those two
poles of origin and destiny I have meaning and signifi-
cance and dignity. But that’s wishful thinking of the worst
sort. Obviously if I come from nothing and go to nothing,
I am nothing under any objective analysis.

A Christian cannot believe that he is a cosmic accident
and at the same time believe in the sovereign God and the
creator God. To be a Christian is to affirm not only Christ
the Redeemer but God the Creator. And we have to affirm
both. Let me say, too, before we drop this question, that
some of the biggest objections I have toward this more radi-
cal view of evolution are not the theological problems, as
serious as they are, but rational problems. I think that it is
not only bad theology, it’s bad science.

All Christians, Jews, and Muslims historically have made
it a central article of affirmation that this world and all the
people in it are the result of a divine act of creation. As far
as Christianity is concerned, if there’s no creation, then
there’s nothing to redeem.

Does the Bible tell us how old the earth is?

What does the Bible tell us about the age of the earth? I
remember once opening a Bible that was on the pulpit of a
church. I opened it to the first page because I was preach-
ing from the first chapter of Genesis, and it said, “The Book
of Genesis,” and then underneath “The Book of Genesis”
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in black boldfaced numbers was this: “4004 B.C.” Right
there on the first page of Scripture. I laughed.

I thought it was funny because there was a man by the
name of Archbishop Usher a couple hundred years ago
who, in reading the genealogies in the Bible, calculated an
average lifespan of all those mentioned in the genealogy
and came up with a highly speculative figure of 4004 as the
date of Creation and tried to make a case that the Bible
actually called for the creation of the world in 4004 B.C.
What disturbed me was to see that number actually printed
on the page of Holy Scripture. Now if somebody who
doesn’t know the origin of that kind of speculation picks
up the Bible and reads on the page of Scripture “4004 B.C.”
and their mother or their Sunday school teacher tells them
that the world was created 4000 years before Christ but the
scientific evidence indicates that the universe is billions of
years old, then they get all upset and think that somebody
is attacking the Bible. When the fact of the matter is, the
Bible doesn’t give the slightest indication of when Creation
occurred. So we really shouldn’t be concerned about it.

As a Christian educator, what are some of your
frustrations in your efforts to teach the Word?

I have lots of frustrations about teaching. But I would say
my greatest frustration is that there is a tremendous anti-
intellectual spirit present in contemporary Christendom.
[t’s extremely hard to educate people who are opposed to
using their minds. How else can we get educated?

There are reasons for this attitude. Evangelical Chris-
tians, for example, have seen a wholesale attack upon the
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sacred things that they believe and live by—the Bible and
all the rest—Dby colleges and universities, by professors and
theologians. They’'ve come to distrust serious education.
They want to keep their faith simple lest it be open to
some kind of criticism or attack. I hear it constantly. “You
have to take it on faith,” as if seeking to understand some-
thing were evil. And how many times have you heard
people say that they want to have childlike thinking?

What the Bible says, however, is that we are to be “babes
in evil,” that we are to be like little children in terms of
being not sophisticated in our capacity for sin. But in un-
derstanding we are to be full-grown and mature. We are to
put away childish things. I am very frustrated with the resis-
tance I encounter in the Christian community against in-
depth study of the things of God.

My second great frustration is that so many Christians,
in order to truly learn the things of God, first have to
unlearn what they’ve already learned. It’s not by accident
that the greatest threat to the integrity of Old Testament
Israel and to the safety of the nation was not the opposing
nations like the Philistines and the Babylonians but the
enemy within—the false prophet. And the false prophet
seduced the people away from the truth of God. Now that
happens today, and it happens on both sides of the camp—
the liberals and conservatives. And so what happens is
people are educated with teaching that is not sound, and
that’s frustrating.
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The Way of Salvation

Questions in This Sectiomn:

Why did God save me?

When did God decide to give us eternal life?

If I'm happy with my life, why do | need Jesus?
; What is true repentance, and why should it be emphasized in our
| lives?

»

Can you repent at the moment of death and still have the same

| salvation as someone who's been a Christian for many years?
|

If someone has rejected Christianity for his entire life, but then on his
| deathbed decides to play it safe and profess Jesus as his Savior and
: Lord, will that person really be accepted into heaven?

Is it possible for a Christian to lose his salvation because of sins he
commits?

Is there salvation for a Christian who has turned away from Christ
and does not seem to want to repent?

Does grace give us a free ride to salvation?

How can I understand God's grace and forgiveness of my sins?

How serious is it that people, upon receiving Christ, are being told
only of Christ as Savior and not as Lord?

In Mark 16:16 Jesus says, "He who has believed and has been baptized
shall be saved.” How does baptism fit into our salvation?
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What do good deeds have to do with salvation?
What role does human achievement or good works play in salvation?
In what way does God use guilt today?

Does God put a curse on us if we disobey, or does he merely withhold
his blessing?

Help me understand the doctrine of electicn.

My understanding of the doctrine of predestination is that natural
man will only accept Christ if God plants the desire in his heart. If
God never plants that desire, is it fair for that man to be eternally
lost?

In John 6:70 Jesus says he chose the Twelve. Does this mean Judas
was one of the elect?

How has God kept his promise to Abraham that his offspring would be
saved?

What is the doctrine of eternal security?

If justification is by faith alone, how can we apply James 2:24, which
says a person is justified by what he does, not his faith alone?

Isn't it being narrow-minded for Christians to say Christ is the only
way?
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Why did God save me?

I know of no more difficult a theological question to deal
with than this one. I've been studying theology for many
years, and I still can’t come up with any exhaustive reason
to explain why God would save me, or anyone else for
that matter.
Some people give a very simple answer to this question.
They say that God saved you because you put your trust
and faith in Christ when you answered the summons of the
gospel. On the surface that’s certainly a legitimate answer
because we are justified through faith and we are called to
make that response.
But the deeper question is, Why did you respond to the
~ gospel when you heard it, but someone else who heard it—
even the very same presentation at the same moment—did
not respond to it? What was there in you that caused you to
respond positively while others are caused to reject it? I ask
that about my own life. I could say the reason I responded
was that I was more righteous than the other fellow. God
forbid that I ever say that on the Judgment Day. I might
think I'm more intelligent than somebody else, but I
wouldn’t want to say that either. Some might say that I rec-
ognized my need more than somebody else recognized his
need, but even that recognition is a mixture of at least
some measure of intelligence and some measure of humil-
ity, most of which would find its ultimate roots in the grace
of God. I have to say with the ancient man, there but for
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the grace of God go I. I can’t give any reason other than
God’s grace for why I am saved.

The Bible says many things about why God initiates sal-
vation of people: He loves the world; he has a benevolent
attitude toward his fallen creatures. We know that. But
when we get down to the specifics, the Bible speaks of
God’s sovereign work of redemption and uses the terms
predestination and election. These are biblical words. What
is behind God’s predestinating grace or his election?
Some say that God foresees the choices of people. I think
that takes the very heart out of the biblical teaching.

When the Scripture speaks about God’s electing
people, God speaks of electing people in Christ; our sal-
vation is rooted and grounded in Jesus. What that makes
me think is this: You and I are saved not only because of
God’s concern for us but chiefly and ultimately for God’s
total determination to honor his obedient Son. We are
the love gifts that the Father gives to the Son so that the
Son, who lived a life of perfect obedience and died on
the cross, will see the travail of his soul and be satisfied:
That’s the main reason I think God has saved you: to
honor Jesus.

When did God decide to give us eternal life?

When is a ime word, and the Bible uses words like that.
And when the Bible speaks about the time frame in which
God’s decision is made in respect to our eternal life, it gen-
erally puts the decision at the foundation of the world; that
is, from all eternity God has chosen us to be among the
redeemed.
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I think Paul emphasizes that very clearly, particularly in
the first chapter of his letter to the Ephesians. We were
chosen in Christ from the foundation of the world to be
conformed to Christ and to be brought into a state of
redemption. This, of course, touches immediately on the
very difficult and controversial doctrine of predestination.
I will say in passing, as we skate over the surface of it, that
every church has some doctrine of predestination. There
are great variances among the churches in terms of how to
understand predestination, but every church historically
has had to hammer out and forge some doctrine of predes-
tination because the Bible speaks of it. So there is a certain
sense in which from all eternity God has chosen his people
for salvation.

Now, obviously, that gets into some very complicated side
issues. On what basis does God make a decision like that
from all eternity? Did God make a decision from all eternity
that certain people would be damned? Does he destine
people for hell? Does he destine people to fall? I think the
church has shrunk from that concept and rightly so. I think
God knew from all eternity that man would fall, that man
would rebel against him, and he also knew that he was going
to make a provision to redeem people from all eternity.
God’s knowledge is as ancient and his omniscience is as eter-
nal as he is. Everything that God knows, he knows from eter-
nity. We need to keep this idea in front of us.

I would say that God’s decision to choose us was made
prior to the fall of mankind but in light of the Fall. Let me
say it again. He made the decision before the Fall, with the
knowledge that the Fall will come and with the knowledge
of its consequences. In other words, God couldn’t possibly
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make it his choice to save persons who were in no need of
salvation. Only sinners are in need of salvation, so God
must have considered us as being sinners and fallen as we
were considered in the divine mind for salvation. Ulti-
mately, the decision to save us was made in eternity, accord-
ing to God’s divine knowledge of us.

If I'm happy with my life, why do I need Jesus?

I hear that from a lot of folks. They say to me, “I just don’t
feel the need for Christ.” As if Christianity were something
that were packaged and sold through Madison Avenue!
That what we’re trying to communicate to people is
“Here’s something that’s going to make you feel good, and
everybody needs a little of this in their closet or in their
refrigerator,” as if it were some commodity that’s going to
add a dash of happiness to our lives.

If the only reason a human being ever needed Jesus was
to be happy and a person is already happy without Jesus,
then they certainly don’t need Jesus. The New Testament’
indicates, however, that there’s another reason you or some-
body else needs Jesus. There is a God who is altogether holy,
who is perfectly just, and who declares that he is going to
judge the world and hold every human being accountable
for their life. As a perfectly holy and just God, he requires
from each one of us a life of perfect obedience and of per-
fect justness. If there is such a God and if you have lived a
life of perfect justness and obedience—that is, if you're per-
fect—then you certainly don’t need Jesus. You don’t need a
Savior because only unjust people have a problem.

The problem is simply this: If God is just and requires
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perfection from me and I come short of that perfection
and he is going to deal with me according to justice, then I
am looking at a future punishment at the hands of a holy
God. If the only way I can escape punishment is through a
Savior and if I want to escape that, then I need a Savior.
Some people will say that we’re just trying to preach Jesus
as a ticket out of hell, as a way to escape eternal punish-
ment. That’s not the only reason I would commend Jesus
to people, but that is one of the reasons.

I think that many people in today’s culture don’t really
believe that God is going to hold them accountable for
their lives—that God really does not require righteousness.
When we take that view, we don’t feel the weight of the
threat of judgment. If you’re not afraid to deal with God’s
punishment, then be happy as a clam if you want. I would
be living in terrible fear and trembling at the prospect of
falling into the hands of a holy God.

What is true repentance, and why should it be
emphasized in our lives?

Before I define true repentance, I'll answer the second
question, “Why is it important in our lives?” The reason it’s
of supreme importance in our lives, according to the New
Testament, is because it is the indispensable requirement
for entrance into the kingdom of God. I stress that point
because the view is widely held in our culture that God
forgives everybody of all their sins whether or not they
repent. That concept simply does not come from Scripture.
If Jesus taught anything, he taught that it is absolutely
essential for someone who has offended God to turn from
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that sin and repent. In fact, when Jesus began his public
ministry, the very first words he preached were “Repent,
for the kingdom of God is at hand.” There’s nothing more
urgent and necessary than repentance if one is going to
escape the wrath of God. God calls every human being to
repent—it’s not an option.

Paul spoke of the former days of ignorance that God
overlooked; but now God calls all people everywhere to
repent. Who does that include? Everybody. We all have
that responsibility, and not all of us are doing it. God
meant what he said. He requires repentance.

You ask what is true repentance? I don’t know if you've
ever heard the Roman Catholic prayer of contrition, but I
think it’s an excellent prayer. Virtually every Roman Catho-
lic person knows it by heart. I don’t know it by heart, but I
have heard it a number of times and have some elements
of it by memory. “O my God, I am heartily sorry for having
offended Thee . . . not only because of loss of reward, or
fear of punishment, but because I violated you.”

We make a distinction in theology between what we call
attrition and contrition. Attrition is turning away from
your sin or from your guilt by a motivation simply to
escape punishment. The child has no remorse about steal-
ing cookies until he’s caught with his hand in the cookie
jar and the mother comes with the paddle. There’s some-
thing suspicious about that kind of repentance. It’s the
repentance to avoid punishment—what we would call a
ticket out of hell. True repentance goes beyond a mere
fear of punishment to what we call contrition. When
David’s heart was broken before God and he said, “O God,
a broken and contrite heart you will not despise,” he felt

112




The Way of Salvation

real sorrow, a godly sorrow. True repentance is an aware-
ness that we have done wrong, and it brings us to a choice
to turn from our wrong.

Can you repent at the moment of death and still have
the same salvation as someone who's been a Christian
for many years?

That’s a tricky question, but I think it’s a fascinating one
and certainly one that many people are concerned about.
We talk about foxhole faith, when people cry out in desper-
ate moments of crisis or postpone to their deathbed the
moment of committing their lives to Christ. Some people
say that it doesn’t make sense for somebody who has been
a Christian all their life to be in the same state as some-
body who did as they pleased all their life and waited until
the last second to get their accounts square with God.

There’s a parable in the New Testament in which Jesus
speaks about those who agree to work for a certain wage,
and then at the last minute some other people are hired
and only work for a few minutes but they get the same pay.
The first group is really bent out of shape, and they say,
“What’s going on here? There’s no justice in this!” Does
the second group receive the same salvation? Yes and no.
They are brought into a state of salvation; that is, they
escape the punishment of hell and enter into the kingdom
if indeed that last-breath repentance is genuine. The
requirement for entrance into the kingdom of God is to
repent and believe in Christ.

The thief on the cross did it in the last minutes of his
life, and Jesus assured him that he would be with him in
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paradise. There we have Exhibit A in the New Testament
of somebody who actually did that and who was promised
by our Lord himself that he would participate in Jesus’
kingdom. Certainly it’s possible for a person at the last
moment of their life to repent sufficiently, believe, and be
justified and enter into all of the benefits of membership
of the kingdom of heaven.

However, Paul speaks of those who make it into the king-
dom by the skin of their teeth. I think a “deathbed”
believer would be in that category. We tend to think that
all that matters is getting there because there is an
unbridgeable chasm between getting into heaven or miss-
ing it altogether. Yet Jesus tells us to work and to store up
treasures for ourselves in heaven because he promises
emphatically that there will be rewards dispensed to his
people according to their obedience and their works. You
don’t get into heaven by your works, but your reward in
heaven will be according to those works, according to the
New Testament. What that says to me is that although |
people can make it by the skin of their teeth by repenting
in their last dying breath, nevertheless, their degree of felic-
ity will not be nearly as great as that of those who have
been serving Christ faithfully for many, many years.

If someone has rejected Christianity for his entire life,
but then on his deathbed decides to play it safe and
profess Jesus as his Savior and Lord, will that person
really be accepted into heaven?

Absolutely not. That person has no hope of going to
heaven on the basis of the action as you have described it.
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First of all, let’s understand that redemption does not
come through a profession of faith but through a possession
of faith. Those of us who have faith are called to profess
that faith; however, the mere profession of it does not
guarantee that the genuine article is present. This is par-
ticularly so when somebody makes this verbal profession
strictly as a means of covering his bets or to play it safe and
guard against the negative consequences. From a biblical
standpoint, salvation requires authentic repentance. Justify-
ing faith is a repenting faith. If there is no repentance,
then that indicates that the profession of faith is fraudu-
lent.

If we turn your question around and ask if a person
could live his whole life in sin, rebellion, and disobedience
and then on his deathbed truly repent and go to heaven,
the answer is yes—just as the thief on the cross met the
Savior in his dying moments and was guaranteed eternity
with him. The New Testament speaks of those who are
saved by the skin of their teeth. It’s certainly not a wise
course of action to postpone your repentance until the day
of your departure because we don’t know when that day is
on the schedule. Even though making a confession simply
out of fear is not enough, that fear should give pause and
cause us to think seriously about our future state.

Is it possible for a Christian to lose his salvation
hecause of sins he commits?

The question of losing one’s salvation is one that is a mat-
ter of great controversy within the household of Christian
faith. There are many Christians who live in mortal fear
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every day of losing what they have found in Christ because
the Bible gives serious warnings about falling away, and
Paul himself says that he has to be very careful lest he him-
self become a castaway. There are biblical warnings about
what would happen if we turn our backs on Christ after
we’ve come to a knowledge of him.

On the other hand, there are also many Christians who
believe that we will, in fact, never fall away, and I'm num-
bered among that group. I'm persuaded from a study of
Scripture that we can have an assurance of our salvation
not only for today but for all time. But the assurance that
we have, or confidence in our future estate in salvation,
must be based upon the right foundations. In other words,
if my confidence that I will persevere is based on my confi-
dence that I will not sin, it’s on very shaky ground. One
thing the Bible makes clear to me is that even though I am
a redeemed person, I will in all likelihood, and inevitably,
continue to sin to some degree. If it were up to my
strength to persevere to guarantee my future salvation,
then I would have very little hope of persevering.

But I'm convinced that the Bible teaches that what God
begins in our life, he finishes. Paul teaches, for example, in
Philippians, “He who has begun a good work in you will
perfect it to the end.” My confidence rests in the fact that
Jesus promises to intercede for me daily as my Great High
Priest. My confidence for my future salvation rests in my
confidence that God will keep his promise and that Christ
will intercede for me and preserve me. Again, if it were left
to me, I would obviously fall away. I like to look at it this
way: I'm walking the Christian life with my hand in God’s
hand. If my perseverance depended upon my holding
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tightly to God’s hand, I would surely fall away because at
some point [ would let go. But I believe that the Scriptures
teach us that God is holding my hand, and because he is
holding my hand, I don’t have to fear that I will fall ulti-
mately and finally.

Now that doesn’t mean that Christians don’t involve
themselves in serious sins and what we would call in theol-
ogy “serious and radical fall,” but the issue we’re discussing
here is whether a Christian will ever fall totally and finally.
In the New Testament John tells us, for example, that
“those who went out from us were never really with us,”
and that “Christ does not lose those whom the Father has
given to him.” So my confidence again rests in the interces-
sion of Christ and God’s ability and promise to hold on to
me. In and of myself I am capable of sinning even unto the
loss of my salvation, but I'm persuaded that God in his
grace will keep me from that.

Is there salvation for a Christian who has turned away
from Christ and does not seem to want to repent?

. I believe that once a person is authentically redeemed, is

. truly in Christ, that person will never be lost to Christ. That
person has what we call eternal security—not because of
the person’s innate ability to persevere, but I believe that
God promises to preserve his own and that we have the
benefit of our Great High Priest who intercedes for us
every day. Now, at the same time, Christians are capable of
gross and heinous sin. They're capable of very serious falls
away from Christ. They’re capable of the worst kind of
denial and betrayal of our Lord.
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Consider, for example, Exhibit A—the apostle Peter,
who denied Jesus with cursing. He was so emphatic that he
uttered profanities to underscore the fact that he never
knew Jesus. If you talk about somebody who didn’t seem to
want to repent and who had turned away from Jesus, Saint
Peter is your classic example. Yet his fellow disciple Judas
also betrayed Jesus and turned away from him, and of
course, both of the betrayals were predicted by Jesus at the
Last Supper. When Jesus spoke of Judas, he said, “What
you have to do, do quickly. Go.” And he dismissed him to
his treachery. He mentioned in the Scripture that Judas
was a son of perdition from the beginning. I think it’s clear
in Jesus’ High Priestly prayer that he understood Judas was
never a Christian. So Judas’s betrayal was not the case of a
Christian turning on Christ.

When he announced to Peter that Peter would also
betray him, he said to him, “Simon, Simon, Satan has
asked for you. He would have you and sift you like wheat,
but I have prayed for you so that your faith should not fail;
and when you turn, strengthen the brethren.” And then
Peter says, “Oh no, Lord, not me. I'll never betray you.”
Then, of course, he did. But notice that when Jesus pre-
dicted it, he said, “When you turn™—not, “If you turn” but
“When you turn, strengthen the brethren.” Because Jesus
had prayed as he did in his High Priestly prayer, no one
would be able to snatch his people out of his hand.

The New Testament promises that he who has begun a
good work in you will perfect it to the end (Phil. 1:6). 1
know there are many Christians who believe that a true
Christian can lose his or her salvation. I don’t. I'd say with
the apostle John, “Those who went out from us were never
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really with us.” I think a Christian can have a gross and
serious fall but not a full and final fall—that he or she will
be restored even as David realized his sin, as the Prodigal
Son came to himself, as Peter ultimately repented.

R —

Does grace give us a free ride to salvation?

We can look at the concept “free ride” in many ways. Grace
by definition is something that is free in the sense that we
can’t earn it, we can’t buy it, we can’t deserve it, and
there’s no merit in us by which God bestows his mercy
upon us. Anytime God dispenses mercy or unmerited
favor, which is how we define grace, he’s doing something
that he has no obligation to do. I'm convinced that when
we receive the grace of salvation, our eternal destiny is
secure. I'm convinced that once we are clothed with the
righteousness of Christ and have his merit imputed to our
account by God (which is an act of God’s grace) and we
are redeemed, then I believe we are virtually guaranteed
eternal life. In other words, I don’t think that a Christian
can lose his salvation. I say this because I'm persuaded that
God has promised he will keep us to the end. If it were up
to us to persevere, to hang on, and to be faithful and obedi-
ent to the end in order to be saved, I don’t think any one
of us would persevere enough to merit salvation. But God
promises to finish what he has begun.

Does that mean it’s a free ride? So often the concept of
free ride means that since God has given me grace and
since God has started this work and he promises to finish
it, there’s nothing left for me to do. I can do whatever I
want. I'm saved and I don’t have to worry about a thing.
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It’s free from here on in, I'm on a roller coaster without
any brakes, and I can do whatever I want. I can sin as I
please and enjoy it the rest of my life. It’s a license to sin.

However, the apostle Paul points out that where sin
abounds, grace abounds much more. That is to say, the
more I sin the more I see the grace of God because more
grace is necessary for me to get into heaven.

Some people say that if the more you sin the more grace
you get, the best thing to do is to keep sinning and that
way you'll get more grace. Paul asks the question “Should
we continue in sin that grace may abound?” How does he
answer it? He says, “God forbid.” Sinning all the more is a
totally opposite response to one that is pleasing to God. As
a matter of fact, the more grace we receive, the more we
are to be moved toward a sense of gratitude; the more grati-
tude we experience, the more we should be moved to the
pursuit of righteousness through obedience to the law of
God. As Paul says elsewhere, “We’re to work out our salva-
tion with fear and trembling” because God promises to
work within us to will and to do what is right. But along‘
with God’s grace comes the challenge for us to fight with
all of our might to resist the temptations of sin and to pur-
sue a life of righteousness and obedience. My salvation
doesn’t depend on my obedience, but my obedience is to
be a response to that grace of God.

How can I understand God’s grace and forgiveness
of my sins?

It’s easy for us to come up with a theological definition of
grace. We say that grace is unmerited favor—to receive
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something positive from the hand of God that we don’t
deserve. But to understand the graciousness of grace in
any depth I believe is a lifelong enterprise for the Chris-
tian. When I was studying theology at the doctoral level in
Europe, our professor at the Free University of Amster-
dam, G. C. Berkouwer, once made this statement when we
were studying systematic theology: “Gentlemen, the
essence of theology is grace.” I think he’s right. When we
get to the very essence of what our study of theology is, we
are studying the grace of God, because it's by God’s grace
that we are Christians in the first place. It’s by God’s grace
that we even draw a breath every moment, and it’s by
God’s grace that we receive every benefit from his hand.

I don’t think we understand this when we become Chris-
tians. The Bible talks about a progression. We’re supposed
to move from life to life, from faith to faith, from grace to
grace. From beginning to end the whole Christian life is
grace, and that’s why I say that the more we study grace,
the more we see grace.

I've said a thousand times that it’s easy to understand
justification by faith alone—in the head. It’s not so easy to
getitin the bloodstream, to realize that the reason I can
exist in the presence of a holy God is that I am a forgiven
person—that forgiveness is something I couldn’t possibly
buy or steal or beg or borrow or earn. I have no merit
before God. The only merit I ever enjoy is the merit that
was won for me by Christ. I live and move and have my
being by virtue of Christ’s righteousness, Christ’s merit,
which is given to me gratuitously, graciously by God.

We talk about the doctrines of grace. What other doc-
trines are there but the doctrines of gracer It all calls atten-
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tion to the fact that God is just and I am not just. The only
way an unjust person can possibly exist in a universe gov-
erned by a just and holy God is by grace. But it’s so hard to
get this through because we are a stiffnecked people, just
like people in the Old Testament. We harbor these feelings
deep down that God owes us a better deal than we’re get-
ting or that God owes us the gifts and the blessings that
we’ve received. We feel that somehow we have deserved
them. It’s only proper and appropriate that I have a better
job than you or more talents than you have, or live in a
better house, because that’s just God’s justice prevailing
here in the world. Whenever things go wrong, then that’s
something that I get mad about. That is when we discover
we haven’t learned grace.

How serious is it that people, upon receiving Christ,
are being told only of Christ as Savior and not as Lord?

It’s inconceivable to me that such a question would ever
even arise in the New Testament church—as if we could
separate the saviorhood of Christ from his lordship. I
mean, the very first confession of faith in the New Testa-
ment was lesous kurios, “Jesus is Lord.”

But when a person receives Christ as Savior, he not only
acknowledges his need and necessity of having a Savior, he
comes in humble faith and repentance, trusting Christ.
How can a person trust Christ to be a Savior and at the
same time utterly ignore or repudiate the clear teaching of
Jesus that he is not only Savior but also Lord?

I'm afraid that what we have lurking here in this dichot-
omy between Jesus as Savior and Jesus as Lord is a very
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serious distortion of the Protestant doctrine of justification
by faith alone, a distortion called antinomianism. Antinomi-
anism means simply anti-lawism. Some people have been so
zealous to propagate the doctrine that we are saved by
faith and not by works that they have concluded that the
kind of faith that saves is bare, naked faith. They believe
that faith doesn’t ever have to have any works follow from
it and that obedience is inconsequential to the Christian
life. In other words, I can sin all I want without repentance
and still have remission of sins because heaven'’s a free gift
and justification is by faith, so what difference does it make
whether I continue to sin?

This type of interpretation is the very reason Luther and
the Protestant fathers were so careful to point out that justi-
fication by faith alone involves, not a cheap profession of
faith, but an authentic faith—the kind of faith that displays
its genuine character by the fruits of obedience. The works
of obedience do not merit salvation for us, but if there is
no fruit of obedience to the lordship of Christ, that’s the
clearest indication that the faith is a dead faith, the faith of
which Saint James says profits nothing. So if people are say-
ing, “You don’t have to believe in the lordship of Christ in
order to be saved,” what I'm hearing is a false doctrine of
justification. It purports that we can believe certain things
but then live any way we want.

Sometimes new converts miss the significance of Christ’s
lordship, mainly because it isn’t explained to them clearly.
Particularly if they are unfamiliar with these Christian
terms, and Christians around them assume that “accepting
Christ as Savior” is understood to include his lordship,
these new converts suffer from a serious gap in their knowl-
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edge of basic doctrines. We need to be careful and thor-
ough as we teach new believers.

In Mark 16:16 Jesus says, "He who has believed and has
been baptized shall be saved.” How does baptism fit
into our salvation?

This is not only a principal point of dispute between the
Roman Catholic Church and general Protestantism, but it
has been argued strenously even within Protestantism.

Rome, for example, teaches that baptism is the instrumen-
tal cause of one’s justification. In other words, it is the instru-
ment by which a person is given justifying grace and placed
in a reconciled relationship with God. That sacrament
becomes very important. That’s why the Church will hurry
to baptize children that are born dying or will even baptize
them as they expire. Because of a text like that, Rome does
not go so far as to say that it is absolutely essential for salva-
tion because they allow for what they call the votum baptigma,
or the desire for baptism. There may be a person who is
believing and wants to be baptized, but is hindered on his
way to church. For example, he’s struck by a car or he dies
before he can have the sacrament. He is considered bap-
tized just like the thief on the cross, who had no opportunity
to be baptized. Yet when the thief manifested his faith, Jesus
promised him redemption that very day. The text doesn’t
say that baptism is an absolute prerequisite for salvation.

Jesus simply says that those who believe and are baptized
will be saved. All who have A and B will receive C. You
could say all who have faith and who repent might be
saved, too.
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The general Protestant view, however, is that baptism is
commanded and is necessary because Christ commands
every believer to be baptized. It’s a serious matter and it is
a means of grace, and we certainly should be diligent in
availing ourselves of it.

The general Protestant notion is that justification is by
faith alone; that is, the absolutely essential prerequisite for
redemption is to place one’s trust in Christ. The assumption
is that if you do trust Christ and submit to his lordship and
you understand that he commands you to be baptized, you
will add baptism to that faith. It’s not the baptism that causes
your salvation, and baptism is not necessary for salvation.

What do our good deeds have to do with our salvation?

From one perspective our good deeds have absolutely
nothing to do with our salvation; from another perspective
they have everything to do with it. This is the core debate
that has been raging among Christians ever since the Prot-
estant Reformation.

I am persuaded that our good deeds never merit salva-
tion. To merit salvation would mean to earn it or to
deserve it. The deeds would have to be so good, so perfect,
with no mixture of sin in them, that it would impose an
obligation upon God to grant us salvation. I believe that
the New Testament is abundantly clear that none of us
lives a life that is good enough to earn salvation. We
receive God’s salvation while we are sinners (Eph. 2:1-6).
That’s why we need a Savior, an atonement—and why we
need grace.

People often say, “Nobody’s perfect.” We all agree on
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that. But not one person in a thousand realizes how signi-
ficant that statement is. Somehow they think that God is
going to grade on a curve and “as long as my life is less sin-
ful than somebody else’s, then relatively speaking it’s good
enough to make it into God’s kingdom.” We forget that
God requires perfect obedience to his law, and if we fail to
obey him perfectly, then we're going to have to look else-
where for a way to get our salvation. That’s where Christ
comes in. Christ makes his merit available to us. When I
trust him by faith, then his righteousness becomes my
righteousness in the sight of God. So it’s his good work
that saves me and that saves you—not our good works.

Nevertheless, in a response of gratitude we are called to
obey. Jesus said, “If you love me, keep my commandments.”
Martin Luther taught that justification is by faith alone. But
he expanded the concept by saying that justification is by
faith alone, but not by a faith that is alone. A person who is
truly trusting Christ and resting on Christ for redemption
receives the benefits of Christ’s merit by faith. But if that
person has true faith, that true faith will manifest itself in a
life of obedience. Simply put, I get into heaven by Jesus’
righteousness, but my reward in heaven will be distributed
according to my obedience or the lack of'it.

What role does human achievement or good works
play in salvation?

Human good works play a tremendously important role.
There can be no salvation whatsoever without good works,
and your good works are crucial to your salvation. Now,
how can a Protestant make a statement like that?
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First of all, good works are absolutely crucial and are,
indeed, necessary for salvation because God requires good
works to save anybody. Those good works are supplied and
provided by Christ, who in his perfect humanity earned
the infinite merit of God—the reward of which is the very
basis of my salvation. Without Christ’s righteousness, I am
in very big trouble. So my salvation, initially, is grounded
upon good works—]Jesus’ good works.

What about my own good works? Do they have a role?
Most Protestants would say no. Justification is only one part
of salvation. Salvation is the big word. Salvation is the word
that covers all of the process by which God fully brings us to
total redemption. Justification is that point in the process
when God declares me a person who is in a state of redemp-
tion. The fact is that you are already justified, and you are in
a state of salvation to a degree, but there’s still more of your
salvation yet to come. You still haven’t gone to heaven. You
still haven’t been perfectly sanctified. You haven’t been glori-
fied. None of those things will happen to you until you die
and go to heaven. When you die and go to heaven, God will
give you a reward for whatever degree of obedience you have
rendered to him in your Christian life. The reward that God
bestows upon you in heaven will be given according to your
works but not because your works are so righteous and merito-
rious that they impose an obligation upon God to reward
them. God has graciously given us the promise that he will
reward whatever obedience we give him. He doesn’t have to,
but out of his goodness and grace, as Augustine said, he
crowns his own gifts. Our entrance into heaven is strictly by
the righteousness of Christ. Our reward in heaven will be
granted according to the works of obedience that we render.
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In what way does God use guilt today?

When we talk about God’s .using guilt, it sounds strange to
many people in our society because there’s a widespread
notion that guilt is something that is intrinsically destruc-
tive to human beings and that to impose guilt on anybody
is wrong. The idea then emerges that God certainly would
never use such a thing as guilt to bring about his will with
human beings. If he did, that would be beneath the level
of purity we would prefer in our deity.

In biblical terms, guilt is something that is real and is
objective, and I think it’s very important that we distin-
guish between guilt and guilt feelings. Guilt feelings are
emotions that I experience subjectively. Guilt is an objec-
tive state of affairs. We see that in our law courts. When a
person goes on trial for having broken the law, the ques-
tion before the jury and before the judge is not Does the
accused feel guilty? but Is there a real state of affairs that
we call guiltz Has a law been transgressed? So it is with
God. Guilt is objective in the eyes of God whenever his law
is broken. When I break his law, I incur guilt, but I may or
may not have guilt feelings about my guilt.

I suspect that behind your question is a concern about
how God uses the guilt feelings as well as the actual guilt
itself. One of the most important works of the Holy Spirit
in the life of the believer is what the New Testament calls
the conviction of sin. We can be guilty and not feel guilty.
David, for example, when he got involved with Bathsheba
and went even so far as arranging for her husband to get
killed, felt no great remorse until Nathan, the prophet,
came to him and told him a parable. The parable was
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about a man who took for himself a little lamb that
belonged to a poor man. David was furious and wanted to
know who this man was so that he could be punished.
Finally Nathan pointed his finger at David and said, “You
are the man.” With the realization of the full import of his
guilt, David was broken instantly and then wrote that mag-
nificent song of penitence, Psalm 51, in which he cried out
in his conviction of sin before God.

What God does with our guilt and guilt feelings is to
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